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Chapter 1 - Reborn

“W ait for me!” Kara jogged along Saint-Paul Stredte Pressed her cell phone against her ear witreatgw

hand. “I'll be there in two minutes!”

Her black ballet flats tapped the cobble stoneshasavoided oncoming traffic. She jumped onto the
sidewalk and ran through the crowd. Her portfoliasg at her side.

“I can’t believe you're not here yet,” said the e®ion the other line. “You had to pick today ofddlys to
be late.”

“Okay, okay! I'm already freaking out about the gatation. You're not exactly helping, Mat.”

A laugh came through the speaker. “I'm just sayirigat this is supposed to be the most importantofiay
your life. And youMademoiselle Nightingaleare late.”

“Yeah, | heard you the first time—MOTHER. My stu@thrm didn’t go off!” Kara dashed along the busy
street. Her long brown hair bounced against hek.bBlte smell of grease and beer from the pubs ezhlbr
nose. Her heart hammered at her chest.

Thank God. | can see it now.

Over the heads of the crowd, Kara could just maketee sign, Une Galerie. Stencilled elegantlyaidb
black letters, the name hovered above the artrgalenajestic glass doors. She could see shadowsayle
gathered inside. She was only a block away now.

“You know, the presentation won't wait for you.”

“I swear I'm gonna kick your butt when | get thér&hra growled into the phone.

She thought about getting off the sidewalk and mugalong the edge of the street. She looked bascké¢
how bad the traffic was.

Then her heart skipped a beat.

Less than a half a block behind, a man stood miessrand indifferent to the wave of humanity that
flowed around him. He was staring at her. His whae stood out against his dark grey tailored. $(ara
frowned.

His eyes are blaglshe realized.

A chill rolled up her spine. The man melted inte tirowd and vanished, as though he were a mekeofric
the light. The hair on the back of Kara’s neck klied.

“I think I'm being followed,” Kara spoke into heelf phone after a few seconds.

“You always think you're being followed.”
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“No! I'm serious! | swear—this guy is following meseme psycho with white hair. I—I think I've seen
him before. Or at least my mother has—"

“We all know your mother is a little nutty sometisadNo offence, | love your mom, but she’s beenrggei
and talking to invisible people since we were fivihink it's rubbing off on you.”

“Listen. | was with my mom yesterday on Saint-Caitie Street, and she said we were being followed by
someoneWhat if this is the same guy? Maybe she’s not agycas everyone thinks.” She wondered if there
was a little truth in her mother’s visions.

Mat laughed. “Are you serious? It's bad enough ¥loair mom sees spirits and demons. If you start
believing in all that, they’ll lock you up.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence. Remind me wby'ye my best friend again?” Kara decided to drop
the subject. She focused on the gallery sign assshéOkay—I can see you now.”

Mat was leaning against the gallery’s brick exteritis head was turned toward the glass doors.Wed
his cigarette from his lips and blew smoke intoghi®ne’s receiver. “I think it's starting. Hurry Uip

Kara felt her cheeks burn. Her heart pounded irebes and muffled the sounds around her. She took a
deep breath, hoping it would calm the flutterindneér stomach, and she sprinted onto Saint Laurence
Boulevard. Her cell phone slipped out of her hdanbit the pavement.

“Crap!” Kara crouched down to grab her phone.

A flicker of movement appeared in the corner of énge.

“WATCH OUT!” Someone shouted. She stood up andedraround.

A city bus hurtled towards her. She stared, traesfi The bus kept coming.

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!

An arm reached out to her. She saw a split seaoade of two monstrous head lights.

And then it hit.

Thirteen tons of cold metal crushed her body. Stie'tdfeel any pain. She didn't feel anything &t al

Everything around her went black.

A moment later, Kara was standing in an elevator.

At first, streaks of white light obscured her visi®Ghe blinked and rubbed her eyes. She shookeaek. h
The elevator was elegant—three sides appearedrn@te of handcrafted cherry panels decorated witteg-
wing crests. The smell of moth balls lingered ie #r, like her grandma’s dusty old closet. Whendyesight

improved, she realized she wasn’t alone.
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On a wooden chair, facing the elevator's contrakhacovered in black fur, and wearing a pair afegr
Bermuda shorts, from which protruded two hand-&#used feet—sat monkey

It spun on its seat, wrapped its feet around tlokriest of the chair, opened its coconut-shaped Imadl
said—in a British accent—"Hello, Miss.”

Kara's jaw dropped, and she swallowed the urgeytout.

His hairless face crinkled into a grin, so thatdueked like an oversized walnut. His square head sa
directly on powerful shoulders. He raised his cmad looked down upon Kara. His yellow eyes mesradriz
her. She couldn't look away.

He looks like Old Man Nelson from the hardware stehe thought wildly.

After a minute, Kara was able to force some wonatsod her mouth.

“H...hey there, little talking-monkey-person,” sh@aked. “How's it going?”

Her throat was dry. She tried to swallow, but & sould do was contract her throat muscles.

“I have to remember to tell Mat about this tomorrbshe whispered to herself.

The monkey frowned. Then he growled. “I'm nohankey Miss. I'm a chimpanzee! You mortals are all
the same. Monkey-this—monkey-that. Might as welll imee adog” A splatter of spit hit Kara's face as the
words escaped his lips.

Kara retched as she wiped the spit from her fasgas yellowish green and smelled like a bad cése o
gingivitis.

“Ah...sorry, monk—chimpanzee.”

She rubbed her hand on her blue jeans. “Gross!igheally nasty—it’'s all sticky!”

The chimp glared at Kara with disdail€lfimpNumber 5M51, if you please.”

He then began to scratch his behind and only stbppee he noticed Kara’s disgusted expression.

“You'll be arriving at your destination momentarilyAnd with that, he turned his attention backHe t
control panel—hands away from his butt.

Gradually, Kara began to feel more awake, as thehghhad woken from a long sleep. Reality slowly
crawled back in. She bit her lower lip as she t@dself tothink

Don't panic!

“Um, what destination? Where are we going?” shedsk

Chimp 5M51 turned his head and smiled, exposingsroixcrooked yellow teeth. His eyes locked onto
hers. “To Orientation, of course. Level One.”

“Orientation?”
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“Yes. All mortals who have passed must go througiler@ation. That's where you're going.” Chimp 5M51
clamped his feet around the edges of the chaieatehded an abnormally long arm in the directiothef
elevator's control pane. He pointed to the bras®hs.

Kara leaned over for a better view. The panel read:

. Orientation

. Operations

. Miracles Divisions

. Hall of Souls

. Department of Defense
. Council of Ministers

. The Chief

~NOoO Ok WN -

“OUCHY!” cried Kara, “Hey—what the—?"

Chimp 5M51 had picked a flake of dry scalp off Kafaead. He popped it in his mouth and swallowed.
“Mmmmbh. My apologies, | couldn't help myself. | anprimate, after all.”

“Freak,” mumbled Kara crossly, as she rubbed halpsc

A feeling of dread slowly rose up inside her. “Fhithis doesn't make sense. |—I'm dreaming. This is a
dream!”

Kara shut her eyes and pressed her back againsietretor wall, trembling. “Ican’t be happening. It just
can't | need to wake up now!”

“You're dead, Miss.”

Kara opened her eyes. The waehdechoed in her ears. The weight of his words stdadeull her under.
She fought against the sick feeling of panic.

“I'm not dead!” she hissed, “I'm right here, yougtt BABOON!”

“—Chimpanzee!” Spat Chimp 5M51. “Think what you miu$e said, as he lifted his chin. “But, think
about this. Can you remember events before thistle?”

Kara floundered, trying desperately to remembets Bind pieces flashed inside her brain: a white
light...metal... darkness...

The bus.

Kara dropped to her knees. The city bus had hitdperverized her core and crushed her like a tomato.
But then she remembered something else, somethanglidn’t make any sense. It was coming back to he
now, like a faded memory sharpening into a cleetupe. It flicked before her eyes. She saw an &awir out
and touch her during the bus crash.

Someone tried to save me?

“See? You're dead,” said the chimp, matter-of-factl
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She pressed her hand against the left side offtesst.c

“Oh, my God! Oh my God!” Kara couldn't feel a h&aat. She pressed down on her rib cage. Nothirgy. Sh
clasped her wrist. No pulse. No beating. No moveraeall.

“See. No beating. No heart—you're dead,” declahedcchimp again.

But before she could start freaking out, she wemsth off balance as the elevator stopped abruptly.

“Level One. Orientation!” The chimp announced.

“Wait!” Kara pushed herself away from the elevat@ll and wobbled up to the chimp. “I don't undensta
What's Orientation?”

With his finger still on the button, he turned hisad. “Orientation is where all the new GAs are
categorized.”

Kara stared stupidly into chimp 5M51’s yellow ey8&hat are GAs?”

“Guardian Angels.”

“Huh?”

Kara heard the swish of doors opening. A hint sfrale reached the chimp’s lips. He raised his amoh a
pressed his hand on her back—

She flew out the elevator.
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Chapter 2 - Orientation

K ara belly-flopped onto a cold stony surface. Fdoedjto the floor, she raised an eyebrow. The fldorated

against her cheek. She winced. Chaotic noiseshigéérs, as though thousands of voices were sgeakihe
same time.

She lifted her head off the ground and looked adotiter jaw dropped.

“Oh my God!”

She was surrounded by people. As she jumped ttebgrshe saw they were gathered inside an assembly
hall the size of ten football fields. Lines of péopf every shape, size and ethnicity twisted tgloa maze of
offices and corridors. The air was humid, and ieBad remarkably like the ocean.

Crack!

Kara turned just in time to see the elevator withmp 5M51 disappeared back into the ground. “Well,
there goes one monkey I’'m not going to miss,” shktened to herself.

The commotion was louder than a rock concert. aeased her hands to her ears. There were thousands
of them, and they were all dead—just like her. Theghed and shoved one another, itching to géketdront
of the line.

Kara was alone, lost artbad She knew she should be feeling something likgimags. After all, she’'d
just discovered that life after death existed. Besier, an oversized middle-aged man chatted hyawgh an
old bald manTheylooked pretty excited. Most of the walking deadwsrd her seemed overjoyed, except for a
few people who looked like she felt—nauseated andffed.

Not knowing what else to do, Kara joined the limarest her. She stared at her fBein’t make eye
contact.Don’'t make eye contacBhe wasn't up for a chat, especially with soraatddead old guy who was
prancing around like he’d just won the lottery.

But she wasn’teadyto die just yet...she wasrfihished All her hopes and dreams—vanished into thin
air. The soundless empty hole where her heart lorexd was cold. She knew her life was over.

“Ahem.” Someone cleared their throat.

Oh na Kara kept staring at her feet.

“Excuse me, miss. Are you feeling okay?” the marsiséed.

Was there any hope that she could awbidring?Couldn’t she just disappear?

Unfortunately for Kara, it appeared that he warnteghare. “You know, it's really nthat bad,” continued

the voice.
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Kara stole a look and saw that the voice belongedbe fat old man. His face was plastered withpsitbed
grin. He licked his pink lips in anticipation. “We'in Horizon! Alive! Can you believe it! Well—soof alive.
We're dead but alive! Isn't this great!”

Kara lifted her head. She tried to fake a smilé,tbe corners of her mouth were sewed in placeatire
It's really great.”

The man beat the air with his arms. “This@exciting!” And with great effort, he leaped inteetair and
twirled. His tiny legs kicked underneath his giganindulating belly. He hovered for half a second ¢hen
landed with an echoingoom.“Who would have thought that Horizon actually ¢éxd Life after death—it's
real!” If he wasn't already dead, Kara was sure histhveanld burst out of his chest like red chunky saand
hit his neighbor smack in the face.

She studied the man for a moment. “What's Horizon?”

He stopped twirling to give her an answer. “Utof8hangri-la. Zion. Elysium. Horizon is the aftezlifit's
real and we're here! Isn't this wonderful?”

Kara scowled as the man spread his enthusiasns teeht victim, in another row of the dearly depdrte
She felt a presence behind her and turned to séattteast a hundred newly expired folk were briggip the
rear. The noise level increased, if that was alstyalssible. Kara hung her head and tried to cry+Houtears
would come. She crossed her arms over her chestaret! into space.

Time seemed to have no effect at Orientation. Bestie knew it, Kara was next in line to enter dnhe
score of office buildings that surrounded the aofdsappy dead. She wrinkled her face and staréukat
building. From the outside, it looked like a regudfice: beige painted walls draped with beigeocet
paintings, beige industrial carpeting and glassdaims with beige horizontal blinds.

Creative.

The door was the only thing that looked out of pldtwas ancient, with a mammoth sized wooden éam
and it was decorated with a brightly lit neon sigmich readoracle Division # 998-4321, Orientation

Kara frowned. She wasn't sure whether or not shaldtknock. Sooner or later she knew she would have
to make up her mind, for thousands of impatientigesople were anxiously pushing her against the.doo

She sighed'Okay, here goes nothing.”

Making a fist with her right hand she raised ithhe door. And as her hand lingered in the air dibver
swung open with a screech. The office was jam-ghcBbe sneaked in and stopped. A salty gust ofnocea
fragrance embraced her. Hundreds of scattered papeered the ground and littered the desks. Fdaignets

filled the office, stacked on top of each otheristimg all the way to the ceiling—and giant crysthhlls.

www.bibliotastic.com 9




Soul Guardians Book | - Marked

It was like a crazy bowling alley. Huge glass batited across the office flattening everythingheir
path. Tiny old men ran balanced on top of the sgghike circus acrobats. Their silver gowns floviethind
them. Using their bare feet, they maneuvered this bHortlessly in all directions. Like single @ms, man and
ball moved as one.

The crystal balls bumped into cabinets, and the memmaged through the contents. They tossed ihegy |
white beards over their shoulders, flipped thropgpers and caused an avalanche of white parchKemat's

eyes flicked to a drifting sheet of paper makirsgwry down towards her. She jumped up, caughtitead:

Guardian Angel: Peter Jones

Class order # 4321

Rank: Rookie 2nd year, W-1 Guard squad, (lowest rak)

Assignment: Elizabeth Grand. 5585 Sherbrooke Streefront entrance.
11:42 am. Crushed skull by slipping down 2 flight®f stairs.

Status: Pass. Saved Charge. Soul untouched.

Kara shook her head. She bent down and pickedogher paper from the floor and read it. It was
similar, except for this time it was Tina Hendersdmo had saved Affonso Spinelli from choking to tthean a
meat ball, at Luciano's Porte Vino Restaurant.

Were all these papers about guardian angel assigat8he let the paper slip from her hand. Shepgto
around the filing cabinets. Papers rustled undefdet as she moved around the office. Along thg, whe
discovered several smaller rooms from which mora sraerged treading above their glass spheres like
oversized unicycles. They all appeared very mugaged at the moment—

“KARA NIGHTINGALE!"

Kara nearly jumped out of her own skin. Her legbhled as she made her way through the towers of
filling cabinets and followed the voice. Around tb@rner to her left, she spotted another officee @bor stood
ajar. There, above a large crystal ball, sat amaihe of those men, surrounded by piles of paperurhped
down to a great semi-circular wooden desk. He vadrewn on his brow and gestured impatiently.

“Come in. Come in. No time to waste. Lives to s&¥& said in a strange high pitched voice.

Kara dragged herself inside the cramped office.eM@binets were stacked on top of each other aeddp
across the walls. A five-foot round pool was modritethe back corner. The aroma of salt water wasg in
the little office. A lowtick tockdistracted her. Following the sound, Kara spadtéaige grandfather clock
leaning against the wall to her left, its long pelodh swinging from left to right.

She walked over to the desk and stood with her iahtier sides, biting her lips. She opened hertimiou

speak—nbut shut it again. Alive, when she'd get oesy her heart would pound so hard against het ¢hes
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would sometimes hurt. But not this time. No hammgr pounding, only nervousness with a silent cibre
didn’t feel normal.

She forced the words out of her mouth. “How—howybd know my name?”

The old man stopped ransacking his desk and figa#iipbed a file. His eyebrows shot up on his foaehe
“Ah, yes, yes. Here it is. Kara Nightingale...agedesen...hit by a bus...pretty nasty way of dying...sasor
about that...soul was already chosen to be a guardidie stroked his beard and was silent for a moment

Kara cleared her throat. “Um...excuse me, sir? Um—hahal doing here—?”

The man’s head snapped up. “Doing here? Why...yobéen chosen, that’s what! And now we need to
get you started on your new job. Okay. Let’'s sae havhat’s the assignment again...? Oh dear. | thir |
forgotten.” His face cracked into a grin. “It's nm¢ easy as it seems—to see into the future. Yaltteget the
present and the future mixed up! Now—where is pirate of paper?”

Kara frowned deeplyl don’t understand—what new job? | have a job?”

The file slipped from the man’s hands. He fell fard/to collect the papers. “Oh! Right!” His faceup.
“Well—you’'re dead,obviously. And you've been preselected to becomgeaadian angel! To work at saving
lives! Isn’t that wonderful?” He crumpled the papeér his excitement. “And today is your first day the job!”
He scratched his bald head. “Or is this your seaay? Oh dear.”

Kara stared at him. “Me, a guardian angel? No irealvay!”

“Well, let's see here—right. As a rookie you'll &ationed in the W-1 Guard Squad, of the Guardian
Angel Legion, lowest rank. You're duties today via# toobserve Your combat training will commenedter
the orientation period is over—after your firspttiHis kind eyes glistened as he looked upon Kara.

She tried to speak, but her lips were glued togethe

“Your petty officer will enlighten you with the daits.” He closed the file, slammed it down agaihst
desk with éang clapped his hands and bellowed, “DAVID!”

Kara glanced sideways and turned her head. A hamelseenager, a year or two older than her, popped
into the doorway. His broad shoulders were covéesed brown leather jacket, which hung closely atbhis

muscular build. He strutted his way towards themio Golden stars marked his forehead, just abovbrois.

“Yes, oracle? You called—younolines®” Smiling widely, he combed the top of his blorder with his
fingers. He stopped beside Kara and gave her a \Wiskdaughing eyes were the color of the sky. Naliyn
Kara would have blushed, but seeing as she wasutitiiood flow, instead she felt a strange tingliingm the

tip of her head all the way down to her toes, difbody were under attack by hundreds of prigkhieedles.
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The oracle jumped up and extended his arms. “Ciaegt David McDonald. David, meet Clara
Nightingale.” His eyes darted from Kara to Davi8htis to be your new rookie.”

“Uh—it's Kara, not Clara.”

The oracle stared at her as if she had said thegsst thing. “Oh, right! Forgive me, Kara.”

David laughed. “They usually get it right after aba hundred times.”

Kara studied David’s face. His lips parted and tedsinto a sly smile. He clasped her hand in hié an
shook it. She felt an electric current flow fronr fiagers to her toes. His hand wasn’t the bloodnweouch
she remembered feeling when shaking a mortal Hartd{ wasn’t cold either. It was perfectly cool.

“Hey, there, Kiddo,” he said, as he flashed a rdwazzlingly white teeth. “Nice to meet ya. Andsit’
McGowan Not McDonald.” He let go of her hand and liftée tcollar of his leather jacket.

“Um—nhi...it's just...let me get this straight,” stammadrKara. “I'm getting a new job as a guardian angel
and you're going to be like my boss? Is that wha#ippening here?”

“You better believe it, cutie.” David marched uplagrabbed her dossier from the oracle.

“I think I'm losing my freaking mind.”

“No—you're just dead.”

Dead Kara thought. She wanted to dissolve on the §iw#. might be dead, but her core could still feel
pain.

“Come closer, Clara,” said the oracle. With hist fée steered his crystal ball away from the degk a
came towards her. “It is time for you to take tlahd Or did you take it already? Oh dear. Here &gain,
mixing everything up! Have we been here before?”

Kara shook her head. “Uh—no. What oath? | nevek toooath.”

“Oh good,” sighed the oracle. “It is the oath albgdian angels must swear to. A sealed oath wtdnoh ¢
only be broken if the soul dies.” A sudden glow eatad from the crystal ball, bathing the oracle®stfin a
soft white light. The brightness subsided. A cldik@-mist formed from inside the globe. It swirlatbund,
changing its form with every twist. The oracle @& his wrinkled hands together in front of hissthkis eyes
still fixed on Kara’s. To her great surprise, tistgrted to change color—morphing from blue to iait
golden.

Kara’'s eyes widened as she backed away. “Wait! Whaton’t wantto become a guardian angel? Can't |
just go back home?”

The oracle shook his head. “I'm afraid not. Thikasv it has to be...there is no other way. You're bk

you knew it is over. Today—you're starting your nkf& and your new job.”
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She blinked, her mind working overtime. It had ®letter than doing nothing, beireally dead. And then
there were the broad shoulders of Petty Officer-Bav

“Come closer,” said the oracle sternly.

Fighting the urge to run away from David and thacte, Kara stepped forward. “Wait a minute—I think
you're making a mistake. | don’t think I'm the righerson for this job—"

The oracle put a finger to his lips and nodded ingously. “The Chief has choseamou, Clara to join his
army, to become one of his guardian angels, aamndesacred honor.” His golden stare hypnotized Kétaw,
you must repeat after me.”

Kara nodded.

The oracle continued. “I, Clara Nightingale—"

“It's Kara.”

“Oh no! Did | get it wrong again? My memory is nathat it used to be.” The oracle smiled and wiped hi
brow.

“Let’s start this again.” He cleared his throat.Khra Nightingale, declare myself servant of the Legibn
Angels. | will perform my duties as a guardian dnvgeoleheartedly. May the witnesses of my oath ho&lto
it.”

Kara felt foolish but repeated everything wordyiard anyway.

“We will hold you to it!” declared the oracle andaiid together.

And then something strange happened. First, thededsaskin started to blaze a soft golden colod tren
he leaned forward and pressed his thumb on Kayesdéad. His touch burned a spot between her eysbro
and sent a sizzle of electricity from her headdofinger tips. She felt heavier somehow, as thabgrsimple
touch had weighed her down. After a moment theledaaned back, and Kara watched his eyes slovilyrre
to their natural blue color. The crystal ball shiemed then lost all of its brilliance.

She reached up and touched her forehead, runnirfgngers along the spot where she had felt it bhier
brows drew together. She could feel the outlines stiar—just like David’s. The oracle had branded on her
as well.

“I have astar on my forehead?” said Kara, which was more ohtestent rather than a question, as she
rubbed her brow. A tiny smile reached her lips.

“It is the symbol of the Legion of Angels. You aguardian angel now—you swore the oath.” The eracl
steered his crystal ball back to the other sidei®flesk and sat back down. He glanced at the ctéckd now

youhave a job to do. Time is of the essence! Daniel!”
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David flipped a black duffel bag over his shouldad strutted over to the pool. “That's me. Let's go
Kiddo. We only have a half hour to get to Mrs. Wik before she dies in a freak dishwasher accitidet
climbed up the little ladder hanging over the edfythe pool and stepped onto the ledge.

Kara frowned. “Hold on. You mean to tell me, thmte¢ach Mrs. what's-her-name, we have to jumptimo
pool?”

“That's right,” answered David as he lowered hig bad jammed the file into it.

It was too weird. But then again, siwasdead—walking, talking, with a golden star burnei iher
forehead.

She took a few tentative steps towards the poo&it\& minute—how comewasn’t saved? Wheretay
guardian angel?” Images of her life flicked inshe head—her family, her friends, her paintingshfvWasn't
there anyone to save me?”

David zipped up the bag and threw it over his sthe@ulHe flicked his eyes down at Kara and grinned
widely. “You were saved—well, yowsoulwas, that is.”

“Huh?”

His eyes were thoughtful as they rested on herut¥soul was chosen. You were destined to become a
GA. It was just a matter of time before you died arere shipped up to Horizon! We’'re running low on
guardian angels you see, and you were next onsttieHe winked.

“l was choser?”

“Yup. By The Chief himself. Thinks you’ve got whiatakes to do the job. And—speaking of the job, we
have to go—" David threw out his hand and beckametto join him.

Who is this Chief? And why did he choose me? What&pecial about me?

“So—how do you know what's going to happen to hdrat-tvoman—before it happens?” Kara clamped
her hands around the metal pool’s railing. “I mday is that possible?”

“You forget where you are. oracles can see intduhee. It is their gift. They know days beforeth
someone is about to die. So they assign a guaatigel to save that person's soul. It's your jodaiee them, no
matter what, before the demons devour it.”

“Demons?” Kara's eyes widened. It took a few sestiadgather herself. “Are you freaking kidding me?”
An image of her mother flashed in her mind’s eye.

She turned her attention to the oracle who wasriggaheir conversation completely. His eyes wenslel g

again. He stared into space, still as a statue.
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“The oracle's busy now. He's doing his job; nowatir turn.” David grabbed hold of Kara's arm and
pulled her up the little staircase, settling hextrie him. His gaze narrowed. “Now—Ilisten carefulyre you
listening?”

“I'm all ears.” But Kara couldn't shake it off, tleeling of dread. Demons were her mother’s faeorit
subjects—a crazed woman'’s imaginary foes—right?-fldmne said anything about demons.”

“Don’t worry. Nothing’s gonna happen—it’'s a reabgassignment, trust me. We’ll be back before you
know it.”

He smiled and studied her face. His blue eyeseglesd. “Up here, water is important. Remember tliat.
the gateway between Horizon and Earth—it's howraxet.” He flashed another smile, his teeth exppsneir
radiance. “So we have to jump in. You ready?” Hebgped Kara by the elbow, edging her forward.

Kara stared at the pool's reflections, imaginingndes in the deep water—waiting for her.

“All right then,” said David, “on the count of thee-"

“What? Wait! I'm not sure | want to do this—"

“One..."

Kara jerked her arm around, desperately tryingddt of David’s iron grip.

“Two...”

“Wait!” Squealed Kara. “I can't swim!”

“Three!” David pushed himself off the ledge and ped, dragging Kara down with him.

She splashed into the water and sunk to the boffbewater didn’feellike water at all, more like fog, or
a heavy mist, like when you’ve stayed too longh@ shower. Kara could breath easily, somehow, fgba
because she had no lungs. She turned her headexhtbtlook for David, but she began to spin fast—
horizontally—with ear-piercing shrieks as whitistidbles seemed to consume her. White light explatled
around her. Shielding her eyes, Kara managed todown. The light was coming from her. Her enticelp
was illuminated by fluorescent white light. Shet fesudden pull and watched her body disintegrdte i
millions of brilliant particles. She started towilaway.

With a last flash of light, everything around h&appeared.
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Chapter 3 - The M Suit

Kara forced her lids open and looked around. Sheried.

The shadows of the world around her were a haay &iuthough she had opened her eyes under whter. S
felt dizzy, almost like the time she stole a bottlevine from her parent’s wine cellar and drank tze bottle.
But this was different. She was trapped in a sedmyly. She searched inside this body and foursklieEhe
willed the body to move. She moved her fingersnther arms. This new body felt like she was weaitiog
top of her other self; a skin-tight sus.this normaP

As the dizziness lessened, her nerves calmed. @toetrated on her hearing. She could hear thendist
sounds of traffic and the soft murmurs of peoplking. She blinked. Shapes became focused. It walsaugh
she were watching the world through someone etsgss. She looked down at her new body and pressed h
hands against her chest. Nothing. No beating ohéaet, no lungs compressing. Empty.

Her eyes slowly adjusted to the shadows around3ier.was in a humid alleyway. It stank of last week
garbage. She followed the smell and spotted cétsgefaom the metal dumpsters. Tall brick buildingasked
the light. Shapes moved within the shadows. Kazailed as two grubby looking men eyed her from ikda
doorway, whispering at each other.

They can see me?

Then something touched her shoulder—

Kara jumped backwards and nearly fell.

“Relax, Kara, it's me.” David reappeared. He wdre black duffel bag on his back. His cheeky Colgate
smile made his face a little too handsome. Kanagtiaway so that he wouldn’t see the flush shestaihing
her cheeks. Then she remembered—she couldn’t fehhad no blood.

“How you feeling?” he asked, as he clasped herlsleou

Kara grimaced. “Like my sixteenth birthday hangov&he lifted her head. The world around her was in
focus now, but the ground still wavered slightly.

David stared into space, a silly grin on his fé¥@ah...those were fun times.”

He sighed and turned back to Kara. “But that’s radriit’ll go away in a few minutes.”

He let go of her shoulder and dropped the duffgldrathe pavement. He bent down, rummaged through
the bag and pulled out a map. After studying itdanoment, he stuffed it back and pulled out a Iortaather
wrist watch. “Good, we’re only a few blocks awalié leaped to his feet and strapped the watch arbisnd

Wrist.
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A breeze masked the dumpster smell for a momeihbasught in exhaust fumes, hot pavement and dog
poop from the busy street. Kara brushed a straméiofoehind her ear. She brought her hand uprtéele and
studied it, wiggling her fingers, focusing on tlaetfthat she was in a body that didn’t belong to he

This is beyond weird.

Back in Horizon, before taking the big plunge, semembered feeling like her old self, just withthe
internal organs—but like herself. But now back @anrtk, after her death, this body felt alien.

“The M suits take some getting used to the firsieti Believe you me; | know!” David clapped his hand
together. “Man, | remember my first time...l was thtapacing out.” He laughed, his eyes sparkling.

Kara smiled. He reminded her of the college boysdskeen around the city: young, beautiful and déill
themselves. They oozed aau d’arroganceMost of the high school girls drooled over thbsgs. She had
labeled them, the Untouchables.

“But you know, after a few suits, you'll hardly feaem anymore—they kinda become part of you.” davi
straightened out his jacket and flipped the callar“Yeah...that's more like it.”

Kara frowned. “What do you mean M/suits?”

“Mortal—humans—Earth dwellers. If you’re not pafttbe Legion, you're a mortal.”

“So you're saying I’'m wearing Bumansuit?”

“Yup.”

Kara made a face. “That’s disgusting!” She shoakhtead. “| still can’t figure it out. How did we ge
here?” Her brown eyes searched his face.

“You see,” explained David, as he studied her, ‘wihe jumped into the pool, back on Horizon—
remember? Right, well, we were satansportedto Earth.” He lifted his arms and pointed to Higst. “In
these babies.”

“Right—in these body bags,” said Kara, and she éalofown at herself. She studied her arm. She pulled
back her sleeve and passed her hand over her'Bkigls—different?” she said and looked up intodyss.

David nodded as he smiled at her. “I know. Youdt gsed to it.”

“So these bodies, justagicallyappeared?”

“Ha!” He laughed. “You're funny. But—ah-re. See, when we travel between Horizon and Eartmereel
to submerge ourselves in water—the pools, remenb@ter serves as a gateway between the two wdtlds.
also allows us to create our M suits and then sihexh later. Don’t ask me how, it just does. Andaoaé the
process, Vega.”

Kara blinked “I'm a freaking puppet without the strings.” Heird flicked inside her mortal body,

anticipating movement. She shifted her weight fame leg, then to the other—a thought was all ik toaw.
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The body responded. Like water sucked into a spdmgespirit was absorbed entirely; body and soaved as
one. She didn’t need to will her body to move angantt was quickly becoming second nature to hke S
rested her hands on her hips. “I think I'm gettihg hang of this.”

David watched her and grinned. “In Horizon, we dor@ed flesh and blood bodies, our bodies are
immortal. You're still the same person you weret joot in the same mortal body. You think and &eelctly
the same. It's like you never left your old bodyt®ur mortal bodies are gone—and as a GA, yowoan
submerge yourself in M suits to walk on Earth—ysowl would die without them. Think of them as amoth
version of your old body. But | have to admit, Véowearing suits—they make me feel invincible!”

Kara felt her mind ease with every passing monmentasn’t so bad after all, this new life that vsarting
to emerge.

“Okay, wow...so where do we go from here?” asked Kasashe practiced moving her limbs. She took a
few steps, staring at her feet, grinning. “I'm lizkecyborg chick, without the mechanics

“We have exactly less thdifteenminutes to get to Mrs. Wilkins before stleos anddies—in a freakish
accident You ready?” David cocked an eyebrow. “It's timeréweal myextraordinarytalents!” His teeth
gleamed.

She looked up into his grinning face and shrugtjegliess?”

“Don’t worry, I’'m here with you,” said. “And/ou, you will be witnessing a true master of his crdfirst
hand! I'mthat good.”

Kara shook her head. “Wow—atre all guardian ande¢sdocky, or am | just really lucky to be stucklwi
you?”

“I'm the hottest thing in Horizon,” said David, heyes flashed mischievously. He threw the blackdyeay
his shoulder, straightened out his jacket and staffl “Let’s go!” He yelled back.

“Sure thing, hot stuff,laughed Kara.

She ran to keep up, trying not to trip on her negsl Soon the alley way disappeared, and they found
themselves in sunlight, facing a busy street. Isptted a metal street sign at the corner. Webtim§treet was
stenciled in white at the top. She knew this sti8be had been here before.

They walked along Wellington Street, zigzaggingtlgh crowds of shoppers. The smells of onion, garli
fish and spices surrounded them. She imaginecty plieese burger.

“Can we eat? | mean...do we need to eat? Like...cataste food?”

“No. These are mortal suits, not real mortal bodvée don’t eat.”

“That sucks—I was hoping to try a slice of pizzesomething.”

“You could try...but it'll be like eating paper.”
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“I think I'll pass, thanks.”

Kara followed David closely. She looked passersibihe face and wondered if these people noticed
something different about her. “Do you have a nioo you?”

“Why do you want a mirror?” David stopped walkingdamet Kara’s eyes.

“To see myself. I'd like to see what | look like.”

“Oh—of course. You want to make swymeu are stillyou—come over here.” David walked up to a parked
car. “You can check yourself out with this.” He pt&d to the side mirror.

Kara leaned in and took a peak. “I look exactlyshme? Same eyes, nose, hair? Great—I even have the
same zits! How's that possible?”

“Because you're you.”

“But what happens if someone | know sees me? Thiegdk out!”

David grabbed Kara by the elbow and steered hey &wen the car. “They won't because you don’t look
exactlythe same to them....you'll appear a little differerou’ll have the same brown eyes and brown hait, b
you'll look like a cousin or something.”

“Oh. | don’t have any cousins.”

They walked along another block until they reachedune Street and turned south. Couples with inld
passed them by and Kara thought of her own farAtyhat moment, she felt miserable. She missed her
mother. Even if she was a little mad—she was thy miother Kara ever knew. She imagined her mother’s
grief stricken face and wished she could tell lnenshow that she was okay.

“Do you miss your family?”

David was silent for a second. “Sure | do. | migsm all the time, but | wouldn’t trade my life irokzon
for anything. | love my job. We're part of an elgeoup—chosen to keep the mortals safe. The rés#l bn a
mission—you can’t get that same feeling doing aimgfelse. It's dangerous, and | love pushing timeté. I'm
good at it. It’s like...this is what I'm supposediie doing. Besides, we get to play with the coolesdpons!”
His face lit up.

Kara wondered if David had had many girlfriendskoatien he was alive. A question burned in the back
of her mind. “Can—can | ask you something?”

“Sure. What do you want to know?”

Kara avoided his eyes. “How...how did you die?”

“Oh, that,” laughed David. “Well, it wasn’t anytlgrspectacular. | drowned.”

“You drowned! Oh my God! That's a horrible way ted

“Well, actually, |1 drove my parent’s car off a bgiel So it's a little more badass.”
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Kara imagined the scenario in her head. “What Wwhisg? | mean...to drown? Did you suffer? It must
have been terrible.”

“The last thing | remember was a feeling of flying¢hich was really cool by the way,” said David. “The
the car hit the water, and | hit my head on thergtg wheel. | blacked out. And then | woke up vatimonkey
breathing down my neck.”

“Right, the chimp in the elevator.”

David adjusted the bag on his shoulder. “Thenrgdithe Legion—became famous with the ladies—
pissed off a few angels...and the rest is histdtg paused for a second before continuing, hisesgion
thoughtful. “What about you? What do you rememlteua your death?”

Kara scratched the back of her neck. “I didn’t f@eything when | died—I mean | didn’t feel any pdin
remember the bus coming at me. | remember thinkiwgs too late to run out of the way—then it filhe next
thing | remember—I was in an elevator.” She shoektead. “I thought | was dreaming.”

“I think we all go through that.” David pointed. li€re it is, 1870 Fortune Street South, apartmemteu
three—your first assignment. Let the show begin®’ glanced at his watch. “We don’t have much time.
Quickly!” He jogged to the front of the grey stomeilding and ran up the metal staircase, threa$loo
apartment number three.

Kara stared up at him from the bottom of the staird shrugged. “Great. I'm stuck in The Amazing idav
show.” But she ran up the stairs, her body comylétetune with her.

“The key to a successful assignment, is to dodbejyicklyand discreetly. Save the mortal—and get out.
No need for any demons if you save the mortal.”

“Um, these demons,” said Kara, “what do they lakk?”

“Depends. There’re lots of different kinds of derao§ome can look like monsters from your worst
nightmares, and others can look just like you aed-+mortal.”

