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Neteru Compound Glossary of Terms
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“May I look upon my soul and my shadow.”
—The Egyptian Book of the Dead
The Compound
Sixteen years after the Armageddon
The demon was so close now that she could feel its icy breath on her neck. Sarah Rivera swung her bedroom lamp at it as she lurched toward the door, yanked it open and dashed into the dark hallway. The corridor was longer than it had ever been, as though something unnatural had drawn it out before her so that she could never reach the end of it to get to safety.
Running hard, she focused with all her might on the tiny emergency exit light that now seemed miles away. That beacon was the only source of illumination in what had otherwise become pitch blackness. Shadows loomed and stretched around the faraway light as though mocking it, mocking her, dimming its effectiveness as she reached out toward it.
Then, as if the air around her had become molasses, her legs suddenly felt heavy and mired in a sticky goo of atmosphere, making her struggle just to put one foot before the other. She tried to scream, even to call for her mother or father, but no sound came out.
Pure panic gripped her as she saw her best friend’s bedroom door ajar. Tami would help her. They could fight this beast together.
Sarah slogged through the density that clung to her legs and thrust her way through Tami’s open door. Tami was standing in the darkened room, hands on hips, face wearing her usual smart-ass smile. But her friend’s eyes weren’t right. They weren’t Tami’s eyes. They were the eyes of the demon!
The bedroom door slammed behind Sarah with a loud bang. Instantly the entire room went pitch black. Not even moonlight shone through the window. Sarah’s scream began in the pit of her stomach but never reached her throat. Her heart slammed against her breastbone. She could hear things moving in the dark, circling her, stirring the air.
In the next second, she was awake.
Sarah sat up quickly in the dark, panting. She immediately reached for her nightstand lamp and clicked it on, covering her heart with a hand. A slight sheen of perspiration made her tank top and panties cling to her body. The sheets around her were in a tangle about her legs, and she flung them off her. The pillows were gone from the bed, cast to the floor during the nightmare.
Almost in tears, she leaned forward and rubbed her temples, feeling like her bedroom was closing in on her. Her head ached in a strumming throb. This was the third nightmare in a week. She was tired of trying to convince her mom and dad that the dreams had nothing to do with the stress of taking placement tests for school. Each time the demon in her dreams got closer. Tonight it had gotten too damned close. That had to mean something. It all felt too real.
But it annoyed her to no end that her parents were always so preoccupied with their own lives and problems that they could never seem to make time to really listen to her or to take her seriously. Other people had problems, too. They weren’t the only ones in the world going through hell.
If she were psychic, like they were, and had a daughter who was slowly coming into her extrasensory powers, like they did, she would make the time to listen. She was sure of that. But they didn’t. Sarah frowned. They claimed she had performance anxiety and then blew her off. Maybe it was easier for them that way. Who wanted to deal with a kid who had issues when you had more important stuff to address?
Sarah let out a forlorn sigh. She could hear her father’s voice booming inside her brain like low, rolling thunder. She leaned forward and clasped her hands on either side of her head. Yes, she could hear them. They were somewhere in the compound…. Were her parents fighting?
She threw back the covers to completely untangle herself and easily navigated her way through her semi-darkened bedroom to yank on some sweatpants and her sneakers.
Their words were hard to make out, but the urgency in her father’s tone was unmistakable. Never in her life had she heard her dad sound like that; never had she experienced hearing someone so clearly inside her head. She needed to get closer.
She slipped out of her bedroom and quietly made her way down the hall, still jittery from the all-too-recent nightmare, barely noticing the blood-red moon outside her window.
She had only gone twenty-five feet when she saw her brother, Alejandro, sneaking out of his own bedroom.
“Pssst,” Sarah said.
Al gave a quick start and whirled around to face her. His surprised expression turned into his normal glower once he saw it was her.
“Don’t do that,” he whispered furiously. “What’s your problem?”
“Did you hear it?” Normally she only had biting comments for her irritating twin brother, but not tonight. She was glad he was there with her.
“You heard Mom’s voice inside your head, too?” he asked, still frowning.
Sarah shook her head. “Just Dad…what’s up?”
“They’re fighting,” Al said, stating the obvious. “Never heard ‘em go at it like that before, though. This isn’t one of their normal arguments.” He glanced down the hall. “I’ll let you know if I find out anything.”
They stared at each other for a moment. For once she wished her brother would just drop his defenses and be on her side. He was a telepath just like her. If they teamed up, they could find out what was wrong faster. Most times Al didn’t seem to be able to do that. But this was so much bigger than who was supposedly their parents’ favorite or who was demonstrating special abilities first, or any of that other craziness. Sarah briefly closed her eyes and bit her bottom lip, trying to find a way to reach her twin. When she finally looked at him, she could feel the wall Al always kept between them beginning to crumble.
“Please, Al…can’t we do this together? I’m really worried.” She held her brother’s gaze until he looked away. “What if they’re breaking up or something?” she finally whispered, hugging herself. “I didn’t hear what Dad was saying…I felt it.”
Al ran a hand through his hair. “When I heard Mom’s voice, it was like glass shattering inside my chest. I need to get closer so I can hear what’s going on.”
“You mean so you can eavesdrop,” Sarah said dryly, and as soon as she said it, she wished she hadn’t.
“Yeah, well, then why are you out here?”
“I know. You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m just used to sparring with you, but tonight…”
“Exactly. And that’s why I don’t wanna be around you,” he said, folding his arms over his chest. “You judge people, Sarah. But whatever is going on with Mom and Dad is more important than whatever you think.”
Al smirked when she had nothing to say in response. Sarah scowled as he turned and began creeping down the hall again, then sighed and followed. It was better than nothing.
She and Al had long since learned all the back service corridors and stairwells of the old hotel that their parents had converted into a mountain safe house for their family sixteen years ago. In fact, all the Neteru Guardian team members lived there as one big crazy combination of blood relatives mixed in with warrior friends for life that shared no actual blood ties—uncles and aunts were more titles than real biological links. But it didn’t matter. They were still considered family. All the kids grew up like brothers and sisters or functioned like cousins under the same roof. All of them had long since learned their way around the property, unbeknownst to the often battle-distracted adults, and had spent hours of play going through the secret passageways of the old hotel.
So, getting to the war room unnoticed—where they suspected their parents were—would be a piece of cake. Or would have been—until Tami opened her bedroom door and joined them in the hallway.
“What’s up?” Tami said after a brief yawn, looking at them with a curious smile.
It always amazed Sarah how Tami’s great figure could make even a pair of cut-off sweats, a rumpled tank and a bed-head ponytail look good. Her best friend stretched, yanked the scrunchie off her long, dark-brown hair and tugged it into a tighter updo, and then put her hand on her hip. Her curious hazel eyes were lit with mischief, and that, combined with the hypnotic stare that she’d inherited from her once-vampire mom, always made resisting her questions a hard thing to do. “C’mon, guys, spill.”
“This is family business,” Al muttered. “You should go back to bed.”
Sarah glanced at her brother. It was odd how even when he was being snarky toward Tami, his tone softened.
Oblivious, Tami just looked at him for a moment as if he had lost his mind. “My BFF here mentally called me, so don’t you tell me to—”
“I didn’t call you,” Sarah said quickly.
“Sure you did,” Tami replied. “Here.” She tapped her temple with a finger and gave Sarah a wink.
Yeah, Sarah thought. Ever since her cool older cousin Ayana—or Yaya, as she was always called—who was nineteen years old to her fifteen, had gone off to school, she and Tami had been soul-linked like that. If she was ever in trouble, Tami would know it and vice versa. That was how it had been with her and Yaya. If ever she felt bad, down or blue, Yaya just knew it and came to her with all the right words and a well-timed hug. Sarah swallowed hard, trying to hold back the emotions that might make her voice quaver.
Now she and Tami were connected just like she and Yaya had once been, which was more like twins than she and Al. They’d said one day Yaya would be her mother-seer in a battle compound. But Tami was so different from Yaya. And Tami was also different from Sarah herself, even though in all truth, Sarah had to admit that Tami was her best friend. Still…Tami had an attitude with an edge; Yaya had a soothing gentleness that wrapped around any wound you brought her to inspect.
Her parents fighting downstairs made the ache for Yaya blossom within Sarah’s chest. She missed Yaya so much. She wished things between her and Al were different, too. But it was what it was. Sarah looked at Tami, silently begging her to just leave things alone.
“T,” Sarah said, exhaling heavily, “our parents are fighting…and it sounds bad. We’re going to find out what’s going on.” She glanced at her brother, who’d already started down the hall. “I’ll be back.”
Tami looked concerned but just gave her a quick hug and then made the call me sign. She slipped back into her room while Sarah hurried after Al.
