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What thing does man seek that he finds not,

For which he has turned the world so upside down?

Where naught has escaped his twisted obsession,

In such extremes that great evil has found concession.
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I would be mad to forget all my friends, particularly my uni roommates. Special thanks to all three of them for creating such an epic atmosphere for writing.

Finally to her who is and has been part of this book in so many ways…thank you Didi Swan. 

This novel is dedicated to the One who holds my life in his hands. He is my inspiration and the reason for this story. 


Chapter 1 THE DREAM

NIXON

                                                    Mombasa, Kenya

I strode into the room in brisk steps. My heart was pounding. I was afraid, I realised. I stumbled forward through the darkness, feeling my way till I touched the nearest wall and then I followed it. Within few steps, I had reached the corner of the room. The texture of the wall seemed to have changed, it was smoother now. Something cold touched my hand and I recoiled. Feeling it, I realised that it was a knocker. So I tried to push inwards hoping a door would open and for a time it didn't budge. Just when I was about to give up, part of the wall moved and opened into a small room.

Feeble light was streaming into the room from a small window at the top of the marble wall that formed it. The window was of an intricate design, probably of Arabian origin. As feeble as the light was, I could still make out the features in the room. 

At the centre of the room stood a rectangular mass of rock which was as clear as glass. It looked ancient and enigmatic. I gazed at the rock intently not realising that I was slowly walking towards it until I stood barely a foot from it. Then I tempted fate and took another step towards it and that’s when the human form appeared within the clear rock.

Her silky black hair flowed in smooth curls over her shoulders, accenting her flawless face, beckoning me to explore its intricacy. I dared not ignore the offer and so I delved into the vision of her visage. Big almond shaped eyes, blue like a summer’s sky, rested gracefully beneath long curved eyebrows. They had me trapped, those eyes, so completely enchained that I disregarded my need to breathe. Then she smiled at me. Her shapely lips that stood so red between her rosy cheeks had to be the softest thing on earth, I reckoned. But maybe her cream coloured skin was more deserving of the title. I couldn’t say. One thing was clear though; the girl in front of me within the mass of rock was simply angelic. I was stunned by her beauty. 

I stretched my trembling arm and placed my palm on the surface of the rock. My eyes did not leave hers for somehow I feared that she would disappear. The cold surface of the rock turned warm. Puzzled by the change, I looked at where my hand touched the rock. Her delicate palm was touching mine and I felt my heart melt...

 “Nixon, Nixon, Nixon!”
I woke up. My mouth was dry and my body ached all over. I rolled on the bed several times.

 “Nixon, Nixon, Nixon,” again my father called out, this time banging my bedroom door.

“Alright. I'm up, I'm up,” I shouted in misery. 

Oh man! Wasn’t it just a few minutes ago that I had gone to bed? School days were hell for me, especially in the morning. 

It took some minutes of self-discussion but I finally overcame the urge to prolong my sleep and I sat up. For a while, I sat there in a half-sleep half-awake mode. Then my dreamy haze took over, plunging me into a reverie that mirrored my night dream. Her face came to my mind.

 “Nixon, Nixon, Nixon,” came the last calls then followed more loud banging.

 “I'm awake, I'm awake,” I confessed, contrition evident in my hoarse voice. 

It was just more fun dreaming of a beautiful girl in bed than having to wake up.

 “This is the third time I've had to call you young man. You must realise that I also get tired,” my father called out from the other side of the door. 

Frustration rose up within me, beckoning me to scream my voice out. But naturally, dad was right and I was wrong. So I decided to hold my peace and bury my desire for sleep in an early grave. 

 It always took me a lot to get out of bed and so once I was off it I knew the worst was over. I flexed my knees trying to exercise the sleep away as I went through my morning procedure in my mind. Cold shower, dressing up then the usual walk to the terminus. Blech! There was no love lost between the morning procedures and my lazy self. But they weren’t going to stop, not any time soon anyway. 

January seventh. Today was going to mark my first day as a senior at the Allivi High School. So today was a morning of many to come. But while senior year to many may seem a year of benefits and freedom, I could only see more sleepless nights of studying as my final exams were nearing. 

It took me an hour to get to ‘dressing up’ and fifteen minutes later, I was donned in my all white school uniform rushing to the station twenty minutes off schedule.

So naturally, I reached school late. I wouldn’t say that was I extremely late, but just late enough to find a barricade of prefects at the gate. In my school, prefects were anything but powerless and one did best to fear them. Believe me, I could write a whole essay entitled, ‘Absolute power corrupts absolutely’ from a narration of just one out many of my unfortunate encounters with the ones they called ‘prefects.’

 “Oh damn!” I cursed when I caught a glimpse of the Deputy Principal caressing my fellow latecomers’ undersides with his cane, christened 'the bane.' 

It was times like these that made me wish I was schooling somewhere across the Atlantic where corporal punishment was punishable by death. 

Mr Michael swung his cane in timely fashion and I was not surprised when the impact sounded like a firecracker. His victim howled in immense agony. A few minutes later I was walking on the pavement to class and my underside ached like hell. What a bad way to start senior year, I thought. 

The rest of my day was worse. I had to kneel down a whole lesson of forty minutes just because I didn't hand in my last year's math homework. What's worse, I was sentenced to an hour of 'voluntary service.' That meant a whole hour of cleaning the one hundred year old basement below the school’ building. 

Allivi High School was a museum in every sense of the word. Only guided tours were left to make the profile complete. Built in the 19th century, I was surprised that the building was still intact. Its walls had defied time and were as solid as they had been a hundred years ago. Repainting was the only necessary renovation, I reckoned. Well, that was high school for me; all history, mystery, studying and sometimes pain in my underside. 

Evening came awfully slow. I stood outside my class which was as deserted as a grave yard and just as quiet. The bell had rung a few minutes ago yet the jubilation of those happy to be going home had subsided. Everyone had left.

 “Everyone but me,” I thought out aloud and the sound of it sickened me. 

I walked to the school's back gate a few yards opposite my classroom door. I was going to be home late, I realised, with all the cleaning that awaited me. I looked at my watch. 

6.35 PM. 

Darkness had already engulfed the better part of the school's compound, I noted, standing near the gate. It was a double gate really, two huge gates made of iron which looked more like a portcullis when closed. The gates were too heavy to hang by their hinges and so each had small wheels which were in contact with the ground. The double gate opened into a small compound where three cottages stood, forming the subordinate staff's quarters. The side cottages were smaller than the one in middle one. 

Rizgala's cottage was the central larger one. He was the school's caretaker and had been so for years now. Sometimes I thought he was as old as the walls themselves. Anyway, he had the keys to every part of the school and I needed the keys to the basement. So from the double gate, I walked hurriedly to Rizgala's humble abode and knocked softly on his oak door. A few seconds later, the door creaked open and a heavily bearded man planted his plump frame between the door posts. He flashed his brown teeth, grinning like a green gecko.

 “Hey Nixon, you’re on duty?” Rizgala chuckled in inquisition.

 “Yeah,” I replied in a dragged tone, smiling sarcastically. 

“First time, aye?”

“Kinda,” I answered, maintaining my smile.

Rizgala’s grin widened as if he was finding pleasure in my misery.

 “I need the keys to the basement,” I said, rather impatiently.

 “Wait here,” He instructed, sinking into his cottage before resurfacing after a while with a large brass key in between his huge smoke stained fingers.

 “Here,” he said, handing the key to me. 

I clutched it like an eagle clutching a chick and turned around, heading away quickly before I said something I was going to regret. I glanced at my watch again. 

6.50 PM. 

The compound was almost covered in darkness and I could hardly make out the pebble stone pathway to the Old Gate. The Old Gate was a huge oak door which opened up to a narrow flight of stone stairs that led down to the basement that I was supposed to clean. I slipped the brass key into the cross shaped key hole on the Old Gate and turned it. Soon, I was half way down the stairs. Rizgala must have turned on the lights to the basement because the small filament lamp that lit the passage was on. 

From where I stood, I could see my destination; a triangular shaped anteroom with three doors on each of its three walls. The opening of the anteroom from the stairway was itself part of the back wall of the room. The triangular room was larger than a normal anteroom and the back wall could accommodate another door besides the one opening to the stairway. Coming from the stairs when entering the room, the other two walls were in the front view. I left the last step of the stone stairs and landed on the floor of the anteroom. Each of the two walls in front of me had a door and the one to the functional basement was the left one. 

I could not help notice that the room was lit by a small filament lamp just like the one in the stairway. Lighting the basement of our ancient school was the current Principal's initiative. The original lighting design was by torches and that was back then before the invention of light bulbs. I could not help but wonder how it was that electricity was discovered ages ago and yet we were still using torches and lanterns up to last year. So much for school management, I thought smiling to myself.

 “At least he had reasoned on that part,” I thought aloud, complimenting the Principal. 

My compliment did not last seconds lingering in the air, before the filament lamp flickered twice and went off, plunging me into frightening darkness. I fumbled through my back pocket and found the flash light I was lucky to have picked up from the stores on my way here. I switched it on and the beam from it marshalled inexorably through the murk to light a patch of the huge wall in front of me. 

I trudged on forward, too tired to stop and consider which door I was walking towards. Despite the doubt, the brass key matched the key hole on the mystery door. I slid it in, twisted it and the door clicked open. I turned round and illuminated the vicinity to confirm my blunder and for sure I had the right door instead of the left one.

 I could still go back...or maybe I could just explore. But my body had already made the choice and I stepped into the room automatically as if some unseen force had pulled me in. An eerie feeling of déjà vu settled upon me. Instinctively, I hurried into the dark room, my body making most of the decisions as my mind simply watched. 

The thumping in my chest became louder and I could feel my blood vessels almost burst. Though it was completely dark, it somehow still felt as if I had been here before. My feet led me to a wall and I started feeling my way, walking blindly. 

It was not until I had reached the corner of the mystery room that I realised that I was actually living my dream. I felt the wall again, this time in anticipation and surely; the cold touch of the brass knocker from my dreams was as physical as it could get. I needed no more proof; I gathered my strength and pushed the wall as hard as I could.  

The whole mass shifted noisily, revealing before me, the small room exactly as it was in my dream. Faint light streamed into the room from a small window on the right wall and I realised that it was only in the basement that the lights were out. I let my sight dart around the room and as I laid my eyes on the window, I noticed how much it resembled the one in my dreams with its intricate Arabic patterns curved on its frame. 

 The light had to be coming from the servants’ quarters and that meant I was deep below at the heart of the school’s main building. My attention shifted to the centre of the room and the sight of it made my heart lurch. 

I became afraid; afraid of how the thought of her made my whole being quaver with uncharted desires, afraid of the disappointment I would suffer if she was not there like in my dream. I stared at the rectangular piece of glass-like rock, waiting for a build-up of my confidence. Then I stepped on forward towards it.

Nothing happened. The rock dwelt in classic ordinariness, standing in defiance of what my whole being wanted. Somehow, I got the courage to make one more step towards it bringing me to within barely a foot from the rock of my dreams.

My heart almost crushed until she shimmered into sight within the mass of rock. I looked into her eyes, the two seas of blue wonder and found recognition. She was as beautiful as I remembered. Her hair flowed in silky black curls over her shoulders and her smooth cream-coloured skin was without blemish. I could hardly hide my happiness and relief. She saw it and smiled at me. I stretched my arm and my palm touched the rock. Just like in the dream, it felt hard and cold then my palm felt warm when her delicate palm brushed over mine. My heart fluttered. 

This moment here was where my dream had ended. I did not know what lay ahead, I realised. And I hated not knowing.

Chapter 2 AELLA

I still could not believe my eyes that she was flesh and blood. Now that she was out of the mysterious rock, I realised that she was wearing a sleeping gown. That was eerie. Though not as strange as the way she had gone through solid rock like it was water. When I had touched her palm, the rock became passable and she had waltzed effortlessly out of it.

“Hi miss, I'm Nixon. What is your name?” I asked, after my shock had abated. 

We were both standing next to the entrance of the room, in between the door and the clear rock.

“Hi...Nixon, I'm sorry... I-I can't remember. I don't know my name,” she answered. 

Fright was evident on her face and confusion too. Somehow, I felt crushed to see her that way.

“Do you remember anything?” I asked. “How you got here maybe?”

“Nothing,” she answered softly. 

I watched as she moved away from the rock, as if afraid of it. She stood some feet from it, the faint light streaking through the window illuminating her face. I could not take my eyes off her nor could I stop marvelling at how angelic she was. How could I let such a beautiful and delicate girl come to harm? I had to suggest it.

“Do you have a place to stay?” I asked. “If you don’t, you can stay at my home for the night. Then we can inform the police tomorrow and maybe find out something about you.” 

“I would really appreciate that,” she answered softly, “I'm sorry…for the inconvenience I mean.” 

Her voice sounded so sweet and feminine. Coupled with her beauty, it made me disregard the air of mystery surrounding her appearance. Her British inflexion was clear though and that was probably a clue of her origin. The thought of that took me back to reality. My heart raced at the thought of a girl staying at our house, especially one so beautiful. I was almost eighteen and had never had a girlfriend. Yeah, I know how strange that sounds. Then again, I was never the normal teenager. I always over-concentrated on my studies. More so, my high school being a single sexed school did not do much to help any part of it. Anyway, I was not a nerd. Far from it, I was pretty much handsome, tall and well built. I had a light complexion, square jaw, rectangular shaped dark brown eyes and soft black curly hair. Besides, I had local girls drooling over me, or so I thought. Not that it mattered though since I had chosen to ignore the girls back at home. So I had no female friends and my elder sister Hope was all I knew about girls.

“So, what are we waiting for?” She asked flashing her perfect teeth at me. 

I was amazed at her abrupt change of attitude. She reminded me of the out-going teen girls from Hollywood movies. 

“Please don't look at me that way, you'll make me blush,” she said innocently.

“Oh, I'm sorry,” I apologised and quickly took my eyes off her face. 

She laughed merrily at my reaction and I thought it was the sweetest sound on earth.

“This way,” I blurted as I reached for the door and opened it.

She went ahead of me through the door that opened into pitch darkness.

“I’m afraid you have to feel your way to the next door,” I said   as I entered into the darkness myself.

“Give me your hand,” she spoke softly. I was puzzled about what she had in mind. If she could see my surprised expression...

“Don't be surprised. I'll lead you out,” she whispered to me, “I can see in the dark.”

On a normal day, I would have run my legs out in fear. Today though, was anything but normal. Before I knew how to react, she had slipped her hands into mine, turning all the doubt and fear within me into paralysing shyness. If she could truly see in the dark then I wonder what she would think of the expression on my face.

“Don’t be shy either,” she chuckled as she entwined her arm into mine intentionally. 

I was surprised when we went straight to the door without bumping into some wall. Some part of me had clung to reality where night vision existed only in fiction movies yet the other part beheld her unearthly beauty and believed she was special. That part was probably what was keeping me from running away instinctively. 

“So, how's your home like?” She asked as I opened the door to the ante-room.

“An average-sized house with one sitting room, a kitchen, four bedrooms, one bathroom, a small garden at the back and a toilet,” I summed it all up in a sentence.

“Perfect,” she answered. “How's your family like?”

“Well, they are nice. Don't be worried about hospitality,” I answered quickly.

 The filament lamp flickered back on without notice. She was standing next to me at the centre of the ante-room. The light made me more aware of her presence and I could not help being nervous. 

“We take the stairs,” I told her and started off. 

The stairway was too narrow for two people and we had to climb up in a single file. We got to the Old gate at last, after the long flight of stairs. I opened the door quickly, wanting to leave the confinement of the basement as soon as I could. Somehow I still doubted if she was real and I hoped that perhaps the outside air would help me put things to perspective. 

I went through the door first and stepped on the porch of the Old gate. With the door open, the night breeze rushed into the stairway, brushing gently on her face as she stepped out. Her soft black hair glided in the breeze in an enchanting dance, mesmerising me. The porch was slightly higher that the last step and I offered my hand out to her as she stepped out. I took her hand in mine and as her skin touched mine, an unimaginable feeling ran through me. I felt her consciousness in mine as if our minds had connected. From one moment to the next, I could feel her emotions and hear her thoughts. It was the sweetest feeling in the world; as if my loneliness had been lifted off in an instant. 

Then my bliss suddenly came crashing down as her memories ran through my head. I felt anger welling up inside me. I thought she had no memories. She had told me she didn't remember.

“You lied to me!” I barked within the corners of my mind. 

“I’m sorry,” she apologised almost instantly, speaking into my mind. 

The fact that I could hear her thoughts wasn't enough to dispel my anger. I could feel sincere remorse in her emotions though and that made me want to forgive her. But I wasn't about to give that concession and so I closed my mind to her. It was more of guesswork really; I lacked any experience in mind reading. It still worked anyway. 

“You lied to me! You said you couldn't remember anything! How is it that I saw the memories of your family in your head? Don't lie to me anymore Aella! That's your name, isn't it?” I flung all the accusations at her.

“Yes,” she answered contritely, all the merry draining out of her like water from a squeezed sponge. “It’s not like that. I can explain.”

I felt my anger abate. I knew I had little right to be angry. After all, I was the one who had offered her a place to stay. She was never obligated to telling me anything. Yet the feeling of betrayal still hurt like hell and that made me wonder why.

“Please do then,” I replied exhaustedly. 

A cricket chirped in the vicinity as the numbing cold breeze of the night whistled past my ears, making me aware of the elapsing time. I had not noticed the darkness fully take over the earth. I glanced at my watch momentarily. 

7:30.

“On second thought, there’s no time now… It’s already late. You'll tell me when we reach home,” I declared, starting off before she could respond. She followed quietly behind me.

From the Old gate, we made through the compound where the cottages stood. The clearing was our school's parking lot and parade ground. There was a large neem tree right at the centre of the compound and a small circular garden that surrounded the base of the tree. The whole compound was lit by one bright fluorescent lamp affixed to a steel post. I had walked a few minutes when I stopped at the garden and turned around. Guilt was gnawing at my conscience for reacting so inconsiderately hostile. She caught up with me in a second. 

“Aella,” I began hesitantly, “I'm sorry I was angry at you.” 

Aella approached me, perhaps closer than I wanted. Her blue eyes locked into mine and I opened my mind to her almost automatically.

“I'm really sorry too,” she answered within my mind, “I should have trusted you and told you everything. I will tell you everything when we get to your house, I promise.”

“Okay,” I answered. 

Verbally, Aella's voice sounded like music. In my thoughts, it was more. It was hypnotic. I shied away from the idea of losing my will power to her and so I resolved to train my mind to keep its calm. Turning round quickly, I began walking away before I lost myself to the sea of blue that were Aella's eyes.

“You have to worry about this though,” she called out. 

I turned back and saw her smiling wickedly, pointing at her night gown. 

“Surely you wouldn't make me walk through town in this?” she whirled in a circle as if she was on some fashion stage.

“Oh,” I mumbled unintelligibly, entranced by her beauty. 

I wondered if she knew how beautiful she looked under the moonlight with the wind brushing through her soft black curls like that. I wondered if she knew how strange she was making me feel...

“Hey,” she called out in feigned reproach, “you shouldn't be thinking such thoughts about me when I can hear them. You'll make me blush.” 

Now that made me blush.

“I'm sorry,” I answered, genuinely ashamed. I had forgotten that my thoughts had become not so personal.

“I'm sure that the school's care taker has some female clothes about your size,” I said, recovering my dignity. “I'll go and ask him to lend you some.” 

I was back five minutes later with an over-sized blue dress with white flowers printed all over it.

“This is all he has,” I announced when I reached her.  

She was sitting on a rock beside the perimeter of the circular garden, with her chin in her hands. She stood up, staring in wide eyed disbelief at the fashion disaster in the form of the dress in my hands.

“Wow, that? You must be getting back at me for something to sentence me to such hideousness. You are wicked,” she said, clutching the dress, “you really are.”

“It was all he had,” I quickly denied, desperately trying to resist smiling the wicked smile as I recounted in my mind how Rizgala had first offered me the pair of blue jeans and the polka dot blouse. They weren't flashy but at least they were fitting and from this century. 

Aella threw me an expression of daggers then she slipped the dress over her night gown. 

“You don't look bad at all,” I lied, barely suppressing a devilish grin. 

It looked like a maternity dress. I had paid her fair and square.

“I'm amazed at how fast you forget that we can read each other's minds,” she whispered calmly into my mind.

“Damn,” I cursed under my breath.

“You know what,” she started, closing in on the distance between us until she was only a breath away from me, “I don't mind your little revenge.”

 She straightened her face staring at me with her sky blue eyes.

“In fact,” she continued, changing her expression to a devilish grin, “you have given me a challenge.” 

She stretched her hands to my waist and began undoing my belt. My heart was racing; I could feel the warmth of her breath on my face. She craned her head to my ear, burying my face in her black curls.

“You have given me something to work with,” she whispered softly into my ear. 

I thought I felt my heart burst.

“Whip!” 

She yanked my belt from my waist.

“Hey!” I protested right about then as soon as her hypnosis had worn out in my system. 

Aella chuckled tauntingly. 

“Give it back,” I demanded in false calm. 

If Aella had heard me then she didn’t act like it. She stepped a few feet from where I stood and whirled merrily in a circle like a little child.

“Calm down, calm down,” I whispered to myself and I felt the anger subside. I turned around and started walking away. I had made but a few steps before Aella called out in a teasing tone.

“Hey Nick.”

Now she was really going to get a piece of my mind, I thought. I swirled, mouth open with words of smouldering anger ready to pour from it like hail.

“A-A,” I mumbled as my mouth’s jaw dropped in free-fall. Words of smouldering anger evaporated from my mind leaving only an image; an image of the untamed beauty that Aella was. The maternity gown had ceased to exist, transformed into a Victorian dress. My belt, now a corset, complemented Aella’s astounding figure and the garden flowers she had kept in her hair enhanced her unearthly beauty.

“You didn’t think I would walk in public looking like an old lady, did you? Not even in pitch darkness would I, you know.”

“My God! You are unbelievable,” I sighed in my mind.

“You have no idea how much,” Aella replied, chuckling melodiously.  

In my mind, I went through all that was left between where we were and home. It was going to be a long ride there, I realised... 

***

  The minibus sped off as soon as we alighted. I was sure it would be pitch dark since this part of my neighbourhood hardly had any street lights. We were lucky though; the moon had come up brilliantly in the starry sky, splashing the earth with its silvery light. The sound of our feet on the tarmac echoed in the silent night air as we moved a safe distance off the road. The road side was occupied by a long row of small shops typical of an African suburb. We made our way in between two such shops into a narrow side walk which was as familiar to me as the back of my hand.

“This way,” I gestured to Aella walking beside me as we cut across a broken pavement to the other side of the street. 

The night was quiet. Hacus was barely a town and the people here were hardly the normal night crawlers city people were. Everyone was probably behind closed doors at this time.

“Nick, I don’t like it. It’s so quiet,” Aella whispered at me. 

I was not sure what scared me the most; the fact that Aella had spoken just this once from the time we were at the road or the sense of alarm that had come over her. On our ride home, Aella was chirping like a cricket but now she was hardly speaking.

“Don’t worry, the people here are early sleepers,” I reassured her. 

I cast a brief glance at her face; she didn’t look convinced. I couldn’t convince myself either.  A thousand times or more, I had walked through this same way. Yet today something seemed out of place, eerie maybe. 

We cleared the street and got to the entrance of a local soccer pitch. We had to cross the field to reach my immediate home area. The entrance to the pitch was an old rusty gate affixed in between walls that were shorter than any normal walls. The gate was hardly ever closed since the field also served as a short cut to the other parts of Hacus. I heaved the gate open and it creaked noisily as it turned about its rusty hinges. 

“Ladies first,” I said, gesturing at Aella go through. 

She did and I followed her closely by. 

Inside the field, the unrestricted air blew over us creating a cold atmosphere. The induced cold did not go well with fear. And fear clearly was what was building within our hearts. Or mine at least, for sure. Aella though, I really couldn’t discern. She looked almost deadly, carefully calculating her gaze around the vicinity. It was hard to reconcile her present image with what I knew about her from before. 

Frequent passing of people across the field had carved a path of bare ground, well distinguished from the cover of brown grass that was the rest of the field. We started across the field, walking in brisk steps. Aella was right in front of me and I couldn’t it help wonder at her new found grace. Or was this the real Aella? I didn’t know. 

The sky was still clear and the moon was brilliant. Some grey clouds were amassing in the southern sky, though. Darkness was not a welcome thought. Aella began quickening her steps walking, with such grace she seemed to be floating. I hurried to keep pace with her. We had traversed half the field in seconds and surprisingly the clouds had too. The moon was barely struggling to oppose the invasion and its impending defeat was evident. 

The night was now very dark. In front of me, the soft beating of Aella’s feet on the bare ground increased. I soon realised that she was almost running. The numbing at my fingers told me that the night temperature had also gone down, way down. A brief patch in the cover of the clouds let through some moon light and the night was bright momentarily. I saw Aella run forward in an amazing speed then she leapt from the ground, flying five metres into the air.  In mid-air, Aella burst into flames.

Chapter 3 NEPHILIM

Black smoke descended from the dark grey clouds in the sky in swirling pillars. From where I stood frozen to the ground in fear, I could count four of such masses of black smoke.  My heart was beating faster than I thought possible and for a moment my mind was rendered blank. Then I collected my senses seconds later and my mind rushed to the thoughts of one person: Aella.  

The pillars of smoke had each materialised into men and were now closing in on a lone figure from all directions. The figure was glowing brilliantly, reminding me of a familiar scene…Aella, she had burst into flames. I watched as Aella floated in the air in a casual manner, waiting for the advancement of the men from the smoke.