“With black eyes?”

“Yeah—how did you know?”

Kara’s head spun. She tried to gather her thoug\its—my mother saw them | think. She—she called
them demons. She said they were after us. | meanathil@ught she was nuts. | never saw anyone wpr an
demons. | wanted to believe her. | tried so hahd ®ade it sound seal—but | couldn’t. | spent most of my
life hiding her away from everyone—so they wouldmit me in foster care. See, my father died whead

five—so it's just—it was just the two of us.”
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“Well, she wasn't crazy.” David cocked his headhe side. “Some mortals can see spirits and demons—
they'’re called Sensitives. They formed a secrettahgociety and have been dealing with the Legan f
hundreds of years. Your mom is probably one of them

“Sensitives,” repeated Kara. “I...I guess you're tifiHer guilt weighed her down. Her mother wasn’t
crazy.

“Now—uwatch and learn.” David rang the doorbell.

After a moment there was a screeching noise astieom went on.

“Yes...?” answered a coarse woman'’s voice.

David cleared his throat and gave Kara a wink. Miis. Wilkins? My name is John Mathews—I'm here
with my friend Karen. We're from Verdun College cane’re collecting donations for the swimming team.
We’'re sure to win this year—"

There was a loudcrchfrom the intercom. “Oh! Yes, yes. Of course. Cameup!”

The door buzzed and vibrated as David pushed it.dipter son used to be on the same swimming team.
Let me do all the talking,” he whispered, “your jmp now, is just to observe—see how | take carthef
damseln distres$§ My good looks sometimes are enough.”

“Sure thing, lover-boy.” Kara followed him into theiilding. The air was thick and had a faint steath
lingering mould. She wrinkled her nose. Dirty brogtains painted the light grey walls, and leftogem was
smeared into the cruddy carpeted stairs. Dead cackes lay on the floor next to the walls, and ties
disappeared into tight crevices. Voices from thigimaoring apartment’s television seeped throughathlis.

When David reached the top of the stairs, he tuamednd. “And another thing,” he said. “Mortal suéire
temporary. They only last a few hours. Stayingltow on Earth will give the demons our locationeTanger
we stay here, the easier it is for them to findTureey can sense us. That's why we have to hurri~Blon’t
worry, demons don’t just show up. We still haveslof time to do our job. But, if ever you do see aon'’t
panic!” He studied Kara’s face. “The worst thinguyoan do is freak out and scare the mortal. Sha's n
supposed to know anything about demons—or aboiWadhave strict rules about these things. Besldas,
here to protect you. Do you understand?”

Kara nodded, biting her lip. “Okay. Um, the demorear-they hurt us? | know we’re dead but—" Her
mind travelled back to when she was a child. “Wheas little | used to have horrible nightmaresabo
monsters—I used to see dark shapes following méeafiime. My mom would say that they were demans|,
that wanted to eat my soul. Is that true? Godgrigb me—I'm such a freak.”

“You're not a freak,” said David, his eyes suddekilyd. “You’re a guardian angel—and not a bad logki
one either.”
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Kara rolled her eyes. “But seriously, can they muetnow—or are we likevincible? Do we havepecial
angel abilities?”

David faced a door covered in peeling white pdibemons are the only ones who can take a guardian
angel’s soul. If a demon takes your soul, thengtop existing. And there’s no coming back. But witining,
you’'ll develop your abilities. Look, for now, jukdave the demon tme—if thereis one. Today—it's watch and
learn.”

Kara struggled to stay calm. “But what do | do sele one?”

David knocked on the door. “Show him the finger amalybe he’ll disappear. No, seriously, just stagrne
me. Nothing’s gonna happen. I'm here.”

“Yeah—I feel a lot better, thanks.” Kara sighedeSloncentrated on David’s relaxed demeanor to lease
mind.

The door creaked open to reveal a plump lady irstxties. “Hello, dears—come in, come in,” she sagl
she waved them in. “So—you’re both on the swimmnegm?”

“Yes,” said David and Kara in unison, as they ezdeat small entranceway. Kara could see parts of a
kitchen from where she stood, partially hidden hdhwalls which then opened up to the left to rexeedining
and living area. The small apartment reeked ofylgaypets and potpourri and a smidgen of cat pee. $he
missed her grandma.

Mrs. Wilkins surveyed the young couple. “Hmm. Wgbu're a nice looking pair, aren’t you?” Smiling,
she wiggled her oversized body excitedly, sendiages rippling all the way down to her feet. “My S&y
always came home from practice dying for some juittdix you some.” She turned slowly and teetgre
towards the kitchen.

David glared at Kara. Shaking his head, he shoveedhis watch and mouthelp!

Kara peeked into the tiny kitchen and spotted tkbvdasher’s open door, and on display, a row ofgsha
knives flickering in the kitchen light, sticking bfxom the plastic cutlery basket in the dishwashtre
murderer.

“Um, that won't be necessary, ma’am,” said Kara.e'Wwe just had some coffee not too long ago,” she
lied, putting on her best fake smile. “We’re natgty, really.”

Mrs. Wilkins halted and turned around. “Ofsee You young people are always in a hurry.”

Kara scratched the back of her neck. “Um, yes—amk you very much.” Grinning, she stretched the
corners of her lips as far as they would go.

Mrs. Wilkins frowned and studied Kara once moree $imched her lips together. “Well, then. I'll getg

my wallet.” She wobbled down the wallpapered hajlaad disappeared behind a door.
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“That was close,” breathed David. He glanced aw@tch and grinned. “Well, Kara. Today is your lyck
day. One minute left, the charge is safe, and thexao signs of demons. This waseanellenffirst
assignment. Man, I'd kill for a beer right now.”

Something moved in Kara’s peripheral vision. Shre¢d her head. In a dark corner of the hallway, dow
past the door where Mrs. Wilkins had disappeareatatsaw a shadowy shimmer. At first, she wasng sue
saw anything at all—maybe her eyes were playirgdron her. But as her sight adjusted to the dasrbe
shadow appeared again. It was little more thanfarghfog that flashed and disappeared. As ittghed in the
dim light and flickered in and out of sight, it toeolid form long enough to expose fragments abraupted
and twisted body. The shifting shadow glided towsairtem.

Exactly like her nightmares.
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Chapter 4 - Down the toilet

David dropped his bag. He shoved both hands irtodtpulled out a long silver dagger with his righhd and

grasped a brilliant white orb in the other. “Kammve!”

But she couldn’t. Glued to the spot, Kara’s bodgd=nly turned ice cold, as though the temperatutba
room had dropped by twenty degrees. Weakened bsMihihe creature oozed, Kara felt icy hands eght
around her neck, suffocating the life out of h&hat's happening?” She brought her hands to heatrand
felt the weight of the demon pull her down. Darlsesked inside her, threatening to consume hedmin

But Kara wasn’t about to let this ugly demon ki#irhShe was stronger than that. With inner strersjté
strained and fought against its evil. After a motnére cold released itself and dissipated.

“Quick—Behind me!” David pushed Kara hard to thewgrd. He ran past her and planted himself in the
middle of the hall, swinging his weapons before.him

And at that moment, Mrs. Wilkins decided to joi tiun.

“What's all thisracke®” She bellowed as she bounced into the hallwaydet David and Kara. First, she
saw David who was holding a very large dagger,taad she turned her attention to Kara on the fofaw
feet behind him looking very pale.

“Good, Lord!” Shrieked Mrs. Wilkins, cowering agairthe wall, “what are you trying to do with that
knife!” she cried. “Are you going to murder us—autt our innards and sell them on the black markst®¥
squealed as she clutched her chest.

“Lady, we’re here t@rotectyou!” cried David, his eyes locked on to the shado

Mrs. Wilkins followed the direction of David’'s eyesid saw the demon at the end of the hallway. &iie g
out a yelp. Taking on a solid form for a momeng tlemon showed its true self, a putrid core ofinteed
monsters. Wormy tendrils formed legs that it usedropel itself towards them. It flickered, befateanging
back into black mist.

“Go back to the Netherworld, shadow demon!” Davidust the white orb before him. Brilliant rays of
white light shot out of the globe. They flew stiaigit the shadow demon. They hit. The demon leanwgar-
piercing cry as its solid form reappeared coverelight. Convulsing, it flicked and changed bactoia black
cloud and vanished.

“Kara!” shouted David as he turned around and fdead“Take Mrs. Wilkins outside—quickly—before

more demons come!”
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Kara blinked. She stared into David’s face, het ¢deed to the ground. Images of demons flashedens
her head—her childhood nightmares were real. Hehendad been telling the truth all along. The demo
which tormented her in her dreams, time and tin@radnad just appeared a few feet away from hex.sBlook
herself out of her trance and forced herself taceatrate on David’s words. She had to do sometl8hg.
flicked her eyes and watched Mrs. Wilkins. The waradody was trembling, her face screwed up in detep
terror and bewilderment. She needed Kara’s help.v&s theyuardianafter all. Compelled to do the right
thing, she pushed herself up and jumped towards Wil&ins, tripped and fell flat on her fac®ops.

Mrs. Wilkins on the other hand, decided to movearipling over Kara, she stumbled into the kitchen,
screaming like a banshee.

“Kara!” yelled David, as he saw Mrs. Wilkins wobidj into dangerous territory. “Mrs. Wilkins’s in the
kitchen! ThedishwasherKeep her from it!”

A chill prickled on Kara’'s M suit as she felt trentperature in the hallway drop again. She liftedhead
off the ground and flinched as another shadow deappeared behind David. “DAVID! BEHIND YOU!” She
pointed towards the corrupted creature.

The shadow demon flicked back to a mist and gralidd from behind, enveloping him in a black
cloud. For a moment, Kara thought the demon haduted him—there was nothing but a black fog where
David had stood. Suddenly, the creature mater@losek into its true self and David emerged. Hpdeanto
the air as he fought the shadow demon off withdaigger—stabbing and slicing off parts of the creatBlack
liquid sprayed the walls.

“Get—to—Mrs.—Wilkins —” he panted, as he fought dteemon.

“Right!” said Kara.” Save Mrs. Wilkins!” She had toy to keep the lady away from the dishwasher. She
struggled to her feet and staggered to the kitcBhe.spotted Mrs. Wilkins, hiding under the kitchaiple,
praying.

Kara fell to her knees, inches from the table. “Mi&lkins, come, come with me...we have to get out of
here!” She grabbed hold of the old woman’s droapy and pulled. “Please, we have to go!” She urged.

But Mrs. Wilkins wasn’t moving. With her eyes widdhe just rocked back and forth, praying sileriflgra
could hear David still fighting the shadow demohe &new she had to move fast. She yanked Mrs. W¢ilki
with both hands, pulling as hard as she could.rdtiing happened. Kara couldn’t pull her out fronder the
table.

And when Kara thought things couldn’t get any wosde felt a chill as another shadow demon

materialized in the kitchen, two feet away from Mfdlkins’s crying face. Nasty black cloud-like tacles
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rippled along the kitchen floor, slipping their weopvards them. Mrs. Wilkins screamed and rushedrout
underneath the kitchen table, sending chairs amd #ng back and crashing into the wall.

Kara watched the events as they happened as Weteewatching a movie clip in slow motion. Mrs.
Wilkins clambered out from under the kitchen tablEipped—iflew two feet in the air—her body hovered &
moment—and crashed face first onto the open didmevatoor. With a loudrunch the dishwasher’s door fell
off its hinges and flattened under Mrs. Wilkins'sight.

Kara stared opened mouthed as Mrs. Wilkins layapeagle on the kitchen floor, knives protrudinguir
her bloody scalp. Her unspoiled left eye fixed ard accusingly, as though this was her fault. rAdte
moment, the woman’s body sparkled, as though herngis painted with millions of tiny diamonds. The
diamonds then detached themselves and hovered #imbedy—slowly coming together in a ball of lighite
a tiny sun.

Something moved in Kara's peripheral vision. Astsineed, she watched in horror as the shadow demon
crawled towards the dead woman. Without thinkimg, gushed herself up and ran towards the balgbt,li
something inside her told her to protect it. Bueathree strides, she felt something grab a hbleeoleft foot.
She fell flat on her face. Then her body was liftethe air by her feet and thrown across the ra®he hit the
wall with a crash and fell hard on the floor. Kateuggled to her feet and whipped her head aroAmilpy
mass of flesh with exposed veins slithered on ttehé&n floor. Blood red tentacles lashed out, bke
overgrown octopus. Multiple heads and mouths vattor sharp teeth covered its body. The demon ignore
Kara and crawled towards Mrs. Wilkins.

Stiff as a statue, Kara watched in horror as tkatare’s tentacles wrapped themselves around the
woman’s feet and pulled itself up, inches fromtlad of light. Its misshapen form rolled onto thead
woman's corpse. Its touch corrupting her body,eskin turned immediately black and rotted awagling.
The shadow demon pulled itself up towards the ght

“NOOOOOQ!!!” Howled David, appearing suddenly in theorframe and ran towards Mrs. Wilkins.

But it was too late.

The shadow demon shimmered and grew. It then thsel forward, swallowing the ball of light
completely and vanished.

David ran towards Mrs. Wilkins and looked down et hlackened body.

“Oh—this isnot good.” He dropped to his knees. “We’ve lost $oeil I'm going to get sacked,” he said, as
he narrowed his eyes. “| HATE demons! | HATE THEM!”

He jumped up and started to kick the dishwashes. Miilkins's shriveled body rebounded as it jigghed

bounced up against the door. Black ooze drippedront the corners of her mouth.
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David shook his head. “Wait a minute—I don’t undansl? How did they get here so quickly? It doesn’t
make any sense!”

“What—what do you mean? David, what are you tallabgut?”

“The demons. They never show up that fast. It'e4ikhey knew we’d be here.”

After a moment, he looked up at Kara, his eyes.Wilde have to get out of here!” He stood still for
moment, then sprinted out of the kitchen and vasdshto the bathroom, leaving Kara staring open tineal

“Quickly, this way!” yelled David from the bathroodoorway. “It's clear.” He disappeared inside the
bathroom.

“Crap—I don’t have a good feeling about this!” Katauggled to her feet. “Ow!” She felt a sharp pamn
her right ankle. She lifted up her pant leg. A tbigick mark in the shape of a spider web tracedhkle.
“What the—?” She rubbed her finger across it atidhie discomfort. The pain was gone. She rolledadbiom
of her pant leg back down and took off after David.

When she reached the bathroom doorway, David weslikig beside the toilet convulsing, but he wasn't
puking his nonexistent guts. Instead, raging madummaged through the contents of his bag andguollit a
file. He shoved it in Kara’s face. “Here, take thigou’ll need it. We’re going to level four. We hateetell
them we’velost a soul!”

Kara stared down at her shoes, feeling miserable w&sn't entirely sure what this meant, or what Iséd
done, but from the crazy expression on David's fabe figured losing a soul wasrybad.

“I'm sorry,” she managed to croak. “l—I—tripped atigén | couldn’t pull her out. | kept pulling and
pulling, and then | tripped again and the demon—"

“Don’t worry about that.” David straightened up amelthrew the duffel back over his shoulder. “Right
now, the best thing for you and me—is to gettibk out of here.” He lifted up the toilet seat witls hoot. He
glanced up at Kara and cocked his head toward®illee “You go first, I'll cover you.” He jumpedwer and
stood in the doorway protectively, watching.

“What? What are you doing?” cried Kara flabbergadsher eyes bugging out of her head. “You don’ttwan
me to—you can’t beerious That’s disgusting!”

David turned to face her and said sharply. “Welyeddn’t have time for this! Haven’'t you noticedeth
demons, here-hello?”

Kara blinked. “You're crazy—no you'’re insane! Therao way I’'m touching that. It's nasty!”

“That’s what they tell me.” David turned his headlavatched the hallway, then turned back to Karh an
met her eyes. “I need you submerge your headhiter,and I'm not going to wait to draw you a bath. Dy

really want to wait around and see if the shadow demengld to come back?”
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Kara leaned towards the toilet and clasped her barfter mouth “But it's got...it's got old-lady
residues..” she grimaced as she gawked at the yellow waiigh, a slimy brown ring around the inside. “You
can'tseriouslyput your head in that?”

David sighed loudly as he dropped his shoulderd@wiced up at the ceiling. “You're not going to data
diseaseor anything, Kiddo, you'relead You're going to have to get used to it. It's youwaw career.
Quickly...T'll be right behind you.” He came forwaethd edged her towards the toilet.

“Wait!” said Kara desperately. “What happens aftput my head in...in...that?” She pointed to the toile

“You'll be back in Horizon, on your way to leveldn” said David after a long pause. “You'll be safe
Let’s go, come on!” He pushed her forward.

There was a sudden loedunchfrom the kitchen.

Kara winced. She turned and looked at David witksayide. He jumped into the hallway, his dagger
clasped in his hand. Kara strained her legs to naodestepped into the doorframe. Sticking out hakisg
head from the bathroom doorway, she realized tieerneas only Mrs. Wilkins’s shriveled up body slipgp a
few inches off the dishwasher’s door.

“Oh, God. Oh, God. Oh, God.” Kara trembled. “Davithe...the demons...they can come back. They can
suck out our souls—"

David jumped back in to the room and pushed Kanadad towards the toilet. “Okay, that's it. Don’'take
me throw you in there.” He cocked an eyebrow. ‘l Wi have to—trust me.”

Kara wobbled over and stared down at an emptytitilean’t believe I'm about to do, what I'm about to
do. We need water—right.”

She clasped the file against her chkesan’t catch anything. I'm already dea8he shut her eyel$.doesn’t
smell like crap, it smells like roses—big beautibdes—Ilike at Nanny’s houdeara pinched her nose, plunged

her head in the toilet, felt her millions of moléesiseparating and vanished.
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Chapter 5 - The Hall of Souls

K ara forced open her eyes. She stared at a greyeniladr. Half of her face was squished againstobe!

ground. She felt her knees folded under her andbigein the airThis is a very attractive positiokValls with
wood panels surrounded hé&h, thank God—I'm in the elevat@he pushed herself up and sat on her heels.

An enormous primate sat in the operator’s chaith@ugh sitting, his frame reached the top of the
elevator’s ceiling. His bald head grazed the tojg.lbhg hairy arms brushed the floor, and his &tibd
drooped on both sides of a wooden chair. Brighhgeaur toppled over his red slacks and coveredyaneh
of him—a jumbo sized orangutan.

Kara scrambled to her feet and checked herseltbuimm—I look clean enough—no sighs of any
disgusting little bitsShe studied the orangutan for moment and cldagethroat. “Hey there,” she said and
gave a little wave. “You're not chimp 5M51.”

The orangutan rotated its head in Kara’'s directibblinked, then whirled around in the chair tadaher.
A small pair of round spectacles rested crookedlyhe bridge of his flatten nose.

“What floor, Miss?” it asked in a British accertldwered its head to be at eye level with Kara pnshed
the spectacles up with an exceptionally long finlgmm?”

Kara raised her eyebrows. “Right...um...” She glancegrat the crumpled file still clutched against her
chest. “Uh—I think I'm supposed to go to leveur?” She looked behind her half expecting David tddanly
appear.

The primate watched her. His watery eyes flicketh&ofile she held around her middle. In one slow
movement, it lifted its arm and pressed the nunidna@r brass button on the control panel. Long stsasfd
orange hair swayed below his arm. “Level four!” $8d loudly, his peach colored eyes bewitching her.

“Thank you,” she managed to say staring at therfld80...you work with chimp 5M51—7?”

“CHIMP!” interrupted the primate furiouslyl‘am nochimp! Do not mistake me for one of thdrteadful
lot. My species is superioram an orangutan. Orangutan 7PT9, if you pleagegdd as he puffed out his
chest. He straightened his spectacles and wrirtkkethce in contempt.

Wow, who'’s feeding crack to the monke$@BRay then, orangutan 7T-something-something—?”

Kara sighed as she waited in a long and uncomflerslence. The elevator ascended to a higher.level
“Why do you keep staring at my head?” she said afte couldn’t bear it anymore. “Is my head onrtienu or
something? What is it?”

The orangutan dropped his eyes and stared atabie fHmm—no reason. | wasn’t staring at your héad.
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“Yes, you were.”

“No, | wasn't.”

“You just did it again! | saw you!”

“I don’t know what you're talking about.” 7PT9 l@tl his chin and faced the control panel. His lgé e
stared at Kara.

Kara bit her lip. “Whatever.” She hid her head Imehthe file. Her hands shook. “Stay calm. Levelrfou
can’'t be as bad as level three,” she said to Hersel

Her mind flicked back to what had happened to Mygkins moments ago. Images of shadow demons
flashed before her eyes. A tiny ball of light he@dabove Mrs. Wilkins’s dead body. Kara frowned and
lowered the file. She wrapped her arms around hestdNVhat happens to guardian angels who've lost a soul?
Kara leaned against the panel. Her body tremblied v&ited.

Suddenly the back of Kara's head bounced and &ip#mel as the elevator jolted to a stop.

“Level four: Hall of Souls!” yelled the orangutan.

“Okay, here goes nothing. Wish me luck!” Kara clegphe file against her chest and stepped up to the
elevator doors, only to feel a sudden tug on hadke

“OUCH!” Kara rubbed her injured scalp. “Are you zyh What? Is my head a dandruff buffet to you?
What iswrongwith youmonkey¥s she yelled.

The orangutan lifted his chin in the air. “Ah, @etion—notmonkeymiss, bubrangutan” He turned and
faced the control panel. “Level four,” he callechagas he sucked his fingers.

Kara glared at the orangutan. “Cannibal,” she lisseler her breath.

“Tasty,” replied the primate.

The doors swished open. Kara stepped forward. “@I@God—"

She stumbled out of the elevator with legs madelbyf. She stood in a never ending ebony sky. Th#é H
of Souls sparkled like a great field of fireflidgsreminded her of the sky above the farmer’s gdbéhind her
grandma’s house at night, of watching the lightgrbngs as they lit up the black skies like twinglstars. The
corners of her mouth curled uphis is so beautiful

Kara trod forward on black marble floors. As shatueed deeper into level four, she came to redhaée
her fireflies were, in fact, millions of dazzlingtseres hovering in the air. Soon she found hessetbunded in
light. Brilliant globes floated all around her, t®ugh Christmas lights draped down from the sk feeked
through the glowing spheres and caught a glimpsewiething huge and white. It flickered in the rmiafsthe
great hall. The white shape glistened and grewhkeiglike an enormous flame. A humid breeze cakeber
cheeks. Soft humming filled her ears. She close@dies and sighed.
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“Whoal!” cried Kara as someone crashed into her.t8pged and fell to the ground. She rolled ovetoon
her elbows. Her aggressor walked away in the oppdgiection and disappeared behind a wall of light
“Excuseme!’ growled Kara. She struggled to her feet. “Whatlaminvisible? She marched on, then stopped
dead in her tracts.

Hundreds of golden haired children scurried ardinedmnajestic space. They made their way through
thousands of floating globes and carried what IddKkes large glass jars. Their Forget-me-not-blolears
swished behind them. Kara stared at their identacds What the—? Are they boys or girls?

Three-wheeled vehicles sped erratically acros$ldloes, driven by the same golden-haired kids. bhaek
seats of the little cars were overloaded with ngdass jars. They clinked together as the vehickeshied
through the walls of light and out of sight.

Welcome to the land of the weirdo8&e was surrounded by a Cirque du Soleil extavaa She peered
over the kid’s heads. A sparkle caught her eye.viatiked towards it. She stepped into a clearingesk
chiseled from a large block of glass stood on sedplatform. Catching the light from the globéspiarkled
like a giant diamond. A great man sat behind it.

Kara’s feet vibrated below her, and the mass ofviglg globes hummed in unison, as though millions of
fireflies took flight at the exact moment.

Her mind flicked to David. What had happened tohighe shooker head.

“Uh...excuse me?” said Kara to a flock of kids. Sbecéd a smile reminiscent of David’s. “Hi...can you
help me? I'm not sure what to do with this?” Shielhg the file.

They ignored her and walked away, as though shamwasble.

“Thanks for nothing!” yelled Kara. Tapping soundsaight her attention. She turned around. “David! Ah—
not David.”

A pair of guardian angels with golden stars onrtf@eheads emerged from a wall of shining spheres.
They marched past her, looking somber, and heaneatds the glass desk. Kara decided to follow them.

They walked in single file towards the desk. Ihginered like a crystal in the sunlight. A rainbowcofors
spilled onto the black floor. The desk was coveneooks, with a large flat-screen computer monitor
sandwiched between them. A massive man with avilgdobrow sat amongst the clutter of books and gaper
He was dressed in a white robe, open in the frattt avhigh gold-trimmed collar. His long sleevekifx on
the desk. Gold cloth trimmed the wide cuffs. Hisgavas handsome and serious. A golden glow emanated
from his pale skin. And as Kara tiptoed closer, sbtced his forehead was marked with a goldendhie

crisscrossed with two silver swords.
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The two guardian angels dragged themselves ugetdabk and spoke with their heads bowed. Karadtaye

a few feet behind them. She fumbled with her fler body trembled. After a moment, the man lookgdrud
gave them a malicious and calculating look. Onthefangels held out a file. He grabbed it and #gbfi open.
In a quick movement, he beckoned to the driveonsf of the three-wheeled contraptions. The velsislerved
around, sprinted towards the dais and jolted tal ihe guardian angels climbed into the back 3&éh their
heads bent awkwardly, they squeezed themselveshatiiny space. They raced out into the fieldglofving
spheres. Kara stared after them.

“Oh, God! Oh, God! Where’s David!” whispered Kaker body tickled unpleasantly. Her mind was
working hard. She bit her lower lip. Her hands dad&he teetered back and forth on her heels ldgeegaw.
After a moment, she edged forward. Her eyes weredglo the large man’s hands. She halted witrcldsped
tightly around her middle. She waited. He didn&rmseto notice her at first. He studied the pages thick
leather-bound book. Kara recalled images of heeampon-a-time-happy life back on Earth—alive—where
angels and demons existed only in her paintingswdrere she was enjoying a juicy piece of peppgraza,
with grease dripping down the corners of her mouth—

PLOP!

Kara stared wide-eyed at her file on the fld@h, no!

The giant man lifted his perfect head and examhexd“Name, class order and rank,” demanded a

booming voice.

Kara forced the words out of her mouth. “Uh...I—I'a—Kara...” she stammered as she bent over and

picked up the file. Her fingers trembled. “Um, Indioknow my class order, but | know I'mraokie?” She
pushed herself up.

His flaring blue eyes searched her for a momenthéle out his hand in front of her. “Give me the fi he
commanded.

Kara obeyed and handed him the file. Her handsitiean

He sat back and flipped through the file. His headpped up. “You are the rookie, Kara Nighting&ieur
class order is # 4321. You're back from your fassignment—where is your petty officer?” He liftad brows
and looked behind her.

Oh, oh, here it come8Um...I'm not sure. He was supposed to be rightibéme—" she said nervously.
She turned her head around, searching behind Her—he told me to come here to level four. That$ al
know.” She clasped her hands behind her back antlad with her fingers.

The man eyed her in silence for a moment. He lodleaxk down at the file. “Tell me, what is the naohe
your petty officer?”
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Kara blinked. “David McGowan.”

With eyebrows raised, the man pursed his lips anlldd up at her. “I see,” he said flatly. “You'réthv
David.”

“Ah—do you know him? Are we in trouble or someth¥ighe let her arms fall at her sides. “Do you
know where he is?”

“I will have to report this.” At that moment his inds moved over a keyboard. His brows dropped slowly
and flicked up every few seconds as he typed. Aifteat seemed to Kara to be a very long five minofes
staring at someone’s fingers, there was a tapdtapand Kara turned to see David jogging up to her.

“Ah—there you are, Kara,” said David, smiling wigeHis hair was a bit messy, Kara noticed. But nthe
than that he appeared fine. He turned to the gramt, “Hello, Ramiel. You miss me? Oh, Mighty One?”

Kara glared at himfWhat took you so long?shewhispered. “I'm dying here!”

David dropped his duffel bag on the ground. “I wlatayed. You know—demons.”

Ramiel glared at David. His blue eyes blazed. “W@#dvid McGowan, | see you haven't lost your seofse
humor” he said coldly. His face twisted in discontdfara stole a quick look at David, just long enotgh
catch him winking at her. She turned around.

“I see you hav@abandoned/our rookie on her very first assignment? I'm suieutenant archangel
Gabriel would be interested in this informatiorgidsRamiel. “Never playing by the rules—are we, Dav
Believing you areabovethe rules? You're not setting a very good exanmmie/our rookie. Putting her life in
danger—this isn’t good for your record.” He waveldige finger annoyingly at Kara. Then his eyeskéid to
David. He gave him a reproachful stare.

David smiled, studying Ramiel’'s face. “You're alvgago kind to me, your Lordship. But don’t worryesh
was never in any danger—I took care of it.”

Ramiel cocked an eyebrow. “We hope you will guidedand help her embrace her duties as a guardian
angel—without the loss of her soulroite breaking.”

David flashed his perfect teeth and put on an ienblook. “Me?Rulebreaking? Never, your blessedness!
| am a true believer in playing by the rules—yost jtemember that,” he beamed.

Ramiel’s expression darkened. His beautiful faeased in contempt. With a losdreechhe pushed back
his chair and stood up. He towered over Kara anddDzasily. “As | understand it, you're on vehjin ice
already as it is, David. Unfortunately for you, thegion is tired of your mess. You lack disciplih®&etter not
hear of any foolish business like jumping out @pkines or going after seven higher demons by edfiié/hat

kind of example are you setting for the rookiest”rbared.
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Kara raised her eyebrows and watched David. Halliftis right hand, palm facing Ramiel. “Cross my
heart and hope to do die—oh, wait a minute. I'neadty dead!” he laughed.

Ramiel’s scowl was frightening. Kara had a feelingt, if he wanted too, he could probably squishamel
David into jelly. Instead, he threw the file at Ddwvho caught it easily. “There issaulto be burned.” He sat
back down and immediately returned his attentiohisdeyboard.

A soul to be burnedara repeated in her hedithat does that mean?

David opened the file and scanned through it. lesed it and turned to face Kara. His beaming face
transformed quickly to a gloomy one. “Um—this burgrisoul business, isn’t the most pleasant, you ki
hey—nbetter get it out of the way. Let's go.” Dawigined around and grabbed Kara by the arm. Hegbke
along with him.

“What?” Kara blurted out, as she wiggled out of dnip. “Wait, uh—David, can you tell me what’s ggin
on? What am | supposed to do here? What did Rangah bythere’s a soul to be burn@tiKara had a
terrible feelingher soul was the one to be barbecued.

“Huh? Oh, right. Don’t worry about Ramiélrchangelghink they own the place, just because they report
to the Chief in person. Think that makes thgpecial Just a bunch of swollen-headed morons, if younasK
he sneered and turned on his heel. He set off ttsmhe fields of brilliant globes.

Kara chased after him. “So...soul burning—what’s ?hEe thought of burning anything makes me
nervous.”

“You've lost Mrs. Wilkins’s soul...so we have to garn it. We have to throw the dead souls into théavh
fires of Atma. They can never be reborn.”

“Souls can beeborn?” said Kara in awe. She couldn’t picture it.

“Of course, when a mortal body dies, the soul [®ra into another mortal body when a new childdaanb
And the process just keeps going, over and ovenagaless the soul gets killed—Ilike Mrs. Wilkinsteen it's
finished—finito—they’re goners.”

Kara felt as though she had just been puncheceiguh Her legs stiffened. “I—I killed her. | kitleher
soul—this is all my fault.” She imagined Mrs. Witld reborn as a cute little baby. “She’ll never &gorn
because ofne 1—I killed her.”

“It's not your fault. Don’t torture yourself. Liste—these things happen, it's part of the job.”

Kara dropped her shoulders. “Well—this paally sucks.”

David shoved his fingers into his mouth and whdttaudly. A three-wheeled car jerked to a stop.&Kar
followed David to the waiting car and squeezed dlémsto the back seat after him. He opened theediid

showed it to the driver, who nodded and then steémmethe accelerator. The engine roared loudlyakiad
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David flew against the back seats. Their crampetidsosquished together in an extremely uncomfaetabty
tangle.

“AHHH!" wailed Kara, as the driver zigzagged hisywaround the great hall. She suddenly wished ste ha
a stomach full of partially digested food, so tsla¢ could throw it up all over the driver.

Tall white flames flickered and danced up ahe&a, & giant candle. The flames grew in size as thheye
past them. The car raced on. It flew down invisiolads and paths in an endless blackness. Fiitashppped.
Thousands of globes sparkled all around them.

Kara looked around. “It’s like we never even movEgerywhere looks the same?” A tall white fire beoin
in a majestic stone fireplace behind them. “Wow—rbat’s a big fireplace.”

David yanked himself out of the vehicle and walkadards a wall of glowing spheres. He paid parécul
attention to a blackened globe which hung inches fine ground. Unlike the other sparkling sphemes,
illumination came from it.

Kara pulled herself out of the car. The driver remad seated and stared in the opposite directicsal#y
smell filled her nose, and her mind flashed witlag®as of the ocean. She walked over and stood o®avid.
“What's the matter with you? You look like somequst died?”

David leaned over the dark sphere. He sighed asdsikent.

“What's going on? Why is everyone so freaked outLébhis black ball?” She looked at it suspiciously
“What's so special about it?”

Kara moved closer towards the dark globe. Immelyiasbe felt a wave of desolation pass through &=r,
though someone close to her had just died. Shewasome with sadness, which frightened her. Sble &
step back. “Oh my God. Whatthat?” She shook her head and tried to shakes#ln§s away. “David—
what’'s happening? Why do | feel like this?”

He knelt down and carefully grasped the spheresiiands. “You're feeling the loss of a life. Thizul
belonged to Mrs. Wilkins. When the soul is killeal Barth, it also dies in Horizon. The life lightave gone
out. All that’s left is this blackened shell. Hergake it,” said David as he pushed himself up aretdted out
his hands.

Astounded, Kara took another step back. “What? Want me to hold it? No way!”

“You have too. You were the guardian angel of 8watl. You're responsible for it.” David grabbed Kar
right hand and pressed the globe into it.

As the cold sphere touched her skin, Kara was itfit an alarming number of different emotions; as
though a collection of feelings from thousands edirg had exploded into her all at once. She stadgerd

nearly dropped it—

www.bibliotastic.com 35




Soul Guardians Book | - Marked

“Careful now, don’'tdropit,” said David, as he grabbed Kara by the armsteddied her.

“This feels so weird. W—what am | supposed to dthw?” Kara trembled, as the emotions ran through
her body.

“Throw it in the fire. Dead souls need to be burirethe white fires of Atma,” answered David and
gestured behind them towards the huge stone foeplatowered fifteen feet above them. Tall wiiitenes
flicked hundreds of feet in the air.

“It's better if you make it quickirust me.” David walked towards the impressive fireplade dragged
Kara by the elbow with him. “This part of the jodally sucks. What you do is—you need to throw it in the
fire.”

They reached the fire and stopped. Kara blinkeers¢times. The brightness of the flames hurt yesge
like when she used to stare at the sun withoukioign

David studied Kara’s face. “And better do it fast.”

Kara raised her eyebrows. “Wait! Why do you lookaese? What's going to happen once | throw it in?”

“Um, | can’t really describe it—just do it, Kiddogaid David as he sensed her reluctance and pbshned
forward with his hands against her back.

Wide-eyed, Kara took a step forward. She graspedi¢ad soul in her shaking palms. “Please dontt-hur
please don't hurt. | swear I'll do better next tikepromise. Just don’t burn me!” Kara approacheshinite
fire. She was surprised to feel no heat. It wageMhot, but she felt nothing—no burning sensatigeirast her
skin. She lifted her hands before her and threwd#as soul into the white fires.

The ground shook.

Millions of screaming voices exploded inside headieas though all the existing souls cried out in
excruciating pain the moment she dropped the glaioethe white flames. Kara’s body burned from itsgde.
The screams tormented her. They pulled at her snages flashed before her eyes: a dark woman ngiki a
field, a young blond girl riding her bike in a manied suburb, an old woman bargaining for fish ioual
market. A sudden passion rose inside her as shesages of a beautiful red headed woman kissindgdver.
More images of different women flicked inside hegiib. They screamed as their souls slowly pulledyafrom
her, dying. She swayed on the spot, as the thundenmotions ransacked her being. And then thenfgelhnd
images disappeared. She fell onto the hard floor.

Kara opened her eyes a moment later, only to sg&llBaoncerned face inches from her own. “It gets
easier, | promise. | passed out, too, the firsetitviou don’t look as bad though. Okay, let’'s gat yp!” He

yanked her back on her own two feet.
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“That was—,” she said in a harsh voice as she toedgain control, “—very interesting. When ddds
shaking?”

“Itll pass in a few minutes. | know how painfulféels—" He reached out and pressed his hand adans
back, rubbing gently in a circular motion. “It'saley the worse part of the job.”