They took the back way, which ran behind what was now the war room before heading down two flights of stairs. Sarah tried her best to ignore the forms cavorting in the dark corners. The shadows seemed especially playful tonight. Actually, she called them playful, but she had never bothered to find out what they wanted. Her mom and grandma said they were harmless and that being able to see what was really in the shadows was all a part of her second sight. Some gift. But since no one else in the house could see them, she didn’t really want to know what these eerily stretching shapes meant. Right now, she stayed close to Al as she hurried past them and ignored the fact that they seemed to be laughing at her.
She and Al stopped outside the war room and splayed their hands against the wall for better reception.
“They didn’t even seal the room,” Sarah said in awe. She turned and looked at her brother. “It’s wide open to a telepathic siphon.”
“More than that, I bet if we try hard enough we can get an image to come into our minds,” he said, closing his eyes. “They must be really pissed to leave themselves vulnerable like that.”
Her brother’s comment chilled her. Sarah closed her eyes, straining to hear.
The twins fell silent once more, losing themselves as they tuned in to the voices just beyond their reach. Sarah felt her hands almost become one with the paint on the service corridor exit walls, her awareness drowning out the sound of her heartbeat and that of her brother’s. Muddied voices soon gave way to clarity. She could feel the impact of the emotions like a gut punch first, and then the sound came after it, like a Doppler effect.
“I don’t give a rat’s ass, Damali!” her father shouted. “I don’t want those kids going to the Academy until we find out who or what is snatching bodies! Some agent of evil is kidnapping students, snatching these kids out of thin freakin’ air! We forced the Armageddon, Damali, and made it come early. So now who knows what the real timeline is for the return of the ultimate evil? What about that ain’t clear?”
Sarah’s and Al’s heads snapped around, and they stared at each other, eyes wide in shock. Their father was no longer speaking to their mother in his normal controlled diction. He’d lapsed into hard slang and his Spanish accent was now getting thicker by the second the more upset he became. That always happened when her dad went ballistic.
“Bodies?” Al mouthed. “Kidnapping students!”
Sarah shook her head frantically. She didn’t want to know what they were talking about. Her father had said someone—or maybe it was actually something—was out there kidnapping people from school. Snatching bodies? Where, how, how many kids were missing? It was so horrible she wanted to just turn away from the telepathic eavesdropping. This had been a bad idea. But curiosity won out as Al pointed to the wall and they both went back to listening.
“You have to have faith…and they aren’t babies any more, Carlos,” her mother was saying, her tone firm but calm. “Sooner or later the kids have to learn to battle the same things, if not worse, than we fought.”
“What? They’re only fifteen years old. All of ‘em—every kid in this compound! That thing we chased back to Hell during the Armageddon was not supposed to surface for twenty-one years! Every telepath we know said so. And now—”
“We don’t know that’s what it is, Carlos. It doesn’t have to be the ultimate evil, it could be—”
“They aren’t ready, D!”
“You mean you aren’t ready, Carlos. And that’s why they have to go to the Academy—to learn how to fight what will be coming for them a few short years from now.”
“They don’t have to go while the school is in crisis, Damali. That’s all I’m saying.”
“That’s all you’ve been saying since they hit puberty and started presenting their talents. I told you then it was time for them to go into intensive training with the others, but you wouldn’t listen to me. Now they’re—”
“You and I both know these kids are special, D. They aren’t like the kids from other Guardian compounds—they’re from the Neteru squad and need a few more years of individualized attention.”
“Just stop it, Carlos. It’s now or never. I’m just as worried about them as you are, and I love them just as much as you do. But as their mother, I know we can’t take them to the next level as parents. To keep them here is to handicap them, and I won’t allow that. Not with what they’re facing as their destiny. They have to get the intensive talent training, all day, every day, plus all the regular stuff, like history, technology, math, science—everything that we don’t have time to teach. How are we supposed to do that while we’re out in the world battling everything that goes bump in the night? The closer it gets to the return of the Unnamed, the more we’re seeing demon raids on innocent humans. Am I wrong? So when will we be here at the compound to keep them safe, huh? When will we be able to take time to keep them sharp on how to slay vampires, how to take down a werewolf or how to behead any number of hellhole vermin without getting nicked? When you figure that part out, Carlos Rivera, you let me know. Until then, they’re going to the Academy.”
There were two beats of silence, and she imagined her father standing there, his face getting a little red, eyes slowly turning silver, and fangs lowering, which happened whenever he got annoyed—tonight he sounded way more than annoyed.
“And what?” her father finally said. “I’m not ready to have my only baby girl and my only son snatched down a damned demon hole!” His voice was rising again. “Is that wrong? Am I out of line for feeling parental concern?”
Sarah nearly gasped aloud when the strong surge of her father’s anger, frustration and, to a lesser degree, his fear pulsed through her. All of a sudden her mind’s eye snapped completely open in a way it never had before. Suddenly she could see the inside of the war room. She and Al must have gotten in sync and now were concentrating together so hard that their powers had combined to show them what was going on beyond the wall. Never in her life had a vision exploded inside her head like this one did.
Her father was walking in a tight circle, gathering ammunition, picking up shells and a shotgun, as well as stuffing his vest with grenades. Her mother was at the door, arms folded, blocking his exit. They weren’t breaking up. They were having a standoff. But it was clear that he was going demon hunting tonight no matter what her mother said to him.
Her father was in rare form. Tall, muscular, caramel colored, with short dark hair and dark eyes that were flashing fire. Although they were arguing, she could see the look of appreciation in her mother’s expression as she watched him pace angrily around the room. But her dad was no pretty boy, handsome as he was. Beneath his normal city street charm as her uncles called it, there was no mistaking that demon-killer instinct lurking just beneath his surface. Something had detonated that in him tonight. She just wished she knew what it was. Bodies were missing? Whose? What had grabbed them? No wonder he was flipping out. Plus, the reminder about her own and her brother’s destiny to fight evil made her weak in the knees. She didn’t want to be a demon hunter! Not now, not ever.
Her dad was a warrior, merciless when protecting his own. Vampires were, by nature and reputation, ruthless—and her dad used to be a vamp before he went into the Light. That was no secret. Everybody in the family knew it, all the other Guardians knew it, and it was the thing that gave him a little extra street cred when he told people he had a bad feeling about something. She just wondered why her mom wasn’t listening to him about something as important as this.
Puzzled, her palms moist against the wall, Sarah strained harder to hear. It just didn’t make sense. If her dad wanted to defend them all against something terrible, then what was her mom’s problem? Legend had it that her dad had taken the word ruthless to a whole new level while in the Dark Realms. She’d seen the vamp trait of being ice cold when it came to revenge in both Al and Tami, but the ruthless gene seemed to have skipped her entirely. Sarah let out a soft sigh. She definitely took after her mother and was more prone to diplomacy rather than brute force.
Well, at least Dad hadn’t totally dropped fangs yet, she thought. Even though her Mom had told her long ago that, technically he wasn’t a Vampire any longer, at least not since he’d been pardoned by the Light, some things were still fused in his DNA. His fangs were one of those leftover things from his past, like his temper. When her father’s fangs started showing at full length, it was a sure sign he was about to blow.
“Then let’s do a sweep, me and you—as Neterus,” her mother finally said, tucking a Glock nine-millimeter in the waistband of her fatigues. “If we can shut down any demon portals that have opened up near the school, then they go. But we cannot home-school these kids forever until all evil in the world is vanquished. That just isn’t a part of their destiny.”
Sarah and Al glanced at each other once again. They had long gotten used to hearing about their “destiny” and the war they would inherit as their parents’ children.
It was common compound knowledge that, sixteen years ago, just before she and Al had been born, the world as everyone knew it had come to an end. To hear their parents tell it, everything had changed big time. It was hard to imagine a world different from the one they now lived in, but within all their lessons and as a regular part of the conversations around the compound, everybody referred to the secret war that had gone on for centuries between The Light and the Dark Realms. Then all of a sudden the battle had come to a head because their parents chased the darkness into the depths of hell, and the Armageddon—the last battle—hit the streets, where normal humans finally saw what had gone unseen for eons. Governments fell, economies crashed…. She could feel Al’s question forming in his head just like it was forming in hers—was it happening all over again, but this time earlier than the prophecies foretold?
Back then, pockets of humanity had eventually returned. But if another huge war like that broke out, what would people do? Food was already scarce, disease was rampant, people fought like animals for clean water and anything that would make life bearable. Her family said that living in the world as it was now was like living in a nightmare. For months now, leading up to her planned departure for the Academy, she’d been having horrible nightmares…the kind her mother and Nana said would pass, but their eyes told her differently. They knew something was wrong, too.