The men were clad in leather jumpers adorned with silver chains and they all had an array of gruesome weapons. The fear in me began dissolving, shadowed by the increasing concern for Aella. She, though, didn’t seem the least bit concerned as she hovered in air waiting for them. 

They surrounded her quickly, about ten metres from her in all directions. Though they bared their weapons looking as fierce as ever, they were clearly hesitant to attack her. Aella lifted her hands apart and closed her fists. Bright blue light emerged from each closed fist and shot up. The light seemed to solidify and as it diminished in brightness, a thin medium sized sword was left in each hand. The swords had blue hilts decorated with sparkling gems and their blades glowed in bluish light. Aella pointed each sword towards either side.

“Nephilim, what is your cause here?” she shouted, casting brief glances at either side from where she floated. 

She was ready for an attack, that was clear. The men did not reply but just paired up on Aella’s left and right instead, as if they were planning a double attack on her. 

All this time I had not taken a close look at them or at Aella. I focused on her and I realised that her Victorian dress was not what she had on. Before I noted anything else, the first pair on her right came upon her in a blur. The ten metres separating Aella and them seemed like a centimetre and in a second, swords had clashed. 

Aella was agile; she danced in between the attackers, her blue swords flashing like lightning and were just as deadly.  The two men did not expect the move and they parried with their longswords artlessly.  Though her move had seemed almost effortless, the shock of the impact on her aggressors’ blades suggested otherwise. The attackers were thrown to either side by the force of the deafening impact. Blue waves of disturbance progressed from Aella as the air cackled with the energy release. 

The other waiting pair reconsidered their attacking plan; they dissolved into black smoke and materialised above and below Aella. 

Seeing the change of strategy, Aella dove to the ground swords first. The attacker under had no time to move and he remained frozen in air as Aella plummeted towards him. As soon the other assailant realised the danger his companion was in, he dived in after Aella. But the move came too late; Aella was already upon his companion and her blades sank into the man’s shoulder blades, puncturing his lungs and heart. In quick motion, she flipped and stepped on her victim’s head, launching herself up to meet the incoming attacker. 

Their swords met in air, clashing with the boom of thunder. The combatants remained engaged in mid-air as each tried to subdue the other. Then Aella dissolved into blue light, reappearing just above the man’s head. Desperate, the man flipped into the air to meet Aella but as he turned in motion, she leapt onto his chest and stabbed at him with both swords. The attacker was experienced, managing to parry one sword as the tip of the other escaped him and sliced into his left shoulder. 

Aella hit his chest with both legs and used the force to back flip, removing her sword from his flesh. The man gasped in pain as blood poured from his mortal wound. In momentary shock, the attacker didn’t see Aella’s sword as it flew from her hands. The blue blur shot from Aella’s left hand and met the man unaware, piercing right through his heart. The fight was over in seconds and the defeated foe burst into black smoke, his remains dissolving into the murky night. 

My knees buckled and I felt my legs weaken under my weight. Overwhelmed, I fell to the ground on my knees. Aella descended from the sky in a blur like a meteor and landed in a crouch about twenty metres away from me. She stood up slowly and I could clearly see what she was wearing: a long white satin dress with golden embroidery round her neck. It was simple but elegant; she looked like a queen. With the night wind flowing through her hair, she walked in unmatched grace towards me. I swear could have mistaken her for an angel and I wouldn’t have noticed my err. 

As she walked toward me, her twin swords burst into bright blue light then disappeared the same way they had appeared before. Her glowing also diminished with every step she took towards me. My mind was in a daze, lost in the shock of everything that had happened. 

I felt someone lift me up from my knees. I lifted my eyes to her. Aella was no longer glowing and she had the improvised Victorian dress on. Her face was a mask of worry.

“Quick, Nick! Get back to your senses,” she spoke firmly into my mind. 

Her voice yanked me back to reality and I struggled to process all that had happened in my mind.

“What are you really? Who are those men who attacked you?” I hurled all the puzzling questions that were plaguing my mind at her in quick succession. 

“Hurry Nick! I’ll tell you later when we are safe. We’ve got to go away from here.”

“Where are we going?” I asked. 

The fight had taken us to the other side of the field and my home was just near. When Aella said ‘away’, she didn’t seem to have my home in mind. 

“We can’t go to your home now, Nick. We don’t know who they came for. If we go to your home we might put your whole family in danger.”

 I looked at Aella sceptically. How was I going to believe her if all she had told me from the time we met were lies?

“You have lied to me from the first word. How do you expect me to trust you Aella?”

“I’m sorry about the lies Nick, I really I am. But you have got to trust me now. You may be in danger.”

“For God’s sake Aella, how should I know that you are not the danger?”

Aella took my hands into hers and plunged her eyes into mine.

“Look into my eyes. Read my mind. Tell me, do you see any malice in me?”

Aella’s face was a beauty I could lose myself in. Her eyes were a sea of blue I could drown in. I looked into her eyes and felt as if I could trust her with anything, even my life.

“Alright, where should we go?”

“Anywhere but your home. Do you know of any nearby church?”

“A church?”

 “Yes, a church,” Aella replied hurriedly, “I’ll explain later.”

I thought hard. The only nearby church was a catholic cathedral about half a kilometre away.

“Hacus cathedral is not very far from here; five hundred metres, I reckon,” I told Aella who was scanning the surroundings with the focus of a hawk. 

She turned to me.

“Alright, we have to get there, fast.”

We spun and started running towards the rusty gate from where we had come. I was running as fast as I could but I could tell Aella was pulling back for me. We crossed the field in seconds and approached the gate. Aella grabbed a hold of my hand and stopped me before I could reach the gate. A cold draught blew over the gate and it creaked. I was panting and sweating. I knew Aella had seen something and so I forced myself to breath evenly and less noisily. As I focused my vision on the gate, the cloud of darkness hovering above it became visible. My mind quickly matched the danger with the attackers from before. Still, I had to confirm it.

“Aella,” I spoke into her mind, “Nephilim?”  

I was not sure if that that was the name of the men who had attacked her but I had heard Aella call them that. I was not even sure they were men.

“Yes,” she replied, “I’ll take care of him. We move on the count of three. Okay?”

“Alright.”

I only had a few seconds to amass the required adrenalin.

“One…two…three!”

Time froze and for a moment I could see the events unfold in slow motion. Aella leapt forward and burst into flames. I could see her ‘Victorian dress’ getting consumed, melting away in the brightness as the strange white satin dress took its place. Once more, she was glowing brilliantly in bluish light. I could see my legs stamp down on the ground, one after the other, as I burst in top speed towards the gate. 

At the gate, the dark cloud was materialising into a man’s silhouette. A pale skinned man clad in black leather, wielding a two handed sword, was standing at the gate in no time. I saw his surprised face as Aella came upon him. Her hands were glowing in bright light and her twin swords appeared in each closed fist. Aella reached the Nephilim in seconds.  She jumped into the air right in front of him and did an airborne somersault. In the air, her twin swords crossed about the Nephilim’s head and in swift motion, head flew off shoulders. Aella landed swiftly in front of the gate with her back facing her victim. She turned and faced the direction of the dead Nephilim. I reached where she stood at the same instant and almost bumped into her. 

“Where do we go from here?” she asked. 

I stopped and looked past the gate. The unorganised array of newly constructed houses spread out across the horizon under the moonlight. I pointed west. I could just make out the tip of the cross on top Hacus cathedral soaring in the open sky.

“There, the shortest way is through there,” I pointed towards an area on the horizon which seemed short of houses as I breathed raggedly from the dash of my life. “The place has few houses and so the way is straight. We’ll get to a school building first before we reach the church”

“Alright. Let’s move then.” 

We passed through the gate and started off west. The eastern side of Hacus was more inhabited than the west. We went by a few houses then came to a meadow. Hacus was a town built in a plain only a few years back. The wild flowers and briar-like bushes from before the habitation were still thriving in the uninhabited parts of the town. I always liked to visit this part of Hacus because of the beauty of the countryside. The wild flowers looked breath-taking under the sun and even more beautiful when they swayed with the gentle wind as it flowed over the plain. It was a pity that the moonlight was barely penetrating the clouds and we could only witness a part of that beauty. I had a feeling that Aella would have loved such a sight. 

We moved through the tall grass hurriedly, following a crude path between the luxuriant vegetation. The path was relatively straight and without many houses. We could see the bell tower of the cathedral after ten minutes of walking. We hadn’t crossed paths with a single soul since we started off and that was not contrary to my expectations. The people here were exceedingly superstitious and night crawlers were not so highly regarded. I wondered what Principal ‘Belly’ would say if he saw me walking at night in the middle of nowhere with a girl. He would probably be too shocked to say anything. 

I barely suppressed the smile. 

“What’s so funny about facing your death? Let me in on it,” Aella said abruptly. 

She looked at me, flashing her white teeth that were flawlessly arranged in her delicate mouth. Her smile surprised me and I almost tripped.

“Nothing,’ I answered, “just a wild thought.”

Aella looked at me intently for a while then shook her head smiling.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing,” she answered, shrugging her shoulders. 

Nothing about Aella could betray the fierceness that was within her.  Her features were so delicate; from her big beautiful azure eyes to her dainty nose and fair skin. She looked extremely beautiful, graceful and elegant. But deadly was not an adjective that could describe her now. I turned my head to steal a glimpse of her face and met her eyes instead. She had turned to look at me too. The flush of pink at her cheeks was unmistakable, even under the pale moonlight. My heart pounded in my chest and air rushed out from lungs. 

The moment was cut short by the howling of the wind as it whistled through the tall mango trees by the path. Everything about that wind wasn’t normal. Aella stopped abruptly, bringing me to a quick halt too. From where I stood, I could see the school I had told Aella about. It was a missionary school built by the same people who started the Hacus Cathedral. The cathedral itself was not far from here and half of its building was visible. It was hardly two hundred metres following the narrow road in between the baobab trees that lay ahead of us. 

“Nick, I think they have figured that we are going to the church,” Aella whispered apprehensively. 

“Then they must be waiting for us ahead. The wind which blew past, it was them, wasn’t it?

“Yes, I could sense them.”

“How about now, can you feel them?”

“I think so. I think it’s coming from there,” Aella pointed and I looked. 

It was an area fifty metres from where we stood. The trees had grown luxuriously forming a dense canopy through which the moonlight could not penetrate.

“A perfect ambush,” I whispered rather to myself.

“They are waiting for us there,” Aella affirmed. 

What could we do? I thought hard.

“We could go to there,” I pointed towards the missionary school, “It’s nearby here and after all it’s easier to guard the place than facing an attack out in the open,”

Aella’s gaze drifted to where I had pointed as she considered my plan. Then she turned to me.

“Quick, let’s go then.”

We left the main path and plunged into the side bushes. I had been to this place before and I could easily lead us to the school’s compound. A minute later, we emerged outside the school: a two storey building of modern design. Its walls were still new, unmarred by time. There was a small field in front of the school’s entrance surrounded by a thorn-bush fence. The gate to the compound was right in front of us and we got to it quickly. Aella stood behind me as I struggled to open the gate. The gate was chained and padlocked. I fumbled with the padlock hopelessly.

“Damn! It’s locked.” I shook the gate in frustration.

“Here, let me,” Aella said as she move to the gate. 

I shifted back. She lifted her fist and it began glowing. Bright light emerged and her sword appeared. She flashed the sword at the chain and it snapped like a burnt reed.

“There you go,” she announced casually as she moved a step back. 

I was ashamed of my incapability and I hurried silently to open the gate. The sword in Aella’s hand disappeared as the light faded. We went into the compound and I swung the gate behind us. Aella was scanning the clearing when I came to her. The door to the school building was locked. Breaking through the huge oak doors was a formidable task for any normal person but I doubted if Aella would have any much trouble with it.  She rushed to the doors and immediately her hands began to glow.

“Wait!” I shouted abruptly.

“Mmh..?.”  Aella questioned, turning back to face me.

I rubbed my fingers together as I tried to fight the night’s cold that was numbing my fingers. I looked at her.

“We can go through the windows, that way we don’t have to break the door. It is easier to guard windows and a locked door than a broken one, right?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

The windows were open and at a small distance off the ground so we had no trouble getting in. I dropped into the dark room after Aella then I waited for her to find the switch to the lights using her night vision talent. I stood in the darkness for a brief while before the lights went on. Then, I started taking a look around. 

The room looked like the school’s reception. Aella was at the other end of the room beside the entrance doors. I turned back. A wide concrete stairway which probably led to the upper rooms rose a few metres from where I stood. The classes would be in the upper floors, I reckoned.  From the entrance where Aella was, were four smaller rooms: two at the extreme left while the other two were to the right. I was standing at the left side of the room with the window through which we had come. I started walking to the nearest room, my shoes echoing in the silent night as they struck the marble floor. Aella was also exploring the other rooms on the right.

“This is a really nice school,” Aella whispered into my mind. 

I was surprised we could still communicate through our minds. We were at least ten metres apart.

“Yeah, they really want followers that badly,” I answered dismissively as I continued to explore the rooms.
“Why do you say that? Don’t you believe in what they are doing?”

I never had believed in any religion really and so I was sceptical about the good intentions of the missionaries. I kept quiet. Aella turned around and looked at me. She considered me for a while.

“Never mind,” she whispered then turned around.

“Aella,” I called. 

“Yes,” answering calmly as she faced me. 

With her blue eyes looking directly into mine, the distance between us was insignificant. It seemed as if she was just in front of me.
“I don’t believe in Theos,” I confessed.

Aella left the rooms, turned and walked up to the centre of the room. I had also finished studying the rooms on my side and I walked up to meet her. Stopping just before her, I dipped my hands into my pockets as I tried to make them cold-proof.

“Perhaps if I tell you the whole truth about me you will consider your standpoint on Theos,” Aella whispered slowly.

“Maybe,” I answered, “maybe not,”

The centre of the room had a number of chairs for those who were waiting to meet the officials in the rooms. I grabbed a chair and handed it to Aella. Then I took mine and placed it beside hers. We sat, regarding each other quietly.

“You should tell me then, the story I mean, since we have all the time in the world,” I smiled at her. 

“Yeah, I will,” she smiled back.

“Why were we going to a church the first place? I think somewhere like the police station would have been better.”

“You should probably wait till I tell you everything then you can be the judge of that, don’t you think?”

I was anxious to hear the explanation for the things that had happened this night. If I were not the witness of them then I would have been the first to declare shrink-worthy the person who would have dared narrate them to me.

“Tell me, then.”

Before Aella opened her mouth to answer, something clattered upstairs. It sounded as though someone who had crashed into a table and knocked off something that was on it. 

“What’s that?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Aella answered.

“I’ll go check it out,” I offered. 

Even though I was petrified, I knew I had to be a man. I stood up and started walking to the stairs.

Aella stood up quickly and walked after me. She caught me by the shoulder.

“Wait,” she said. 

I turned.

“Let me do it,” she whispered to me, staring into my eyes intently. I opened my mouth to protest but she spoke into my mind before I could do it.

“Let me do it because I can see in the dark.  I don’t have to switch on the lights and alert our enemy. The Nephilim may be trying to sneak up on us.” 

I wouldn’t have accepted it if it weren’t for a tactical reason. I hated my uselessness nonetheless. I turned away, angry at myself.

“Nick,” Aella called, stopping me before I could walk away. She took my hands into hers. “Theos did not create anyone useless.”

Then she hugged me so suddenly and tightly, I felt my anger ebb. I was extremely disappointed when we separated. I was so happy when we hugged and didn’t know why. Aella left me and started towards the stairs. She climbed the first step quietly but swiftly.

“Aella” I called out to her.

“Yes,” she answered softly, turning back to face me.

I looked into her blue eyes absorbedly and my heart flooded with emotions,

“Be careful,” I told her. Aella smiled then nodded. 

She turned to the stairs and continued climbing. I watched her until she disappeared into the darkness upstairs. Then I stood motionless for about a minute before I felt a presence behind me. I turned.

“Aella!” I screamed from the top of my voice. 

Everything blacked out. 

Chapter 4 ANGEIONS
AELLA

Mombasa, Kenya.

I stepped into the dark room from the stairs. Everything was quiet. I looked around; my aura’s vision was not impaired by the dark. Although the things I saw were not of the same colour as when seen with normal sight, I could still discern them. I lowered myself into a crouch and crept to a table. This would be the teachers table, I thought. I raised my head. From here, I could see the whole room. There were desks arranged all over the expanse of the room in neat rows; the enemy could be anywhere behind those desk. I smiled to myself. That wouldn’t be a problem. I cast out my aura to the expanse of the room. If there was anyone lurking in the murk, I was going to find them for sure. I let my aura caress the desks and it flowed cautiously over all objects it met. I searched the whole room and the only sign of life was a scared rat scurrying to a corner. 

Must have been you Mr Rat that set off the false alarm…  

Nephilim were partly alive and I would have sensed them if they were here. So convinced of no danger, I stood up and walked to where I had seen the switch. I clicked the switch on and white light from the fluorescents flooded the room. Then, I looked through the room once again. Satisfied I hadn’t missed anything, I left for the door, my footsteps echoing on the stone stairs as I walked down slowly. 

From the last step of the stairs, I could see Nick seated on his chair at the centre of the room. His back was to me and he probably did not hear me coming. I smiled at the thought of him. Walking to the centre of the room as quietly as possible, I touched him on the shoulders. He turned around slowly.

“Aquarius!” I shouted in shock. 

I felt my aura come out of me instinctively and its power clothed me like a protective cloak. My clothes changed into the white satin dress of my aura. I summoned my twin swords and they answered my call immediately. Wielding the glowing blades, I slashed at Aquarius. He pushed his chair back in lightning speed and it slid just as fast with him on it. 

With my aura out, I could pursue him faster than lightning and I wasted no time. I flew at top speed towards him, my eyes delving into his green eyes filled that were with mirth as we drifted in motion. He was enjoying this, the treacherous Forsaker!  Aquarius tossed his blonde hair back and smiled at me while we coasted through the air, locked in the tango. 

Incensed, I pushed forward and closed in on the distance between the chair and I. Just as I was about to slash at him, Aquarius back flipped from the chair. He soared three metres into the air and landed in a crouch in front of me. I stopped a few metres before him, my swords in hand.

Aquarius stretched his form slowly and started chuckling derisively.

 “My dear Aella, is that the way to greet your beloved betrothed after a millennium parting?”

“You are not my betrothed!” I denied vehemently, barely holding my anger in check.

“Yet you touched my shoulders ummm, let’s see… so gently?” Aquarius taunted.

“I’m not going to argue with a Forsaker. Let Theos be the judge of your soul when you burn in the fires of Gehenna. Where is Nixon?” I asked, mustering calmness.

“Nixon?” Aquarius asked in a thoughtful voice. “I don’t know any of our friends from our beloved past by the name Nixon. Wait, let me recall….”

“Tell me where Nixon is. I have no time for your foolish tongue.” I declared.

“Aella dear, why would you be asking me this question?” Aquarius said as he walked slowly towards me. 

The chair he had sat on was between us. He walked up to it and ran his fingers on its frame.

“Why is he so important anyway?” He asked indifferently.

Aquarius was a master in cat and mouse games; he could beat around the bush the whole day. I did not plan on giving him that chance though.

“It’s none of your business. Everything about me stopped being your business long ago when you turned your back on Theos and the Angeions.”

“Theos and Angeions are mundane matters to me. Your Theos never gave me anything but I have power now.”

“It was Theos who made you an Angeion in the first place. You are lost, Aquarius. You have followed the path to your own damnation.”

“Lost, Aella?” Aquarius asked, chortling wickedly, “I am more powerful than ever! I can summon the powers of Gehenna. What do I need Ouranous for?”

I could not stand his profaning talk and I leapt towards him swords raised. I could feel my aura absorb the energy of the universe and it flooded through me. I floated in lightning speed straight towards where he stood. Aquarius stepped back as quickly as I came and evaded my attack. He lifted his hands and burst into red flames as he let his aura out.  I could feel the taint of Gehenna in his aura; he had merged his light with the Dark. 

Aquarius’ sword materialised in his right hand.  I turned quickly and slashed at his left side as I channelled more power into my sword. Aquarius parried with his three foot snake-like blade and the air rippled with the shock of the clashing powers. I manoeuvred quickly to his right and released an energy ball from my crossed swords. The ball of blue light hit Aquarius raised sword and threw it off balance. Ceasing the opportunity, I deftly struck the swaying sword with my foot. 

The blade flew from his hand, soaring freely into the air. But before I could capitalise on the advantage, Aquarius back flipped and caught it in the air with his left hand. I leapt to him quickly to take advantage of his hasty landing.

I did not see him release the energy ball; it flew right at me, catching me unprepared.  The power in the energy ball was enough to tear the roof off. I could not let it hit me. In the fraction of the second as the ball flew to me, I let my mind clear as I whispered.

‘No weapon formed against me shall prosper’

 I felt the power of the Rhema take effect and the energy ball hit an invisible wall around me, fading off into nothingness.

Aquarius was shocked. I was sure he had never seen the Rhema in action. He had left us before learning the most important lesson of spiritual warfare, the Rhema. 

He quickly recovered from his shock and started mumbling words in a language I could not understand. I felt the temperature in the room lower quickly and the fluorescent lights began to flicker.

“We shall talk later, beloved,” Aquarius said, “I have left you something to play with in the meantime.” 

He transformed into his energio form and disappeared through the closed doors. For a moment I wanted to pursue him but then I thought otherwise: I had to find Nixon. Before I started wondering what Aquarius’ last words meant, black smoke filled the room, streaming through the spaces in between the closed windows.

Nephilim!

I raised my swords and my white satin dress glowed brightly as I absorbed energy from the air. In any given day, the Nephilim were no match for me and so I stood unafraid, waiting patiently for them. 

The smoke spread throughout the room, coiling round me. I raised my twin swords in anticipation as I turned about where I stood. Six Nephilim manifested all around me. 

Even though Angeions were most powerful during the day when they could absorb energy from the sun, my six attackers were still not worthy to take pointers from me. I struck quickly before they could organise their attack. Diving forward in a blur, I leapt in the air in front two Nephilim. I hit both of them straight in their faces, my legs apart. 

The other four had realised what was upon them and the two nearest to me made their move. I landed just as they had reached me. Two blades struck to my left and right coming down on my head. I slid down to the ground as fast as the blades came, legs apart. Then I raised my twin swords over my head to block the attack. 

The Nephilim had channelled a lot of their energy in their swords but I had expected it. I let my energy flow through to my crossed swords forming a dome of blue light.  The swords struck in a teeth-jarring impact and the force of my defence threw the two Nephilim apart, swords in hand. They fell sliding on the floor. 

I jumped off the floor in a back flip just in time to evade a Nephilim from behind me. His sword struck emptiness as I soared in the air above it. The other one who was attacking from the front met my boot as I flipped. It hit him in the jaw, lifting him off the floor.  I landed behind the one who had missed his mark and sent an energy ball before he could re-engage me. The ball of blue energy struck him squarely on the chest as he had turned to face me and it consumed him in blue flames. 

In seconds, I had annihilated the six Nephilim. I looked around cautiously. Surely Aquarius would have known that the Nephilim were no match for me. Why did he even bother wasting them on me? Unless there was something else… The answer to the puzzle came when an invisible force hit me and sent me flying halfway across the room. I hit the door to one of the small rooms on the left and crashed to the floor. My body hurt all over. I crawled into a sitting position, cranking my neck to see what had hit me. What met my gaze robbed me of words.

Chapter 5 THE MALAK

        “Great, a Fallen Malak!” I sighed in dismay. 

The creature stood at the centre of the room. He had the form of a man but with huge black wings that he had folded at his back. His face had the perfection of a Malak but his fallen nature was apparent. The aura of evil that surrounded him was toxic: the exact opposite of the warmth that surrounded the host of Ouranous. 

As I sat there, I knew that my twin swords were useless; he was a spirit and I had to employ spiritual warfare. I quickly calmed my mind and I drifted to the inner core of my being, my spirit. I meditated on the power of the Rhema, the words of Theos Himself.

 ‘Kurios is my light and my salvation, I shall fear none.
Kurios saves me from all danger, I will never be afraid.’

There and then, warmth filled the room. Then a strong wind blew in and I felt the presence of Ouranous. The Fallen at the centre of the room felt the change too and he lunged at me hastily before my help could come. But he was too late; a huge ball of white fire broke through the ceiling and fell in front of me just before he reached me. Seeing that, the Fallen stayed his attack mid-air and drew back in fear. A crouched figure emerged from the ebbing flames, glowing brightly. He slowly raised himself to full form, standing seven feet from the floor.

“Gal-el, right on time,” I shouted from where I had sat.

My Guardian looked at me briefly and smiled before he leapt towards the Fallen. Gal-el was the Malak assigned to protect me. He was my tutor too. He had taught me to fight ever since I was young and knowing his abilities, I doubted if he would spend even a minute on the Fallen. 

If Angeions moved as fast as the light, then spirits moved even faster. So fast, distance didn’t exist to them. Gal-el reached the Fallen and grabbed his hands before he could summon his weapons. The creature spread his black wings and struck at Gal-el with them. But Gal-el spread his own wings and white wings deflected black. Then he threw the Fallen’s hands apart and struck at his chest with two fists at once, lifting him off the ground. Gal-el flew and caught up with him in mid-air. Deftly moving to the back of the Fallen, he caught his black wings and tore them off with brute strength. The wingless Fallen roared in agony and threw himself back against the wall as he tried to crush Gal-el in between. 

