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All the doctrine taught in this book by
Sotare, the angel, is biblically accurate. This includes the
teaching about God, sin, salvation, man’s nature, the fall, truth,
judgment, and the person and work of Jesus.

I took considerable license when talking
about angels and demons fighting, their being injured, demonic
forces “tweaking peoples’ minds,” and what happens after some
characters die. The Bible says we continue on after death, but I
took literary license to convey basic biblical themes of heaven and
hell. I hope you enjoy this book.

May the Lord be glorified in these pages.

 


Matt Slick
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Chapter 1

 


 


Near the ceiling of an immense, dark cavern,
a tear in the fabric of space wrenched open and was followed by a
twisting metal sound that echoed among the craggy walls. Below,
jagged rocks littered the ground, some jutting upwards, others
forming scattered crevices.

Gray shadows shifted in distorted patterns,
forced to flicker by the numerous fires that burned everywhere. A
huge hole was in one end of “The Cavern.” It revealed a deep tunnel
that swallowed any light and sound falling into its darkness.

Between two large boulders heavy, green
leathery creatures with twisted fangs and huge, bony heads huddled
around a carcass. It had been gutted and dismembered and lay in
disarray among the small fissures that scarred the floor. They
snapped bones into shards and shoved them into their mouths and
crunched them with their powerful jaws.

On the higher ledges, buried in permanent
shadows, dark creatures sat motionless. Only their red eyes moved
as they surveyed the landscape and watched the others. They had
huge twisted fangs, massive shoulders, and immense hind legs poised
to lunge at any beast that ventured too close. Their large scales
reflected dim flickers of firelight. They watched in quiet
stillness.

A shimmering whirlwind danced over a fire. It
was a single entity comprised of thousands of insects. Only, they
weren’t insects. They were smaller elements of the whole, a horde
of tiny, twisted creatures with wings and legs that hummed in
frantic swirls, moving, flying, and churning in unison. The whole
mass reflected the ever-present firelight as it glided slowly over
the rocks, creeping along the crevices, avoiding the flames and
moving with an unknown purpose.

Above the creatures flew the winged demons.
They resembled human skeletons encased in tight leathery skin. They
had long tails that cut through the air as they whipped back and
forth. Deep black holes housed their yellow eyes. Their skin was
dark brown, almost black in appearance, and they were flying
towards the rip in space as they growled in mournful, threatening
wails.

One of them clawed the face of another. It
responded by slashing at the wing of the first, sending it down
into the rocks below to be mauled by whatever demons were nearest
its fall. In a moment a third rose to take its place and fought
with the one remaining. It used its wings to beat the first,
thudding against its chest, punching, and growling. From below, yet
another grabbed and clawed at the two, then another joined in, and
another. They fought, screeching and tearing with feet and gripping
talons. Cries of agony fell downward as wounded creatures tumbled
into the blackness below.

The battle raged until finally, two of them,
one larger than the other, managed to thrust themselves into the
rip, which instantly closed. The rest squawked angrily and began to
glide back to the shadows below, snarling and spitting at each
other on the way.

The two creatures traveled through a tunnel
of heat and light, carried along by the rushing, thunderous wind.
They passively moved through the portal, absorbing the images and
instructions which filled their minds. Suddenly, space ripped open
and they were thrust into bright, blue light. The smaller one
growled in pain and both instinctively shielded their eyes. With
wings held open to stop their fall, they hovered in the air and
waited for their sight to adjust. After a few seconds, the larger
beast lashed out at the smaller, which ducked, turned, and raced
away. The remaining demon hovered, looking around and gathering its
bearings. It gurgled with a low, faint rumble.

Below the creature, in a large garden sat a
man in a gazebo. He stared into the distance, lost in thought,
unaware that hell itself had opened behind him and spat out a
black-winged assassin.

The creature hissed. Then, slowly, it glided
earthward until it landed on the branch of one of two trees. It
hissed again and leaned forward to examine the man as it let a low,
rumbling growl fall earthward.

The demon examined him, cocking its head from
side to side. It studied its prey, the human victim that would soon
join it in The Cavern. It folded its wings behind its back, leaned
forward, and slowly slithered downward, as it wove its way through
the tree branches.

 


***

 


Kathy let her black hair blow gently in the
air as she drove down the interstate. The rush of air felt good.
With the window rolled down, the road noise was loud, but she
didn’t mind. It was soothing.

The wind threw a strand of hair between her
lips. She pulled it away, then checked her lipstick in the mirror.
Her green eyes were hidden by sunglasses, and her light complexion
had only a few, small wrinkles creeping out from her eyes. She
lowered her glasses for a moment and checked them.

Kathy was an attractive 40-year-old woman who
was a regular at the gym. Her light frame was well proportioned. At
five foot six, she was energetic, fit, and healthy.

She put her glasses back on and her thoughts
turned to her father. He was a widower. A couple days ago he had to
have emergency galbladder surgery and now it seemed there was a
complication. She didn’t understand exactly what it was, but the
doctors said he’d probably need to be watched for a few days after
he was released. That was the only reason she had dared to leave
her husband, Mark, who had been showing serious signs of depression
in the past few weeks. As she mechanically drove along the familiar
interstate, she reviewed the series of events of the past few
months.

It began right after they had visited their
son’s grave. Mark sat silently next to the headstone, fingering a
blade of green grass he had casually ripped from the ground. He
stared at the two dates engraved in the stone. “One year,” he had
said to Kathy. “He only lived one year.”

She reached out and let her soft hands form
around his tense, strong shoulders. He didn’t respond. She knew
this was a difficult time for him. So, she withdrew and slowly
walked back to a cold cement bench at the edge of the grass. He
needed to be alone for a while. She looked at her husband as she
sat.

Mark wore his dark hair short. Though his
belly could have been a little flatter, at 42 he had managed to
retain his slim, muscular build. He was about six feet tall and had
a strong chin and hazel eyes. He wasn’t particularly handsome, but
he was nice looking and had an attractive quality of self assurance
that was gentle and consistent. It had made falling in love with
him easy for Kathy.

The wind brushed through some trees and
slowly bent their shadows across the grave and onto Mark. The
gentle sound of rustling leaves was all she could hear in this
perfectly manicured cemetery. Nothing was out of place, including
their pain.

Though she still grieved over the loss of
Jacob, she had somehow found a way to deal with it. She had managed
to handle it, as much as any woman could who had endured the loss
of a child. She still hurt, but she had learned to cope by talking
to her close girlfriends and leaning on her loving husband. He had
always been there for her. That is, until the past few weeks.

Mark, on the other hand, was a man who always
tried to appear self-reliant. He was the kind of person who was
tough and strong, measuring himself by his accomplishments and his
ability to stand strong under pressure. That is why he had become a
civil engineer. He liked to solve problems, difficult ones, and his
skill at doing so helped him to earn a reputation for getting
things done. Kathy admired his strength and intelligence, but she
also pitied him for them. She learned long ago that a person could
fall in his strengths as well as his weaknesses.

After a while, Kathy got up from the concrete
bench and stepped onto the green softness and slowly walked back to
him. Mark could hear her approach.

He stiffened slightly. She could see him lift
a hand to his eyes and then lower it. Kathy knelt down.

“I miss him,” he said, still staring at the
headstone.

“I miss him, too,” she responded softly. She
rested her head on his shoulder.

Jacob had died unexpectedly in his crib seven
years earlier, just before his first birthday. After tests and
consultations, the doctors could offer no solid reason except to
say that, unfortunately, this tragedy sometimes happens.

They dealt with it in their own way. They
cried a great deal and talked with friends. They even went to
counseling, which seemed to help Kathy, but not Mark. He resisted
talking to the counselor and after a while stopped going.

Mark had been particularly bothered by not
knowing why Jacob had died. He was a problem solver and not having
a reason for Jacob’s sudden death gnawed at him. It eventually
became a haunting misery. The only way he could deal with it was to
ignore it, occasionally drink a little too much, and bury himself
in his work.

As time passed he would sometimes talk about
Jacob’s death and tell Kathy how much it still bothered him. On
more than one instance he told her that if only he knew why Jacob
had died, then he would finally be at peace—and he wanted peace.
That is why they hadn’t visited the grave in years; that is, until
six months ago. He wanted to finally face his own pain and
frustration. But their visit didn’t help. It made things worse.

Kathy remembered how she and Mark were
driving home from the gravesite. She saw his white knuckles as he
gripped and repeatedly kneaded the steering wheel. He was flexing
his jaw muscles constantly and occasionally he would exhale hard.
She noticed he was driving too close to the car in front of him,
but thought better of mentioning it.

She had stared out the car window, let her
mind wander, and imagined what it would be like if Jacob were
alive. She was hurting, too, but it seemed that Mark was having a
rougher time.

After about twenty minutes, he broke the
silence. “I really miss him,” he muttered.

“I miss him, too,” she said gently.

“If only I knew why he died. Maybe that would
help me get over this.” He paused and then blurted out, “It tears
me apart not knowing.” He gripped the steering wheel tightly and
rolled his knuckles over the top again. “I thought this had passed.
I mean, I thought I’d let it go enough to be able to deal with
it.”

Mark shook his head. “I never wanted to
burden you with my problem.”

“I know. But it's okay,” she said
tenderly.

She studied his eyes. They were wet with
tears. Mark was a good man, and she hated to see him like this. He
was hurting and she wanted to comfort him. But there was nothing
she could do except to be there.

The visit had only served to rekindle Mark’s
frustration. Why had Jacob died? Did he and Kathy do something
wrong? Was there some purpose behind Jacob’s death? If so, what was
it? Was some cosmic force at work? If there was a God, why did he
let this happen? And the one thing that bothered him the most: why
couldn’t they have any more children? It had taken them years to
have Jacob and then afterwards, nothing. The doctors didn’t have
any explanation since there wasn’t anything wrong with either of
them. Kathy just never got pregnant.

Mark was angry and the lack of answers made
it worse. The wound of Jacob’s loss would not heal.

Of course, Mark wasn’t the only one
struggling. By visiting the grave and reflecting on how they
couldn’t get pregnant, Kathy was once again reminded of the
abortion she’d had while in college. The man who got her pregnant
wanted nothing to do with her after he found out. He told her to
get an abortion and turned a cold shoulder. So she turned to her
girlfriends and they unanimously urged her to get rid of it. Her
best friend at the time said it was an easy procedure that would
solve her problem. She would only be aborting a “blob of cells, a
fetus,” as she put it. All Kathy would be doing was “terminating an
unplanned pregnancy.” After all, the fetus wasn’t human and it was
her right to choose to do with her body what she wanted. After all,
she wasn’t ready for children.

Her friends were gentle and persistent. They
subtly bad-mouthed the guy who had abandoned her and repeatedly
pointed out that with the pressures of school, and the financial
pressures of having a child, that it would be impossible for her to
have a child. So, in the end, Kathy went through with the
abortion.

The doctor’s office was a sterile,
clinical-smelling place that was over- air conditioned, and was
staffed with nurses in colorful scrubs. They were nice enough
people who seemed to care about her, at least superficially. Their
rehearsed smiles made it all seem so terribly shallow. After
filling out some forms, she had to sit in a flimsy hospital gown
alone in a small room while she waited to be summoned. Kathy could
remember the sadness she felt. She wanted to be a mom, but, not
right then. She rubbed her belly and stared at the fabric gown
covering it. It was a small room with a picture of the ocean on a
wall. The voices in the hall were muffled. She remembered staring
at the floor, waiting.

No one told her about the aftereffects. Over
the years she couldn’t shake the feeling of guilt, and it slowly
had gotten worse, especially since she couldn’t get pregnant now.
She felt as if she had betrayed herself as well as the life in her
womb. A pang of guilt and shame stabbed at her heart again as she
remembered Jacob and the abortion.

She shook the memory away and focused on some
passing trees, then took a deep breath. She knew that the guilt she
felt about her abortion never really got any better. It just became
more distant.

Kathy remembered what it was like to hold
Jacob in her arms, to smell him, feel his soft skin, nurse him, and
watch him look deeply back into her eyes. She had loved him so
completely, so thoroughly. She was so fulfilled with him.

Then he died. It was a horrible shock. Kathy
found his lifeless body in the crib after his naptime was over. She
had become hysterical and called Mark on the phone, screaming and
sobbing. He rushed home.

The trauma for both was unbearable. For weeks
she secretly blamed herself, as if the abortion had some karma
attached to it: a “life-for-a-life” type of thing, she thought. She
had mentally beaten herself up constantly, wondering why she didn’t
check on him one more time during his nap. Why hadn’t she suspected
something? What happened to her mothering instincts? Was she a
failure as a mother? What could she have done differently? Did Mark
really, somehow blame her even though he said he didn’t? The
questions had no satisfying answers.

She went to a counselor and talked to her
friends. They wept with her and were always willing to listen. It
took a while, but after several months she began to feel halfway
normal.

She remembered how during her recovery
process she had once again brought up the abortion to Mark. She
needed to process it once and for all. He shrugged it off. Of
course, she had told him about it before they got married, but Mark
didn’t want to talk about it. He got angry and yelled at her. He
didn’t want to hear about her pregnancy by another man. As a
result, she felt a little abandoned in a time when she was deeply
hurt. If she had ever needed his strength, that was it. But, she
had to accept the fact that he had his weaknesses like everyone
else.

Kathy shook her mind clear once again and
focused on the road. She turned her thoughts to Mark’s present
condition. About a week after their graveside visit, he had gone to
a local New Age bookstore hoping to find information on God, divine
purpose, reincarnation—anything that might give him answers since
there were no medical ones. He bought several hardbacks and read
them quickly. Though there were occasional wise sayings, most of it
was too subjective. Then he went on the Internet and studied
whatever he could find about life after death, angels, and God. He
devoured information on sudden infant death syndrome. He wanted
answers and hoped he could stumble onto anything that would give
him a clue. Nothing satisfied him.

Then someone told him about the Universalist
Life Church in town and how people there knew about purpose and
meaning. They were nice, but they didn’t have any better answers.
He quit going.

“Church is just a social club,” he told
Kathy. “I’m not interested in that crap. I need facts, not
feelings.”

Mark told her about two months ago that his
drive to find answers was starting to become an obsession. He
described it as a living thing, a parasite that was sapping the
life out of him and that he couldn’t control. She knew he was
right. He was not only becoming more frustrated after their visit
to the grave, but his temper was getting shorter and his sense of
humor had seemed to vanish.

So, she very carefully suggested that he see
a psychiatrist. Mark reacted in his predictable, negative way.

“I don't need to see a shrink,” he pronounced
as he turned his back on her and walked away. She dropped it. But
after two weeks he surprised her and said he was ready to get some
professional counseling. They both went.

The psychiatrist recommended that he take a
vacation and prescribed some antidepressants to help him deal with
things better. Mark scoffed at both ideas. Taking medicines to help
him only made him feel weak. He was too much of a fighter, too much
of a man to give in to this immature stupidity.

“No, I don’t need a vacation,” he told Kathy
sternly. “What I need are answers. I just need more time. I can
handle this.”

She knew he was suffering. But she also knew
it was getting in the way of their marriage. She was tired, too.
She wanted all the despair and tumult to be gone so she could get
back to loving Mark. After all, it was having an effect on her as
well and she was beginning to put up a protective wall around
herself. She didn’t like it.

So here she was, driving down the long
freeway, letting her eyes mindlessly focus on the grey lanes ahead
of her, oblivious to the passing blur of green trees that marked an
increasing distance between them. There was nothing she could do
right now. Her father was in the hospital and needed her.

She hated leaving Mark alone when he was as
depressed as he was. “I'll be fine,” he had said in his usual
confident voice. “Don't worry about me. I know I'm struggling, but,
really, don't worry. I'll be okay. Besides, it will probably be
good for me to be alone. Go help your dad. He needs you.”

Mark’s words didn’t make her feel any better.
The only thing that eased her conscience was to insist that he at
least take a vacation while she was gone. It was the only way she
could feel halfway decent about leaving. Mark again scoffed at the
idea but Kathy was determined and after a few hours, he reluctantly
agreed. Besides, he had vacation time coming and it was slow at
work. So, after a quick call to the boss, Mark had two weeks off of
work and she was on her way to see her father.

She looked in the rearview mirror. The
traffic was sparse.

She drove on, oblivious to the invisible,
winged creature sitting in the back seat.

 


***

 


Mark had been sitting quietly in the gazebo
for two hours, staring blankly at nothing, listening to the wind
move through the trees, and hearing the water trickling over the
rocks in the small stream that flowed through his garden. This was
his retreat, his place to relax. But he couldn’t. His frustration
and anger had robbed him of peace and left him feeling numb.
It’s probably a reaction to the prolonged frustration and
stress, he thought. He didn’t care. He liked not feeling
anything.

Mark ran his fingers through his hair. His
shirt tightened against his shoulders as he moved. He rubbed his
face with his hands and heard the whiskers scrape against them. He
let his hands fall onto his lap then he looked up and saw the
sunlight filtering through a tree. He squinted before looking
away.

There was a tangled mass of vines that snaked
under some nearby bushes. He focused on the jumbled twisted trail
of dirty grays and browns as it struggled in the shadowy
underbrush. “That’s my life,” he said into the air.

Over the months his frustration had grown
into anger. His anger led to resentment and resentment to
self-condemnation as he realized his failure to find the answers to
the questions echoing in his heart and mind.

He clenched his fists and gently pounded on
his thighs. A rose moved softly in the breeze, catching his
attention. He noticed the sweet scent as it wafted through the
air.

From the corner of his eye, a small butterfly
glided by, turned, and landed on the flower. In the past, such a
subtle event would have delighted him, but not now. His emotions
were as empty as his stare. Then the butterfly flew off. Mark did
not follow it. Instead, he continued with his same numb gaze as he
looked at the bloom without really seeing it.

“Life is useless and meaningless,” he said in
a monotone.

He continued to stare. The rose was a
brilliant red, perfectly formed. Mark got up and without taking his
eyes off it he walked out of the gazebo, calmly reached down, and
tore it from the stem. A thorn drew blood.

Once back in the gazebo he sat down, opened
his hand, and let the rose fall into his palm as he coldly examined
it. Then, unexpectedly, the same butterfly suddenly appeared and
landed on a petal. It was a soft white creature, delicate and
light.