Just like she’d always been able to feel things a little deeper than the others could, right now the hairs were standing up on her arms. What if their destiny was here now? What if evil wasn’t going to wait until they were twenty-one? That was what nobody else in the compound seemed to get. Sarah covered her heart with one palm and squeezed her eyes shut tighter. Her heart felt like it was slamming a path out of her chest. This whole destiny concept wasn’t going to be fun—it would be bloody and terrifying, as far as she could tell. Besides, what if the evil that missed them the first time was now on a rampage, snatching kids from school in search of the Neteru compound brood? They were so not ready to go to war, to be any kind of heroes, much less to save the world.
But then again, what was she going to do, stay home alone while her parents were off fighting demons and the other kids were at school? At least at the Academy there’d be safety in numbers. Sarah said a silent prayer. Please, please, God, don’t let the Armageddon be happening again.
Most of the survivors of the Armageddon lived in colonies established by the new world leader, who her parents said was an agent of the Antichrist. It was forbidden to mention his name, because according to Nana Marlene, words and names had power, especially when spoken by those with supernatural strength. Regardless, those colonies were strictly governed and fiercely protected. But not everyone chose to live there. Not everyone trusted that new leadership. Her parents clearly didn’t.
But what could be going on outside their little oasis, if her parents and aunts and uncles had driven evil back to the Dark Realms years ago? Where had the students and staff gone missing from—in the little-town colonies around the compound? At the Academy itself? It was all too bizarre.
It didn’t seem likely they could be attacked here. Sarah repeated the facts to calm herself now, the same way she would when she had bad dreams. She had to relax; she was just freaking herself out.
Her dad had used his powers to relocate them to the Greenbrier Hotel deep in the Appalachian Mountains. It was well-hidden and inaccessible except by air or by energy transport. All the roads leading to it had been destroyed in the war. It was from here that all the adults in the family continued to fight against any remnants of the Dark Realms, alongside other guerrilla Guardian colonies around the world. But here, home, was supposed to be safe. It was. It was. It really, really was.
An uneasiness crept through Sarah as her brother turned away to continue listening. Her parents weren’t just regular Guardians of the Light—they were Neterus, the highest level of warrior, chosen as the leaders by all other Guardians. And their children’s destiny training was supposed to begin at the Academy, the secret, exclusive school set up to train the best warriors of the Light. How could the place that housed kids from all the Guardian teams all over the world not be safe?
But from her parents’ argument, it was clear that trouble was brewing at the Academy. Bodies. They had mentioned bodies. If that was true, then maybe she and Al weren’t going to get the chance to learn slowly or to get a little older before taking on the Dark Realm, or even get to meet other Guardian kids their own age. Maybe it meant they would get thrown right into combat or something equally bad. All her life she’d dreamt of just having a chance to be normal, not to have to live in hiding… maybe be around other people besides her relatives. Now it seemed like maybe none of that would happen.
That sucked.
Sarah glanced at her brother. Al would jump at a chance to carry weapons and blast demons. She could feel the excitement coursing through him, and it made her sad. Even if they didn’t like each other very much, she still loved him and didn’t want to see him dead. Resigned, Sarah closed her eyes again and touched the wall.
“Okay,” her father was saying when she tuned back into her parents’ conversation. “We do a sweep tonight, then. My main concern is that the Morrigan could be involved. If that’s true, we’re screwed.”
“If we’ve gone up against the Unnamed One and the entire Vampire Council,” her mother argued, “then I’m not afraid of the Morrigan.”
Sarah gasped, and Al cut her a sharp look to be quiet. But didn’t he get it? The legends they’d always heard about, the history they had been taught over and over, was coming to life!
The Morrigan might be involved in this…fallen Guardians who used their talents for the dark side. They were as bad as Vampires, as far as she was concerned. From everything she’d ever been told, the Morrigan would do anything for favors, extra human comforts, and for power to lord it over people who were stuck in controlled colonies. Sarah jerked her attention back to her parents, both hearing them and seeing them in her mind’s eye. Now she really had to know what was going on.
“I never said anything about fearing the Morrigan,” her father snarled, his fangs cresting in anger. “I said we’re screwed because they know our ways, knew our defenses before they fell…know about the Academy. They can hurt our children, Damali.”
Her father paced away from the munitions tables and raked his fingers through his hair. “Now kids are missing, Guardians are being picked off one-by-one. If we don’t find this bastard now or find out who’s actually doing his dirty work and how…”
History and legend were coming to life right before her eyes as their parents prepared for a night raid. Al and Sarah glanced at each other again, knowing that their dad was now talking about Zaphon, although nobody used that name for him anymore. All Guardians knew that Zaphon was still a threat, but they were always told he wouldn’t surface until they were at least twenty-one years old. Her parents had breeched Hell to drive him back where he belonged and had badly injured him, which was what kicked off the Armageddon early when his dad found out.
But what if the Dark Realm had discovered a way to heal him early? What if, because her parents had forced the Armageddon early, this was the real time when it had been meant to happen—well before she and Al were ready to deal with their so-called destiny to fight in it?
Horrifying thoughts took flight inside Sarah’s head. Panic made it hard for her to breathe.
“Carlos,” her mother said, her voice soothing, and Sarah wondered how her mom managed to sound so calm. “I know you wanted to smoke the beast’s heir before he claimed power over the world, but you just might have to accept the fact that maybe it’s our children’s destiny to handle that, not ours.”
Sarah felt like she was about to pass out for a second. It could not be her and her brother’s destiny to go up against Zaphon. She didn’t care what they’d been told all their lives about destiny. She’d never thought that meant Zaphon. No, no, no, no, no.
“I’m not accepting that philosophical bullshit, Damali!” her father shouted, pointing at her mother. “It’s my job as their father to give them a leg up and a safer world!”
You tell her, Dad, Sarah whispered inside her mind, squeezing her eyes shut tighter.
“You did. We did,” her mother said firmly. “But we are not God, not by a long shot.”
Her father stopped pacing, placed his hands on his hips and let his head drop forward wearily. It was a while before he looked up at her mother again. When he did, his expression was softer, and there was a different kind of intensity in his eyes. Sarah let out a short breath of frustration. This was the way all their fights seemed to end—her mom just broke her dad down with relentless, tenderly stated facts, and he wound up kissing her. It was the most inexplicable magic she’d ever witnessed. But she was conflicted that her mother had employed the tactic tonight. Feeling torn, half of her emotions wanted to go to school, the other half wanted to wall up in the safety of the compound until whatever was kidnapping students was found. But who wanted to be stuck at home when there’d be a chance to meet other kids her own age, regardless of the danger?
Tomorrow they were supposed to be leaving to start their first year at the Academy. Left to their father’s opinion on the matter, none of the kids in the compound would ever leave home—especially not her and Al.
“You are my angel,” her dad said softly, going to her mom.
Al let out a huff of breath and shook his head. “Aw, man, here they go,” he muttered in a hard whisper. “Skip all that and get to what’s kidnapping people, will ya?”
“Technically, Dad is right,” Sarah fussed under her breath, giving Al a sidelong glance. “She’s part seraphim, part Powers level angel.”
“You are so stupid. That’s not what he meant.” Al turned away from her, shutting his eyes tighter. “Geeze, where did they get you from?”
Their father slid his arms around their mother’s waist and pulled her in tight, then buried his face against her neck.
Sarah pulled back from the wall. “This is private, Al…we shouldn’t—”
“Shut up and listen,” he said between his teeth. “If you’ll be quiet, maybe we’ll learn where they’re going.”
Tentatively Sarah leaned closer to the wall, not sure she wanted to see the depth of her parents’ affection for each other. It was enough for her to know that the argument wasn’t leading to a breakup, but seeing them kiss was not something she felt comfortable with. To her relief, they were just hugging each other. Her mom’s arms were draped around her dad’s neck as though he could solve all the problems in the universe. And if her mom believed that, she sure did. Sarah could feel herself relaxing as her father’s voice rumbled low and deep and calm.
“I just wanna be sure my family is safe, baby,” he murmured against her mother’s hair.
“It’ll be all right, Carlos,” she told him.
“We’ll take a few Hunter and Warrior class Guardians. Big Mike, Rider and Yonnie. In and out.”
“In and out,” her mother echoed in a more relaxed tone as she stroked his back.
“I’m going, too,” Al whispered, suddenly turning toward Sarah and breaking her trance.
“Are you crazy?”
“Look, I wanna know what bodies they’re talking about. If it’s happening at the school, that must be why Dad is so bent.”
Al turned to leave, and Sarah caught his arm.
“Bent. Bent? Do you want to see Dad drop fang when he finds out you snuck out after them? Have you completely lost your mind, Al?”