He couldn’t. 

Gal-el turned him to the side of the wall and pinned him there with his wings. With his free hands he summoned a heavy blessed chain and bound him. When the Fallen’s hands and feet were enchained, Gal-el dropped him on the ground. He walked to me and lifted me up my feet. I felt strength flow within me.

“Aella,” Gal-el smiled.

“Gal-el,” I answered, smiling back.

“Peace be upon you,”

“And to you too,” I said, finishing the ancient salutation.

“I saw Aquarius today,” continuing as I straightened myself up. 

I drew my aura back into me and my white satin dress changed into the dress Nixon had got me. 

Where is he..?

“Ouranous is aware of Aquarius’s plan,” Gal-el said as we walked to the centre of the room. 

My mind was still on Nixon and I couldn’t say I was paying attention. I struggled to push the thought away.

“Is it the will of Theos that I should be made aware of Aquarius’s plan?” I asked.

“Yes it is,” Gal-el answered as I sat at the chair in front of me. He continued, “It is also His will that the Angeions stop him.”

I was hardly concentrating even though I knew I should. I could not get Nixon off my mind. I ran the events before he disappeared in my mind. There had to be some clue to where he was now.

“I sense a disturbance in your spirit Aella,” Gal-el said gently.

The spirit of Theos, Parakletos, already knew my thoughts and there was no point in hiding my distress. 

“I had a dream yesterday where I saw the young man Nixon. That’s why I came here. I met him this evening but he…”

“Say no more, Aella,” Gal-el cut in with the politeness that came naturally to the host of Ouranous, “Ouranous is also aware of your dream and of Nixon. It is Theos’ will though that you let go of that issue and concentrate on the mission he has for you.”

 I still could not rest easy.

“Can you tell me if he is okay?” I asked. 

Gal-el smiled. His face was perfect but it was not it that was most amazing detail about him. It was the dazzling light that surrounded his aura and made him glow almost as bright as the sun. It was what the Fallen lacked, the glorious essence of Theos.

“He is in no mortal danger. But he will soon be faced with a decision that will mould his fate and of many others in the world.”

 My mind was still disturbed but confirmation from Gal-el that Nixon was not in danger eased me up a bit. His last sentence though…I just wished I could ask him more. 

“Tell me about Aquarius, what is he doing here after nearly one thousand years of silence?” I asked, choosing to pursue the answers I could easily get. 

Gal-el’s countenance grew serious and I knew the matter was grave.

“Aquarius plans to rebuild Olympus and awaken the Forsakers of Aurel.”

I was not prepared for such news and I nearly fell off my chair. Olympus used to be the seat of power of the Forsakers, a group of Angeions who rebelled against Theos and named themselves gods over the earth. It was a city built in the clouds by the Fallen Malak under Diabolos as a gift for the Forsakers. Olympus was a city where Angeions, Fallen Malak and Nephilim dwelt in brazen wickedness against Theos. So when their evil was too much, Theos destroyed the city and had the Forsakers imprisoned by my Father, Makarios Nikas. That was over a thousand years ago.

“Mercy of Kristos!” I lamented. “Surely Ouranous will stop him?”

“Aquarius still acts alone with no mass participation from the Fallen; Theos will not let us interfere directly.” Gal-el answered

I regained my composure and I thought of the words I had just heard. Man’s free will had brought so much disaster to the world yet we still blamed Theos for anything that went wrong.

“Aquarius is not the same as before. He has the backing of the forces of the Dark. It was he who summoned the Fallen.”

“Yes, Ouranous is aware of that too. Diabolos backs Aquarius but not in a way that we should be prompted to interfere. He has him charge of a legion of Nephilim and a contingent of the Fallen.”

“I think he has also managed to harness power from the Dark. I wonder when he did that.” I commented. 

The bound Fallen suddenly groaned. I had almost forgotten about him. I stood up and walked to where he lay confined on the floor. The blessed chain that Gale-el had bound him with was ablaze with holy fire. It neutralised the Fallen’s power, rendering him incapable. Gal-el walked to me and stood beside me.

“He used to be called Rifa-el before the Fall,” Gal-el said with genuine sadness. “The treachery of Diabolos fell many of our comrades yet it was the darkness in their hearts that trapped them.”

Gal-el’s words filled my heart with pity for the Fallen. It was their choice though, I reminded myself as I prepared myself to banish him to Gehenna. I raised my hands and summoned the power of the Parakletos. Bright light erupted from my hands and encircled the Fallen. Then I chanted the invocation.

‘I charge you in the name of Kristos and by His power I commit thee to the flames of Gehenna!’

The Fallen wailed in agony as the marble floor opened up, exposing a flaming abyss which swallowed him. The last cries of the creature echoed in the air as the chasm closed up and once again, it was silent.

Gal-el patted my back.

“Child, your banishing technique is excellent, Kristos is proud.”

“Glory is unto the owner of the name and not the wielder,” I smiled, “you were testing my humility, weren’t you?”

“Kristos is truly proud of you child,” Gal-el smiled back, “it wasn’t a test. About Aquarius, you are required to find out more about his plans. Ouranous can only disclose this much”

“I understand,” I replied.

“Since you’ll be expected to battle Fallen in this war, I have been instructed to teach you an aspect of spiritual warfare.”

Now that was interesting. My curiosity flared up; I always looked forward new lessons.

“I thought the Fallen could only be fought by spirits.”

“To some extent,” Gal-el answered, flashing his perfect teeth, “I will teach you how to unlock the power of the Parakletos within you and then channel it to your mortal weapons. Then you will be able to attack even spirits.”

I had heard of this technique before: from my father a long time ago. I could not wait to learn it.

“Let’s sit,” Gal-el instructed. 

We sat on the floor with crossed legs. I unlocked my aura  and burst into flames as I let it out. Once again, I was in my white satin dress. That was always the first step in our lessons with Gal-el. After a millennium of the training, I did not need to be reminded.

“Meditate on the Rhema,” Gal-el continued with the instruction.

I let my mind play the verses of the Rhema over and over again in my head. They came naturally to me for I had been reading the Logos for almost as long as I had been training. My spirit soared as I immersed myself in the Rhema and I felt the power of Kristos fill me. My mind stuck at a verse.

‘You give me strength to attack my enemies,

And power to overcome their defences’

I spontaneously knew the next step, summoning my twin swords from the spirit realm naturally. Overwhelming power started flowing into them. It was sweet and intoxicating, mesmerizing and awing, comforting and encouraging all at the same time. I could feel the presence of Parakletos, the active power of the Trias on earth, surrounding me and filling me with unimaginable possibilities. I opened my eyes and my blades were flaring with the white fire from Ouranous, not glowing blue as they always had. 

I threw an inquisitive expression at Gal-el who was closely studying me to see if I had got what he had just taught. The smile of approval on his face was unmistakable. I needed no reassurance though; my encounter with Parakletos was heartfelt. I closed my eyes and withdrew my aura slowly back into my being. 

I opened my eyes to Gal-el’s fatherly stare.

“Thank you Paidagogos,” I said, addressing him by his official title as my tutor. 

Gal-el nodded.

“You must return to the manor quickly. The others are worried about you,” He instructed with his voice soft and welcoming yet authoritative at the same time. 

With the night’s events, I had nearly forgotten that I had left the manor when they were not there. I left in such a hurry, my nightgown still on me could attest to that. That dream had really left me in a daze.

“Alright, I shall depart at once,” I answered.  

Gal-el smiled once more then disappeared in a column of light. I rose slowly from where I had sat. 

Crickets were chirping merrily outside and the nocturnal birds were going about their business, the noise of their hasty flights here and there an ever companion of the night. Apart from those natural sounds, the night was quiet but for the sound of my echoing footsteps as I walked to a window on my left. I reached the window and jumped gracefully through it into the cold of the night. 

Outside, the moon was unhampered and the night was bright. I marvelled at the beauty of Theos’ creation for a while then I closed my eyes to summon my ride home. A bright light had manifested before me when I opened my eyes.  The light ebbed slowly leaving a rectangular mass of clear rock. I transformed into my energio state and orbed into the Metafora.  Then I willed myself halfway across the world in the one minute journey to my home: The Nikas Manor, New Orleans. 

Chapter 6 HOUSE OF NIKAS

Nikas Manor, New Orleans

Stealthily, I turned the door knob to the basement’s oak door and the lock clicked softly. I climbed the stairs quietly, careful not to awaken the sleepers in their rooms. I cleared the stairway confidently and emerged at the living room. The lights were out, a good sign. Everyone was probably fast asleep in their bedrooms upstairs. I tiptoed to the spiral stairway and started climbing up the stairs. Suddenly, the lights went on. I froze. I turned my head slowly and met the mirror image of my blue eyes staring back at me. 

“Angelus,” I sighed in dismay. 

Angelus smiled sweetly.

“Sis. It’s good to see that you value a midnight snack as much as your brother here”

“Yeah right,” I answered dismissively. “Where Angelus is, so shall be…”

“Aikaterina, his lovely wife,” Kat cut in sweetly as she emerged from behind the fridge and walked into her husband’s arms.

“So where is the rest of the welcoming committee?” I asked in feigned reproach. “Charis? Hannora?”

I looked around. Two heads popped out from behind the couch.

“I knew you all couldn’t miss this chance to prey on me.”

“I couldn’t miss it for anything, sis,” Charis affirmed, jumping onto the couch from behind.

“Me neither,” Hannora said, somersaulting onto the couch after her brother.

“How many times must I tell you not to act so unladylike missy?” I asked, directing a fierce scowl towards Hannora.

Hannora smiled sheepishly as she ran her fingers through her long auburn hair.

“Angelus told me that you too were like that.”

I turned my scowl from the couch to the merry couple at end of the room. Angelus scratched his head in thought.

“Did I say that?” he asked, looking at his wife. Kat smiled lovingly at her husband.

“I told you it was going to get you in trouble with Aella,” she whispered. 

“You did?” he asked, looking more sheepish than I thought possible. 

The same age as I, Angelus my twin, never acted his age. He took everything with an easy attitude. I had always wondered how a person could be that way. Well, not ‘always’ but at least just before I myself acted so sheepish with Nixon today. Then again, life was always going to be full of hardships and I guess some merry and once in a while silliness did not hurt. We all had to find the things in life that brought us joy and thank Theos for them, only then could we live in the true joy of Kristos. 

Kat left Angelus’ side and walked up to me. Standing beside her, I saw her concern surfacing on her face.

“We were all very worried about you Aella,” she started. “Especially when you said you weren’t feeling well this morning and that you could not go to school.”

Yeah. I remembered the morning’s cluster headaches painfully well. An aftermath of last night’s dream, I figured. The dream about Nixon had left me with so many questions I just had to see if it was real. Indeed it was, and I met him just as I had in the dream. 

“When we came back from school in the evening and found that you were not home, we became even more worried,” Charis said without the humour he had minutes ago. 

Even Hannora seemed suddenly sombre. 

“School was really boring without you. You’ve never complained of a headache for centuries and you worried us a lot this morning,” she said. 

Hannora was hardly ever serious yet her words this time were not filled with their usual mirth.  It was as if a cloud of gloom had descended; the smiles that greeted me earlier on were just a façade to hide the pain I had put them in.  

They all must have been super worried about me. I hated making them worry. But everything had weighed up on me so much I just had to take some time off to think. My visit to St Louis Cathedral on the return journey home did a lot to clear up my mind. I always found an inner peace there in the presence of Theos’ light. And now, I owed them an explanation. To ease their minds too was the least I could do.

“I’m really sorry guys. I never wanted to you to worry this much. It’s just that a lot has happened since yesterday night that I can’t say right now.”

I watched their reaction carefully. Even though I wanted to put their minds at ease, I really did not want to relive this day by narrating the events. Everything had left me in such a daze, from the shock of the dream coming true to the returning of Aquarius. A millennium old pain, buried in the depths of my heart had been exhumed. I could not afford to lose the peace I had got from the cathedral.

“All that left me really confused this morning and it’s probably why I had the headache. I left home to clear up my mind and I’m okay now. I really hope you can understand.” 

Angelus looked at me intently, his blue eyes boring deep into mine as if they could see the inners of my soul. If there was a human being in this world who knew me best then it was him and for a moment I thought he had uncovered everything I had resolved to conceal.

“It alright Aella,” he finally said, “Next time, please leave a note or something when you have to disappear for the whole day. Okay?”

“Okay,” I answered, managing to pop up a smile. “Thanks a lot for understanding.”  

I was relieved that that talk had passed. I had thought they were all going pressure me to say more. Knowing them though, my worry was really uncalled for; they always were super understanding, the whole lot of them. Nonetheless, Nixon and Aquarius were topics I did not want risk their discussion. 

“Since we all are up, we will have an official meeting.” I announced merrily with the cloud of gloom lifted from me. 

“This late?” complained Charis, “we have exams tomorrow.”

“Yeah,” Hannora agreed passionately, contorting her face into a charming pout.

“You both have Postgraduate Degrees in Engineering from Oxford University. Forgive me if I am puzzled as to how a high school test could scare you.” I smiled, cocking my eyebrows.

“You know, if we are going to act seventeen then we should at least persuade ourselves that we are too.”  Charis argued.

“Yeah, sometimes I even wonder how we got accepted. We don’t look our fake ages, do we?” Hannora asked.

“Not at all lil sis,” Charis replied in a feigned scowl, “we just don’t act seventeen enough.”

I wondered how it was that after centuries of living with them, I still had not got used to the twins calling each other, ‘lil sis’ and ‘lil bro.’ When did they even negotiate that they were both older than the other?

“I’m over one thousand years old and I still act eighteen pretty well. Isn’t that right, Angelus?”

“Well Aella, sometimes…”

“Sometimes what, Angelus?”

“Sometimes you are a bit too serious A,” Kat said as she patted my back smiling.

“We’ve been doing this for one hundred years, going to high schools to spy on the Nephilim. Nothing has ever gone wrong because of my purported ‘seriousness’…”

I looked at their faces, all full of doubt at my statement.

“They mistook you for the headmistress Aella,” Hannora said in a dragged tone. 

“Alright, maybe once…?” 

 This time Angelus smiled.

“Thrice?” I asked doubtfully.

“Many times, Aella. But we don’t blame you, nor do we want you to change,” Angelus reassured me as he too walked to my side. “You have always been the head of this family ever since mom and dad. It’s why Theos made you leader.” 

My heart broke at Angelus’ words. They were all so loving towards me and I felt guilt crushing me for not being able to tell them everything. 

“I’m really sorry I acted irresponsibly today by sneaking out,” I confessed. “I’m sure you were all surprised and worried. But I beg that we lay all that aside; we have an important mission from Ouranous.” 

I knew that with the mission I had to mention Aquarius. The thought of his face brought back memories of past betrayals, making buried anger well up inside me. I was angrier with him because I believed he was involved with Nixon’s disappearance. He had to be. The alternative would mean that he had left of his own will and that was somehow harder to believe. Still, I had to trust Gal-el’s words that Nixon was okay. And still, I had to speak of Aquarius. 

Angelus and Kat went to the couch and sat. Everyone was attentive when it came to missions. I sat at the couch opposite to where everyone had sat. 

“Well,” I began casually, “Aquarius has returned.”

Angelus grimaced, Kat frowned, Hannora and Charis gasped in shock.

“Yeah,” I continued, “and he’s planning something.”

“Are you sure about this?” Angelus asked.

“Yes I am. I saw him with my own eyes. The other part about planning something was confirmed to me by Gal-el.”

“Gal-el?” Hannora and Charis asked together.

“Yeah. I met Aquarius after an encounter with some Nephilim. I had a little chat with him and after that he left me with some more Nephilim…and a Fallen. That’s why I called Gal-el, because of the Fallen.”

 “Are you okay?” Kat asked in concern.

“Yeah, the Nephilim were not a problem. The Fallen caused me some few bruises though, but Gal-el took care of him and then I banished him.”  

I was sure I was done with the questions before Hannora asked.

“How was he like?”

“Aquarius?”

“Yeah. Has he aged now that he is not under Theo’s light?”

“No he hasn’t. He has fused his power with the Dark.”

“How dare he return?” Angelus suddenly asked. Hurt and betrayal were evident on his face. “He left us when we needed him most. He left you.”

A thousand years ago, Angelus had looked up to Aquarius as an elder brother and a mentor. The pain of the loss of our parents was just fresh when Aquarius decided to leave. I was sure that Aquarius’ leaving had hurt Angelus more than he was willing to admit.

“Enough Angelus,” I said calmly, “what he plans is more important than past grievances.”

“What is he up to after almost a thousand years of silence?” Kat asked. 

Charis straightened his brown hair and leaned forward in anticipation. Though they were twenty years apart, Charis was looking more like Angelus with every day that passed. The same medium frame, only where Angelus was muscular, Charis was athletic. Their faces were the same shape: manly and aristocratic, with square jaws. Their eyes were different though. Charis’ had hazel eyes like Hannora’s while Angelus and I had light blue eyes. The last pair of twins born to our mother, Hannora and Charis, had the lighter hair in our family.  My hair was a black as Angelus’ though his was a bit less curly. 

My contemplative gaze drifted over to Kat. Born to a Mexican mother and an African father, she was the symbol of the beauty born of interracial unity. Her light brown complexion blended perfectly with her short dark wavy hair even as the big brown round eyes she got from her father complimented the delicate nose and supple pink lips from her mother.  First look at her and you could accuse Angelus for being materialistic for marrying such a vision. But anyone who knew Kat knew better; despite her great beauty, the most attractive part of Kat was her big heart, in any given day.

Anyway, she was the most recent member of our family.  The word ‘recent’ would be misleading to describe the two hundred years she had been with us. It felt as if she had been part of us for ever. 

I snapped out of my reverie to find every one staring at me as they waited for me to answer Kat’s question. I looked at Angelus wondering how to deliver the news. I figured bluntness would do.

“Well, he wants to rebuild Olympus.” 

Everyone fell dead silent. Gasping was a show of surprise; silence on the other hand was something else. 

“He also wants to awaken the Forsakers of Aurel,” I continued.

“The Forsakers killed his father and profaned Theos. It was why they were bound by father and mother on the command of Theos. How crazy is Aquarius?” Angelus rebuked vehemently.

“Not crazy Angelus, hungry. He hungers for power.” Hannora said, fully attentive.

“Hannora is right,” I said, remembering Aquarius’ words. “He already has the forces of the Dark behind him,”

“Diabolos backs him up?” Charis asked in surprise.

“Yes,” I answered, “It is Diabolos who becomes more powerful when men turn against Theos. If the Forsakes are loosed on earth, there is no saying how much more powerful he would be.”

“If Diabolos is behind him then it means that we will have to face the Fallen and more Nephilim. The Nephilim are not a problem but the Fallen…” Angelus said.

“That will not be a concern, blood of Kristos will protect us. We have to know more about Aquarius’ plan though, if we are to stop it.” I answered.

“The Forsakers were from the House of Aurel, isn’t it? Aquarius must work with Irina if he is to succeed.” Kat said. 

I considered her words in deep thought. It was possible, I concluded. What remained of the House of Aurel was led by Irina. Irina had appeared mysteriously after Zen Aurel, the leader of the Forsakers was bound by Father. Since their mother, Venus, was not in the world, Irina offered to take care of the Aurel children. Three in number, left one thousand years ago when the rebellion in the ranks of the Angeions happened. 

Ganos was sixteen years old while his sisters, Menactra and Mirena, were only eight. Theos had spared their lives since they had not taken part in their parents’ evils. Their two elder brothers and a sister were numbered among the Forsakers and so had been imprisoned also. The imprisoned ones all awaited their punishment from Theos at the end of days. The three children were all what remained of the House of Aurel and under the guidance of Irina, they too had also fallen from the light of Theos. They were now the Angeions of Heteros, those who did not follow the way of Theos. My heart could never get over the division between us, the Angeions, and I could feel that sadness already resurfacing.

“It could be. Besides, the doorway to Olympus can only be conjured by the blood of an Aurel. I guess that must make him want to have some contact with the Angeions of Heteros.”  

 “It makes sense,” Hannora agreed.

“That means we have to keep a close eye on Menactra and Mirena at school tomorrow,” Charis suggested.  

Hannora shifted slowly and lifted her legs up the sofa, hugging them. She looked up to me.

“And you and Kat could check on Ganos since he is in your class,” she added.

“Yes,” I answered, “but you have to be careful not to tip them off.”

“I agree, you all have to be very careful,” Angelus added, who was the only one not enrolled in Dereal High. 

Though we were twins, he was too huge, too muscular and too refined. There was no way he could have passed off as a high school kid. Anyway, he was the only one living his true profession as medical doctor, keeping the façade of an accountable family earning. The rest of us had to pretend we were high school learners in order to check on the activities of the Angeions of Heteros who has sided up with the Nephilim, the very creatures they were created to destroy. I was sure that it was Irina’s plan to choose high schools as the battle field for our centuries old war. 

So Hannora and Charis, engineers by profession, had to act like seventeen year olds while I, a whole professor in physics, had to be an eighteen year old. I often wondered what my physics teacher would say if he knew that I was Isaac Newton’s college professor. Kat on the other hand was a practicing lawyer before Angelus married her in the year eighteen twelve. At least she could still practice, solving the family assets’ legal problems arising from our longevity, even if it was under an alias. I honestly didn’t know how we had survived the legal system for the eight hundred years that we had lived without Kat. She was truly sent from Theos.

“Alright, seems like this meeting is over. Why don’t we all go to sleep. It’s going to be a long day at school tomorrow,” I announced. Charis woke up first, hugged me and then started to leave.

“Night sis, night everyone,” he said.

“Goodnight everyone,” Hannora said as she kissed Angelus on the cheek. She woke up and went to Charis standing beside the couch.

“Nice dress by the way sis,” Charis blurted, “bringing Victoria back, aren’t you?”

“Just an accident, Charis,” I retorted. “But I still hold that what we ladies used to wear in the eighteen hundreds was quite lovely and much more elegant than a shirt and some jeans.”

“You are the one who wears shirts and jeans like a tomboy A. There are pretty elegant clothes for women nowadays, you know,” Hannora added, deliberately making fun of my sense of fashion.

“Hannora, you should learn from me, your dear elder sister,” I said quoting from the Rhema.

‘Thy beauty should not come from outward adornment, such as braided hair and the wearing of gold jewellery and fine clothes. Instead, it should be that of thy inner self, the unfading beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is of great worth in Theos’ sight.’

“I dress modestly A, you on the other hand, dress like the one thousand year old you are,” Hannora said, smiling sweetly as she leaned down to kiss me on the forehead.

“Depart from me you fashion maniac,” I said, jokingly mussing her hair with my hands. I looked at Angelus and Kat who had sat on the couch smiling at the spectacle.                                                                                                                     

 “You know the girl is right?” Kat said                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

I knew she was but I didn’t plan on admitting it. I had never liked dressing up.

“No,” I denied, desperately trying to hide my smile.

Hannora and Charis left for bed chatting merrily up the stairs. The two had never ceased to amaze me with their simplistic approach to life. I was sure they had got that from Angelus. Mother and father died when they were barely three and the task fell upon us to raise them. That was a thousand years ago when Angelus and I were just twenty three years old. 

My stomach rumbled, complaining of hunger. I hadn’t eaten anything since I left this morning. The thought of Kat’s exotic meals could drive me crazy.

“Wow, I’m so hungry I could eat a whole cow,” I blurted “What did you have for supper?”

“Caramelized Ginger Chicken with Sticky Rice,” Kat said, tantalisingly.

“Did you…?” I asked, lifting my eyebrows.

“Yeah yeah,” she answered, “I have a whole saucepan left for you. It’s on the oven.”

My appetite was really something incredible. I think it was an adaptation to having a twin like Angelus.  I could match him spoon for spoon and there weren’t many on the planet who could dare make such a claim.

“Thanks a lot,” I replied with a smile.

“Alright, I think we’ll retire now,” Angelus said as he woke up from the couch. 

Kat stood up after him and stretched her back yawning. She cast a glance at the antique grandfather clock on the wall.

“It’s almost eleven! We waited for you for quite a long time, it seems. We were done with supper by eight.” She said smiling.

I opened my mouth to apologise.

“No need,” she said. “We finished that long ago.”

“Thanks again for understanding,” I said after them.

“You’re welcome,” Angelus and Kat replied in unison without turning. 

The couple made their way to the stairs before Angelus stopped on the way and called out.

“Aella.”

I shifted on the couch and turned my head to face him.

“Yeah.” I answered.

“If the chicken goes hard on you, know that I’m always there to offer my brotherly support.”

I knew it had to be the chicken. 

“Oh, I will alright” I replied in the most sarcastic tone I could muster then I turned back smiling.

Supper was cleared within minutes. The delicious meal was hefty but I was hungry enough. I took a cold shower to numb my nerves before I hopped in bed for slumber. Sleeping wasn’t going to be easy, I knew that well enough to grab the Logos from my library to try and sooth me to sleep.  I perused the ancient book slowly, staring at the ceiling on occasions when I needed to meditate. Perhaps if my mind was as blank as the white ceiling then I would have fallen asleep the moment I hit the bed. But that was not to be. I kept awake for so long it seemed as if hours had passed. I turned to the next page of the book and my eyes were pulled to the centre of       the page.