Mark considered them both and discovered he
wanted to crush the life from both the flower and insect, a hateful
act, but one that might make him feel something. The white
butterfly slowly opened and closed its wings, gracefully probing
the flower, oblivious to the danger. Mark closed his hand. He felt
the wings momentarily flutter against his fingers as he squeezed it
into stillness. He turned his palm downward and let both fall to
the ground.

He stared back at the bush, found another
flower, and considered plucking it as well. Then he looked back to
the ground. One of the butterfly’s wings moved. Mark could also see
a couple of legs stirring. That's when he felt a twinge of
unexpected remorse. It caught him off guard. But at least it was
something. He stared at the wing as it moved more and more slowly,
until it finally ceased all movement. A soft breeze dragged the
corpse a couple of inches.

He exhaled hard, gritted his teeth, and
clenched his eyelids together. For hours he had been alone,
thinking about his life, thinking about Jacob, Kathy, and all his
unanswered questions. He realized that for weeks he had been trying
to bury all the frustration somewhere deep inside. He thought he
had it under control and neatly tucked away. But he knew he had
only been fooling himself and it was time to face the inevitable
collapse of his willpower. There was too much frustration, anger,
and remorse to keep buried indefinitely.

He opened his eyes. They were filling with
tears. He blinked them away.

“No,” he muttered in defiance.

He clenched his fists. “No.”

He dropped his face into his hands and after
a pause softly said, “No.”

He slid off his seat and onto his knees for a
full minute, waiting.

“I’m so tired,” he finally said quietly.

He was tired, very tired. His prideful
stubbornness was worn out and he knew it. So he did the only thing
left to do. He gave up and let everything cave in on him.

It began with a single, long groan. He
slammed his fists into the wood slats again and choked out wails.
His sobbing filled the garden. Saliva ran from his lips and mingled
with the mucus that dripped from his nose.

He hated what was happening. He despised the
fact that he had grown weak and vulnerable through the prolonged
suffering of unanswered questions. The struggle was too much, too
exhausting. He pounded on the wood flooring again and again and
forced out one word over and over, “Why? Why? Why?”

He dropped his face downward until his head
rested on the wood. He cried loudly and welcomed the hard,
gut-wrenching convulsions of release. The tears dropped from his
face and the moaning cries he hurled into the garden were muffled
by the breeze moving through the leaves that only seemed to applaud
his pain. He wept. He sobbed and he pounded the flooring with his
fists and spat the snot from his mouth.

His wailing went on for several minutes
before it finally began to subside, surrendering reluctantly. Mark
fought to regain his composure by clenching his teeth.

His back hurt from the strain. His open mouth
was dripping saliva and when he tried to look through his wet eyes
he saw only defused and blurry forms. He tried to blink them clear
and waited until he felt stronger so he could force his crying to
stop. He did. Then after another minute, he managed to sit up on
his knees and wipe his eyes. A remnant of exhaustion forced his
breath to shudder as he inhaled. He knelt there on the ground and
waited until it finally seemed to be over.

He thought about Kathy. He was glad she was
not there to see him like this. Then he looked down to the tear and
snot-stained wood. Both the butterfly and the flower were gone. He
closed his eyes once more.

A few feet away stood the dark monster,
silently and imperceptibly studying Mark. Its black eyes locked
menacingly on him as it took a single step closer.

Mark, oblivious to the creature, battled his
own fatigue and let himself collapse onto the floor of the gazebo,
rolling onto his back. “I do not want to go through this anymore. I
have to have answers.” The leftover tears rolled down over his
ears.

The monster unfolded its wings, raised them
above its head, and spread them wide. A dark shadow, undetectable
to Mark, covered most of the gazebo as well as him. The beast
leaned forward and gurgled out four, intense words. “I will kill
you.” It lowered its wings and took another step.

Mark stared out at the trees and momentarily
enjoyed a soft breeze that touched his face. Exhausted, he
whispered into the air, “I hate this. I don't care what it takes. I
want out of this pain.”

The creature listened.

Mark lay there for a few minutes
recovering.

It studied the man. Countless centuries of
dealing with humans had taught it to pay attention to tears, the
tone of voice, breathing, heartbeat, position of the body, and most
importantly, the words. The creature calculated as it examined its
prey.

Finally, Mark sat up and forced himself into
a seat. He exhaled hard and wiped his eyes again. He felt better
after the release of the emotional outburst.

The creature brought its wings closer to its
leathery body and took several short steps forward. It began to
crouch down as it approached, stopping a few feet away. It reached
out its clawed skeletal hand and placed it over Mark’s chest,
careful not to touch him. The creature waited. After a few seconds,
its mouth formed a contorted grin and it stepped even closer. It
extended its left hand towards Mark’s head and raised a single
finger that bore a two-inch long talon. The creature repositioned
itself and then slowly extended the talon into Mark’s right
temple.

He felt nothing.

The demon reached further in, very carefully
searching.

Mark sat motionless in the seat, resenting
how he had lost control. He was disgusted with himself and the
situation.

“I can't take this anymore,” he said.

The demon twisted its claw and suddenly a
wave of peace brushed through Mark’s mind. It caught him off
guard.

The creature moved the claw a little
more.

The feeling of great peace spread throughout
his mind as Mark exhaled slowly. It felt good. He savored it. Mark
thought that this was probably the physiological result of an
emotional release. Nonetheless, he enjoyed it.

The demon tweaked Mark’s mind a little more
and the peaceful sensation grew stronger. He let himself feel it as
he relaxed his body and closed his eyes for a few seconds.

The demon carefully reached with its other
skeletal hand and extended a second claw into Mark’s mind. It
searched carefully for a moment before it found what it was looking
for.

Mark began to lose focus. He exhaled slowly
and his breathing grew shallow. He was puzzled by the feeling but
he didn’t care. Yes, thought Mark. Yes.

The creature knelt down next to him, careful
not to displace the claws. It came closer, drawing its mouth nearer
to Mark’s. Then it synchronized its breath with his. As he exhaled,
it inhaled. As he inhaled, it exhaled.

Mark felt the peace deepen. He welcomed it.
His muscles involuntarily relaxed. He let his hands drop to his
sides. His head wavered slightly. There were no more tears, just
restful peace.

The creature moved its claw a little further
and Mark’s mind fell deeper and deeper into the comfort.

Then it moved, brought its lips to Mark’s
ear, and spoke into his mind, “Rest, rest.” Mark had a sensation of
words, but there were no words. He could not focus on them, but he
felt them.

The creature whispered into his ear again and
Mark heard his own thoughts. “You are a good person. You don’t need
to suffer like this. It isn’t your fault.”

The sensation of language seemed to echo
within him as the creature continued to speak. Mark, exhausted and
weak, let himself listen. He wanted to.

“You have been robbed of the goodness you
deserve.”

The creature gently and purposefully moved
one of its clawed hands, searching for the place in Mark’s brain
that released endorphins. This was an old trick that required a
subtle movement.

It spoke again, slowly. “What do you think
will happen if your pain continues? What will your wife think as
you become less and less of a man?”

With that, the demon skillfully tweaked
Mark’s mind with a talon from its other appendage. Mark felt shame.
The creature moved deeper into Mark’s mind and manipulated it
again. Mark felt indignity flush through him. He moved
uncomfortably, recoiling from the feeling. Mark loathed the idea
that Kathy would surely grow to despise him in his weakness. His
body tensed and his breathing quickened.

The creature let Mark feel it for a few
seconds and then manipulated his mind again. “You don’t deserve the
hell you have been going through. You are a good man.”

Mark began to relax as the peace slowly
returned at the manipulative hand of the demon. I am good,
Mark thought to himself.

“You have a good heart.” The words continued
in his mind. “You are a good man. You are a great man
who deserves to have his best life now.”

Mark felt himself agreeing. The creature
smiled in mockery.

“You need to help yourself. There is a way.
There is an answer.”

The false peace that Mark felt was growing
with every manipulation and word that entered his mind. He had
never felt anything like it before. It was wonderful, blissful. He
wanted more of it, so he let his mind fall further into its
comfort, hypnotized by the creature’s masterful skills.

“You deserve peace and rest.” The creature
knew Mark wanted to hear the words. “You need rest. You must free
yourself. You need peace. You need rest.” The demon tweaked the
pleasure center of Mark’s mind and he felt a wave of pleasure, but
this time it was mixed with a sensation of security and safety.
Mark wanted it. He savored the sensation.

“Do you want peace?” asked the creature.

“Yes,” spoke Mark softly from his altered
state of consciousness.

“Release yourself. Release yourself to
me.”

Mark relaxed. He closed his eyes.

“Good,” whispered the creature into Mark’s
mind. It studied him. Mark was now in a trancelike state, open to
suggestion, easily controlled. Mark heard more words.

“It is not wrong to want peace. It is good.
You have been through enough misery.”

The creature looked around. There was a small
storage shed at the edge of the garden. The door was open and in it
a rope hung on a hook. It devised a quick plan and looked back at
Mark. The demon moved its claw within Mark's brain and searched for
that place where despair and misery reside. He wanted to know what
was in Mark, but it was careful not to hurry. It leaned down
towards him and gently moved a claw. Mark felt despair. Then it
whispered a single word into Mark’s mind. “Suicide.” With that, it
delicately caressed pleasure into Mark’s mind as it repeatedly
whispered, “Suicide. Suicide. Suicide.”

Mark felt pleasure with every word. The
creature moved its other clawed hand further into Mark’s mind.

“Suicide,” whispered Mark to himself.

“Find the rest you seek. Find the peace. Get
the rope from the shed.”

Somehow suicide made sense. He opened his
eyes and looked towards the storage shed.

“No fear.” Mark listened. The monster moved
its claw and said, “Feel the truth in your heart. Do what is right
for yourself. Visualize the victory of choice. Don’t worry. It will
be okay. Free yourself. Listen to your heart.”

Mark was weak and vulnerable. There was no
alarm, no anxiety. The creature was dampening his instinct for
self-preservation, an easy accomplishment after Mark’s emotional
breakdown.

Suicide, he thought, as the demon
caressed his mind so he would feel good each time he thought of
it.

Mark closed his eyes and relished the idea,
half awake, half unaware. He looked down the path in the garden
that came to a fork. To the right was the house; to the left, the
shed.

The creature caressed his mind and whispered,
“Get up.”

Mark stood up.

“Get the rope.” The words were so much a part
of Mark now that he didn’t question them. He began to walk towards
the shed. The creature moved with him.

“Good,” came the words deep within him.
“Good.”

As Mark moved toward the shed, there were no
thoughts about the purpose of life, Jacob, Kathy, or
self-preservation. They had been pushed away by the calm and
peaceful manipulation of the demon. Nothing mattered now. He felt
only the need to commit suicide. It seemed so right. The creature
continued to caress Mark’s mind. It felt good.

With a slow and determined walk, Mark headed
out of the garden. He passed the small stream and approached the
shed. Just inside, hanging on a hook, was the rope. He carefully
lifted it, turned, and began his short journey back.

The creature walked carefully beside him,
still caressing his mind.

There were two large trees in the garden.
Mark headed for one on the left.

The creature started to speak again. Mark
heard the words in his mind as if they were his own. “I need peace
and rest. It will be so easy. I will use the rope and my problems
will end.” With every word came peace, blessed peace. It was all so
clear to him now.

He looked up to find a limb. He felt the rope
in his fingertips and looked down at it to get the feel of its
weight. He held one coil of rope in one hand and with the other
launched it into the air and over the limb. It tumbled down on the
other side and dangled in front of his face. He needed to secure
the other end to something solid.

“The gazebo,” came the words.

Mark found a supporting post and tied the
loose end to it. Near the tree was a small boulder.

“Stand on it.”

Mark moved towards it.

“Peace is coming.”

The demon subtly moved its hand deeper into
Mark’s mind and whispered, “Good. This is what must be done. This
is good.”

 


***

 


The demon watched Kathy from the back seat of
her car. It was a dark green form of bones and loose skin that
appeared wet, but it wasn’t, and when it moved it creaked like wet
leather. There were occasional open wounds with small crawling
infestations that glistened in the sunlight. Jagged bones protruded
here and there in a disjointed pattern and occasionally broke
through the skin. Its eyes were black and two long, sharp ears
jutted backwards. It examined her.

Kathy nervously glanced in the rearview
mirror and back to the road. She took a long breath.

The creature leaned forward slowly. It opened
its mouth and extended its tongue. Saliva dripped and fell to the
floorboard. In its mouth were rows of jagged and rotting fangs. It
hissed.

It leaned forward some more and drew close to
the back of Kathy's skull. Wider and wider it gaped until its jaw
dislodged with a pop, just large enough to engulf her entire head.
But the creature stopped, closed its eyes, and shuddered in a
perverse pleasure. Then it withdrew. It was not able to kill her
that way. So, it closed its mouth as it sat back in the seat and
hissed again.

Kathy did not know why, but she felt uneasy
and glanced to the rearview mirror several times as she looked
around to see where other cars were. Everything was fine, but she
could not shake the sudden uneasiness.

She figured that she was more worried about
Mark than she realized. It prompted her to call him so she reached
into her purse to get her cell phone. It took only a moment to find
it and flip it open with one hand. She glanced down at the numbers
and hit the speed dial for home. Within seconds, the phone was
ringing.

The creature studied her and then looked
around. Two lanes to Kathy’s right was a car. The creature sprang
through the door, opened its wings, and quickly matched the other
car’s speed. Flapping rhythmically, it moved down and entered the
vehicle.

The phone was ringing. She tapped her left
foot on the floorboard. “Please pick up the phone.”

In the other car a man was driving. Upon
entering, the demon sat in the back seat. It glared at the driver,
examining him, and then it raised its left clawed hand flat,
pushing it through the seat and around in front, onto the man's
chest. The monster held its hand and waited. After a second, it
smiled. The man was exceptionally vulnerable.

There was no answer on the phone.

The demon reached into the brain of the man
and extended a single clawed finger as it searched. It glanced back
over at Kathy, two lanes away, and then back at the man. There! The
beast found what it was looking for and began to quickly tweak his
mind. The creature leaned close and shouted into the man’s ear,
“Danger! Danger!”

Sudden fear raked through the driver. His
heart began to race as adrenaline dumped into his system. He
knuckled the steering wheel and glanced at the mirrors. The
creature tweaked him some more as it looked for the place of panic;
when it found it, it grasped it and simultaneously screamed, “Watch
out! You’re going to die!”

The man clutched the steering wheel harder
and frantically glanced at the rearview mirrors again. He didn’t
have time to think, only to react as the manipulation of the demon
began to overpower him, forcing him to respond. He quickly turned
his head, looking for danger. The demon tweaked his mind with
stronger jerks of fright as it took its other clawed hand and
placed it over the driver’s own hand on the steering wheel. It
strained to turn the wheel towards Kathy as it screamed into the
man’s mind. “Watch out! Turn!” The man panicked and jerked the
wheel towards Kathy’s car.

At that moment, she glanced down to the cell
phone in her right hand. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the
car heading directly for her. Instinctively, she slammed on the
brakes and swerved to the left. The careening car was heading for
her, but she reacted just in time. It barely missed her.

The demon opened its wings and, with a
screech, rose through the car into the air. Meanwhile, the man
swerved in order to miss the center guardrail and somehow managed
to avoid crashing into it. He straightened out the car.

Kathy took her foot off the brake pedal and
regained control. She was okay; shaken, but okay. The man was, too.
The demon descended into her car again and howled into her mind,
“Die!” Suddenly, it jerked its head upward.

“No!” it shouted.

Then it jumped through the roof of the car
and flew quickly off. Three hundred miles away, Kathy’s father,
lying in his bed at the hospital, opened his eyes.

 


***

 


“Yes, the rope,” came the words into Mark’s
mind.

Use the rope to free myself.

The monster was getting bolder. Still in a
state akin to a hypnotic trance, Mark grabbed it and formed a
makeshift noose.

Kathy’s father, John, closed his eyes
again.

 


***

 


Far away, an angel turned his head and
listened. He was bathed in a gentle white light that emanated from
his body. Huge and powerful wings thrust out from his back as he
glided in the blue sky. He had no claws, no fangs, and no leathery
skin. He wore a long white robe that flowed like water as he flew.
The angel’s hair was long and white; it, too, flowed in the wind.
His face was human in appearance. Although he was not armed with
talons and fangs, he was muscular and formidable in stature.

The angel listened, hovered, and then, with a
sudden jerk, tucked his wings and dove through the sky at great
speed.

 


***

 


The beast continued to speak into Mark's mind
as though its words were his. “I will have the peace I deserve. I
need to do this.”

Mark looked at the end of the rope and
adjusted the noose. But he hesitated. His natural instinct of
self-preservation was surfacing. The demon whispered, “This is
right and good.” The creature tweaked Mark’s mind, releasing
endorphins. Mark’s resistance weakened.

“Get on the rock.” Mark looked at it.

“Get on the rock.” He walked towards it and
lifted his leg. With a single thrust, he boosted himself two feet
up off the ground.

“Put the noose around your neck.”

The balance between self-preservation and
suicide moved one way and then another as the battle raged between
Mark’s will and that of the demon. Mark hesitated. The monster
moved its claws deeper into his mind and tried to weaken his
resistance.

Mark focused on the rope. He pulled it
towards him. The creature tried to forcefully increase the
sensation of tranquility within Mark’s mind, but it could see that
he was still resisting its manipulations.

The demon was able to do no more. The outcome
was not guaranteed, but its victory seemed near.

Mark looked at the rope, wavering between
decision and diluted fear.

“Peace and rest.” He felt the words again. He
brought the rope closer. But Mark’s self-preservation instinct was
not entirely gone. He held the rope still. He was deciding,
struggling. The creature held on to Mark’s mind.

“Peace, I need the rest and peace,” said the
demon softly. Mark leaned towards the rope.

“Peace” said Mark, faintly. “I need peace.”
Mark opened the noose.