Al shrugged out of her hold. “You’re just chicken shit, Sarah. Afraid of the dark. Admit it. But if they think fallen Guardians could be in on this, plus kids are missing at school and Guardians are getting snatched…I’m in. This is my chance to see some real live action. I’m not like you, satisfied with sitting on the sidelines and afraid of my own shadow. Mom and Dad left themselves open enough psychically for us to put a light tracer on them—that never happens, okay. This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Stay here if you want, but I’m going.”
Sarah cursed silently to herself as he strode off. Al was always such a hothead! Always wanting to jump in feet first, no matter what the consequences. He never appreciated the fact that she could always, ever since they were little, feel whenever something terrible was going to happen to him. That was a burden. Didn’t he understand that? To know as sure as you knew your own name that something tragic was looming over someone you loved—but not knowing what to do about it—was crazy-making. Telling him only seemed to make him bolder. Telling her parents only made him resent her when they insisted he be careful or revoked his grounds privileges. And tonight… She had such a bad feeling about tonight that it put gooseflesh on her arms.
Dammit, she could feel her own incisors lengthening. Her brother always knew how to push her buttons. Why did she have to inherit fangs from her dad instead of her Mom’s angel wings!
Calling her chicken shit and afraid of the dark was definitely one way to send her to Def-con 5—mainly because it was true. Her stupid brother had no idea how much she was afraid of both the dark and her destiny or the very valid reasons why. They’d all said that when she was born, she was the one who’d come out crying and fighting mad with her fists balled up, and he was the calm one. Go figure. But that all changed when the shadows started scaring her as a toddler. Al didn’t see the stuff she could see lurking in the darkness. So, yeah, the last freakin’ thing in the world she wanted to be was some demon hunter. She hated working in the dark, night-vision capability notwithstanding. She’d seen enough by fifteen years old—had seen things in her sleep that haunted her with all the lights on. It didn’t matter that Nana Marlene said it would pass. But she’d never give Al the satisfaction of saying all that tonight.
“You’ve never flown at night by yourself, jerk!” Sarah finally said between her teeth, jogging to catch up to her brother’s long strides. “And they are so gonna kick your dumb ass.”
Smirking, Al gave her a casual shrug as he walked away. “I’m not gonna fly alone. Uncle Yonnie is going, so by rights, me and my best hombre, Valencio, got this.”
Panic raced through Sarah as her brother bound up the steps and disappeared.
Missing Guardians, the Morrigan, a midnight mission—and now her brother was running off into the night like he was crazy to watch her parents fight demons or possibly their worst enemy. This night was going from bad to worst.
And unfortunately, she had to do something about it.
Sarah ran back up the stairs and down the hall to Tami’s room. She needed reinforcements. None of them were ready. They needed training. And now her brother was leaving the compound with their cousin Valencio on an unauthorized run like he’d lost his damned mind!
Tami opened her bedroom door and waved Sarah in before she’d even reached it.
“What gives?” Tami said, looking at Sarah with wide-eyed concern. “You’re seriously stressed out. I could feel you ever since you hit the bottom of the stairs. Are your folks really headed toward splitsville?”
Sarah shook her head and pushed her hair up off her neck. “They were arguing about letting us go to the Academy.”
“What?” Tami asked, stunned.
“Apparently there’ve been kidnappings at or around the school, and some rogue Guardians have gone missing.”
Tami’s jaw dropped. “Get. Out.”
“Yeah, and my parents are going to investigate new demon portals near the school, and my stupid brother and Val are going to follow them!”
“Are you serious?” Tami said, grabbing Sarah by both arms. “That is so cool! I’m in.”
“Wha—No that is not cool. It’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard in my life!” Sarah said, struggling out of her best friend’s hold. “Our parents are going to go down a freakin’ demon hole to bust things up!”
“But think of it, Sarah… what a rush,” Tami said, looking like she was in rapture from the idea alone. “And since we can’t fly because we didn’t get blessed with wings like the guys did, we can be Al and Val’s navigators.”
Sarah slumped in defeat. There was no arguing with Tami when she got like this. Her mother had been a vampire for forty years, they said, before she got her life and soul back. Add to that, Uncle Jack Rider’s wild personality and you got a kid as crazy as Tami. So much for being the voice of reason and stopping Al from doing something dumb.
“All we have to do is get beyond the compound energy safeguards so we can mind-link with them. You link to Al, I’ll link to Val. It’ll be insane!”
Sarah folded her arms over her chest. “Yeah. It is insane. One problem. Al will never let us tag along.” It rankled her to no end that her brother had thrown out the challenge that she was too chicken to go knowing that she really was, and yet if she tried to go, she knew he’d tell her she couldn’t. It would serve him right if she did force the point and showed up with Tami.
Tami folded her arms over her chest. “He has no choice. It’s called extortion. Either we go with them, or we blow the whistle on the whole mission.”
Sarah smiled slowly. Having something to hold over her brother’s head did have a certain charm to it.
“He’ll be so pissed,” Sarah said, grinning.
“Uh-huh,” Tami said, going to the door, her answering grin saying she knew she had hooked Sarah with the one thing she couldn’t resist. “So we all go or nobody goes.” She held the door open. “After you.”
***
“This is complete bullshit!” Al said through his fangs as he yanked his black t-shirt over his head.
He so got on her nerves. What a jerk. Why all the compound guys wanted to be like him and all the girls had wanted him at one point or another was beyond her. Her brother was cocky, arrogant and a royal pain in the behind. He got in trouble and stayed there. So what if he was tall, lean and muscular? Who cared if his skin looked like gold under the blood-red moon? Good looks and ability weren’t everything. It sure didn’t beat brains at a time like this.
She watched her brother run his fingers through his thick, soot-colored curls like he didn’t have a care in the world. He glared at her, his dark eyes an intense replica of her father’s—like that mattered. He wasn’t her dad and couldn’t tell her what to do!
He flexed his shoulder blades and forced out huge, pristine white wings, his eyes going silver in the process. It just wasn’t fair. Al had gotten the good looks and the wings to go along with the superior telepathic ability and fearlessness. He was the perfect combination of their father’s vampire and mother’s angel DNA. Her twin brother had clearly robbed her in the womb, leaving her with an unruly mop of brown curly hair, a flat chest, a complete lack of curves that her mother claimed was an athletic build, mediocre telepathic ability and fangs that only popped out when she was angry. Oh, yeah, plus there was some freaky attraction between her and stuff in the dark. But at least she’d come away with all the common sense.
And since, as her dad always said, “fair exchange was no robbery,” it was her recurring mission to keep her out-of-control brother in check. Tonight was definitely one of those times. She was not going to stand by and let him kill himself and take Val out right along with him. If she did, without at least putting up a fight, she’d never forgive herself. But why did she always have to make sure Al didn’t do something stupid? Maybe the better question was, why did everyone in the compound, especially her mom and dad, always expect her to look after her brother like it was her job or something?
But more than she was furious at her brother right now for putting her in this position, she hated that he’d lured her over to the other side of the light barriers that kept the compound safe and into the dark. She never went out at night.
“You all are not coming,” Al said, pointing at her as he walked closer to the edge of the cliff. Then he issued Tami a sexy vamp stare. “Tell my sister to stand down and get out of my face.”
Tami’s response was a smirk, which only seemed to piss Al off even more. Tami was the only one who didn’t fall at his feet when he turned on the macho charm. She was more likely to kickbox him instead. There was no one who could get under his skin more. Yes!
Anger flared in her brother’s eyes. “I’m not kidding!”
Tami held up her hand. “Save it, fly boy. We’re coming.”
Al clenched his teeth and turned to his best friend, who merely casually yanked his white t-shirt over his head with a shrug. It was clear that Val was taking a neutral position; as the peacemaker, he always did.
“Man, why don’t we just chill and let them navigate? What could it hurt?”
“Whatever, man,” Al said, giving in, and looked out over the edge of the cliff, waiting for Val to step up beside him.
Sarah stared at Val, pleased when he gave her a secretive wink that her brother didn’t catch. Val was always on her side, a private victory to be savored. Any lingering resentment she had for her brother fled when Valencio flexed his shoulders and spread his own wings. They stretched six feet on either side and were a gorgeous amber that glistened under the moonlight. He was part vampire from his father’s side and part Valkyrie, courtesy of his mother. The combination was awesome. If there was any guy who could challenge the great Alejandro Rivera in the looks and body department, it was Valencio. And he also seemed to have one additional thing that her brother didn’t, and that was brains.
He was as tall as Al, but with exotically dark brown skin and a deep, mellow voice. His eyes reminded her of rich milk chocolate, and his smile was…wow. A little hint of fang added a pearl-white gleam. One dimple always peeked out on the left side of his cheek when he gave her one of his heart-stopping half-smiles. A huge, wild afro crowned his head, but it was his easygoing personality that she loved the most.