 ‘Your old men will dream dreams, and your young men will see visions…’

I stared at the words as they ingrained in my brain. Everything around me began fading as if reality was being blotted out. Flashes of images flooded my mind. Aquarius was offering Nixon a small pyramid shaped object. I could not believe my eyes. What in Theos’ name was Nick doing with Aquarius? I felt myself being pulled again and another image played through my mind. The pyramid object was levitating under the open sky, blackened with dark grey clouds. Thunder was booming and lightning frequented the skies. I could sense the evil, all the power and hatred emanating from the pyramid.  I closed my eyes in fright, afraid of what could come out from the object. 

When I opened them seconds later, I was back in my room. My body was slick with sweat: so much for the cold shower. I sat up on the bed. My heart was beating fast and I was gasping for breath in exhaustion. I had got on the bed confused but now I was bewildered. I could hardly understand what happened let alone explain the flashes I had seen. 

“Theos, reveal to me your will,” I sighed, whispering to the unseen presence. “I have never felt so lost in my life.”

Chapter 7 DEREAL HIGH

It felt as if I had slept for only seconds when my alarm rang its noisy tune. I had always wondered why alarms had to have such irritation sounds. I guess now I knew why; if it was a little more melodious then it would have soothed me into more sleep. I felt like a hired labourer after twenty hours of hauling tonnes of potato sacks. My whole body was tired. Still, I had to brave the day. I stretched my arm and switched the blasted alarm off.

The best thing about the morning was the sun and Kat’s breakfast. I could smell the masterpiece from here. Kat was probably already in the kitchen whipping some eggs to shape. I stepped off the bed and walked to the closed windows. I drew the curtains and pushed the window panes open. Sun light exploded in to the room in magnificent rays. I could feel my aura inside me screaming for the light and I closed my eyes to let it out. 

Angeions were just normal human beings, except they had the ability to free their spirit from their bodies. Their spirit was their aura and it could absorb and manipulate energy in unimaginable ways. The aura was still connected to the physical body and when let out, it surrounded it giving an Angeion the ability to bend the forces of nature to his or her will.

I absorbed the sun’s rejuvenating energy in delight. Every nerve in my body sang with relief as the exhaustion lifted off me. I drew my aura back. At times like this, I felt so fresh I didn’t think a shower was necessary. The stink of sweat on me was a strong witness against that, though. I concluded that the morning rituals were indeed necessary.

It didn’t take me long before I was crispy clean and my mouth smelt like roses. Setting the alarm ten minutes earlier than Hannora and Charis’ waking up times had really paid off; it saved me a long queue at the bathroom. I opened my closet and removed my set of five. Suddenly, the door to my room flew open and Hannora burst in.

“Hey! I have the right to something called privacy, you know,” I protested.

“Oh, if it isn’t the famous ‘set of five’,” she said ignoring my remark. 

She looked really ridiculous with the cap on her head and the pink dressing gown she had on. It was so funny I couldn’t maintain the frown I had on my face. She walked to my bed and sat by the array of five blouses and five jeans I had set. I was already having enough trouble choosing which pair was for Tuesday and now she wanted to add more trouble by insisting on dressing me. 

“Hannora, how many times for the last one thousand years must I tell you that I don’t need your fashion help?” I asked.

Hannora smiled sweetly.

“It’s five hundred and not a thousand, A. And must I tell you too, every single morning, that I made a promise five hundred years ago not to let you go astray in fashion ever again.”

“A stranger not liking my outfit five centuries ago doesn’t give you leeway to harass me every morning Hannora.”

“A,” Hannora spoke, her face turning into an expression of absolute sympathy, “he literally asked you ‘miss, are you five hundred years old by any chance?’ How many people are asked that because of what they wear, really?” 

“Okay, maybe I wasn’t up to date with the fashion those days...” 

“Up to date is a huge understatement, sis. I think English hasn’t yet come up with a proper term for being behind the fashion trends by half a millennium.”

I stared at her speechless. 

The third best thing in the morning was Hannora. She always lifted my spirits. I was sure if she knew how much I enjoyed our morning ‘confrontations’ I would not know peace for the next centuries. So I feigned the worst scowl I could muster.

“Why did Theos’ invent little sisters? They are like the most irritating creatures on earth,” I asked in feigned dejection.

“To teach older sisters fashion and fun, of course,” Hannora remarked triumphantly as she began picking through the clothes on my bed.

It was ages before we stepped down stairs. Hannora had decreed that I wear some light blue skinny jeans and a black T-shirt. I didn’t see anything stylish with them except for the Flyleaf cover art on the shirt, ‘Beautiful bride’.  Flyleaf was my favourite rock band. Hannora had settled for a purple blouse and black jeans. The rest of the family was already at the table except Kat. She was probably in the kitchen making the last course of our breakfast. Charis was looking as merry as ever with a piece of bread in his mouth. He smoothed his light brown hair and smiled.

“Morning sises,” he greeted cheerfully.

“Is that even a word lil bro?” Hannora asked, throwing a ridiculous look at Charis that so clearly screamed ‘can you get any dumber.’

“It is now,” he replied with a really wide smile. 

I couldn’t imagine how much he was being more like Angelus with every passing day. I suppressed a smile as I drew the chair at the end of the table and sat.

“Morning,” I answered. 

Angelus, who was sitting opposite Charis, rolled his eyes as if he could read my mind. 

“Morning Aella,” he said smiling sweetly.

“Morning to you Angelus.” I answered with the same sweet smile.

“What language is ‘sises’ anyway?”  I asked. 

Hannora settled in the chair beside Charis and looked at him, smiling in anticipation of his answer.

“English,” Charis answered innocently as he gulped some green stuff which looked like tea. “Didn’t you notice my puffed up BBC English when I pronounced the word?”

“A word that will give Ms Rudolf a heart attack.” Kat said as she came from the kitchen carrying a tray with a jug and five glasses.

She set the glasses and the jug full of creamy juice on the table. The smell was so enticing it made my stomach rumble in a manner so unladylike. Sitting beside Angelus, Kat passed a plate full of golden brown round bread to me.

“Morning A,” she said.

“Morning Kat,” I answered staring at the plate in wonder. “Wow, I never thought breakfast could be so hard to understand.”

Kat rolled her eyes and laughed.

“It’s a Moroccan breakfast cuisine, A.” Hannora answered in a tone that sounded as if she was revealing to me the cure for AIDS. “We are having Mint Green tea with honeyed bread. There’s also olive oil, butter, croissants and of course, baked eggs with cream.”

“Oh,” I replied with genuine fascination as I poured myself a cup of the green tea. “When are we having that sweet smelling substance in the jug?”

“It’s a milk and fruit juice and it is usually served at the end of breakfast,” Kat answered.

“Wonderful. What would I do without you Kat?” I exclaimed, placing three pieces of the bread on my plate.

“You would be collaborating with Angelus to feed us monotonous and torturous meals for the next many centuries.” Hannora answered slowly sipping her green tea. 

Charis suppressed a laugh, almost chocking from it.

I nearly laughed too. Coming to think of it, we had been having eggs for breakfast every morning for the eight hundred years before we met Kat. There was no use denying it; we weren’t terrible cooks but we weren’t versatile either. 

“Would you like to know what I dreamt last night?” Charis suddenly asked.

The half bitten slice of bread in my hand fell. 

“Are you okay, Aella?” Angelus asked, surprised by the sudden change that had come over me. 

I could feel my sense of ease evaporate and alarm crop in in its stead. The mentioning of the word ‘dream’ had wrought a profound effect on me that I couldn’t have prepared for in anyway. It brought back the memories of last night’s dream that I would have gladly kept buried.

“I’m fine,” I answered, forcing a smile. 

No one looked convinced though so I quickly changed the subject

“We have to be extra keen today. The House of Aurel is our best shot at finding out more about Aquarius’ plan,” 

“Hannora and I will keep an eye on Mirena and Menactra while you and Kat will watch Ganos as planned, right?” Charis asked, forsaking his planned narration. 

I sighed inwardly with relief. I was not going to tell them about my dream, at least not until when I knew for sure what it meant.

“Yes. I have a feeling Aquarius will strike soon and we all have to be ready it,” I spoke contemplatively with the image of Aquarius and the small pyramid playing through my mind in an endless cycle of repeat. 

***

Dereal High was a fifteen minute drive away from the manor. It was the biggest school in New Orleans and also the most notorious for rebellion. They say teenagers are naturally rebellious but even that could not explain the suicides, murder and promiscuity surrounding the school. I guess I knew why; with all those Nephilim hiding within its social life, what wouldn’t go wrong? Thanks to the House of Aurel, Dereal High had become a nest for the Nephilim: a nest for breeding and living. It was why we had to enrol there as students; Dereal high had become the battle ground for the spiritual war. Angeions of Allos, the house of Nikas versus the Angeions of Heteros, the house of Aurel.

“Hey you back there, what are you talking about in whispering tones,” I asked glancing at the rear view mirror.

“Nothing,” Hannora answered twirling as strand of her golden brown hair with a finger. 

“Nothing always means something when you twirl your hair like that. Charis?”

“We weren’t saying anything about you,” he answered quickly.

I turned the steering, making the right turn before glancing at the rear view mirror again. The two looked so innocent I almost believed them…almost.

“Hey Kat,” I said, turning to her beside me, “any idea what trouble the twins are up to?”

“No idea,” she answered, looking through the side window as I drove the Mercedes into the school’s parking lot.

“Looks like the Aurels are here,” she said.

I drove slowly in between the array of cars before I finally found a good parking spot and carefully parked us. I switched off the engine and its soft purr died. Looking past Kat and through the windshield, I spotted the famous red Ferrari as it glided gracefully to a halt a few paces away from where we had parked. It was clear that the Ferrari the main spectacle of the moment. The sound of Gerard Way screaming to the Black Parade was all that could be heard a mile radius from the posh car and naturally, everyone was craning their necks to confirm where loud punk jam was coming from. The red Ferrari had a reputation; it could be rocking back and forth from the bang of electric guitars nobody would be surprised.

“Grand entrance, Aurel style,” I said to myself as I opened the door to the driver’s seat.

“Could it be that they have already met with Aquarius?” Kat asked as she closed the door to the Mercedes. 

“I’m not sure,” I answered, my eyes locked to the opening doors of the hatchback Ferrari. 

“The temptress twins,” Hannora announced just as Mirena and Menactra emerged.

Back-length lustrous black hair, golden skin tone, light grey eyes and an alluring figure; the Aurel twins had all the outer beauty any woman in the world would covet. They took after their mother, Venus. They had her enchanting grey eyes, flowing dark hair and astounding figure. Although she had more of the darker complexion of the Falasha. Venus was indeed extremely beautiful if I could remember well, yet the twins had surpassed her. Zen’s aristocratic features must have accented the natural beauty from their mother. 

Dubbed the ‘temptress twins’ from even before the Victorian era, Mirena and Menactra were exactly that. I wondered if the hot pants and leather blouses they had donned today were even legal. I did not need to look around to be sure that the cheer that had erupted when they stepped off from their Ferrari had come from the ‘hungry’ boys around. They were literally stunned, drooling over them. Of course that was what Irina wanted, all the boys to worship the twins and all the girls to ape them.

Ganos came out last, emerging in regal fashion from the driver’s seat. He had lighter skin than his sisters and straight jet black hair with dark grey eyes. Ganos was Irina’s bait for the girls and frankly she was pretty much successful. The girls in Dereal High were crazy about his Goth style and wicked smile. The Aurels were obviously the most popular in Dereal High. It was through their fame that Irina and the Nephilim reaped lost souls.

“Aella lets go. We’ll be late for class and we have a Physics paper today,” Kat said ending the cycle of thoughts in my mind. 

“What?” I asked, absentminded.

“She said you have an exam. Does the word exam ring a bell, sis?” 

“Keep quiet Hannora, must I always tell you to respect your elders?” I asked with the same amount of sarcasm. 

“An exam?” I asked following Kat. 

Hannora took her bag from the car and followed after Charis who was walking behind Kat and me.

“Yeah, Mr Griffins’ opening paper.”

“And you tell me this now? I haven’t even studied,” I said walking up to the steps.

“Look whose complaining now, don’t you have a PhD in Physics lovely sis?” Charis asked echoing my words from last night.

I ignored him, best medicine for Hannora and Charis’ nuisance. I looked at Kat questioningly.

“Alright, I’m sorry,” she answered, “I kind of forgot.”

“But I’ve never failed to study for any exam all my life,” I complained.

“Oh, stop complaining,” Kat smiled. “You always pass. You’d be getting a hundred per cent even if it were a nuclear physics paper.”

My eyes were on the Aurels the whole time from when they had left their car. I could see them walking to the steps of the entrance, right where we were going. I was sure that Hannora, Charis and Kat were secretly observing them just as I was. 

“Possibly,” I replied to Kat’s remark, “still, you owe me a comprehensive apology.”

         Before she answered, we had reached the steps. Under the huge archway entrance of Dereal high, high school students were streaming in, oblivious of everything that was taking place right under their noses. Irina had picked up the perfect place for her attack.

         “Nikas,” Ganos said smiling, “it’s always good to see you people in the morning. You kind of… brighten up the day.”

         Ganos was standing in front of Kat and I with his sisters on either side of his athletic frame. If we were to find out anything about Aquarius from the Aurels then it had to be now. I stepped forward leaving Kat behind me.

“Surely you lot here look very happy today. What’s the occasion?” I asked feigning a smile.

Ganos rolled his grey eyes and walked forward to me.

“Surely our happiness is not your business,” he said stretching his smile into a wicked grin, “but if you must know… ummm…”

 Ganos leaned close to me and whispered into my ears.

“We just found out how much we make you look like dweebs.” 

“Awww,” I whispered back, “you almost made me feel seventeen again. It’s too bad that we don’t do teen drama, I just hate to have wasted all your efforts.” 

There had to be something I was missing. Every Angeion’s aura had a distinctive feeling that was as unique as their fingerprints. If the Aurels had met Aquarius then being this physically close to Ganos, I would have sensed the residue of his aura. Maybe it was too faint. 

The school bell rang. I smiled at Ganos’ fading smile.

“If there’s something else, really, that you want to tell, we don’t mind.”

I turned to Kat. Hannora and Charis had already gone their way as planned. It would be obvious spying had they stayed.

“We should be off to class,” I said to her then I turned back to Ganos. I narrowed my eyes.

“You had better not be in league with Aquarius…”

I could almost hear Kat gasp with surprise. Had I not just made our suspicions known? I had to take my chances though and play on my hunch about Ganos’ reaction. I walked past Ganos with Kat on my right side. Counting to three, I placed my right hand on my left shoulder. At the same instant Ganos stretched his hand to my shoulder to call me back. He caught my hand instead.

I felt my whole body freeze while everything around me faded. This was not sensing an aura, it was something else. I felt my mind burning as flashes of scenes ran through my mind.

I saw Aquarius enter the Aurel manor. The scene flashed then faded, replaced by another.  

Ganos had a knife to Aquarius’ throat. I watched as Irina walked gracefully to the interlocked pair and stood beside them. Mirena and Menactra were on guard a little further behind.

“Release him,” Irina ordered. 

The disapproval on Ganos’ face was evident as he took the blade from Aquarius’ neck. A thin line of red formed where Ganos’ knife had tasted the flesh of his captor’s neck.

“You’ve come back to me?” Irina spoke softly, almost beseechingly.

Aquarius cleared his throat, wiping the blood from his neck with a handkerchief he had got from his pockets. He did not seem disturbed by the unfriendly welcome he had got.  On the contrary, he was oozing with enigmatic confidence. Aquarius disposed the bloody hankie.

“Not for you,” he replied harshly, the wince on Irina’ face noticeable, “I have a deal.” 

It was obvious that she was hurt by his words. The painful expression on her face though disappeared as soon as it came; Irina’s reputation for composure and recollection was not unfounded… 

My eyes popped open, yanking me back to reality. I was back at the archway entrance. I realised that it had only taken a moment of touch to see all that. What was all that, the past or the future? 

I stopped and turned as Ganos’ hand left mine. I threw a cautious but keen glance at his face to see if he had noticed anything strange with my touch. Nothing; his expression was clear.

“What if it does have to do with Aquarius…? What are you going to about it?” he asked, posing an obvious challenge. 

He had played just as I had predicted. Ganos was never the one to take threats silently and I known that he would stop me to challenge my threat. I smiled in victory; I had what I wanted-information.

“Theos will decide,” I answered, ending the conversation.

Chapter 8 VISIONS

I knew every answer to the questions in the physics paper the moment I laid my eyes on it. It took me hardly ten minutes to complete the one hour exam. Left with the rest of the hour, I recounted the vision: if at all that was what it had been.

I had never had visions before, except for the strange dream about Nixon. That one had come true in exact detail. There was a mystery with this one, though. Was what I saw the past or the future? I really had no idea. It was because of this uncertainty that I had not told the rest about the premonition. Thankfully Kat did not notice me having the vision so no questions would come. Our only hope of finding out about Aquarius’ connection with the Aurels lay in solving this vision, failure was not an option.

I replayed it again in my mind for the millionth time. There had to be something I could use to establish its chronology. Ganos was holding a knife to Aquarius throat. He lets go of him. Aquarius wipes his neck with the handkerchief. Wait, Aquarius was cut. Yes, Aquarius’ cut, if I could…

“Miss Nikas, I’m surprised that you are already so done with my paper that you are day dreaming,” Mr Griffins whispered over my head, stopping beside my seat.

“What?” I asked loudly as I snapped from deep thought. Everyone turned and stared at me.

“Oh, sorry,” I whispered.

“Everyone get back to your exam,” Mr Griffins said coolly before he turned to me. “Especially you, Miss Nikas.”

I turned my head to Kat who was seated just across me. She was staring at me with worry. She probably thought that my daydreaming had to do with what I had told them last night.

“Yes sir,” I answered in a whisper. 

I took my pen and started going through my exam papers, feigning deep concentration. Mr Griffins moved on, continuing his patrol around the class. I waited for a while until he was a safe distance away before I turned to Kat. She was deep into her paper. 

“Kat,” I called out softly, carefully focusing the energy of the sound using my aura so that it reached only Kat. She turned, her brown eyes looking at me questioningly.

“I’m okay,” I lip-said, smiling. 

She shook her head, the trace of a faint smile forming on her lips before she continued with her work.

I turned to my own work. I could not help but smile; I had finally figured it out. Aquarius’ cut was the answer to all the mystery. I caught myself; it was more of the key to unlock the mystery.

***

I was first to reach our favourite table at the school’s cafeteria. Hannora and Charis came last. When everyone was settled, I began. 

“Did anyone find out anything important?” I asked. “Charis and Hannora, what did you get out of the temptress twins?”

“Nothing significant,” Charis said between mouthfuls of macaroni.

“You sound like a toad with a bad voice,” I scolded him. “You should not talk with food in your mouth.” 

Having raised him up, it was hard to get by without the scolding. It was said old habits died hard. Well this habit was centuries old.

“Hannora?” I asked.

“They didn’t say anything we could connect with Aquarius. But they did mention something I think you’d find very interesting.”

“What?” I asked.

“…he didn’t look older,” Hannora answered. “Mirena’s exact words. Could they have been speaking of Aquarius?”

I recalled the vision again in my mind. Mirena and Menactra were there when Aquarius showed up. It could be they were referring to Aquarius. Still, I needed more.

“I’m not sure,” I answered, “Did they say anything else?” 

 “A whole lot more actually, but nothing related to what we were looking for,” Charis replied. “What about you two, found out anything from Ganos?”

“Nothing strange,” Kat answered. “What was that about back in Physics class?”

What Charis and Hannora had found out had shed some light, but there was still darkness around the vision. According to that information, the vision was the past, meaning the Aurels had already met with Aquarius as we had expected. If only I could see Aquarius then everything would be illuminated. Still, I had to tell. If there was ever a time to tell them then it was now.

“I had some sort of a vision, I think,” I said. 

I had always relied on bluntness during confessions.

“What? When?” Kat asked in surprise. 

Hannora and Charis were dumbfounded too. I could understand their surprise. Angeions had many abilities but premonitions were not among them. Not until my dream about Nixon at least. 

“A vision,” I repeated, “I’ve had them thrice in the last two days.”

“Is that why you have been so worried?” Kat asked in concern.

“Partly,” I answered calmly, “it’s what I’ve had visions on that has me disturbed the most.”

“It’s connected with what you said you couldn’t tell, isn’t it?” Hannora asked.

“Yeah, but that is hardly important,” I answered. “I think the latest vision shows Aquarius’ plan, the beginning of it at least.” 

I sipped in my coffee slowly. Kat leaned back in thought.

“When did you get it?” she asked.

“Today morning as I was trying to sense Aquarius’ aura on Ganos. I couldn’t get anything so I thought I should try enhancing my senses with touch. That’s when I got the vision, when I touched Ganos.”

“That means that it has to be connected with what he saw, otherwise why was he the one to set it off?” Charis said.

“Yeah, it does actually,” I asserted. 

They were all looking at me expectedly. Waiting for me to tell the vision, probably.

“Well, aren’t you going to ask what I saw?”

“Yeah, yeah, what did you see?” Hannora asked.

“Aquarius barging into the Aurel’s manor,” I said.

“That could be anywhere between the past and the future,” Kat said, quickly detecting the ambiguity of the vision. Chronology of an account to a lawyer is everything. “How are we to know if it had happened or if it’s just about to?”

“That’s exactly the question that was bugging me through the whole Physics exam,” I answered.

“So that’s what the day dreaming was about!” Kat said in realisation.

“Yeah, I was trying to figure the puzzle out.”

“Okay okay,” Hannora said impatiently, “we can finish the catching up later. Why don’t you go straight to what you’ve figured out?”

“Well, shortly after Aquarius enters the manor, he is captured by the Aurels, Ganos in particular. Ganos holds a knife to Aquarius’ throat. The knife is an enchanted blade and in the vision Aquarius’ throat is scarred by the knife. That means…”

“Aquarius will still have the scar if we get to see him, that’s if the vision was showing the past,” Charis cut in.

“And he will not have the scar if it was really a premonition of the future,” Hannora added.

 “Exactly,” I answered.

“I guess that solves the ‘when’ of the vision, but how exactly do we get to see Aquarius?” Kat asked.

“Now that would be a problem,” I agreed, “But at least we have some information. Something is always better than nothing and I have a feeling that these visions are Theos’ help to us. Something big is brewing and Ouranous will not be silent about it.”

***

History classes were always the most boring to me. When you have lived a thousand years in more than a hundred different countries, history becomes like an inaccurate biography of your life. Our history teacher was probably the most interesting thing about the lesson. Mr McCoy was obsessed with time. He had four wall clocks in his office and wore two wrist watches, on one arm. He was never late for his lesson, even for a second. People thought he was very weird but they probably liked him because he never tarried a second more when his lesson was over.

I looked back from where I sat. Ganos was ‘chatting’ merrily with the new girl who sat across him, his hands on her thigh. I turned to Kat who had also noticed the spectacle. Ganos was seducing the girl with his aura, manipulating her brain energy. I cast out my aura silently and let it move to where Ganos was. He didn’t put effort when I subdued his aura and restored sanity back to the girl. For a moment, the girl was in a daze not knowing what had happened. Then she woke up abruptly and left the class room. No one noticed the upset; the class was in frenzy. I looked disgustedly at Ganos.

He rolled his eyes and smiled innocently at me. I turned my face away in anger. I thought I would get used to his indifference to morality but no, here I was really upset over something I had seen happen for centuries.

The history lesson was just about to begin. Someone lifted up his fist and everyone fell silent. I smiled, looking at my own wristwatch. Ten seconds to go. We were about to count down to Mr McCoy’s entrance like it was New Year. I felt my anger subside.

…five, four, three, two, one. The bell announcing the beginning of the lesson rang. Everyone’s eyes turned to the door. 

Nothing happened. I counted three seconds and when I was about to declare Mr McCoy absent someone finally came through the door.

I knew at first sight that it was not him. Mr McCoy was never this confident in gait. He never stood up this tall with an air of authority. The man smoothed his curly blonde hair back and leaned on the door frame, his green eyes looking straight at me.

Chapter 9 HISTORY AND PAST PAINS

Aquarius! 

I yelled in frustration, in my mind. It was taking me a lot of effort not to let my aura out and attack him. I shifted my weight on the chair impatiently. I didn’t know if Kat had recognised him. Of course she had not seen Aquarius in person but I was sure that Angelus had shown her the family portrait drawn a thousand years ago. That was probably the only place where she could have seen Aquarius from. I turned to her, scanning her face for any realisation. 

Her eyes were on Aquarius. Tight lips and narrowed eyes, Kat’s unmistakeable look of careful scrutiny. She was looking for the scar, I realised. She had already recognised him.

“Sorry for disappointing you class, I’m not Mr McCoy,” Aquarius said in his smooth bass, walking through the door to the front of the class.  

I could see the expressions in the girls’ faces. I was sure they could throw themselves over a cliff if Aquarius asked them to. I too was once attracted to him but all that remained now of my past fascination was the stink of the dark aura around him.

“But I will be taking you for history this particular lesson,” he said, folding his arms at his chest.

What game was Aquarius playing? Time would tell. Right now, the scar was more important. I scanned his neck as subtly as I could.

“Wow Aella,” I heard a whisper from my side, “I’ve never seen you interested in someone this much.”

 I turned to Jessica’s stare. She was smiling at me in wonder.

“What?” I asked.

“I see you are checking out the substitute teacher,” she said with the same ‘Found you out!’ smile you’d show to a three year old you found stealing sugar. 

And there I was thinking I was being subtle! I guess I had to work on my spying skills.

“No,” I whispered in defiance. Knowing Jessica, she would not believe me anyway. So I saved myself a long explanation and turned away from her.