A flash of white streaked across the garden
and slammed into the demon, ripping its claws from Mark’s mind.
Mark winced slightly. The impact sent the demon tumbling, wings
flailing. It growled horribly as it clawed into the air, not
knowing what had happened. The angel grabbed one of the demon’s
wings and tore at it, ripping the leathery skin and snapping a bone
underneath. The creature cried out in agony and tried to lock its
jaws on the neck of the angel, but the angel was too fast. The
monster jerked violently and struck its enemy in the face. The
angel continued to hold the wing. Snap! Another bone broke.
The demon growled and punched the angel in the face, but the angel
held on stubbornly and locked his arms around the creature’s chest.
The evil being bent its head down, dislocating its neck, and buried
its teeth into the angel’s arm causing him to recoil in pain and
loosen his grip. The demon twisted violently and forced its neck
bones back in place with cracking and grinding noises. It saw its
enemy and, for a split second, was blinded by the light so close to
its dark eyes. It spat into the angel’s face, and lunged at him
with its fanged mouth wide open. Its attack was met with a crushing
fist that slammed into the side of its head. A single fang flew out
of its mouth, along with a splatter of green. The demon kicked at
the angel again and managed to free itself; in an instant, it flew
down into the ground, disappearing into the dark earth, screaming
and cursing. The sound quickly faded. The battle was over.

The angel quickly looked back at Mark, who
was still standing on the rock, rope in hand. He flapped his wings
once and in an instant was beside him. He leaned towards Mark and
whispered in his ear, “No, this is not the way.”

Mark’s head swayed a bit and he blinked.

“Suicide is not the answer.”

Mark looked at the rope. His mind began to
clear.

“Suicide is not the answer,” repeated the
angel. “This is wrong. Do not do this.”

The fog clouding his mind faded; in a flash,
he pushed the rope away and stepped back in horror. Falling from
the rock, he tumbled into a bush, flailing his hands about as he
tried to gain his bearings.

The angel looked around to make sure the
demon was not returning.

The noose swayed. Mark could scarcely believe
what he had almost done. He got up and moved away from the rope,
staring at it in horrified disbelief. It was still swinging back
and forth, twisting slowly in the air. He took another step back,
almost tumbling again. After a few seconds, he went into the
gazebo. He stood there in shock, staring into the garden,
recovering, waiting. Then after a minute he sat down and buried his
head in his hands, pulling his hair in his fists.

From behind the shed, a flash of dark
streaked towards him. The hideous creature was back. Its wing was
damaged, but not enough to overcome its blinding rage. In that same
instant, the angel stepped in front of Mark and took the full force
of the impact of the charging monster. They rolled on the ground,
but the evil creature was no match for the angel.

Mark was oblivious to the battle. He was
recovering from the shock of what he had almost done, exhausted and
ashamed. He looked out at the rope and a wave of gloom flushed
through him. It was followed by a surge of nausea that crawled up
his throat. He swallowed hard as he fought to hold back the
horrible mix of confusion, fear, and dread.

Off to the side, near the edge of the garden,
the demon kicked and clawed with all of its strength, driven by
insane anger at having lost the battle over Mark. Its vengeance had
overpowered its will and the demon retaliated against the angelic
warrior with all of its strength, but the angel was too strong.
They wrestled, intertwined, fighting with kicks and punches until
they broke apart.

Just for a moment, the two of them faded,
becoming semi-transparent. The angel’s light dimmed ever so
slightly and the monster lunged again, but missed. Wings flapped
furiously as each tried to gain position, until finally the angel
grabbed the beast by the throat and squeezed. The demon flapped
violently, and its whole body shuddered. It clawed in vain at the
hand that held it at bay. The angel squeezed even harder. The
creature gasped for breath and kicked hard. But the angel
repeatedly deflected the enemy’s blows by shielding himself with
his wings.

The monster’s eyes flared as it sensed its
imminent loss. It grasped the angel's arms and tried to pull them
from its throat, but it could not. The angel held firm, squeezing
tighter and tighter, driving his fingers into the leathery flesh,
puncturing its skin. The demon continued frantically to beat its
wings, causing small gusts of wind to briskly whip the angels robe
to and fro. It gurgled a weak growl as it tried to claw itself free
from the angel’s grip. But it was no use.

Soon the creature's eyes began to fade,
becoming pale. Its wings beat more and more slowly, until finally,
they stopped. Its arms fell limp at its side as it lay suspended in
the powerful grip of its victor.

The angel held the demon for a while minute
making sure it was utterly defeated. Then, he turned it over and
with great effort, ripped its wings from its back. The flesh tore
and bones broke, sending a cracking noise into the air. Then the
angel let the creature and the wings drop and watched them
disappear into the ground. He turned his attention to Mark.

Above the garden, a twist in the fabric of
space ripped open. The angel looked up and immediately stretched it
wings to full width.

 


***

 


John opened his eyes. His ribs hurt, but he
didn't mind. It was nothing compared to the pain he was in when his
infected gallbladder threatened to rupture and kill him, an
excruciating experience. At first he had thought his pain was due
to gas so he postponed going to the doctor. But after a day of
unrelenting and increasing discomfort, he finally realized that
something was seriously wrong. By the time he called for the
paramedics, he was doubled over, barely able to stand. They rushed
him to the hospital where he had emergency surgery. Everything went
well and the doctor said that he was healing fine.

John felt good, considering the situation.
Besides, he would be out of the hospital in a day or two and Kathy
would be there to help him. John looked forward to seeing her
again. He closed his eyes once more.

“Lord,” he said quietly, “I thank you that
you are sending Kathy to help me. And I thank you that you have
heard my prayers for her and Mark. Once again, I thank you for your
provision and I ask that you heal me quickly so that I might once
again be used in your service. Thank you for giving me more time in
this world to honor you. Amen.”

 


***

 


Above the garden, a distortion in the air
produced a faint darkness that cloaked part of the garden. The
angel looked up. A black slash had opened and a flicker of flames
and wisps of smoke flowed out from the rent, ascending and
dissipating as they cast a faint and fleeting shadow on the garden
below.

A small, dark black winged creature slipped
through the opening and hovered in the air as it slowly beat its
wings. It turned and bowed its head low and backed away. The angel
kept watching. “No,” he said aloud.

From within the rip, a second figure emerged.
It was more than three times the size of the first. Its huge wings
spanned thirty feet and they billowed back and forth slowly,
keeping the creature aloft. A single, large, and twisted horn
protruded backward and upward from the giant creature’s reptilian
head. Its chest was massive, lined with ribs that were occasionally
exposed by open sores. It had a raised vertical ridge from its neck
to its leathery abdomen and a long, thin tail that whipped the
air.

With two large red eyes, it stared down into
the garden. It slowly opened its jaws, inhaled, and howled an
unearthly roar audible throughout the spirit world, its echoes
reverberating even after the creature fell silent.

The angel kept its wings spread as he focused
on the evil forms above him.

The gash in space closed.

Staring down at the angel were a demon and a
prince. The demon was the same kind as the one that the angel had
just vanquished. It was formidable, but not nearly as much as the
prince. That one was massive and strong. Its feet were hooves and
its huge skeletal hands ended in long, razor-sharp talons. Fangs
jutted from its mouth. It looked down at the angel and flapped
twice as it moved to a treetop and rested. The demon followed and
landed on a lower limb, near its master.

The angel opened his right hand, raised it to
the heavens, knelt down, and whispered, “Oh Mighty One, I need help
against a prince.”


Chapter 2

 


 


Mark sat in the gazebo, head in hands, eyes
staring blankly at the dirty wood flooring. The sun was setting and
long gray shadows had begun their slow crawl across the garden. The
birds chirped at the setting sun and the water from the small
stream meandered over rocks, softly trickling.

Would he tell Kathy what happened? He didn’t
know. All he could do was try and get through the next few hours
without falling into another deep depression.

What was I thinking? He shook his
head. Idiot. What an idiot!

Everything was all wrong: the aggravation of
unanswered questions, the disturbing memories of Jacob’s death,
Kathy’s absence, his father-in-law’s surgery, and most of all, that
he had almost killed himself. Nausea rumbled lightly in his gut. He
sat back in fearful disgust.

The angel watched him. He approached and
whispered into his ear. “The voice you heard was not your own. It
lied to you.”

Mark raised his head as he remembered the
thoughts that seemed to flow through his mind. They seemed focused.
Then he remembered the peace, the soothing and seductive peace. He
leaned forward and dropped his face into his hands again and
exhaled hard.

The angel watched and glanced regularly up to
the treetops. The prince glared down, silencing the birds with a
reptilian hiss from an open mouth full of rotting fangs.

Mark sat there running everything over in his
mind. It didn’t make any sense. His thoughts had somehow seemed
foreign to him but, at the same time, they were his. It was
strange. He didn’t understand.

He shook his head as he remembered the desire
to put the noose around his neck. He looked up at the rope and
watched as it swayed gently in the breeze.

More nausea poked at his stomach. He rubbed
his belly in an attempt to combat it. He convulsed once and, to his
surprise, his stomach ejected its contents with a forceful spasm.
Leaning over the rail of the gazebo, he vomited into the dirt,
groaning with each heave.

A flash of light moved across the sky. The
angel looked up, as did the prince. Above the garden, another angel
hovered momentarily, surveyed the garden and the demons, and slowly
descended, giving wide birth to the prince before gently landing
next to the angel.

“I came as quickly as I could,” he said. “I
am Nomos.”

“Welcome, Nomos. I am Sotare. I remember
you.”

Nomos nodded humbly. Like Sotare, he also
glowed with a soft light, had equally broad shoulders, and was
cloaked in a white robe. But in contrast to Sotare’s white hair,
Nomos’ was black.

Sotare continued. “I sent a demon back to the
pit, but now a prince and its slave are here.”

They looked up into the trees. The prince and
demon were staring back, studying them.

“You have encountered a prince before, is
that not true?” asked Sotare.

“Yes, the same one that is above us.” Nomos
touched his left side, where the light was slightly dimmer. He was
still looking up. “Its name is Nabal.”

“I have heard of it,” said Sotare. “Do you
know why this creature is here?”

“I do not. I only know that a prayer came and
I was sent with great haste.”

Sotare looked at the man. “He is not one of
ours. Today he was almost seduced into suicide by a demon.”

Nomos responded. “If a prince is here, then
this man holds great importance.”

“Yes, and it means that a battle is
coming.”

The angels looked up at Nabal. Its huge
breadth cast a shadow over the gazebo. The light of the sun passed
through the spirit-demon, and its intensity lessened in the
process. Around the prince, an aura of light shimmered slightly as
the sunlight glinted off the edges of its tight leathery skin.

The slave demon flapped its wings. One of
them sliced through Nabal’s shadow, sending darker slivers
earthward.

“Nabal has many slaves,” said Nomos. “I see
only one.”

“It would seem that the others are doing its
bidding elsewhere.”

Sotare glanced around uneasily while Nomos
studied Mark.

 


***

 


Mark was very tired and utterly downcast. He
slumped in the seat. A subtle urge to cry returned, but he forced
it away with a groan and a flex of his fists. He let his body
collapse further in the bench. Despair coursed through him. He
stiffened in defiance and hit his thighs. “Crap!” he muttered.

Completely dejected, he sat alone in the
garden’s shadows. He thought about the inner voice that now seemed
somehow not his own. He frowned and gritted his teeth. It didn't
make any sense. But he couldn't shake the idea, the feeling that
there was something else involved. That's when he thought that
maybe there was a spiritual force influencing him.

“I’m losing it,” he said aloud. “I must be
going crazy.” The two angels listened carefully, as did the evil
creatures above.

Mark shook his head. “It doesn't make any
sense.” His own words were somehow soothing. “I've never
seriously thought of suicide before. What’s happening to me?”

He paused momentarily to look about the
garden and listen to the trickling of the stream. A bird warbled in
the distance. This was a serene and peaceful place but it failed to
uplift his spirits. He let his head fall back as he stared at the
underside of the roof. He could almost taste the despair. He sighed
heavily and shook his head. “Stupid!”

The angels kept their gaze on him, but
occasionally glanced back at Nabal.

“I wish I had answers.” He continued to stare
blankly at the roof. “I don't know what to do. I don't know what to
do.” Mucus trickled down the back of his throat and he
instinctively spat it out as he turned his head to the side.

Mark turned his attention to the sky and he
could see the early arrival of a bright star that had poked through
the dusk. “God, I don’t know if you are there, but if you are, I
need help. I need help. Please, I need help.”

The evil creatures in the tree shuddered and
the prince opened its mouth silently, displaying its fangs. It
hissed in anger and warning.

Both angels glanced up at them, still
listening to Mark. He continued.

“There is nothing left. I almost killed
myself. I don't know what to do anymore. I don't even know if you
exist. But if you are there, then I ask you to help me. I give up.
I give up.”

With that, Nabal howled. It was a terrible
and hideous cry of anger. The slave demon trembled and cowered.
Nabal struck it hard across the face with its fist and sent it
plummeting down from the tree. The slave protested with a groan as
it fell, but it quickly regained its composure and returned to
where it sat before, bracing against the threat of another strike.
Nabal’s attention, however, was now directed elsewhere; its
steely-eyed expression was menacing as it focused intently on both
the angels and the man.

Sotare and Nomos had instinctively crouched.
They flexed their wings to their full width as they waited for an
attack. But none came. The prince stayed where it was, while the
slave trembled at its side.

The angels relaxed and turned their attention
back to Mark. They were not sure why a prince would be involved,
but they had learned long ago there are movements in the spirit
world far beyond their comprehension and that archangels of God and
principalities of darkness were somehow able to sense what was and
was not significant. The prince was there because it had been sent
by a principality, which meant that Mark had attracted the
attention of an incredibly evil power. Neither angel knew the
significance of Nabal’s presence, but both feared finding out.

“Have you ever encountered a principality?”
asked Nomos.

“No,” replied Sotare. “But I have seen the
damage one of them can cause to our ranks. I hope that the
Sovereign will spare us both such an encounter. But if it should
occur, we will both fight to the end.”

Nomos nodded slowly in agreement. Above them,
Prince Nabal was looking down, red eyes shining. Its mouth formed a
grotesque mockery of a smile. Did it know something the angels did
not?

“What are we called to do?” asked Nomos. “You
were the first here. Have you received your instructions yet?”

“I have not. They will come soon.”

Nomos looked up at the prince and the demon.
“Why have they not attacked? A prince can defeat us both. Why do
they wait?”

Sotare did not answer.

A soft breeze crept through the garden,
soothing Mark. The angels were watching him.

“Do you still wonder?” asked Nomos.

“Yes.”

They knew that humans were complicated
emotional creatures, weak and irrational. They were capable of both
good and evil, and they seemed to be easily influenced by the
spiritual realm. They could not fly. They had to eat and dispose of
waste. They possessed little strength. They got sick and grew
feeble. They lived and died. Yet the Sovereign was interested in
them and loved them greatly.

“The Sovereign has his reasons,” said Sotare
after a pause.

The Almighty communicated his instructions
through the angelic realm and the angels moved accordingly. So many
times and in so many ways they were enigmatic instructions. But the
angels knew that when God commanded, they obeyed. Even the demonic
forces had restrictions and could only operate as was permitted by
the Almighty. It was all beyond them.

Of course, this greatly perplexed the angels,
who did not know why God permitted the existence of evil. But they
were not to ask. Their job was to carry out instructions in an
inexpressibly complex and infinitely old plan in which they had
long ago been created as participants. At the center of God’s
ultimate propose was fragile humanity. They knew that God saw
everything and was infinitely wise. They trusted His divine
judgment even if they did not understand it.

Sotare looked at Mark and wondered why this
mere human, this weak and vulnerable biological creature was so
important. Nomos stepped closer, moving next to Sotare. He, too,
examined the man.

Suddenly, Sotare dropped to his knees and
gathered his wings around him. He pressed his chin to his chest.
Nomos stepped back and also knelt down. Though they were vulnerable
to attack, the evil ones did not move. They knew better. No evil
one, however strong, had ever survived when attacking an angel
while he was receiving instructions from the Almighty. Stories
flourished about principalities and princes who had attacked the
weakest of angels when they were receiving instructions, only to
vanish into thin air, never to be seen again.

Nomos took this time to study the man while
he waited for Sotare to rise. Sotare continued kneeling,
motionless, with his head down for two, three, four minutes. At
long last, Sotare folded his wings back behind him, raised his head
slowly, and stood up. Nomos stood up, too, saying nothing.

“I have my instructions,” said Sotare. “I am
to appear to the man and speak to him.”

Nomos stared at Sotare in amazement before he
turned to look at Mark.

 


***

 


John still had traces of anesthesia flowing
through his veins. That, combined with the rest he needed as his
body continued to heal, caused him to nap frequently. After his
prayer, he gently nodded off again.

He was hooked up to IVs that dripped
painkillers that he could push to increase the dosage if he needed
it. Another bag sent some antibiotics into his veins. Electrodes on
his chest were wired to a machine that recorded his breathing and
heartbeat. If anything went wrong, an alarm would sound and nurses
would rush into the room. Of course, no one expected anything to
happen. His was a routine surgery and he was in a safe and secure
environment.

However, he was a participant in a spiritual
battle and his prayers were a serious threat to the enemy. Though
he did not know to what extent, nor did he understand the depth and
power of his prayers, he prayed nonetheless, and the effect had
already been felt in the spirit world. Demonic forces would
undoubtedly be dispatched in an attempt to stop him. Too much was
at stake.

That is why, several feet beyond the hospital
window, a being hovered, sustained by its beating wings. It looked
around before slowly moving through the wall and into the room
where John was laying. Folding, its wings, he took a step towards
John.

Out in the hall a nurse walked by and glanced
in. The being watched her and took another step towards John as she
studied the patient. The familiar sounds of medical equipment
beeped rhythmically. After stepping in to check around and seeing
nothing out of the ordinary, she left.

The being turned his attention to John and
all the equipment. How fragile he was. How vulnerable to an attack.
John was old and his body had been weakened by the surgery. It was
a perfect opportunity to try to kill him.

The winged creature moved closer and slowly
bent over the bed, bringing his face close to his. He scrutinized
the man as he listened to the sounds of his breathing, aware of
everything in the room. He looked at the IV, the electrical cords,
and the bed sheets. How could it be done, he wondered? What would
be the best way to kill him?