She lifted up her head. Their eyes met and lodkded skin prickled as she felt warmth spilling thghout
her being. Tiny electric shocks zapped all the Wwam her head to the tip of her toes. She pulledelyes
away. There was a long and uncomfortable silenice.di&in’t dare look into his eyes again. So instshd
spoke to his boots. “When do we leave? | don’tkHinan stand another minute here.”

David removed his hand from her back and steppey ake stretched. “Right now.”

“Good.” Kara felt sick, if that was even possilaehier guardian angel body. “So—where are we going
now?”

David clasped his hands together and rubbed thenbddmed. “Now comes the fun part!” He danced on

the spot. “You and | are going to operations!”
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Chapter 6 - Operations

On the elevator ride to operations, Kara watchezhgi} as two identical monkeys operated the comtaoiel.

The size of common house cats, they were completelgred in black fur except for two white streaksng
the sides of their backs. More white covered thgolbo half of their faces, like an old man’s bedrdng bushy
tails wrapped around the chair’s back rest. Iraalf] one of the monkeys leaped off the chair astethacross
and around the elevator walls. It brushed the fdpavid and Kara’s heads, before settling backdeegs
brother. It put something in its mouth and stadbewing.

Kara rubbed the top of her scalp. “Oh, my God! Thgtoss! You littlefreaks!

“Don’t worry about it, | got this whispered David from the corner of his mouth.

Kara glared at the monkeys and put her hands ohdeat, protecting it from the furry cannibals. She
blinked. A black shape rocketed across the wallsg-han stopped. Its tiny feet dangled in the aiDasid
grabbed a monkey by the throat.

He brought the monkey to his face. “I will pull ofbur tail and then your brother’s tail if you tityat
again—ratBelieveme.”

And when he let go of the monkey, it scurried awag climbed back onto the chair, facing the panel.
stood still for a moment, then turned its head stadk out its brown tongue. Its twin gave themfthger, with
its four hands.

“You’re making this too easy for me, you little sdtDavid took a step forward.

“Okay, we'll stop!” said the monkeys in unison. “Videomise we’ll be good.” Both monkeys flashed a set
of yellow teeth and wrapped their arms around edlobr. Somehow, Kara wasn’t convinced. She covieeed
head with her hands, just in case.

After a very long three minutes of obscene thesfiem Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum, the elevator
jerked to a stop. The doors swished open, and $tepped off the elevator. Her feet pressed intogsofind.

“Wow, red sand!” Kara lifted her head and lookedusnd. “Oh, my God...this is amazing!” Operations
was like the Sahara Desert. Rolling hills of rubg sand stretched out for miles, rippling like giBnffles
potato chips. A soft breeze tickled her forehead, she wiped her bangs away from her eyes. A sisaltg
fragrance filled the air around them. It reminded of the times when she was about ten years athimg
across the beach at her grandparent’s cottagengiag waves. Kara smiled. It was her happy platdfy
white clouds raced each other across a baby-bljarsk out of sight.

Whloop.
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Kara turned. The top of the elevator disappeartmtive ground, as though a patch of quicksand had
swallowed it up. She followed David down a slopadi@g into a populated area in the middle of tliedesert.
Her feet pressed deep into the sand with everyaddpey got closer. Soon she was walking througlaze of
tall white pyramids. She squinted. “What are tho$&ta side-stepped closer to one of them anddtest out
her hand. Her fingers pressed right through it. f&bwned. “Is this some kind of white sand?”

“No. It's salt,” answered David.

Kara took a handful, brought it up to her nose stk out her tongue. She tasted it. “What theis-salt!”
She opened her fingers and watched the tiny whytgtas escape through the gaps. She wiped herdrahdr
jeans and ran to catch up to David.

“Why is all this salt here?”

“It's for the pools.”

“Right. And...why is that again?” asked Kara.

David smiled. “It's for protection.”

He stared into Kara’'s eyes. “Salt is a weapon agjaiemons. It acts as a repellent, sort of. ltshilmem—
and we can use it to kill them too.”

Kara nodded her head. “Good to know.”

Loud thumping and squeaking noises surrounded drthem. Kara peeked around one of the pyramids.
Hundreds of large construction-like trucks dumpagdenquantities of salt onto the ground. The vehicle
wheeled themselves right into the salt pyramidssaraked out the salt with long metal hoses, lilegi
vacuum cleaners. Massive round glass containetecres their backs. They filled up with salt. Hgee
flicked to the drivers. “Hey! These are the samiéoyehaired kids from the Hall of Souls?”

David turned and glanced over to the drivers. “Yuhey're cherubs.

“Cherubs?” repeated Kara. “Aren’t they supposelawee wings and fly around like cupid?”

“Don’t believe everything you read.”

Before she could open her mouth again and ask quastions, David grabbed Kara by the elbow and
urged her forward. She followed him through thegjerof the salt pyramids. After a few minutes, tieayne to
a clearing with thousands of open blue tents agdmig rows across a flatter part of the red dekerig white
drapes of cloth on poles rippled in the breeze atogh of the tents, like enormous flags. The test® alive
and loud with the clatter of steel on steel andciaenor of fighting. Hundreds of guardian angelsgiot each
other in combat practice. They stabbed and sligdu stiny silver swords. The clanking of wood mgiwood
grew louder as she spotted other angels hittingodoaking each other with wooden staffs. Puffseaf sand

shot up in the air. The combatants kicked up ttesit and ploughed them into their opponent’s chest.
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“Ouch, that's gotta hurt.Kara studied David’s face. “Am | going to learn @#&t?” She pointed to the
fighting.

David turned his head and looked at her. He smiMédp. And—you’re gonna learn how to kick demon
butt! Today’s your first day of combat training.”

Kara’s face twisted in a grin. She felt tiny spaokexcitement. “l always wanted to learn how téedel
myself—Ilike learning some martial arts or somethirtgink it's cool.” She skipped alongside Daviada
increased her speed.

Some tents sheltered desks, spread out in rowsnlizelassroom. Guardian angels sat behind them wi
open books. oracles stood on their crystal balteeafront of each of these classrooms and addidkse
angels.

The salty ocean fragrance lingered in the air. Kaessed her shoes into the red sand and follovesttD
She stretched her neck in every direction, not ingrtb miss anything. Groups of oracles rolled pdstem.
They conversed amongst themselves, carrying lamgkdithat left long paper trails behind.

After a few minutes of walking, they reached a gwhere hundreds of round pools spread out in rawds
disappeared beyond the red dunes. Shining metalastas leaned against them. Loads of guardiansange
jumped into the pools at the same time, like aarmdtional diving competition. Flashes of whitéhligpovered
above the pools and then disappeared.

Kara and David walked through the crowds of angats oracles to a tent filled with every kind of wea
imaginable: swords, bows, daggers, maces, axeglamihg white nets. They all dangled from hookssozd
into standing wooden panels, like large tool wallsbles were covered in shiny blue arrows and wdrigstals
orbs of every size. David unhooked two long daggeshid them inside his jacket.

“What am | supposed to use?” Kara glanced at timelteds of weapons hanging from the panels. “Hey—
what do | use? Yes, very good, David.”

With a stupid smile plastered across his face aakimg sure he had Kara as an audience, David jdggle
three orbs. He threw them higher and higher inéoatin. “Pick a sword or a dagger—" He caught thera after
another and bowed. “Whichever you want.”

Kara shook her head. She saw a small golden sahbb@yngst the rows of larger swords. She walked ove
to the panel and lifted it from its hook. It had@d handle with wing cross guards. She claspedetfiehand
around the scabbard, and pulled the blade outhveitiright hand. A flicker of light shone on a gaidadade.
She turned it in her hand. Stars appeared to beetato it. The sword felt strangely familiar iarthand and
very light.

“So, you've picked this one, eh?” said David, asrie/ed beside her.
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Kara looked down at the shiny sword and grinnedig¥ like it. Itsparkles. She twirled it in her hand,
like she would one of her paintbrushes. She slibedhir as she brought it down. “I'm ready to cu& up some
demons!”

David pressed his right hand against his chessarelved up his face. “I'm so proud of you, | coatg.”

“Please don’t. So—where to now?”

He jumped up in the air. “Now you're talkin’ liketeue GA! This way—"

David grabbed Kara by the arm and pulled her otlh@ftent. He dragged her with him until he found a
empty tent. Then he balanced himself and pulledhistboots with his feet. “It’s better if you taigeur shoes
off.”

Kara looked down at her black ballerina flats. ‘fRig-these aren’t exactly combat material.” She ulle
off her shoes and wiggled her toes in the red sdfely—this actually feels pretty cool!”

“The Legion has a few basic maneuvers that all B&s to learn—real easy stuff.” David pulled of§ hi
jacket and threw it on the wooden table near tlteaérthe tent. “I'll teach you how to attack, torpaand how
to riposte.” He walked to the middle of the aread=h the tent, where the form of a circle was draith a
white powder. He stood legs apart. “Above all, yeed to learn how to protect yourself. Once yomastered
this, then I'll teach you the fun stuff—how it andvanquishdemons!” He stretched out his right arm and
gestured with his hand for her to come where hedsttrou have to know where tutthem—where it hurts.”

“Oh, my God, | can’t believe I'm actually going tlo this.” Kara stepped forward and stood in theleir
facing David. “Um—this should be interesting.” S$tadied David’s grinning face. “I must warn you—I
sucked in gym class.” She twisted her sword intaed. “Never had good eye-hand coordination.”

“You'll do fine.”

“You might lose an eye.”

“The ladies love an eye patch.”

“Okay then, I'm ready, Captain Hook.”

David flashed a smile. “First—always make suredwenhsufficient distance between your feet—"

Kara mimicked David’s feet position and stood witr legs apart.

“Good. And keep track of all the moves your oppdmeakes. Now, I’'m going to show you how to parry.
When you parry, the blade should be closer to duy like this—"

David clasped the sword with both hands and poititecblade down with his wrists pronated, “...forf sel
defense. You should always be looking for an opgtorcounter the attack. You ready?”

“I think so.”

“Okay, I'm going to raise my sword and come in #orattack. Let the swords hit.”
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David moved forward and with@danghe hit Kara’s sword with his own.

He stood facing her. “Now you want to side steparab your sword around so that you’re now holding
over your head—and ready to strike back. Like tHis—

David rolled around, forcing Kara to follow his mentum. She came up around him and held her sword
over her head, deflecting David’s strike.

“Oh my god, I can do this!” said Kara. “I can rgadlo this!”

David studied her face. “You see...you want to trggain?”

“Yeah! This is amazing. This fseakingamazing! | can’t believe it...”

“If you don’t stop smiling soon, your face is gorstay like that,” laughed David.

Kara flashed a frown at David. “Whatigong with my smile?”

He raised his eyebrows, a huge smile of his owstetad across his face. “Nothing. Smiling is theose
best thing you can do with your lips.”

“Hey!” Kara shoved David forward, grateful for then-existent flush on her cheeks. “Let’s go!” She
tightened her grip on her sword.

David showed Kara how to disarm her opponent bgtiag his blade and leaving him no choice but to
drop it. She tripped on her own feet a couplerags and fell flat on her face, which was totallymal. But
what felt abnormal to Kara, was the fact that side’tdeven break into a sweat and never got ti&te had no
need for water, for food, or even for sleep. Likke &nergizer bunny, she kept on going and goingyaid).

And for the following days—what Kara believed wépde days—they spent every hour going over the hitting
and blocking techniques.

“Keep your guard up!” yelled David. He slashed Kacaoss the arm with his blade. A deep wound.

Immediately, Kara dropped to her knees and covétredut with her hand. She gawked opened mouthed at
her arm. “You-yowcutme? You cut my arm?” She glared at David, who atdyed back.

His face crinkled into a smile. “Stop freaking oitis nothing—"

“Nothing! You practically sliced my arm off!” Kamaarrowed her eyes and looked back at her wound. She
bit her lip, closed her right eye and peeked wihlbft eye through her bangs. She prepared hdwsdlie
worse. But as Kara lifted her hand from her injgtye fell over backwards. A flash of brilliant lighbscured
her vision. She blinked. Rays of white light pouced from gaping wound, as if a flashlight shon@tigh the
cut.

“What the—?” The wound started to heal itself.utlpd the edges of the cut together slowly, until @ven
a scar remained; as though her skin had stitcketf tbgether. “I'm going mad!” She stared at hena‘Holy

shi—"
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“Ah! None ofthat here,” laughed David, “you don’t want Gabriel tal youtrust me.”

“But, my-my arm? My skin? It just—fixed itself!” Ka couldn’t believe her eyes, she felt like she joat
witnessed a really good visual effects stunt.

David pulled her up on her feet. “You're angel what did you expect, blood? You have no blood—
you're nothumananymore.”

“Right—I—I forgot. I'm not human anymore.” Kara s¢a at her arm where the cut had disappeared. She
passed her hand along her skin. She smirked. “Wowlike a super hero. A super-hero chick!”

“Whatever makes you happy.”

Kara was surprised to find that she enjoyed thaitrg sessions with David Her many injuries healed
themselves and remarkably, she developed a knadk Tdhe moves suddenly made sense. Her reflexses w
good, and she could keep up with David.

A crowd of GAs grew slowly and formed a circle anduKara and David. Her neurons acted up. She felt
prickling all over her body. She hated having amglof attention on her. A tall and powerful loogiolder
teen guardian angel stepped out from the crowdvélked up to the David and Kara with a grin onfaise.
His brown hair shimmered in the sun. Two goldensstiashed on his forehead.

“Wow, pretty good for a rookie. But then again, yteacher lacks discipline—any rookie could beat,hi
he laughed as he turned and encouraged the croladgb as well. He turned his handsome face anbladigel
Kara.

“Care to test your skills on me? Unless of couyselr Petty Officer is afraid I'll make him look bad in
front of his peers?”

He flashed his gleaming white teeth at David. A feds snickered.

David pursed his lips. Kara saw hatred in his egehle stepped up to the angel. “Don’t you havdra ha
appointment, or something, Benson? Stop wastingim, douche bag,” he said, as he shifted his dwor
between his hands, menacingly. He looked at Kanaembarily and gave her a wink.

A second later, Benson pulled out a gleaming sévesrd. “Always a wise ass.”

The crowd around him dispersed. His face twistethugpncentration. He bared his teeth in a snath w
his eyes glued on David.

“What is this, a testosterone fight in Horizon?"rK&ook a step towards them, lifting her handhedir
with her palms facing outwards. “Okay, boys, lettd do anything stupid. We're inteppyplace, right?
There’s no need for this.”
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Benson flicked his attention to Kara. His tawnysygéttered as he stared her down. He studied htarav
strange look in his eyes. “I see why you've pickieid one—she’pretty. We all know what you do to the
pretty ones.”

Kara frowned and watched David’s reaction. Shedwtiread his face under all the angry wrinkles.

“I'd mind my own business if | were you.” David guvted.

“It is my business. She was rfryend. | knew what you were doing to her!”

“What?” said Kara. “David—what is he talking abdut?

And without warning, Benson charged forward andk&tDavid hard in the stomach. Kara watched in
horror as David stumbled backwards. He regainetdisnce quickly and stepped back into the fightinge,
his blade grasped tightly in his hand.

Benson’s face cracked into a sly smile. “I'm suspd the Legion even gave you a rookie, after what
happened to Sarah. | always said you were goiggtone of us killed! What you did to her was ugfeable.
You broke our mostacredlaw!”

He turned his head and read the puzzlement on Ktaeé.

“Oh? So she doesn’'t know? You're better off lookiaganother petty officer, Rookieoveaffairs are
forbidden in Horizon.”

Kara looked at David and saw a flash of fury indyes as he threw himself at Benson.

“ANGELS!” an oracle bellowed, “what is going on b&f

“Nothing, oracle,” answered Benson, with the fatarmangel. “We’re practicing combat maneuvers—
that's all.”

The oracle’s blue eyes went from Benson to Kafadweid, before going back to Benson. The oraclegulirs
his lips and cocked an eyebrow. “It didn’t lookdikractice from where | was—and I'seenit many times
before! A bitharsh don’t you think? You are not savages—you are shdés time you behave like them.”

“We need to be able to defend ourselves—in extreonelitions—" said Benson. “Nothing we can't
handle.”

“You can’t handle anything.” David met Benson’s glare.

“Yourmethods are not safe! They're insaMeur Rookie willdie because of you!” spat Benson as he
clasped his sword. His knuckles turned white.

“That’s enough!” yelled the oracle.

The ground shook. The light seemed to darken freside his crystal ball.

The oracle twirled his beard around his fingerszéiiyone out! You have jobs to do and souls to save.

Let's go!” Immediately the crowd dispersed.
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Benson threw a finger in David’s direction. “Youlayfor her death! Filth like you—doesn’t belong ireth
Legion.” Kara watched in silence as Benson marcheaf the tent and out of sight. A few of his noing GAs
tagged along behind him like sad little puppies.

“It really upsets me to see you angels not gettiogg,” said the oracle. “And as for the two of yduwe
said as he pointed a skinny finger, “—you have sitowcatch.”

He steered his glass sphere around and rolled away.

David stared at his feet. His expression chandeddiouds before a storm. Kara wanted to ask Datid
had died, but something told her now was not tine tiinstead, she settled for the obvious. Shelimrbody
sideways and searched David’s face. “Why does Behate you so much?”

“Because I'm better looking,” he answered, as hehmeeyes and winked.

“You're so full of crap. You know that?”

David’s face cracked into a smile. “And that’'s wygu love me.”

“Oh—please Did he hit you on the head or something? | thjal're suffering from a bit of brainfart.”

“Maybe,” laughed David. “Okay, | think that's endugaining for a while. You’re more than ready for
your next assignment.”

They walked in silence through the red desert. Isarand filled with questions unanswered. But same
particular kept coming backvho the heck is this Sarah? And what happenedr®d he
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Chapter 7 - Fish nets and salt shakers

David led Kara down a little slope into the heartha desert. They made their way towards a largeeviént

resting in the midst of a sandy red ocean. A lg@&erful man with short black hair sat in a chair.

“Is that another archangel?” asked Kara.

“Yup.”

“Thought so. They're all like really.big.”

“Big men with bigger egos.”

The archangel’s dark brown skin contrasted agdiissivhite linen top and trousers. Her eyes moveddgo
face. It was beautiful, as if some higher power $@dpted it to perfection. She forced herselbklaway.

In the light wind sheets of paper fluttered acith&stop of a great wooden table that ran the leafithe
tent. She counted ten oracles rolling on theirgtdsbes, rummaging through files along the tahlkne of
about fifty guardian angels waited patiently on ¢tieer side. Some angels stood at the front ofabke. They
each conversed with an oracle. After a moment,abriee oracles gave an angel a file, who then nddahel
marched out of the tent. He walked down a gully beaded towards the pool area. A few minutes ltter,
guardian angel climbed up a metal staircase anggdnm—without hesitating.

A loudtick tocksound found its way to Kara’s ears. A large bgaasidfather clock stood in the
background—it read two o’clock.

She followed David to the end of the line and labkg at him. His face cracked into a grin. He wihke
She rolled her eyes and turned her head towardsathis. Silhouettes of GAs jumped into the watdrheir
next assignments. Kara and David stood in sileaca fvhile. The waiting was driving her mad.

“So—what’s the next assignment?” Kara asked.

“Don’t know yet. We'll know what it is once the ala gives us the job file.”

Kara sighed. “Right...do you think it'll be easiertwarder this time?”

David shook his head slowly. “I'm not sure.”

“Hmm.”

Kara’s mind flicked to the mysterious Sarah. Shaladwt get her out of her hea&tho was she? Did David
break the sacred Horizon laws and had an affaihviiér? Could angels fall in loveShe fought the strange
jealous feelings creeping inside hénd, I'm such a retard And when Kara looked towards the grand table,
they were finally at the head of the line and Daadldiressed the archangel.

“Hey...what's up, Gabe?” David bared his teeth.
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There was a long pause before the archangel hitedyes from his paper and gazed upon David. Kana
him fully. Tall and powerful, with fierce black ey¢hat seemed to pierce through you. His face \&ads ahd
commanding; a magnificent beast of a man and agedlans as a grizzly bear. His face was twistedsocavl.
“It's Gabriel,” growled the archangel as his mood darkened. “And-here is ouiamousdelinquent.” The
archangel Gabriel towered over them, narrowingeljes.

Kara bit the inside of her cheaklow—doesnybodylike David in Horizon?

“Ha, ha, ha—very funny, Gabe,” David said and tdrteegive Kara his trademark wink. He rolled histie
back to Gabriel. “So...got anything good for us?”

Gabriel's dark brown eyes flashed with resentm@ritat depends on what you meandnod But
something has come up which might suit you, and patticular way of doing your job.”

Kara felt a poke at her side. David raised his eywb. With a goofy smile painted across his faeegave
her two thumbs up. She smiled back and nodded.eAlalvid shifted with excitement, Kara studied Galbri
He got up from his chair and walked over to an leréx his right. They exchanged words and afteloanant
Gabriel came back with a file clutched in his hardd.glanced at Kara for the first time, for abaub tseconds,
and then he glared back at David.

“This assignment should agree with your rookie bimed the archangel, “as it is simple and should not
have anycomplications’ Kara noticed the emphasis on the woainplication Gabriel stepped forward and
thrust the file at David.

“Seems simple enough,” said David after a momesligat lifting at the corners of his mouth. “Anigjint
up our alley.” He closed the file.

Gabriel's hands turned into fists. “Remember oat tmnversation, David.”

Kara realized that wasn’t a question.

“No fooling around, you understand? I'm tired ofzeang up your mess. If you don’t smarten up arke ta
your job seriously, you'll be stricken from your Gst.” He pointed a large finger at David. “Thssypurlast
warning!”

David kept smiling. “It's all good, Gabe.”

“I'm deadserious, David!”

David rolled his eyes. “Ha, you're alreadgad” He placed his right hand on his chest. “Don’trwo
Gabe. I'll be a good little soldier—I promise.”

“David, stop it! You're going to get us in troubleyhispered Kara.

“Don’t worry—Gabe loves me,” whispered David thrbugs teeth.

“You're so full of crap! Oh no—"
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The archangel turned his attention to Kara. Hik @ges focused on her unnaturally, as though triong
break into her mind. He blinked and looked bacR&vid. “After thissimpleassignment, | want you and your
rookie to report back to me. Understand? Sherst#lds more combat training.”

Kara followed Gabriel’'s gaze over to the closeselient, where two guardian angels fought one @noth
with swords. Their feet moved quickly in the sakidking up little clouds of red dust. Their weapawlided
with loud clatters.

The oracle’s voice woke her from her trance. “Wdrat you waiting for? Get to it!” he yelled and glep
his grubby little hands together. “No time to wagtbere ardivesto be saved!” He turned around and looked
at the clock. “Quickly now, you have less than aarti’ He waved his short arms in the air as he ditpem
on.

David turned and faced Kara. “Let’s go.” He wall@d of the red tent, with Kara at his heels.

“DAVID!” bellowed Gabriel. “Remember what we disaedl!”

“Sure thing, Gabe,” answered David as he turne# bemund. He grabbed Kara by the elbow and steered
her out from the tent.

And when she glanced back and met Gabriel's eyessaw a flash of suspicion in them. She quickly
looked away.

After they replenished themselves with weaponsiéwteapons tent, Kara followed David down a slight
slope to one of the many pools. Lopidpscould be heard in every direction as hundredsuafdjan angels
plunged into them. Kara grimaced. A splash of walier hit her face. She heard a motor running ancet to
see a contraptions which looked like giant vaculeareer. It rolled up to a neighboring pool and spit the
salt from its belly into the water.

“This place just gets on weirder by the minute,r&aaid.

David placed himself behind a short line of guanchagels and waited to climb up to the pool’s deck.
“You ready?”

A old man, five pools down, pressed his hands tagen front of him, squatted, and with great dfto
leaped into the air and belly flopped into the wata huge smile on his face.

“I'm not sure,” said Kara. Water spilled out andand the edges of the pool. “What happens if | fail
again?” Now Kara watched an Asian couple holdingdsaas they jumped into the pool together yellfago
hee!”

“You won't. You're a super hero chick, remember?vl nudged Kara on the arm with his fist.

Her face lit up. “That’s right! | can take careafew shadow demons.”

“Now you talkin™.
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“I'll show them my special chick moves—" She mimazksome martial art techniques with her arms and
jumped up and kicked the air with her feet, “anddsthem packing!”

David searched Kara'’s face for a moment, then guilenself up the metal staircase attached to tioé po
“You'll see, it's going to get better, | promisdick with me, and I'll show you a great time.” Haédt down
and passed his hand in the water. “Come on inytter’s great!” He beamed.

Kara sighed and climbed the staircase. She stepedhe ledge and settled herself beside David. Sh
opened her mouth to speak—nbut closed it as soberdgps parted.

Benson stood on the edge of the neighboring poeistdred at David with an expression of disgust, as
though he had just bitten into a sour fruit. Heosltthere, his body hard and motionless, like aistadnly his
eyes moved as they flicked up and down David. AwohtDavid noticed Benson. To Kara’s surprise, he
regarded him with disgust as well. Both men sta&ach other down from a distance, like a westenolpisiel.
But Kara saw pure hatred in David’s eyes as heedlat Benson. He turned his head away and looki€drat
“Okay, you ready?”

“Uh—what wasthat about?” Kara said, still staring at Benson. “Yawyg look like you want to rip out
each other’s throats.” She turned and looked aidav

He met her eyes. “Nothing worth mentioning. Bensandouche bag.”

Within seconds, Benson pinched his nose, bentriésekand jumped into the water. His body lingeoed f
a moment through the moving waters, then he stéotedin horizontally. Seconds later, his entirdyo
sparkled in brilliant white light. And then Benswanished. No sooner had he performed his disappeadt
than another guardian angel stepped up to the kagi¢ook the plunge. It was like watching a liiéadling
dominoes; angels kept jumping into the pools oter dfie other.

“We really should go,” said David. He edged forwanrehdy to dive in. “We have to jump in at the same
time. We can hold hands if you want—?"

“No thanks. I'm good. Can you stop smiling pleask@ra stuck her hands at her sides and bit heoiott
lip. “We’ll jump in at the same time.”

“Okay then. On the count of three.”

Kara nodded. She stared at the reflections on #ters surface. The water was a sheet of diamonds,
sparkling in the sun light.

“One..."” said David

Oneg echoed Kara in her head as she tried to suppezsserves.

“Two...”

Kara felt tiny electric shocks move around in hedy—her nonexistent nervous system acting up.
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“Three!”

David and Kara leaped into the air and plunged ihéopool at the same time. Water splashed allraras
they sunk to the bottom. Kara opened her eyeswandd her head to the right. David was coveregyht.| A
muffled sound escaped his mouth as his lips flappgether. He lifted his left hand and flipped tiiemb up.
And then Kara’s vision blurred as she felt her betiyting to spin. She kept her eyes open. Whitgidtbles
floated in front of her. White light illuminated hbody. Brilliant particles detached themselves opene

from her body—and then everything around her vasdsh

Kara opened her eyes moments later. She sat lattieseat of a parked car. Cracked brown leather
covered the seats. The only light source came thmmvindows, which were nearly completely coveredrey
grime. She crinkled her nose. It smelled like doty shoes and cigarettes. She blinked. Her viajnsted
itself to her new surroundings. David sat comfdstai the front seat. The leather seat screechdrdsrned
around to face her.

“How you feeling?” he asked, his face worried. “Yokay?” He was almost angelic in that soft lighut at
all the cocky soldier she was getting to know, d&beautiful creature from the heavens. She wisk&tidtop
being so concerned.

Kara pursed her lips and nodded. “I will be aftex §pinning stops.”

She took a moment to get used to the dizzinesat*Tweird.” She said after a moment. “The dizzeiss
gone—I'm not spinning anymore. What the—?” She ndolver hands. “I feel in more control of this botg
| did the first time. It’s still weird—freaky weird-but much better this time. A lot better.” Her lipgrled into a
smile.

“That’s great. The dizziness goes away after yodere about five Vega—after that, piece of cakeu Yo
won'’t feel a thing.” David smiled at her, teeth dér

Kara rubbed her forearm and pressed her hand adgnmortal flesh. “Wow, this is still so weird8he
passed her hand gently on her skin. “It feels stithLike there’s a layer of saran wrap on togaky,” she
laughed. She let go of her arm and looked arouadahn. “So...where are we?” She strained her eyssdo
outside the car windows.

“Let’s find out.” David grabbed the file from ingcdis leather jacket. He flipped it open on hisdsie
“Okay,” he said after a moment and looked outsidgphassenger window. “I think we’re on Saint-Hubert
Street—yeah, | see it! We need to be on the cavhBiotre Dame and Gosford Street in—" David glanaed

his watch, “—in about forty minutes.”
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Kara looked out the window. “I know where we are2’W¥ in Old Montreal! Most of my art classes ware i
this area. All the best art galleries in the city here.” She pressed her nose against the dasg gl

“You were an artist? Before the—"

“Yup. Well...more like a wannabe artist.” Kara turnead met David’s eyes. “l was on my way to a really
important competition—when | got squished by the.bu

“Ouch—that’s pretty nasty.” David looked away. “Wisur boyfriend waiting for you—at this
competition?”

Kara’s mouth opened but nothing came out. She ceetpberself. “Uh—no, | didn’t have a boyfriend. My
best friend Mat was waiting for me actually.”

“Were you guys close?”

“Close? Well, yeah. He was practically the onlyl feand | had. Whenever | brought new friends tp m
house, they usually ran away screaming.”

“Because of your mom and her demons?”

“Yeah, but that's wasn’t the only reason. | doribkv how to explain it—and you’ll probably think I'm
crazy—but sometimes my mother wouldappearbefore my eyes and reappear seconds later—somewher
else. Like one minute she’s in the kitchen—and tinenext—she’s in the bathroom. And | can seenbyidok
in your eye you think I'm nuts.”

David shook his head. “No. I'm trying to understamidat you're saying. Your mother would
just...disappear?”

“Yup. The only explanation that makes sense watsl fh@bably suffered from recurring blackouts. You
know, like loss of time? I'm pretty sure my braimswprotecting itself from my mother’s insane bebavt
the time—I didn’t know anything about SensitivegisTwhole demon thing was probably too much for’'me.

David flicked the file with his thumb. “I don’t thk they were blackouts.”

“What?” Kara leaned forward. “What do you mean?”

“In fact, | don’t thinkyou had anything to do with your mother’s disappeagaricDavid rubbed his chin.
“I'll have to check with Gabe—but if what you'relliag me is true—your mother is a guardian angel.”

Kara’'s head spun. David’s words hit her hard. Sheggled with her thoughts. “W—what? But—no—
that's impossible. My mother neveied She can’t be an angel.”

“Yes she can.” David gave her a warm smile. “Yaost jdidn’t know.”

It took a moment before Kara could speak again.l“tlen’t under—what are you saying?”
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“I think your mom’s a guardian angel. Like you amd. You wouldn’t have noticed when she died. Her
soul went straight to Horizon. And they probablptseer right back at that same point in time—befire died
and made it so she didn't die.”

“Okay, I'm confused.”

“Try not to think about this now, we’ll figure itub later. Let's concentrate on our mission.” Hengled at
his watch again. “We have less than thirty-five m@s.”

“How am | supposed to concentrate when you tellhmggmom might be a freaking guardian angel!” Kara
held her face in her hands. “All those years, Utifd she was nuts. | even wished | could run awayaya
from the madness. And...all along...all this tinshe was helping people and fighting demons. llfkelsuch a
jerk.”

“Don’t. You didn’t know. And | might be wrong. Karéisten to me. We’'ll look into it when we get baick
Horizon—I promise. But now we really have to go.”

“Okay,” said Kara. She’d have lots of time to feelry for herself later. She brushed her bang®bher
eyes. “Um, what'’s the mission—the job thing?”

David passed her the file. She read:

Petty Officer: David McGowan

Guardian Angel: Kara Nightingale

Class order # 4321

Rank: Rookie 1* year, W-1 Guard squad, (lowest rank)

Assignment: Mr. Jean Tremblay, on the corner of Nate Dame and Gosford street, sidewalk. 15:07 pm.
Crushed by a two ton concrete block, when a cabledm a giant crane snaps.

Kara shook her head. She read it again. “Oh my Gbdt’'s gotta hurt!”

David pushed open the passenger door with a pad’s‘go.” He whirled his legs out of the car andlgu
himself up and out.

Kara struggled out of the car and gave David bhaelite. “Uh—you know...if we can’t stop the crane
from collapsing—it’s going to get a little messy.”

“The messier the better!” David beamed. He pushahis door closed. “We’re only a few minutes away
by foot. Follow me.” And with that, he turned orslieels and walked southwards on Saint-HuberttStteea
followed closely behind, her mind filled with thdug of her mother.

They arrived on the corner of Notre Dame and tumigddt, heading west. The street was packed weh th

usual business types; women and men in expensitge carrying café lattes in one hand while chattim their
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cell phones with the other. Taxis honked loudlKasa and David zigzagged through moving cars in the
crowded street. The taxi drivers making obscentuges through their windows at the jay-walking pgdans.

Kara smelled the exhausts fumes. “Mmm—it’'s gootlédack.”

David laughed. “Nothing like a good whiff of cityreets to make ya home sick.”

They arrived at Gosford Street about ten minutes.|& giant crane towered over the city’s buildings
long metal neck reached for the sky. It rotateavBtpcarrying a large load hooked on its metal eaMen in
dark blue uniforms and bright orange constructiardthats shouted over the loud thumping noises@arthg
engines. The construction site spilled over anreittiock.

Kara watched as a single man with an orange ha¢dvthe pedestrians along with a striped white and
black flag. His face was sunburned and crackedantollion wrinkles when he took a drag from higariette.
A huge round belly sprouted out of him, hanging Elwove crooked legs. To Kara, he looked like a wgly
pregnant womanrlhis guy looks like he ate his entire family

“Well, we have about twenty minutes to kill,” sddévid, as he glanced at his watch. “Enough timgeto
ready.” He looked up and down the giant crane,\stggit for a moment. “The crane will probably rtaahis
way...and then the cable will snap at around thetle.pointed north. “That concrete block is big erfotmy
splatter someone alright. Wow, that’s gotta hurt.”

Kara stood and watched the passershy, waitindieoeventdu jour. She tapped her foot on the ground.
“David—you really think, with my new training, I'lbe able to handle the demons? | mean—I feel stérad
I have these new skills...but will it be enough? DRiw?”

David waved at two voluptuous mortal women—who leaqgal to be waving and smiling back.

“You’ve got to be kidding me! David!” Kara punchéadn.

“OUCH?!" cried David, as he rubbed his arm.

“That didn’t hurt, yodiar.” She couldn’t help smiling.

David continued to rub his arm as he grinned widéfgah—well—you havenanhands!”

The two women watched David with suspicion in tlesies. Then they stared at Kara and whispered to
each other, wide-eyed. After a moment they walkedya but not before giving David the evil eye

Secretly, Kara hated those women—the voluptuous. I&culpted by the hands of a higher power, perfect
in every aspect, impossibly beautiful: long sillgirh healthy looking curves in the right spots. BExact
opposite of the straight lines from her tomboyisklya The boob-fairy had never visited Kara, evethall the
money she had collected and hidden under her pildnpe. The boob-fairy skipped her house and magick
all the other girls from her high school with gréadking chests. She looked down at her ordinasoby like

two deflated balloons. No wonder David had eyegHerother girls—there was nothing to look at dveire.
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What happened next, was purely incidental. She'thaiow what possessed her, the words just bustieéd o
of her mouth. And before she realized what was éajoyg, it was already too late. “Who'’s Saral@dps.

David winced, clearly not expecting it. “Huh?” Hemned around to face her, his face twisted in esstr

She wished she hadn’t asked and stared at a s shoulder. “Me and my big mouth. I'm sorry, |
shouldn’t have asked.”

“No, it's alright.” David sighed and was silent fatmoment. “Sarah was a rookie, like you—and my
friend. We worked on missions together. And we wesdly close.”

“l see.”

“No, not likethat We were justriends But then rumors started spreading about our edledfair—which
wasn’t true. Romance is forbidden in Horizon. Webiel to be soldiers not lovers. If you're cauglayu’'re
banned from the legion forever—I've heard storlest they even take your soul away. So, anyway..dbmh
got involved. They tried to separate us, but weagbvmanaged to hang out anyway and go on jobshieigét

“So, what happened to her?” Kara asked softly. “€hd—die?”

David stared at the ground. “After we'd completer @f our missions, we decided to hang out longer o
earth. It was Friday night, so we went to a fewbsluYou have to understand something—we were aflaiso
once, and sometimes we still long some of thosdahfaelings, the naivety and carefree attitudes.Wdnted
a break from our responsibilities. Anyway—we hdéwa too many drinks, we both made some new mortal
friends of the opposite sex—and we forgot who weavaend how long we’d been out.” He was silent ftoray
moment before speaking again. “And then when tla@ye=—we were weak and unprepared.”

“Who came, David?”