Just like all of the kids in the compound, they had been raised together like brother and sister, but though they called each other cousins, there were no blood ties between any of them except her and Al. She was secretly glad of that, and suspected she wasn’t the only one who felt that way. Sarah looked down toward the ground, suddenly feeling too exposed by her lingering glances at Val’s fabulous physique. Every adult was called Aunt or Uncle, Nana or Baba, was simply given that title out of love, respect, deference to age and familiarity, because their parents were comrades in arms, a band of brother and sister demon-hunting rebels. But it was nice to know that it was possible to have a secret crush in the house without it being weird.
“Okay, tell us when you’ve got a lock,” Al snapped over his shoulder, clearly resentful of having to wait until they did.
Leave it to her brother to ruin the moment. Sarah just stared at him with a frown.
“Sheesh, give us a second,” Tami muttered, rubbing her temples.
“I’ve already got a lock on my parents,” Al said to Val, ignoring Tami. “They’re heading toward the border town at the base of the mountain.”
Val nodded, clearly as eager to get going as Al was. “Hey, if you’re not up to the task, ladies, we’ll catch you on the rebound.”
Al laughed, exchanged a fist pound with Val, and then suddenly nose-dived off the cliff.
Val jogged backward, glanced at Sarah and offered her another dashing smile. “What can I say?” Then, in a running leap, laughing, he took flight and glanced back at her. “It’s cool—I’ve got his back.”
“You guys were supposed to wait for the mind-lock!” Sarah shouted as she watched them fly away. “I knew they’d pull this crap,” she grumbled.
Tami chuckled. “Yeah…as soon as the shirts came off and the wings came out, truthfully, I was done. I kinda forgot about navigating for a second.”
Sarah closed her eyes with a groan.
Tami held both hands up in front of her, laughing. “Lighten up, Sarah. You have to admit they’re both fine, even though I would never tell them that.” She gave Sarah a friendly shove, presumably to stave off the objection she knew was coming. “You don’t have to say it. You’re right. There are more important things going on, like all that stuff with your parents. But Val is responsible. He’s not gonna let your brother get hurt, you know.”
“They should have waited for us to lock with them, though,” Sarah muttered.
“Yeah, well, what would have been nice is if they’d let us view the action with them… so when they get back I’m gonna give ‘em hell. Trust me.” Tami flopped down, sat crossed-legged on the ground and shrugged. “But we still have leverage—if they don’t spill, we can threaten to tell.”
“Yeah, right. My brother knows we won’t snitch, and so does Val. Since when have any of us done that since we were babies?”
“Okay, point taken. I guess we’ll have to find some other way to find out what’s going on.” Tami looked up at Sarah and raised her eyebrows. “I bet Val would let you into his thoughts. And while we wait, I could give you some creative pointers on what to think that would blow his mind.”
“Will you be serious for once, Tami?”
“Okay, suit yourself, Miss Doom and Gloom.” Tami hadn’t lost her smile or her good cheer.
“I have a really bad feeling about everything that’s happening. They shouldn’t be out there alone without backup.” Sarah tore her gaze from Tami’s to look out toward the vast stretch of dark night beyond the cliffs, suddenly taking in panicked, shallow breaths. “We should go back inside…maybe get Aunt Inez or—”
“Face it, Sarah, no offense—and you know you’re my best friend and compound sister, so I’m saying this to you with pure love—but you always have a bad feeling about every frickin’ thing. Life isn’t perfect. Shit happens. But do you actually wanna be sitting on the sidelines forever, scared to death that something terrible might happen? You gotta live.” Tami yanked on Sarah’s sweatpant leg while looking up at her with a big smile. “Sit down. Take a load off. Breathe deep and relax. Pretend you’re in one of Nana Marlene’s meditation classes.”
Sarah sat down hard, trying to talk herself out of pitching herself over the edge of the cliff. Instead, she picked up tiny pebbles and hurled them over the side in frustration as Tami gave her a sidelong glance.
“C’mon…by tomorrow, when we all get to the Academy, none of this will matter. We’ll be able to go on real adventures. We won’t be treated like babies and sheltered from everything that’s going on. Like Yaya told us the last time she was home on break, we’ll get a chance to see real live combat situations on mentored demon hunts.”
Sarah just stared at her friend for a long moment.
“Think about it, Sarah. That’s why Al and Valencio are so antsy. Can you really blame ‘em? All of us are ready to embrace our destiny, but who can do that with over-protective parents hanging around? And I think all this drama at school and whatever is scary crazy exciting. Around here, everything is boring.”
“Exciting?” Sarah could only shake her head. Tami had no idea how bad a demon attack could be. Tami had never dreamt of them in vivid detail the way she had. The stories the adults told at dinner or during combat classes at the compound only seemed to make Tami and the gang more curious and more eager for an encounter, but for her, those stories were haunting.
“Yes, exciting,” Tami said with conviction. “Plus, there’ll be guys. Not just corny compound brothers. I’m talking about real ascended masters of the talents from the Upper Spheres. Can you imagine what they’re like?”
Tami elbowed Sarah, who smiled despite her foul mood.
“There’ll be students from all over the world. C’mon, Sarah, get with the program. By tomorrow morning we’re sprung. No more hovering parents and only, say… maybe fifty instructors to three-hundred-plus students. How much supervision do you think they can have? Not much. We are home free, girl!”
“Yeah, I can’t wait to get out of here,” Sarah said as she stared off into the darkness. Agreeing with Tami right now was the only way to get her to drop the subject. Her brother and Val were nowhere in sight, and the small lights from the valley towns were miles and miles away. If she could just get her friend to abandon this crazy mission of sitting outside in the dark tonight. Leaving Tami to be outside alone wasn’t an option. The guys had each other. Compound rule number one was never leave a friend alone and unarmed in the dark.
With a sigh, Sarah pushed herself up and extended a hand toward Tami, who only looked at it with a question in her eyes. Sarah’s mind raced as she thought of a way to make it look like leaving made sense. “C’mon. They’re long gone. No sense in sitting out here like a couple of losers. Knowing them, they lied and never even followed the Warrior squad. I bet they’re back in the house, raiding the fridge. C’mon back and I’ll fill you in on what Al and I heard our mom and dad talking about.”
“I’m game,” Tami finally said, allowing herself to be pulled to her feet. She dusted off dirt and gravel from her jeans, then smiled and shook her head as they walked back toward the compound. “You really don’t like being outside the light barriers, do you?”
Sarah didn’t glance at her friend as her gaze continued to sweep the area. “No. I really don’t.”
“Is it because you remember things from before you were born… like how Nana Marlene would do those in-water telepathic exercises with us, trying to figure out if we’d been emotionally traumatized in the womb because all our moms were fighting while they were preggers? Maybe that’s why you’re scared of the dark.”
“Listen, I’m not scared of the dark. It’s more like what’s in the dark,” Sarah said. “I just respect it…and no, I’m not suffering from post-traumatic womb syndrome or whatever.”
Sure, she’d had nightmares as a kid, but that didn’t mean anything.
“But maybe you did get psychically scarred or something, you know? Maybe that’s why you always feel a sense of doom.” Tami shrugged. “Like, I’ve been thinking about this for a long time. What if because your mom was the one the Dark Realm was really looking for, they went after her harder than the other Guardians? I’m not saying you’re…well…just think about it, Sarah.”
“Then how do you account for Al?” Sarah said, becoming defensive. Now her best friend thought she was over-exaggerating her fears? The offensive concept burrowed down inside her and made her stomach churn.
“Hey,” Tami said, totally oblivious to Sarah’s darkening mood. “He’s a guy. When they’re scared, a lot of times they get more macho. They go over the top. If you ask me, that’s what happened, and that’s why Al acts like he does. I’m no shrink, but I think you went nerd scared and Al went über macho—all because the dark side was primarily focused on your mom while she was carrying you guys.”
“Is that what you think? Is that what you all think? That my mom—”
“Hey, hey, hey,” Tami said, jogging to catch up to Sarah, who’d begun walking faster. “I’m not talking smack about anybody’s mom, least of all yours. You know how much I love Aunt D. It’s just that…well…a lot of us have always wondered why you’re always afraid of stuff when your parents are the freakin’ compound generals. They’re the Neterus, you know? So, sometimes, just in trying to figure it out, we’ve tossed around some theories—out of love. Never dogging you behind your back or anything.”
“Gee, thanks,” Sarah said quietly, feeling hurt and anger collide within her chest. She couldn’t believe Tami was saying this stuff or that she’d been discussed by the others in the compound. Now she really felt like a freak. Yeah, maybe it was time to leave her so-called home to be around new people who didn’t know her so well. People who wouldn’t judge her.