The angel stood close by the bed, leaned
over, and gently whispered into John’s ear, “I am Ramah. I am here
to protect you. Rest, my friend. God is with you.” Then he slowly
opened his wings and spread them over John, touching his side.
Light filled the room.

 


***

 


Mark was still in the garden. Enough time had
passed since his near suicide that he was able to more objectively
review the events and assess his emotional and mental state. The
well-trained habits of methodical examination, developed during his
years as an engineer, were kicking in. He was trying to figure out
what it was about himself that would lead him to such a terrible
act.

“This doesn't make sense,” he said aloud as
he shook his head.

A noise from inside the garden distracted
him. He looked towards it. The moon was full and bright and dusk
had not yet fully given way to the darkness. Still, the softening
sunlight gave the garden an otherworldly feel. Mark listened. Did
he hear something or not? He looked again towards where the sound
was coming from.

Wait, there it was again. He stood up. More
noise. It sounded like footsteps. He stood there motionless, alert,
focusing in the direction of the sound. Steps, he thought. They
were getting louder. Someone was in the garden coming towards him.
Mark’s heart began to race. His stomach tightened. Now he was
certain that someone was there but he didn’t see anyone. He tilted
his head slightly and looked down along the garden path, straining
to see. There! Something moved in the shadows. Mark took a step
back and instinctively glanced around for an escape route.

“I am a friend,” came words from the
direction of the footsteps. “I am here to give you answers.”

Mark slid out of the gazebo one step, ready
to flee if necessary.

“I am a friend.”

Mark noticed that the footsteps had stopped.
He could see a figure between some bushes but couldn’t quite make
the person out.

“Who are you?” asked Mark.

“My name is Sotare. I have come in answer to
your prayer.”

That was the last thing Mark expected to
hear. He thought that perhaps it was a prowler, maybe even one of
his neighbors. But the voice didn’t sound familiar.

“May I come closer?”

Mark weighed the options of running or
staying and, since he could see no immediate threat, he tentatively
answered, “Yes.”

A man approached. Mark studied him. He was
dressed in sandals with loose-fitting tan pants and a beige shirt;
he had dark hair. He wasn't of a particular race. Instead, he
seemed like a mixture of them all.

“My name is Sotare. You have been asking many
questions and I have been sent to give you answers.”

Mark furrowed his brow, still assessing the
man and the situation, cautiously studying him.

Sotare stopped and repeated “I am here to
help you in answer to your prayer.”

Mark raised his eyebrows and cocked his head
back a little. How did this man know about his prayer? It occurred
to him that he must have been in the garden listening the whole
time. This meant he had been watching him. Mark looked to the rope
that was still hanging from the tree. Whoever this was, he didn’t
want his near suicide to get back to Kathy. He hurriedly untied the
rope and jerked it down from over the limb, letting it fall on the
ground.

“I know about what almost happened. It’s
okay. I’m here to help.”

Mark started to walk backwards towards the
house, keeping his eye on Sotare.

“I will be here when you need me.”

Mark continued backing up until he felt
comfortable enough to turn around and hurry out of the garden. He
reached the back door, flung it open, stepped inside, and slammed
the deadbolt home. Rushing to the kitchen window, he looked out to
the garden. If the man was there, he couldn’t see him.

Mark headed for the phone. Call the
police, he thought. He took one more look out the kitchen
window.

Ring!

Mark jumped. He caught his breath after a
second and lifted it to his ear.

“Hello?”

“Mark?” said Kathy from the other end. “How
are you doing? How are you feeling?”

He paused for a moment. He knew he had to
choose his words carefully and that his tone had to be right as
well. Should he tell Kathy that there was a strange man in the
garden? No, that would really worry her. Then he thought about
almost committing suicide and that he had felt like there was a
voice in his head. Obviously, Mark chose to keep that to
himself. He looked out the window into the garden. “I’m fine,” he
said into the phone. He walked over to the back door and flipped on
the outside light. It chased the shadows back into the garden.

“Good. I was worried. You’ll never guess what
happened. I was almost in an accident.”

Mark’s attention was snatched away from
Sotare. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. I was driving along and for
some reason this crazy driver swerved into my lane and almost hit
me. Maybe he swerved to miss something. I don't know. But it was
very close, and it nearly scared me to death.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?” He asked.

“Yeah, I’m sure. Everything is okay but I
just wanted to call and see how you're doing all alone there. You
okay?”

Mark quickly processed his concern for her
and accepted that everything was okay. “I'm doing fine. I was out
in the garden…” Mark paused. “…relaxing.” He glanced out the window
again. “I'm here in the kitchen. I’m okay.”

“You sound a little weird, Mark. What’s
wrong?” said Kathy.

That is when Mark realized that she could
read his voice as only a wife could. He forced himself to relax and
took a silent breath.

“Don’t worry about me. I've been doing a lot
of thinking and I got startled by a noise in the garden. It was
nothing.”

“A noise?”

Mark instantly regretted saying it. “You know
how the wind moves through the trees. It gets noisy sometimes.
Look, I'm fine. Really, I am.” Mark glanced out the window again
and gazed into the garden as he spoke to his wife.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, of course.” He forced himself to speak
calmly, hiding the apprehension in his voice.

“I'm glad to hear it, because, you know, the
way you've been lately with all the questions and everything. . .”
her voice trailed off.

Mark felt a tinge of annoyance at her
mothering. But he knew she was just being a good wife.

“Well, I’ve just been worried, that’s all,”
she continued. “I love you and miss you and I just wanted to talk
to you and hear your voice and let you know that I'm thinking of
you.”

“I appreciate that, honey.” Mark quietly
rebuked himself for mistaking her love for him to be mothering.

He wanted to get off the phone and call the
police, but if she sensed he was rushing her, she might get
suspicious. Besides, it was good to hear from her so he patiently
talked to her while he kept his eyes on the garden. He glanced to
the drawer where the knives were.

She was calling on her cell phone from the
car and explained that she had only three more hours to go before
she reached the hotel. She casually reviewed her plans to Mark,
making small talk. She would get up early and go the rest of the
way to the hospital. After that she would go to her dad's place
where she would get things ready for him to come home. She told
Mark how she hoped everything went smoothly so she could get back
to him as soon as possible.

“I appreciate that,” he said. But deep down
he really didn't mind that she was gone. He just needed the rest
and he wanted to be alone for a while.

They continued to talk about her drive, her
father, and how he was doing. Mark was careful not to divulge
anything and sound too hurried or agitated. He did, however, glance
out the kitchen window repeatedly. He wanted to make sure the
stranger was gone. The sunlight had faded enough to make spotting
anyone out there impossible from inside. Mark figured the man was
probably a drifter or something and might be gone by now out the
back gate that led away from the house. But, at the same time, he
could not forget what the man had said about being sent from
God.

Finally, Kathy began wrapping up the
conversation. “Okay then. I'll call you tomorrow from my dad's
house.”

“Sounds good. You take care on the freeway,
all right? I love you very much.”

“I love you too. Goodbye.”

“Bye.”

Mark hung up the phone as he stared out the
kitchen window. He thought about calling the police, but by now the
intruder was probably gone, so he decided to check the garden
himself. Of course, he’d feel better if he had some sort of weapon
with him. So, he hurried to the garage door. Next to some tools was
a baseball bat. He picked it up, felt its weight, and gave it a
small swing. He then headed back into the kitchen. In a junk drawer
was a spare set of keys to the house and a flashlight. He grabbed
them along with a padlock and headed out the backdoor, locking it
behind him, the bat perched on his shoulder. He didn’t want the
intruder to possibly sneak in while he was in the garden.

At first, he was unsure and cautious. Was the
man still there? Mark slowly walked towards the gazebo, taking care
that he didn't get too close to concealed areas where he might get
ambushed. The flashlight gave him confidence, but it also betrayed
his location.

He took a circuitous route, repeatedly
changing his direction and angle of view, making sure he had
checked every potential hiding spot. Sotare was nowhere to be seen.
He checked a few places again, just to make sure, until he was
satisfied that he was alone. Only then did he lower the bat. He
checked the back gate, which was closed and locked, and looked
around a little more for good measure until he was satisfied the
man was gone.

He went to the back gate and shook it. It was
solid. He retrieved the padlock and secured the gate then gave it
another shake.

“Just a wacko,” said Mark.

He headed back through the garden towards the
kitchen. His keys rattled against the metal lock as he opened the
back door. Once inside, he tossed them back in the drawer, along
with the flashlight, and set the bat down on the counter. He made
sure that all the windows and doors were locked, just in case. He
thought about getting the bat and keeping it with him, but he
refused to be paranoid.

“Incredible,” he said as he ran his fingers
through his hair, staring blankly at the carpet. He took a deep
breath, pushed the near suicide from his mind, and shook his
head.

Was the man in the garden really from God? He
thought about it and dismissed it as idiocy. It sure was weird.
But, he figured, the guy had to have been watching for a while.
That was the only explanation.

Mark dropped his hands to his side and titled
his head up, then side to side, stretching, relaxing. He exhaled
and he felt the first stage of exhaustion hit him.

He thought about eating but felt like
changing into something more comfortable first then he’d grab
something from the fridge and eat it in front of the TV.

Another long exhalation.

He plodded up the staircase slowly, letting
each foot fall loudly on the steps. The door to the bedroom was
open and the bed, unmade, lay before him. He headed straight for it
and sat on its edge.

The day’s events played through his mind. He
had hoped his time alone would be productive but had found that it
was anything but. Dejected, he kicked off his shoes and looked at a
mirror opposite him on a wall. Staring back at him was a
vulnerable, weak man who looked like he had been up for days.

“Crying really takes it out of you,” he
mumbled.

He was a disgusting sight, so Mark let
himself fall back on the bed to look at something less nauseating,
like the ceiling. He stared at the textures, finding small patterns
in them.

Images of the garden, the rope, Sotare, and
Kathy easily surged through his mind as though they were
self-propelled and interconnected. He let them progress freely, not
caring about what he thought, just relaxing, not resisting. He
closed his eyes. It felt good.

Sotare sat in the gazebo in the dark. He
looked over to Nomos, who stood outside the structure. Above them,
the two evil creatures still sat in the tops of the trees. Why had
they not attacked? What were they waiting for? And why was Mark
granted the rare privilege of speaking with an angel?

The presence of the prince was especially
perplexing since it meant that a principality was involved. Would
the principality show itself, or was Nabal enough to do the job?
They did not know. Both angels kept silent, not wanting to think
the worst.

 


***

 


Mark opened his eyes and squinted. The
bedroom light was still on, glaring down on him. With his feet
dangling over the edge, his body had gotten uncomfortable and he
had awakened. The clock said 2 a.m. He sat up slowly, stretched his
back, and once again stared at himself in the mirror on the
opposite wall. His hair was matted and his clothes wrinkled.

“You look like crap,” he said. His reflection
didn't answer, so he headed to the bathroom. He was awake, but
barely. After using the toilet, he washed his hands and again
looked at his reflection in the bathroom mirror. The unflattering
lighting in the room was unforgiving; the mirror seemed to reveal
his inner character, or at least that's how he felt.

The images of the day flooded his mind again,
causing him to shake his head. Suicide, he thought. I
can’t believe how stupid I was.

Staring back at him was a man he saw as a
failure who had caved in over unanswered questions. Could he trust
himself never to try suicide again? He couldn't be sure. He walked
out of the bathroom, swatting the light switch off. He did the same
with the bedroom light and immediately thought about the unnerving
encounter with the man in the garden. He wandered back to the bed
and sat down, too tired to take off his clothes. His stomach
grumbled from hunger, but he didn’t care. He looked at the gray
reflection of himself in the bedroom mirror again and immediately
noticed that an illumination from outside was shining through a
window.

Was there a light on outside?

He walked over to it and looked down into the
garden.

What the heck?

A dim light was glowing in the gazebo.

“Great,” he said. “The wacko is back.”

Mark hurried downstairs, went into the
kitchen, grabbed the bat, and headed towards the back door in his
bare feet. He paused, thought about calling the police, but decided
to take care of it on his own. He needed to face this on his own.
He opened the door. Mark reasoned that the intruder had turned on
the gazebo light, which would make it easy for him to be seen
before he was himself spotted.

Mark moved silently, bat in both hands above
his right shoulder. The glow from the gazebo was oddly white and
full. His heart beat fast and hard. He moved his feet with care,
purposely trying to be quiet, breathing lightly, focusing on the
light, listening for sounds.

What an idiot, he thought to himself.
I should have called the police. What am I doing here?

But Mark knew why he was there. He wanted to
meet this intruder on his own, facing the fear and maybe gaining
back a little of his self-respect.

He tiptoed along the path. There was enough
light to illuminate any stray leaves that might give away his
presence should he step on them. He avoided one, and then another.
He forced himself to be as quiet as possible, moving slowly,
deliberately. His heart beat harder. He gripped the bat, flexed his
fingers around the handle, and continued his stealthy movements.
Finally, after he had woven his way sufficiently along the garden
path to gain a clear view of the gazebo, he saw Sotare was sitting
down, looking at him.

Mark was dumbfounded. Emanating from his body
was a soft glow of white light. Shadows reached outward into the
night sky like angled slivers, fragmented by the latticework of the
gazebo, the trees, and bushes, until they finally disappeared into
the darkness. Mark stood, bat in hand, frozen.

“Welcome,” said Sotare. “I have been waiting
for you.”

Mark stared in amazement. Was he
hallucinating? Was it a dream, or was his lack of sleep playing
tricks on his mind?

“My name is Sotare. I am an angel sent by the
Almighty in answer to your prayer.”

Mark kept the bat elevated and stared in
obvious bewilderment. He backed up a step.

Sotare stood up slowly. Mark stepped back
again and raised the bat a little higher.

“Observe.” The light from Sotare’s body began
to grow more intense. He raised his arms slightly.

Mark watched as rays of illumination forced
the shadows to withdraw. The light seemed to pass through the
foliage and into him. He stared with eyes wide open, hardly
breathing, heart pounding. He was seeing but not believing.

Was he hallucinating? But it seemed too real
for that. He focused. The light was real. Sotare was real. It was
all real. Then he began to lower his arms, the light began to fade
and within seconds, it was back to its original, soft intensity.
Sotare sat down. Mark stood frozen.

“The light,” said Sotare, “is both part of my
existence as an angel and the result of being in the presence of
God.”

Mark was unable to process what he’d just
seen and heard. He was still, silent, and could only stare. After a
few seconds he began to breathe normally again, but didn’t do
anything or say anything. All he could do was gaze at this man
whose body was glowing. It was surreal.

Sotare smiled.

Mark didn’t know why, but he sensed that
somehow, some way, this man standing in front of him was telling
the truth.

He slowly lowered the bat.

“We can talk about Jacob when you're ready,”
said Sotare.

The words hit Mark like slap in the face. He
involuntarily stepped backwards and let go of the bat, which fell
to the ground, bouncing with a vibrato of wooden thunks
before it came to rest. How could he have known about Jacob? Who
was this person? Mark focused on Sotare’s light and for a moment he
wondered if it was really true. It can’t be, he thought. He
backed up some more.

“Please understand that I mean you no harm,”
said Sotare calmly.

Mark was still moving backwards.

“You need rest. Go up to your room and lie
down. You'll go to sleep quickly and when you awaken in the morning
you will be rested. Then, when you get up, eat breakfast, and, when
you're ready, return here to the garden and we can talk.”

Mark stopped his retreat for a moment as he
seriously considered Sotare’s words. Could it be real? There he was
face to face with this glowing individual! He was right
there in front of him, shining—right in front of his eyes. He
focused on the light. It was unmistakable. It was real. This person
was emitting light! But how was that possible?

Mark looked around quickly to see if there
was some trick, some spotlight on him. But he could see
nothing.

No, this was real. This man was glowing.

“I will go now and see you in the morning,”
said Sotare. Then to Mark’s utter surprise, he vanished. The shock
was instantaneous and complete. He stared at the place where Sotare
had just been standing. The light gone. Sotare was gone.

Unnerved, he turned around and hurried to the
house. Once inside, he locked the door, turned the kitchen light
off, and made sure the porch light was on. The outer boundaries of
the garden were visible, but its depths were lost in the
blackness.

He stood there for several minutes while he
tried to calm down. He kept looking out the window, unsure of what
to expect. It took a while, but after about ten minutes he moved
into the living room.

“What the heck is going on?” He mumbled to
himself as he rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands. “This
can't be real. This can’t be happening.”

He looked around the house and listened. It
was dark except for the backyard light that filtered in through the
kitchen. The pressing silence was almost foreboding and it reminded
him of how alone he was.

He looked around, glancing here and there.
“Unreal,” he said aloud.

From the kitchen he stared out into the
backyard again.

“I saw what I saw.” He exhaled.

Then, out of nowhere, a rush of fatigue
seemed to ambush him. The shock of the day’s events was wearing
off. It was obvious that he was done.

Mark didn’t know what else to do, so he
walked upstairs to the bedroom but didn’t turn on the light. He
went to the window and stood there for a while, reviewing the day’s
events, the light, the disappearance, all his questions, his
frustration, the near suicide, the confusion, everything. It was
just too much. He moved over to the bed, sat down, and let his body
relax. It was good and he welcomed it.

He looked over at himself in the mirror. The
dimly lit room hid his tired features. “Am I crazy?” He
asked himself.

He sat staring at himself and periodically
glancing out the bedroom window. He was tired, too tired to keep
fighting so he lay back on the bed and focused on the ceiling. An
image of Kathy crossed his mind and he savored its pleasant effect.
Then, he closed his eyes and within seconds he was asleep.

Beside him, Sotare silently stood watch.


Chapter 3

 


 


Mark awoke to sunlight flooding in through
the window, dancing across the ceiling, and spilling down the wall.
He stretched and, in a flash, remembered the glowing man. He
reviewed the memory: light emitting from the man’s body, glowing
brightly, sitting calmly, and claiming to be an angel. Then more
memories: Kathy had left for the hospital. He had broken down and
cried like a baby. He almost committed suicide.

His heart sank.