“I don’t blame you, he is like the cutest guy ever,” Jessica whispered in a dreamy tone.

I ignored her. There was no trace of a scar on his neck. Could it be possible that they had not met yet? But what about what Charis and Hannora said? There had to be something I was missing. 

“You can call me Mr A,” Aquarius said as he rubbed his hands together. 

He scanned the faces in the class with a big smile on his face before settling his gaze on me. I looked into his green eyes with my best poker face. He looked away, moving on to Jessica. Then he grinned even wider.

“Awww! He’s like angel,” Jessica commented in another dreamy whisper. “You know, with wings and all that.”

“Yeah, like an angel alright,” I whispered to myself sarcastically. 

I shifted my sight to aura vision. He had to be hiding the scar with his aura. I knew my eyes had become a darker shade of blue so I avoided any other face and looked straight to his neck.

“You have such a cool name Mr A,” Ashley said in a sensual tone pushing her exposed legs outward where Aquarius could see them. 

Aquarius unfolded his arms from his chest and walked to her.

“How could you have known how cool my name is when you’ve never heard it before?” he asked, smoothly cocking his head. He raised eyebrows to reinforce his wonder. 

The whole class laughed when Ashley smiled shyly. Aquarius bent slightly and laid a comforting hand on her shoulders. I almost chocked with disgust. He was always the good guy, wasn’t he? 

I ignored my disdain. This was my chance to look for the scar; Aquarius had arched his neck just precisely. I cast my gaze and bingo, spotted the faint mark. It was hardly an inch long, spanning at the exact area I had seen Ganos hold the knife in the vision.

Aquarius looked at me, wanting to share the moment as he touched Ashley sentimentally. I retracted my aura’s vision and my eyes returned to normal just as I met his gaze. I flashed my brightest smile at him. He saw genuine joy where he expected anger, only he did not know that it had come from the success I just had seconds ago. It had the desired effect though, my smile. Aquarius turned away with a faded smile.

“We will not continue with where Mr McCoy had left,” he declared, walking confidently to the whiteboard. “Instead, we will look at the history of our own city here, New Orleans.”

“New Orleans?” Chad asked as he adjusted his thick framed glasses to see Aquarius properly. 

Chad was an intelligent young man who loved to learn, from my perspective at least. The rest of the class thought he was, well, what everyone thinks a skinny, smart but shy boy is- a nerd.

“Yes,” Aquarius answered coolly, “do you have any objections?”

“No sir, but…,” Chad started timidly before Aquarius cut him off mid-sentence.

“I don’t plan on compromising so why don’t we just begin,” Aquarius said in a cold voice 

Chad nearly crawled into his own pocket. I felt sorry for him. What Aquarius was up to was more important though so I paid attention to our Mr A.

“We’ll be looking at the history of New Orleans from another dimension, a mythical one to be precise. The great thing about our lesson today is that you won’t have to take any notes nor is it going to be tested in any exam,” Aquarius said as he ran his fingers through his hair. 

Then he laid a book sized parcel on the teacher’s desk.

“You will not need your reference books either,” Aquarius said as he carefully opened the parcel and took out an ancient looking book with a withered black hard cover that was embroidered with golden threads. 

He raised the book for everyone to see. The cover had a picture of a very old building of ancient French design. It had three spires making it look oddly familiar, as if I had seen it somewhere. 

“Most you would not recognise this building when it’s really the most famous structure in New Orleans.” Aquarius said as he lowered the book. 

Then I remembered. The original St Louis Cathedral, 1794 structure. I turned to Kat; shock was registered on her face. If there was someone who knew about New Orleans’ dark past then it was her. We had only lived in New Orleans for the last fifty years after relocating from an apartment in London. Kat on the other hand, was born in New Orleans in the 1780s. Angelus and Kat actually first met in a mass at the St Louis Cathedral back in 1800s. That was when I had seen the church, I recalled.

“This is the great three spired St Louis Cathedral in its original form,” Aquarius continued. “The mythical history of New Orleans revolves around this structure.”

Where there was resistance at first, I saw concentration in Chad. Everyone was very attentive, I realised. Aquarius had won himself an audience. He looked at me and smiled as if he could hear my thoughts. I ignored him and turned back to Kat. She seemed to be over the shock. I was sure that she had found out something, perhaps a hint to why Aquarius was suddenly interested in teaching history. 

Aquarius sat on the teacher’s table and placed the book on his lap before he continued.

“Legend has it that two thousand years ago a deity walked among men. His name was Kristos son of Theos. Drawing from the powers of Ouranous, he waged war against a group of half spirits known as the Nephilim in order set men free. Ironically, he was slain by the very men he sought to save. More ironic though, is the fact that Kristos achieved greater victory when he descended into Hades and killed Death before his father took him up to Ouranous.” 

I realised that Aquarius was narrating the Allos, the truth that was the core of existence of the Angeions. But to what end?

“The legend continues that after Kristos had left earth, the Nephilim decided seek revenge against the human race for their days of terror by Kristos’ hand. Many humans were slain before they cried out to Theos to save them.”

Aquarius held his silence for seconds as he let his narration sink in. Then he continued.

 “This is where it gets interesting; in response to the Nephilim’s uprising, Theos elected three human families and from them, he fashioned a group of warriors called the Angeions. The Angeions had great abilities and so they fought the Nephilim and restored order to the earth. 

Five hundred years later, one family defected from Theos’ will. Taking up from the famous mythologies of those days they declared themselves gods. They formed allies with the Nephilim and the Fallen and from it, fashioned a great metropolis called Olympus.

The ‘gods of Olympus’ as they dubbed themselves, then wiped out one of the three families because Angeions were really the only beings who could oppose them. But as they tried to destroy the other family and finally claim dominance, Theos intervened. He granted power to one Angeion and his wife who vanquished the gods of Olympus, bound them and cast them in a prison known as Tartarus. When it was all done, Theos sent his angels to destroy Olympus.

In short, the gods were imprisoned and Olympus destroyed. Yet there was one thing which remained. The one thing that could undo all of Theo’s work. The one thing that could awaken the gods and resurrect Olympus. The one thing that Theos could not destroy, the Dramaticus.”

I knew there was something fishy about Aquarius’ tale. The beginning was the Allos alright but the end, clearly fabricated. The tale of the Forsakers was always a mysterious one yet I was sure about one thing. There was nothing that Theos supposedly couldn’t destroy.

“But what has this legend got to do with our dear city?” Aquarius threw the rhetoric question. “Well, it is said that when Theos was met with the difficulty that the Dramaticus posed, he sought to hide it from the reach of the Fallen and Nephilim. Therefore, he buried it deep within the earth in a hidden chamber close to Hades where it lay undiscovered for a thousand years. 

It was within the 17th century when the details of the location of the Dramaticus spread across the earth. The Fallen and Nephilim converged around the place in an attempt to free the gods of Olympus. Seeing this, Theos erected a fortress above the ground where the Dramaticus lay buried. And thus was the birth of the original St Louis Cathedral in 1718.”

Everyone was quiet. The dramatic finish that Aquarius had put to his tale had shaken the class in a way I couldn’t have imagined. It was one thing to listen to a tale but to live it was something else, especially when it was one as horrific as this. I had to congratulate Aquarius for the well-rehearsed legend.

“Of course it is only a myth,” Aquarius said as he stood from the table “You all don’t have to be that petrified.”

I could almost hear those sighs of relief from the sweat beaded teenagers. Aquarius was clearly toying with their minds.

“Then again,” he said as he walked casually around the class room until he reached where I sat, “the legend kind of explains why New Orleans is America’s most haunted city. I mean, from hurricanes to mysterious suicides and the ghost citings, especially around the Jackson square…” 

He shook his head contemplatively and looked around. Satisfied with the horror he saw on their faces, he flashed a brilliant smile at me. I would have preferred to turn my head away in disgust but that would be yielding to him. So I stared into his green eyes with an expressionless face.

“And that concludes our brief history lesson,” Aquarius said, brushing through his blonde curls with his fingers before walking to the door. He stopped a few feet short to the door and turned.

“I hope you’ve all enjoyed the lesson,” he smiled, “because I sure did.”

Aquarius walked out the door and a millisecond later the bell for the end of the period rang. 

***

“That was what he said?” Angelus asked incredulously

“Yeah, that Theos failed to destroy this Dramaticus thing and had to hide it,” I answered.

“We know it’s all false of course,” Kat said.

“Without a doubt,” I affirmed, “yet the existence of this Dramaticus is arguable. Father and Mother were so secretive about the circumstances in which they defeated the Forsakers. Perhaps it was Ouranous’ will that this Dramaticus be hidden for another reason.”

Everyone around the dining table was cracking their minds trying to find the rationale behind Aquarius’ dramatic lesson earlier on. I studied their faces, assessing their reaction to my theory.

“Perhaps,” Angelus said shifting his bulky body impatiently on the chair.

“It’s true that New Orleans is infested with the Fallen and Nephilim,” Charis said, narrowing his hazel eyes in thought. “There must be something here that’s attracting them.”

“Yeah. That can be proof that the Dramaticus really exist,” Hannora completed her brother’s thought.

I had already thought of that. Only that I came up with more questions than answers. If only I knew where the answers to those many questions existed…

“But more important is the question, if the Dramaticus really exists then what is it really?” Angelus said, bringing another dimension to the puzzle. 

 “That’s true, we can’t trust Aquarius’ description of it,” Kat added to her husband’s thought.

The question of the nature of the Dramaticus had crossed my mind too. Was it something that could unlock Tartarus? 

“Kat, why were you shocked when you saw that book?” I asked impulsively, meeting her big brown eyes. 

Kat looked away apprehensively. It broke my heart. Her face was a mask of pain and fear, as that of a child who had witnessed a great horror.

“Forgive me for asking, Kat,” I apologised knowing that I had undoubtedly reminded her of a painful experience. 

Sure, we needed every bit of information that we could find but not at the expense of anyone’s feelings.

“It’s alright if you don’t want to say anything,” I said as I stretched my hand to touch hers on the table. 

I felt coldness in them. Kat looked at me and I could see the glistering of tears in her eyes. 

“I thought I had forgotten. I thought I was done with that day…yet the picture brought it all back.”

Angelus moved closer to Kat and put his arms around her.

“You don’t have to say anything,” he whispered comfortingly to her. 

Kat inclined her head and stared into her husband’s eyes momentarily. Then she ignored him and continued.

“I will never forget that day, March 21, 1788,” Kat stared sightlessly as her memories transported her to the past.

21th March 1788

“Don’t go too far with your brother, Aikaterina. I want us to leave as soon as the mass ends,”

“Okay mama, you worry a lot. We’ll just be around the Plaza de Armas,” the girl said to her mother. 

She held her younger brother’s little hand in hers. The mother smiled lovingly at her two children. She placed her hand on each of their cheeks.

“Alright,” she said to her daughter, pressing her cheek, “and I can’t stop worrying about my two little angels.”  

Aikaterina and her brother hopped away from their mother merrily as she watched. She watched them until they disappeared around a corner before she went back into the church.

“Here’s the flower I wanted to show you, Andres,” Aikaterina said to her little brother. 

The rectangular flower bed outside the office was very neat and beautiful. It was the new flower there that was more captivating though.  Aikaterina had seen it just the day before. It seemed almost impossible to have grown so big in just one day. Its long rope like flowers cascaded to the ground from its tall and erect stem. Aikaterina marvelled at its beauty. It had petals which were so breath-taking. Their colour had to be the darkest shade of red ever, so deep and mature. 

“It’s so beautiful Andres” Aikaterina said breathlessly to her four year old brother who also seemed spellbound by the flower.

“Amaranthus,” said a deep voice from above. Aikaterina looked up and saw a hooded face. A man, she judged from the voice.

“Is that the name of the flower, sir?” Aikaterina asked him. 

The man crouched until he was the same height as the girl and his brother. He stared at the flower.

“Yeah, it means ‘unfading’.” 

Aikaterina looked at the man again. He was wearing a black cloak and had gloves on. Aikaterina had not seen his face clearly but she could tell from his accent that she was not from here. A visitor to the government office, she thought. The man straightened himself and smiled at her before walking away, his cloak floating in the wind. She watched him until he disappeared round Chartres Street.

“Hermana,” Andres tugged at her skirt. She turned to her brother. He was holding a book-sized parcel in his little hands. “I think that man has left this.”

“Wait here Andres, I’ll take it to him,” Aikaterina said, taking the parcel from her brother. “Okay? Stay here.”

She turned and started running towards where she had seen the man turn. Almost everyone was at St Louis Cathedral and the city was almost deserted. She stopped and looked back at her brother.

“Stay there and don’t move,” Aikaterina shouted to him before turning about the corner.

She had been walking for three minutes now and there was still no sign of the man. There was only one long and straight street and Aikaterina could not understand how he could have disappeared so quickly.

“Hermana!” she had the distant call of a frightened child.

“Andres!” she realised in fright. 

Aikaterina threw the parcel away in shock as adrenalin rushed into her veins, prompting her to run as fast as she could. She reached the flower bed gasping for breath. 

“Andres!” Aikaterina called out. Her brother was out of sight and her heart was beating rapidly in her chest as fear gripped her.

“Hermana!” Andres shouted in reply.

 She looked around frightfully. Aikaterina could not tell where the voice was coming from. She was panicking where composure was needed.

“Hermana!” Andres called out again. 

Mercy of Theos, he’s almost crying, Aikaterina thought. She looked around again. The flower bed was outside the office of the military treasurer; maybe Andres was in the office. There was a glass window just above the flower bed where one could look into the office. Aikaterina jumped over the flower bed oblivious of the thorns tearing into her soft flesh. She could not reach the window. She was too short.  She caught the window sill and hauled herself up by her knees. The pain of the concrete wall eating into her elbows and knee caps was masked by the joy of seeing Andres through the window. 

“Don’t be afraid Andres, I’ll get you out,” she shouted. 

Andres was standing in the middle of the office with tearful brown eyes.

Aikaterina leaped from the window and quickly ran to the door. She turned the door knob several times but the door would not open. She shook the door in frustration. It was locked. How did Andres get himself in?

“Andres,” she called out again. “How did you get in?”

“Hermana!” Andres screamed, this time really afraid. Aikaterina rushed back to the window, lifted herself up and looked in. 

“Andres,” she shouted, “What’s wrong? What are you seeing Andres?” 

Andres was standing where he had been but his back was to the window. Aikaterina could only see his back. He was staring at something within the room and she could not see what it was. 

“Andres!” she called out again. She was getting tired of hanging by the window sill. There was hardly any skin left to absorb the dreadful attacks of the concrete. Still, Andres did not turn. It was as if he could not hear her at all. Lactic acid was building in her muscles. How long could she continue hanging on?

“Andres,” she called out once again. 

This time feebly and in resignation. Out of nowhere, Andres turned slowly until she could see his face. She looked with surprise at her brother; he was smiling peacefully! Aikaterina’s limbs gave way and she dropped to the ground, hitting it with a thud that sounded like an explosion. Then everything went bright, too bright to see... and suddenly she was fading in the brightness. 

“Eight hundred and fifty six buildings were reduced to ash that day, all in five hours,” Kat said as she looked at me, sight returning to her teary eyes. “Andres, his body was not even found. They found me a block away from Chartres Street, unconscious yet not even a strand of my hair was burnt. Up to this day I don’t know how I got there when I was at the heart of the fire. I was there when the office exploded. I was there my little brother was being consumed by the flames...”

“I’m sorry Kat…that must have been traumatic for an eight year old. It must have been horrible,” I said, my words barely coming out. 

I could feel the sting of the tears in my eyes. Kat flashed a weak smile at me.

“You don’t have to be sorry,” she said. “That picture on Aquarius book is the picture of the original cathedral in 1786 before the fire. It’s not the 1794 structure although they were almost the same in design. I know that picture because it was my mom who drew it. And Aquarius’ parcel, the one he had the book in… I’m almost confident that it’s the one I tried to get to the hooded man and ended up leaving Andres alone.”

Chapter 10 A MISSION AND A SACRIFICE

“Could it be that the great New Orleans fire is related to Aquarius’ story and that the fire was an attack on St Louis?” I asked Kat. 

That question had bugged my mind from the start of Kat’s story. Some parts of her story didn’t make rational sense. Who was that man and how did Andres get himself into the office with the doors closed? Why did Aquarius even have that parcel? I knew from experience that such unexplainable events had no rational answers. The only answers that existed had to be supernatural. 

“I really don’t know Aella,” Kat said wearily. “I’ve lived half of my life replaying that day in my mind. There are so many things that I can’t explain, so many coincidences that seem too much of a planned scenario. Did you know that that day was The Friday?”

That was yet another puzzle piece: The Friday.

“No,” I answered, “it is too much of a coincidence. That’s the day of the death of Kristos. It’s when the Nephilim and the Fallen feel like they are strong enough to take on Theos…’

“If there was to be an attack on the cathedral to free this Dramaticus thing then the forces of Dark would choose that day,” Charis said in realisation. “Can it be that the Great Fire was an actual attack?”

It was plain on their faces, the suspicion. I looked around the table from face to face and saw that no one needed Charis to ask the question that was clearly torturing their minds now.

“I am not certain of the connection with the Forsakers but I am sure that there’s more to that fire and Kat’s story than what it seems and Aquarius appears to be at the centre of it,” Hannora said, breaking the contemplative silence. “We only need to find out what and how.”

“Aquarius’ book, maybe it can help us find the answers we need,” Angelus said as he looked at me.

“I already thought of that,” I answered. “We need to get that book.”

“Yeah, but we don’t even know where Aquarius is, how are we going to get it?” Kat asked.

“I think I know where he is, and that’s probably where he has the book too,” I said as I got up from the chair. “Everyone get ready. We’ll be breaking into the Aurel manor.”

***

I was the last to emerge from the Metafora. My energio form floated in the night air before I materialised into my physical form. It was a week since the day Aquarius showed up at our history class. We had seven days of planning this mission, detailing it from the start to the end. Yet I knew that even years of planning could not rid us that the risks of infiltrating the Aurel manor.

The sounds of the Aurels’ Friday Night party could be heard from where we stood. I could see the huge black gates that marked the entrance to the grand manor. I was certain that the place would be crawling with Nephilim. The Aurel parties were truly part of the bargain Irina had with the Nephilim. The Nephilim fed on evil, becoming stronger anywhere evil ruled. In the Aurel Parties, lust and alcohol-induced violence ruled. So the Nephilim’s part of the bargain was as clear as daylight. I could not fathom what Irina had to get out of this though. I was always left perplexed.

I fell in a crouch next to Angelus, his blue eyes on me like a mother hawk’s on her young. Stretching myself up, I passed by him and stood in the middle of the circle that had formed spontaneously and out of habit. We had been on many missions and this was our usual protocol. At the centre of the circular formation, I turned my gaze around to look at the faces of my family, now my unit.

“Let us unite the circle of Theos,” I spoke authoritatively. 

The Circle of Theos was a binding of the consciousness of each individual within the unit of Angeions. After the binding, each identity melted into one, providing a coordination of levels unheard of; coordination was an integral part of any successful mission.

Angelus stretched his hands to join Kat’s on his right and Hannora’s on the left. Charis completed the circle, joining Kat and Hannora’s hands. I closed my eyes in concentration as I cleared my mind of any distractions. I let my aura out and I could feel its energy encompass me. I knew that the rest had unleashed their auras too, ready to begin the union. Every invocation of an Angeions drew its power from the Rhema; the Circle of Theos was no exception. I felt the words of the Rhema beckoning at the back of my mind and I opened my mouth to begin the invocation.

“We that art many, have become one body in Kristos.

The Circle of Theos is the body of Kristos.

The Circle of Theos is the body of Kristos.

The Circle of Theos is the body of Kristos.”

I could feel the power around us: Theo’s presence had graced us. Slowly, I opened my eyes. We were floating in air, the others swirling in circles around me. I looked up above my head and saw the ball of white fire that signalled the presence of Theos. My consciousness was expanding, filling with emotions I was sure were not mine; the union had begun. 

I cleared my mind of all personal thoughts and focused on the task ahead. I could not have anyone seeing the thoughts in my head which lately, for some odd reason, were predominantly on Nixon.

We floated in the air for minutes as the invocation progressed. Finally, the ball of white fire started to pulsate, fading slowly in the process:  the union was complete.  I could tell its completeness from all the emotions that were coming to me from the others. They were afraid for me. There was nothing we could do though. The only way to get more information on Aquarius was to have a spy within the Aurel manor. No one could deter me from my choice: I was going to be the spy.

I descended to the ground and the others followed. Theos’ embrace has gradually left us leaving a numbing emptiness. It was up to us now.  Yet I knew that despite how alone we felt, He was always with us. And that gave me strength.

“We need not waste any time,” I whispered through the connection in our minds as I summoned my twin swords from the spiritual realm, “You know what you must do. Find the book, copy it and leave the manor immediately. Stay safe, light of Kristos guide you.”

I turned to leave quickly before my departure turned too emotional. A hand stopped me before I could. I turned round to meet teary blue eyes, a reflection of my own. 

“Seven days and you are not back, we will tear down Aurel manor piece by piece until we find you.” Angelus said. 

I knew he was serious and that he was speaking for the rest. I put my hand on his shoulder.

“It will not be seven days.” I smiled to ease the difficulty of the moment. I looked past Angelus to where Hannora, Charis and Kat stood. “I’ll miss you guys.”

I spun around quickly, tears stinging my eyes and leaped into the darkness.

***

I walked through the darkness, under the heavy cover of canopied trees. My feet fell on dry twigs and their twitching sound echoed throughout the short tract of forest. I could have walked more subtly if I wanted to, even as silent as the wind. But I didn’t. I wanted them to hear me, all the Fallen and Nephilim that patrolled the perimeter around the Aurel manor. I was sure that the front gate to the manor was heavily guarded. Most of the Nephilim guards had blended into the partying crowd. There was no way Angelus and the others could make it in undetected and so I had to create a distraction of sorts. And this forest was going to be the perfect venue for it. 

The Aurel Forest as it was called, was a dense clump of tall trees on the east side of the manor. It formed a boundary to the grand house’s expansive compound. The forest was infamous for the supernatural here in New Orleans. It was probably where the Nephilim and Fallen resided freely. 

“Miss,” I heard a voice call from behind me. 

I wasn’t surprised. I had sensed the man’s movements several distances back. He probably thought he had snuck up on me and I was sure he didn't even know that I had recognised the scent of his Nephilim aura. I stopped in my tracks without sparing a glance behind. I could hear his footsteps approaching. 

“Miss, could you turn around please.” 

He probably thought I was a wandering party girl, easy target. But things would get messy here and that happened to be exactly what I wanted, I thought, grinning to myself. The sounds of his steps stopped and I prepared myself. He was going to attack. 

I felt the wind shift in my ear and I knew he was moving fast towards me. I stood still momentarily then I leapt into the air, back flipping as I let my aura out and burst into flames. He whipped past me and before he had turned to seek me out I had summoned my blades. Guiding the blade with my aura, I threw it. It blurred through the air and lodged itself in his back. Then I propelled myself in the air and landed where the man knelt with my blade within his back. I drew it and his body exploded, crumbling into black smoke. The explosion had caused ripples in the air and I could feel the essence of his death like a cold stench in my nose. I was sure that I was not the only one who had felt the essence, the Nephilim and the Fallen must have too. They were probably on their way here. I buried my feet into the ground and fell to a crouching stance, baring my glowing twin swords in the air. 

It was only seconds before the first Nephilim appeared between the trees a few metres in front. He did not hesitate but charged at me with his long barbed sword raised. I shifted my weight to the right and the sword flashed past me.  Stepping to his side, I hit him with my blade's hilt squarely in the stomach. He doubled over, exposing his head to my second blade that clipped it off his shoulders with a clean cut. The head bounced on the ground as his body exploded into black smoke. 

The second death had to attract more Nephilim and I didn't wait for long before other four appeared from all sides, converging in lightning quickness towards me. I did not tarry but charged at the one in front and left the other three pursuing me. I was upon him before a second’s span. He flashed his sword at my face carelessly: it was obvious that I had him off guard. I turned my head to the side and watched the tip of his blade swish past my eyes. Then I let myself fall to my back, sustaining my body in mid-air by my aura. Stretching out my foot, I kicked the sword out his hands and sent it flying squarely into the other Nephilim’s chest. I floated back into upright position and plunged my sword into the belly of the now unarmed attacker. 

I had dispatched two in only seconds but there was still the other two. I drew my sword from flesh and spun around. In the briefest moment, I caught a glance of the two, moving towards me like two pillars of black smoke. I back flipped, returning my swords into the realm in mid-air before falling on my feet. The two had closed down on me before my feet had caught the ground, running straight into my waiting hands. With each hand closed around their necks, I immobilised them with my aura gaining me the few seconds I needed. I whispered into my cleared mind, 

‘The voice of Kurios flashes forth flames of fire.’

The power of the Rhema ignited even before I had finished the invocation and the two Nephilim burst into blue flames that consumed them in seconds.

“We are in,” I heard Angelus’ voice whisper in my head as I caught my breath. 

I emptied all thoughts in my head and focused on the circle’s connection. Staring sightlessly into the night, my vision became one with Angelus’. I was moving in between a confused crowd, loud music booming in the air. I turned my head to my side and saw the rest making headway to the front porch of the manor. I finally made through the partying teenagers and found Kat, Hannora and Charis waiting at the porch.

“Find the book, copy it and leave immediately. I’ll try to buy you some time,” I whispered into Angelus’ mind before severing the circle’s connection. 