“Demons. | fought them off me, but when | reachada®—it was too late.”

The images of shadow demons devouring Sarah robehipd Kara’'s eyes. She took a moment to process
this. “I'm sorry, David. You must have been in &db pain.”

He stared out into the crowds of people wandettirgstreets. “It was a long time ago. But | livehwiit
every day.”

She couldn’t think of anything to say. She watchidpain in the creases of his forehead and rerdaine
silent.

Sometime later, David spotted the crane’s cabkisgeto give way. Smaller wires snapped and curled
away, leaving the cable thinner and weaker. “Okay ready Kiddo. Here it comes.” He pointed north o
Gosford. “I'll try to stop the crane from movingshway—you look for Mr. Tremblay, he should be watkon

Notre Dame Street, coming towards us.”
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“Right.” Kara glanced westwards on Notre Dame 3tréewould help if | knew what Mr. Tremblay
freakin’ looked like!” She stared at the tiny crosvof people wandering the street.

“Look for the one with the name tag—Mr. Tremblay.”

Kara sighed. “Very funny, smart ass.”

“I know.”

“David, w—what about the shadow demons?” croakethK8he remembered her last encounter with
them. “What am | supposed to do if | see one?”

David plopped his backpack on the ground and zigpegen. He rummaged through it and handed Kara a
small fish net and a salt shaker.

“What the—?” said Kara, bewildered. She took thémthis a joke?”

“Nope.”

“You can’t be serious? Have yseenwhat shadow demons look like? How am | supposeutdtect
myself with this?” she cried, as she waved the fiishin the air. “I'm going to get killed!”

“No you won't, you’re with me. Stop freaking out.”

“I am freaking out! I'm not out here to catblutterflied”

“Just relax...”

Kara couldn’t believe how cool David was. This lhade some sort of mistake. “Why can't | get | get
proper sword like you? Did you pack the golden buged for training?”

David zipped up his backpack and threw it overshisulder. “Nope. You don’t have the proper training
yet. | don’t want you to hurt yourself.”

“Hurt myself! Are youserious I'm going to getkilled!”

“You’re over reacting. Stop screaming—you’re makagcene. Look—the mortals are looking.” He curled
the corners of his lips. “Ah—women.”

“You saw what | can do—you know | can use a bladieme on!”

“This discussion is over, Kiddo. Nothing’s goinghtappen, just keep Mr. Tremblay out of harm’s way.
See, we have plenty of time to stop the crane and—"

David’s jaw dropped. His were eyes focused on shimgt

“David? What's the matter?” Kara followed his gale was staring at a mortal man across GosforeéStre
The man was in his mid thirties, tall with powersilloulders. He wore an expensive looking grey failgred
perfectly to his muscular body. His white hair vea short and styled neatly. His skin had a grapisie tint to
it, like a few hours old corpse. To Kara, he lookkd a regular business man, except—

He has black eyes.
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Like endless black pits, it was like staring inttblack holes. And the man stared back at therthdrpit
of her non-existent stomach, Kara felt something weong. He stood there without moving, watchingnth

“David. The man with the black eyes—he’s a demghtf Like the ones my mother—David?”

David’s terrified expression sent panic waves imekabody.

“David!” shrieked Kara, “Say something!” She fronwthéAnother man wearing the same grey suit with the
same short white hair emerged slowly from the crawd stood but a few feet away from the other riés.
eyes were as black as midnight, and he was idéiriexery way to the other black-eyed man.

“I don’t understand?” David said. “How did they dims so fast—?" he whipped his head towards Kara.
“How is that possible?”

“Why are youlookingat me likethat? | didn’'t do anything!”

“It doesn’t make sense...”

“What doesn’t make sense, David? You're scaring’me!

He pressed his hands on Kara’s shoulders. “Lidtdon’t have time to explain. We won’t have time to
save Mr. Tremblay anymore—but Wwaveto save the soul, you hear me?”

Kara turned her head. She could see the craneigbpointed in their direction now, the cable vaydon
nearly by a thread. “But how?” She looked down @aded her sad fish net. “With this?”

“Do exactly what | say and you will. Do you undeursd?”

She nodded. She glanced back at the black eyedArtbird one emerged. He crossed Gosford Street,
coming towards them. Kara looked around at thesfac¢he crowds. “The mortals can’t see them. Dawidat
are they?”

“They’re called higher demons,” said David, “anchh’t fight them alone with you here. Okay, here we
go—"

SNAP!

The cable broke. A large concrete boulder fell fitwa sky. It reached the man called Jean Trembidy a
crushed his entire body in half a second. It wies diropping a heavy book on top of an egg. Peapkamed
and ran for cover, away from the rubble of concesté body parts, for all of Mr. Tremblay’s limby lsevered
from the rest of his body, which was flattened urttie concrete block like a juicy raspberry pancakertals
threw up their lunches. They stared at four pelfenit limbs resting by the block of concrete, lagugh cut
from giant scissors. Within seconds, light covetezlskin from Mr. Tremblay’s arms and legs. A shoafe
little glowing patrticles flowed from his dead bodgd hovered a few feet in the air above the coadretilder.

They came together slowly and formed a ball.
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Kara studied the mortals gathered around the bidiyrtals can’t see the soul? None of them can ke |
David?”

David twisted through the crowd and ran towardshbinelder.

A higher demon walked away from the soul. “Davil{#ira yelled. “It's coming after you!”

The higher demon made its way towards David whojtiaxgbed over the dead body and ran in the middle
of the street to meet it head on.

“Open the shaker!” cried David. He lunged at thghler demon, a long sword in his right hand. A small
group of mortals jumped out of David’'s way, theres glued to his sword.

Across the street from them, the other two higlenains approached. Their black eyes fixed upon Kara.

“Oh, my God! Oh my God! Okay—here goes nothing''eSWwisted the metal shaker top and looked up for
a second. David fought off the demon. He pushedavimy from the body and from Kara. She walked fodva
towards the soul.

“Great—I'm going to die—again.” She held the fiskt im her left hand, while holding a salt shakethia
other.

One of the two remaining higher demons, stood batwefeet away from her. An evil grin flashed agos
its face. It only had to leap, and it would be op of her. Its hard body was posed in anticipation.

“THROW THE SALT AT IT!” She heard David yell ovehé panicked crowd.

Without thinking, Kara dropped the fish net, fumbleith the salt shaker and threw the metal cap—tiigh
the middle of the higher demon’s forehead.

SMACK!

The demon froze, as though expecting for sometturtgppen. After a moment, it glanced down at the
tiny metal cap between its shinny black shoes arkeH it. Its thick shoulders moved up and dowiit as
laughed. Then the demon looked up at Kara, its elegas glittering. It cracked its face, baredétsth in an
evil grin and took a step forward.

“Oops. That can’t be good.”

“THE SALT! THROW THE SALT!” she heard David howl.

Kara threw the shaker at its face. The salt expla@dkeover it. The demon screamed as it coverefhds
with its hands. Black smoke emitted through itgérs; its skin melted away, exposing rotten fleshdath.

The horrid smell of burnt flesh surrounded her.
“The soul'—use the net!” David gasped. She sawlhsh out at the demon and cut it, right across its

chest. The creature screamed in pain and angeghasked away, shaken for a moment.
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Kara bent down and grabbed the fish net. She pusévediay through the crowd that was growing by the
minute. She kept her eyes on the hovering soumkhe corner of her eye, she caught sight of therdtigher
demon running towards her. She waved the fish efetre her with her right hand. “Oh, crap! Oh crépi
crap!”

“Do it now!” cried David.

Kara leaped into the air—unaware of the strangkddibe mortal crowd gave her, seeing a strangevgl
a fish net jump into the air as she tried to catefsible butterflies. Like an overhand softbaltdtv, she swung
her arm and caught the brilliant ball of light iearmet. She landed with a hahlimpon top of the concrete
block. The soul bounced lightly in her net. Theesot a large grapefruit, it weight less than a obltoilet paper.

She sat on the boulder and brought the net clodeertface for inspection. Like a miniature sum, soul’s
light warmed her face. “Hey, | caught it! | freakoaught it!” She looked up as mortals appeareayTh
screamed and yelled at her, their faces screwed sgowls of horror as they pointed to the pancake
below. “Oh no.”

David appeared to her side. “Run!” He dashed off.

“Huh?” She stared at David running away.

Kara swung her legs over the boulder, jumped dawhsprinted after him. They ran all the way down
Gosford Street to the Old Port. They turned rigitodde La Commune Street. Her mortal legs didrét t5he
ran fast. She leapt over benches and dumpsterg @ierway, like a gazelle running away from a pted&he
clutched the fish net against her chest.

“What just happened?” yelled Kara as she gallopgdna David. “Why didn’t they try to get the soul?”

“They’re not after the soul.” David yelled back.H@y’re afterud” He stared up ahead as he ran.

Kara looked back. Two higher demons ran after taean incredible speed. She turned her head and ran
close to David, a bit awkwardly as her right arrtditbe soul protectively against her chest.

“David—we’re not fast enough. They're going to ¢atg!”

“Keep running!”

“We're dead in about fifteen seconds! | don’t ewveamt to think about what they’re going to do to’us!

“Keep running—and stop talking!”

Thirteen...twelve she counted backwards in her head as she ran behind. He ran in a straight line
onto the Promenade Du Vieux-Port. They zigzaggeslityh the roller blading kids and tourists. Karkoiwed
David, as he pushed his way through the crowdshaaded straight for the—

Water, said Kara to herself.

“DAVID!” cried Kara, as she realized what he wagabto do.
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But he wasn’t stopping. Soon they’'d reach the driti@Old Port, where the concrete ended, and wihere
Saint-Laurence River began. A thick metal railiag the length of the port along the walkway, priecthe
people from accidentally falling to their deathtoithe chilly grey waters. They were running rittit.

Three...two...

And just when they were about to hit the metaingilKara felt David’s hand wrap around hers. He
squeezed hard and jumped, pulling her along witt-hand flew over the edge.

One...

Kara heard screams from above as she hit the wateplummeted twenty feet into the deep dark Saint-
Laurence River. Instinctively, she looked up, ledpecting to see the higher demons cascading dhewne
But all she saw was the sun’s beams reflectindhewtater’s surface above her. Then everything afdwen
went dark.
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Chapter 8 - David, the celebrity

Kara opened her eyes. She stared at a brass cdiliided into perfect rusty squares. She lay orbititeom of

an elevator. Kara clutched the fish net with thel saside against her chest.

“Oh, my God. | still have it.” She lifted up theski net and suspended it in front of her face. 3lzed
intently at the soul. It was unharmed, lightinghgy face with its brilliance. Rolling over, Karaghed herself
up and looked at a grinning David.

“That was awesome!” He jumped lightly up and doleoking thrilled. “I haven’t had this much fun in
years!”

“Don’t get too excited cowboy. We barely made Kdra suppressed a laugh.

There was suddesnortand Kara stepped to the side.

A medium sized grey monkey sat in a chair neactmrol panel, behind David. It had large square
shoulders and a powerful chest. It scratched its parple behind, while it stared at David and Ké#isalong
face was hairless and sported a furrowed brow. ‘Mlbar?” said the monkey annoyingly, in a Britiabcent.

Kara flashed her eyes at David. “I don’t think BNer get used to monkeys talking—"

“It's baboonnot monkeyBaboon L0OO06, if you please,” hissed the primate.

David jumped to the opportunity. “Level four, theigeod looking’ he said and winked at Kara. The
baboon screwed up its face.

“Careful,” said Kara, “it looks about to spit inyoface.”

“You GAs are all the same,” said the baboon. fidspect’

David dusted off his jacket, not paying any atmtio the baboon. “Sure thing, hot stuff. Levelrfeu
we’re waiting...”

For a moment, nothing happened. Then the babosowspine floor, an inch beside David’s boots. déiretl
at him. Its face crinkled in hatred. Grimacingpatred a row of large sharp yellow teeth. This bakdooked
dangerous. It puffed out its chest, showing ofhiaisd body and turned around on its chair. Lifénigng arm, it
pressed the brass button.

After a few seconds of uncomfortable silence, Kallmwed David off the elevator to level four, stil
clutching the soul against her chest; as a motloestdvher newborn child. They walked through thel iId&l
Souls. The vast pace sparkled and shimmered, aghihibrained diamonds. Millions of hovering souls
illuminated the way as they walked up to the datsgre a great glass desk glistened. The archarageiedRwas

busy writing in a large book. He did not look up.
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“Ahem, oh blessedness!” said David as he smirkedcantsied. Kara hid her smile in her hair.

Ramiel lifted his eyes in David’s direction. A frovmaterialized on his brow. Suddenly, moving with
incredible speed, he pushed back his chair, stpaahd threw a newspaper at David, barely missiaddue.
“YOU FOOL!” he roared. “You were SEEN!"

Kara picked up the paper from the floor. It wasalygd Montreal Gazette. She and David were seeh®n t

front cover holding hands—falling into the Saintirence River. The heading read:

Couple’s suicide!
A young couple in love plunge to their deaths,
off the Old Port in Montreal

“Oh, oh,” said Kara, “this can’t be good.”

David grabbed the newspaper from Kara. “Hey—I Igokd”

Ramiel slammed his fist on the desk, echoing a mamnthroughout the chamber. “What were you
thinking! You know our laws! You were not to be seen goirtg water!” If Ramiel was warm blooded, Kara
was sure his face would be red hot with large vpirising on his forehead. Instead, there was Hdyieg white
coldness. It wasn’t natural.

“You've been warned befor®avid McGowah Your days as a guardian angel are numbered!” lde/lgd
and pointed a long finger at David. Kara was alnoestain laser beams were about to shoot out ofi@am
eyes and strike David—melting him on the spot. atehangel’s face twisted in fury.

“David, we’re so screwed,” whispered Kara.

“Don’t worry—I got this,” he whispered back.

David smiled and puffed out his chest. “Relax, ybaliness...see here? My rookie saved the soul.” He
gestured towards Kara’'s chest, where she keptthigosotected inside the fish net.

With Ramiel’s attention suddenly on her, Kara ced@nd backed up. “David! What are you doing?” she
said through the corner of her mouth.

She felt her nerves starting to act up. The arabinfiaring blue eyes made her nervous, but sbhadshe
couldn’t look away—some sort of freakish hypnoSike was suddenly made aware of his power, as thoeigh
made it known to her somehow through his mind—seantof freakish telepathy. She tried to speak theit

words would not come.
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The archangel cut the silence. “It doesxXtusewnhat you did. You broke the law!”

This time, David’s smile disappeared. He lookeHata, then back to Ramiel. “Listen—there were three
higher demons. They attacked us. There was no atigr—wehadto jump.”

Ramiel backed up, as though getting a blow fronmaisible force. He narrowed his eyes. “W—what?
Higher demons? That's impossible!”

“Yup. Three of them. It was like they knew we weaning. You know anything about that?”

“What? Of course not!” Ramiel shouted, his facedhing.

Kara watched in silence as the big archangel se¢meaktle something from the inside. He pacedng a
down. He rubbed his head, his eyes and brow nadolivé were even possible, he seemed angrier biedore.
Kara took another step back.

Finally, after some time, Ramiel spoke. “l needpeak to Michael about this. Here, give the sotihé
Cherub,” he said, as he gestured to one of thedkue haired persons, who came at once withss gga.

The Cherub placed the jar in front of Kara. It wdit

“Huh?” Kara said. She thinned her lips and glareth@ Cherub. “Why should | give it to him? | saubd
soul—and | nearly died saving it. No...I'm not giviiigo him. What if he drops it? What then?” Shaateed
into the fish net and grasped the soul into hedhbatting the light shine though her fingers. 8feked at
David for help.

He tapped her shoulder. “It's ok, Kiddo. You djdod Now, give the shiny white ball to the Cherub.”€Th
Cherub tapped its foot on the ground. It cockeéyebrow, clearly annoyed by Kara’s reluctance @ gip the
soul.

She dropped her shoulders and looked down at thieHre glowing ball emanated light on her frowning
face. Kara pulled her hands away from her chestlgland gently dropped the soul into the glass jar.
Immediately the Cherub turned on its heel, stro#ledy, jumped into a tiny vehicle and drove ofgviemg Kara
staring after it. A sudden feeling of sadness wdsiwer her, as though she had just lost a pareidif.

“What's going to happen to it?” Kara asked, as@herub disappeared into the walls of light.

“Itll be reborn—Ilike every other living soul,” amgered David.

A thought nagged at the back of Kara’s mind. “Dawdu think you can ask Ramiel about my mom?
Maybe he knows something?”

“Sure.” David cleared his throat. “Excuse me youghhess, but Ms. Nightingale here has a
guestion...about her mother.”

“Yes?” said the archangel heavily and leaned fodwar
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“Well, she told me that her mother can see demorsshe’s probably a sensitive—but then the intengsti
part is that her mother likes tadisappearat times. Reappearing at different places. So,sgau..l believe she
might be a guardian.”

The archangel’'s face was impassive, apart frorghd tivitch in his lip. “I will consult her profilé.

He moved his hands over his keyboard and stardgyHe looked up at Kara. “Is your mother’s name,
Danielle Dubois?”

Kara’s jaw dropped. “Yes.”

“She is indeed a guardian angel. She’s back orhBatier mortal body, waiting for her next assigniie

“I knew it!” David’s face lit up. He nudged Kara @he shoulder. “How cool is that! My parents arst ju
regular mortals. My Dad’s a mechanic and my montsagher—nothing special.”

But Kara didn’t feel the news to be special. Thipngs started to make a lot more sense to her,thatwshe
knew why her mother behaved so strangely. Someheviedt a lot worse.

“My mother—a guardian angel. It explains a lot.islwshe could have told me somehow.” Kara dropped
her eyes and stared at the floor.

“She couldn’t,” said David with kind eyes. “We’rerbidden to reveal ourselves to mortals. It's ohthe
laws or something. Plus—it was for your own goodouibt you would have believed her anyway. It'& ljjou
said—you thought she was mad.”

But Kara thought otherwise. She would have beligved She knew it somehow. She looked up at Ramiel.
With his eyes closed and his head arched up, hetblike he was meditating. She studied his pefte as
he opened his eyes again and spoke.

“The archangel Gabriel is waiting for you. Yawokie needs more training. Don’t make him wait.”

“No worries, your divineness—your wish is my commHérDavid bowed and flashed his teeth.

Ramiel stepped forward, looking down upon Davidhwiares in his eyes.You'reonly still here because
your rookie shows a lot of promise. Don’t disappdier by being a fool!”

“Ah—but I'm the best damn fool in all of Horizonsaid David. “Later, your worship.”

And with that David whirled around, grabbed Karathg elbow and steered her back towards to the
elevator.

“You're a real ass—you know that?” Laughed Karae 8hew he was way too cocky with the archangels,
but at least he made her smile.

“I'll take that as a compliment, thank you very rhucHe lifted his chin and smiled into the blackesk
“I'd like to think of myself as an entrepreneur—igignary.”

“Keep it up and you'll be visioning Ramiel’s fisthen it makes contact with your face.”
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The elevator ride back to Operations was a silast apart from the loud scratching noises comiagfa
chimpanzee in a blue fisherman’s hat, who keptingls behind. Kara pressed her head against tioelw
panel at the back on the elevator, closed her @yeshought of her mother.

“What are you thinking about?” asked David. He Exhagainst the panel beside her.

“Oh, nothing much—the usual.”

“And...what’s the usual?”

Kara opened her eyes. “Just that | was flattened lys—qgot a new job as a guardian angel—souls are
everlasting and reincarnated into body suits—myhmiots an angel—demons are freak’n real—and some,
apparently, are out to get you.”

David scratched the back of his neck. “You'll geed to it.”

“So, you keep telling me.”

They jumped off the elevator and walked along #tegand.

“Um, David?” Kara brushed a long strand of browir behind her right ear. “Uh—those higher demons—
you said that they were aftes? Why?” She felt a slight shiver pass through loelyb Their black eyes still
haunted her.

David looked intently at Kara. “Natnly after us, but after guardian angels in general-e@sfly the
rookies, since you’re easy targets.”

Kara frowned with curiosity as she walked. Puffsexf sand escaped her feet as she kept up thevithce
David. “So they were after my mother too. But why2ought demons were only afteouls—like, to eat or
something?”

“Well, they do eat them, sort of.” He combed thp td his hair with his fingers. “Lesser demonseglik
shadow demons—devour souls. Souls are a life fGitee.more they feed on them, the more powerful they
become, and it gives them longevity on Earth. Withtbe souls, they would die.”

Kara stared at the salt pyramids as she and Daalkieal passed them. She reflected on this new
information. White puffy clouds ran across a pertdae sky, shaped like wild animals. An ocean ifaage
surrounded them.

Kara raised her brow. “This place is even frealtian | could have imagined.” Her mind flicked to
thoughts of the black eyed demons. “So, what ati@ublack eyed freaks? Higher demons?” As shethaida
guardian angel with two stars tattooed on his feaehapproached them. He smiled, lifted up his hand he
and David high-fived one another. They exchangkavords. The angel patted David on the shoulten

walked away.
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“So, | see you're a celebrity in Horizon,” laughiédra.

“Huh?” A smile reached David’s lips. “Right—the higr demons. Yeah, they’re nasty,” said David as he
lifted up the collar from his leather jacket. “Cahé too careful when they're around.” He gave Kasawink
du jour.

She signed and rolled her eyes. “God—you’re sodijfourself. | could slap you!” She kicked up some
red sand with her shoe. “But why were they afté& Aker me?”

“Cause, you have something they want. Your GA $i¢eirce is like a thousand regular souls. One garard
angel soul can make a higher demon almost as pohvesrian archangel—and trust me, you don’t warit’tha
David looked away and seemed lost for words.

“You said that the higher demons knew where we W@&ieat seemed to freak Ramiel out a little—why’s
that?”

“Well, for starters—that never happened to me leeftirusually takes hours before the higher demams—
any demon, can sense us back on Earth. They dmt'show up like that, a few minutes after we shipwl
don't get it...?” He searched Kara'’s face, with thate puzzled expression in his face.

“Don’t look at me like that! It's not like &announcedur arrival or anything. Besides, I'm new herewHo
would | know anything?”

David shook his head. “I don’'t know, but it smedisd.”

Kara felt that was probably true, but there washimaf she could do about it. This new job came \itht
of unanswered questions and a lot of new dangers.

David raised his eyebrows. His blue eyes glittetidilmost feels like—someone from the Legion told
them.”

“What? But that makes no sense?”

“It makes perfect sense. And it's happened befdfe.face hardened. “Traitors, working for the deson
from inside the Legion. They're fallen angels whoayer to the dark side—their heads filled withust Ifor
power.”

Kara stayed where she was, frozen, as her mindeatr#o process all this new information. “But wig?
Who would do this to us—to me? And why?”

“I can think of someone.” David stepped beside K&tze saw a flash of anger in his eyes. She knew
exactly who he was referring to—someone tall anggytul who happened to hate David’s guts.

“Benson?No...are you sure?”

David’s tone was sharp. “Positive. This is his ateato get rid of me for good. It's hpmybackfor what |
did to Sarah.”
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If what David was saying was true, that meant Bangas going to get her killed as well—caught in the
crossfire—just to get to David. She had just baeslgaped with her angel life on their last jibls. just going to
get worseA part of her felt betrayed, she hadn’t done aimgtiio anyone, she had judiedrecently. And now
her life was in danger. Another part of her wasrgrigat someone wanted to hurt David. She lookehtagphis
clear blue eyes. “So...what do we do?”

He looked fierce. “We get him—before anything disppens. We'll need proof, obviously, or to catoh h
in the act. I'd love to see how Gabriel fries hss!a

“So, should we follow him?” asked Kara.

David narrowed his eyes. “Yeah—he’ll probably h&wveendezvous with the demons back on Earth. We
should find out what his next assignment is anlb¥ohim there. He’s bound to make contact with themaner
or later.”

Images of the higher demons flashed behind her, shesstarted to feel anxious. “But shouldn’t v te
Gabiriel, or one of the archangels? This is predtiosis, David; shouldn’'t we tell them?”

He looked down at the ground. “No, they'll justrtkil’'m up to something because of duistory. They
won'’t believe me. It's not like I'm Mr. Popular witthe archangels—or haven't you noticed. And if 8am
finds out somehow, we’ll never catch him—no one kaow about this, Kiddo.”

Kara knew David was right. They'd never believe hanher. They would have to do this on their own.

They wandered through the twisted rows of bluestamaitching the ongoing combats. Operations was ful
of noises: bursts of combat cries, the clatter efailhon metal and the raised voices of the ordeksshing
classes, and then forgetting what they were supjpiosteach. The fragrance of salt drifted in ttre ai

She followed David into the weapons tent. Two gigaréngels were making their selection of weapons
and looked up as they saw them enter.

“Yo, Dave! What's up?” said the taller one. “We tegtabout youjump. Awesome! It's spreading all over
the legion already.”

“Don’t think Gabriel’s too happy about that,” laugththe smaller one, as he eyed Kara. “He’srieadly
bad mood. You sure you want to be here right ndve?slapped David on the arm.

David lifted his chin and puffed out his chest. teéovesme. He just doesn’'t know it.”

The three young men laughed stupidly while hittamg another. To Kara, it was like watching the ehd
winning basketball game, where all the boys darmecednd excitedly after the match. David, so it seénmad
won the popularity game—David versus the archangels

More and more guardian angels stopped their trgiamd came to congratulate David on his wild escape

Some even congratulated Kara. She turned arournélg@nd became very interested in a short silagger.
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She flicked the blade with her fingernail. The sdwas drowned by sudden loud cheers. She lookdd bac
towards the crowd. She saw David jump down fromairthe large tables. He was surrounded by an datna
group of predominantly male guardian angels. Herraeted their suicidal plunge off the Old Port. efisnies
giggled excitedly, like a pack of wild hyenas. Haaled after each performance—which were many.

Kara wonderedAm | really stuck with this idiot for all eterg?
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Chapter 9 - A traitor among us

Time passed in Horizon. From time to time Kara tHawpout her painting, and about the life sheteftind.

But now her old life seemed insignificant and duimpared with the busy new life she led now. Every and
then, when she thought of her mother, the feelofggiilt and homesickness would start. But withshié had
to learn at combat training and her new lessons thi¢ oracles, Kara didn’t have time to feel sdoryherself.

She learned from Gabriel that the legion was nes\aiout the fact that higher demons kept showing up
whenever she was on the job. They feared a commmeloitween Kara and the demons. If they suspected a
traitor, they didn’t mention it to her, or to Davildistead, they had her spend hours on end trgiogrinect
with her other souls—which wasn’t happening. It was until she cussed out the oracle for gettingnaene
wrong for the hundredth time, that he finally disegd her until their next lesson

Before long, Kara started to adjust better to e fife and job in Horizon—she even saved anotheset
souls. But she soon found out, according to theaargel Gabriel, that this wasn’'t good enough—siktbary
to save the mortals first, before the soul.

Otherwise her training sessions with David provedd fruitful and enriching in every respect. Henses
became more powerful, and so did her instinctsakeas getting better with each lesson, and in & shaoe
David began training her on different weapons. 8ren surprised herself a little, when she begamjoy
herself and even began—if only slightly—to accegtiew fate as a guardian angel.

Then David broke the news about Benson to Kara.

“He’s on his way now—566 Saint-Catherine’s Strea$t® he informed her. “Apparently, the legion’d go
him on a Scout mission.”

“What'’s a scout mission?”

“Scouts gather info for the legion—Iike detectiverk, but GA style.”

“That sounds cool!” Kara imagined herself in a dimdnch coat and black fedora hat, spying on wdeld-
traitors in a dark alley way, snapping pictureshwier sparkling new iPhone.

David made a face. “Na—it gets boring sometime® moich paper work—it’s pretiyeekyif you ask me.
But we know what he’s doing, eh? It's so clear nbsén’t believe no one suspects him. But we’ll lyieh.”

His face cracked into a grin. His eyes glittereamticipation.
She liked how his lips curled when he was enjoyimgself. He reminded her of a little boy in a tdgre,

going crazy as he played with all the new gadgmstéittie hands could hold. She couldn’t help bunile back.
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“Good job, inspector. Is he near the pools alreadg?a nodded her head towards the hundreds ofspool
beyond the red hills.

“Yup—Ilet’'s go get him.”

Kara jogged behind David. As they approached tlodspghe could make out Benson’s silhouette on the
ledge of one in the first row. She saw him squiaiciphis nose, then leap into the air and disapp#ara
splash.

Kara narrowed her eyes. “You really believe theegris the traitor?”

“Without a doubt.”

“I wonder what is going on in his head. How carrisk the lives of other angels?”

“Cause he’s a douche bag.”

“He must really hate you.” Kara bit her lip. “Maybe has an entirely different agendd&ybe he wants
me dead and not you?”

David shook his head. “Don’t be ridiculous—he’seafhe You're only involved because of me.”

A moment later, she and David took their turns mmaped in the salty waters.

As if an army of ants had poured out of their hilsearch of food, Saint-Catherine’s street wasaas of
crawling mortals. Kara blinked. Red, green andoyelflashing street lights illuminated the busy str&kara
passed pawn shops, strip clubs and bars, as humsitiek to her M suit. A stink of exhaust fumeasgered.

The street was alive with the energy of young peodgara felt it prickle her M suit. The night wasung,
and like any Friday, the street vibrated with tbhargds of motors running, squeaking brakes anddadsil|
party mode.

Teenage girls walked in groups attached at thetwsir faces painted in layers of makeup. Witreba
there tops and the shortest of skirts, which Kiaedlto callunder-skirts they approached the night clubs. They
batted their eyelashes at the bouncers who thehdet in without question. Kara felt a slight adienvy in
her chest as she watched them.

She brushed off the feeling and followed David. Y@wat's 566 Saint-Catherine?”

David turned back and looked at her, before turbiagk and looking straight ahead. “It's a nightoclu
have a feeling he’s meeting someone there—prolmbdbmon.” He glanced at his watched. “He shoulebaly
be there,” he looked up. “Ah—there it is.”

Kara followed his gaze and saw a crooked grey mgldrhe windows were painted black, and a large

metal sign hung from the top. It redthe Club
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“Wow, how original—must have taken weeks to comemith that name.” Kara turned her head. A long
line of teenage hopefuls waited to get in. “Ah—DAviwhere are you going? Aren’t we going to waitiirel
over there—?”

David grabbed Kara by the hand and pulled her hiitinto the front entrance. A man the size of a mal
SUV waited with his arms crossed over his chest.

“Hey man—what’s up?” said David as he walked rightThe bouncer didn’t pay any attention to them.

“Wow! How did you do that?” asked Kara as Davidgyiad her. “Do GAs have like some kind of
hypnotizing abilities?”

“Sort of—but my good looks got us in.”

They passed through the front door. Music explaaledround them. Kara felt the ground shake beneath
her as hundreds of dancers hit the floor. Not vmanttd miss anything, she turned her head in evéighwway
as David pulled her along.

“I've never been inside a club before,” she yelegr the music.

David turned his head and frowned. “Never?”

“No. You have to be eighteen to be allowed in.”

“Yeah—but you never made a fake 1D.?” bellowed Davi

Kara shook her head. “No...guess that makes me g logat?”

David’s white teeth flashed in the darkness. “Nat, @veryone likes to go clubbing. Besides—you were
probably too busy with your art to want to joinanish of talentless fools jumping up and down irghtt
space.”

Kara smiled and looked down. “Yeah—I'm sure thais reason.”

Strobe lights illuminated faces, as David pulledtheough the tight crowds. The salty smell of styea
armpits and the thick stink of booze was like angible wall of stench.

The further they ventured away from the dance fldoe more Kara cold hear over the music—faint sisun
of bottles that clashed together and mumbles of@mations.

David pulled her along. She felt her body stiffesrceowds of people brushed up against her. But then
David squeezed her hand gently, and her skin th@ee liked the feel of his M skin against her olwmasn’t
the same feeling as back when she was alive, oftskishing up against skin. This was different emiara,
much better—Ilike her sensations were ten timesrasg She wished silently that she could holdmhis

hand forever.
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Kara made faces at the gorgeous girls that eyedZsvthey passed. They all gave Kara the whatawe-
doing-with-such-a-hottie look. And when David wadooking, Kara whirled around and gave them the
finger—followed by the biggest smile she could neust

David pulled Kara towards a round metal table baek corner of the club, beyond the crowed daro fl
and lost in the shadows. Benson sat two tables dawmthem. He was huddled over the table, pregentl
engaged in a conversation with a dark haired mdaisitate twenties. They did not look up.

“Be right back.”

Kara watched as David disappeared into the crovedcdine back two minutes later with two drinks.
“Here—qgin and tonic. Have you had this before?”

Kara shook her head. “Uh—no, but can we actugtiyk liquids?”

David laughed. “Not really, but it’s fun to pretenithe best part is that you can actually staririgethe
alcoholic effects after a few drinks. Here, Kiddoavh a taste.”

Kara leaned in and took a sip. The liquid evaporateer throat. The alcohol vapor lingered for ameat,
then made its way up slowly to her head. She gdratdavid. “That was weird?” She licked her lifBut |
like it.”

“Good. Listen. Let’'s move in closer to hear thengersation.” David drank the entire contents sfdlass
in one shot. He smacked his lips and slammed #esglown. “Follow me.”

David sneaked closer towards the table Bensonlensttanger occupied. Their heads were huddled
together, deep in conversation. David walked witbeptional stealth through the crowds to get tontet
table without Benson noticing. He sat with his bemkards them and leaned against the seat juitkea for
better hearing. Kara grabbed the empty seat neniti@and sat down. She sipped her drink. Her eygre wn
the young crowds dancing in front of her, but sin@iised to hear behind her. She heard Benson spstk

“—it’'s not good enough. | need more information&ridon said.

“That’s all | know, man,” answered a deep voice.

“But you can’t be sure it was the sawcteld?”’

“Hey man, it’s like | said. I'nmot sure.”

“In what warehouse was this? What part of the dity@ed to know!” Benson asked.

“I've given you all I've got,” said the strangelf the demons knew | was speaking to you—I'd beeadd
man.”

There was a pause, then Benson spoke again. “¥asw, but this is really important.”

“No you don't! I'm not paid enough for this shit.” Kara heard something slawim on the table.
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Kara couldn’t make out the rest of the conversistha music thundered around Hene bristled with
anxiety and was pleasantly excited—she was deteBtara Nightingale—badass profiler vigilante. But
something troubled her. The stranger had mentiangdld. What does that have to do with us? Wkas
Benson involved in?

Out of the corner of her eye Kara saw Benson gelnug flash David had squeezed himself against her
With his right arm around her shoulder, he pre$sedhard M suit against hers—his face close endoiga
kiss. Her mortal skin prickled with his nearnedse 8new not to look into his eyes, for fear shehnhgve her
true feelings away. And when she thought she wbultdt, David released her and backed away.

“Okay—he’s gone. | think he’s going towards the wa®ms—be right back!” And with that, David
disappeared into the crowd.

Kara clasped her forehand with her habat’s happening to me? I'm freaking out— obviouSlye
wasn't prepared for the intense feeling she felthis normal guardian angel behavior? If romangéorbidden
between angels, then why am | starting to havénigefor this guy?

She moved her hands away from her face and lookeu dt her glass. “Why the hell not?” She drank the
last of her gin tonic. She felt calmer. Then Dastgieezed out from a wall of mortals, with four mgire tonics
in his hands.

His face cracked into a wide smile. “Benson wemniddhe toilet.” He winked. “So, the night’s still
young—no reason to let it go to waste. Right, Kigfdo

“Right.” Kara grabbed a glass and took a drink.

“David—did you hear them talking about socteld?”

David smacked his lips together. “Yup—don’t know#ning about some kid, though. I'm not sure what
that means?” He screwed up his face and gawkeid dtihk.

Kara swirled the straw around in her glass. “Do tlaok maybe we werarongabout Benson? If he’s
looking for a kid, then maybe he’s not the one Iagd in trying to get us killed? | didn’t hear ahiytg about a
plot to getuskilled. Did you?”

After a pause, David brushed the top of his haihwis fingers. “Nope. | don’t know. Maybe he was
finished with his plan before we got there—and wh/deard part of something else.”

“Or maybe it's nothim. Maybe we have it all wrong.”

“It has to be—no one else in the Legion would de tb us! I'm sure Benson is the one.”

But Kara was unconvinced. If Benson truly was bdhire strange demon attacks, then why would he risk
a meeting with some creepy mortal just to talk alsome kid? It didn’t add up. But Kara didn’t présany
further.
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Soon Kara was on her fourth drink. She laughed av@avid’s silly jokes, the kind of laughing which
would normally have made her innards ache. Butoutlinnards, Kara only felt a slight tingle in ledrest. She
couldn’t remember the last time when she had schrfwe

The music changed, and she felt David’s hand os &&he pulled her to her feet.

“Time to go.”

“Huh? Already?” Kara hit her glass on the table.