He would have dismissed it all as a bad dream
if it hadn’t been so incredibly true. He got up and walked over to
the window, leaning on the sill as he looked out. Sunlight bathed
the backyard and a slight breeze gently stirred the trees. He gazed
out at the gazebo but could not see if anyone was there.

He headed to the bathroom where he caught his
reflection in the mirror. “Are you going crazy?” He asked aloud,
testing how the words sounded. He knew he wasn’t.

Was Sotare real? He wondered. Was
it all a dream? He focused on his own face. “It was no dream,”
he said. Mark remembered the glow. It was unmistakable… unless…
Well, unless the emotional duress that led him to almost commit
suicide had somehow warped his mind. He had been under
prolonged strain. Perhaps this Sotare person was a self-induced
hallucination he’d concocted in order to help him cope, or maybe it
was evidence that the hinges that held his mind in place were
coming undone.

Mark furrowed his brow as he thought. “Maybe
I am crazy,” he said to himself. “I have been under a
lot of stress.” He listened to his own words, but they didn’t ring
true. He knew what he had seen. At least he thought he did. It was
either real or a figment of his imagination. He visualized the
garden below. He needed to get out there, but on the other hand, he
wasn’t exactly thrilled with what he might find or, for that
matter, not find. It was a bit exasperating. Stalling, he decided
to clean up first and grab a bite to eat, as that would allow him
more time to think.

In the shower, the water felt surprisingly
good. He let it flow over him, soothing him, and washing away his
agitation. He stood in place for several minutes, breathing through
the stream as it ran over his head and face. He thought about his
near suicide and the man who had appeared. He thought about calling
Kathy and telling her everything.

He chuckled then said, “Hi hon. Last night a
glowing man appeared in the garden, said he was an angel, and then
disappeared. Oh, by the way, I almost committed suicide yesterday.
Other than that, I’m doing great.”

He smiled mockingly. “That’d go over
well.”

Once finished, he dried off, threw on some
old jeans and a loose shirt, and brushed his teeth, all the while
casually contemplating his situation. He headed down to the
kitchen, poured cereal in a large bowl, doused it with milk, and
sat down at the kitchen table with a large glass of orange juice.
From there he could see into the garden through the kitchen window.
As he cleaned up, the familiar sound of running water and the
clanking sounds of spoon, glass, and dishes helped to give him a
sense of normalcy. Dishtowel in hand, he mopped up the droplets
that had splashed on the countertop. He waited, stalling, preparing
himself. He turned the water off and looked quickly about the
kitchen. Everything was neat and tidy, just how he liked it. Just
inside the kitchen door he saw his bat. It was propped up against
the door.

“What the heck?” he said aloud. He walked
over and picked it up. Then he glanced out the backdoor window into
the garden. He distinctly remembered dropping it out there, but
here it was. He checked the door. It was locked from the inside.
How did it get here? He looked around nervously as he lifted the
bat to his shoulder, then walked into the living room. It was
empty. He went back to the kitchen and into the garage. The door
was closed and everything seemed fine. He checked it quickly and
then went upstairs and looked in the rooms. All empty. Returning to
the kitchen, he looked out the window at the garden. “All right,”
he said. “Let’s see what’s going on.” He opened the door and walked
outside into the subtle warmth of sunlight and prepared himself for
what he might find waiting for him.

The morning air was fresh, not too cool, not
too warm. It was perfect. He looked up at the blue cloudless sky. A
breeze was softly moving the treetops. He purposely breathed in the
clean air as he headed for the gazebo, bat in hand.

Above him, the prince watched. The hideous
creature followed Mark’s every move. The slave demon crouched
beside its master and with a clawed finger the prince pointed at
the man. Immediately, the slave leaped from the treetops, opened
its wings, and spiraled downward.

In an instant Nomos appeared between Mark and
the slave, holding his wings wide open. The demon abruptly stopped
and hovered. It looked up at its master. The prince opened its
fanged mouth and growled. The slave continued to hover, waiting for
a command. Nomos held his guard until the prince pointed to a
branch next to its feet. The demon retreated in a hurry.

Mark was anxious. He heard only distant birds
and the soft rustling of leaves. Other than that, the garden was
silent. The gazebo was just a few feet more. There it was, empty.
Mark was surprised that he was disappointed.

“Maybe I am crazy,” he said.

He looked around and saw nothing. He leaned
the bat against the gazebo entrance and stood there. At least the
setting was peaceful. Yesterday had been unnerving to say the
least. But, it was behind him. He sat down and looked at the seat
where Sotare had sat the night before.

“Okay,” he said with a skeptical chuckle.
“Here I am. If you really are who you say you are, then show
yourself.”



Mark noticed a movement in the seat opposite
him. He watched and then right before his eyes, Sotare simply
appeared.

“I am here,” he said.

Incredulous, Mark stared, frozen, eyes wide,
until finally he let himself breathe again.

“So, where do we begin?” asked Sotare.

 


***

 


Kathy found her father’s hospital room and
knocked on the door softly as she slowly pushed it open. John
glanced over and as soon as he saw her, he gave her a joyous smile,
“Hi, Kathy!”

“Hi, Dad,” she said, heading straight for
him.

John reached for her hand. “I’m so glad
you’re here.”

She leaned over and gave her father a kiss on
his cheek. He held her with the arm that didn’t have an IV in it,
savoring her touch.

“How are you feeling?” She held his hand and
looked into his eyes.

“I feel fine except for this pain in my side.
Strange though, it is a lot better this morning.” He smiled.
“Better than I expected.”

“I’m so glad to hear that. You always were a
tough guy.” She smiled.

“How was your trip?”

“It was fine except for some idiot on the
freeway who swerved and almost hit me. I think there was something
in the road he tried to miss, but I can’t be sure since I didn’t
see anything. It was a close call. Other than that, the trip was
fine.”

John’s face showed concern as Kathy told him
what happened. Then after a few seconds he said, “I’m glad you’re
okay. How is Mark doing?”

“To be honest, I'm worried about him. You
know how strong a man he is and how he takes pride in solving
everything. I guess it’s an extra dose of that macho male stuff
that you and he have. But since he can't find the answers he wants
about Jacob’s death, he's gotten so irritable and depressed… it
isn't good.”

“I've been praying for you two,” said John.
“I don’t know why, but I sense that it is important that I pray for
you.”

Kathy stared at her father, dismissing his
comment as those of an irrational but harmless religious person.
She did not put any credence in his faith but knew that it was
important to him, so she politely smiled and said, “Thank you.”

“Did you get a hotel like you planned?”

“Yes. It wasn’t too far away from here.” She
shifted from one leg to another. “You never did send me the new key
since you changed the locks,” she said, scolding him with a
look.

“I know. As the young people say nowadays, my
bad.”

Kathy smiled. “No matter, I’m here now.”

John pointed to a drawer next to his bed.
“The keys are in there.”

She retrieved his house key and slipped it
into her purse. “Are they going to release you today or
tomorrow?”

“Not sure. Believe it or not, I was able to
get up and walk around this morning. It hurt, but I did it. That
danged gallbladder really did give me a run for my money. I haven't
felt that much pain since I stubbed my big toe back in ‘75.” Kathy
smiled again.

Behind them the angel Ramah watched and
repeatedly glanced out the window. Just then, nearly a hundred
yards away, the air shimmered and seemed to bend, and a rip opened
in space. Darkness poured through just for a moment, and then the
portal to hell closed itself.

John felt odd and stopped smiling. He looked
out the window.

“What is it, Dad?” she asked.

After a moment he said, “Nothing. It must be
the medicine.”

 


***

 


Mark was still trying to adjust. Was he
really face to face with an angel? He reflected on the previous
night, when he saw Sotare emit light and watched him disappear in
front of his eyes. He wasn’t sure what to say. But there he was,
not really knowing what to do or believe. He asked, “Are you for
real?”

“Yes,” replied Sotare.

Mark was both unnerved and surprised at his
own composure. I’m taking it all rather well, he
thought.

But, because he still wasn’t sure he wasn’t
losing it, he asked, “And how do I know I’m not crazy?”

“You’ll figure it out,” responded Sotare with
a smile. “We can begin wherever you want to begin.”

Mark checked himself, wondering if he was
insane, dead, or just plain hallucinating. Everything seemed
normal. Mark smelled the air, listened to the soft noises of the
wind through the garden. He could feel the warmth of the sun as it
filtered through the trees. It was all real, all normal. He thought
of the initial shock last night of seeing Sotare glow.

“Pretty cool light show last night.”

“Thanks. I hope it wasn’t too upsetting.”

“Well, it was a bit unnerving. But I’m okay
now.”

“Good.” Sotare shifted in his seat. “I
thought the best approach was to just be direct.” He looked at Mark
expectantly.

Mark, obviously still adjusting, was
surprised at how easily he seemed to accept the conversation.

I’m talking to an angel, he thought.
This is for real.

He examined Sotare. He had a pleasant face,
nice smile, and calming voice. “So, I just ask questions, and you
answer them?” Mark was, of course, still suspicious of the
situation’s anchor in reality.

“Basically, yes. But please understand that
some of the answers you receive may not be easy to take. Truth is
not dependent upon what you want or feel. Truth is independent of
your desires. It is absolute.”

Profound words, thought Mark. This
guy is direct. Without moving his eyes, he shifted his
attention to the sounds of the garden once again, checking reality.
He noticed the slight breeze on his skin and the sounds of the
rustling leaves. This moment was almost dreamlike and he needed to
let his senses inform him that he was not in some delusion. It was
difficult to know where to begin.

“Well,” said Mark, unsure. “I don’t know what
to say. I mean, I’m still trying to accept all that has happened,
especially you. I still find it hard to believe, even though I
watched you glow last night, disappear, and then reappear here just
now. You’ve got to admit, it’s a lot to accept.”

“Why is that?”

“Because it is so incredibly out of the
ordinary. I still have my suspicions that I might be hallucinating.
In fact, I can hardly believe I’m so calmly just sitting here
talking to you.”

“But, being out of the ordinary does not mean
it isn’t true. I am sure that there are many things that you
believe that are also out of the ordinary. Hasn’t mankind put
several men on the moon? This is indeed extraordinary, yet you
believe it easily.”

“That’s because I’ve seen it with my own
eyes…” he paused. “uh…on TV.” Mark knew that it was possible that
what he’d seen on TV had been faked. Of course, he didn’t have any
reason to doubt that it was authentic.

“Then, what is so difficult about believing
that angels exist?”

Mark wasn’t sure if he should continue the
discussion along these lines. The fact was he was having a
conversation with Sotare. He needed a reality check so he jumped
into more familiar ground.

“It isn’t scientific,” responded Mark.

“I see. How’s that?”

“Well, because…” he paused, “…because science
hasn’t verified the existence of angels.” Mark knew he was
reaching.

“Yet here I am.”

Mark couldn’t deny that.

“Mark, science can’t be the measure of all
things. Can it verify integrity? Can it measure love? Can it
quantify anguish…or faith?”

“That’s philosophy.”

“Even science has its philosophical basis,
like believing that everything can eventually be understood by
science. That’s an assumption. How do scientists test that science
is true without first making assumptions?”

Mark thought about what he said and decided
to drop this line of reasoning. “Would it be rude of me to ask you
to once again appear and disappear? I would like to be prepared and
actually expect it. That would help.” After a pause he added an
unsure, “…I hope.”

Sotare smiled. “I’m not in the habit of
appearing and disappearing to prove who I am. But, if that is what
you want I would gladly oblige you.”

Mark nodded. “Yeah, maybe it would help.”

“Would you like a countdown or
something?”

Mark chuckled. Somehow Sotare’s question
calmed him. “No, that’s fine,” he said with a smile.

“Okay.”

Mark watched. Right before he eyes, Sotare
slowly faded away and was gone. Even though Mark was expecting it,
it still surprised him. He looked at the seat and forced himself to
focus. “It’s empty,” he said to himself. Mark waved his hand into
the space where Sotare had been sitting.

“Satisfied?” Sotare’s voice materialized in
front of him. Mark was unprepared for the disembodied words.

“Yeah,” he said quickly as he withdrew his
hand.

Mark kept staring in front of him and just as
he expected, Sotare reappeared. Mark took it all in. “I’m either
completely crazy or you are real.”

“Which is it?”

“Well,” said Mark with a sigh. “I would
prefer to think it’s not the former. I saw what I saw. So it looks
like you’re real.”

“Thanks. I’m happy to find out I'm not a
figment of your imagination.”

Mark smiled. “Me, too.”

Sotare relaxed in the cushioned bench and
looked at him expectantly. Mark also relaxed and thought about what
to say. The two of them contemplated one another for a few moments.
Sotare looked up briefly, then back down to Mark. He smiled, raised
his eyebrows, and nodded slightly, signaling it was Mark’s
move.

Mark’s face grew serious. There was a single
question that begged his greatest attention. He braced himself and
figured he might as well dive in. “Why did my son Jacob have to
die?”

 


***

 


Through the rip in space a demon slithered
into the light. Ramah focused on the new menace and opened his
wings slightly in response. The demon hovered in the air, waiting
for the rip to close. Then it circled once before finally gaining
its bearings. It turned towards the hospital and began a slow
approach.

Ramah looked at John and then back at the
demon. He slowly walked towards the window, studying the evil
spirit, seeing if it had any wounds, any possible weaknesses. It
was strong, dark, and had long black talons and large fangs,
typical of its kind. It carried with it the stench and smoke of
hell and would be here in seconds. Ramah prepared himself. He
opened his wings wide, looked to heaven and said, “May the Lord be
with me.”

The demon had seen the angel through the
hospital walls and was rapidly flying in to attack. It pounded its
wings faster and faster against the air and, just before it
entered, moved it legs forward to reveal a double set of talons
that protruded from what resembled hooves. Ramah crouched down,
brought his wings in close, and then leaped out through the wall
into the bright sky. He braced his shoulder as he aimed himself
and, a split second before they collided, Ramah tilted his wings
just enough to miss the demon’s claws, smashing violently into its
chest. Both were dazed. Both were falling. Ramah regained his
composure first and lunged at the enemy. The demon recovered before
Ramah could grab it. It spat yellow bile into his face and beat the
angel with a gristly wing as it moved away. Ramah lunged and struck
the demon hard with a closed fist slamming its skull backwards. A
string of green slime fell through the air, along with two fangs.
It shook its head, hissed, and furiously attacked Ramah by digging
into his back with its claws. Ramah grabbed the creature by the
throat and squeezed hard. Both tore at each other, clawing and
punching frantically. The demon tried to grab Ramah’s wings but
they were beating so rapidly, the creature couldn’t get a grip.
Ramah kept squeezing the demon's neck, trying to subdue it.

The demon was relentless, however. It clawed
at Ramah’s arm, twisting its head to bite, but Ramah punched it
again and grabbed at a wing, hoping to break it. The demon elbowed
Ramah in the face. The blow was hard and stunned the angel for a
moment, making him lose his grip on the demon's throat. This gave
it time to rise above the angel only a few feet and then it
violently descended upon him, slamming its hoofed feet into Ramah’s
chest. Ramah plummeted through the air but regained his position
two seconds later and ascended quickly. The demon folded its wings
and dove headfirst. They met in another vicious collision. Ramah
grabbed it in his powerful arms and drew it close to him as he
tried to crush it, but the demon fought violently, kicking and
punching. Ramah reached for its throat again, but the demon
deflected his attempt and scratched at Ramah’s face, opening his
skin. The angel responded with three rapid-fire and powerful
punches to the demon’s face, but the creature, only slightly
stunned, kept coming. It fought with fists, feet, and fury. It used
its wings to beat Ramah and clawed at his legs with its talons.
They hammered at each other furiously, wrestling, writhing, and
punching.

In a moment, both drew back and hovered; they
were damaged, weakened. Each assessed the other’s condition. The
angel was wounded. He had suffered gashes to his side, wing, and
leg. The demon was oozing something disgusting from its neck and
mouth. One of its wings was clearly injured and it labored to stay
aloft. Ramah quickly rose in the air to gain the advantage and
began to descend for another attack but out of nowhere a second
demon struck him from behind. The stunning blow dazed him
momentarily. He heard and felt the grinding crack of something in
his body. Ramah fell, wings unmoving, dazed, in pain, the ground
approaching. Below, another rip in space opened.

Ramah looked down and then back up at the
demons. They were closing fast. He opened his wings but found that
one was damaged and responded weakly.

The gash in the air grew wider. Now two
demons were almost on him. With great effort, he forced his bad
wing to open just enough for him to avoid being caught by the trap.
Agonizing pain seared through his injured wing. It functioned, but
only partially, so he closed it and plummeted downward, trying to
put distance between him and the enemy. His descent increased their
separation, but not for long. All Ramah could do was look for a
place to hide. He glanced in every direction until he found a
church. Would it be a true one? If it weren’t, he’d be defenseless.
With no other options, he plummeted towards it, the demons in hot
pursuit. One of the demons growled in anger as it realized where
Ramah was headed. Both demons flapped their wings harder, narrowing
their bodies as they tried to increase their speed. They were
gaining on the angel, the scent of his blood hot in their nostrils.
Ramah braced himself and within seconds, he had rocketed down
through the roof of the small church into the sanctuary.

Ramah threw his wings open like a parachute
and, enduring the great pain in his bad wing, he braced for impact
and slammed into the front of the church. Two guitars that had been
resting in their stands fell over with a loud clanging. Ramah
crashed into the wall and fell to the floor.

Down the hall in an office, the pastor heard
the noise of the falling instruments. He looked up from his Bible,
waited a few seconds, and decided to investigate.

The two demons descended through the roof and
found Ramah. Almost instantly, they recoiled, in frustration and
fear. This church had the presence of the truth and Ramah lay next
to the pulpit where a Bible had lay open. The evil creatures howled
and retreated up out of the building and disappeared into the sky,
cursing as they fled.

The pastor entered the sanctuary. He looked
around at the empty room and then at the two guitars. No one was
there. Then he walked down the center island up onto the platform.
Two guitars had fallen down.

Ramah lay on the floor next to them, unseen
and injured.

The pastor looked around the room again. He
listened but heard nothing. The guitars were close enough where one
could have knocked the other one over but it had never happened
before.