My vision returned to me and I quickly scanned around. I was surrounded, I realised. I lifted my eyes to them, numbering them subtly. I counted fifty, each baring a weapon against me. I smiled to myself in thought. This was going to be some distraction.

I bent into a crouch. From the moment I had started fighting I had restricted my aura and so was not in full strength. But circumstances called for a change and so I closed my eyes in concentration, opening the flood gates to my aura. Raw power rushed through my veins and as I looked at my blades, I saw that they had turned to white from their normal bluish glow.  My aggressors had no knowledge of why I was named Aella but they were soon going to. I whispered the words of the Rhema in meditation.

‘Behold, the whirlwind of Kurios goes forth in fury, a continuing whirlwind; it shall fall with the pain upon the head of the wicked.’

          I could feel the power of the Rhema subdue the forces of nature and the wind responded by bending to my will. I lifted my eyes to my assailants and opened my mouth to say the last words in the invocation that I wanted none of them to miss.

“I am Aella, the whirlwind of Kurios.”

Just then the wind gathered in swirls around me. I felt it whisk my feet off the ground and I began spinning at the dead centre of the gathering wind.

“Quickly, attack her before she becomes more powerful!” I heard a voice command in the distance. 

The Nephilim attacked. I was moving so fast within the wind that I could see all their movements in slow motion. Of all the fifty who attacked, most were cut down by my wind before they even reached me. Those who did reach me met my swords even before they lifted their weapons. And the fight was over in seconds. I withdrew my aura to within myself and the winds slowly calmed down until I landed softly on my feet. 

I was alone in the middle of a cleared ground. Broken branches and twigs were all that remained of the fight, with the bodies of the Nephilim now faded into black smoke. 

I waited a while to see if more would emerge and as I tarried, precious time elapsed in inaction and silence. So I freed my aura and cast it out around me, only letting thin tendrils of it innervate the vicinity as I tried to subtly sense out other presences around me. My aura spread to about fifty metres into the tract of trees all around me. Just as I was about to deem the place threat free, my aura touched an essence, so cold and evil it recoiled. 

Instinctively, I withdrew my aura to myself, wrapping it around me. Then I spun around and crossed my twin blades in a defensive stance. Just then, a ball of red energy flew at me from the trees and hit my crossed swords with such ferocity it threw me into the air. A tree broke my flight, shattering its trunk from the impact. 

That was no ordinary attack, I thought to myself as I struggled to get up. Had I not blocked it, it would have hit my chest and that would have been another story.  Only one being had such power and it was neither an Angeion nor a Nephilim. I had hardly stood up when another red energy ball flew towards me. Quickly, I gathered energy from my aura and formed a shield. Attack met shield and the shock from the impact reverberated violently but harmlessly through my swords. It did more to the surroundings though, incinerating the clump of trees beside me like they were made of tissue paper. 

I closed my eyes and focused on my aurasight to expand the scope of my sight. Where he had once eluded my sight, I finally saw the Fallen. He was barely ten feet from me, in spirit form though. I realised that that was probably why I couldn’t see him before with my normal sight.  

Knowing that he had lost the element of surprise, the creature blurred towards me, baring a jagged four inch thick blade. I tried to parry his sword but the elevation in it almost got my body chopped into two. So I resorted to ducking as he swung his blade again and it swished past my bent form. I back-flipped swiftly as his blade was flying in the opposite direction and then I sent an energy ball straight to his chest. 

If my attack had any effect on the Fallen then it was to infuriate him even more. Reacting, he swung his sword in an arc releasing a rippling force that launched me off the ground and landed me on the ground with a heavy thud. I lay there, tired and weak. For the first time, giving up seemed so inviting...

“Aella, don’t you dare give up okay?” I heard a voice plead from within my mind. 

“You are stronger than this sis,” another voice echoed. “The strength of Theos is within you, A,”

 Suddenly, every nerve in my body was screaming that I had to go on. I planted my swords into the ground and pulled myself up. I could really use Gal-el’s help now, I thought to myself. My own weight seemed heavier than a planet. I knew that help wouldn’t be coming any time soon though and it was clear that I had to vanquish this one by myself.  If there was ever a time for an offense then it had to be now. 

With an offensive mind-set, it was easier to recall Gal-el’s lesson. If my weapons were to have any effect on the Fallen then I had to summon the power of Parakletos. I lifted up my eyes to the Fallen. I saw his smile; he was relishing in my defeat. I was only mortal yet he seemed so proud of the feat. 

“You are no ordinary mortal, Kurios’ whirlwind,” the Fallen spoke as a manly grin spread across his face.

You will not be wearing that grin for long once I’m through with you, I thought it myself. I cleared my mind, meditating on the words of the Rhema.

‘You give me strength to attack my enemies,

And power to overcome their defences’

It was hardly a second before I felt strength flowing into my bones. I was healing and I could feel the warm embrace of Parakletos fill me up with power and confidence. My posture became steady and I crouched into a stance I did not know existed before. 

The Fallen must have noticed the change in me: the grin on his face wiped clean, replaced by disbelief. Or was it fear? The presence of the pure essence of Parakletos struck fear into any evil. Whatever it was, it made him rash and careless, prompting him to bare his jagged sword and speed towards me with the hopes of executing his final killing blow. 

With the power of Parakletos within me, every move of his became to me like an open book. I lifted my twin swords and guided the power of Parakletos into them, making them flare in white flames. Then I leapt towards the charging Fallen, closing in on him faster than light could. Determination met brute strength. I parried his attack with my left sword and the force of the impact rippled through the air, levelling a couple of trees around us. 

With how powerful I felt, I wasn’t surprised when I hardly felt the impact of his blow. The Fallen could not make the same claim though; his sword hand recoiled chaotically from the shock throwing him off balance. Before he could regain his balance, I planted my foot in between his legs and spun to the left, severing his sword arm with my right sword just as my left clipped the tendons at his knees from the back. He fell to his knees, a blood curdling roar escaping his open throat. 

Instincts crept in, coupled with near-death vigour; the Fallen unfolded his huge black wings and struck at me from the back. I back flipped into the air, swinging my swords apart to meet his striking wings. The twin blades sliced through flesh and bone and the Fallen roared even louder. 

I sheathed my swords in mid-air and landed some distance behind him. Premature silence filled the air when the Fallen’s roar stopped abruptly. For a moment, I was startled. Then I felt him draw in a deep breath and my wonder became fear. It was clear what he wanted to do. But I wasn’t about to let him. 

I sped towards him and clasped my hand around his neck before he could open his mouth. The pure touch of Parakletos on the Ones who Fell was fatal. My hands smouldered as they burnt into the Fallen’s skin. The essence of Parakletos was weakening his aura, gradually suppressing it until it finally extinguished. I cleared my mind as I summoned the power of Parakletos. Then I whispered,

‘Fallen, I charge you in the name of Kristos and by His power I commit thee to the flames of Gehenna!’

The ground opened up beneath us and the creature was engulfed by the red flames from the abyss. I turned around as the walls of the chasm joined. The essence of Parakletos was subsiding within me, probably a sign that the perilous part of this night had passed. My distraction had worked; Angelus and the others had to be in and out by now, with the copy of the book in hand of course. All I had to do now was wait for the Aurels. I had no doubt that they were going to show up any minute now, considering that I had already sensed their auras a while ago. They had witnessed this fight and something was telling me that their confidence levels were not going to be the same again. 

Smiling, I walked a few steps to a patch of grass. Then I lowered myself and sat, waiting patiently for my would-be captors. I might as well be communicating with the others, I thought to myself as I closed my eyes in concentration, focusing on the circle’s mind. 

“Are you okay Aella?” Kat’s voice echoed inside my mind. “We were so scared when you were fighting that Fallen. We thought you were going to...”

“Give up?” I asked.

“Yes...”  

“I wanted to...It was so easy to just let go. But when I heard your voices, I had to fight on. I could not leave you... Thanks a lot for not letting me give up,” I confessed just as an essence tripped my aurasight. “I think I sense someone Kat.” 
I focused my aura to my vicinity. It seemed that the Aurels were here. 

“Have you found the book yet?” I asked quickly

“Not yet,” Hannora joined the conversation, her voice ringing in my head. 

I looked through her eyes and saw Charis frantically opening drawers to an antique shelf in some sort of bedroom.

“You have to find it and duplicate it quickly then leave the manor. There is no time. The Aurels will be there soon...I’ll try to stall them for as long as I can.” 

I severed the circle’s link and my own vision returned to me. I sat there, cross legged with eyes closed.

“Impressive display there, with the Fallen I mean,” a woman’s voiced echoed in the night. 

I laughed sweetly before replying. 

“I’m glad you liked it.”

“So, does Theos’ will involve storming into people’s homes and executing their servants these days? I thought he respected humans and their ‘bad’ choices...”

“I came here to find Aquarius,” I said, still sat with my eyes closed, “it was your Nephilim who attacked me.”

“And what makes you think that Aquarius resides in our most humble home?” Irina asked. 

I could just visualise the sarcastic smirk on her face.

“Hmmm…I never thought of the answer to that question. But maybe I may just find out when I finally get to have a tête-a-tête with him.”

“I am in no mood for silly jokes, Aella. You were trespassing on Aurel manor. You are my prisoner now.”

 I stood up slowly at the sound of that. Of course my plan was to be their prisoner, but I had promised to buy the others some time. Not that they couldn’t take on the Aurels if they were caught but some fights were best avoided. Besides, if we were going to be a step ahead of Aquarius then he had to remain ignorant of the fact that we had got access to the book’s information. So I let my aura out and burst into flames. 

“You have to capture me first Irina,” I said, going into an offensive crouch as I summoned my twin swords from the spiritual realm. 

“You may be the most powerful Angeion Aella but there are four of us.” Irina said just before Ganos, Mirena and Menactra appeared behind her from the cover of the trees. I already knew that they were there from repugnant essence of their tainted auras.

“Ummm, I only see three Angeions. What makes you number yourself among those who are a threat to me?”  I asked, trying to taunt Irina to reveal her true nature. 

It was always prudent to know what you were up against. Besides, I hated surprises.

“You’ll find out soon enough,” she answered. 

The three Aurel siblings let out their auras, bursting into the red flames of their tainted auras. They were a feared force in the underworld, renowned for their brutal coordination. Any other opponent would be afraid of them. But I wasn’t.

“Capture me if you can,” I said, lowering myself into a crouch.

Mirena and Menactra launched simultaneous attacks, each from either side. The temptress twins had a reputation for their choice of weapons: Half-moon shaped blades, one for each hand. The weapons were excellent for close combat and had lightning quickness with the right technique. There were two pairs of these blades, forged from the blade their mother once wielded. It was said that with their blades in hand, the twins could shred a man in seconds.

I channelled energy into my twin blades then bared them in a defensive stance as I spun in between the attacking sisters. My swords met their blades, spinning so fast that I blocked their attacks simultaneously. But I had done more than block; the shock of the impact of their blades upon my swords pushed them back and sent them sliding on the ground. I brought my self into a stop, settling into and offensive crouch towards Ganos. Somehow, I knew that the first attack was but a failed distraction. Ganos’ attack would be the killing blow.

Seeing that her sisters were indisposed to create any diversion, Ganos decided to attack.  He lifted his blade high above his head and charged towards me. I held my ground, using my aura sight to discern his attacking motion. He was upon me in second. I shifted my weight to my left foot, displacing my body slightly and his sword swished inches past my face. Ganos switched to sidestroke before his sword had fully completed the down swing. I leapt into the air, Ganos’ sword flying in motion beneath my feet. Then I let myself fall, landing on the sword. 

Ganos inclined his head towards me, frustration plastered all over his face. He roared in anger and jerked his sword upwards trying to throw me off it. I flew higher into the air and landed on a branch. Quickly, I kicked on the branch and launched myself at him. Ganos had not anticipated my counter-attack and before he realised, I was already upon him. I lashed at him with both blades, stabbing into his left and right shoulders almost simultaneously. I detached from him with a flip to the front and landed behind him. 

Pressing on with my attack, I swept him down with a low round kick. Then I straightened up and whirled around quickly to meet Mirena’s blade heading straight at my throat. I deflected it with my aura and caught her arm, spinning nimbly to her back before my right elbow found her backbone. With the blow so sharp it almost shattered her spine. Mirena fell to the ground her knees. I concentrated energy on my left palm and formed an energy ball just as Menactra approached me in retaliation to my attack on her sister. I ducked and her right blade flew over my head. I parried her left blade with my right sword then I planted the energy ball into her belly, throwing her off the ground with the discharge of energy. Then I spun around and faced Irina.

“It seems that your troops are indisposed. Now who is going to capture me?” I asked with a smile as my breath returned to me.

“A,” I heard Angelus’ voice in my head, “we’ve found the book. Hannora has copied it and we are now exiting the manor.”

“You underestimate my abilities Aella,” Irina answered. 

She spread her arms apart and started chanting words in the Dark tongue.

“That’s great,” I spoke into the circle’s mind, “I need to sever the link now though. I have a...” I threw a momentary glance at Irina. Whirls of black smoke were forming in between her palms. 

“...situation,” I completed my sentence.

“So you are a Graeae,” I said to her.  

A Graeae was a human being who was not an Angeion but served the Dark and so they could manipulate its energy and also control the Fallen. I guess that explained how the Aurel siblings had blended their auras with energy from the Dark. She must have cast a spell to allow that.

“I have to go now Angelus. I will see you in a week. Use the book to find out the truth about what really happened to the Forsakers then we’ll be able to predict some details about Aquarius’ plan. I’ll try to learn everything that I can when I’m here.”

“Aella,” I heard Charis’ voice, “take care”
“I will,” I answered. “I...I love you all.” 

I severed the circle’s link. This was it now; the time to hand myself in. Irina released her ball of black energy, sending it flying squarely towards my chest. Instinctively, I cleared my mind and the words of the Rhema came naturally to me…

‘No weapon formed against…’

I stopped myself in midsentence. I had to hand myself in, convincingly.  I braced myself for the impact now that the words of the Rhema were incomplete. The energy ball soared in its collision course, finally meeting its destination. Sharp pain gripped my chest and I felt my body soaring into the air. Everything was fading around me. Suddenly, I had the urge to say something. My mind was collapsing yet that one thought lingered. My eyes were closing but still, the image tarried. My mouth was dry but the words came out.

“I….I…love you…Nixon.” 
Chapter 11 BITTERSWEET IMPRISONMENTS

NIXON

                                                    Aurel Manor, New Orleans.

The sound of little drops of water hitting the hard floor floated in the air as the murky stench of the eternal darkness penetrated my nostrils like the fumes of Gehenna itself. But unlike Gehenna, this place was cold, the type of coldness that could drive men insane. Even now, I doubted my sanity. Days had ceased to exist, the waxing and waning of the moon to me was no more. How long I was in this dark cold cell, I could not say. But time had become insignificant. All that was left in me were memories; memories and thoughts. Thoughts of how distraught my family had to be now. The police had probably been notified of my disappearance. I wish I could believe that they were getting closer to finding me but something told me I was a very long way from home, that perhaps the sun rising from the west would have more favourable odds than my salvation. 

Memories, flashes of my recent past, these were the very narrow thread with which I was hanging on to this world. A face, just within the reach of my dreams…with me every time that I closed my eyes. A face, the most beautiful I had seen. 

           Aella…

Clanking of metal doors startled me from my reverie. I shifted my weight to the right from where I had sat leaning against the rough wall and faced the direction from which the sound came. These momentary disturbances had become my bench marks for time, depicting when it was time to eat or sleep. The doors would open and then would follow the sliding of a bowl hardly filled with some sticky gruel I had learnt to call food. 

Now I stared ahead not knowing what I was looking at, my vision enshrouded with an impenetrable darkness. It was at these moments when the doors clanged and maybe opened to let through a bowl of my sustenance that I had the once in a decade chance of seeing light: a mere feeble light that escaped through some unknown crevice passing through the half opened doors to hit my eyes. And my eyes would hurt. But even though they hurt, I could not pass the chance to look upon the light. The light had become my hope that one day I would get out of this place. 

So I stared sightlessly yet with hopeful anticipation. A brief moment passed then the clanging of metal doors filled the air again and when the sounds had ceased, the deafening silence retook the atmosphere. That had to be the sound of closing doors, I figured. I turned my eyes away; there would be no brief encounter with the light for me. Not for now at least. But that meant that someone else had been thrown into these dungeons with me. For some reason, that gave me a glimmer of hope. Maybe it was the fact that I wasn’t going to be alone…I didn’t know.

Soon, I drifted into my usual limbo cloaked with memories as my only shield against the dementing solitude. I closed my eyes. Not that it was going to make any difference in this kind of dark, but just to trick my mind that the world behind my closed eyes was normal. 

Crystal clear to my mind’s eye, her face graced my vision. It was as if she was flesh and blood. I wondered why such a brief encounter with her had turned my life around this much. 

Every time I close my eyes, I see your face, I see you smile in my dreams…

Wow, even words had begun to lodge themselves into my mind.
…in this kind of trouble and what you do is fall in love…

I laughed at myself in my own mind.

“Here’s the part where I say, ‘I’ll pretend I’ve not heard that’…”

My heart almost stopped as the words echoed into my mind.

They were not my words.

A familiar presence filled awareness lifting the dark shroud of loneliness that beset me from the day I was taken away from her. I felt light and alive as if I was out of my confinement…even more that what freedom could feel like.

“Aella, is that you?” My voiced echoed from where I sat, feeble from the weariness.

“Don’t tell me that you already forgot how to speak into my mind?”  Her voice rang in my head again, as clear as a bell. Then followed her soft musical chuckle that made my heart flutter even more. 

“Of course it’s me Nick, who else can mess around with your head like I do. It’s kind of…our thing.”

 She laughed again.

I cleared my mind and recalled the sensation of telepathy. 

“Of course I haven’t forgotten, I just wanted to confirm if I was talking to myself or not,” I said, smiling to myself in the dark. 

“Especially at this time when I doubt my sanity the most,” I thought to myself.

“Oh you are insane alright…no doubt about it.”

“Hmm, I think I’m not Aella…cause you are here, answering me and all that.”

“Oh really? How do you know I’m not just a figment of your…umm, very imaginative imagination.”

“Because...” I started, my heart hammering fast as I choose my words: they seemed to evade me like a plague.

“Because?” she asked slowly, in a soft expectant tone, as if I was about to tell her the most important words she had ever heard.

“Because my heart tells me so…because I don’t feel so alone anymore…because the joy in your voice says that you are happy to see me, just as much as I am to see you. And for some reason that means the world to me…”

Silence followed my words. I could still feel her essence within my mind and that told me that she hadn’t left.

“I am happy to see you Nick…”

“Okay,” I answered. 

For fear that the conversation would get more awkward, I changed the subject.

“How could it be that you too are here Aella? Are you hurt, did anyone touch you…?” I threw successive questions at her, getting more worked up with each one. 

I felt unexplained rage rising up my chest, rage against the one who dared to put her in here.

“It’s okay Nick, I’m fine...” she answered. 

Then moments passed, deafening silence taking the air again. That time gave me the chance to think and realise what a fool I was. It wasn’t in my place to get angry… Who did I think I was to her…?

“You are important to me Nick…” she answered my thoughts.

Her voice was not the same merry tone that had started this conversation but a more contemplative, almost sad.

“Wow, do I make you sad Aella?” I asked, feeling as if all the rage that I had directed towards some unknown foe just moments ago had channelled to me.

“No…You don’t make me sad Nick. I…I’m sorry” 

“No…Please don’t be sorry. Why are you sorry Aella?” I asked, almost begging her.

“I’m the reason you got into all this trouble…You should be with your family now. It’s all my fault that you aren’t.”

“It’s not…please stop blaming yourself. These are messed up people that probably think I’m some rich kid they could use to siphon money out of his ‘rich’ parents.”

“Were you hurt?” she asked softly. 

I noticed that she preferred not to comment on my assumption about my captor’s motives. I myself doubted what I had said. Maybe their reason was not all that ordinary. Besides, Aella was here too and ever since had I met her, ordinary was not a vocabulary I could use quite often.

“No…I wasn’t,” I lied, feeling the bruise on my arm that I had got falling on this rough floor the first day they had thrown me in here…the last day I had heard a human voice

“Then why do you have that bruise?” she asked, startling me. 

How could she see what I was doing from Theos knew where?

“Wow, I’m sorry I’m invading you like that. Does it make you uncomfortable?” she asked. 

If it did make me uncomfortable, then her lovely feminine British accent made me forget all about it.

“No,” I responded quickly with a smile, “it just…surprises me.” 

“Okay,” she answered, escorting her sweet voice with her musical laughter.

“Hey, why are you laughing at me?”  I asked, really grateful that my bruise had been forgotten.

“Hmm, did I laugh?” she asked, feigning wonder.

“No, you didn’t,” I answered with a big smile. 

A minute passed in awkward silence.

“You still haven’t told me why you too are here Aella…” I said, barely articulating my words. “And you still haven’t explained everything to me from the start like you promised.”

“I know,” she answered, the mirth formerly in her voice turning to seriousness. “I won’t tell…I’m going to show you. Close your eyes and clear your mind.  Do you remember how you first saw my memories?”

“I don’t know how I did it,” I answered into her mind.

“You don’t have to; I’ll do it for you. Let go of your senses…”

I closed my eyes and tried to not think anything. At first, it proved to be quite the challenge: every time I closed my eyes, her face popped up in front of me. Then came my thoughts, wondering if she knew about it…if she knew that she was always in my thoughts…that freeing my mind was as hard as is it could get because she had never left my mind from the first day that I saw her…

“Don’t think Nick…” I heard her mesmerising voice reverberate in my brain. 

She was trying to be stern but I could hear the chuckle behind her voice, soft and calming. I concentrated on it, erasing everything within my mind but it. Slowly, I started drifting away, gradually yet still drifting. I lost my awareness of all feelings: the cold within the room, the hardness of the stone cut walls pressing on my back, the throbbing bruise on my arm. Then her face became blurry, details of it crumbling away as I let go of each sense of awareness. 

I realised that I had been holding on to her to keep me sane, to help me forget all the physical pain that I was in. So I let go. I let go of it all and let myself drift away, trusting all to Aella: trusting her to take me wherever she wanted…

***

I didn’t know what had happened but I was free. I was free and I had never felt this alive before. I felt lighter and stronger as if I could almost fly. I stretched out my arms to the warm rays of the sun and almost lost my foot with surprise. I had completely healed: no scar at all. I looked at my skin more closely and I realised that I had more than healed: my skin was flawless. I looked away from my hand, my gaze shifting around to study my surroundings. Then it dawned on me; everything was not okay. What was this place? Was it even a place? I turned around almost shrieking.

“Not used to having the sky under your feet I see,” a voice said behind me just as I turned, extra keen on where I was stepping.

I couldn’t believe that I hadn’t noticed that the world was upside down. It felt really awkward having the clouds under my feet…

“Well, I got the same feeling when I first walked this place about one thousand and ten years ago. So…don’t think yourself a fool” Aella said, looking at me intently with a smile of fascination sitting squarely on her face. 

She had been here all along, quietly studying my stupidity.

“I am not free, am I?” I asked, well aware of how stupid I had to be looking to her now. 

She levelled her gaze at me, her blue eyes piercing through mine as if she was looking straight into my soul.

“No you are not,” she answered calmly with a smile which then melted into a contemplative stare. “Hmm, not your soul really. I’m kind of looking at your spirit.”

“Wow, you can read mind in this place too?” I asked fairly used to the idea that she could do anything. “What is this place anyway?” 

“Haha,” she chuckled, “no, I can’t actually. I just assumed that you were thinking the common phrase ‘looking straight into my soul’ when I looked at you. You’ll find that apart from the mind reading, I’m pretty intuitive too.”

“Oh,” I mumbled unintelligibly, feeling like a fool. How was I so predictable to her? I wondered.

“We are at the spiritual realm and that is your true self,” she answered pointing at my perfect body.

“What do you mean by ‘true self’?” I asked, wondering how my true self could look so awesome.

“Well, your true self is the manifestation of your spirit which is who you truly are. Now there’s the real Nixon, not the body you have left in the cell,” she replied with a cheeky smile, pointing at me, “You are pretty handsome, by the way.”

“Oh,” I smiled sheepishly in realisation and shyness.

“In this place time does not exist and nor does the concept of space and distance. You can move to Europe with just a thought or move back in time to nineteen seventy nine,” Aella explained as I turned my gaze around the place, trying to reconcile her with the image I was seeing.

“Why have you brought me here?” I asked in a distracted tone as I turned around, my eyes darting all over the place. 

I realised that the place extended well beyond the farthest my vision could reach. I could not feel the wind and though the place had light, I could not see the sun either. Wait...the sun? How could I have stretched my arms to the sun rays if there was no sun? I turned to Aella, looking questioningly at her.

“You made the sun appear,” she answered my silent question casually.

“Is that like a common thing here,” I asked, surprised that she was not dumbfounded.

“The spiritual realm is a place where everything is an expression of one’s will. So when you wanted to see your hand in the sun, your will made the sun appear though unconsciously.”

“Okay,” I replied, trying to take up the same casual attitude as Aella while I secretly freaked out. “So, how did we get to this place anyway?”

“Through a gate,” she answered.

“A gate?”

“Yeah, a spiritual gate. A connection between the physical realm and the spiritual realm,” Aella spoke, staring at me with those deep blue eyes that made me get lost in them every single time I met them. 

Noticing the clear show of lack of idea plastered on my face, she decided that she needed to elaborate more. She ran her fingers through her hair and smiled. Then she walked up towards me, where I stood frozen, and locked her arm into mine.