“Look,” Tami said, still half-jogging, half-walking to keep up with Sarah’s angry pace, “forget I said anything. It doesn’t matter. What’s important is we’re best friends. When our moms were pregnant and all our parents were battling the—”
“Don’t say the name of the unspoken out here on the far side of the light barriers,” Sarah said, and stopped walking to quickly clamp her hand over her friend’s mouth.
“Okay, okay, I forgot,” Tami said the moment Sarah removed her hand, slinging an arm over Sarah’s shoulder and giving her a quick hug. “BFFs?”
Sarah nodded and started walking. It was impossible to stay angry at Tami. What she’d said was probably true. She was different. Had known that within her soul all her life—no matter what her mom or nana said. It just sucked hearing it said out loud, and by her best friend. Tami’s words reconfirmed every fear she’d ever had, and she so didn’t need that on the night before she was presumably headed to the Academy.
But the undeniable fact remained; the dark side had attacked her mother more viciously than it had gone after the other warriors of Light. The entire Vampire Council had a bounty on her parents’ heads at one point. Probably still did. The devil and his wife, Lilith, had hunted for her mom and dad in particular. If they destroyed her parents, then the dark side would have broken the back of the Light rebel forces. So maybe Nana Marlene was wrong. Maybe there was something instinctive that was locked away inside her and Al’s DNA. Maybe the fear that haunted her wasn’t a phase, and maybe she was really, truly different.
“You okay?”
“Yeah,” Sarah said flatly.
“You don’t sound okay.”
“I’m fine,” Sarah said, and kept walking. But when she suddenly stopped walking, Tami came to an abrupt halt as well.
“What?” Tami whispered.
“Something doesn’t feel right.” Sarah turned in a slow circle and then grabbed her girlfriend’s hand. “Run!”
She could sense it before she saw it, complete blackness coming for her like a yawning, gaping mouth ready to swallow her whole—exactly the way it had been in her dreams as a kid. As she and Tami ran away from the edge of the cliff back toward the compound, she heard it breaking brambles and scattering dried grass. Felt the sting of its icy winds against her skin, sucking her into it as it entered her pores.
And this time it wasn’t a dream.
Suddenly Tami’s hand slipped out of hers as if she’d been snatched away. Sarah came to a skidding halt as she turned, frantically searching the darkness for her friend while shouting her name. In the distance she heard Tami’s scream, heard her own as an out-of-body cry. From out of nowhere a pair of green glowing eyes and saliva-slicked fangs lunged at her. The demon moved so quickly that she couldn’t get a good look at it. She stumbled back, screaming as her foot caught on a root, and then she was going down with a smelly, slime-rotted demon on top of her. Green scaly skin, jagged yellowed teeth and hooked talons were coming at her. A spade-shaped tail bullwhipped behind the agile creature, which was now airborne, lunging like a pouncing tiger.
Eyes shut tightly, she realized she was going to die as demon bait. There were so many things she’d never done, and now her life was over! Then, like a vacuum sump pump, all sound and sensation was gone…but she was falling.
Her arms and legs flailed, awkward and useless. Slow-motion vertigo stabbed into her mind as she opened her eyes, the nausea of judging the distance she was falling and waiting for the horrendous impact blurring her vision with tears. The world of nothingness suddenly exploded as she hit a thick carpet of dark grass with an oomph. The scent of rich earth and plants stung her nose, and when she tentatively moved, she was surprised to find that no bones were broken. Then she looked around her and froze. God help her, she’d been here before.
She got up, gingerly testing her sore limbs, and started walking while trying to remember where she’d seen all this before. Sarah bit her lip to keep in a sob of relief that she wasn’t dead. Then instinct and all her former training at the compound immediately kicked in. A demon had been on her tail, and she had to find a hiding place, had to find a weapon. Soon she found herself running with her hands out in front of her as though she were blind, trying to feel her environment. Trying to remember what had saved her before in her sleep.
A glowing copse of trees revealed itself over the edge of the dark horizon, and Sarah skidded to a halt, not ready to fall again.
However, light was light, and she’d been taught that that was the one illusion demons couldn’t cast. Testing the ground quickly, she dashed for the lit tree line. As she neared it, she saw a being standing in front of a large Baobab tree and shining with so much brilliance that for a few seconds she couldn’t tell if it was male or female. She hesitated for a moment. Maybe it was the same one that always managed to save her in her nightmares. Please, God, let it be the same one.
Instant recognition made tears stream down Sarah’s face as she drew closer, running without looking back. The entity showed herself as a female holding a long golden staff. Colors moved beneath her skin like a kaleidoscope of shimmering lights, changing in hue from milky almond brown to copper to deep ebony with every subtle shade in between. She wore a luminescent white robe that moved in shimmering pastel hues as she opened her arms, and her eyes were wide and beautiful, reminding Sarah of the Kemetian Queens she’d learned of as a child.
The unfathomable being’s presence calmed her, and Sarah simply hugged herself as she came to a stop only a few feet away, bathed in the entity’s light.
She didn’t move as the entity walked up to her and gently reached out to hold her chin. There were so many questions bubbling inside her, but as she stared at the strangely beautiful being, Sarah found herself unable to form words. The being examined her for a moment, then gave a nod, her exotic eyes containing what seemed like approval. Before Sarah could utter a word, the entity leaned forward and kissed her on the forehead, and then placed a finger between her brows and said, “Nexse,” with a calm smile. Then she pushed, and Sarah felt herself falling again.
Instantly, she was sprawled back on the plateau by the cliff where she’d been before. She scrabbled quickly away from the edge. The demon that had been chasing her lay at her feet, burning, parts of it already turned to ash. The stench of sulfur choked her, and she covered her nose with her hand as she stumbled to her feet and began to run back to the compound. Her only goal was to make it to the safe zone behind the light barriers. She pitched forward as she willed herself there. Blinded by tears and terror, she tripped over a stone but caught her balance, still running headlong back toward safety. But in her peripheral vision she saw movement. Her heart was pounding as she whipped her head around to see how far away the threat was.
Two small dark shadows that moved like stretchy amoebas were heading toward her, coming quickly, as though they were playing leap frog with each other. They weren’t demons; she knew that because they looked exactly like the hallway shadows that always teased her in the compound. Her parents had assured her that no demons could get past Nana Mar’s spiritual barriers, so the shadows had to be…something else. But tonight that knowledge brought no comfort. The fact that they were out here right after a demon attack was totally unnerving.
“In the name of the Light, get thee behind me!” she shouted, hoping that would be enough to send the shadows away.
Strangely, her mention of the Light just seemed to make them bolder, and they leaped over each other faster to get closer. When she screamed, they simply blinked out with a soft puff sound, only to reappear in front of her, closer than they’d ever been before. Sarah skidded to a stop, made a zigzag move and skirted around them to begin running toward the compound again. But she knew she wasn’t going to get away before they were on her.
“No, stop!” she cried out as she glanced over her shoulder, still running with all her might.
Relief tore through her when she heard Tami, Al and Val calling for her. She threw another quick glance behind her and saw nothing. Still, she kept pressing steadily forward until friendly hands drew her past the lights that meant safety and strong arms surrounded her.
“Oh, my God, what happened?” Tami said, hugging her tightly.
“It was a demon,” Sarah gasped, wondering how Tami got back before her when Tami was actually snatched away first. A stitch stabbed her side from running so fast, so hard, as she tried to catch her breath. “Just came out of nowhere. It’s dead, but we’ve gotta keep moving.”
“It grabbed me then dropped me, just flung me aside like it was…I don’t know. Looking for someone else,” Tami said, glancing around nervously.
Sarah squeezed her eyes shut tightly for a moment and kept her voice low. “It wanted me.”
“A demon?” Val said, touching Sarah’s back and breathing hard from the recent exertion of running to get back to her and Tami. “Did it draw blood?”
“Yeah, did it cut or scratch you? Did you get bitten? Tell me you didn’t get nicked,” Al said, his gaze filled with rare concern.
Sarah shook her head, ashamed that tears brimmed and fell against Tami’s shoulder as she continued to cling to her friend. “No, but can we get out of here and figure all that out later?”
“Damn, sis…you sure you’re okay?” Al’s voice came in bursts between deep breaths. Like Val, he’d also obviously been running.
For some reason, Al’s question only made more tears fall. If he was worried, then even he thought she really could have died.
Her brother pulled her away from Tami’s hug and held her at arms’ length to inspect her. “It’s gonna be all right…we were looking all over for you.” He gripped her hand for a moment. “You’re safe, Sarah. Now chill and tell me what happened.”