“That’s odd,” he said aloud. His own voice
echoed lightly in the sanctuary. With one more visual check around
the place and being satisfied that everything was okay, he put the
guitars back in place and then headed down the center aisle to his
office.

“Pray,” said Ramah aloud. “Pray.”

The pastor stopped abruptly and turned
around.

“Pray, please pray,” came Ramah's words
again. He was holding his side, wincing as he spoke.

The pastor listened to the silence of the
sanctuary. He sensed something. It was faint, but he had felt it
before. He knew from experience that sometimes the inexplicable
desire to pray manifested for a reason. Though he was tired and
looking forward to going home to his wife, he thought about
praying. Was it from God?

“Pray,” said the angel again.

The pastor felt another impression. He looked
at the pulpit and then at the musical instruments.

“Pray.”

He walked over to a pew, sat down, and bowed
his head. He did not know what to pray for so he only asked that
God would hear him and that his will would be accomplished. Then
the scripture popped into his mind about how we wrestle not against
flesh and blood but against principalities and powers of darkness.
He began to pray for the will of God to be accomplished in the
spiritual realm as well as on earth. Then a thought entered his
mind about one of the church members who was in the hospital
recovering from surgery. The pastor began to pray for him as
well.

Ramah lay down on the ground and heard the
pastor’s prayer ascend to the Almighty. It soothed him and filled
him with peace. He closed his eyes and rested his head against the
sanctuary wall. The man’s prayers would help him heal quickly.

 


***

 


“Before answering your question about Jacob,
I must first explain something to you, Mark,” said Sotare. “There
is another world, a world about which you are totally unaware. It
is the spiritual world and it is full of beings radically different
from you.”

 


“You mean angels like you?”

“Yes, and demons. It is a world where we can
see you but you cannot see us. It is a world of sights and sounds
of which you have no concept. We can ‘sense’ evil and good somewhat
the way you hear sound, only we can feel it. I tell you this
because you will need to see this world in order to understand more
completely why things happen the way they do, so that when the
answer about Jacob finally comes, you will understand.”

Mark contemplated Sotare’s words carefully,
squinting a bit in concentration as he attempted to fully
understand their meaning. The angel leaned forward. “The spiritual
forces battle over mankind. We fight over all people in an ancient
struggle.” Sotare paused to see how the man was receiving his
words.

Mark wondered what this had to do with
Jacob’s death, but decided to follow Sotare’s lead. “How long has
this been going on?”

“For millennia.”

“How old are you?” asked Mark.

“You could not comprehend it. But, I am older
than the earth. I was created before your world existed, as were
all angels and demons.”

“You mean God created demons?”

“No, he created only good beings. At first
none was evil. But after a while many became prideful and rebelled.
They sought their own glory instead of God’s. Therefore, God gave
them over to the lusts of their hearts and their minds became
darkened and as a result, they became—disfigured.”

“Disfigured?”

“They are corrupted not only in mind but also
in form. They are hideous, evil creatures with varying degrees of
strength, weakness, and abilities.”

Mark felt unsettled and thought about
Sotare’s matter-of-fact explanations. “How could they rebel if they
knew about God? I don’t get it.”

“Because that is what they wanted to do. Like
you humans, we have the ability to make choices. And like you
humans, some angels chose to do evil.”

Mark nodded. It made sense.

“But I need to add that the rebellion began
with one great being. God's first creation was the greatest of all
in power and beauty. It was a magnificent being of light and always
had a direct audience with the Almighty. It was this great being
that first chose to rebel. Some say it was because of its
exceedingly great beauty and power that it became prideful. It is
said that this being took its eyes off of God and looked upon its
own greatness and thought itself equal to the Almighty.”

Mark listened intently. “Is that the
devil?”

“Yes,” said Sotare. “Because of his
rebellion, a multitude of angels followed, seduced by clever words
and that angel’s incredible, splendorous form.”

“They were all angels who rebelled?” asked
Mark.

“Yes. They were angels of different kinds.
When they rebelled, they were cast out of God's presence forever.
They also lost their light. They lost the purifying effect of God's
presence and so there was a kind of spiritual vacuum that resulted
from being given over to their depraved souls. This vacuum was
filled by everything that God is not: lies, selfishness, pride,
arrogance, and rage. But there is something more. They are
evil.”

Sotare looked at Mark with a stern
expression. It seemed that Sotare was looking for the right words,
almost frustrated at not being able to sufficiently convey what he
knew. At least, that's what Mark concluded.

“This evil is not a mere concept. It is an
actual condition, a state of existence that permeates the very
essence of these fallen creatures.” Sotare shifted forward in his
seat slightly and moved his hands in front of him, emphasizing each
syllable.

“Mark, you have no idea how incredibly deep
their hatred is. It is as though evil itself was alive and could be
sensed and experienced…something like when you humans feel a cold
chill slice through your bones.”

Sotare sat back in his seat. His face seemed
angular somehow. It was obvious that he had encountered this evil
he was speaking about since he seemed to drift for a moment as
though he were remembering something significant.

“They abide in darkness. They hate the light.
They detest God. They abhor everything good. They despise what is
right and honorable. They intensely loathe all humans, and they are
completely given over to their own depraved filth.”

Sotare paused again for a moment before
continuing.

“The light of God is purifying. When they
rebelled, they changed. All goodness and beauty left them and they
became evil.”

Mark was listening, hardly breathing.

“We were created in ranks. This means that
there are different levels of angels and demons. Each kind
possesses different strengths and abilities. The higher up in rank,
the fewer there are. It is like an army. What you might call
generals, we call principalities. Colonels would be somewhat
equivalent to princes. The common foot soldiers, so to speak, are
the most prevalent. We call them worker demons because they carry
out the commands of the princes and principalities. It is these
workers that are generally called demons by humans because it is
they who manifest themselves the most.”

“Fascinating,” said Mark, finally speaking.
He was trying to process it all and was momentarily distracted by a
movement outside of the gazebo. There was a bird hopping along the
path towards the house. As he focused on the little creature, he
thought about what Sotare was saying. He hadn’t believed or
disbelieved in all this spirit stuff but now he was faced with it
head on. The bird stopped and pecked at something on the ground.
Then it hopped out of sight behind a bush. Sotare was waiting for
Mark to turn his attention back to him.

“There are demons that cause destruction of
life. Others possess and oppress people, imitating the dead,
whispering into the mind, authoring destructive and deceptive
ideas, false religions, vain philosophies, and helping to motivate
people to rebel against God.”

Sotare shifted in his seat again.

“The fallen ones have been given over to
hatred, so their natures reflect their evil. They act on their
hatred. They are vicious and vile creatures that take perverse
pleasure in expressing their malevolence upon anything weaker than
they. And humans are indeed weak.” Sotare paused before saying,
“Perhaps that is why you humans are of great interest to the
Almighty.”

Mark’s eyes narrowed.

“Spiritual battles occur all over the world
in countless ways. Multitudes of wars have been started at the
hands of demonic forces: murders, rapes, thefts, lying, and all
sorts of evils are due, in part, to the manipulations of demonic
forces upon mankind.”

“Are you saying that all the world’s problems
are due to these things?”

“No. They only help accomplish what is
already in the heart of mankind.”

Mark stiffened. “So I guess you are saying
that we are evil, too?”

“Yes and no. It is a little difficult to
explain. You are fallen. This means that your natures have been
affected by sin, by rebellion. You’re not as bad as you could be.
For the most part, you do okay. You’re not completely given over to
it, but you’re affected by it in everything you are.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Your heart, mind, body, soul, will,
emotions—everything that you are—have been touched by this evil.
Every human I’ve ever encountered has displayed some sort of pride
or selfishness, coveting, lying, or unrighteous anger. On the other
hand, the great majority of you are pretty decent people—from a
human perspective.”

Sotare shifted his position again, marking
his words. “There are wars and rumors of wars. There are thefts and
murders, rapes, deceptions, extortion, and so much more. They are
in the heart of man, and demonic forces need only strengthen what
is already there.” Sotare paused again to see how Mark was
doing.

“You’re not very encouraging. I always
thought that basically, down deep, people were good.”

“Yes, people believe that. And on the human
level, most are good. But true goodness is not measured by man. It
is measured by God, and, compared to God, no one is good, not even
one.”

Mark sighed. “I can’t argue that there are a
lot of problems in the world, that’s for sure.”

Sotare continued, “Yes. Even now, there has
been a battle over you.”

Mark cocked his head quizzically.

“Recall yesterday, when you almost committed
suicide? Do you remember how it seemed that a voice was there?”

Mark nodded slowly, wondering how Sotare knew
that, and feeling the sting of the memory.

“That was a worker demon. It was influencing
you by whispering into your mind. It wanted your death. It had been
sent to kill you.”

Sotare leaned forward slightly and said in a
measured tone. “It is very fortunate for you that he did not
succeed.”

Mark stared motionless and swallowed.

“If you had died, then you would have
belonged to them.”

Mark felt a cold shudder slither up his
spine. “Are you talking about hell?”

“Yes,” said Sotare.

“I always thought that hell was a fable, a
myth used by religions to control people.”

“No. Truth does not control people. Lies
do.”

Mark thought about the words and tried to
shift the topic. “Okay, why doesn’t God destroy all the
demons?”

“That is an excellent question, and one that
we angels have discussed for millennia. But I don’t believe you are
ready for the answer yet.”

Mark was obviously disappointed. “Are you
saying you know why and won’t tell me?”

“I’m saying we think we know why and
you aren’t ready for that answer yet. Perhaps I will tell you after
you have learned more.”

Mark squinted again, annoyance evident in his
expression.

Sotare continued. “The Almighty has given me
instructions to answer your questions and also to grant you the
ability to see the spiritual world.”

“Hold on,” interrupted Mark. “You mean that
God himself told you to come to me?”

Sotare smiled and said, “Yes. Is that so hard
to believe?”

“Well, I mean… God himself?”

“Yes. I receive my instructions from
him.”

“How?”

With a smile Sotare said, “Let’s just say
that we get a sensation, a knowledge that fills our minds.
Nevertheless, you have been given a very rare privilege, even
though you're not one of ours.”

Mark flinched at the last few words. “What
you mean by that, that I'm ‘not one of’ yours?”

“We will answer that later as well. But for
now, I must show you what is around you. Are you ready to see?”

“Hold on, this is a lot you’re throwing at
me. I asked about Jacob and now you’re saying God sent you, you
hear from God, that I’m not one of yours—whatever that means—and
now you want me to see what’s around me. All this is a bit
overwhelming. I’m not tracking you very well.”

Mark wanted Sotare to see his expression,
which was clearly a mixture of irritation and confusion. Then,
after a bit, he added, “What do you mean, ‘see what is around
me’?”

“You are going to see the spiritual world,
the world of demons and angels.”

Mark felt as though he’d somehow been caught
bluffing. “You mean, actually see them?”

“Yes.”

Mark retreated into his seat. The concept of
seeing another world where demons and angels existed and interacted
had never crossed his mind. Science had not quantified or
demonstrated the existence of anything other than the material
world. It seemed incredible, but obviously it was true, since
Sotare was right there. Mark was intrigued. “If you can show this
to me, then I want to see it. I want to see it with my own eyes so
I can believe it is real.”

Sotare approached Mark slowly. “In order for
me to show you, I must touch you. In order for me to touch you, I
must have your permission.”

“Touch me? What do you mean?”

“I need your permission to place my right
hand over your eyes and my left hand behind your head. It takes
only a moment and, when I remove my hands, you will see.”

Mark’s heart beat just a little harder. He
looked into Sotare’s eyes, trying to read them. They seemed sincere
and honest. Nevertheless, he was apprehensive, but after a few
seconds, he decided.

“Yes, you have my permission.”

Sotare drew close to Mark and raised his
right hand, placing it over Mark's eyes. He placed his left hand
behind his head. Mark felt slight warmth. Then Sotare stepped
back.

Mark looked at him and was immediately
shocked. Instead of a man with mixed features, he saw an angel in
long white robes, bare feet, with white hair falling down to his
shoulders. He had huge feathered wings that emerged behind
powerfully muscled shoulders. And the light! There was so much
light. It was beautiful as it emanated from the angel. Oddly, it
seemed to be cut by the leaves and branches as it radiated outward.
Mark was beyond amazed. Sotare smiled and extended his wings slowly
to full breadth.

“This is what I truly look like,” he said as
he slowly moved his wings up and down.

Mark swallowed hard. His mouth fell slightly
open. Sotare was brilliant, majestic. Mark stood stock still, eyes
wide open, hardly breathing. He studied the angel, his light, his
features, his wings, everything. Then, after a short while, Sotare
pointed off to the side. Mark followed and saw another angel.

“I am Nomos, your friend.”

Mark shifted his posture and tensed a bit. He
saw the same angelic wings and frame. Nomos had black hair and was
also clothed in a white robe. A soft light radiated from his body.
He, too, flexed his wings, showing their breadth and strength.

Mark was absorbing everything as best he
could. It wasn’t easy to assimilate this new reality. He took a
deep, soothing breath.

Everything was unbelievably real,
spectacular. He smiled as he glanced back and forth between the two
angels, comparing them, attempting to commit them to memory. It was
wonderful. Then he noticed that everything in his line of sight
looked a little sharper and a bit clearer. He looked at the flowers
and leaves and could see the details of their structure, almost as
though he were looking at them through a magnifying glass; yet they
were several feet away. He smiled. “This is amazing.”

Sotare took a step towards Mark. “My friend.
When you are ready, walk out of the gazebo and look to the top of
the trees. You will see a demon prince and its slave. But I warn
you, they are truly vile creatures, so prepare yourself, and don’t
be frightened.”

Mark took a deep deliberate breath and peered
up through the gazebo roof to the trees but couldn’t see anything.
Sotare walked out from under its roof. He followed. A few feet
outside, he looked up and was instantly horrified. He involuntarily
gasped as he stepped back, almost falling over a bush. Above him
were two creatures that, to him, resembled a grotesque mix of
deformed lizards and dogs. They had dark wings and canine-shaped
heads with fangs protruding from their mouths. Their bodies looked
as though sheets of leathery skin had been stretched over huge,
bony frames. Mark’s heart hammered as unmistakable terror scraped
across his mind, threatening to claim sole occupancy.

The prince realized that Mark was looking
right at it, so it turned to face him and opened its wings slowly,
casting a huge shadow upon the garden. The prince leaned forward,
extended its neck and head, and opened its mouth as it dislodged
its jaw, showing rows of sharp teeth. Mark could faintly hear
popping sounds. With a sudden burst of noise the prince then
growled. It sounded like a human scream mixed with a lion’s roar.
It was so loud and horrifying that Mark stumbled backwards over a
bush and fell to the ground. The prince looked at him as it leaned
forward, still howling. Mark whimpered, frozen with fear.

The prince pointed a long talon at him and
the slave demon leaped forward. Mark scrambled backwards over the
ground. Both Sotare and Nomos threw open their wings and quickly
moved to intercept. The demon abruptly stopped in midair, growled,
spat at the angels, and immediately flew back up to the
treetop.

Mark cowered on the ground. “I don’t want to
see anymore. No more!” He threw the words at Sotare.

The prince slowly beat its wings and ascended
a few feet above the treetops. It raised its hand, pointed a
razor-tipped claw at Mark, and spoke loudly. “Human filth. Do you
dare look upon me? I am Nabal, the great prince! Bow to me! Bow now
or in hell! I claim your soul!”

Mark trembled as he crab-walked backward
along the ground, moaning, almost crying. Sotare moved close to
him, knelt down, and put his hands on Mark’s eyes.

The vile monster continued, “I will eat your
flesh while you scream in agony. You will die by my hand! Your soul
is…”

Sotare removed his hand from Mark's eyes. The
angelic vision was gone, as was the demonic voice. Mark looked and
saw Sotare as a man again.

He could scarcely breathe. His chest hurt. He
was clenching dirt in his fists as he sat on the ground. A branch
from a bush poked his back, scratching his skin, the pain finally
beginning to intrude into his consciousness. After a few seconds,
he began to shake.

 


***

 


John and Kathy were talking about the surgery
when a hospital worker brought in some food.

“Hi, Robert,” said John with a smile. “Kathy,
this is Robert. He’s been bringing me food. He’s my favorite person
here, except you, of course.”

“Just doing my job, John,” he said with a
smile. “Here is some more delicious hospital food for you.
You make sure you eat every last bit so that you can heal up and
get out of here.”

“Delicious food? What? Have you been holding
out on me?”

“You bet. If we give you the good stuff, you
might want to stay. And from what I hear, the nurses really want to
get rid of you.”

“Naw, that isn’t it. You just don't like the
competition.”

Robert chuckled. “I guess you have me figured
out.”

Kathy stepped aside while Robert helped John
get in position to eat. When Robert wasn’t looking, John nodded
towards the food and made a disgusted face at Kathy. She
smiled.

“You eat all of it. It’s good for you,” said
Robert as he walked back over to the door. “You stay away from
those nurses now, you hear?” He vanished into the halls.

“I like him,” said John.

“He seems like a nice guy.”

“He is.” John looked at the food. “My side is
hurting a lot less this morning.” He paused and surveyed the food.
“Yuck… which bland concoction do I eat first?”

“That’s great. I knew you would heal fast.
You always did.” Kathy looked around the room at the machines that
were hooked up to her father. They seemed like a mysterious blend
of technology and science fiction. She didn't understand what they
were doing or what half the numbers meant on the glowing screens.
But it comforted her to know that there were those who did
understand. She looked at her father, who was easily handling the
meal.

“Are you hungry or are you forcing yourself
to eat?” she asked.

“I’m starving. I'm so hungry, even this stuff
tastes good.”

His voice was crisp and clear and so were his
eyes. He winced slightly from the pain when he shifted in the bed,
but ignored it.

Outside, two worker demons approached slowly.
One of them was wounded slightly from the recent battle with Ramah.
But it was still in good enough shape to be a dangerous threat.
They moved effortlessly through the wall and landed on the floor of
the hospital room. They hissed at John and Kathy, who were
oblivious to their presence.