“Let’s walk.”

I did not resist. We started walking in slow steps, so close that our bodies bumped slightly with each step. With every inch that she drew closer to me, the air in my lungs rushed out and I struggled to breathe in again. And when our shoulders met, I could almost feel the warmth of her body and that made me wonder how that could feel so physical and yet it was between spirits.  Could she feel my warmth too? 

“When it all began,” Aella started, leading us to somewhere I could see from here, “Theos made the universe. In it, He made two realms: the spiritual realm and the physical realm. Within the physical realm of the universe, he made the earth with life in it.”

“Okay,” I replied, trying to mask the disbelief in my tone. I had never believed in the supernatural and I didn’t think I would start now.

“That’s the sound of disbelief,” she said, almost making me trip over with surprise. Well there was no point hiding it anymore. 

“Yeah, I guess.”

“It doesn’t have to be that way,” Aella answered turning her head to smile at me before she leapt into the air, dragging me with her, courtesy of our entangled arms. The sky or the earth, whatever it was that was above us opened up momentarily, engulfing us.

“Whoa, what was that?”  I asked in surprise as we appeared somewhere that looked awfully familiar. The world look normal at this place: we were even walking on the ground.

“A gate.”

“Another one?”

Aella chuckled then replied.

“Yeah another one. See, like sand which has air surrounding its particles, the same way is the relationship between the physical and the spiritual realms.”

“Okay,” I said in comprehension, “so, they are kind of interwoven into each other.”

“It’s more like, the spiritual realm is interwoven into the very particles of the physical realm. And these gates are like portals to move within the spiritual realm or to a certain place within the physical world.”

“So, where has this gate taken…,” I asked, starting the question as we advanced. Then I realised that I already knew the answer. I already knew this place.

“My town?” I asked, looking only for confirmation.

“Yeah,” she replied, walking at a slow pace to match mine. “Hacus.”

“Why did you bring me here?” I asked.

“To show you that what I’m telling you is real, the only way I can do that is by taking you somewhere that is most real for you.” 

I did not say a word to reply. My mind was skidding, wondering how my family was doing. If I would be able to see them…just to tell them that I’m alright.

“I also wanted you to see your family,” Aella said in a whisper, sadness overwhelming her. “But you can’t show them that you are here.”

“I understand,” I answered my voice almost breaking with sadness. 

Wow, I never knew how much I missed them until now. I guess I was trying to run away from that fact.

We turned round a bend by the corner of a house, walking on a union of grassless patches that formed a winding path in between newly built stone houses. This disorganised array of stone houses formed my neighbourhood. A place where nothing much really went on and life was just plain and simple. Sometimes it would be too simple and all the free time that I had at home amassed into intolerable boredom. Those were the times when I wished that my life was a little bit adventurous. To think that they always say, ‘be careful of what you wish for’…  

I could see my home’s picket fence from this distance and I wondered if I would find anyone at home.

“What day is it today?” I asked, turning my gaze to Aella’s face. 

She brushed a strand of hair off her face in contemplation. Then she looked into my eyes.

“January twenty second,” she answered, “Tuesday.” Her gaze still intent on my face. “Why are you asking?”

“It’s a Tuesday late afternoon. I don’t think anyone’s home.”

“When will everyone be home?”

“In five hours’ time, I think. Why do you ask?.”

Aella stretched out her hand to me and smiled, gesturing that I take it. 

“Let’s go five hours into the future then!” she announced.

As soon as I took her hand the world started shifting. Everything warped and distorted before me and I closed my eyes. I held them closed momentarily then I opened them. We were at the same place though now enshrouded in darkness.

“Impressive,” I remarked in a casual tone.

“Thanks,” Aella said. We started walking towards my home’s front porch.

“Did we use a gate back there to move us through time?” I asked as I stepped on the porch. Aella stood beside me.

“Yeah we did,” she answered. 

My mind was not here though and I could barely comprehend her words. Even the question that I had asked was only to mask from Aella the fear that I had inside. I wondered if I would break down when I saw how sad they were. 

Suddenly I had no strength to move through that door.  I leaned on the porch and let out an involuntary sigh. Aella looked at me as if she was reading my mind. Then she took my hand in hers.

“I know how much you miss them. I haven’t been with my parents too for a long time now. It’s okay to miss your family Nick.”

“I know it is…” I said in whisper. “But…I can’t…I can’t see them this way. Let’s just go back.”

“Okay,” Aella answered empathetically. 

She took my hand in hers once again and closed her eyes. I followed her lead in all eagerness to leave the place. 

A minute passed in silence and I had not yet felt the sensation that I had felt earlier as we were traversing the spiritual realm. I opened my eyes to check on what Aella was doing. She still had her eyes closed but her facial expression was that of intense concentration. She must have sensed something.

“What is it Aella?” I whispered, my voice barely audible. 

“They are here,” Aella answered uneasily.

Chapter 12 LOST


AQUARIUS

Aurel Manor, New Orleans.

I watched the boy through the small barred window of the huge metal doors that guarded the dungeon. He was sleeping, his back to the wall. Sleeping peacefully… He looked pathetic really. How could such a useless piece of nothingness be the Amaranth: the powerful protector of the Dramaticus? Theos really had a knack for sick jokes, I thought. All that power in a useless vessel. He was powerful though and that’s why I had to win him to my side. He was the only one who could break open the seal of the Dramaticus and set free the Forsakers of Aurel. 

I let my aura out through the metal doors and let it hover across the room to where he sat leaning on the wall. I surrounded his body, nudging slowly at his mind until I located the gate to the spiritual realm. Stupid Aella thought that I wouldn’t know that she had taken him into the realm? I smiled to myself, she was getting sloppy and sloppy was good for me. I slipped my aura into the realm and found myself in a place that was really familiar. I trained my mind in thought. Oh, this had to be the same town that I grabbed the fool. 

I walked slowly, looking around as I let my aura comb the place. I was within some compound, it seemed. I could see the picket fence enclosing a house whose porch was hardly a metre from where I stood. I walked towards the door of the house. I could sense something and its essence was getting stronger with each step I took towards the porch. Reaching it finally, I laid my hand on the door post. My hand jerked off the post involuntary. The porch was reeking with her essence as if she was right here. But where was she really?

“Aquarius,” Irina’s voice reverberated in the air. 

What did she want now? I sighed in disinterest. Then I closed my eyes and concentrated on the gate through which I came and felt the world shifting as I traversed through it into the physical world.

I opened my eyes. Irina stood behind me. She laid her hand on my shoulder gently.

“Do you like where we’ve kept them my dear,” she asked in a gentle tone.

“Let’s not get comfortable yet Irina,” I said, shrugging her hand off my shoulder. 

I turned my back to her and started walking towards the huge iron door that led out of the dungeon into the Aurels’ basement. Irina followed me closely behind. 

“Why do you treat me this way, Aquarius? I’m your…”

“Don’t you ever use that word to me Irina!” I shouted angrily, not looking back to see the reaction on her face.

I exhaled deeply as if I was purging the anger that had created the lump in my throat. 

“Irina, there is no need to stir this up now...we have more urgent things to deal with,” I said with my back to her. 

“Okay,” she replied. 

I ignored the sadness in her voice and started walking again.

I walked past a guard standing vigil beside a flaming torch hanged on the wall. He was one of mine, a Nephilim. I stopped at where he stood.

“Guard all the gates into the spirit realm too. Report to me if they enter but do not oppose them.” 

The Nephilim nodded and I continued walking towards the door.

“Do you suspect that they are communicating within the spiritual realm?” Irina asked.

“I know that they are. Everything is going as planned.”

“So you are right. Aella is really here to spy on us.”

“Yes,” I answered, “I think that that’s fairly obvious seeing how you easily knocked her out.”

I started to think that I was the only one who didn't underestimate Aella. I reached for my aura within me, intending to cast it out to open the door before I reached it. Then I realised that I could have as well marched into Aella's cage and announce to her that I was here. There was no doubt that she would detect me the second my aura was out. I guess I had to cope with living aura free for the next few days. I smiled at the thought of that. I had always fancied challenges. 

I reached the door, turned the huge lock and pushed it in.  The doors creaked open into the Aurel's wine cellar. It was a huge room with four walls stacked full with wine bottles. Irina stepped in after me and closed the heavy doors behind her with a flick of her hand. A Graeae she was, a very powerful one. How did the wife of an Angeion become a witch? Well, the answer to that wasn't hidden at all. I only had to look within myself. It was hard running from your nature and I couldn't run from mine, could I? Just one look at my mother now and my father's past and I knew that I could never be what Aella had wanted me to be a thousand years ago.... That guy was long gone. 

I looked across the room, my eyes darting from wall to wall. The iron door through which we had entered the dungeon was from this side, an oak shelf stacked with wine bottles:  a perfect cover. The rest of the room had brick walls with huge expansive oak shelves that were arrayed with wine bottle collections from every part of the world. Coming to think of it, the four walls of the wine cellar looked exactly alike. Everything was covert, just the way I liked it. I smiled. 

***

I sat in the grand living room of the Aurel manor, my eyes fixed to the ceiling. A golden chandelier was floating from the expansive sky blue ceiling, spreading yellow light that mingled with cool white light from the fluorescents fused within the ceiling. My eyes stared, affixed to the intricate design of the chandelier, losing myself in it.

23rd July 1009 AD.

“Aquarius,” Aella shouted, “Where are you going?”

“Somewhere,” I shouted back smiling. 

Aella was at least twenty metres away from me. It was her birthday today and yet she was sad. There was nothing really to be happy about. The Aurel’s rebellion which had led to the Angeion wars had robbed the joy out of everyone. The Aurels had murdered my parents and now at the end of this war, Aella’s parents were dead too. I grieved for them. They were like my parents too, taking me in five years ago when the war had escalated after my parents and elder brothers had been murdered. I exhaled deeply as I felt the anger rising deep in my chest. I hated them; I hated them with a pure hatred. 

“When will you be back?” she asked, trying to feign a smile.

“Within two shakes of a lamb’s tail my dear,” I answered as I mounted my horse. 

I didn’t like to get her worried but I had no choice. If I was going to surprise her, that is. I was going to get here the most beautiful flower she had ever seen to smack a smile on her pretty face, a real smile this time. I smiled at that thought.

“Okay,” she obliged hesitantly, “but don’t be late.”

I laugh quietly, turning my horse around by its reins. 

“I won’t my dear.” I said smiling then I kicked the horse and started towards the winding path. The horse galloped slowly, its hooves striking the ground with light thuds. Its pace picked up within the next few seconds and I was moving at full speed in minutes. The map to the place I had seen the flower formed in my mind and I guided my steed almost instinctively as he trudged up the grassy path in between heavy boulders. Navigating a horse on these hills would have proven to be extremely difficult if Storm and I hadn’t done it almost a few hundred times. We had come to know Pendle Hills by heart and Storm could almost charge up them in full speed without stumbling.

An hour passed quietly, with the sounds of Storm’s gallops mingling with the sounds of nature: an exotic mixture of sounds that I had come to love. They always cleared my mind. The manor was a few kilometres behind me now and I could see the creek from here. I was leaving the foothills and the rocky grasslands were changing into dense tree covers. Not many had been to this side of the Pendle hill. In fact, it was probably only Aella and I. Makarios used to be very firm about the ‘dangers’ that lurked hidden within the trees. Personally, I thought that he was afraid of squirrels or maybe he wanted all his family to be present for the family lunch every Saturday. I smiled at the thought of those sweet memories.

I reached the creek, the odd shaped boulder that barred my way across made certain to me that this was the place. It really had the shape of a finger pointing somewhere ahead. It was probably this awkward gesture of nature that had me explore the place and stumble upon the spectacular red flower. It was nothing like what I had ever seen before and I had seen many since the study of every plant in nature was part of our learning as Angeions. 

I reined Storm to a halt.

“This is the furthest you can go boy,” I said to him as I dismounted. 

I caressed his back and he neighed as if to answer me. Storm bent his neck and rubbed his head to my chest. He usually did this when he was imploring me give him an apple or cuddling the stables’ mares,

“Hey, no sweet talking me boy,” I said as I rubbed his neck almost in laughter. “I swear I would take you with me if you could leap over four metre high boulders.”

I tied Storm to a jagged outcrop of rock and patted his back before making my way towards the boulder.  It was so enormous close up. I stood a foot away from it. I closed my eyes and relaxed my mind then I drew my aura from within me. I burst into blue flames as my aura surrounded me, manifesting my true form. I leapt into the air, twice the height of the boulder and landed softly above it. The view from up above the rock was spectacular. The hills unfolded before my eyes and I could see small streams weaving in between trees whose canopies formed a sea of green flowing up from my sight. I turned my eyes to a place near where I stood. A cave opened from an astronomical sized piece of bare rock about thirty metres away from where I was standing. The flower was inside that cave. I willed my aura to the place within my sight and I was standing at the mouth of the cave just as my thought was completed. 

I extended my aura into the cave, sensing for any impending perils that were lying in ambush within the cave. I found none and so I stepped in.

“Aquarius,” a woman’s voice suddenly called out behind me. 

I turned slowly. 

She was a middle aged woman, from what I could make of her looks. Her blonde hair was flowing in locks over her shoulders and down to her graceful blue dress. I stared at her incredulously, wondering how in Theos’ name she knew my name. Something was amiss here. If one said that the Nikas lived in seclusion then it would have been an understatement. The Nikas manor was built practically in the middle of nowhere. No one was supposed to be in sight for miles. So how the hell was she here?  

Just then I realised that she had seen my auraform. That wasn’t supposed to happen: normal humans were not supposed to see auras. Quickly, I withdrew it inside me.  

“It’s okay,” the woman said, “you don’t have to be worried about me seeing your aura.” 

Then she smiled at me. My stomach tightened into knots at her smile. There was something about her posture that was very familiar. I was almost sure that I knew her.

“What are you doing you here and how do you know my name?” I asked harshly, trying to mask the unsettling feeling developing within my heart.

The lady looked at me and smiled gently. 

“Is that anyway to talk to your mother?” she asked coolly. 

I felt the knot in my stomach tighten painfully and for a moment I was dizzy. Suddenly all the pieces came together. Suddenly, I was sure that the lady who stood in front of me, the lady whose face I did not recognise at first, was my mother. I looked at her face. She had realised that I had finally recognised her.

“Hello my son,” she said.

“Mother…you are alive! How can that be? Makarios said that Zen Aurel had murdered you and father.”

“Makarios was the one who murdered your father!” My mother shouted.

“It can’t be!” I shouted back at her, “Dad and Makarios were like brothers. Makarios was a good man. He could never have done that!” 

With the look on her face, I was sure that she was going to smack me for what I had said. Yet she only looked at me and smiled wickedly.

“Not that fool you called ‘dad’, your real father, Zen Aurel,” she said.

I felt air expunge from my lungs, as if the whole world was crashing on me. What she was saying couldn’t be true. My knees bowed and I collapsed to the ground. How could it be that the man I hated the most in the world was my father?

“It’s not true…” I denied weakly, “You are lying.”

“Why would I lie to you my son?” she asked agony, visible in her voice.

 I would not even believe that she was in pain.

“Don’t call me that…” I said slowly, not sparing her a glance.

“Call you what…?”

“Your son. I’m not your son,” I said slowly. 

I couldn’t believe the laughter that was ringing in my head. Was I going mad? I had not felt this angry before in all my twenty seven years of life and here I was laughing about it. I was going mad. The lady placed a hand on my shoulder as if to comfort me after the bomb she had just dropped. 

“You’re not my mother!” I bellowed, the furious rage yanking my aura out and I burst into blue flames. 

She jerked her hand from my shoulder instinctively. I found myself on my feet. My head was barely in control, just co-piloting my body with the red rage filling up in my chest.

“Zen the Forsaker is not my Father!” I thundered as the rage took over me. 

My aura pushed out in destruction mode to all directions from where I stood, causing the cave to shake violently and at the same time throwing my mother into the air. She flew and hit a tree, landing down with a thud. The ground and the cave continued to quake as I held my anger. I stepped out from the cave and walked slowly towards where the woman who called herself my mom was grappling on the ground, struggling to sit.

“You are not my mother and Zen is not my father,” I said through my teeth, clenching my fists so hard my nails were digging into my palm. “My parents died.”

The lady struggled to open her mouth and blood spilled from her mouth, choking her. She still struggled to say the words that had to be the most important to her.

“Go on boy…be angry just like that, hit me, make me bloody. It reminds me so well of your father…”

All my anger melted away into shame for what I had done. I really was evil…just like my Forsaker of a father…I couldn’t bear to hear any more from this woman. I willed my aura to the furthest place on earth I knew and I threw myself into it.

“Aquarius!” I heard the lady call in behind me. 

I ignored and continued floating away. My whole life was ruined. What would happen if Angelus found out…? What of Aella…? I couldn’t even imagine it. My stay at the Aurels was done with, I realised. They would never look at me the same. Aella would hate me. 

I have to leave and never come back…I have to…

“Aquarius!” the voice called again and for the last time, I ignored.

“Aquarius!” A voice from behind me called. 

I slowly took my gaze off the chandelier, turning my head around to see who it was.

“Oh, what are you doing here?” I asked Mirena.

She smiled cheekily, nodding her head to the sides as if I was the most hopeless guy she had ever met. 

“Do I need permission now to roam the manor?”

“Of course not,” I said, flashing the biggest smile ever, “you misinterpret my question.”

“Oh, do I now?” she asked, her hands at her waist in feigned reproach.

“Well, I meant to ask, why are you not merry-making with your sister at your grand Aurels party?”

“I’ve had my fill of the guys and alcohol. Besides, Menactra has our guests entertained already.”

I inclined my ear towards the Aurel compound. 

“She sings well,” I remarked, hearing the vibrations of Menactra’s smooth voice enshrouded with the roars of a wild crowd.

The manor was almost completely sound proof and the ensuing commotion of a party right outside, from inside, gave the illusion of it being miles away.

“Yeah,” Mirena answered drearily. “What were you thinking when I came in on you just now?” she asked, her face lighting with the expectation of a juicy story that would make her night.

“About my plans,” I lied, setting her off to another subject she would be equally enticed with. 

I crossed my legs and leaned back on the chair. 

“What of your plans?” she asked, drawing a chair.

Mirena brushed a strand of stray hair off her face and sank into the chair. 

“Well, for starters, how are my Nephilim finding the party?”

“They love the ‘energy’. There’s plenty to feed off from and they are juicing just as you asked.”

“That’s great. We have all the elements required for the plan to be in motion.”

“All but the key,” Mirena corrected. 

I shot at her a frown of reprimand. I had not forgotten about the key. I just considered it found. After spending a thousand years of my life plotting the downfall of Theos, I could not forget such an important aspect of the plan. 

“I spent one thousand years planning this,” I said coolly, my eyes contracting instinctively to betray my masked displeasure, “do you think I can forget the key?”

I bet Mirena could see through my calm façade because the mood suddenly became sombre. I realised that I could be the only one who was doing this out of hatred for Theos.

“Why did you agree to help me in this?” I asked, trying to lighten up the mood and satisfy my curiosity at the same time.

“Apart from your mother forcing us into it you mean?” she teased.

“Yeah,” I indulged her.

Irina had a lot of influence on the Aurel siblings since she practically raised them. But I doubted that she could make them do something they didn’t want.

“Well, isn’t it obvious?” Mirena asked, a slight smile on her face. “Everything I know about my parents is from Ganos’ memories…we cannot pass the chance to bring them back.”

“Okay. What about Theos?” I asked.

“He took my parents away. He’s the reason why father is locked up and not ruling the world. How do you think I feel about him?” Mirena hissed between clenched teeth, venting her anger through the words.

I leaned backwards, scratching the side of my head in contemplation then I smiled broadly. Irina had already got to them, just like she had got to me. 

“What’s so comical about my words?” she asked menacingly

“My own thoughts, not your words,” I answered coolly, assuming her childish rage. 

I ran my fingers through my hair. I wonder if Menactra held the same sentiments towards Theos. But that didn’t matter. All that mattered was that all my years of planning were nearing fruition. Soon I would have Nixon within my power and have for myself the key to the Dramaticus. 

I adjusted myself on the chair, resting my arms on the armrest.  Then I laid my head backwards and let my mind bask in the glory of my nearing victory. I would get back on Theos finally. I was going to pay him back for letting me be sired by the damn Forsaker. I smiled to myself. I was definitely not going to fail this time. 

I will see the Forsakers set loose from their cage once more and enjoy seeing Theos’ authority diminished. 

“You are more than boring,” Mirena said, waking up from her chair. “I’m returning to the party.”

I hadn’t noticed that I had lost myself in my thoughts, again.

“Be my guest,” I answered in complete disregard, letting my eyelids swing shut. 

“I can’t believe you are assuming me!”  Mirena said hotly then she marched off towards the door. 

I opened one eye lazily and saw her as she blasted outside. Her beautiful single braid whipping furiously on her bare back, open and exposed by the little black dress she had on: the dress that had more flesh exposed than covered. Personally, I preferred the 18th century wardrobe for ladies: flowing dresses with elegant corsets that made a woman look so regal.

My mind wandered from place to place behind closed eyes and found my thoughts trapped in the eighteenth century. Women and their dresses were just about the only things that I liked from that time. In fact, I hated the eighteenth century. It was the time of my greatest failure. 

 I felt my mind probe at my memories, finding the ones I preferred to keep buried deep within and started playing them. And that was how my conscience tortured me for all that I had done wrong, replaying that night in my dreams like a torture cassette. I tried to stop the incessant flow of memories from shaping themselves into a dream but I couldn’t and for one more night I was caught in the tide of my bitter memories…

20th March 1788

My search had led me here, the infamous streets of New Orleans. This was where the Amaranth was, there was no mistaking the signs. I could feel the uncommon aura, the strongest kind that I had ever encountered. I was sure it wasn’t an Angeion’s. It wasn’t a Nephilim’s aura either and so it had to be the Amaranth’s. My research had revealed very little about the steps to follow, despite all the years it had taken. Here I was, having located the Amaranth and all I knew about him was that he was somehow the key to opening the Dramaticus. I didn’t even know that he would be this powerful that a whole city would reek of his aura. I sighed in disgust.

A cold draught blew over my face and I inclined my head to the sky. Clouds were covering fast and darkness was in their wake. I marvelled momentarily at the redness of the dusk’s sun struggling to hold its own against the dark grey clouds that menaced it. It was going to rain soon, I realised. I drew my mackintosh close to my body, pulling up its hood over my head. No matter how ignorant I was about the Amaranth, the first step had to be seeking a place to spend the night. So I stepped into the alleyway and hurried off to find myself lodging.

It was a busy evening, I figured. And the streets were a busy place too. Everyone was walking towards their own business. No one paid me any attention as I walked along, catching mere glimpses of the faces of those who were too curious to let a hooded man pass by unnoticed. Ignoring their curious glances from time to time, I continued walking as I let my eyes dart from place to place in search of an inn. 

Five minutes silently passed as I trudged on. The streets were teeming with more people now, each moving about excitedly in anticipation of the impending rain. I followed the alleyway, turning to the right at shady street corner. If the guy’s instructions were to be trusted then there would be a small inn just about a couple of blocks from here. It was not my usual style to ask directions from strangers, no. Normally I would spread my aura to the farthest place it could reach and let it search, or probe a stranger’s mind with it in search of the information I needed. Such means though, were not disposable to me at the moment. Considering that I wanted my visit here to remain discrete. 

Fat drops of rain began thumping at my hood as I made my way past the turn. I walked by a beggar, sitting on a pavement beside the door of a closed store, clutching his begging bowl with trembling hands. I glanced at his begging bowl; it was filling with rain rather than coin.

“Mercy of Theos, stranger…” he called out as soon as he realised that had I taken notice of him. I hesitated in my steps and his eyes lit with the expectation of desperation. 

‘Mercy of Theos’, I thought sarcastically. 

The guy was a fool. Theos had no mercy… My heart warmed towards him nonetheless and I turned my back on the road, walking slowly to where he was. He stretched out his bowl in full length towards me as I dipped my hand into my pocket and fished out a dollar. I dropped it into the bowl and turned to leave. 

Suddenly, the beggar caught me by the leg. I turned to him again, inclining my head to face him. What more did he want?  I wondered. My eyes met his and I was shocked. Where once lay desperation and expectance was now a huge pile of blankness. It was as if he was suddenly devoid of all feelings. 

“Aquarius,” The beggar spoke in a forced tone, as if the words he was speaking were not his. Someone else was speaking through him, I realised.

“Who are you and how do you know my name?” I asked furiously, my mind already going through a list of people who could be up to this. They had to be people who knew me. 

“My master knows what you’ve come to do here…he knows the things you want to know and he is ready to offer you a deal.”

“Who the hell is your master?” I hissed, finding his throat with my hand swiftly. I lifted him against the wall by the neck.

“Please, please, please…don’t kill me, kind stranger…” the beggar muttered imploringly, all the confidence that once was, now no more. 

He had become the beggar once again, I realised. And that meant that whoever it was that was controlling him had left his mind. I removed my hand from his neck and he collapsed to the ground. If there ever was a time to risk being found out by releasing my aura then it had to be now when I needed to find out who had already found me out. So I yanked my aura out enough to scour a mile radius for supernatural beings. 

I had barely scanned the area when I felt a presence recoil from my aura’s touch just behind me. I turned around swiftly and my eyes were drawn to a black carriage led by two horses as it manoeuvred expertly in between the few pedestrians still on the streets. It was making headway into the cover of darkness in the middle of two buildings just within the reach of my sight.  Whoever it was that had invaded the beggar’s mind was in that carriage, I knew that somehow. I had to find out who it was. 