They pushed their way out of the club and walkecklzdong Saint-Catherine’s street. “We’ll go thrbug
Berri Park, towards the water fountain.” He toldr&d The park will be deserted—perfect for a skimliyy on
the way back to Horizon—ouch!” cried David. He relithe back of his head.

Kara pursed her lips. “Serves you right, Casanova.”

They reached the park after a short walk. The ealyces of light came from the moon and the one
flickering park light at the entrance. The treestdang, ghostly shadows on the ground. Male ctgkairped
in the night, as they tried to attract a femaleaécoon the size of a small dog enjoyed an earl@ning feast
in a city garbage can. He hissed at them as thesega

“Can animals can see who we really are?” asked.Kara

“Yes. Animals are sensitive to different energiekeytcan sense us.”

The raccoon kept hissing. “I don’t think he likeswery much.”

David laughed. “Poor little guy. He probably juste$n’t want to share his meal.”

“Gross.”

Kara returned her attention to David. She watcheddtrut beside her, grinning. She liked how his
shoulders moved back and forth as he walked; wilinéad in the air, like a proud peacock—

“AH!” Yelled Kara, as her foot got caught in a tnet. She went straight down to the ground. Adter
moment, she hauled herself up and sat on the g8hesgiggled. “Oops.”

“I love ladies who can hold their liquor,” laughB@vid. He grabbed Kara by the arm and pulled herup
just a little too hard, for she flew into his armavid wrapped his arms around her and pulled bainat him.
She looked up. His blue eyes sparkled in the mtn. IKara blinked. She thought his face was everem
beautiful close up. His full lips parted slighths he stared at her mouth. His face was closer Wasmth
spread through her mortal body. She felt on fined Ahen she felt his lips pressing against hefflysat first
and then harder.

The kiss was sudden and fast.

The next thing Kara knew, David had released hdrtatked away, his face intense. He had a fiery iloo
his eyes. Her body exploded in tingles and he bnoicea wide grin. He knew she was his.
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But Kara was in shockihat the hell just happened?

He was still holding on to her, as though he weteatant to let her g&&he had never been kissed before.
It felt amazing. She grinned.

What the—he felt a sudden sharp pain in the back of hek.ne

She reached back with her hand. She was suddespelped back with incredible force. She crashea ont
the hard floor. If her body had been human, it'dénbeen broken. She rolled over. She felt somethangd
tightening around her neck, like a thick rubberéhdder neck burned, as though the mortal fleshamage.

Her body lifted off the ground. She twisted her Mt strying to break free. But the hold was tomsty. She
looked down and got a glimpse at her attacker.

A shadow demon, three times larger than the onesalv in Mrs. Wilkins’s apartment, glistened in the
moonlight. It had her wrapped one of its tentaalesind the neck. She could smell the foul stendbladd and
rotten flesh. The demon let out a loud shriek fmainded almost like a laugh.

“Let her go, demon!” David ran towards her, his stvehimmering in the moon light. He leaped into the
air behind her. Kara heardsaishand then felt a release. She hit the ground I&ird.rolled over and tugged at
her throat. She pulled off the foul tentacle. Strammbled to her feet and watched as the demorefiickand its
solid form disappeared into a black mist.

“Stay behind me!” yelled David, as he ran towatus demon. Kara stared in horror as he threw himself
into the black fog, arms flailing as he struckleg treature. “lHATE—DEMONS!” he panted. And them h
disappeared into the mist. For a moment nothingpéagd, then David came into view as he jumped bilteo
black fog. The demon shimmered and flicked int@sdkd form again. Wailing, it lashed out with itsny
limbs at David and knocked him off his feet. Hisosd/flew out of his hand.

“DAVID!” screamed Kara. With incredible speed theature wrapped its tentacles around David’s body.
It lifted him up—and started pulling.

Panicked, Kara understood the creature meant tumpapart. She searched frantically for the sword.
Where is itl“Crap! Crap! CRAP!”

Kara caught a glimpse of something silver flasthenmoonlight. Like a bullet, she bolted after sheord.
She grabbed it, the blade heavy in her hand, aneéduback. She ran towards the demon, the swoddlhngth
in her hand. She wasn’t sure what she was goidg with it, once she got there. But she knew slittbaave
David, no matter what.

The demon slammed David’s body hard on the groliifted him up and started to pull his limbs.

Kara saw her chance. She took it.
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She pushed off the ground and jumped in the aidifeg on the creature’s back. She thrust the bifasen
into its head.

Black ooze poured out of the wound, like thick tienching Kara in black blood. She pushed off and
landed back on the ground. Immediately, the demaited and let go of David. He fell to the groundlaalled
on the grass. The demon reached behind and pulleti® blade. It shrieked and threw it aside. Thedsw
demon flashed, changed into a black cloud, and avigst flicker it disappeared.

Kara ran to David. “David! Oh my god! Are you ahi§” She knelt beside him, searching his body fyr a
missing limbs. “Your mortal body seems to haveatalparts.”

A silly grin materialized on his face. “I am nowh& laughed. “Man, I've never seen a rookie taka on
shadow demon like that! Kiddo, you were fierce! Y4l tell the guys what you did! That was awesa!”

Kara shook her head. “What? Are yingane—you were almost killed!”

“But I live to tell the tale—this is better tharetlsoup | created with demon blood!” He jumped thi® air,
no signs of injuries and started to dance. “We naagesat team, Kiddo. We’'ll be the talk of the tdiwn

Kara shook her head and sighed. “What am | goirdptwith you?”

“Skinny dipping—here we come!”

As they walked towards the water fountain in sikgrigavid’s face was twisted in a wide grin. And &ar

mind was loud with thoughts only of the kiss.
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Chapter 10 - Oodles for Noodles

For the following days, neither of them mentionee kiss. Kara wasn't sure if she should bring it Sipe

couldn’t shut her mind up on the subject. Maybedwggetted doing it? Maybe it was the after effedtdhe gin
tonic, and he thought he was kissing some gorgeoluptuous model instead of her? And now, realizing
truth, perhaps he was embarrassed and hated hifmski§sing a girl whose feminine curves had béattened
by a giant spatula. She decided to wait for théggemoment to bring it up, if he didn't.

And so, she and David submerged themselves intoek.

After a good combat training workout, they strutéeehy from the great white tent at Operations whtir
next job. David handed Kara the file, and they niheg way towards the pools.

Kara’s jaw dropped as she stared at the paperrdAkdcity bus driver is going to crash his bus iatbusy
Chinese restaurant—Qodles for Noodles. Ten deathilapincluding children!” She looked up at Davidhis
is my next assignment? Are they freak’n mad? | theaint to be responsible for this!”

David took the file back from Kara, folded it anidl It inside his leather jacket. “We all get tough
assignments like this, once in a while. It's pdrthe job.” He clasped his hands on the metalrrgiand pulled
himself up the four sets of stairs, onto the poplaform. “We stop the accident, we stop all tnpsople from
dying,” David said, as Kara climbed up behind him.

“I'll never get used to this new life,” said Kardhe life | had before wasosimple...l didn’t have to save
anyone from dying—I just—ate ice cream and pairit8tie stared down at the caustics rippling alorg th
surface of the light blue waters, as her mind #asbn the remnants of her mortal life, the simifée t...and
demons didn’t want to suck my brains out and haeentfor lunch.”

David ignored her and stretched, preparing foijungp. “You have your gear?”

“Yup.” Kara slid a blue and white backpack from Bapulders and rummaged through it. “I got my map,
sword, salt shakers and rogdassbutterfly net,” giggled Kara, as the idea of stlakers and fish nets as gear
was still a little outrageous to her.

David stepped up to the ledge of the pool. “Letis igiddo. On three—one—two—three—!"

Kara and David strutted up Decarie Boulevard. Txiggagged through crowds of students who were
cutting class and some elderly shoppers who dratigedfeet as they went. The busy street overwhadlim
Kara'’s ears with loud honks and running motors.yTimade their way north, taking in the exhaust stink

“What'’s the address again?” asked Kara.
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“674 Decarie Boulevard, near the corner of De LiggStreet.”

Kara looked up the street. “And we have to be tf@r8:45pm—what time is it now?”

“It's 3:38pm,” said David, as he glanced at hisatat’/And | can see the address from here.”

He pointed with his right arm to a one floor stam#lding, where Oodles for Noodles was squishetthén
middle by shops on either side, like the custamchfa gianimille-feuille It was just a block away, and they
reached it within two minutes.

Kara stared at the oncoming traffic. “Do we knowatvbity bus were looking for? The number or
something?”

“204,” said David. “It should be an out-of-serviges.”

She turned her attention southwards and searcledubthlevard for the bus. She felt an excitemenvong
in her breast. The idea of being responsible fanaay mortal lives made her truly nervous.

“Uh, David?” asked Kara after a moment. “How aregeing to pull this off? How can anyone pull this
off?” She let her hands fall to her sides. “Whdtis plan?”

David turned to face her. “Well, we know the busdse control and crashes into the 674 building on
Decarie—at precisely 3:45pm. So...we have to stbpfibre the crash.”

“Duh—I know But how? What's theuperplan?” She watched David’s eyes flicker as he ghbu

“I don’t think out of service buses stop for anyoAed the guy is drunk, right? We’ll have to forité
David scratched the back of his neck as he survihgetloulevard, his brain working at a million nsiken hour.
“We have to stop the accident from happening—shawe about five minutes to figure it out.”

At that moment, Kara felt a sharp pain startinghteb on her right ankle. She wiggled her leg,ngyio
shake off the pain. After a while, it seemed tahimtrick, and she focused on the job again. Kasached the
oncoming traffic. Her mind flashed back to the dag died. A huge bus came straight at her. Sheddfre
thought out of her head and focused at task at.hand

“Are you okay?” asked David, his face concernedouYook a little freaked.”

Kara met his eyes. “Yeah, I'm okay. | was just Ky about the day I died. | didn’t think seeingity bus
again would make me so nervous.”

“It's normal. It was a pretty traumatic experieficgaid David.

“I keep seeing huge headlights coming straighteat tdara looked at her feet. “Then | rememberedirige
hard metal—and then the darkness. | just—I justtcdop thinking—why didn’t | look before crossirige
street? | might be alive again—with my whole lifeead of me.”

“I can see how this assignment has you a littlearsx But you're a guardian angel now...that is yioenw

life.”
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Kara let out a sigh. “I know. I'll be fine in a mite—I'll try not to think about my body splatteradder a
bus.”

“Oh yeah—I remember that.”

Kara frowned. “What? How did you know that?”

“Because | was there.” David turned his attenbank to the street.

Kara’'s eyes widened. “What? What do you mganwere there?”

She stood frozen in place, her mind working ovestiaplaying back the events of her death in her head.
She remembered a hand reaching out and grabbingThet was you?”

“Your soul was my assignment—I see it!” yelled DdviLook!” He pointed southwards on the street.
Kara followed David’s gaze and spotted the buswiveled left and right as it made its way nortlstja
few blocks away from them. “David! Wheaveto think of something fast!” She brushed the loair of her eyes.
“What if we can’t stop the accident—what—what wobkppen after? Would all those dead mortals at#ract

whole lot of demons? David?” yelled Kara.

In a flash, David ran across Decarie Boulevard.bdiskpack bounced behind him. He got to the sidewal
and turned around. His watched the oncoming bes\, ¢flanced at Kara for two seconds, before lookengk at
the bus. “We only have one option,” he yelled fraonoss the street.

“What's that?” Kara struggled with her nerves.

“I'm going to jump in front of it—hopefully, he’lturn the opposite direction—and hit the parked.cinsit
should stop it.”

“That’s yourmasterplan?” Kara shook her head. “What if it doesn’trlyd she yelled back, as a group of
people eyed her strangely. “What if it crashes theooncoming traffic? That’s not better!”

David paced on the spot, his hands on top of haslh&Vell, if you come up with something betterpuyo
better tell me in about ten seconds, Kiddo, ‘cawese it comes!”

She turned her head. David was right. She cowad tleeOut of Servicesign at the top. The bus was
almost upon them. She looked behind her at thauemtit and saw shadows of people inside, not krgpthiat
this might be their last meal.. It was packed.

“Oh my God, they're all gonna die! Think, Kara, mki{” She hit her head with her fists searchingdor
solution.l have to get all those people out of the restatiranut how—how do | do thakara bit her lip and
looked up the street. A red fire hydrant stoodtlugnty feet from her. “Oh! I've got itFire!”

Without breathing a single word to David, Kara earand bolted towards the restaurant. With herrsupe
hero-chick-M-suit, Kara ploughed through the glfreat door which shattered with a lobdng Chop-sticks

fell onto plates as the customers stopped eatidgtamed wide-eyed and open mouthed at the cralzylgd
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had just interrupted their meal. Kara knew she tial¢ seconds before the bus came crashing imgilli

everyone—and the children.

No one moved. They all just stared.

“FIRE!” screamed Kara again. “FIRE! QUICK—GET OUGET OUT!” She jumped up and beat the air
with her armsOh, my God—maybe they don’t understand English!

She searched the small restaurant for any kinthofasystem and spotted one on the wall near the
entrance. She sprinted towards the red little Ipedfto the wall and pulled the lever. Immediataly,ear
piercing ring engulfed the tiny restaurant. Thetooeers looked at each other. And then, they alpedwup and
started to run. Mothers cradled their babies ag lineried out the door; even the cooks at the ar @ the
restaurant, jumped over tables and pushed theirthwvaygh.

“Fifteen—fourteen—thirteen—"counted Kara. She waitmtil everyone was safely out of the restaurant.

“Five—four—" Kara ran out of the front door.

“Two—" The front of the bus rolled up onto the sicik and came straight for her.

“One!” She jumped out of the way, and the eightrimetal monster ploughed into Oodles for Noodles.
Glass and bricks flew everywhere as a thundestaghexploded all around. The bus shuddered to a btap,
not before demolishing a path to the far end ofréfstaurant. The ground shook as walls and cetlamge
crumbling down. The bus was flattened like a satfaley the weight of the structure.

Kara pushed herself up. Rubble was all that wasfahe restaurant. She wiped the dust from hes tand
turned to look at the many stunned faces. Remaykablone was hurt. She even spotted the drivéreobus,
staggering his way out of the restaurant. “It'llthe nine step program for you—buddy,” she called o

Kara smiled. She had accomplished her task. Igfelat. She heard David’s voice over the chaos.

“Hey! You're agenius Kiddo. The fire alarm! Why didn’t | think of that David beamed as he ran
towards her. He put his hands on his waist andembek eyebrow. “Gabe’s going to ery happy.” He
watched the crowds of people who were now takietupes of the wreckage with their cell phones. thpbu
it was going to get better!” He patted Kara onlhek, like you would a dog who had performed a.t&gku
did really good, Kiddo.”

Kara smiled. “A good day on the job—wouldn’t yoiy8ashe laughed. “I'm just really, really happy no
one was hurt.” She looked around. “And no demosveld up—now that’s a first.”

“Yup.” David dropped his bag on the ground. “Itises like these that make it all worth it, you

know...almost as good as...thirty gin and tonics.”
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Kara gave David a light shove. “You're an idiot.”stnile reached her lips. “But an idiot—on a rare
occasion—can be right sometimes.”

Kara’s attention went to a mother comforting hefiray child. “This does feel awesome.”

“Told ya.”

“Ouch!” A stinging pain erupted on her right ankiara bent over and pressed her hand over it.

“What is it?”

“I don’t know—I have this thing here—" she pulleg ber pant leg and heard David gasp. The mark had
grown. It was the size of a fist now, sprawlingama around her calve like a spidery hand. It wad aral
ugly.

“You're marked?

“I'm what?”

“You're aspy” hissed David. He pushed her roughly away from.hHis wide eyes flashed with anger.
“How could you? A demon spy! You're thritor. You've been the traitor this whole time, havergu?”

“What? David, don’t be ridiculous—I'm notspy.”

He was yelling now. “YOU'RE MARKED! Only demospiesare Marked!”

Kara frowned. “Stop it! You don’t know what you'saying. | can’t be a spy? | just got here! This nings
some mistake—it’'s probably not even a Mark, likel gay—maybe it's something else?”

David’'s expression darkened. “Don’t tryfol me again, traitor!”

His words cut through her being like a knife. Wisagjoing on? Her new angel world was crumbling down
just as she had finally felt part of it.

Kara felt her soul breaking. “This can’'t be happenio me’” She closed her eyes and then opened them
again. “David. I—I'm not a traitor,” she croakedgrithroat tightening up. “David—Ilisten to me, pleas’

“When did it happen, eh? When did yseil your soul over to the demons?” He shook his head. Disgust
wrinkled into his face, as though Kara was thedstithing he had ever laid eyes on.

“Please stop! Listen to me. | don’t how I got tHigelt some pain on my leg—and then there wastthis
mark—nbut it didn’t hurt, so | forgot about it. licsh’t hurt again until today.” She stepped towads/id.

“Get away from me!”

Kara recoiled, she felt like she just got punchrethe gut. “David, please. This is a mistake—I vebul
never do anything to hurt you.”

David studied her face. “All this time | wondereovhit was possible that the demons sensed us. Yhy t
higher demons were up our asses all this time?woléen playing me this whole time, haven't youi Yo

were marked, and you led them to us.”
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Panic consumed her as she realized David wasnigdoibelieve her. “No. Why can’t you believe me?
I’'m innocent! | don’t know why | have this thing’d not my fault!”

“Don’t play innocent with meKara. The Legion will take care of you. Mark my words.”

This can’t be happenindhis is like a bad dream you can’'t wake up from-e-ikhen you're drowning or
drive off a cliff. A few days ago, David had kissed her, and now bkdd at her with such loathing—she
wanted to stop existing entirely. She closed hesey

“Ah—you’re friends have arrived!” said David.

Kara opened her eyes and looked around. “What? $\here?”

“Have you sent them to kill me! To finish the joldte shouted behind a huge group of people as Hetlac
away from her.

“David! Wait!” Kara took a step towards David artdgped. Two higher demons walked in her direction.
They pushed and shoved through the tight crowdt, kiteck eyes fixed on her. She felt a wave of pavash
through her as she backed away. She reached aveindw@der for her bag—but it was go@ap! | must have
dropped it when | ran out of the restaurant befthre bus hit.

Kara jumped up. She looked over the many headSderd. She spotted him. He was staring at her, a
frown on his face. He glanced eyes at the demaierdolooking back at Kara. A shadow of confusiaslied
across his face. He read her true panic. And tleends fighting his way back through the crowd, talgeher.
Three other higher demons broke through the mgieople and made their way towards David.

“David!” she yelled. He vanished under a wave oftais.

“Oh, no! Oh, my God! Oh, my God!” Kara trembledsiee backed away, her eyes on the two higher
demons marching towards her. The world around tem gtill. She felt helpless and stuck, like a neoogught
in a trap, as she stared at the black-eyed monsters

One of the demons pulled out a long black bladenfinis jacket. It was opaque, and a black mist echitt
from it, like rippling black smoke. She felt a stge prickling from the inside, as though tiny efecshocks
were going off all at once inside her mortal bo@liye demons broke into a run.

“DAVID!” she cried desperately. She waited ten set® Then she ran.

Kara bolted down Decarie Boulevard. She ran withooiing back and pushed her mortal legs as much as
she could. Her M suit, it turns out, was bettentBhe could have hoped. Her powerful legs moveld wit
incredible speed. She glanced back and nearlyafelihe shock of the higher demons being so ctadeher by
surprise. They were faster than she was.

Kara pressed on. She knew she wasn’t trained lw figegse demons—not yet. She imagined demon torture

That gave her the fuel to keep running.
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She had been running nonstop for so long thatedh&dr spirit starting to dampen. Her M suit dichre,
but she didn’t know how long she could keep thisAm | going to run forevérHow long could she stay in her
suit? She knew they didn’t last long. What was gdmhappen when she outlived it? She knew sheddd
something, fast. Dread overwhelmed her whenevelosiked back and met those evil black eyes. Andiddav
hated her now. The unfairness of it all filled eth rage.

A bright red neon sign, Stan’s Diner, appearedantfof her. Kara saw her chance and took it. @hdanto
a large group of teenage girls, stole a blue jaftket one of them, pulled it on and squeezed hers&ith
them. She hid with the giggling girls until she waght in front of the diner. Ducking her head, sipeinted
straight for the front door and nearly collapsedias rushed in. She crashed into a few people. SCsipsorry!
Excuse me!” Kara whirled around and looked outftbat glass door.

The higher demons passed Stan’s Diner. They rargdtee sidewalk. Then they stopped. Their heads
moved around, as if to follow a scent.

Oh, no! Crap! They're going to find m&he ran towards the back. A waitress walked dowallavay.
“Toilet!” yelled Kara. “I need a toilet—hurry!”

The waitress stopped and pushed up her glassesviiterhair was pulled back in a tight bun. “Okay.
Keep your pants on,” she laughed. “The washroom®wer there,” she pointed behind her, “but theguie of
order.”

Kara stared. “Are you freaking kidding me?”

“You'll have to try Stone Grill down the streetlid waitress told her.

“I'm not going to make it!”

The waitress blinked. “Are you sick?”

“Something like that.” Kara ran past the waitresd atopped in front of a wooden door. Two small
paintings of a man and a woman with, each sittim@ ¢oilet reading the paper, were nailed to ther.dé paper
sign taped on the front rea@ut of Order She tried to force the door open. But it wouldnidge. “Oh no, this
can’'t be happening!” cried Kara. She pulled orgiia as hard as she could—and lost three fingers.

“AHHHHHH!” screamed Kara. She watched her fingeat to the ground and bounce to a stop. Her index,
middle and ring fingers lay by her shoes, lookilkg b couple of merguez sausages. A flash of bigeihite
light radiated from her severed hand it, illumingtihe entire hallway, as if someone had just tiiorea huge
spotlight.

“Oh, my God!” Kara bent down and scooped up hertatdingers with shaking hands. She squeezed them
with her left hand. They felt like rubber. They wdrollow, like empty shells. She dropped them ingaats
front pocket. Then she shoved her glowing hand unadgh her shirt and turned to check if she had keen.
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A man in his fifties, with salt and pepper hairpepred in the hallway. He smiled at Kara as hequblsg
her. Kara put on her best fake smile and pretetaleé talking on the phone. He disappeared intditichen
where the smell of grease was as thick as tar. talmeat rack stood against a wall, near the en&ran the
kitchen. Kara dashed over to the rack and grablmdkesilk scarf. She quickly wrapped the scarfusua her
glowing fingers. She stared at her pink hand.

Oh...this is so not good! How long do | have un# test of me melts!

She jogged down the hallway to the front of théasnt. A faint clatter came from the dining anehere
customers enjoyed their greasy meals. She sawrsgywaitress setting up a new table. Kara looked out
through the tall glass windows which ran the leraftthe diner. A higher demon searched the grooudside.
It prowled and down the block searching, like advahimal sniffing out its prey.

Hmmm...now where’s the other one?

Kara hid her pink hand under her shirt. She ledrasdk against the wall. The waitress filled the gngatit
shakers with a large bag of salt.

Salt! Kara ran to an empty tabM/hy didn’t | think of this before?

She grabbed a salt shaker and shoved it in hereposke knew what a bit of salt could to a higheendn.
But this time she was alone. And there were twihem.

One is not enough—I need mo8He ran to the next empty table and grabbed ansgteshaker. There
were only two empty tables in the diner. But shedwel salt.

The men and women in the restaurant eyed her sogglg. Kara flashed them a smile. “I have low salt
levels.”And with that, Kara rushed over to a bowaith a family sitting comfortably inside.

“Hi there,” she said as she grabbed the salt shé&deryou mind? I'm all out. Thanks a lot.” She skd
the shaker inside her other jean’s pocket. Andwietn she was about to turn around—nher right dboriéo
the table.

“Crap!” yelled Kara as she scooped up her ear.|&bleed at the terrified family.

“Ah—it’s just a rubber ear,” she smiled, “nothirgworry about. Stupid little prank.”

But a beam of light had exploded from the rightsafl her head. A look of complete shock masked the
faces of the family. Their eyes were glued to head) at the glowing hole where her ear used to be.

Wide-eyed, Kara smacked the right side of her h8ad.pressed her hand against the hole. “I'm hawing
seriouslybad day!”

She swung herself out of the booth and threw hetahear on the floor. She ran to another booth and
scooped up three more salt shakers. Satisfiedhedmded towards the back of the restaurant, butefote

grabbing a knife from one of the tables.
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A bell rang, and she turned to see a demon pushenfyont door open. He stepped into the diner. His
black eyes locked onto hers and grinned. Kara glishen the back door and ran into an alleyway.

The other higher demon stood in the back alley.ddan his pockets, he waited calmly outside for. kiés
pale face cracked in an evil grin. His black eyasolved her every move.

“I'm sonot ready for this!” She put as much distancehascould between her and the demon. She knew
running was not an option anymore. Her mortal beodyg shutting dowrOkay, think Kara! ThinkThere are
two of them and one of me...and I've got the sadt-aShe looked at her right hapdand a butter knife...of all
the possible sharp knifes in a restaurant—I hagit the butter knifeShe opened a salt shakiél.m going to
die today—then I'm going down fighting/ith her butter knife in one hand and a salt shakéhe other, she
waited for the demon to attack.

A door slammed shut behind her. The second deneppstl into the alley with a black blade smoking in
his hand. Kara blinked and backed away.

“How about playing by the rules?” said Kara. “Twgaast one, that’s hardly fair!”

Rotating his dagger skillfully between his fingettse demon took a step closer. Kara watched syl@sthe
positioned his body in anticipation.

And then he struck.

But Kara was ready. The demon lunged forward, l@apen going for her stomach. Kara side stepped and
thrust her knife into his side, cutting away atflesh. She rolled and stepped back, watching monas black
blood oozed from the cut. The demon clasped hisndauth his hand, with a stunned expression adn@sss
face. Black blood dripped between his fingers. Themame at her swinging.

Oh, oh—now he’s really mad

She went into defense mode; positioning her right in front of her while adjusting her weight whier
left. She blocked his hit. The impact nearly forted to her knees—but she held on. She felt theéaioody
strain. She knew it wouldn’t last long. With allrtetrength, she pushed off and backed away, wajdhim
demon’s corrupted face screwing up in anger, ifgeufip trembled.

The demon attacked again. He swung his blade wittabforce, aiming for her head. She blockedut, b
the force of the strike forced her to the groundr butter knife flew out of her hand. Blinking, dbeked up at
the demon, its black eyes filled with a mix of leatrand hunger. She felt a cold fever rushing thndwgy. She
trembled. She felt the M-suit weakening beneath imeiting away. Her vision blurred. She blinked
desperately, trying to see clearly. The second denalked slowly towards her, a smile materializomits

face. It opened its mouth to speak.
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“The end is neaigngel” hissed the higher demon. “You can alre&ellit. We will drink your essence,
little one—and you will be no more!” Its jaw diskted and opened abnormally long, all the way dawitst
chest, like a ventriloquist's dummy’s wooden mou¢hra could only stare. It lunged at her—

Kara threw the salt shaker in its mouth. The defetirover and screamed. Convulsing on the grourgd, h
mouth sizzled and popped. Black smoke rose fronbdaly, like burnt toast. He howled in pain.

Kara grabbed another salt shaker and readied hasstile other demon attacked. She threw the sigjt a
but the demon brushed it aside with its blade. \Wggiting speed, the demon struck and sliced offriggnt
arm.

“Ahhh!” Agonizing pain surged through her M suiteHbody burned, the poison of the blade eating away
at her soul. She stared at the hole where her aightused to be; black mist emitted from the wouikd,
smoke from a candle. A kind of acid surroundedcilte eating its way around the stump, leavingackéned.
The pain was so intense that Kara shut her eyesodled on the ground. She was burning alive frominside.
She felt the poison of the blade spread throughvhsuit—and into her soul. She was dying, for soselctime.

Kara...Kara...

Kara turned and looked at the demons. Their liga’dmove.

Kara...be strong...

“Who—where are you—?" She whirled her head around.

We are here with you...

Kara trembled. “l can’t s—see you. H—help me. Rigas

Feel your strength, Kara. Don't be afraid...

“What d—do you m—mean?” She shook uncontrollably.

“Who are you talking to, littl@ngeP” The higher demon tossed her severed arm inith&\Na one can
help you now.”

The demon stretched open its mouth and swallowedrne Its eyes suddenly glowed white, before going
back to black. The demon grinned. It turned itergtbn to the remaining parts of Kara. “Your essetastes
great,” said the demon. “You will make me very pdwk little angel You should be happy youareaningless
angelsoulwill have served a purpose.”

Kara blinked as she forced herself to sit up. Shdled the stump of her arm. Part of her wantediepto
stop the excruciating pain. She waited.

Kara... don't let go...you can do this...hang on a litleger...

“M—my head,” breathed Kara, “I'm freaking hearingiges in my head.”
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A door opened with a loud creak on the opposite sidhe alleyway. A man dressed in white threw som
large black garbage bags on the ground, ploppacha bucket of soapy water with a wet mop besidadt
slammed the door shut.

“Hmmm,” continued the demon as it approached Heow'splendid you will taste.”

The bucket, Karasaid the voiceslhe water...run to it. Feel the strength in you, Katan!

Kara couldn’t explain it, but she suddenly felosiger, as though the strength of a hundred peapkt b
into her. The higher demon’s jaw loosened up goptely as he prepared to eat her, and Kara mudieedest
of her energy and ran towards the bucket.

She plunged her head in the water. A sharp pajptedun her legs—and the darkness took her.
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Chapter 11 - Miracles Division

| t seemed days later when she finally opened hex. eye

Her body was enveloped in something soft. It fokoMher every move like the waterbed she once #tied
her Aunt Tracy’s house. She turned her head inyavbich way and saw only orange. As she movedna-se
liquid substance pressed against her like jelllhe ®ached out. Her hands stopped at a harderrfadsuShe
felt up and down and around. She was inside a tgoRine opened her mouth to scream. Liquid poure8he
closed her mouth'm in a freaking orange bubble!

She strained to see past the semi-translucent Sialtlows of bubbles floated all around her. Shkdd
down at herself. Her clothes were go@®&h my God, I'm nakedhe whirled around inside her bubble, kicking
with her legs and flailing her arms.

There was a sudden lopop—Kara felt the bubble break below her, she slipped fell into a pool of
water. She struggled to the surface, where budfdte jell-o substance came drooling down on her.

“Gross!” she yelled, as she wiped her eyes. Shengade a massive warehouse-like building made of
shimmering brass metal. A great metal contraptfanterwoven pipes and wires stood at her leftchéag all
the way to the top—Iike her uncle’s car garage vathout the oily cigarette smell. The pool ran teegth of
the building and sparkled in the sun light whickllegd from the sky lights above.

Thousands of soft orange spheres, the size ofsmpgehovered in the air, like giant soap bubblésyT
bounced off each other in the crowded space.

She heard a shuffle of feet and turned to see rblvaith a glass jar full of souls stop at an ofieral
panel on the left. With some effort, the cherulmdton the top of its toes and dumped the soulsantopening.
They flowed up through a pipe, where she couldeét them, to a giant translucent tube extruded frenop
of the machine. The souls rolled inside the macfoana moment and then popped out, one by one |epee
by orange bubbles. She could make out the silhesieft GAs wiggling inside these bubbles—as thewgre
slowly into their human forms.

Something moved in her peripheral vision. A grofigwardian angels stood below one of the globules,
looking up. Suddenly, the bag broke and, wigpkasha naked GA plopped into the pool. She heard bgzzin
She read a huge flashing neon sign, Healing-Xpress.

Kara made a face. “Whoa—I think | swallowed too mo€ that orange stuff.”
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She brought her hands to her face. Her body gaeesifong citrus smell, as though the orange smlost
was some sort of fruit punch. She heard the fattep of some walking behind her. She turned ankdd up
into sparkling blue eyes.

“Here—" David threw her a towel and turned his hadkou can cover yourself with that, until we getuy
some clothes.”

Kara’s mouth seemed sewn shut. She struggled to ibpe

“Thanks,” she croaked.

She pulled herself up and over the ledge intotmgiposition. She wiped her body down.

“And you've been here for how long—staring at mkea body—if that's what this is.”

She wiped her face with the towel and then cangfutapped herself in it

“I just got here.”

She studied David’s backle did come to see nidaybe he believes me now?

Kara brushed a sticky strand of hair behind her &lae felt prickling all the way down her back ke $ried
to come up with something to say. She was neved gothese kinds of awkward situations. But theaiag
shewas dead, and she had been naked and coveréckinaiange slime; what could be more awkward than
that?

“You can turn around now.” She watched as his ksidfted and turned.

“Hm.” David thinned his lips; a scowl materializiogn his brow.

She studied his face for a moment. She had neeerBavid look so troubled. It was like he was fight
something from the inside.

When she couldn’t bear it anymore, she asked tbegaestion she’d been dying to ask since he arrived

“So—do you believe me now? About the demon’s markny leg?”

David stared at the floor, his face expressionfdsdoesn’t matter whalt think. The Legion is divided
about what happened. They haven’t come to a decibiot everyone believes you're innocent.”

Kara looked into his face. She wanted David todweiher. It was the truth, after all.

“You still don't believe me—and you think I’'m sonsey?” she said angrily.

“It doesn’t matter what | think.” His quiet tone wavorse than if he’d been yelling.

“Right—you said that. So then, why are you here?”

David met her eyes, an unreadable expression dad®as “I'm still your Petty officer—it's my job tonake
sure you're okay.”

“Right.” Kara narrowed her eyes and shook her h&aou said the legion wadivided—the legion-does
everybody know about this?...and angels have takkas2f
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A loud splashcut the uncomfortable silence between them. Maks @lopped into the pool; their naked
bodies struggling to a sitting position as theyedphe orange liquid from their supernatural skin.

After a long pause, Kara turned her attention ladRavid. “So, how did | get here—in thelsagthings?”
She pointed to the floating orange bubbles.

“The last thing | remember was being attacked Igjhé&r demons and reaching the bucket of water. Then
everything went black.”

David looked up as more GAs plopped into the pool.

“Your soul was in bad shape—you needed to be he@lad is where all angels come to get fixed.”

“Oh.” Kara felt like a car that needed an oil chang8he cleared her throat.

“Um—David? Something—somethirggrangehappened to me when, when | thought | was going to
die...when my soul was dying.”

“What do mearstrange?

Kara blinked. She wasn't sure what to say as—hgasaices in your head up in Horizon, could mean the
same thing as hearing them back on Eantbd'z crazy

“What is it?” said David. “You look like you've seea ghost.”

“Kinda.” Kara sighed and closed her eyes. “You'céng to think I’'m crazy, but I—I heard voices.”

She opened her left eye and peeked at David.

“What?” David cocked an eyebrow. “Maybe you justriped your head or something.”

“I don’t think that’s it. | reallyheardvoices inside my head—they—they helped me eséamethink I'm
crazy don’t you?”

David’'s expression was distant.

“I've never heard of guardians hearing voices? pirtty sure it was your own voice, Kara. Remember—
you were weak, and you thought you were dying. i@unds do strange things when we’re about to die.”

He threw out his hand. “Come,” he said as he gedttor her to take it. “The archangel Raphael wamts
meet you.”

Kara took his hand and pulled herself to her f8be realized she should be more cautious aboutshieat
said from now on. Hearing voices was not commonrantbe angels. She feared it might make her loolemo
like a traitor. So she dropped the subject.

“Who’s Raphael?” she asked instead. She pulleddwvez| tighter around her.

“An archangel,” David squeezed her hand.

“I know—but who is he? What does he do?”

“You'll see.”
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They left the Healing-Xpress building through giamgtal doors and Kara stared up into a scarlet and
orange sky. Like a rainbow, the colors chased twisting and swirling as they spread above and beymn
the forest before them, tall green trees rippled light breeze.

Surprisingly, she felt great. She kept the towedpped tightly around her body and followed David
through the forest. The dirt path led up to a aepwhere they looked out across a valley to a rtenarthat
rose high above and was lost into a sea of redislotss they neared the base of the mountain, Kal&zed
that a city was carved from the mountain’s coreups of oracles and guardian angels poured out inem
many stone edifices, going about their business.

“What is this place?” asked Kara.

David seemed to relax a little. “Miracles Divisiomere themagichappens.”

“Huh?”

“Just a handful of GAs get to work here,” explaii@alid, “sometimes—Dbut it's very rare, we get to
perform miracles. Usually by healing the sick. Wiet mortals can’t explain with their science—hopeason
is suddenly cured of cancer—that’s us.”

Kara thought of all the sick people she had sed¢harhospital last year when she had cut herself an
needed a few stitches—back when she was alivereéshemberea lot of sick people. “But—there are stdb
many sick people in the world? Why aren’t they d@'e

“I'm not sure,” answered David. He passed a hanoldh his hair. “All | know is, there are only anfe
special cases...and that the orders come from thef,Ctimself.”

“Oh.” Kara followed David down a small slope. Harb feet pressed against a smooth stone pattel“l fe
kinda awkward in just a towel—everyone else is skds’ She tugged the top of her towel and held fiace
with her right hand.