John was the one they wanted to kill but if
they could also injure Kathy, it would be a great delight to them.
But how could they do it? One demon walked over to her in the chair
and placed its grotesque mouth within inches of Kathy’s face. While
staring into her eyes, it took its left hand and placed it over her
chest. After a moment, the demon smiled. “She’s safe.” It then
extended its long tongue into Kathy’s head, just above her eyes.
She sensed something very slight and shifted her position in her
chair. She felt a little uneasy. The demon withdrew.

The other creature was already bending over
John and was examining him closely. It placed its hand over his
chest and after a moment, recoiled, almost as if its hand had
gotten too close to a flame. It growled softly.

In front of John was the food. There were
eggs, Jell-O, toast, and water. The creature considered how it
might use the food to choke John to death. It looked at the dull
knife used to spread jelly, but it was plastic and useless. It
looked over the instruments, the IV tubing, and the
patient-controlled anesthesia-delivery system. It moved over to the
bag and studied it. If it could manage to override the
dosage-delivery valve, maybe the morphine John used sparingly would
pour into his vein and do the job.

 


The first demon was watching the electrodes
that were connected to John’s chest. The connection was low
voltage.

“Difficult,” said the first demon.

“Yes,” said the second. “But we must follow
Nabal’s orders.”

Both demons looked around. The second got an
idea. “Can you pierce the veil?”

It looked at John. “His presence may prevent
me.”

The second looked at John, growled, and then
said, “You must try. You must cross. Use your talon to slice the
line and blow air into it. If the air can be forced into his vein,
he might have a fatal embolism.” The first agreed by nodding, then
it moved over to the IV line. It would be very difficult.

The wall between the spiritual and material
world is formidable. Very few things can pass between them, so
manifesting a physical effect is extremely difficult. However, it
can be done, in a manner the demons called “piercing the veil.” The
veil was the barrier between the spirit world and the physical one.
It was so difficult to manifest and affect the physical world that
they preferred to interact with humans primarily through
possession.

The first demon extended its sharpest claw
and placed it just above the IV line going into John’s arm. It
lowered its head and relaxed its wings. The second demon waited as
the first concentrated. It strained for a full minute before it
gave up and gurgled under its breath in displeasure.

“Together,” it said.

The second demon moved towards the line and
extended its claw. Both creatures brought their weapons to bear on
a single point. They concentrated, trying to feel the fabric of
space, hoping to stretch it and break through. Their breathing
slowed. Both closed their eyes. Then, at almost the same time, they
opened them slightly, focusing on the tips of their claws on the IV
line. They pressed slowly, very slowly, only to have their claws
pass through the line without damaging it. The second demon
growled.

Both glared at John. “If only we had a
medium,” said the first. “Is there one in the hospital?”

The second stood upright and looked around
through walls at the people on different floors, hoping to find a
medium demon attached to a human. “I see none,” it said after a
minute.

Directly affecting the physical world is very
difficult, especially without the help of channelers, or those who
have given themselves over to darkness. But they had to try. They
always tried. Neither one of them wanted to face Nabal’s fury if
they failed to carry out their superior’s orders.

Both looked around the room carefully to see
if they had missed anything. There was no other demon to help them
and no demon-possessed human nearby through whom they might
possibly work their evil. “I fear that we must call Nabal,” said
the first.

The second weighed the comment carefully and
responded with a soft fearful gurgle. Nabal was a great force and
it was best to stay out of its way. But the prince had commanded
them to destroy John. He was vulnerable in the hospital and they
wanted no more prayers coming from him. If Nabal were summoned and
could not destroy John, his insane pride might bring the demons
under punishment. However, if they did not call on Nabal and the
prince found out later that they failed to inform it, they might
suffer an even greater punishment. Both demons knew the risk was
great, either way.

“I will call,” said the second. The first
stepped back.

The creature opened its wings. It took a
clawed hand and scratched its own chest until black blood ran,
glistening against its leathery skin, the drops hissing and smoking
like acid where they fell onto the floor. It dipped its finger into
the blood and raised it high. “Prince Nabal. We, your slaves,
beckon help to aid in the destruction of the enemy. Oh great and
powerful prince, your presence is needed.”

Far away, Nabal turned its head to the
south.

 


***

 


Mark was still recovering on the ground.
Sotare knelt down beside him and placed his hand upon Mark’s chest.
“It is over. Be calm. Rest.”

The fear inexplicably diminished. Mark looked
into Sotare's eyes and realized that the angel had the ability to
calm him. It gave him pause enough to blink the tears out of his
eyes and catch his breath. But the memory of the gruesome creature
was horribly seared into his mind. Every recollection of it
threatened to ratchet up his fear, but Sotare was there with his
hand on Mark's chest, calming him. Finally, after a couple minutes,
he was able to get up. He put his hand out in front of him. It was
shaking.

“What was that thing?” he said, his
voice trembling slightly as he brushed the dirt from his pants. He
didn’t look up to the treetops.

“That is Nabal, a prince who is a very
powerful and evil force. It has wounded many angels, including
Nomos.” Sotare looked at Mark's face, analyzing his expression,
trying to determine how he was handling the vision. He could tell
that Mark would be all right, so he waited. Finally, after a single
long and deep breath, Mark had regained his composure enough to ask
a disturbing question. “How many more of those are there?”

“There are many more workers than prince and
many more prince than principalities. The principalities number in
the hundreds, the prince in the thousands, and workers are in the
millions.”

Mark knew he would never again look at the
sky or the clouds or the trees the same. He would always wonder
what was behind them, in front of them, or in them. He would always
wonder if he was being watched or if some demon-possessed person
loitered nearby. It was not a particularly encouraging
revelation.

“It seems that my quest for answers isn't
turning out how I thought it would,” said Mark.

“Sometimes, truth isn’t very polite.”

Mark started to walk towards the gazebo.
“That thing was hideous.”

“Let me ask you something.”

Mark looked at Sotare.

“Do you really want truth, no matter
what?”

Sotare’s question gave Mark pause. After a
few moments, he processed a possible answer. But first he had to
think about how much truth he really wanted, especially after what
he just saw.

What was he really after? Mark
wondered. He always wanted answers. But this, this was
nothing like he expected.

What is truth? He asked himself. Do
I really want truth, absolute truth?

Mark thought about it for a bit. He had been
presented with an incredible opportunity to learn but he knew it
would probably be frightening to take advantage of it. He looked
Sotare in the eyes as he continued to think. He wanted truth but,
at the same time, he just wanted to rest, to avoid the difficulties
that his knowledge of the truth might bring.

“People like their self deception,” said
Mark.

Sotare nodded.

Mark thought for a moment more and realized
there was only one answer. “Yes,” he said. “I want the truth, no
matter what.”

“Good.” Sotare motioned for them to walk into
the gazebo. Mark led the way and sat down. Sotare sat down opposite
him.

Mark thought for a moment, a bit surprised
that he was as calm as he was so soon after the vision. “Kathy
won’t believe any of this. She already thinks I'm losing it and if
I tell her that I spent my time in the garden, talking to an angel
who showed me demons, she’ll really think I flipped, especially
since neither of us has really believed in this God stuff
before.”

“What do you believe now?”

The question penetrated his heart more deeply
than he expected. The memory of the grotesque prince was still
clear in his mind and even though he could no longer see Nabal, he
knew it was watching him. If Nabal was real and Sotare was too,
then there was a God and that meant there was a whole new world of
truth to learn about.

“It's all real. I definitely believe it now.”
After a pause, Mark looked at Sotare warily. “What is to prevent
the prince from killing me?”

“They have limits. It isn't that easy for
them to destroy human life in a direct physical sense,” said
Sotare. “They cannot cross into this world except under the right
circumstances.”

“What do you mean?”

“They are spirits. This world is
physical.”

Mark narrowed his eyes slightly as he
listened.

“They try different approaches. One way is
through possession. If they can inhabit a human, then they can do a
great deal in your world. But normally, they influence people more
subtly using suggestion and manipulation of circumstances and use
people under their control. Some of the more direct ways of
influence are through cults, those involved with things as séances,
channeling, trying to contact the dead, and drug use where altered
states of consciousness are induced. This makes people much more
susceptible.”

Mark was fixated on Sotare’s words.

“But most often, the demonic forces carefully
and persistently work with average people, trying to influence them
little by little. They don’t always want to kill them because they
want people to get others to become deceived as well.”

“So, they are really active, then?”

“Yes,” Sotare answered. “Demonic forces are
everywhere.”

“Does it happen very often, this demonic
influence thing?”

“Quite often. People desperately want to feel
good about themselves, even if it means believing a lie. They want
to hear things that appeal to them. They want to gain influence and
be in control. So the evil forces use people’s desires against
them.”

“How? I mean, can they read people’s
minds?”

“No, but as I said, they’re clever.”

Mark shook his head. “This is a lot to
handle. I mean, it’s like we are puppets.”

“Not at all. You are free to make choices.
It’s just that the choices you make aren’t informed and since one
of the best tools of the enemy is to be unseen, you remain ignorant
of his tactics and can be easily influenced.”

Mark sat back against the seat. He took a
deep breath and slowly let it out.

“I guess ignorance is not bliss.”

“That’s right. You don’t have to know
everything, just the right things.”

“And what are those right things?”

Sotare smiled, “You’ll find out later.”

“Figures,” said Mark. “Okay, so, apparently
you want me to know about the spiritual world and how demons work.
Why?”

“Because you wrestle not against flesh and
blood, but against powers and principalities of darkness and
because it is best to know your enemy so you don’t fall into his
traps.”

Mark paused for a moment and considered
everything Sotare was saying as he concentrated on the angel’s
face. Sotare could tell he was thinking so he waited. Finally, Mark
asked.

“Do people find God?”

“That is a very good question, Mark. It is
the right question. But let me say that many think they find him
when they are actually finding demonic imitations. That’s why we
angels have an expression: ‘Humans enjoy their deception.’”

“That’s a rather dismal saying.”

“Yes, it is. Sorry, but people don’t always
want truth. They often find ways to believe what makes them feel
good, even if it is wrong.”

“Okay, so what about angels, do they manifest
themselves to people as well?”

“Yes, we do. It’s obvious, since I'm speaking
to you now.”

Mark smiled. “You got me on that one. But
does it happen very much? I mean, have I met angels before without
knowing it?”

“Yes, you have.”

Mark wasn't as surprised as he thought he
would be. “I have?”

“We are able to take on human form very
easily. Sometimes you will meet strangers who might tell you
something you need to hear, or help to change the course of your
day, or prevent an accident or something like that.”

“How often does that happen?”

“Not very often, Mark. We aren't going around
manipulating people. That isn’t our intention. For the great
majority of the time, you run your lives as you see fit, without
our influence. But there are times when you meet angels and are
completely unaware of it. In fact, last month you met a person in
the parking lot of a store. He asked you for directions to get
somewhere.”

“Yeah, I remember that. The guy spoke so
calmly to me. I liked him. I even told Kathy about him.”

“That was an angel. He was sent to delay you
so you wouldn’t be involved in a car accident.”

Mark cocked his head back. “Really?”

“Yes.”

“Was I going to be killed or injured?”

“That, I don’t know.”

Mark shifted in his seat, punctuating his
lack of comfort with the idea of potentially being injured.

“Was that angel you?”

“No.”

“How do you know all this?”

“Let’s just say that we know it when we need
to.”

Mark half smiled as he shook his head. “Well,
I guess I won’t look at people quite the same anymore.”

Sotare smiled. “Don’t worry yourself about
it. There aren’t angels behind every tree.”

“Just in front of them,” said Mark as he
looked at Sotare.

He nodded in agreement. “We angels work in
the physical world as well as a spiritual one. It gets kind of
complicated to explain, but when people pray, things happen, and
because of their prayers, we are sent to fight against demonic
forces in the spiritual realm.”

“I guess it's like a giant war game, isn't
it?”

“In a sense, yes it is,” responded
Sotare.

“And the demonic forces are out to get
us?”

“Yes.”

Mark finally had enough nerve to look
nervously up at the treetops.

“Please, let me assure you that they cannot
harm you, at least not easily. You see, even a prince or a
principality cannot arbitrarily take a human life. If that were the
case, there would be chaos everywhere. But the Almighty has set
boundaries beyond which they cannot pass.”

“Wait a minute,” said Mark. “Earlier you told
me that a demon was trying to get me to commit suicide but that it
couldn't do anything except that which was already in me,
right?”

“That's correct.”

“And, the only reason it was able to work as
well as it did was because I had already contemplated killing
myself.”

Sotare nodded.

“But, I only thought about suicide once or
twice in the past few weeks and each time I rejected it.”

“But it was there, wasn't it?” asked
Sotare.

Mark thought about it for a moment before
admitting the truth. “Yes.”

Sotare’s smiled compassionately.

“But, how could a demon do that? How are they
able to influence us?”

“They are spiritual beings and so are you.
Although you are housed in flesh, your flesh is not all that you
are. When you die, you continue. Your spirit continues apart from
your body. It is in your spirit, that part of you that exists in
both the physical and spiritual worlds, that the demons are able to
influence you. Workers do this by exploring the mind and whispering
in the ear. They strengthen in you what is already there, that part
of you that is evil.”

Mark’s face went sober. “Are you saying I'm
evil?”

“No. Saying you are evil and saying a part of
you is evil, is not the same thing. You humans are different from
us. We angels do not have rebellion in our hearts. We do not have
fallen natures. We hear directly from God and we carry out his
will. But you do not. You see, God is perfect and pure. Therefore,
that which is contrary to God is not perfect and it is not pure.
Your desire to commit suicide was an evil desire, a desire that did
not come from God and was contrary to God’s will.”

The words stung a bit but they were spoken
with tenderness and without accusation. Mark recognized that Sotare
was not condemning him, just speaking the truth.

“To murder one's self in order to escape
frustration, inconvenience, or difficulty, is an evil act because
it is against God’s purpose and will. That is the only reason an
evil creature could get as far as it could with you, because of the
evil that was already in you.”

“That hurts.” Mark sat up straight. Even
though he could plainly hear the gentleness in Sotare's voice, he
felt like a child who had just been reprimanded. “I guess you’re
right about truth. It isn’t always easy.”

“Truth is what conforms to reality,” said
Sotare. “Truth removes the lies.”

Mark shifted his head slightly.

“We humans are capable of great evil in the
world, aren't we?”

“Yes, you are,” responded Sotare. “But you
are not as bad as you could be, and you are capable of great good
as well.”

“That’s nice to hear.” Mark relaxed for a
moment. Sotare’s words weren’t exactly comforting, but they rang
true.

“I hope I have not upset you,” said Sotare
softly.

Mark looked out of the gazebo at some random
bushes. “I hate to admit it, but you haven't said anything I don't
already know. We may think that we are pretty good, but I guess
when I look deep down in my soul I find that I'm not as good as I
thought I was.” He looked back at Sotare.

“True, and that is a good thing to know. Do
you mind if I repeat something?”

Mark nodded.

“The standard of what is good is not found in
humanity. It is found in God because God is absolute and
unchanging. He is the standard by which good and bad are judged.
Anything that deviates from him is not good. It would follow then
that the average person’s sense of right and wrong is skewed
because it is based on his own preferences or the particular moral
direction that society happens to have at the time.”

“This is important,” Sotare said with
emphasis, “you must understand that feelings and personal
preferences are not what determine truth. You don’t create your own
reality, nor do you create your own truth. You don’t make reality
go away if it is inconvenient. You must face it because truth is
tied to reality, and reality is independent of you. Therefore,
truth is independent of you.”

Mark was obviously straining a little to keep
up.

“Think for a moment. Whether or not you know
that there is a 1907 ten-dollar gold coin buried ten inches under
your feet has no effect on whether or not it is there.”

Mark looked down. “Is there one?”

“Yes. You didn’t know it, but now you
do.”

Mark looked back to Sotare.

“The wise seek truth, no matter what it is.
The foolish hide from it and seek their own comfort or try to
distort truth to suit their own desires. Don’t be a fool.”

Mark listened. He could find nothing wrong
with what Sotare was saying, even though he didn’t like it all that
much.

“And what of the prince? What is he doing
now?”

Sotare looked to the treetops. Both the
prince and the slave demon were gone. He looked at Nomos, who had
been standing guard.

“They left a few minutes ago,” Nomos informed
Sotare.

“They are gone,” said Sotare to Mark. “We
don't know where they went.”

“That doesn’t sound good.”

“You’re learning.”

Sotare looked at Nomos then back to Mark. He
was breathing slowly and a little hard. “Are you tired?”

“A little. This is taking a lot out of me.”
He glanced out into the garden again.

“You enjoy your garden, don't you?”

“It’s my reality check,” responded Mark with
a smile as he looked at the trees and bushes. “The garden has
always calmed me. I love it out here. It’s my refuge.”

“You need a rest.”

“I’m okay.”

“You need a rest, Mark. You haven’t eaten for
hours. So I will disappear for a while.”

“No, please don't go. There is so much I want
to know.”

“I understand, but you need rest and food.
Please go into the house and get yourself something to eat and then
relax. It will be dark in a few hours and we can talk more this
evening.”

“I'm okay. Really, I can understand how you
would be concerned for me, but I'm fine.”

Sotare smiled. “I have only your best
interests at heart. Please rest. After you eat, lie down on the
couch. You’ll fall asleep and when you wake up, we’ll talk
more.”

Mark frowned and gritted his teeth
slightly.

“I’m going to disappear now. Ready?”

Mark just stared at him. With that, Sotare
vanished and Mark stared into empty space. There wasn't much he
could do, so he sat there for a minute in quiet stubbornness before
he finally got up and headed for the house. His stomach
growled.

In the kitchen he made himself a large
sandwich, grabbed some chips and a glass of ice water, and went
into the living room. He sat down on the couch and clicked on the
TV. There was a basketball game on, but it didn't interest him. It
seemed so mundane now in light of recent events. He flipped through
the channels and stopped to listen to the news for a few minutes.
The reporter was on the scene of a shooting at a drug house. He
then commented on the unsolved killing of a woman. Behind the
reporter, Mark saw some trees and wondered if any demons were
there. Everything was so different to him now.

More news. There was a famine in an African
country and civil war in a Central American country. It was
depressing. He pointed the remote at the TV and turned it off with
a firm click. He finished his sandwich as he thought about
Sotare.