It helped that Tami and Val were right beside her when her brother let go of her hand, but her stomach was still doing hard flip-flops. The actual compound was close, and all she wanted to do was get inside. She hated standing in the courtyard—stuff could still happen.
“I fell into a demon hole or something,” Sarah finally said, when it was clear that nobody around her was going to move. She wiped at her tears quickly with dirty hands. She didn’t care if any of the adults overheard them or saw them out here, where they weren’t supposed to be after dark. Getting grounded was better than getting eaten.
She also didn’t care that she was probably leaving mud streaks on her face. She didn’t care if they got busted by their parents. Right now none of that mattered. She just wanted to be inside where it was safe. “Can we just get out of here?”
“We’re inside the barrier, honey. It’s gonna be all right,” Tami said, slinging an arm over Sarah’s shoulder.
Al and Val shared a look.
“You actually went down a demon hole?” Val said in awe. “Righteous.”
“We only got as far as the outskirt of the battle,” Al said, still breathing hard, sweat pouring down him. “But T sent us a hard mental telepathy shot to the head with a screaming SOS message.”
“That wasn’t me,” Tami said, looking at Sarah as they began a slow jog toward the compound. “I’m not that strong. Had to be you. I told the guys that one minute you were beside me, the next I got flung away and you were gone—and I saw a demon go down a black hole with you, and then get regurgitated up as flaming ash!”
“What? Are you sure?” Sarah said, picking up the pace, driving the others harder until they reached a flat-out run.
“We got back as soon as we could,” Val said, sucking in a huge gulp of air. Sweat still poured down his chest and dripped from his chin. “We got the SOS, but by then the team was already down a demon portal, which is why we were the only ones to head back.”
As soon as they made it into what had once been the hotel lobby, the foursome collapsed on the overstuffed chairs and sofas. Sarah plopped down next to Tami, who hugged her again. That only made Sarah start crying all over again. It was purely a relief reflex. The fact that she’d been so scared and now was letting the guys see her cry really kicked her butt. But there was no way to hide it. Her entire body was shaking.
“Seriously… You okay, sis?” Al asked again, as though he hadn’t believed her the first time. He got up and came over to inspect her for demon wounds and contagion.
Sarah nodded but didn’t let go of Tami. “Yeah. I told you I’m okay,” she said with a sniff, wiping her dirty face with the backs of her hands. “It never had a chance to cut me.”
With the overhead light as an added help, her brother checked her neck and her exposed arms again, making her realize how stupid it had been to go out in just a tank top and sweats. She didn’t even have a weapon!
“Did you really off a demon?”
For the first time in her life, she heard what sounded like awe in Alejandro’s voice.
“I don’t know,” she told him honestly, not sure what had smoked the demon and really not caring, as long as it was dead.
“Figures,” Al said, without disguising his disappointment. “We do the flight and get out on the actual battlefield, and then the girls get all the action on the hillside, just sitting in the dark.” Al flung down his t-shirt and stormed up the stairs, not waiting for the elevator.
Sarah and Tami just stared after him.
Val shrugged. “Don’t mind him…you know how Al is. The Guardians went down a demon hole and we couldn’t follow. He just wanted to get his first demon kill claim, you know?” He smiled, showing a little hint of fang that made his wild afro look even wilder. “Me, I’m good with just knowing we all got back in one piece. Besides, if we’d lost you ladies, your dads and mine would have had a cow.”
But his expression became more serious as he stooped down in front of Sarah and took her hands. “For real…if anything had happened to you, none of us would have been right after that…especially me.” After a moment he released her hands and stood slowly. “I’m glad you’re okay.” Then he loped away.
“My suggestion is that we don’t discuss any of this till we get to school,” Tami said, staring at her nervously. “Like, if your parents and mine are already spooked, they might tell us we can’t go until next semester, which would really suck.”
Too weary to comment, Sarah just let Tami babble on as she leaned her head back on the sofa and closed her eyes.
“But you’ve gotta tell me what happened when you went down that hole,” Tami said, dropping her voice to a conspiratorial murmur. “More important, how the hell did you get out?”
Sarah cringed at the word hell, and Tami gave her hand a squeeze.
“My bad…wrong choice of words. Look, why don’t you stay in my room tonight? You shouldn’t be alone, and I know you aren’t a fan of the dark. I’ll keep the lights on, too, I promise. Because after what just happened, I’m not really feeling all that brave myself. ‘Kay?”
Sarah just nodded, too numb to do anything else but so glad that Tami shared her fear for once. There was no doubt that she was going to sit up all night in Tami’s room, giving her the blow-by-blow details, but there was so much she really didn’t understand. Maybe there had been some light-powered trip wire out there, a booby trap set by seasoned Neteru Guardians that the demon had rolled onto and exterminated itself as it dragged her into the demon hole. Or maybe it was something else? Who knew, and who cared? There was only one thing for sure: She didn’t care if she never saw another demon or dark forest again in her life.
Sleep had, as predicted, been impossible once they’d gone to Tami’s room. Sarah was too wired from her near miss with the demon, and with the whole night left to sit up and talk about it, she’d taken advantage. Plus, her girlfriend apparently had more vamp in her than she did, but even so, staying up all night was a ritual that they’d definitely have to break once they got to school. Now they were paying the price of not sleeping. Dawn had come with a vengeance.
The only saving grace was that Tami was as snake-bite mean in the morning as she was, so she didn’t have to make nice like she would have had to if she’d been hanging out in Hyacinth’s or Allie’s room. Those two took Miss Merry Sunshine to a whole different level.
The smell of pancakes drew Sarah and Tami out of bed, but it was still a painful process.
“Meetcha downstairs,” Tami muttered, staking her territorial claim on the bathroom.
“Yeah. Thanks for staying up with me,” Sarah said, dragging herself to the door with a yawn.
“De nada,” Tami replied with a wave of her hand, and then stopped, squinted and stared at Sarah full on.
“What?” Sarah quickly looked down at her body and then felt her neck. Had she been nicked by the demon after all?
“You are gonna be so pissed. There’s a huge zit at twelve-o’clock right between the ole eyebrows. Kinda Cyclopean, if you ask me.”
Horrified, Sarah gasped, and her hand flew up to her forehead. Sure enough, a very tender, volcanolike mound had formed right where the glowing being had touched her. What was her savior doing handing out zits? Weren’t goddesses or angels or whatever she was supposed to do good things for the people they saved?
Sarah groaned aloud. Why was it that other girls walked away from their fairy godmothers with dresses, cool shoes, a fly ride—even a handsome boyfriend—and all she got was acne?
“That thing is about to erupt,” Tami said, making a face. “Put a hot compress on it and squeeze it before you come down to breakfast. It’s disgusting.”
“Sure,” Sara muttered, and then slipped into the hall. What else were best friends for, other than to tell you the brutal truth?
Hurrying to her bedroom, Sarah rushed in and ran straight for the bathroom. A mini snow-capped mountain had formed in the center of her forehead, just like Tami had said. Sarah leaned on the sink with both hands and let her head drop forward. Why did something like this have to happen on the first day of school?
The first day of Upper Spheres.
The first day of uniforms.
The first day of dreaded talent divisions.
Then again, if she were lucky and if the stars aligned properly, maybe the trip to school would be indefinitely delayed—at least long enough for the zit to heal. But luck was rarely on her side.
Sarah groaned. They’d been taught all the basics at home, and now it was time for the Upper Sphere training away from home, and she looked like an alien. Every kid in the compound had already been sorted into a different talent division based on their extrasensory gift. Solid seers, like Hyacinth, were going into the clairvoyant talent division—just like Yaya had. It wasn’t fair that ‘Cinth got to be with Ayana who was now a college-level mentor in the very senior level, and she didn’t.
Allie would be able to channel all her kinetic, electro-static energy into classes in the Tactical division. The cool jock division. Al, plus her compound brothers Miguel and Val, would be in the top talent division, Specials—and they even had a chance to further move up into the elite division called Shadows. And here she not only had a zit in the center of her forehead, but she would also be showcasing it for the entire school—though at least she’d be with lovable geek Donnie and her BFF, Tami—all of them still hanging together in the scrap-heap division for kids with questionable powers. Blends.
Life sucked.
She thought about locking herself in her bathroom all day and refusing to even go to the Academy, but it would be just like her dad to simply energy whirl her there regardless. So the only rational thing to do was to emerge from the sanctuary of her room and go down to breakfast.
***
Chaos greeted her in the main dining room, and she slipped past all the bustling bodies to go hide in the kitchen. At least there she would find her aunt Inez, compound chef extraordinaire. Her aunt’s rule was simple: If you helped, you could stay, and you got first dibs on what came off the stove.
“Hey, baby,” her aunt said with a wide grin. “Come gimme some sugah this morning. You all ready for school?”