“You’re not the only one—look.” David pointed to@ther group of GAs waddling down a path in white
towels.

“Thank God. | don'’t feel like such a moron now.”

When they reached the opening of the city, twotgiaanlike rock sculptures stood on either sidehef t
entrance, like soldiers guarding the entrancedqtilace. Their rough faces carved into downwargsgr

Kara stared at the jungle of winding and turnindkways that wound between buildings carved fromehug
walls of rock, as though chiseled by gigantic hatser buildings were wood and stone, molded paidectly
balanced designs.

Kara followed David inside a massive stone strugtdown a hallway, into finally a large chamberdRe

rays of sunlight poured through square openingiseatop, like stained glass windows. Five guardiagels in
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blue lab coats worked on wooden tables cluttered plants and pots, mixing and measuring elemenggaiss
containers. The liquids morphed into green andgeamlors.

A beautiful Asian-looking woman, draped in whitedn, examined the contents of a square glass oentai
which looked to Kara like a small trapped rainb®ed highlights reflected off the jet black hairttbpilled all
the way down her back. She towered over David s K

“So, this is Raphael?” whispered Kara, “she’s a w&orh

David had a huge grin plastered across his fasegyes fixed on the beautiful lady.

Kara rolled her eyes. “You're so predictable.”

They walked towards the impressive woman. She ldake and her perfect face melted into a brilliant
smile.

“Ah, David.” She put the glass container on a talrld walked towards them. “I'm so glad to see you
again.” She reached out and hugged him.

Kara noticed a golden shield crisscrossed withdil@r swords marked on her forehead.

“I'm very happy to see you too, Raphael,” David vgasothered in Raphael's bosom as he spoke. She let
him go, and Kara thought she could see the bludhiooheeks.

Raphael’s brown eyes locked onto Kara. “So, thistnbe Kara—let's have a look.”

She took Kara’s hands in hers as she examineddsaly. Kara felt a strange ripple pass throughldoety,
as though she had just gone through an internayx-r

“Well, then—I’'m going to put my hands on your fackay? | need to make sure there aren’t any traces
the death blade inside you.”

“A what kind of blade?” Kara wrinkled her face.

“A death blade—a demon blade. It's poisonous toamgyel,” answered Raphael, “it can kill you.”

“Right...I remember those.”

The archangel studied Kara’s face closely. “Are yeady, Kara?”

Kara blinked and looked over at David. He gaveeherassuring nod. His eyes flicked back to Raphael.
Kara bit her lip and turned back to face the argean

“I feel a little weird with you staring at me likbat,” she said.

Raphael smiled. “Don’t worry. It won’t take longshe laughed, “I promise I'll stop staring at yoyust a
minute.”

Raphael’s almond eyes hypnotized Kara, and shel @nly nod.

Raphael pressed her hands around Kara’s face andlibsed her eyes. Immediately, Kara felt a sagthi

warmth spread from her head to the rest of bodih@sgh someone had just poured a bucket of wartarwa
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over her head. The sensation turned to little griokide her, like tiny lightning bolts bouncing the inside
walls of her core.

And then it stopped.

Raphael took a step back and her face broke istoile. “Wonderful. You show no signs of the poison.
And the demon mark is gonéhat isverygood news, Kara.”

She turned around gracefully and walked over tgelavooden table.

“The mark! Oh, | forgot!” Kara bent over and stumkt her right leg. She twisted it inwards so thed bad
a clear view of the bottom part. She smiled. It wige colored, smooth and clean. The mark was gone

“Ha! Take that! Stupid Mark! You've been zappedli€sdanced around on the spot, flashing her clean le
She locked eyes with David and smiled. But he dideturn her smile. Instead, he focused on Raphael.

Raphael rummaged through piles of clothes neatlggul on long wooden shelves. Kara studied her iangel
face, wondering if she thought her a spy or nophael didn't act like she thought Kara was a traiRaphael
was kind to her and wasn't giving her the cold dtleulike David.

“Raphael—is there a way you can sense—I'm notitotraomehow? That I'm telling the truth when | say
I’'m not a spy?”

The archangel turned to stare at Kara. Her eyesised to David’s momentarily, then back to Karam'l
afraid | cannot help you with that. I'm a healeddn’t get involved with Horizon politics.”

She smiled. “I cannot read your mind.”

Kara sighed. “Oh. Well—thanks anyway.” She startkitha floor.

Raphael stacked a pile of clothes and handed tbdfara. “Here—these are your new clothes. You can
get changed in the back.” Her voice was so sootantgmotherly; just having Raphael close to herarfadl
as though she was with her own mother.

“Thank you. | can’t wait to be out of this towel.”

Kara took the clothes and went to change in a sroath with a round door and no ceiling. Red light
flooded from above, as a smell of moist soil fited air. She pulled on some undergarments, a ddne,jeans
and a grey hooded sweater and walked back toheimthers. She smiled as she watched David with the
archangel Raphael, putting on his best moves: thkswthe famous smile, the cocking of the eyebritw,
tossing of the hairs he flirting?He’s dumber than he looks if he thinks she’ll fafithat. Kara felt a little
jealous.

“I'm back,” announced Kara, “but I'll need some sd She wiggled her toes.

“Here—" David handed her a pair of running shoes.
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Raphael clasped her hands in front of her andedkelaer throat. “The archangel Gabriel is expecymg
both back at Operations shortly. There are lojslas for the two of you.”

Her eyes shifted to David and didn’t move agaimdApleaséry to be nice, David.”

David pursed his lips. “I will, if he will.”

The archangel sighed loudly and shook her beautifdk hair. She looked at Kara. “Please try atid ta
somesensédnto this one? It's not helping his case to beibwdinate to the Legion commander.”

“He’s a putz,” said David.

“But he’s also three times your size,” said Karlae pushed her feet into her new shoes.

Raphael placed her hands on her hips. “Gabriebisiatense at times, but he is your superior. Earow.
He is waiting. | will accompany you back to theweltors.”

Her long white linen dress swished behind her. “dimost forgot,” said Raphael as she turned atoun
“He has also informed me that the two of you wéldummoned to the council of ministers.”

David jogged to catch up to her. “The council ohisiers? Are you sure?”

“Yes,” answered Raphael and kept walking.

Kara ran next to David. “Why do you look so freaked?” She studied his face. “And angry? What's
going on, David? You're making me nervous! Whal's council?”

David turned to look at her. “It's where all thgyldecisions are made in Horizon.”

“And this is bad?”

David’s face was grim. “It is when you’simmoned

www.bibliotastic.com 93




Soul Guardians Book | - Marked

Chapter 12 - The Council of Ministers

After Kara and David left the Miracles Division, therent back to Operations. They could only waitilthe

council of ministers decided to summon them. Gabaaded them piles of new job files instead—never
mentioning the demon’s mark. It was as though a hever happened.

Their first assignment: Mr. John Yong, 1240 Peet&t—sidewalk, 1:24 pm. Suffocates due to a severe
allergic reaction to cherry gum. And while Davidsa@n the lookout for demons from the shadows of a
building, Kara sneaked behind Mr. Yong as he poppédus gum and gave him the Heimlich maneuverisf h
life. The gum came rocketing out of his mouth aamttled in some woman’s hair. Too shocked and codfigse
speak, Mr. Yong's bulging eyes were a good enotigyhthat he was alive and that the job was done.

Moving on, they then tackled: Mrs. Rose Roy, at BEXsier Street apt. # 34, 6:12pm—who fries her
brain, by using the convection over to dry her p@rm. Impersonating students selling the Montresieie,
Kara and David were able to sneak into the retirerheme, go up the third floor and talk Mrs. Roy ofi
using the oven to dry her hair.

During all this time on the job, David gave Kara #ilent treatment. Her stuck to small talk andkvor
related conversations. She hated him one day asdo#ally into him the next. She hated herselftfeing so
sensitive so typicallyfemale

Good one Kara. I've become one of those girls €hat

At times she wanted to give up and leave him te hat—to ask for a new Petty officer. But Kara was
determined to prove her innocence to David antiéae¢st of the Legion.

Kara and David hopped out of the elevator baclkevtelltwo when they had completed their rescue
missions. Gabriel greeted them with a scowl.

“Files!” he barked. He took the job files from Ddwand waited for the oracle to roll over and tdiem
away. Kara watched the archangel as his dark egsdifrom David to her and back again. The lookig
eyes was fierce, and it frightened her.

“It is time,” said Gabriel, his perfect face showsalemotion.

“Time for what, big G?” David flashed a set of dgavhites.

Gabriel’s fixed his eyes onto Kara. She shookhasfelt a tickle inside her, moving from the tophefr
head to her toes. Then her forehead got really, ikllwhen you eat ice cream really fast and gairbfreeze.

She looked at Gabriel. He wasn’t blinking, as ifWwere in a trance. Somehow, she could feel a fdnino
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inside her, searching her core. And for a long mantee didn’t speak. He turned his attention bacRavid as
he spoke.

“The archangel Uriel is ready for you. The coumail see you now.” And with that, Gabriel turneddan
left Kara and David to contemplate their fate.

“Why was he staring at me likhat?’ she shuddered. “I feel a little violated. It wide he was trying to
see through me—a bit freakish.”

David flipped the collar from his leather jackdtdbn’t know—>but we better get going.”

Kara searched David’s face. “So what are the cdahachinisters going to do?”

David turned around and started to walk back tcetaeator.

Kara ran to catch up. “Do you know why we haved@'g

“It's a council And we’re going because we have to,” said Davatk to his usual avoiding-Kara-game.

“Right—but why? This has something to do with tlegdbn’s mark doesn't it?”

David kept staring at his boots as he pattered chwBm sure it's because of the mark. You donisj get
summoned to the high council for tea.”

“I knew it! Everyone thinks I'm a traitor!” Kara cd feel herself starting to shake. “I'm startimgiteak
out here—what are they going to do to me?”

“I don’t know.”

“Is this like a trial? Am | going to be able to dafi myself?”

“I don’t know.”

“Great. | feel so much better.”

The ride up to level six, the council of ministarss a silent one. Kara glanced angrily at Davie |¢bked
as he were frightened, too. He stared at the fhatbr his arms crossed over his chest.

A large brown monkey operated the elevator. Itsigeseyes flicked back and forth from Kara to Daltid.
adjusted its purple bowtie around its neck, mungbtmitself. After a moment, the monkey pickedtatail and
popped things Kara couldn’t see into its mouttlthikcked its fingernails, then scratched its bottom.

“You’re disgusting—you know that?” Kara made a face

The monkey lifted its chin. “You're just saying th@cause you can’t have some.”

“l don’t want some—that'’s the point. It's gross.”

It smacked its lips. “You don’t know what you're $sing!”

When Kara turned away from the monkey and lookddaatd, his brows were scrunched, and he was
staring at the floor againsenot him. She missed the old David—the new onechiagée guts.

“What happens to traitors in the legion?” she asked
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David starred at the floor. “They’re thrown out—Isdred forever...never to return. They're left to gerv
their demon masters.”

Kara clasped her trembling hands behind her back.

“Level six! Council of Ministers,” called the monkat the control panel.

The elevator jolted to a stop. Kara stared straagietad as the doors slid open. Blinding white lggrhe
flooding in, and she had to shut her eyes. Gragsak adjusted to the light and could see. Sheeste the
door and peeked out.

“Oh, my God! We're floating in the sky!” cried Kara

She looked down. Tiny puffs of clouds spread owtragically above a vast plane of greens and beige,
divided into rectangles. Dark blue curves wiggletigh the landscape and out of sight. Miniscuiesiwere
surrounded by monopoly-game houses that disappeaszdhe horizon.

The bottom of the elevator rested on a soft wHitad; the size of a small car. Kara started to fesiteady
and grabbed the sides to support herself. Sheetly dizzy. In the distance, mountains hovered in thekapt
up by some sort of magic.

“You okay. You look like you're about to be sickDavid said, as he rested a hand on her shoulder. Sh
winced, totally not prepared for him to be touchireg so suddenly. She tingled at his touch.

Kara nodded, keeping her eyes straight ahead doritjiet blue sky.

“Don’t worry, we're not going tdall. We're just waiting for the sky-car.”

Kara frowned and turned to look at David, not ssive heard him correctly. “The what?”

“The sky-car.” David pointed out towards the sky.

Kara followed his gaze. Something white and snadited their way. It maneuvered easily in the opien
at great speed. Kara could hear the wdftat tasound of a motor get louder and louder—until finahe sky-
car lingered at their door. It was an oval-shagedd; the size of a normal car, with four upholsteblue seats
in two rows in the middle. A metal T steering gstod at the front. Puffs of white clouds shot foot the
back, like balls from an automatic tennis ball leler.

“So, how does this thing—what the—?" Kara noticed driver.

“Sky-car 2555, ayour service!” the driver said.

A large white and black bird perched on the stepgear. On the top of its head rested a red cdpthet
numbers 2555 stitched across it in gold letters.

The bird puffed out its chest and opened its b&stlep right up, step right up! Sirs and madams!” He
spoke perfect English. He pulled out his left wargl bent it at the elbow, flapping it, gesturingrthto come
aboard.
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David jumped down easily with a logkdump He turned and gave Kara his hand. “You won't falist
don’t look down if you're scared.”

“I'm not scared!” Kara forced herself to look ordy the sky-car. “I'm just not used to getting ifiyong
cars—that’s all.” She grasped the door’s frameldih’t remember seeing it in the job description.”

“Let’s go miss,” said the bird, “I have other appmnents—"

“Okay, okay!” said Kara. “So what if | fall...I'll jgt reappear in an elevator, right,” she whispeoed t
herself. She took David’s hand and jumped intosthecar.

She was relieved to land on a solid footing. “Th&udd!—"

“The name’s Sam, actually,” said the bird. He juchpe and twirled around in the air, landing witk hi
back facing them. With his feet clasped tightlyluard the steering bar, he swung upside down anchéetkehis
right wing in greeting.

“Pleasure to meet ya,” he, blinked several times.

David shook his wing. “I'm David, and this is Karae said to the upside down bird.

“Okay then! Now that we’re all acquainted—" Sanpfhed his wings, swung his body back upright on the
steering gear, straightened himself and said fdyyi&tlease take a seat! Take a seat!”

Kara and David sat down together. “There are agtseht belts on this thing? Why?”

David put his belt on. “Trust me—buckle up.” Hesed his eyebrows. Kara clipped her seat belt tegeth
and pulled it tight.

“Now should | be scared?”

Sam flapped his wings excitedly. He adjusted his ha

“Ready?”

David nodded. “We’'re good to go.”

Sam used all his weight to push the accelerator.

“Hang on to youbuttd” The motor kicked into life, and the sky-car ret&d towards the floating
mountains.

“HOLY CRRRAAAAPP!

Kara’s head was pinned to the headrest, like slseinva circus ride. The wind whistled in her ears] she
squinted her eyes into slits. The sky-car flew ssithe sky. Soon the mountains came more in fauti&ara
realized that she had been mistaken. What shedie/éd to be huge mountains were in fact pares of
massive city; floating on individual clouds.

When they reached the floating city, Kara felt al®pring breeze. Sky-cars flew in and out of buig

and disappeared between the clouds, picking umleoping off guardian angels and oracles. The luitge
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sparkled in the sun like massive pieces of jewdlhe sky-car swayed and hovered over a large ctancre
landing zone, then dropped and settled onto agptatf
“You okay? You look green.” David grinned and cadthis hair with his fingers.

“Peachy,” grunted Kara, as she swayed on the spot.

Sam, the bird, swung around and around on theistegear. “Don’t forget to tip your driver!”

He beat his black wings and hopped to an uprighitipon. He held out a tin can in front of him.

“We have to leave a tip? Are you serious?”

“Oh, yeah—I almost forgot.” David ripped a buttaorh his shirt. He dropped it in the can.

“Buttons are tips?”

David flattened the front of his shirt. “Tips cae &nything—just as long as you give them something.

Sam shook the can, delighted. “Smell ya later!”

The sky-car lifted up, hovered for a moment, arddeoff.

“And | thought the monkeys were the ones on craildra stared after the flying car until it was jasgrey
speck in the vast blue sky.

There was a suddetick, and a door at the far end of the platform opeAadoracle appeared and
maneuvered his giant crystal towards them

“Ah! Here you are at last.” He crumpled the froht robe in his excitement.

“Quickly now—the two of you should know that yoleagoing to be questioned about the demon’s mark
situation—the council is waiting—this way pleasétie oracle steered his crystal around and madedys
towards the door at the end of the platform.

David sighed and followed the oracle.

Kara jogged over to his side.

“So...what do you think’s going to happen me?” asKara as she studied David’s face. David
looked into Kara’s eyes as he walked. “I'm—I'm rsoire exactly. But | know it has to do with the derso
mark. A spy in the legion...is some serious stuff.”

She felt the anger rising inside her. “But Ifrata spy!” she hissed between her teeth. “I haveoried
anything wrong.”

David turned away from Kara slowly. “That’s firemto decide. You'll have to convince them, not me.
I’m not on the council.”

“Right. | forgot. Youhateme.”

David grabbed Kara by the elbow and pulled her maddo face him. “Yolbetrayedme!” he growled,
trying to stay calm.
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“1 betrayed/ou?” Kara narrowed her eyes. “You won't even believewhen I'm telling you the truth!
You pretend | don’t exist!”

“The truth is that you'renarked” said David.

Kara made fists with her hands. “It's not my fadltidn’t know | was marked! How many times do Vka
to tell you!”

“You playedwith my emotions,” said David, recovering his camspre, “you used me.” His voice was
almost a whisper.

“What—?" Bewildered, Kara just stared at David, hetieving she had just heard what came out of his
mouth.

“Ahem—am linterruptingsomething? Are you ioontrol of your feelings?” The oracle tapped his foot on
the glass sphere.

David straightened up. “Yes, oracle.”

The oracle glared at the two of them for half eoselc Then his face broke into a smile. “Was that
convincing enough? | used to think—if | were borartal—I'd be a swell actor.”

“It was great.”

“Yeah, you were really convincing.” Kara put onaké smile.

“Well, I've watched myself perform this very actrdreds of times—oh dear.” The oracle screwed up his
face. I can’t remember what I'm supposed to saxtPdly mind is blank. Are we on our way to an
exhibition?”

“No, you're taking us to the High Council,” said Dd.

The oracle’s eyes widened. “Right, that hasn't lesqgal yet. So mixed up, so mixed up. Well thens lgét
going. The council won't wait for you.” He tossed beard over his shoulder, spun around and relealy,
mumbling to himself.

David was silent as Kara followed him and the agdblrough the grey metal door at the end of the
platform. Her mind was numb and her body fluttengith the words he just said. They moved througheag
hall with colorful carpets and portraits of oracl&As and important looking archangels, hangindp lnig the
walls. Haunted eyes stared back at them. They gasaay doors with golden signs nailed above them,
stenciled in black letters. Kara stopped to reanyr@il Officer # 78-ORC. She peeked through thenag@or
and spotted an oracle sitting on his crystal beflbte a long wooden desk, going through some papbesy
darted along to the end of the hall, where theytmetmassive brass doors.

“Well then, here we are,” said the oracle as hénpd®pen the doors. “The Minister will see you ridde

disappeared behind them, leaving Kara and Davittistg alone.
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Kara gasped.

Fourteen pairs of eyes stared back at her. ShkdalirA group of seven determined-looking archangals
up on a dais at the opposite end of a large rohachber. The room had a rounded glass dome, andckata
see the blue sky and hints of other tall buildifigating around them. Rays of light spilled througk glass.
The archangels sat around a black half moon ddsikhveparkled in the light like a huge black diamon

Kara staggered behind David as they walked thralighmajestic doorway. Her skin prickled all aloreg h
back, as she felt the entire room go still aroued fihe only sound was the echoing patter of tieei.

Rows of wooden seats were angled along and ar¢tnenchamber, like seats in a stadium, but this time
they were all empty. She started to feel extrernalytious. A long bench was placed ten feet awan tiee
dais, anticipating their arrival. David walked cakyito the bench and faced the group—mouthing Kauido
the same. She flicked her hair behind her earsaaaiteéd. And as she looked up, seven pairs of eyze wtill
watching her every move. Kara bit her lip, feelgrgall and insignificant’m so deadShe couldn’t remember
feeling this nervous before, even when she firss@nted her paintings. She wished she could thpow u

The largest of the archangel males, who sat imtidelle, stood up and spoke.

“Welcome, guardian angels, to the Council of Mieist | am Uriel, the Minister of Ministration and
Peace.”

The voice was soft and almost musical. Not atiled the booming voices of Ramiel and Gabriel. Hiskd
brown wavy hair sparkled in the light. There wamething very soothing about his presence. He wss\adry
easy on the eyes. A long golden robe swished aagexivas he lifted his arms.

“Let us begin,” he called back. “Please, sit dowse threw out his arms, gesturing for Kara and Dawi
take a seat.

Kara fell into the chair with an echoitigump The sound cut through the thick wall of silenke & knife.
The hairs on the back of her neck prickled. Shietiel energy of the council focus upon her. KarecHed.If
looks could kill, I'd be a goner.

“Ahem—members,” said Uriel, “there are two mattersliscuss regarding guardian angel, Kara
Nightingale, of the class order # 4321. Firstulebegin with the delicate subject of the demoraskri

Kara lifted her eyes and gazed at the speakerl satdack down and brought his hands togethawoint f
of him. For a moment, he considered the coundslféite stained in discountenance.

An archangel with a shaved head dressed in a losgrgbe pushed his chair back and stood up. Hid$ha
clasped together in front of him. “Let me be thstfto object at bringing her to the council. Sha demon
spy! She wears theinark! We should cast her out to join her filth!” He taechhis attention to Kara and glared

at her with deep set eyes.
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Kara bit her lip. “This is so not good,” she whisge

A woman stood up. Her curly red hair rippled a# thay down her back. Her robes were green, and her
skin gave off a milky glow. “We understand your cem, Zadkiel. But under these new circumstancks|lit
is our obligation as elders to this council, tokséee truth and believe in our guardians. From whalriel has
told us, she had no previous knowledge of the mHrkre is no evidence that implicates her to amyate
activity. The demons could have marked her, withartknowledge. Without any proof—I must believe s&h
innocent.”

There were a few mumbled consensuses amongstuineicmembers.

Zadkiel pressed his lips together. “Camael, dobeotooled. The marked are best at concealing
themselves—they are true chameleons. She is a idtangs all. Having her here will only bring deathour
world! Can you not see this? Her soul is evil!”

Those last words rang in Kara’'s brain. She felsékisinking on the bench.

Camael lifted her hand in a calming manner. “Trers need to shout. | understand the dangers iegolv
if we are wrong. But | believe she is innocent. fEnig no evidence that points to her deceiving us.”

Kara’s anxiety rose to an uncontrollable level, head was spinning. She rocked back and forth on he
chair, fumbling with her fingers.

“This is against all High Council laws. Never befdrave we permitted a marked angel to stay in ldoriz
This cannot be! | forbid it!” bellowed Zadkiel. Higps trembled as his face was cloaked in a scowl.

Another member of the Council stood up. His nigatk skin contrasted against his blood red robés. H
face was twisted in contempt. “I agree with, ZatKietting this angel stay amongst us will onlyuksn our
ruin. She should not be permitted to stay!”

“She will be killed if we cast her out. She mustdiewed to stay!” protested Camael.

Kara heard some members gasp.

“Members,” said Zadkiel. His tone had changed amgnothing melody of words. “How can we trust this
angel? We know nothing of her. Who is to say shetsa spy? She might not look evil, but do noytair eyes
deceive you...evil has many faces.”

“I'd like to hear what Petty Officer David McGowdras to say about this,” Uriel’s voice silenced goee
one in the room. Kara felt its power. His eyesehdver to David. “He’s been with her since shevad in
Horizon, some short time ago. He’s watched over larsure he can give us a better understandirtgeof
temperament. David?”

Wide-eyed, Kara shot a glance at David. His expoaessas unreadable.

www.bibliotastic.com 101




Soul Guardians Book | - Marked

David stood up. “Um—she seems to be a regularesixyear-old girl—a bit of a loner at times—but |
haven’t seen her do anything suspicious...or agamstvays. | don’t sense any evil in her heart.”

Kara frownedDid he just call me a loner3he searched David’s face.

“How can you be sure? You cannot know what'’s inleart! No! We cannot allow this!” Zadkiel hit the
table with his fist.

“This angel is innocent!” said Camael. “There isproof supporting your claim!”

“She is araitor! Have you already forgotten that she was marksd8uted Zadkiel.

“ENOUGH?!” said Uriel. His voice thundered throudietgreat dome. “Let us vote on the matter now. All
those in favor of banishing Kara Nightingale frorartzon—raise your right hand.”

Panic moved down her body slowly. Kara countedhtineds. Three.

“All those in favor for keeping her in Horizon, she may continue to excel as a prominent GA?”
continued Uriel. And he raised his hand. He pulladk the corners of his lips and showed her hihitee

Kara waited patiently as she watched the handggéaur.

“The council has spoken—Kara Nightingale will stayHorizon. Without conclusive evidence, we find no
fault in her actions, nor do we find any in hertiP@fficer.”

Uriel looked at Kara, his deep set eyes searcl8hg.felt as though he was trying to see throughUWrsel
lifted his brow. “And so, the council has closetstimatter—Ilet's move on to the next.”

Kara had only just begun to feel calm again, whenrgalized it wasn't over yet. The archangels whee
standing seated themselves. She looked at Davitelpr But he wasn’t looking at her. He staredhatftoor.

Another woman archangel from the council stoodH#gr. long blond hair covered the front of her white
robes. She was looking at Kara.

“The council has been informed about a grave matierelemental child, born of mortal and angel
parents—has gone missing. The elemental are vevgnhal creatures. They possess power of great radgi
The mixing of mortals and angels is forbidden. Bufortunately it has happened, and we have towligalthe
consequences. And to make this serious matter ywyesbave now learned the child has been taken.

“This child isveryspecial, both to us and to the demon ruler, Asmeddor the power it can give the
demons, is unimaginable. Asmodeus and his kingdodemons, could perpetuate their stay in the woflthe
living. He wants to create havoc and take possesdi&arth. It is our belief that the child is bgiheld by
some demon troops, hidden in the mortal world. Wihertime comes, Asmodeus will kill this child amsk its
power to rule the mortal world.”

There were a few acknowledgments among the council.
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Kara’s head was spinning. Elemental childKara frownedls this the same child Benson was talking
about when we spied on hirfiwisted images of demons torturing a child flashetbre her eyes, as a faint
echo of a baby’s cry made her shiver. A feelindrefad crept inside her. She looked across at tinectlo
members. Her eyes rested on Uriel. His face wasadalable. Amongst all these wise men and womerfethe
insignificant, as if her body had melted into tlembh.

The archangel Uriel glanced over at the speakenatined her to sit. “Thank you, Jophiel,” he saisl
he placed his hands flat in front of him. “And naat this time, you have been summoned to the chufmia
Nightingale, to be given le-quest’

At these words she heard David gasped. She tunsekthis eyes bulging out of his head. He mouithed
word what!

She heard another gasp behind her, thiimp And when she turned, she could see that theeohed
fallen off his orb. He clambered back up on histaland threw his arms around it.

Kara shook her head. “David!” she whispered, “whatlife-quest?”

David spoke with the side of his mouth. “It's a sjaéassignment. If you succeed, you get yourddek—
your mortal life back as it was before you died!”

Kara could only blink.

“It's very rare,” he continued whispering.

Kara’s jaw dropped, as she let David’s words sittk her brain. Your mortal life back-are they freakin’
serious—!"

“Kara Nightingale,” said Uriel quietly. “Your lifejuest, will be to retrieve the elemental child. Wae
called upon you to fulfill your duty as a guardeamgel and to complete the life-quest which is nppaanted to
you.”

His dark eyes glittered, and he waited to meet Kages. “Will you accept this quest?”

Kara had lost her voice. She stared at the counitlg-eyed, her lips were glued together. She |dakeat
Uriel. His face was lost in shadow. Visions of past life came crashing down upon her, nearly kimgcker
off balance on the bench.

“I—I can have my life back? Is this for real?” haice cracked.

“Itis very real,” answered Uriel. A hint of a smiteaching his lips.

“And | can see my mother again?” She hoped foctiece to make up past wrongs.

“Yes. You'll have your whole life ahead of you.”

As crazy as it sounded, she had already made umihedr She just couldn’t utter the words. She fdrce

open her mouth and stammered, “Y...yes? Yes. I'litdo
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Uriel nodded, apparently pleased with her decision.

“Good. And for your information, this life-quest$ialso been appointed to five other guardian angbis
will be adifficult challenge, and we will need as many chosen amaggh®ssible. Each guardian was chosen for
their specific skills.”

“Elementals are very rare—and very dangerous,’dmticued. “They are not born evil, but their power
tends towards the darkness, unless we can pravé&util must warn you: Elementals can only be tedtby
mortals. If an angel or a demon touches an elemhehéy will die. You will be given a pair of silvgloves to
wear. With these gloves, the elemental’s touch ceharm you.”

All eyes were on Kara. She hated being the ceriitattention. She felt like a freak. She cast a kjgiance
in David’s direction, but he did not meet her ge&iee did not know what would happen next. Sheitbody
jolt as an electric shock burned from the tips ef toes to the top of her head.

Uriel cleared his throat.

“As the appointed minister of this council, | cédls meeting adjourned. We will look forward to you
progress on this quest, Kara Nightingale. You veport to the archangel Gabriel for your briefinighwhe
others. That is all.”

Kara watched David stand up. She heard the echa ofacle’s orb rolling towards them.

“Well now. That wasn’'t so bad? This way pleasejti she oracle with his tiny arms outstretched, fraint
in hanging around—the meeting is over.”

He pointed towards the door. “Let’s get going, dsg€here is work to be done!” The oracle rollechgw

Kara pushed herself off the chair and followed Datefore she left the room, Kara turned around and
stared back at the council one last time. Urielliled with some papers, but did not look up.

As silent as a grave, the threesome walked aneldrdidck down the hallway leading to the landingezon
Kara stole a side glance at David. She could ssehhwas preoccupied in thought. And she was csonge
thinking of her own. Dizzy with the events thattjbhappened, Kara’s mind was but on one thought-etiybe
with her mother again.
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Chapter 13 - Life Quest

On the ride back to operations, travelling by skyamad then the elevator, Kara relived the evernts fthe

council in her head. If she succeeded in her nesgion, she would be with her mother very soon.al$ Wwer
only chance to make things right. Failure was moojtion.

But some of the events with the High Council hdtlHer feeling less than perfectly happy. Cleaslyme
of the members didn't believe her and wanteddsad which meant a big part of the Legion was alsdanbt.
But Kara was even more determined to prove hercemce. She wasn't a liar, or a traitor. Her newsiois,
this life-quest, was the perfect opportunity towhbem all—and David.

She thought of all the possibilities that having life again would offer her. She’d be with her mawgain.
She’d have a chance at her career as an artisshencould maybe even slip in a little love? Sbhéest look at
David and felt herself go limp. He had accuseddigraying with his emotions—of using him—did thmean
he cared for her? Now he was giving her the cotdikler again. And something was different aboutwhg
he looked at her. She thought she saw fear flasimtédis eyes a few times. But why? What was hafisod
of?

They strolled along in the ruby sand on their wathe large white tent. Gabriel hovered over agtanid
examined some documents. Five other guardian ahiggésed around and talked amongst themselvese Mbn
them turned to greet Kara and David. They all igddner. Some smiled at David, but most of themdeabi
eye contact with Kara.

I’'m like a freaking leper to them.

She felt a sting in her chest. “Does the entireikleggnow about the mark?” she asked David.

“Words travel fast here. I'm sure everybody knewattt before we were called to the council meeting

“Great,” she sighed. “They're all treating me like guilty. But I'm not!”

“Don’t waste your time with them—you need to stagudsed on your new mission.”

She stared at the small gathering of angels. “Hiaythe only rookie—everyone here is a petty offités
that normal?”

“I don’t know.”

“And look—Benson is here.”

David scowled. “Well, well...my favorite douche balfhat were the odds of him showing up?” Benson

looked at David with contempt. He puffed out higesthand squared his shoulders.
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Kara bit her lip and followed David towards the gpo Gabriel lifted his head as they approachednagid
her eyes. She looked quickly away and stood neRetad.

“Kara Nightingale,” said the archangel, “glad yawutd join us.”

He waved a large hand over to the group. His atterthen turned to David. “You don’t have to stayhw
Kara, David. She will be well taken care of.”

David kicked some red sand and looked up. “I'm Herenoral support, Gaby,” he grinned. He met
Benson’s glare and blew him a kiss.

A moment later, Benson sneaked away from the gamapmoved closer to David, so that only he and Kara
could hear what he had to say. “Didn’t know yowetikyour womenmlirty, David?” Benson cracked a smile.

Kara saw David’s jaw tighten. “You've got five sexts to piss off, dickhead.”

“I would have never pictured ydwlicking with the enemy,” said Benson, as he cocked anreyeand
stared at Kara, before looking back at David. trdi think it was yousstyle”

A cool smile curled David’s lips. “Mgtyleis my foot up your ass if you don't leave.”

Kara sensed a rush of anger spilling inside hangg&! Why are you doing this? | haven’'t done
anything—"

“I don't speak to traitors—I kill them.” Benson soked his fist into his hand. His face twisted inekmost
animal expression. He looked at David. “I'd watci back if | were you.”

Rage flashed in David’s eyes. “Thanks for the aghdombasswhy don’t you run along now—I hear your
mother calling.”

“She’ll have you killed, you know.” And with thaBenson walked back to the group.

It was worse than Kara had hoped. If Benson oplealthed her, who else did? David looked in a worse
mood than when they left the council. His exprassias livid. He stared at the ground.

“You’re—you’re never going to believe me, are yol&ra’'s voice started to crack. “You still thinkr’a
traitor...don’t you?”

“I don’t know what to think anymore,” said Davidfty.

What was more frightening than the dangerous lifestj before her was losing David’s friendship. Kara
felt him drifting away from her. She forced hergdelfook away from David. Gabriel was about to Inelgis
briefing.

Gabiriel straightened himself, a scowl on his brevha pursed his lips. He placed his two hands en th
table facing the angels and addressed them. “Ligbeiguardian angels! You are gathered here nogguse
you have all been chosen to carry out a life-qu2stnot be mistaken. This is mwodinary assignment—and

some of you will not return—"
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At that moment there was a sudden collective s#eKara looked around at the five guardian andeddks
of bewilderment spread across their faces as thexked at Gabriel.

“We have acquired information regarding the wheoedb of the elemental child,” continued Gabrie§ hi
dark eyes darted from face to face. “Our Scoutzrimfus that the child is in the hands of some higleenons
and is being held in one of their many demon safesés. They move the child around from house tedeu
and they use decoys, so we’re not sure in whiah Isafise the child could be.” Gabriel paused as he
concentrated.

“You will be put into pairs—and assigned to thréfedent locations,” continued Gabriel after a ghor
moment. “All of you will be geared up with the weays and tools you will need to survive. We knovs tisi
probably the hardest assignment of your GA caréertscemember, you have been chosen out of thossand
because wi&nowyou can succeed. You all have what it takes.”

The last time | checked, | didn’t have any spelant,thought KaraCan | paint a demon to death?
Drown it in some gouache?

“Keep in mind, you are responsible for your parthet’s not make this harder, than it already isoG
luck.” Gabriel stepped back and folded his handsant of him.

An oracle steered his great crystal ball at thatfod the table. He carried a folded piece of paper
opened the paper and cleared his throat. “The gratgas follows,” he called, holding the file iarft of him.

“Benson Henderson and Ravi Aruna!” Kara watcheBesson walked over to stand next to a thirty-
something East Indian man.

“Lindsey Steel and Carlos Lopez!” Lindsey was @kHbrty-something brunette who stood at about five
foot ten. To Kara, she looked more like an Amazwanta guardian angel. She turned her head as Qalked
over to Lindsey, his five foot five frame seemeabfite beside hers.

Kara blinked as she looked around, realizing theant there was only one guardian angel left todieg@
with her; a twenty-something woman, who was propabgretting her acceptance of the life-quest about
now—to be paired with Kara.

The oracle’s eyebrows shot up on his forehead a®hignued. “And for our last group, Brooke Milland
Kara Nightingale!”

Kara bit her lip and shot a glance at David, wheegiaer a reassuring nod. Fidgeting on the spot, she
moved towards her new partner who was walking tde/&er. Kara saw a reflection of disappointment in
Brooke’s eyes, for just a second, but it was longugh for Kara to see. Then Booke’s face crackexlarwide
smile and she extended her hand. “Hiya! I'm Brobkég said. Her long blond ponytail bounced belad

“Kara.” The two girls shook hands and turned teeftze oracle.
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Wow, that was awkwaréara blinked as she watched Gabriel step forward.