What a day.

He downed the rest of his water and decided
to prop his feet up on the couch. He laid his head on a pillow and
closed his eyes. Within seconds, he fell asleep.

Beside him Sotare stood, guarding him.


Chapter 4

 


 


The space around Nabal seemed to bend as the
powerful creature moved through the blackness of the spirit world.
The slave demon was barely able to keep up, straining hard to not
suffer the wrath of its master should it fall too far behind. But
the prince was unconcerned with the frailty of its slave. Instead,
it was intent on answering the call of the worker demons.

In the hospital, the two fallen angels
waited. They glanced at one another in fearful expectation of the
arrival of the prince and watched John and Kathy, who were
oblivious to their presence. The first demon cursed the man in the
hospital bed.

John and Kathy talked about Mark and about
Kathy's mother, who had passed away two years ago. John spoke of
his hobby of building model airplanes, and, of course, his church.
It was mostly chitchat, nothing too serious because Kathy did not
want to burden her father with anything weighty. She realized that
he was tiring and still in some pain, as his eyelids slowly grew
heavy and he winced slightly, clutching his side occasionally as he
adjusted himself in bed. She felt bad for him.

“So, are there any eligible bachelorettes at
your church?” asked Kathy, trying to make small talk. She knew her
father still missed her mom and she was trying to humor him a
little. “You’re a handsome man and I’m sure you have to beat the
women off with a stick.”

“Actually,” responded John in an
overconfident tone, “I was thinking of getting two wives. I don't
have enough time to train one to do everything I need so I figured
that if I got two, then maybe I might have better luck.”

Kathy lightly smacked him on the arm as she
smiled. “Well, why don't you get three?”

“I couldn't handle three right now. I need to
heal up first. Maybe after a month or so I can start looking. After
all, I…” He stopped abruptly.

“What is it?”

John stared at her. He sensed something. “I
don't know. I just feel funny.”

“Do you want me to get the nurse?”

“No. It isn't that. It's more like a…” He
paused and looked at her, carefully trying to decide what to say.
“It’s more like a spiritual thing.”

Kathy slumped her shoulders. “Oh Dad, I
thought it was serious. You scared me.”

Outside the window, an ominous, evil creature
glided towards them. Nabal had arrived. The demons bowed low to the
floor.

 


Preceding the monster was the stench of death
and decay and it reminded the demons of The Cavern. Nabal billowed
its wings to slow its descent and skillfully folded its wings as it
slipped through the wall. It crouched slightly to fit in the
confines of the hospital room. The slave demon remained outside,
hovering. The two demons cowered in a corner.

“Master,” said the first. “We need your
strength. We are too weak to accomplish your commands. We are your
servants and bow before you. Great One, the enemy is weak and
vulnerable, and we knew that such an opportunity is best used by
such a one who is as powerful and wondrous as you are. Therefore,
we fearfully requested your presence.”

Nabal accepted the sycophantic flattery, then
looked at the second creature, which still crouched with its head
bowed almost to the floor. “You are fortunate that I do not crush
you for summoning me away from my prey.” Nabal stepped towards
John, and the two demons quickly bowed lower.

“Something's not right,” said John to Kathy.
“I can't explain it, but I feel as though… as if something
bad…”

“It’s probably the antibiotics and the
narcotics they’re giving you,” interrupted Kathy. “Let me get a
nurse.”

“No,” he said as he put his hand on her arm.
“It isn’t like that.”

John knew that she would not be able to
relate to what he was sensing and, even though he was concerned, he
was also cautious about saying too much to her. She simply wouldn’t
understand. Besides, maybe she was right. After all, he did have a
lot of medicine running through him, and it could be playing tricks
on his mind.

“Maybe you’re right,” he said. “This old body
can't handle these newfangled medicines.”

Kathy nodded approvingly and relaxed a bit.
He smiled as he tried to reassure her, but he could not shake the
feeling. He suddenly had the urge to pray but he could not because
Kathy began to talk to him. She was trying to distract him.

“Dad, I've been concerned about you being all
alone in the house without someone else there. I know you've told
me you’ve been fine, but I really want to know how you’re
doing.”

John realized that he could pray after she
left, so he decided to engage her in the conversation.

“I'm doing great. I have my model airplanes,
volunteering at the church, working in my garden, and worrying
about you.” He smiled.

“You and Mark and your gardens, he's just
like you and loves to putter the hours away out there.” She knew
that was one of the things that first drew her to Mark, an obvious
attraction born from seeing her father work in his garden when she
was younger.

“Yes, he's done a fine job. I still remember
the first time I found out he also liked to garden. I knew he was
the right man for you. That was all that mattered.” John smiled.
They had had this conversation before, and he liked to lovingly rub
it in that he knew Mark was going to be her husband before she did.
Kathy rolled her eyes as she smiled. They continued their loving
banter.

Nabal moved closer to John. It examined both
of them but focused on him. Neither of them knew that pure evil was
only a few feet away, watching them, lusting after their
destruction. Nabal leaned down to John’s face and opened its fanged
mouth very close. It exhaled slowly. Then it turned to Kathy and
put its hand over her chest. It bent down close to her ear and
whispered, “I will pull the flesh from your bones and drink your
blood.” Kathy broke from her conversation and shivered
slightly.

“What is it?” asked John.

“I don't know. I just felt a chill.”

It wasn’t a chill, but that was the best way
she could describe it.

“Probably a vent open or something,”
responded John.

Kathy didn't answer. She couldn’t shake the
odd, uncomfortable feeling that was mixed with a twinge of anxiety.
She wondered momentarily if there was something more to her
father’s feeling of unease than she realized.

Nabal saw the IV bag that was dripping into
John's arm. The first demon began to speak very carefully, raising
its head only high enough to look at Nabal’s feet. “Oh Great One,
we thought that if we could force air into the veins of this mortal
creature, it might cause his heart to stop.” With that, the demon
returned its head to a downward position.

Nabal considered the possibility but only
after first examining the room carefully. The electronic devices
only reported information. They were useless. The antibiotics were
not potent enough to harm him, even if the prince could manage an
overdose. It looked at Kathy. She hadn’t been cultivated for use so
Nabal dismissed her. There was nothing suitable. It realized that
the first demon was right.

Without confirming the demon’s
recommendation, Nabal raised its clawed hand towards the line that
led into John's arm and drew its face close. Piercing the veil is
difficult even for a prince, but it could be done. Nabal grasped
the line with two talons and extended a razor-sharp claw from its
other bony hand. Both the demons crouched, motionless. The prince
closed its eyes, feeling the line, sensing its existence. Its
breathing slowed and, after a few seconds, it opened its eyes to
focus. Then it moved the tip of its talon forward slightly. The
fabric of space around it sliced open and the tip of the razor
sharp talon emerged into the room.

If John or Kathy were to glance at the line,
either would have seen only the tip of Nabal's claw. But the prince
had selected a place where it dropped down beside the bed, so it
was not visible to either.

Nabal aimed at the soft plastic tubing,
moving slowly, pressing its claw onto the plastic. The line tugged
slightly. Nabal carefully tried to keep it as still as possible so
as not to draw attention, and managed to press it against the bed
frame. Then the tip of the claw began to compress the plastic and a
visible dent formed. Nabal moved deeper into concentration,
ignoring external noises and movements as it slowly and inevitably
ensured its ability to pierce the line. The small indentation was
growing, deepening. Soon, the tube would give way under the
pressure. The next step would be to force air into John’s veins
with its own vile, poisoned breath.

There was a knock at the door. John and Kathy
looked up.

“Come in,” said John.

A man stuck his head inside.

“Hi, Pastor Tim,” John said with a smile. He
tried to sit up a little but the pain prevented him.

“Hi, John. I was at church and I had the
strongest urge to pray and then you came to my mind. Since the
hospital was on the way home, I thought I would stop by and see how
you're doing.”

The two demons shuddered and stared at their
master, who was deep in concentration, eyes closed, breathing
slowed. They moved along the wall, away from the door, and towards
the window.

“I’m doing great,” said John. “Oh, this is my
daughter, Kathy, who I was telling you about.”

Kathy stood up, walked around the bed, and
shook Pastor Tim’s hand. As she did, she passed through Nabal’s
body and noticed that odd chill again. She ignored it.

“You are as beautiful as your father said you
were.”

Kathy threw an embarrassed look at her
father.

“Well? It's true,” said John.

Tim was smiling. “It really is a pleasure to
meet you.”

Nabal was having difficulty forcing its claw
into the tubing. The pastor’s presence was weakening its
concentration.

“It is nice to meet you, too,” said Kathy.
“My father has mentioned your church many times.”

“Yes, and he has mentioned you as well. We
have all been praying for you and your husband.”

Kathy shifted her weight. She felt uneasy
about strangers praying for Mark and her. “Thank you,” she said
politely and let it go.

“Well, look,” said Pastor Tim as he picked up
on her body language. “I don't want to disturb you two but I really
did have a burden to pray for you, John. Can I do that quickly and
get out of your hair?”

“Of course. I’d love it. Kathy, do you
mind?”

“No, I don't mind. I can go outside in the
hall and wait.”

“You don't have to leave,” said Tim. “If it
makes you uncomfortable, please feel free to go out but, well, I'm
sorry. Maybe this isn't a good time.”

“Oh no,” said Kathy. “It's fine. I'll stay
right here. I guess prayer never hurt anyone.”

With that, Tim and Kathy moved back towards
John. She went to her chair and Tim moved to the bedside. As they
did, both inadvertently passed through the same space in which
Nabal was standing. The demon prince shuddered.

“That’s strange,” said the pastor. “I just
felt a chill.”

Kathy and John looked at each other.

Nabal was deep in concentration, but
faltering.

Pastor Tim gently grabbed John’s hand. “I’ll
make it fast.”

The two closed their eyes and Tim began to
pray. “Lord, I lift up John to you right now and ask that you would
protect him and guide him as he heals from this surgery.”

The prince reeled as if it had been struck.
The tip of its claw slipped back into the spirit world.

“Please let him recover fully and completely
so that he might serve you once again. We thank you that you have
given us this hospital through which you have worked your healing
hand and we give you thanks for your everyday provision. And Lord,
please protect John and Kathy from evil as well…and draw her to
yourself. In Jesus’ name, Amen.”

The pastor’s prayer reverberated into the
spiritual realm and ended with a seismic shockwave produced by the
mention of the Savior’s name. Nabal shuddered as if it had been
violently struck. The two demons cowered and backed away. Nabal
shook its head trying to clear its mind, and then in an instant,
realized what had happened. Nabal had been in immediate proximity
of a pastor’s prayer. The prince threw its head back and roared.
The two demons had been backing away, but now they both leaped out
through the wall, trying to escape the inevitable wrath of the
immense demon. Nabal was enraged and opened its jaw full-breadth,
jutted its head forward, and shrieked deafeningly into the hospital
room at the pastor. Kathy felt an uncomfortable wave pass through
her, but she said nothing. The pastor and John had both stopped
talking as well, and were both looking at Kathy.

The prince lunged out through the window. The
two demons were trying to escape, beating their wings rapidly,
fearfully glancing behind them. They flew as fast as they could,
but the prince was faster. They split into different directions.
Nabal focused on the closest demon servant and with lightning
speed, fell upon it and grabbed it, instantly changing direction to
find the other, which was still flying frantically. Nabal crushed
the throat of its victim and grabbed its wings. With a single
movement, it broke them both and threw the wounded demon downward,
racing towards the other.

The second growled in terrified defiance,
drastically changing its direction, hoping to escape Nabal, but it
could not. Each time it dodged, Nabal followed. The demon ducked,
but Nabal kept up. It flew upward and bolted to the left, but Nabal
tackled it in midair with a thud. The demon screamed but its shriek
was cut short by the crushing pressure of Nabal’s talons piercing
its throat. The demon shuddered violently and beat Nabal with
flapping wings. The prince responded by immediately breaking both
its wings and ripping a gash in its chest. The demon gurgled;
frothy black blood erupted from its mouth. Nabal brought its face
close and peered into yellow eyes until their glow faded. When all
movement stopped, Nabal loosened its grip and the demon fell
downward, disappearing into the earth.

Then the prince turned its gaze upon its own
slave demon, who had fallen behind but was now approaching. It
bowed its head in submission as it hovered in the air, awaiting its
fate. Nabal considered crushing its frame, but thought it best to
let it be, only because it liked having a slave nearby. The prince
turned towards the garden and flew, the demon following at a safe
distance.

 


***

 


Mark opened his eyes. The room was dark
except for the light from the TV. There was a war movie on. He
immediately felt sad as he realized the futility of fighting and
killing and wondered about demonic forces again. He stretched, sat
up, picked up the remote and clicked the TV off. The room was dark
except for the faint shadows cast from the streetlights outside. He
looked at the clock on the wall and could barely make it out. It
was just past 8 p.m. Then it hit him. “Wait a minute. I turned the
TV off earlier.” He looked around. “Sotare?”

Nothing. He sat there. “Hello?”

Still silence. Mark’s scanned the room.

“How am I going to tell Kathy about this?” He
picked up his glass and plate, went into the kitchen, and put them
in the sink; then he headed to the downstairs bathroom to freshen
up.

In the mirror, he saw the same man he had
known for so many years. But he wasn’t the same anymore. Sotare had
changed everything. He ran some water and splashed it on his face.
It felt good. He looked in the mirror and watched the water drip
off his chin.

 


After he dried his face he decided to head
for the garden. On the way out, he glanced at the TV. It was still
off. At the entrance to the kitchen he stopped and listened
carefully to the empty quiet of the house. The solitude was almost
palpable. He missed Kathy more than ever.

He turned his attention to the garden, he
said, “Here we go,” and headed out the back door. It was cool and
comfortable outside and as he looked up at the stars he took a
fresh pleasure in seeing their light. The moon was almost full and
a soft breeze moved through the trees. Mark headed down the
familiar path and approached the gazebo.

Sotare was waiting.

Nabal was also waiting in the treetops,
watching Mark walk from the house to the garden.

“How do you feel?” asked Sotare as Mark
casually entered the gazebo.

“I feel fine, rested.”

“Good. I am pleased.”

“Did you turn the TV on?”

“Yes, to wake you.”

“Thanks.”

Mark sat down opposite Sotare and smiled. “So
you angels can turn things on and off?”

“Yes and no. Since I’ve been granted the
privilege of appearing to you, I’ve also been granted a few other
abilities. Pressing a button on a remote is one of them.” Sotare
smiled.

Mark was rapidly tapping his right index
finger on his thigh; then he chuckled lightly.

“Yes?”

“Sorry, I just find it amusing that I walked
out here to the garden and casually sat down here with you, an
angel, and it seems so natural. It’s unbelievable, yet at the same
time so real.”

“I guess it isn't every day that you meet an
angel and see demonic forces, is it?”

“You got that right.” Mark shifted in the
seat and then asked in a measured tone, “Is Nabal back?”

“Yes.”

Mark looked up and was glad he couldn’t see
anything.

Nabal stared down at Mark and drew its head
back as it thrust its chest forward. Then it convulsed as if it was
choking on something. With a single jerk, Nabal spat forcefully.
Green bile hurtled downward. “Bile!” said Nomos.

Sotare stood up quickly and turned to face
Nabal. He saw the spittle heading towards Mark. He raised his hand
and blocked it, then flicked away the mess remaining on his
hand

Mark saw Sotare unexpectedly stand and turn
as he raised his hand. “What was that?” He asked.

“Nabal spat at you, and I blocked it.” Sotare
lowered his hand and Mark could see a wound in the palm.

“Are you injured?” asked Mark.

“It's nothing. It will heal within
minutes.”

As Sotare sat down to face him again, Mark
studied the blistered hand of the angel and couldn't help but
wonder how much Sotare would be willing to suffer for him. “I
thought you said it couldn’t hurt me,” said Mark. “So, why would
you block it?”

“It would not have injured you. I stopped it
because it is a great insult to have bile spat at you. You are made
in the image of God and the spit is really an insult aimed at God.
So, I stopped it.”

Mark raised his eyebrows. “I don’t get it.
God’s image?”

“Mankind is the creation of God. You are made
in his image—not a physical image, since God is not a physical
being. You are made in his spiritual image in that you can be
rational, think, love, hate, make choices, and such. This is why
all people should be shown respect…because they reflect God’s
image.”

“That’s like from the Bible, right?”

With a smile, Sotare added, “Because you are
made in God’s image, to honor you is to honor God.”

Mark knew there was a lot to learn.

 


***

 


“Thank you for spending time with us, Pastor
Tim,” said John

“I'm sorry I stayed so long. Heck, it’s
almost been an hour. I was only supposed to drop in, not invade
your family time.”

“You didn’t invade anything,” Kathy reassured
him. She didn’t mind the conversation. After all, the visit had
helped her to see that Tim was a good man, even wise. She liked him
and considered talking to him about Mark.

Maybe another time when the opportunity was
right, she thought.

He stood up. “I hope our spiritual time
didn’t bother you,” Pastor Tim said to Kathy apologetically.

“Not at all. I've heard it all from my father
for the past few years, ever since he got religion. It doesn't
bother me.”

“Well, I'm glad. You’re very gracious.”

John chimed in from the bed. “My daughter
doesn't believe in all of this God stuff, Pastor. But she's a good
girl.”

Tim looked at her, “If only a tenth of the
things your father has said about you are true, then you’re a
wonderful woman.”

Kathy smiled politely at the pastor, but gave
her father a look of slight embarrassment.

The pastor moved towards the door. “I know
you’ll be up and around in no time, John. It looks like you are in
good hands.” He smiled as he looked back at Kathy and said,
“Goodbye.”

“Yes, I'm in the best of hands,” said
John.

The pastor grabbed the door handle and began
to open it, but he paused. Both John and Kathy waited for him to
say something. He stood there for about ten seconds, motionless.
They watched him, both curious, glancing at each other, and then
back to him.

The pastor turned around to face John. “Uh, I
am not sure…but I…I have a feeling that something significant is
going to happen.” He looked at Kathy. He let go of the door handle
and took a few steps towards her. Bewildered, Kathy stared back at
the pastor, who was obviously trying to figure out what to say. He
looked into her eyes.
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