I ran to the back of a closed store and drew my aura out, bursting into flames as its power cloaked me. High ground would better my chances of tracking the carriage, I resovled.  So I leaped to the top of the building beside the store, my mackintosh flying freely in the wind behind me. Then I used my aurasight to see through the obstructing buildings, pulling my view of the carriage closer. 

It had stopped. 

I led my aura to the place it stood and I was beside the carriage in a second. Summoning my krisblade from the spirit realm, I clutched my fingers around its golden hilt as it materialised into my empty hand. The snakelike blade rose from the hilt in glorious fashion and I held it to my side as I slowly walked past the carriage. It was too dark to see with my eyes and that left me with my aurasight to scan the area. I took it all in in seconds. 

There was a guy standing at the end of the alley, his back to me. I probed at him subtly with my aura, uncovering that he was neither a Nephilim nor fully human. Now this was unsettling, I thought to myself.

“Aquarius,” he called, speaking coolly without even turning around to see me approach his back.

“How do you know my name and who is your master?” I asked in a cold and dangerous tone, “I will only ask this once.”

The man laughed at my threat. He was so confident, I could tell. I let my aura flow into my sword, the inscriptions on its blade flaring in blue flames.

“I did not come here to fight you Aquarius,” the guy said turning around to face me. “I came here to take you to my master.”

My eyes levelled on the man. The most conspicuous features about him were the two dark marks, the shape of a triangle, residing on either of his cheeks. Aside from that, his oval shaped face, short brown curly hair and dark narrow eyes cut out quite the normal.

 I was not going to let myself play to his terms, I resolved.

“I will be the one making the decisions about where we will go or not!” I shouted, lunging at him faster than a thought could form in one’s mind. 

Moving in a blur to the point where he stood, I slashed at his thigh to strike him down. The blade cut through empty air where the guy once stood and I felt his presence shift to my back. Using the momentum of my swinging blade, I turned swiftly with it, pivoting about my left foot while my right moved in an arc on the ground. I met the guy just in front of me as he bent backwards, watching my blade pass an inch close from his face. So I swung my right foot at his feet and swept him off the ground. Then I switched my blade’s position in a split second to a down-thrust. And as he fell to the ground, I tapped its hilt, sinking the blade into his right shoulder and pinned him to the ground. The guy wailed in agony as his body began flickering like an apparition. Before I could wonder what that was, he caught me by the leg and as his hands touched my skin I felt as if I was being ripped from the world of the living. I did not stay conscious long enough to see what he had done to me.

I woke up in a place that looked anything but real. I was standing in front of a shiny throne made of gold. Thirteen pillars of marble surrounded the throne and the floor from which they rose seemed to have been made of sky. Beside each pillar stood a guard: Fallen, I could make them out from their wings. All this while, my attention was majorly focused on my surroundings that utterly convinced me that I was in a dream. I was so engrossed in the sights that I did not notice the person occupying the seat of the throne, at least not until he started speaking. 

“Impressive,” he said in a sweet clear voice that couldn’t hint to the slightest bit of malice in the guy. 

In fact, if I wasn’t so paranoid, I would have believed the white suit he wore and think of him a saint. I smiled to myself.

“What’s impressive?” I asked, realising that the guy had to be the ‘master’ that the mysterious guy had told me about earlier. 

So he did manage to take me to his master…

“You,” he answered casually, “stabbing an astral projection like that.”

Oh, so the guy was a projection…That’s why he was so confident that I couldn’t hurt him. I guess he didn’t expect an inscripted blade. I bet this guy doesn’t expect me to hurt him too, I thought as I summoned my blade subtly from the spiritual realm.

“You flatter me,” I answered in a contrived coy smile. 

I could not feel my blade materialising. I could not even feel its presence. There was something wrong here. 

“Oh my, you didn’t know? You are actually in the spiritual realm. So…it’s kind of hard to summon your blade when I’ve disarmed you of it.” The guy flicked his finger; my blade materialised out of thin air and floated over to me. 

“Anyway, even if you had it,” he continued, “I don’t think it would work on  a High Malak like me Diabolos,” He spoke amicably  as he stopped controlling my blade and it clattered down before my feet.

Now that had to throw me off balance. I was facing the being widely considered to be the bane of the world, a very powerful being. I deemed it futile, trying to pick up my blade and attacking him. This had to be a battle of wits. 

“What do you want with me?” I asked. 

Why was I even asking? Of course I knew what he wanted. What reason would he want to mess up Theos’ world right in His face? I thought, sarcastically. 

“I want to aid you,” he answered.

 Which in translation meant that he wanted to aid himself... 

“Oh. Aid me in what?” I asked incredulously. 

“There is no need of feigned ignorance. I already know that you want to break open the Dramaticus and set loose your wicked father to hurt Theos,” Diabolos said calmly, as if he could see inside my heart, “I know all about your anger towards him for letting you be sired by the man you’ve hated all your life. I know that all you wanted was to please him and that he just couldn’t see it.”

I could feel all the anger and hatred for Theos well up inside my chest as he spoke. I could hardly breathe.

“Why are you telling me this?” I shouted in anger. 

I couldn’t control myself anymore. Diabolos had gotten the best of me now.

“It’s because I understand,” he said, his voice so full of empathy, “I want to help you because I understand.”

“How can you help me?” I whispered in resignation.

“I will tell you what you don’t know. I will tell you about the Amaranth and everything you what to know about opening the Dramaticus.” 

“Alright,” I accepted.

“Have a seat,” Diabolos said just as a chair with golden arms appeared behind me. I sat and calm started to settle on me.

“What’s in it for you?” I asked, thinking straight.

“You,” he answered calmly. “I want to be your god. Isn’t your god supposed to care for you, like the way I am offering to do?”

What chance did I have without his help? I contemplated. Where did my research get me to? Just to barely knowing the existence of the Dramaticus and the possibility that it could be opened… All the years that I had spent combing through libraries all over the world… This was the step last I had to take to make them all worth.

“I will surrender to you,” I answered coldly, “Now tell me what I want.”

“Get on your knees…”

“What?”

“Get on your knees and worship me first and then I will give you all you need.”

“Alright,” I replied begrudgingly. 

I lowered myself off the chair and onto my knees, feeling the small righteous self I had clinging onto me leaving: the little presence of Theos that was still in me dying and with it, all hope that I could be good.

“Good,” he said, a victorious smile plastered on his face. “Now sit.”

I raised myself up the chair feeling as if I had left something behind. I had to cling on the little hope that I was making headway with my plan now.

“What can you tell me about the Dramaticus and the Amaranth?” I asked again.

“Well, everything really but let’s just start with the basics.”

I ignored his theatre.

“The Dramaticus is a prison...”

“Tell me something I don’t know, would you please?” I hissed through clenched teeth cutting him off mid-sentence.

“It’s a prison,” Diabolos continued, ignoring me as he moved on with his flow of thoughts, “containing the energio forms of the Angeions who revolted against Theos’ will, the Forsakers. Theos separated the Dramaticus into three fragments and hid them at three different places in the world to make sure it forever stayed locked.”

The last part now, was something I didn’t known. I leaned forward as my attentiveness increased.

“To open the Dramaticus, the fragments have to be united by the Amaranth at the Place of Assembly. And when that is done, only his blood bled willingly upon the Dramaticus, can open it. Consider that a simple description of the complex stuff.”

He smiled. Then the squalid smirk on his face melted into a contemplative expression as if he was cracking his memory over something. 

 “And oh, I almost forgot. All of the opening mumbo jumbo I’ve told you about has to be done where the last fragment is hidden. That place is kinda like the physical representation of the Dramaticus, you know, the actual prision where Makarios locked your father and his buddies?”

Diabolos smiled again. I ignored his obnoxious idea of humour. 

“All of this depends on the damned Amaranth? Is there no way I can do this myself?” 

“Ahaaa, that’s my boy,” he winked. “There is actually. The human being who kills the Amaranth will have the power to open the Dramaticus himself.”

“Why don’t you just do it yourself, lure the Amaranth to your charms and have him do your bidding?”

“He is protected from me. Theos strictly wanted this to be a decision the human race makes. He struggles so much to accord them free will when at the same time bends them to his will….how hypocritical,” Diabolos remarked, more to himself than to me.

“How do I get the fragments?” 

“It’s simple,” he started, making me wonder how if it was so easy no one had done this before. “Find the Fort in which the fragments are kept and break the seal closing it. There are three Forts for each fragment. The first one was St Paul’s Cathedral in London, sealed with a thousand souls…”

Fort…it seemed as if I had heard that word from somewhere. I couldn’t quite place my finger on it.

“Was?” I questioned. 

“Yes, past tense. The Fort holds no more; I had the first fragment retrieved.”

“How did you do it? How do you break the Fort?”

“A consuming fire shall break a thousand seals and the Fort shall relinquish what it hath hold,” Diabolos answered me with a quote. 

That quote, I knew it from somewhere…I strained my mind combing through my memories. Then it dawned on me. I had read that statement during one my unwelcomed visits to the Vatican catacombs a century back. I had tried to fathom the meaning of that statement before but with no success. Yet now it all seemed clear. The one thousand seals had to be the lives of the ones living nearby the cathedral; it was a seal of souls. A consuming fire…What on earth…?

“The Great Fire of London, 1666…It was you?”

“Not me actually. That’s Axam’s handiwork, you’ve met him from before; the guy I sent to get you.”

The astral projection guy… Even from his projection, I could tell that he was not fully human.

“What is he?” I asked, my curiosity getting the best of me.

“He is a Graeae as is your mother Irina. They are kind of my servants or pets…choose the one you like,” Diabolos answered, flashing a cheeky smile.

“So, you burnt alive one thousand people just to break the seal that locked the first Fort,” I said, devoid of the feelings that I ought to have had. I realised that I did not care about what had happened to them. What was wrong with me? I ignored the struggle with my conscience. “Is that how you open the second Fort too?”

“The second Fort is St Louise Cathedral, here in New Orleans, sealed with every human that lives and breathes around it. Yes, that’s how you do it. Burn the cathedral along with every insignificant pitiful human around it.”

“Why hasn’t your faithful dog, Axam already won you the second fragment?”

“The Amaranth lives in this city and as you have noticed, the whole place reeks of his aura. As long he lives, Parakletos covers the cathedral along with every human with walls of fire, neither I, Axam or Nephilim can get near.”

I connected the pieces together and saw his plan for me.

“You think I can get close to the Amaranth. Close enough to kill him…”

“You can and you will… By tomorrow, the twenty first of March seventeen eighty eight, we will have ourselves a great fire and be one step closer to the unleashing of the Forsakers”

I was ready to do anything to get back at Theos, I had never been as clear of purpose as I was now.

“The power to unite and open the Dramaticus will be mine after I kill the Amaranth?”

“As I had said earlier.”

“Okay,” I said, leaning back, “tell me how to kill the damned Amaranth.”

“I will show you everything,” Diabolos said, resting his hands on the armrests of his throne. 

I stared into his face. Diabolos was a Theos wannabe, I realised. He wanted to portray himself as all powerful. The only thing he was all powerful in was being tricky. I had sold my soul to him, I knew that. And tomorrow I would do the most horrific thing in my life. Too late to regret, I reprimanded my dying conscience. 

Diabolos smiled at his newest asset. I feigned a smile. Then I drew my thoughts to myself, wrapping my aura around my mind lest he infiltrated it and discover the ‘praise and worship’ I had for him.

“What is the third Fort and seal?” I asked.

“Well,” he answered sweetly, locking his fingers together, “let’s say it’s a place you know very well, and the seal you know even better.”

My heart cringed at the thought of what he had in store for me.

Chapter 13 FALLING


NIXON

Aurel Manor, New Orleans.

Time had begun to make sense now that Aella was with me and three days had passed ever since. For each of those days, I felt what it was like to have someone to wake up to and that made me realise how fast time could pass. We spent each day talking, familiarising with each other’s world with laughter never lacking.  And all that, we did in our minds right under the noses of our captors. No one knew of the bond Aella had with me-that we could share thoughts and have telepathic conversations in our minds. Thanks to that, I had come to know her and it made me feel as if I had known her my whole life. It was almost as if she was the part of me that I had lost, the one I just found days ago. 

When we were not talking in our minds, Aella would take me into the spiritual realm. That was what I looked forward to everyday. In that realm, everything was possible. We were not locked up in some dungeon and we were not in separate cells: We were free, we had the world and we could share it together. I knew it was probably really crazy to have these feelings for her when I barely knew her, barely spent a hand full of days together. 

But no, I did know her. Through the spirit realm, she had shown me her family and though I couldn’t talk to them, I had learnt a lot about them from watching their past. We did that with Aella: sit for almost a whole day just watching the memories of her family and mine too. The best thing about the spiritual realm was that time did not exist in it and if it did, we could bend it to our will. We made a day in the real world into a year in our world and for every hour that we were in the realm it was as half a month to us. So I actually did know Aella for a long time, six months possibly, counting every hour that were in the realm from the first day I had traversed it with her.  And if I could recall the happiest moments in my life then these ‘virtual’ six months had to be top on the list. 

I also learnt to manipulate energy in the spiritual realm. Aella taught me how to open the gates to time, to places and memories- into minds and places which I didn’t even know they existed.

 From that knowledge we had built our own world together. Six months savoured in travelling to places I had only dreamt of going. We had stood on the pinnacle of the statue of liberty, shared a sunset from the top of Mt Everest, had a cup of tea in the Buckingham Palace, jumped off the Niagara and played hide and seek in the Pyramids. Yeah, I even dragged Aella to the Champion’s League finals at the Wembley Stadium and that was a few months into the future. I never knew how much more alive I could feel until I shared all of that with her. 

In my heart and mind, I knew that all the places I had gone were hardly the reason for such happiness. I was certain of that because for me, there was no beauty in this world that could compare to hers. No sunrise brighter than her smile, no skies more blue than her eyes. And sometimes I wished that I could tell her that. I couldn’t even let her know that I liked her. I was the biggest fool in the world, I was sure of that. Maybe I was afraid of how she would react. Or maybe I knew exactly how she would take it and that had me petrified. 

She was a flawless beauty: graceful and powerful. Even more, she was the leader of the Angeions. Aella had lived more than a thousand years and vanquished the Fallen and Nephilim. Yet who was I? Just a seventeen year old boy. I could not even boast of a flawless face with all the zits constantly plaguing my already weakened self-confidence. I could not be anything more than her friend and that was clear to me from the very first day we had met.  

But all that wasn’t going to stop me from having the time of my life and today, I was out to get it. 

“Nickkkkkkyyyyy,” Aella called out from a far. 

“I’m coming,” I shouted back, digging my feet in the wet sand as I ran towards her. 

We were just from playing beach volleyball or at least our spirits were. In real sense, I knew we were locked up somewhere in New Orleans.  But that didn’t matter because as far as I could tell, it was sunny and I was at the beach with the most beautiful girl in the world.

“Hey, what took you so long?” Aella asked, throwing her legs up and down on the blanket she had sat upon.

“I went to get you something, don’t be so ungrateful,” I answered back in feigned reproach, joining her on the beach blanket.

“Awwwww,” she exclaimed when I showed her the shells-necklace I had made her. 

Her face lit up. She looked so beautiful I could spend the whole day staring at her.

“What are you waiting for staring at me? Help me put it on,” Aella said as she gathered her black curls from her neck to the front and then turned her back to me.

I almost freaked out beyond possible recovery. But I didn’t, even though it took me a while to compose myself and get my hands to stop trembling.

I touched her neck gently as if it was the most fragile thing in the world and put the necklace round it. The shells were glittering in the bright sun but that did not capture me as much as her skin did. It was soft and smooth like silk and the sunlight splashing on it made it bask in graceful beauty. I fastened the golden threads that held the shells together with a knot and then I took my hands off her neck before she could accuse me of ‘going too far.’

“Okay, it’s done,” I announced.

She turned to me and smiled, brushing her fingers on the shells round her neck. 

“It’s so beautiful…” Aella said in a dreamy voice as she looked at them. 

This was a moment I would cherish for all my days, I knew. To see her smile; it was so amazing.

Aella shifted her body towards me and kissed my cheek. It was so abrupt and unexpected that I froze. She chuckled, smiling her cheeky smile as she shook her head at my hopelessness.

“Thanks Nicky,” she said. 

My heart was thumping inside my chest. If I didn’t know better I’d have sworn that her lips had made an impression on my cheeks-I could still feel her kiss on my cheek. I could barely mumble words in response to her thanks so I managed with a coy smile and a blush. What kind of a guy was I? I reprimanded myself angrily. 

“I wonder if it matches with my beachwear…”

“I thought Hannora got all the fashion sensitive genes.” I teased her, thankful that that mushy moment had passed. 

Aella stood up on the blanket, hands on her waist with a questioning expression plastered on her face. I inclined my head towards her, taking in the sight. She looked so amazing and breath-taking. I never knew I could make a necklace that beautiful. I smiled at that ridiculous thought. Of course I knew it wasn’t the necklace that was beautiful. She could have a strand of rag around her neck and still be this enchanting. 

I stared dreamily at her. Her silky black curls tipped to the left fell smoothly over her left arm which had risen to touch her slender neck in a sassy posture. Her almond shaped eyes shone brightly beneath her sharp and well cut eyebrows. I could lose myself in the sea of blue that her eyes were or just in the simple movements of her eyelids which often fluttered momentarily with the rush of the sea breeze upon her face.  The sky blue tank top that she had on exposed the upper part of her chest which I had decorated with the necklace of shells. The smooth shiny surface of the shells blended with her radiant skin in a delicate balance that was simply mesmerising. She had asked if the necklace matched with her beachwear. Well, it did more; it was perfect.  

Even though I had come to that conclusion and could just answer her question and stop staring, I still could not keep myself from savouring the intricacy with which her feminine shoulders slid to join her collar bone. Neither could I desist from marvelling at the U shaped patch of bare skin in between the straps of her top from which her slender neck arose and under which her bosom lay, safely covered from prying eyes. All one could make of them was from the impression they made on the top’s surface: perfectly shaped, perfectly sized. Her body curved down in inch perfect curves to her waist, rising outward in well-defined hips. That’s where her top ended and began her short pants adorned with brightly coloured summer flowers on a pink background. Then where the pants ended her thighs began…

“Nickyyyyy.”

I snapped back to reality. Wow, I seriously needed to work on my staring time.

“It does match, it looks amazing on you Aella,”  I said, wondering how it was that of all the descriptions that I had running through my mind, all I could manage to say was ‘amazing’…

Aella chuckled and lowered herself to the blanket. She placed her hand on mine and I could feel my heart thump faster than it had ever done before.

“Thanks a lot Nicky, for everything. For forgiving me for putting you in this place…”

“Please…it’s okay Aella,” I said gently. 

I could feel my heart take over my words and I feared for the ones that would come out next.

“The past few days that I have been with you…or months...,” I started, staring into her azure eyes as I chuckled lightly. 

She laughed softly with me, looking into my eyes as well. I felt all the fear I had in me melt away and I held her hand tighter.

“…have been the most amazing in my life. I have never felt so happy and content. It’s as if I have lived through every beautiful thing in this world. I have seen the wonders of the world, climbed the tallest mountains, and been to the greatest places on earth. Yet of all of that, not one of them is the reason why I feel this happy and content…”

I hadn’t notice how close we were. I could feel Aella’s breath on my face. This was real, this and now. Not our bodies cooped up in some cell. No, our spirits, here, together in this world we had made.

“I thought about this and many things. I’ve searched my soul for the reason I feel this happy, the reason for this happiness that brims inside my heart…”

“And what did you find…?” Aella asked softly.

 The distance between us was so close that she only needed to whisper for me to feel her magical voice inside my ears, reverberating to the deepest points of my heart.

“That a thousand years in a cell would feel just as happy if I was with you…” I said softly. 

I took her hand and brought it to my chest. I could feel its warmth and the softness of her skin.

“This heart…,” I open my mouth, words barely forming, “it beats...for only you…”

“Nicky…” Aella called my name in a whisper. 

I could see the turmoil in her eyes, they were almost tearing. Did I say something wrong, something to upset her? My heart sank. I could feel my palms getting wet with sweat. 

I should stop this madness right now…

What was I doing? No…I couldn’t stop now; I had come this far. I was not going to stop now.

“Aella…what I found from searching within myself, I have never been surer of anything before…. I’ve never felt so sure about someone…Aella…I…I love you Aella…” 

I always thought that the first time I’d say the three words to someone it would be so epic like in some romantic fiction. I’d hold my darling’s cheek and profess my love to her in a deep manly voice. I did not understand why my voice had broken at the time that I needed it the most. Wow, had she even understood what I had said…?

“Nicky…” Aella whispered my name again, her voice trembling. 

She was welling with emotions. A tear broke from her eye, rolling down to her cheek. This was more than I could bear. I looked away.

“You too…”

My heart froze.

Aella put her hand on my cheek, turning my face to hers. A tear fell from my eyes splattering against her hand as she held my cheek.

“I love you too Nicky…,” she whispered, repeating her declaration in its completeness: the words I would have given anything in this world to hear her say a thousand times, words that enslaved my heart as soon as they hit my ears, words that made my heart hers, from then on to all eternity.

“…but…,” she continued, “this…it’s not real.”

I could feel all the air expunge from my lungs. Suddenly, I was suffocating like a fish drawn out of the sea. Maybe I was a fish indeed: a fish drawn out of a world where everything made sense and plunged into one where everything was confusing and new. 

“What do you mean?” I managed to mumble. 

 “Maybe what you feel for me is not real…I mean…we are not in the physical world…”

“It is…,” I said weakly, “you taught me that, remember?”

“I don’t know…,” Aella said and she looked away from me.

“What’s wrong Aella?” I asked, my voice echoing with sadness. “Why can’t it be real, why can’t we be real?”

“Because we can’t…,” she said faintly. 

I could feel my heart ripping to shreds. I was crying, I realised. What kind of a man cried this much? Like a fool…  I couldn’t see her face but somehow I knew that it too was marred with tears. 

“Why?” I asked softly, “Is it because you are ashamed of me…? I’d understand if I you were…I’m just a weak human.” I turned her face gently to me by the chin.  “Please tell me why…”

“Don’t be silly Nicky…,” Aella said with a faint smile. She wiped off a tear with her hand. “It’s not you…it’s me…”

Suddenly, anger was rising up my chest. She could have just told me straight that my weakness disgusted her instead if sugar coating her rejection.

“Wow Aella, please spare me that crappy cliché…” I whispered coldly, unable to stay the acid from my chest from flowing into my words. 

Aella winced. The look on her face made me hate myself.

“I probably deserved that…,” she said with a sad smile.

“No you don’t,” I refuted her words contritely. “I shouldn’t have said that…I have no right to be mad. I’m so sorry Aella.” 

She took her hand in mine and looked into my eyes, a look that said ‘it’s okay’ but made me feel worse for getting angry.

“It’s really not you Nicky…I’m just…I’m scared.”

After seeing Aella tear apart the Nephilim like she did, I never thought she could be afraid of anything.

“What are you afraid of Aella?” I asked empathetically, holding her hand so tightly as if I thought my gesture of affection could give her the strength to face anything in the world. 

“Of this,” she answered feebly, “I’m afraid of falling in love again then being left alone.”

“I’ve never felt this way about anyone before Aella. You are my happiness and I would never leave you.”

Aella smiled sadly. She did not seem too sure of my words.

“You are not even sure of this Nicky…and ever since you met me trouble has always been near you.” 

“I don’t care for what has happened to me Aella. I care for what is happening to my heart now. I care that for the little time I’ve known you, I’ve never felt so alive before.”

“I don’t think you know me Nicky…”

“I do A…you are the most amazing person I’ve met. You are beautiful and kind hearted. You are sweet and funny and you make me go crazy…”

Aella chuckled lightly at the last thought. She smiled all so briefly and then her smile melted away into a sad face.  

“I don’t even know myself…You think I am sweet and fun but I’m not always this way. I am not always carefree. You woke a side of me that was dead for a thousand years and that’s what you see now. But maybe that’s just not me…”

“It is you Aella…the world may have hardened this part of you but it still exists…”

“I know it does…but maybe you love this Aella and not the other one…I’m not always going to be this way, you know.”

I could not say anything to counter that. Suddenly everything that I was sure of crumbled. I only knew her for days really, in the real world. But how long had she lived? A thousand years…

“I love you…,” I whispered to her, fighting so desperately to convince myself that I did not believe her words. 

Still, doubt leaked into the words I once believed entirely just barely minutes ago.

“See, you are hardly sure…,” Aella remarked, smiling weakly.

I felt so stupid. How could I have doubted? I was so incredibly stupid…

“We can’t be Nicky…at least not yet. Not until I figure out which Aella I am.” 

Silence followed Aella’s words. I could hear her breathing. I could feel her warmth. I could feel the happiness inside my heart because she was here with me and I was not ready to let that go.

“I still want to be close to you,” I broke the silence, whispering lightly into the breeze.

“I do too…,” Aella answered.

“When we get out of here, I’ll prove to you that it doesn’t matter which realm we are in…that whichever Aella you are, you will always be my happiness.”

“Be careful, you may have to prove it really soon,” Aella said, a smile resurfacing on her face.

“What do you mean?” I asked, smiling because she smiled, relief filling my heart now that the tears between us had stopped.

“Nothing,” Aella answered, her smile mutating into the silliest expression I had ever seen, “just my normal nonsense.”

I chuckled merrily wondering what Aella in this universe would not be this sweet.   