“And one more thing,” declared Gabriel, “as you kndf you succeed in this life-quest, you will iretk
get your mortal life back as it was. But if you @kto stay in Horizon, the legion will promote ytmufirst
officer. So, you will have a choice.” He steppediyalasped his hands behind his back and liftecchin.

The oracle fidgeted on the spot and cleared haathagain.

“Guardian angels—each group will hgweeciselytwo hours to complete their mission. If you stagder
than that, pay attention now, your M suits \eipire—did you all hear me? Good.” His blue eyes glistene
with unease.

For a moment, he studied the three groups, andit@nabbed three separate files which were pitetbp
of one another on the table. He opened the fiestfid glanced quickly inside before shutting it.

“Group 1—Benson Henderson and Ravi Aruna. Her®ig yssignment,” said the oracle, as he stretched
out his tiny arm and waved the closed file in tlt#iection. Ravi walked up to the oracle and tduk file from
him, opened it and read it while returning to lpsts Once Ravi had finished reading the file, hededl it to
Benson. Kara watched Benson’s eyes widen as heokepgading.

“Group 2! Lindsey Steel and Carlos Lopez!” he adlleindsey broke away from Carlos and took the file
from the oracle. She only opened the file oncevehe back beside Carlos. Their heads nearly touasrigey
absorbed the information on the file.

One group leftthought Kara. Her eyes flicked to David. He steoth his arms crossed, scowling at the
oracle..

“And lastly, group 3!” the oracle called as he opgthe remaining file. He took a quick look insidefore
closing it.

“Brooke Miller and Kara Nightingale—here is yousagiment.”

Kara couldn’t move. Brooke gave Kara a nod and tieggped over to the oracle. She grabbed the file an

came bouncing back, her large blue eyes glistemimghe settled beside Kara. She and Kara opeard read:

Group 3: Life-Quest

Guardian Angels: Brooke Miller, Kara Nightingale

Rank: Petty Officer W-2, Rookie T'year, W-1 Guard squad,
Assignment: Rescue Elemental child, from Demon safeuse #3;
1228 Pine Avenue West. 9:00 pm.

Kara pulled out a blue print of a house.
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“Please report back here within two hours,” thecte@old the groups. “You will be debriefed and tseut
again if the child is still missing. Quickly now—gert to the weapons tent for gearing, right away!”

The old man clapped his hands. “Off you go! Off ym}i”

Kara watched the other groups break away and ntavedrds the weapons tent. David jogged over to her.

“So...do you know what to do?” he said, as he jammmesdands into his front jean pockets, avoiding her
eyes. “You think you can handle this?”

“I think | can manage.” Kara watched David as hecethe file in her hands. “Uh—you want to take a
look?”

“That won'’t be necessary.” Gabriel came stridingibd them. “This isn’t your assignment, David. And
the location isn’t of your concern.”

David turned to face Gabriel. “It is wh&m her Petty Officer, Gabe!”

“You're not on this assignment.” Gabriel toweredepavid, his dark eyes threatening as he tightémned
jaw.

“Um—it's okay.” Kara lifted her hands in protest.don’t mind David taking a look—seriously, it s1.”

David took his hands out of his pockets and madmtimto fists. “You know as well as | do, that tlisan
impossiblemission!” he yelled at Gabriel, his face crackedontempt.

“Youshouldn't even be here, David.”

“YOU'RE SENDING THEM TO THEIR DEATHS!” said Davidrayrily.

Kara thought it strange that he was pointing oaliaér at the mention #iem She could see that David
was really concerned.

“What?” asked Kara, puzzled. “What are you sayibagyid? The Legion wouldn’t send us on a suicide
mission? Would they?”

Gabriel pulled out a massive hand and grabbed Dayvitie arm with such force that he lifted him lof
feet, as though he were a toy soldier.

“I've had enough of you today! It'll be a pleasuoeescort you out personally.”

Kara took a step back as Gabriel started to emangtéden glow. The air around them tightened &ed t
light dimmed.

David kicked his legs and shot Gabriel a dangelools “Go aheadyour holiness.I'd like to see you

try.
“Enough!” shouted Kara, her eyes wide, shockedttimaivords had actually escaped her lips. “Uh.yserr

Mr. archangel, sir, uh, your majesty,” she stammhere
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Your majesty? What the heck am | sayitigfh—I'd like David to help me chose my weapons...se?d’
Kara pursed her lips, scrunched her forehead &diler best to make sad puppy eyes.

Gabriel studied Kara for a moment, still holdingvidkoff the ground with one arm.

“If you think he can help you—then | will let him stay.” He droppdvid to the floor and bent over him.
“Open your mouth again, and | will rip out your tpre.”

David stuck out his tongue in Gabriel's face wherldoked away for a second.

Kara walked over and pulled David back on his f&&try mature—you know that. You'd think you were
twelve.” She looked across to the weapons tentanttl see that Brooke was already gearing up. 5L.go, |
need some weapons—and I’'m running out of time.”

“Sure,” David said. He and Kara marched up to teapons tent; with Gabriel following closely behind.

Kara could see that the GAs from the first groug fi@ished gearing up and were headed down towards
the pools. She watched Group 2 stuffing blue arramésdaggers into their duffel bags. And over atféhi end
of the tent, Brooke was trying out a long silvegder. She sliced the air with it. She looked up saa Kara
and David approaching. Her face broke out intoia gr

“Hiya, what do you think of this one.” Brooke jungpato the air and stabbed the invisible foe imfrof
her. She landed with a sligtitumpand looked up at them, eyes blazing. “I thinkn cat me up some shadow
demons with this little baby!”

Kara had a strong feeling that she and Brooke @eirgg to get along just fine.

“Awesome,” said Kara, as the corners of her moiiiddl. Brooke looked bad-ass with that dagger in he
hand, and she moved with great skill. As a Petfic®f, she was a few years ahead of Kara, in teafnegembat
training. She was also strong and athletic.

Having had hours and hours of combat training Higlisara felt pretty confident that she and Broaceild
rescue this elemental child. How hard could itreally? She hoped that they would get the real Isafise
where the child was being held captive. Her inssirmnd her strong desire to get her old life baekevstrong
motivation to rescue the child.

Kara smiled as she grabbed a long curved silvergivom the weapons stand. She brought it up diose
her face and saw that the stars embedded alorigatie formed seven tiny circles. She rotated hest\and
watched the blade flicker in the light. It was ight as a feather and cool against her skin.

“It's a Soul Blade. Usually rookies aren’t allowtmluse them—too powerful—but | think your case,
they’ll make an exception,” David looked over tolf@iel and raised his voice to make sure that Ghbhad
heard him.

Gabriel, who seemed very interested in a white glai one of the many littered tables, didn’t lopk u
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“You’'re going to need these, too.” David pulled &fira’s backpack and started to fill it with recdamhite
orbs. He held up one of the red orbs. “The red ane<alled Firestones—smash it near a shadow deandrit
will implode, swallowing the demon with it.” He dred his eyebrows as he waited for Kara to respond.

“Okay,” Kara said.

He placed the red orb in her backpack and thenupel white orb. “The white ones are Moonstones-y-the
give off rays of light that are harmful to any deameven the higher demons. Like this—" David’s atmot up
in the air with the orb within his hand. “You domave to be too close, I've used it at about fiétgt away, and
it worked.”

“I've packed a whole bunch, too!” Brooke bouncetbigiew, her ponytail flailing behind her. “And—one
of these!” She pulled a white net, the size ofrgdarench coat. She looked at Kara and Davidbher eyes
sparkling, “Shadow Chains. I've used them once teeémd they weramazing!We trapped the shadow demon
in it, and it couldn’t transform into shadow anymerand we killed it!”

She flashed a smile at David as she stuck outdred.lfHiya, I'm Brooke.”

David took a step forward and took Brooke’s har2kvid,” he said, as he flicked his trademark wink.
“David McGowan.”

Oh boy, here we gsaid Kara to herself. But part of her was jealofuthe attention he showed Brooke. He
used to bombard Kara with his winks. But he hadirtked at her since he had seen the mark on heSlegjd
been feeling disconnected from him ever since,dike’d lost a best friend. She looked up at hisitieh face
and his lips. The memory of the kiss flashed befae She shook her head, trying to clear it, beoimages
came flooding in—images of his strong arms wrapgredind her body, of him holding her close. It was t
much. She looked away.

“You're that David?” Brooke raised her eyebrows. “You’re kidgiihShe let go of the Shadow Chains and
pressed her hands against her shaking head. ‘t loalieve it's reallyyou” She studied his face, “I'm huge
fan!”

This is just getting better and betténpught Kara.

David flipped his leather jacket collar up and jaethhis hands in his pockets. “Yup—that’s me.” He
cocked an eyebrow.

Somebody shoot me, please.

“Okay, lover boy—we—,” said Kara, as she pointedh¢oself and then to Brooke, “gotta go save thé kid
Life-quest, remember? Chosen ones?”

“l know, | know.”
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David helped Kara finish packing her bag with sewtra salt shakers and an extra soul blade, tleeo$ia
dagger. She hid it under her jeans, strapped arbendalf.

“Kara Nightingale! Brooke Miller!” An oracle rolletbwards them. Silver cloth glistened in his hands.
“Your Sparks—here.” He stretched out his little aramd handed them their gloves. “Hurry up now! o't
have much time left. Off you go! Off you go!” He wed his arms impatiently.

Kara stared at her Sparks. Twinkling like diamortsy hardly weighed anything.

“Ready?” said Brooke.

Kara shoved her gloves in her backpack, zipped @nd threw it over her shoulders. “Ready.”

She followed Brooke and David. The three of therntke@ over towards the pools. They passed tents with
groups of guardian angels practicing their comtzahing. She could hear the clangs of metal on mélas
could be the last time | see thidaybe tomorrow I'll wake up and won’t remember en¢f?

They approached the first rows of pools. The ais wéck with salt. Loughlashesandplopssurrounded
them. Kara looked up and saw Group 2, Lindsey SteelCarlos Lopez standing near the edge of a pbeir
lips moved in unison—and then they jumped. Withiadlop, they hit the water at the exact same time. A
second later, brilliant light shot up through thater, and they vanished.

Kara bit her lip and followed Brooke to the metaicase, David at her shoulders. Brooke climbesilyea
and waited for her on the platform.

David grabbed her arm. “Hey.” David turned Karauard to face him. “Remember what | taught you in
combat training—how to parry, how to riposte anaho attack?”

She nodded. “l do.”

“There’s still so much we didn’t cover yet—you’nest a rookie.” David’s face twisted in a frown. “¥o
shouldn’t be doing this!”

“l wantto do this, David. And I'm happy | was chosen.sTisimy chance to go back home—to finish my
life—to have my life back. There are so many thihgsll want to do—to experience. Don’t you undarsl
how important this is to me?” She searched his bles. “Besides—why dgoucare? I'm draitor,
remember?”

David winced and stepped back, his face wrinklimg scowl. They stood staring at each other for a
moment without moving, without saying anything. Sh& a shadow of pain glistening behind his bluesey
“Just be careful.” He said softly.

Kara studied David’s face for a moment. She cotilldsense his suspicion, as though he wore it éike
heavy coat.

“I will,” she answered.
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Securing her backpack, Kara grabbed the metatasgrand pulled herself up to the top. She stepped
beside the grinning Brooke. The pool’s reflectioippled along the water’s surface. The smell of Biétd her
nostrils.

“You ready?” said Brooke.

Kara took one last look down at David. She watdhiedas he gave her a slight nod. His face had no
expression. “I'm ready,” she said as she turnddde Brooke and cleared her mind of thoughts ofiav

Brooke flashed her teeth. “Okay, on three?”

Kara nodded.

“‘One—"

She blinked.

“Two —”

If she had any spit, she would have swallowed.

‘“THREE —!

Kara pushed herself off the ledge of the pool dndged into the water beside Brooke.
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Chapter 14 - Elemental

K ara opened her eyes and blinked in the blacknesga ¥till made her feel a little dizzy, but riglowthe

darkness freaked her out. She tried to blink thelsless away, but it didn’'t work. She wiggled hertal suit’s
hand up to her face, but she couldn’t see it. Thher® only blackness. The air was tight, and shé&doear the
faint drippings of a water pipe.

“Brooke?” whispered Kara. Her eyes strained to sidjtemselves to the darkness which they couldn’t
penetrate.

“I'm over here,” Brooke whispered back.

Kara heard the scrape of feet on concrete, andafteement she felt a hand touch her shoulder.

“I think we’re in a basement. See if you can finlighat switch on the wall to your left—I'm gonnaytover
to the right.” Brooke let go of Kara’s shoulderdatara heard her footsteps go in the opposite tiinec

“Okay.” Kara was in complete darkness. She foraagdif to calm down and thought about what she was
going to do once she was alive again. And whemaeres were calm, she struggled to move her fdedr A
five steps, her hands touched a cold hard surface.

“I've found a wall.” Kara slid her hands up and doand tried to feel for a switch of some kind. &leard
a faintclick behind her, and the lights went on.

“Found it,” declared Brooke, at the opposite enthefbasement.

The basement was unfinished, with a dirt filled @ete floor and open walls with exposed insulation.
Cobwebs fell from the ceiling like see through aurs and covered some scraps of old wood furnthaewere
piled in the corners. The room looked forgotten.

“There’s some stairs over here.” Brooke pointeti¢oright and waved Kara to follow. “Let’s get mit
here.”

“Wait!” said Kara. “Is this 1228 Pine Avenue?”

Brooke shook her head. “No. The Legion wouldn’hgort us to the safe house directly. But we're
probably really close.”

They climbed out of the basement, pushed openayheaoden door and found a hallway. The old oak
floors creaked as the girls sneaked down the tngithg to find the way out. A musty carpet smatigered in
the air—just like Kara’s grandma’s house. She lowed stink. She was certain this house belongeahto

elderly person. They came to a foyer, which openetie front door. Even in the dark, Kara could makt the
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flowered wallpaper covering the walls. Brooke maath“This way,” and trod towards the door. She ¢drthe
lock very slowly and pulled open the front door.

They stepped down three concrete stairs onto avaideA full moon shone down from a black sky. The
cool September wind carrying a smell of wet paveinsaressed Kara’s cheeks, while a light drizzleaod
patted her hair. She wiped the wet from her cheekisturned to face Brook.

Brooke turned her head, “Look—we’re on 1194 Pinerwe West.” She pointed to the black numbers
nailed to the front of the cape-cod style housg traal just left. “We’re just a few blocks away.”

Kara glanced at her wrist watch. “It's 8:40 pm. YWave 20 minutes to get there.”

At that moment, thunder exploded above their headsreleased a deluge of rain. The angry skies had
sucked in the moon light and only the old strestda showed them the way.

Squish, squish

Their shoes pattered onward, squashing the watexsoilney trod up the street. Crooked grey mapkestr
swayed back and forth in the wind.

After only a few minutes, Kara was drenched. The falt strange against her mortal suit. It felbbdout it
was as though the wetness didn’'t seep throughitl&tepped midway. Glancing down at the sidewaltilev
she walked, she saw two dead birds, red carditheds, necks twisted, resting in small puddles ofexaA
feeling of dread crept inside her. She kept thighack at what David had said to Gabriel—that was an
impossible mission, and that the legion was sentliamn to their deaths.

Brooke stopped abruptly, and Kara nearly walkebtrigto her. They had arrived at a street cornbe T
heavy rains had turned to a soft drizzle. Karaggdnup and read the street sign, Cedar Avenue. Wbhey
close.

A tingling sensation spread inside her as she gad/éhe area. She imagined her old life—where she
painted and had a familyll have my family again soorA group of teenagers appeared on the opposite$ide
the street, giggling without a care in the woiltdat’ll be me soon enough.

They crossed Cedar Avenue and were back on Pineukve\fter four strides, Brooke stopped again. She
stared in front of her. Kara followed her gaze.

1228 Pine Avenue was staring back at them. It waddtudor-style home with a worn down paver
walkway covered in black puddles. An overgrown cddaldge covered most of the front of the houser& he
was no light coming from inside. It stood alonehe dark. And all the curtains were drawn.

“Come—" whispered Brooke, as she steered Kara &ethow towards the neighboring house’s cedar
hedge. She crouched down, peeking through the tkeea followed her example. There was no movement

inside the house, from what Kara could see. Bratikped her backpack from her shoulders, settlirog ithe
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wet grass. She opened it and pulled out the bloepfithe house. Kara leaned in for a closer I&He could
see there were three floors to the house; a baseanground floor and a second floor. She couldaskack
door exiting from the kitchen area.

“Two ways out,” whispered Kara. “The front and batdors.”

After a moment, Brooke looked up and met Kara’'sseye

“What do you think if we separate?” she whispefffidhe elemental is here, they’ll probably put him
the basement,” she pointed to the blue rectangbl@pe on the paper with Basement written under it.

“Demons like dark and dingy places, and my feelgthat he’s there.”

Kara looked down and studied the blue print. “Okay.

Brooke raised her eyebrows. “So, since you're atitbokie, | was thinking you could check out theund
floor—" Her hand moved over a few inches as shatedito a new drawing, “Check out that area, ard th
we’ll rendezvous back near the front door in alieatminutes. The child might not be here in thiad® But,
if you see the child, come back to the rendezvpos svait for me, and we’ll go back in togetherhwitur
Sparks.” An intense look flashed in Brooke’s blyesas she stared at Kara. “You think you coulthdd?”

A gust of wind brushed Kara'’s bangs into her e{¥ss,” she whispered back as she glanced at heat wri
watch. She sensed that Brooke had faith in heitiabiend wondered if she should tell her aboutddsmon’s
mark—that she was innocent—but decided againsiriy, rain drops started to fall again.

“I'm ready, Kara said after a moment. “I can dostHiknow | can”

She studied Brooke’s face. “But, are you sure yamuttandle the basement alone?”

“Don’t worry about me. | haven't lost a fight yet!”

With determination spread across her face, Brobkeed the blueprint back in her bag. She rummaged
through it and pulled out a long soul blade and fivestones. She pocketed the firestones in hex jglans and
grasped the soul blade in her right hand. Karaszbper and pulled out her soul blade from her backpShe
jammed two Firestones into the large front pockdtey hoodie sweater.

Brooke nodded and the pair threw their packs om si@ulders and stepped out of the cedar hedge.
Glancing around, Brooke went up the front stanst fiKara followed a step behind, the hairs onbek of her
neck standing up. With her hand gently placed endibor handle, Brooke turned it slowly counter kivise
and with a sofpop, she pushed the door open.

Their eyes were already adjusted to the darknesmdrthem, and they could see the inside of thedou
shadows of grey. They walked into a large foyericiwlopened up into a hallway with two rooms on eitside
of them. The air was stale, with a lingering fatibk of mildew. Although it was dark inside, Karauld tell

the house was abandoned. The stairs to the seewsidstood at the end of the foyer. She knew frardysng
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the blueprints of the house that the entrancedd#sement was through the kitchen. She turnetbakdd at
Brooke, who gave her a nod. Kara nodded in retnchveth her soul blade in her right hand, she pudat a

firestone from her pocket, grasped it tightly atepped into the room to her right. She felt Broolk®ving on

her left, but she was as silent as a cat.

Kara glanced at her watch, 9:02 pm. She had tentasrto scout out the first floor and then rendesvo
back in the foyerOkay, here goes nothinghe said to herself, as she sneaked insidergje laom. She could
make out a large sofa and chalvkist be the living roomThe air was stale as she crept on. Keeping ¢tose
the walls, Kara saw an opening at the left endhefrbom. She walked carefully towards it. She grtbthe soul
blade tighter in her hand—any tighter and she wias Iser mortal fingers would snap off. She stepptathe
opening to her left and was in a hallway. She ldthKro her right was the kitchen. A soft ray oéstrlight
came in through the kitchen window above the sinkeugh to make out the old nineteen-fifties stytelen
with metal kitchenette table and matching vinyl ametal chairs. She brought her left wrist to heefand
glanced at her watch, 9:06 pm—she still had fivautes.

Straight in front of her was a room, probably arbedh. The door was closed. She strained for angdou
and heard nothing. Nervously she turned the dooblemd pushed open the door. The door swung ogkn an
revealed an empty bedroom. Kara dropped her sheudthel closed the door. Moving down the hallwaw, sh
came face to face with another closed bedroomp8kked open the door, and again it was empty. [8itdlse
door behind her and glanced at her wrist watch2 @rh. She turned to her right, the foyer stood gngrooke
will be here soonKara walked back into the foyer and watched tha fght in the kitchen down the hall from
where she stood. She would see Brooke coming mankthe basement from here.

9:15 pm.

Kara blinked and looked up at the stairs leadintpéoother level.

9:22 pm.

The rain hit the foyer windows with soft continudaps. Kara started to feel uneaByooke should have
been here by now.

9:31 pm.

Something is definitely wronghe thoughtYou're responsible for your partnesje remembered the
oracle telling them.

CRASH!

What was thatThe loud noise came from the basement, as thowgtildnad come crashing dowkara’s

eyes widenedBrooke!
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Kara sprinted down the hall and entered the kitclsée turned to her right and saw the doorwayeéo th
basement. She rushed to it and started to desoehd basement. She could hear muffled voices—umates.
Quickly, she stepped down the rest of the staingak darker down in the basement, the windows blead
covered up with newspaper. She followed the voisessoul blade in front of her as she steppedeatdafo
the blackness.

BAM!

Kara jumped. She heard a woman scream. They wetgitg her. Kara ran blindly into the dark,
following the voices. A faint light shone from eora at the end of the hall. She ran towards it. db@ stood
ajar. The voices were clearer now.

“Commander Urobach—xkill the angel female! | wantasteher soul—" said a hoarse voice. Kara could
hear someone moaning. Brooke.

Heavy boots thumped the ground. “Not yet, Zelaajtisanother voice, as smooth as silk. “Be pati8he
still hasn't told us what we need to know.”

“You want me to rip off another arm, Commander3t sahigh pitched third voice.

Trembling, Kara edged forward and then flatteneddiéon the wall. She inched forward. Hidden ia th
shadows, she stared in horror. Brooke lay seminswous, spread eagled on the ground. Her leftveam
missing, a luminous hole near her shoulder. Three stood around her. Even from a distance, Karkl cae
their black eyes—higher demons. Two were dress#aeiisame grey suits Kara had seen before, and both
carried death blades. Black mist emanated fronsiiaéts. But the third man stood out. His long leajacket
swished at his heels as he paced around BrookediBtpabout six foot seven, he towered above therdtvo.
His black oily hair hung loosely over his shouldéte carried no weapons. He crouched down neark@iso
head, wiping her wet hair off her face.

“Come on now, littleangel—tell me who else is coming?” asked the same sitkge. "How many
guardian angels has the legion sent after the ei@® Urobach turned his attention away from Bredér a
moment and looked over to the opposite side ofdben. A rusted metal cage about the size of a langke
cage rested on the floor.

And inside the cage, Kara saw a young child. He evdyg wearing only a thin pair of white and blue
pajamas. She could see him shivering. His eyes mereand dried tears smeared his dirty face.

Urobach turned his attention back to Brooke. “Hadrttie legion know where to find us—eh?” He stood
crouched over her, his black eyes searching. ‘if gon’t answer me, | will hurt you.”

After a moment, Brooke struggled to open her moltk] don’'t know,” she croaked. Pain flashed in her

eyes. “l was given an assignment—they told me wtegn...”
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The Commander’s lip curled into a smile. “Tut—tuttI’m afraid, littleangel—that is not a good
enough answer for me—" With frightening speed,umaped up and black electricity shot out of his &ngps
and attacked Brooke. Her body convulsed up and d&we cried out in pain. Kara watched in horror as
Brooke’s mortal body sizzled. Brilliant light shotteough tiny holes all over her body. Her angekomas
spilling out. She was dying.

Without another thought, Kara jumped through therdcame. “STOP! YOU'RE KILLING HER!” She
lifted her weapons in front of her and prayed gliethat she was going to make it alive.

Urobach snapped his head around towards the dookhagtopped his attack on Brooke. His eyebrows
shot up on his forehead, and an evil grin mateiiay on his face. “Well, well, well...what do we hakere,
my friends?”

“Oops, maybe this wasn’'t such a good jf#aought Kara. The Commander’s black eyes wideasd
though he was trying to suck her energy out. Therdhigher demons turned to face her, their bdokes.

The Commander came closer to Kara. He flashedakedbsmile. “Hello, little one. Aren’t you a pretty
thing.”

Kara glanced over at Brookeas she still alive She tried to move, but her legs seemed to bel ginghe
spot. She turned her head and met Urobach’s biek &gain. “W—what do y—you w—w—ant?” Was all she
could muster.

He moved a massive leather boot a step closertg\Want?” answered Urobach. “My friends and | just
want to have a little chat.”

The demons nodded in agreement. Their bodies dtirt®wvay from side to side, their eyes glaringeat
anticipating an attack.

“Oh, God, oh God....This can’t be good.”

A tiny voice inside her head told her to run. Sheked hard and struggled to find her voice. “S—ysta
away from her!” She yelled as she thrust her staddin the air.

At this, Urobach chuckled. He wrinkled his foreheddike this one better.”

And before Kara could react, he reached down dtatlIBrooke’s rag doll body up above his head, sdhil
at Kara—and ripped the body easily in half, ag wWere made of paper.

“NOOOOOOQO!” Screamed Kara. She watched hopelesslyrabach threw her friend’s severed body to the
higher demons. They snatched up the body parts tilnerfloor and opened their mouths. Their jaws reokéel
grotesquely down to their waists as they swallotvexdfriend.

Kara’s knees buckled beneath her. “Brooke!” SheccrEhe trembled uncontrollably. She stole a glahce

the child. It cried silently, eyes wide and on Kaailent pleading. They were both going to die.
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One of the higher demons stepped forward, closaginthat Kara could smell his foul breath. “So, the
question is, willyou play with us now?”

Licking his lips, he displayed rows of rotten teettdy Commander requires some information.”

Urobach cocked an eyebrow as he strolled over ta.Kawill not lie to you, littleangel It will hurt—yes.
And you will die, eventually. Mynasterwouldn't have it any other way. Pain is necess&tg.was only a few
feet away from her.

Kara looked over to the elemental, and she cringedr flashed in the child’s eyes; its tiny litland
grasped the metal bars, as it whimpered. Karaisitigitook over, and in one fluid movement shewhher
firestone at the commander’s feet. It shattereiti flasthe ground. A red mist engulfed the demon.

But then it evaporated. Urobach was still there gHened at her.

Kara shook her head in disbelief. “What—?"

The Commander wiped down his jacket, as thoughsspkdirt clung to it. “Your little toys don’t workn
us,” he laughed. He glanced at his cronies andp&thhis fingers. They charged.

“Oh, my God! Oh, my God! Oh, my GOD!”

Kara ran out the room and raced up the basemerg-sthe demons at her heels. Summoning all the
strength she could muster from her mortal legspséssed on as fast as she could. Jolting dowhahsay,
she ripped open the front door and bolted dowrstrest.

Kara ran down Pine Avenue West and headed towhedslont Royal Park. She knew the park well. She'd
come here by herself during the summer holidays.Kdlew perfectly well what lay beyond the forest-aBer
Lake.

She reached the Park, hopped the fence and rathatbick forest. It was an uphill run from herg and
she prayed her mortal legs could keep up. Sheoramef angel life. She knew if they caught herytiveuld
kill her. She shot a glance behind her and spaktedhigher demons, just a few yards behind. Shes kineas
only a matter of time before they caught up—imagfd3rooke’s pale face flickered in her mind. A fiegl of
hopelessness washed over her.

“You cannot hide from us, little angle!” yelled on&the higher demons from behind. “And since you
won't come quietly, it gives us great pleasures® force!” The demon wailed a high pitched scresghaugh.

His laugh echoed in her ears. But Kara presse&loa.could see a clearing up ahesldost there.
Straining her mortal suit with everything it halegan for her soul and for Brooke’s. She reachedlkearing
at the top of the mountain. She spotted Beaver Llitgkeval shape reflected in the moonlight. Kareketed
downhill, concentrating hard not to trip over treets or rocks. She could hear the demons behindbelose.

Almost there.
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The lake was getting bigger and bigger, bouncing wew. It was only a few yards away. Soon sheldiou
be safe.

A sharp pain shot into her back, and she stumloléle ground and rolled to a stop. Dizzy, she pdishe
herself up, the pain was so intense that her vigiomed. She blinked. She could make out dark ehapnning
towards; they were almost upon her. She felt stkwaeak. Excruciating pain shot from up her badie T
poison was paralyzing her.

Run, Kara,said the voices inside her heaau're almost there.

| can’t. | won’t make itanswered Kara.

Yes you can. Remove the death blade...it's makingvgak. You can make it. Run.

She felt a sudden rush of new energy and hoperesiobed around and felt the blade in her back. She
wrapped her hand around it and pulled. She stdréek dolack blade gleaming in the moonlight. Sheheal
herself up, threw the dagger on the ground antkestéo run again. Kara felt the blade’s poisondadier,
eating away at her soul. She knew she only haw/aéeonds.

Little waves rippled in the moonlight as Kara reatthe lake’s shore. She heard the demons’ breathin
behind her. She heard a hiss in the air, and sangestung the back of her neck. Then, with oneéé#fsirt,

Kara fell head fist into Beaver Lake.
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Chapter 15 - Last Hope

K ara recuperated in a rejuvenating orange bubbleyak three of the miracles division, in the HeglXpress.

When was herself again, the archangel Raphaehsent operations on level two to debrief.

Kara ran out of patience with the elevator’s opmtad huge gorilla, who tried to steal some ofdhed
flesh from her scalp. When the gorilla had turnexiad, she grabbed a handful of fur from his butt.

“Take that, King Kong!”said Kara as she flicked the black fur from hegérs and watched it fall on the
ground. After that, King Kong did his best to igadrer and kept to himself, rubbing the bald spahien
bottom.

She jumped off the elevator and headed towardwltiite tent. The air was thick with salt. Kara queoled
her pace. She could see David at the head taldekisyg to another angel. She felt a stinging indiest. She
was a bit mad that she had awoken at miraclesidivigvithout a David to accompany her. But why wbhé
be there anyway? He had labeled her a traitor. l&gd hoped she wouldn’t make it back? She watched
Gabriel converse with another archangel whom skenkaer seen before. He was even larger than Gabige
golden brown skin shone brightly in the sunlighd @entrasted with his silver and golden robes.ySilark
brown hair brushed his muscular shoulders, antabis was the fairest Kara had even seen—a malelmode
fresh out of a fashion magazine.

Kara walked up to the table. Her eyes turned toiddemmediately. He turned towards her.

“Hey—how you feeling?” He lifted his hand. And whbe was about to place it on her shoulder, he
withdrew it, as though her body was contagioud, st with the mark. He let his hand drop at hdes His
face was screwed up, like he had bitten into somgtsour.

Kara looked away, hiding the pain in her eyes. “Gkay, | guess.”

She turned her head around and looked for the nrsnolbéhe other two groups. Images of Brooke halinte
her. Maybe she could have done more to try and Bemake. She searched the tent. There were angels i
combat practice, but no recognizable faces fronlite@uest mission.

“Where is everyone?” Her eyes locked with DavidAm | the first one back?”

David threw a quick glance over to the archande$gre turning back to Kara. He dropped his shaslde

“They didn’t make it.” He spoke in a whisper.

The floor started to spin. Kara blinked severaksnrying to compose herself. “What do you medmey-
didn’t make it?What are you saying?”

Although she had no lungs, at that moment, shegethough she was suffocating.
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“They were all killed.” The husky voice came frohethandsome archangel, as he broke away from
Gabriel and took a step towards Kara.

“You're theonly survivor, Kara.”

He wiped a long fringe of hair away from his fasehés piercing green eyes studied her closelyf, stsei
were an abstract painting.

“I'm the only survivor?” Kara croaked, “No—that cabe...l don’t believe it.”

“It's true,” said David.

Kara shook her head stubbornly. “No! The elemecttdtl was at the safe house where Brooke and | had
gone, not the others. They're probably late—yeé&dylme they're on their way back now.”

“They didn’t make it, Kara. They're all gone,” sdavid.

“What—?" Her mind wandered to Benson, and shedfsliing in her chest. She didn’t really like himt b
he didn’t deserve to die.

Kara cleared her throat. “I—I don’t understand.bBke’s death flashed before her. A chill ripplecbtigh
her being.

“I'm just a rookie...I'm the one who should be deadetthem.” She felt numb all over.

“The archangel Raphael informed us about what laggéned to your partner, Brooke Miller, when you
arrived at the Miracles Division,” said Gabriel.sHilack eyes glowered beneath his scowling browptiel
told us what you told her, before you entered tleallig-Xpress shop. We knew then, you werestiie
survivor.”

As the words reached her ears, Kara flinched. Haw tiis possible? She shook her head, frowning and
looked at David. His face was twisted in sadnedseawset her eyes. But when Kara turned and look#tkba
archangels, they weren’t looking at her with sadnas David did; they eyes were filled with bewitdent—
and was there also fear? She forced herself todoahy .

“Kara Nightingale,” declared the larger archanfjehm the archangel Michael, the legion’s commarider

He bent his head, looking down on the rookie, kedwood tree towering over a misty shrub beldw. “
would like you to tell us what happened. And dde&veanythingout.”

Kara watched Michael’s full lips compress—his elgeked onto hers. She couldn’t look away. She
recalled the events of the assignment, startiniy thi¢ killing of her friend, Brooke, to the cagdermsental
child, and finally to her escape from the highemdas into Beaver Lake. When she had finished, the
archangels were silent. They looked at each otltérdisbelief.

“We will send the Scouts out again,” Gabriel brolke silence. “She came very close—there is still a

chance. We should meet with the others.”
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Kara thought about the life-quest. “So...I can gtdt my life back, right?”

A bit of hope came flooding back into her.

“So—when do we get more chosen GAs to pair intaigs@” She wondered who she’d be paired with this
time.

She looked at the archangel’s puzzled faces andedaan eyebrow. “Why are you staring at me likezha
What is it?”

It was Michael’s turn to speak. “There won't be anlger groups.”

Kara shook her head. “I don’t understand? Whatalonyeanby there won’t be any other groups?” She
looked to David, who avoided her gaze and stardxsatoots.

“What are you talking about? Are you saying we’a¢ going to be paired up again?”

Archangel Michael’'s green eyes fixed on Kara. “Enhare no other guardian angels on this mission. You
are the only one, Kara.”

The words hit like a ton of bricks. Her jaw dropp8&d/hat!”

“You are the only one left who can save the elealasttild. No one else,” said Michael.

“But—but can’t youchoosemore angels? Aren't there likethousandgo choose from?”

Kara felt a wave of panic coming on. Soon she waeldirowned in it.

Michael clasped his hands in front of him and alblsis eyes for a moment. as if he were listening to
another voice from inside his head.

When he opened his eyes he spoke to Kara, “Six aleysen from the entire legion. Only those spesiial
were destined to save the child—no others. Thagrarxdmes from the Chief himself.”

Kara shook her head. She exchanged a nervous lboavid. “But, that doesn’t make sense—I can’t do
this alone? That's crazy!”

“She’s right,” shot David, “you can’t ask her to thes!”

David let out a soft yell of frustration as he pétiee ground, his hands on his head. “She’s jusbkie—
it's not right!”

“She waschosen David—this is out of our hands,” answered Michael

“I'm not going to let you send her off like that-wion’t!” spat David.

Kara was surprised to see how flustered David wadmost felt like he cared, like before.

Gabriel stepped up to David. “It's not up to yowouvcan'’t stop this David.”

“There has to be another way!” David shouted. “dswniracle she came back at all! Now you want tal se
her back? She—she needs more time to train!”

kim-richardson.blogspot.com 124




Kim Richardson

“You know how important this is David. You know wiHihappen if the demons use the child,” Michael’s
green eyes flashed dangerously. “You know—ihibe only way.”

David opened his mouth to speak, but no words aauheHe kicked the ground.

Michael stepped over to Kara and placed his laegellgently on her shoulder. She felt lost in hilidmt
green eyes; as though she would do anything heldske

She shook off the feeling and looked away. “I'm going to let you hypnotize me with your good logks

“Kara,” said Michael, his expression softened legree. “You are part of this guardian angel legion
chosen to be a soldier by the chief. He has chgsero do this task—you alone—because no one alselo
it.”

“The demon leader, Asmodeus, is waiting for thengletal child’s power to grow to its full potential,
which could be anytime now, and he will use it &stloy us. Elementals are creatures of great powewid,
uncontrollable power—and if Asmodeus uses it, Helveicome more powerful than any of us. We will het
able to fight him. If you don’t succeed in your sin, Asmodeus will overthrow the legion and destie
world of the living. He will bring havoc to the Bar Horizon’s fate rests with you.”

Kara’s mind was working overtime.

“But—you’re strongerthan me,” she looked at Gabriel and then backitths&l, “why can’tyoulook for
the elemental? I'm sure you’ll have a much eagiee than me.”