“No.” Sarah jogged over to fill the loving, meaty arms that had opened to her. She bent with a smile and pressed her cheek against her aunt’s warm brown neck.
“Well, we ain’t ready for you to go, either. It was bad enough when Ayana left, now y’all? What are we gonna do without you?” Inez said with a sigh. “But I guess we’ve gotta let you go sometime.” She released Sarah from her embrace and dabbed the corners of her eyes before she picked up a spatula again and then turned back to the huge industrial-sized stove. “You give your momma and daddy lots of hugs before you head out, and look for your cousin when you get to school. Some of those girls up there can be mean, Yaya tells me, but you’ve got plenty of family going with you, understand?”
Sarah nodded, and she could feel her aunt smile.
Then Inez turned and gave her a wink. “You’re getting good, baby. You picked up my smile, didn’t you?”
“That’s because you were helping,” Sarah said, secretly pleased.
“No, you did that all on your own. Pretty soon you’re gonna be a rock-solid compound seer. I promise you.”
Sarah went to a large tray loaded down with sausages, bacon and steaks. “Then how come I got stuck in the Blends?”
“You take that platter in there to your uncles. Can’t get ‘em off the meat, especially after they’ve been out huntin’ all night,” her aunt said, turning with a frown. It was obvious that the subject was a sore one for her. It was all in the way her microbraids bounced as she used the pancake spatula to accent her talking points in the air while one hand rested on her thick hip. “Then you come back in here and get the tofu scrambler and seitan sausage for your momma and them…and then we’ll talk. I swear, I think your mother’s dragon pearl done lost her mind. She used to be such a good oracle, but now… Counselor Zehiradangra has issues, honey…we have to be gentle with her, but I told your momma as well as your gran that wasn’t right. But what do I know? I’m just a house seer. Nana Marlene told me to leave it alone, so if that’s what your grandmother said to do, then who am I to disobey?”
“Thanks, Auntie,” Sarah said, grabbing the platter and heading toward the dining room.
Then Sarah hesitated, feeling the answer to her question so close to the surface of her aunt’s mind that she couldn’t leave. It was right there. Her aunt was going to let her into her thoughts and tell her without words, so it wouldn’t be like she’d actually broken a confidence and spilled the beans. What was going on in the house? It was linked with what was happening at school. Linked with her destiny. For a second their eyes met. Her aunt nodded ever so slightly as a thin sheen became visible on her forehead. Something dark flitted through her aunt’s thoughts, and Sarah whirled to avoid it. Terrified of what she might see, she rushed toward the door, still clutching the platter.
“Sarah, baby, wait. Try again. Stay with it.”
But her uncle Mike met her at the swinging metal door.
“Hey, hey, where’s the fire?” He placed a broad palm on top of Sarah’s head.
“Auntie said to get this to you in a hurry.”
“Auntie was right,” her uncle said, laughing. “Why you think I’m standing here in the door? Think I don’t know my wife can cook?”
“Stop sweating my pots, Mike,” her aunt called out, both good nature and a hint of disappointment ringing in her voice. “Baby, you come back in a little bit and I’ll have some more for you…for the trays, all right?”
“Okay, thank you,” Sarah replied softly, knowing her aunt was speaking to her in code. Her Aunt Inez had left an opening for them to speak privately as soon as she got rid of her Uncle Mike, then she could really open up and discuss what was on her mind. “I’ll be more careful next time.”
“You do that. I’m expecting that from you, all right?”
Her uncle gave her aunt a quizzical glance. “She ain’t dropped nothing, ‘Nez. Stop giving the girl a hard way to go.”
“Both of y’all get out of my kitchen,” Inez said, and then went back to the stove.
Sarah looked up at her uncle’s six-foot-eight hulking frame as he blocked the doorway. He had to be somewhere between 280 to 320 pounds, as a conservative guesstimate. Uncle Mike made it seem as though midnight had eclipsed the entire doorframe, but there wasn’t a mean bone in his body—unless you were a demon he was after. And of all the uncles, he was the only one who seemed to greet mornings with an upbeat attitude after a hunt. There was something about his huge bulk and the deep sound of his voice that always made her feel special.
She held up the platter to him with a grin, already feeling much improved just from a dose of family.
“Thanks, baby—now a man can eat.” He kissed the top of her head, accepted the platter and called over his shoulder with a wink, “You and the ladies can eat all that tofu mess, if ya wanna.”
“Cholesterol’s gonna kill you, Mike,” one of Sarah’s other aunts called from the dining room.
“After chasing vampires, werewolves and ever’thing else, do I look like I’m scared of some sausage, girl?”
Sarah had to laugh as she dashed back into the kitchen, hungry for some more of her aunt Inez’s good cheer and clandestine advice. But Tami’s dad came in just as she was trying to angle her body up on a stool.
“Mornin’,” he muttered, scratching the blond and gray stubble on his chin. “I’m getting too old for this bull, ‘Nez. Where’s the coffee?”
“In the big pot in the dining room—where it always is,” she said over her shoulder.
He lifted his mug toward her. “Then I guess I meant the sweetener.”
“Jack Rider, it is too early in the danged morning to be putting Jack Daniels in—”
“Shhhh,” he said, squinting. “C’mon, now, Inez. I’ve been up all night. Gotta drop my daughter off at school, which is only a cesspool of horny teenage boys—I need a drink. And I’d appreciate it if you kept your voice down so my wife doesn’t start up.” He gave Sarah a meaningful look. “Good morning, darlin’. You know how your aunt Tara is…well, once a vampire, always got a mean streak and can hold a nasty grudge. She doesn’t understand what it’s like for us dads.”
Sarah made the sign of a zipper across her lips. The legends said that Tami’s mom, Val’s dad and her own were the only vampires who had been granted amnesty by the Light for helping humans. But just because they were now mortal and technically human, they still had all their vampire ways and powers, which meant they hated mornings. She often wondered how her mother, her uncle Jack and her aunt Val could deal with their spouses’ morning-vamp bad mood. The last thing she was going to do was tell on her cool uncle Jack.
He gave her an appreciative nod and lifted his coffee mug to her. “Thanks, kiddo. Knew you’d understand after years of dealing with your old man’s morning fangs.”
“Far cabinet to the left, behind the flour,” Inez said, shaking her head. “And don’t be making that girl an accomplice to your bad habits. Sarah doesn’t have to keep any secrets around here. If your wife finds out, it’s your fault, not hers.”
“Bless you, ‘Nez. You’re a saint,” he said, finding the bottle and pouring a healthy shot into his coffee. After taking a long slurp he closed his eyes and sighed, then kissed Sarah on the top of her head as he passed her. “Tami’s looking for you out there. I’ll tell her that instead of back-talking her mom and me, she should be in here helping get breakfast on, like you are.”
Sarah slid off the stool. Her conversation with her aunt had now been officially derailed, and any chance for sneak telepathy was a thing of the past. She and her aunt shared a look.
“It’s gonna be all right, baby. I promise you. I can get the rest of this food out. You go eat. Just don’t be letting them make you feel bad up there at school. You hear me?”
“I won’t. Thanks, Aunt ‘Nez.” Sarah’s shoulders slumped as she grabbed two pitchers of fresh-squeezed orange juice and headed out the swinging door.
There was definitely something comforting in the chaos of compound life. She glanced around as she set down the pitchers at the end of the buffet. The food had clearly already been blessed, because plates were piled high, and the boys were plowing through it as though there was a new famine. The last thing she was prepared for was Val heading in her direction.
She turned her back to him and poured herself some juice.
“Hey, can I get some?” he asked, and she could feel his wide grin.
She handed him a glass and turned away.
“Uh, good morning,” he said, tapping her shoulder playfully.
“Good morning,” she said quickly.
“Are you okay?” He grabbed her arm and turned her around, then stared at her forehead.
Sarah closed her eyes. “Go ahead. Say whatever you’ve gotta say.”
Val offered her a casual shrug when she peeped open one eye. “It’ll go away in a couple of days. So what?”
She opened both eyes.
“I’m just glad that’s all that happened,. It’s good to see you enjoying the sunshine, know what I mean?” He knocked his juice glass against hers with a wink and loped away.
Her gaze followed his retreating form for a moment before she caught herself and began fixing a plate. She glanced around at everyone, hoping no one had seen her looking at Val the way she had been. Yeah, she did know what he meant. Last night she could have been demon bait, which would have meant that this morning—if she’d lived—she’d have a serious aversion to sunlight and pancakes. No one needed to know they’d broken at least a half-dozen house rules, and in a couple of hours, they’d be home free, so to speak, at the Academy. It was a nice secret to share with Val, and she was grateful he hadn’t teased her about her pimple.
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