She stared down at her puny body, wishing it waang and skilled like Brooke’s—maybe then, she’d
have a chance. She wished she could throw up.

“Because only the chosen can do this task,” saldri@la his dark eyes piercing through her.

Michael squeezed her shoulder lightly. “That is yygyu—Kara Nightingale, are the legior@sly hope.”
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Chapter 16 - Asmodeus

K ara blinked as she stared at the reflections rigiong the water. She wondered if this was tstrtime

staring down at the shinning waters of the poolshé@ last mission jump. The jumps were by farfagorite
things now. She would miss the tingling sensatlmnfelt all over her body—right before she’d disagp It
reminded her of the crazy rides at La Ronde—theegdike ride that spun extremely fast, which pishiyeur
back against the wall so that you were unable teareand when the machine went into overdrive youlited
your body was coming apart, piece by piece. It fn@asking cool.

The salt water smell filled her nostrils. Thiepsandsplashesrom the neighboring pools echoed in her
ears. She tried to think positively about her assignt, even though the outcome was ninety-ninet pxe
percent sure to fail. She wondered what the aratariglt about leaving Horizon in the hands of akie
guardian angel. She was probably going to die tod&aich meant she’d be responsible for destroyegentire
legion—just a wee bit of tress on her life-quest.

David had taken Kara to train for a few hours befloer mission, so she could practice a few moviksde
taking the big plunge. She wasn't focused, andcksipé falling, missing her strikes and landing witr face
three inches deep in the sand. Frustrated, shdrcboubncentrate on anything except David, and hevstill
didn’t trust her. She just couldn’t get it out adrthead.

He put on a brave face for everyone else, but shgesl the suspicion, saw it flash in his eyes arsi
body language. He tried to hide it, even now, \li fake training—the fake caring. She felt betday¢he
kiss had meant nothing to him.

It was a strange thing to fall in love in Horizavithout a heart to break—a broken soul felt juspasful
as a broken heart to Kara... She noticed that Dasier made eye contact with her either, and heyeding
out words to the invisible person above her hehd.f8lt anger—she wanted to hit him hard in thefac

Soon David gave up. He sensed she wasn't ther@rnh &ara stopped lifting her blade entirely. The
walked back in silence to the big white tent. Kiaeeived her new assignment. The oracle told ratrthie
Scouts had only just arrived back. They had gives mositive location on the elemental. She had ong/hour
to find the child this time. Time was of the essen&nd she knew her own time was running out.

To make matters worse, the entire legion seeméd\e come to operations to see Karabif§ing to get a
glimpse of the freak traitor before | disappear?&he looked around at the hundreds of gatheredlgumar
angels staring at her. She heard them whispering.

“Look! That's her, she’s the one—"
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“Is she really draitor?”

“Tom says he saw the demons mark himself—she nasst’b

“Look! | can see the mark on her—”"

“Strange how she was still chosen?”

“Yeah, but she’s a rookie, she’ll never make itkbac

Kara stood in silence for a moment, absorbing timgs form the words she had just heard. She wihjgle
her backpack and tightened the straps. She thadidigr mother. If she succeeded, not only wouldizéor be
safe—but she would have her life back. She wowld tare of her mother. For now, it was the onlptghf
hope she had left. Her mortal life would have to do

“You ready,” called David from below. He gave heifra smile, the one where the corners of the mouth
stretch out and snap right back. He was joinedundreds of onlookers. She felt like a celebrity aated it.

“As ready as I'll every be,” Kara answered, keepneg eyes on the shimmering waters.

“If the elemental isn’t there—you come straight kld@on’t wait for things to happen.”

Kara turned her head and met David’s eyes. She’inasge if this was a charade or real concern. How
distant they seemed from each other now, not hew liad once been—that night at the club when they h
kissed. She bit her lip and wiped that thought fleenmind.l might never see him agaiShe gazed into his
brilliant blue eyes, stepped off the ledge of tbel@nd plummeted to the bottom of the water.

Kara stood in the shadows of Sources BoulevardI&iied up at the brass letters hanging from akblac
metal gate door: Birch View Cemetery. She glanddteawatch. It was almost midnight, and the egaiglen
of dead bodies glowed in the moonlight. Tall darkdows edged the length of the rock walls arouad th
cemetery. The front gate was padlocked and toppdbarbed wire. Through the spaces between thalmet
gate, Kara could see hundreds of grey headstorieswithered flowers lying at their feet. The niglit was
cool against Kara’s mortal suit. The place lookad and creepy.

...perfect for demonshough Kara.

She couldn’t squeeze through the front gate, sovsitlkeed around the stone border of the cemeteny, un
she found a spot where she could climb over. Saespd her hands against the cold rock and puliseglhep.
She crawled over the edge and jumped down on thesite side of the wall. She pushed herself updarstied
off her jeans.

She strained her ears for any sudden sound anthechtor movement. The park, it seemed, was holding
its breath. She walked in the silent darknesspgryo fit parts of a plan together, like a jigsauzple with a

missing piece.

www.bibliotastic.com 127




Soul Guardians Book | - Marked

Then she heard muffled voices in the dark.

Kara slide behind a large headstone and droppelawerShe pulled out her soul blade and threw agr b
back onto her shoulders. She followed the voicasaking from headstone, to large bush, to moredteads,
Kara edged her way in deep into the cemetery, tii@idemons came into view. She counted four higher
demons, sitting in a circle. The odds weren’t gddlge recognized the demon, Urobach—Brooke’s murdere
She felt her body shake with hatred as she remexdlitew he killed her. Revenge would be bitter sweet

Kara sighedHow the Legion believes | alone can do this, iobdyinsane.

She scanned the area and saw the small cage witiemental child inside. The cage rested at orleeof
higher demon’s feeSuper—just my luck. | really need a plahe said to herself.

“We should be moving soon, Asmodeus—the angel tegidl have sent Scouts by now,” said a voice in
the dark.

“Let them come—I'm in the mood for a littexcitement answered another voice. “Soon, my friends,
when the elemental’s power has reached its futqual, we will be invincible! And we wiltrushthe legion
and take back what is ours!”

Kara heard grunts of agreements.

One of the demons kicked the elemental’'s cage.'®aoal ached as she heard the little child whimper
She crouched in the dark, thinking.

She needed a diversion.

You want Scoutslemon scum—then let me give them to ya.

She felt the ground and wrapped her hands arogtaha the size of a soft ball.

Perfect—don’t let me down, bal8he kissed the stone.

With the rock in her hand, she crawled out of hidimg place and sneaked behind the demons. Withall
strength which her mortal suit could muster, slewhthe rock past the demons and into the darknelsisid
them. The rock landed with a loud crash.

The three higher demons jumped up. “Zanu, stay thighelemental—Urobach take the left side. I'lldak
the right.” With their weapons drawn, the demonsirdo the darkness.

Kara grabbed another rock and threw it close taytbend near the one they called Zanu. He whirled
around and began searching the ground. Kara theewdul blade. It hit the demon’s chest. The deorad
out in pain, as he fell to the ground convulsing.

She only had seconds to react before the others bawck.

Jumping over the body, Kara ran to the cage. Tamehtal child’s eyes were wide and wet. She womldere

how a thing so cute could be so deadly.
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“I'm here to help you,” she said, hoping he undsst

There was a lock on the cage’s door. Kara searttteedround and grabbed a large stone. She hibike |
over and over until it broke. She yanked open #yets door. The little child trembled uncontrolhalsbhe
knew she couldn’t touch him. She dropped her bagsaarched inside it for her Sparks. Seconds Isiter,
pulled out the shinning gloves.

“Ahhh!” Kara cried out as something hit her hardhie back.

She fell over the cage and landed on the groune.gldves flew out of her hands.

Crying out in excruciating pain, she rolled ovedgushed herself up on her elbows. The cage watyemp

Something moved in the darkness twenty feet intfobmer. The elemental’s bare limbs shone in the

moonlight as he ran. He disappeared from sightiokaiihead stone. He was safe for now.

Kara turned around and faced the demons. They walksually towards her. Urobach picked up the metal

cage as they approached.

“You think you can run away with nrize? Youstupidlittle angel!”

Kara blinked. She could feel the poison of the kiédaéde in her back. The demon leader’s face shone
the moonlight. He looked exactly like an archangehbelievably handsome, with short black hair fragran
strong jaw. His grey eyes glimmered in the moortligte wore a dark tailored suit. He pulled out mgsword
from under his black leather trench coat. He theapped his fingers and glanced at the other hidgéeron.
“Urobach, take care of this monkey!”

Urobach dropped the metal cage. He brought hisdsedrd up to his mouth and licked the blade.
Grinning widely, he walked towards Kara, his loegther coat trailing behind him. “I'm glad we maggin,
my little angel. You won’t escape me a second time.

Kara wrenched the death blade out of her backsakdwith the pain, wincing, she threw it ineffealiy at
Urobach. She scrambled for her backpack diggingitrally inside for her soul blade. She pusheddletgp
and planted her feet. With her body bent, she wagy.

The demon lunged. He stroked downward toward had heut she wasn’t there. She jumped over him,
slashing as she came down. But Urobach was quiekwi$ted away from her and blocked her blade hiéh
end of his hilt.

His face twisted into an evil grin. “Not bad, létangel. I'm almost having fun.”

He came at her again, slashing with force—and eutrhthe chest. Kara cried out in pain, as she
sidestepped, backing away from his killing strikeke felt her energy drain from her body, as thatbe

Blade’s poison spread through her core. He slagbaoh, outmaneuvering her as she desperately civatssh
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on not getting cut into tiny little pieces—Ilike angel shish kabob. The poison burned her fromrtside, and
Kara began to see double. Urobach grinned as kedlibis lips as he sensed that Kara’s strengthfaiisg.

You've got to put your blade into his headid the voices inside her he&kt in closer and strikdo it
now, Kara.

Kara felt energy surge inside her body, as theeggpoke to her again. Under normal earthly
circumstances, they’d lock her away in a loony b, Kara didn’t care. The voices inside her headewike
invisible sidekicks—enabling her see opportunitiedt she might have missed.

Kara backed away from Urobach, trying to find aempg. And then she saw it. Urobach came forward,
grinning confidently as he swung his blade up tasdrer head. Kara sidestepped, whirled aroundaanchgd
her soul blade into his chin—pushing it right ifis head. Black blood spilled around the hilt and/d his
throat. The higher demon dropped and lay motiordesthe cold ground.

Asmodeus screamed with rage. “YOU'VE KILLED MY LEENANT!”

In one rapid movement Asmodeus lifted his arms,alaige jet of black electricity shot out of hisgers.
The brute force picked her up and threw her haeinstja large headstone.

CRUNCH!

Kara crashed against the hard rock and slumpéduketground like a rag doll.

Kara winced in pain. She pushed herself up on hewess in search of the child. She spotted him chedc
in a corner, shaking. His big watery eyes glisteinetie soft lightBlinking, she felt dizzy, as her vision
blurred.I’'m not going to make ishe thought.

Have faith, Karasaid the voices inside hdrake the child into your armkara turned around. “Those
gloves! Where are they?” she breathed.

Asmodeus roared in laughter. “Where’s who? No arfeere. Now, little angel—yaare going to die. And
I’m going to enjoy it immensely. But | think I'litart with the kid. Why wait? | can feel his power
strengthening.” He took a step forward.

Kara’s turned towards to the child. Her body prézkhs she felt a wave of energy wash through her.

Take the child, Kara. Don’t be afraid...he will narin you.

Without a second thought, Kara jumped to her fadtran towards the elemental. She reached outamer h
and touched his face.

“What the—? Nothing’s happening? I'm—I'm still h&ir&he held his face with both of her hands. “I can
touch you? Oh my God!” She opened her arms. “Costeg"said smiling. “We have to go.”

A tear escaped the little child’s eyes as he disgtout his tiny arms towards Kara. She liftedlitie boy

in the air and clasped him tightly against her thes
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“Well, well, well—what do we have here?” Asmodetrobed towards them, a confused look across his
face. "How is that possible? You are touching amantal—and your angel soul is still intact! TlEwvery,
very interesting.”

The warmth of the child felt good against Kara'damortal suit. She felt him shivering and held him
tighter.

“I would have never believed it possible, but yetenyou are...with this child against your breastlyOn
mortals can survive the touch of an elemental. &0 ¢an this be? You are angle, no doubt, and yetym
survive his touch. Tell me, little angel—why is thiaAsmodeus edged closer.

“Stay back!” she yelled. “Don’t you touch him!”

The demon lord laughed. “Touch him? | certainly 'td@rant totouchhim...I want to kill him and use his
power! With the elemental’s energy, | will becomeincible! | will destroy the legion!” His foreheazhme
together in a frown. Evil eyes mocked her.

Kara narrowed her eyes and made fists with hergdiau will never hurt him!”

“My, my, aren’t we motherly—tell me, what is youame, little angel?” Asmodeus walked slowly towards
Kara. Pain spilled inside her core, but she wouldive up the child.

Asmodeus flashed his white teeth. “No name? Lesesge—" He closed his eyes and lifted his eyebrows.
Kara sensed a sudden chill forming inside her feaehbehind her eyes, the same kind of brain freleee feel
when drinking an ice coffee too fast. And thenlhan freeze faded. She felt lightheaded, witlcklitig
sensation as though hundreds of tiny fingers weneggthrough the files inside her brain, readiridhat
thoughts.

“Ah, Kara...Kara...Kara...tut, tut, tut. We meet at last.

“What?” Kara backed away, she didn't like anyongnpy inside her most intimate thoughts. “How—how
do you know my name?” She shook her head, tryingiti of the awful tickling.

“Kara Nightingale—rookie in the famous guardian @rggion.”

“—on a life-quest,” said Asmodeus. “Hmm. This isywenteresting.”

Kara saw his lips curl. “You'ren lovewith someone called David—how vemportal of you,” laughed
Asmodeus. “And he is not returning yamouranymore, is he?” He rolled his eyes at the skyprfigance iso
overrated. So many insignificant feelings get ia Way. It's too distracting. Who has time for laov@vadays
anyway?”

He closed his eyes and raised his eyebrows. “Ad—y@u want your life back. | can feel it—yes, very

strongly. You want to be with your mother againndgou?”
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Asmodeus’s gaze searched Kara’s face. “You wenmeggm become a famous painter before the bus hit
you, were you not?”

Kara pressed her mouth shut.

Asmodeus closed his eyes again. “Ah—what is thifg®llsomething else inside you...something different
than anything I've ever felt before. | feel a senspower—of a wild power.” He opened his eyes. “It feels
almost...elemental.”

“That’s impossible. You're lying!”

“But it’s the truth.” The demon lord cocked his dda the side. A strange eagerness flashed inyes, &is
hands trembled. “Such a pity you're playing witlke tirongteam.”

His face twisted in disdain as he shook his heBdt You're still soweak—look at you! Getting
emotionallyattached on the job! Regardless, with your powerray power combined...we could achieve
greatness!”

“No thanks, I think I'll pass.” She hissed.

There was a short pause, and then Asmodeus codtiawsty smile forming across his face. “You see+-yo
were supposed to be anyteam, Kara. | hadhosenyou to be part of my army.”

Kara’s jaw dropped to the ground. This couldn’ties. “W—what?”

“It's true,” continued Asmodeus, his voice pleasaroft. “Who do you think gave you that mark?”

“What?” It was like a ton of bricks had fallen oartf'You...you gave me that mark? You did this to me!
Why?” She felt paralyzed by his words.

“You have the potential to become a great warridre-greatest perhaps.” Asmodeus placed his righd han
on his chest. “I can feel it—just like | felt it foze.”

Kara saw him lift his shoulders and let them drop.

“Some guardians beat me to you. When we got terdeh site, your dying body was already protected.
But not before | had grazed your leg with my handlf second earlier—your soul would have beg@ne”

“I would neverhave beerourd” said Kara, her voice shaking.

Asmodeus twisted his face in a smile and chucKeiher way, you have something of mine. I'll giyeu
want you want, if you give me whhtvant.”

Kara shook her head like a stubborn child.

Asmodeus took a step forward.

“I can give you your life back, little angel. Juike that—" He snapped his fingers.

Kara frowned. “No—you can’t. You're lying!”
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“Oh yes, Ican And all | ask in return—" he kicked the metal edzetween him and Kara, “is that you put
this silly little boy back in his cage.” Asmodeu$sautiful face creased into a smile.

Fragments of her past life flashed before her eyhs.felt her grip on the child loosen.

Asmodeus spoke softly. “I was an archangel once-#tbst powerful angel in all of Horizon! They
resented me for it and that's why | left.”

He paused for a brief moment and then held ouatmss. “I can give you back your life, Kara, | preei
All I need from you,” he said, his voice as smoa#silk, “is to put the child in the cage and—"dmapped his
fingers, “you’ll be back on Earth, in your old bqdyithout any knowledge of your angel experiend@sur life
will be as it was. As it should be.”

Kara felt sick and confused. She looked down iheodhild’s wet blue eyes and cringed at his teaing.
knew the demon would kill the little boy. She cauitdive with that. She might never remember anyho$
once inside her old mortal body again, but sheeleti in karma. And karma, would eventually bite ihghe
ass. She wouldn’t give him up—not even for her diven

“No...I will never give him to you. | would rathereli’ said Kara.

Asmodeus’s eyebrows lowered dangerously.

“NO?” he repeated as he came rushing towards R&fT“HIM IN THE CAGE—OR I'LL KILL YOU!”

She stepped back shaking her head.

“I—SAID—PUT—HIM—IN!" Asmodeus scooped up the cagedasthrew it at Kara. It hit her hard and
then bounced on the ground. He edged closer. Heneaty on top of her.

Kara tightened her grip on the child, cradling hton't be frightened. I'm here with you.”

An image of David flashed suddenly before her e@ée trembled’m ready.

In a frightening rage, Asmodeus lurched forward elmarged. He moved with lightening speed, striking
out at her with lines of black electric current.

Kara threw out an open hand protectively in franther. Her palm hit his chest and golden light exigld
from her hand. Asmodeus was propelled back in ithenal landed hard on the ground. He rolled ovewlimg
in pain. A golden glow emanated from his chest spréad slowly all the way around his body untilnaes
covered in golden light.

Kara stared at her hand. Traces of gold light hedvewver her palm and finger tips.

She backed away and watched as the demon lord lseavuncontrollably. He spit up a thick liquid that
showered the floor in black puddles. He wailed @slawed at his own flesh, scratching bloody holées his
body and face. He let out an ear piercing screamd. tAen his body twisted, bent inwards and witlopphe
vanished.

www.bibliotastic.com 133




Soul Guardians Book | - Marked

Kara blinked several times. “What the hell just peped—?” she walked over to where Asmodeus had
stood seconds before. There was nothing left ofimeon lord, not even a burn mark. Kara searched th
ground with her shoe, brushing away clumps ofafid dry leaves. The ground underneath was bare.

He's gone!

She stared at her hand again and made a fist.

Pursing her lips, she turned her attention toitle boy. Kara lifted the child by its arm pitscheearched
his grinning face.

“You know, we were really lucky—you’re like my godack charm. But how come | can touch you and no
one else can, eh?” She lowered him into her bréagtiess you don’t know either. Boy—do | have adb
debriefing to do,” she laughed. “I'll be in thew@ fveeks! But the important thing is—you’re okay!”

The child grinned and clapped his tiny hands togreth

Kara laughed. “We make a good team! Good jobelithe. High five—" she held out her hand, palm
facing the little boy. He smacked it and giggled.

She studied the boy for a moment, her eyebrows‘fgou need a name.” She bit her lip and squinted.
“From now on, I'm calling you...Lucky. You like thdt?

The child smiled and wrapped his small arms ard@a@’'s neck. His cool skin brushed against the rmdpe
her neck. She felt a shiver. She knew that Lucky pat human and probably cold.

“Here—Ilet me put this over you.” She took off haclet and wrapped him in it. “There you go. | don't
want you to catch a cold, now.”

Lucky looked up at her and smiled. His big fat dtse@rinkled his face.

“Okay. Let’s get out of here.”

She held him tight in her arms as they walked éth® cemetery.

kim-richardson.blogspot.com 134




Kim Richardson

Chapter 17 - Level Seven

K ara debriefed for hours back at operations. Gatuéal speechless when she told him she could tdwech t

elemental without the silver gloves. But when sbetg the part where a golden beam shot out fronhard—
Gabriel stopped blinking. The three oracles writiqgthe reports fainted and fell off their crystals

“Golden light shot out of your hand?”

“Yup.”

“lt—it came out of your hand?”

“Yes, like | told you...it just sort of came out...abdm!—Asmodeus went flying. Then he started to shake
and twitch. He was all covered in a golden lighd &men he vanished. I'm sure that's happened beffiyiet?
Um—are you okay? You look like a little freaked ®ut

“I have to speak to the council of ministers. Staye.” Gabriel stormed out of the tent.

“Okay...?” Kara watched him disappear beyond thedwaks.

A few hours later, an oracle found her and toldtbgsresent herself to level six, where the couoicil
ministers awaited her.

She had succeeded in her mission, her life-quest She would be reunited with her mother, badkein
old mortal body. She needed to make up for allygees she had wronged her mother—her mother who has
been a guardian angel all along. She was res8égstan all the way back to the elevator.

Kara followed the oracle down the platform towaittus entrance to the council of minister’'s chambier.
mind flashed back to Asmodeus and wondered if bald tell the council that he had given her thekna
No—it doesn’t matter anymore. I’'m going home.

The oracle pulled open the metal door to the bngdind rolled himself back out of the way.

Kara stepped inside.

Cheers exploded all around her, like a sudden lofitstunder. In the thousands, the entire legion of
guardian angels were gathered along the lengtheotiall to welcome her back. The thousands of ahapp
hands sounded like firecrackers. She walked threligltrowds. She saw angels pushing and shovirg eac
other just to get a look at her. She saw a youggldall flat on her face in a faint.

“Look, it's her! That's Kara Nightingale!”

“The one who beat Asmodeus!”

“She saved the elemental!”

“She saved us alll”
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Kara couldn’t help but laugfhis is so freaking weird. | have my own paparazzi

The oracle ploughed his way through the mob andndibw hall to the large council doors. He pushednth
open and rolled to the side. Kara left the crowkife and entered the council chamber. The doorstshind
her.

One by one, the council members stood up and dteld@ping. Embarrassed, she looked to the floor. A
long red carpet spread all the way down to the. &&he’d never thought that one day she’d be waldmgn a
red carpet.

Kara followed the red carpet until she was neaidtis. Gabriel, Raphael, Uriel and Michael stoothat
head of the council table, their faces crackedidewgrins. Kara turned her head to her right and Bavid.
She couldn’t believe she had forgotten about hine f8lt a tingling of hope. He made his way ovehéo,
smiling broadly. His perfect face was just as sae last seen it. But his eyes seemed darker thaal. Bhe
saw a trace of sadness in them.

He stopped at her side and passed his hands thnasighir. Lifting his head high, he squared his
shoulders. “You did good—and | think you scareddtap out of everyone—"

Kara gestured with her hand. “But I'm okay. Sed| Btone piece.”

“So—what happens with Lucky? Is he going to be Gk&he remembered his tiny smiling face and
realized that she missed him.

“He’s fine. A family of Sensitives took him in. Tid take good care of him, don’t worry. They'reglbest
mortal guardians the little elemental could asK’for

“l guess so.” Kara studied David’s face, searctiorga whisper of some sort of affection—anythingieth
might give her the hope she desired. The smaltesksvould suffice.

Their eyes locked for a moment, and David lookeidldy away. “I'm—I'm sorry, Kara. | should have
believed you—I'm such a jackass. Will you ever feegme?”

Kara felt her bottom lip start to shake. “Of coutsergive you. Besides, what would | do without my
favorite jackass?”

David laughed. He fumbled with the zipper on hikg. “So...have you decided what you're going to do?
Are you staying...or going...?”

Kara felt a strange prickling on her cheeks renseng of a flush. She brushed a strand of hair loehéer
ear and sighed. “You know what I've always wantaslant to go back home—to my mother. | need to take
care of her. It's like—I feel | was robbed by hayionly sixteen years on earth. | want to experidiieemy
mortal life. | want to do all the stupid things that yaupeople do. | need that—before | die—again. | haee
chance to get my life back just as it was befated. I'm going to take that chance.”
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She felt a sharp pain in her chest. She was ghtchtigels couldn’t cry, otherwise her face would be
soaked.

David dropped his shoulders. He was silent fomg lmoment. “I know. If | had the chance to go bank
last time—I'd want to go back too. | miss my dagigple face when he’d yell at me for using the"dde
shoved his hands in his front pockets.

“I just wanted to check.”

“Maybe we’ll meet again?” Kara asked, trying nostmund too desperate.

“I know we will. You can count on that.”

He looked over to the dais. “They’re waiting foruyoHe stepped back.

Kara stared at David. There was so much she waotsaly, but the words wouldn’'t come. Someone
cleared their throat. She turned her head towaelsduncil.

Dressed in red robes, Uriel lifted his arms betbeecrowd. His long sleeves brushed the black rearbl
desk. “Welcome, guardian angels, to the counamiiisters,” his voiced echoed throughout the chambe
bouncing off the walls. “We are gathered here &t hlour for a special celebration—a celebratiotifefand of
the success of a life-quest. I'm honored to pregegibu all, Kara Nightingale—a rookie guardian elrtpat
has saved us from great peril. Without her, we wdoa lost.”

Kara pursed her lips, her eyes wide as she comtitaustare at Uriel.

“She has shown us the true meaning of courage evmtidn—a true guardian angel.” Uriel stretched a
long arm in Kara’s direction and beckoned her tmedorward. “Come, Kara Nightingale.”

Kara stepped up onto the dais before Uriel. Shé lemhead back and looked up into his face. She
watched him turn around momentarily to pick up sy golden medal on a fine golden chain.

“Kara Nightingale,” declared Uriel. “It is with gag¢ honor, that we, the council of ministers, awgrd
with a life-quest. This medal celebrates our warkiighest honor.” He slipped the chain over Kan&ad and
smiled. “We are forever grateful to you.” He steppack and clapped. The rest of the council menjbersd
in and clapped enthusiastically.

Kara clasped the medal with her hands, feelingrtsoth surface against her palm. She moved it drean
that it caught the light. She traced her fingeauad the silhouette of a person with widespreadysifilt’s
beautiful. Thank you.”

After a moment, the clapping slowly died and Udkared his throat.

“And now we must discuss something that is mostoirtgmt.” He looked at her with kind eyes.

www.bibliotastic.com 137




Soul Guardians Book | - Marked

“Gabriel and | have had a long chat with the coum&mbers about the events leading to your resttheo
elemental. We have learned of your extraordinailtigs—abilities which are unknown to us—since trezy
beginning of Horizon, no angel has ever touchedlamental and survived."”

Kara fidgeted on the spot. She felt something wamg: “So...what are you saying? That it was a mestak
to touch that little boy?hadto do something to save him—I'm not sure | undardtwhat you mean.”

“Let me explain. That golden beam you conjured Bgfahsmodeus—that is an elemental’s power. Only
elementals have that kind of immense energy. Wle\aethat your soul is part elemental, Kara. Itlaks why
you were able to touch the child without your Sgatkexplains how you were able to vanquish Asrisdé
would have taken a team of our most skilled guaglia challenge the demon lord—yet you faced homex—
and vanquished him.”

“You are special, Kara. You have powers—strongwaitd powers, that have the potential to do great
things. And that is very unfortunate. You see, Adews desires power above all else, and now hedtha h
taste of yours. He will stop at nothing to try grabsess it.”

“Wait a minute—I killed Asmodeus!” said Kara. “l\wéhim die with my own eyes. He’s dead, | swear he
is—"

“I'm afraid it's not that simple. Asmodeus is natatl, but simply weakened. We have gathered infeomat
from our Scouts which tell us he is back in théheeworld—weak, but still alive.

“We must send you back to Earth for your own prisdes” he continued. “You cannot stay here in
Horizon, vulnerable and exposed to traitors. Wédsi not know your full potential, Kara. And whilee
ponder this, we need to keep you hidden and sai@ofleus and his demons will not be able to findifygau
are hidden in your mortal body. He will searchyou in Horizon.”

Kara’s eyes flicked at David. He stood tall, himeg shoulders back, his eyes fixed on the couSbié
didn’t know why, but she waited, staring at himtekfa second or so she turned to face the couBcit—am |
going to remember any of this? When I'm back onttizawill | remember you, or me—the fact that Asmasle
wants to kill me? Any of this?”

“No,” said Uriel softly. “Once you are back withyour own mortal body, you will have no memories of
your time spent in Horizon. You won’t remember gy’

She remembered her kiss with David. She was sbeywuldn’t remember it—it was such a good kiss.
But something else occurred to her. “What aboutmoyher? | want to remember that | know she’s adjaar

| mean—does she know what’s happened to me?”

kim-richardson.blogspot.com 138




Kim Richardson

“Your mother knows about the situation. She witkaafter you. But for your own protection, your
memory will be erased. A group of guardian angels &lready been assigned to look after you whileaye
on Earth”

Kara opened her mouth to protest, but shut it agtie knew that things would be different this time
around—that she would eventually figure out herhmotvasspecial.

“But,” said Kara, “will | ever come back here? Totizon?”

“Of course.”

A hint of a smile reached Uriel’s lips. “When theae¢ is right, we will call upon your services aguardian
of the legion again. I'm sure that we will need yspecialtalents again. But for now, it is best that yolure
to Earth.”

“Okay. | understand.”

“Although you will be sadly missed by your friend$-Uriel's eyes darted to David and back to Karag“w
believe it is the right decision.”

He studied her for a moment then addressed thectotiret us give our thanks to our fellow angelaita
Nightingale—who has surpassed all obstacles angeprberself to be a true and devoted soldier. 8ak Ise
missed. We salute you!”

Loud voices echoed from the chamber walls as thea@bmembers repeated, “We salute you!”

Kara felt very small. She fumbled with her medagridyes fell on David, who beamed at her. She cduld
help but to grin back.

Uriel clapped his hands together. “It is time, KdRaport to level seven.”

Kara turned and was immediately lifted in the aiaibear hug.

“See you soon,” said David. He let Kara go andseack.

She looked into his eyes. Her body tingled, “I hgnedbyes—I never know what to say.” Her eyes #itk
to the council for a moment. She fumbled with hegérs. “Plus, we have an audience.”

“I'll be okay, we’ll see each other soon enough.”

“Just try to behave, David. And don’t piss off asfithe archangels.”

“l won't, if they don't.”

“God, you're such a baby,” she laughed. Part ofiiished she could stay. But she knew it was imbbessi
She sighed and looked into his eyes. “Goodbye David

“‘Bye Kara.”
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As Kara rode in the sky-car back to the elevatomhied was a storm of thoughts. She was part eléahen
She had these extraordinary powers. David wasrtegrdf again. And best of all, she would be with imether
very soon. The only down side was that Asmodeusstithalive. She tried not to think about theirxbe
encounter.

After a short ride, she jumped off the sky-car hodped into the elevator. To her surprise, it wasp
5M51 at the controls. He lifted his eyebrows atgtyht of her.

“Oh, it's you,” said the chimp.

Kara made a face. “Oh, iti®u,too!” she spat. She stepped to the back of theatde Chimp 5M51
scratched his butt. “I'm told to bring you to lexsdven?” He eyed her suspiciously. “Not many gaara@ingels
get to go to that level. Why ay@u so special?” He frowned as he studied her.

Kara lifted her chin. “Well,  am.” Her body tinglen excitement.

“Um—did you ever meet the Chief? What's he like?”

“I have no idea, miss. | have never met him.”

“Oh.”

The chimp sighed and turned his attention to th@robpanel. “Level seven—the Chief!” Kara watchesl
his long finger pressed on the brass number sevttorb

The elevator rocked slightly as it ascended higKara bit her lip.

The elevator shook and stopped.

“Level seven!” cried chimp 5M51.

Kara pushed herself off the panel with her handsveailked up to the elevator doors. Her eyes flicked
the chimp. He raised his eyebrows and stuck outolmigue.

She shook her head and laughed. “Moron.”

With a swish, the doors swung open. Immediateipdohg white light spilled into the tiny elevatdfara
covered her eyes. A few seconds later, her eyestadj and a feeling of warmth spread through hdy.bo

This is it she said to herselfm going home

She stepped into the light.
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Chapter 18 - Déja vu

Kara ran along Saint-Paul Street. Her long brownfl@ied behind her. She balanced her portfoliorie

hand and pressed her cell phone against her dathveitother. She jumped onto the sidewalk and dushe
through the oncoming crowd, her mind on her bigentation.

“Wait for me! I'll be there like in...two minutes!”

“l can't believe you're not here yet,” said the ewion the other line. “You had to pick today ofddlys to
be late.”

“Okay, okay! I'm already freaking out about the gatation. You're not exactly helping, Mat.”

A laugh came through the speaker. “I'm just sayirigat this is supposed to be the most importantofiay
your life—and you're late.”

“Yes, | heard you the first timeMother. My stupid alarm didn’t go off!” Kara dashed alothge busy
street. “Excuse me! Coming through—coming through—"

She squeezed herself through the crowd and kepirmgin

“You know, the presentation won't wait for you—"

“I swear I'm gonna kick your butt when | get thér&ara looked behind her as she jumped back orgo th
street.

Her heart skipped a beat.

Less than half a block behind, a man with white had dressed in a grey tailored suit stood staatrier.

His eyes are blaglshe realized. A chill rolled up her spine. Thennmanished back into the crowd.

“I think I'm being followed,” said Kara, after a meent.

“You always think you're being followed.”

“No—I'm serious!l swear this guy is following me—some psycho withite hair. I've seen him before.
Or at least my mother has—"

“We all know your mother is a little nutty sometisaeno offence. | love your mom, but she’s been geein
and talking to invisible people since we were fivihink it's rubbing off on you.”

“Listen. | was with my mom yesterday, on Saint-Gaiihe Street, and she said we were being followed b
someoneWhat if this is the same guy? Maybe she’s not agycas everyone thinks.” She wondered if there
was a little truth in her mother’s visions.

Mathieu laughed on the other end of the phone. YA serious? It's bad enough that your mom sees

spirits and demons. If you start believing in Bit—they’ll lock you up.”
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“Thanks for the vote of confidence. Remind me wby'ye my best friend again?” Kara focused on her
presentation as she ran. “Okay—I can see you now.”

Mat was leaning against the gallery’s front brickegior. “I think it's starting—nhurry up!”

Kara took a deep breath and sprinted onto Saintelneye Boulevard. Her cell phone slipped out of her
hand as she ran. It hit the ground with a crash.

“Crap!” Kara crouched down to grab her phone.

A flicker of movement appeared in the corner of énge.

“WATCH OUT!” Someone shouted. She stood up andedraround.

A city bus hurtled towards her.

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEHHH!!

Kara watched in horror as a city bus came chargiraight for her. In a second it would hit.

“Oh, my God—!" Kara closed her eyes and braceddiefsr impact—

But the impact never came.

Kara felt something hard wrap around her left &ime was lifted off the ground. She floated in tineaa
something pulled her body away from the bus, aricarscond too soon. In a blink of an eye, Karaked the
bus as it skidded to a stop and ploughed througlsplot where she had stood moments before.

She landed a few feet away. Her portfolio flew ouber hand.

Crowds of people ran to her, all yelling at the sdime.

“Oh, my God! Are you okay?”

“Is she hurt?”

“Did you see that? That guy saved her life!”

Feeling the touch of a hand still wrapped tightiguand her arm, she turned around to get a glimpkera
savior. She met a grinning face. He was young atré@mely handsome, with blond hair and piercingeldyes.
His full lips were curled up into a sly smile. Heorg a brown leather jacket, weather worn, withdbkar
rolled up. He cocked an eyebrow.

“Careful there, Kiddo,” said the stranger. “It'strione yet—not for a little while, anyway.”

He stood there searching her eyes for a momentlbgness made her skin prickle with goose bumps.
She inhaled a strong musky smell.

“Huh? Time for what?” It took Kara a moment to camsp herself.

“What the hell just happened?” She swayed on tbé sp

“Looks like you were almost hit by a bus.”
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Kara looked at the stranger. Their eyes locked.hHdart hammered at her chest. “Hey—you look
familiar...do | know you?”

“No, I don't think so.”

She couldn’t take her eyes off his face. “Thisagng to sound really crazy, but—I feel like—lik&mhow
you? Are you sure we've never met?”

“I'm sure.”

Her cheeks burned. “Whoa—this is the biggest fgatihdéja vu I've ever had!” She pressed her hamds
her head, feeling dizzy.

“Take care of yourself,” said the stranger.

He let go of her arm. And with a smile, he turnedhés heel and walked away. Kara stared after hitih u
he was lost in the crowd.

“Wait!” she cried. But he was gone

Kara stood staring at the spot where the strangestood.

Then she picked up her portfolio. The pedestriatk sign flashed green. She took a deep breath,edalk
to the other side of street and pulled open thieigadioor.

THE END
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