Chapter One
Boston, Massachusetts: Present Day

Winter was when the city felt most like home to Cadell. Stepping into a warm house after trudging through foot-deep snow and bone-chilling cold was one of his favorite sensations. He remembered sledding with his brothers when they were children until their father feared for their health and herded back into them the house. The house would be warm and filled with the aroma of hot, cinnamon-laced apple cider. Home was a warm, welcoming refuge from a world that was cold and dark. Cadell chuckled as memories of what came after the sledding and cider. After the admittedly clichéd’ scene of New Englander life, his father would take Cadell and his brothers for the evening’s two-hour lessons on swordsmanship and other fighting arts. He laughed to himself. His life was a mix of the paintings of Norman Rockwell and fantasy artist Frank Frazetta: one almost painfully idyllic, the other brutally surreal. In some respects the Selkirks were the all-American family, but they had the blood of the Blessed in their veins and their lives were anything but idyllic. 
	Snow had begun to re-cover the recently-shoveled cobblestone walkway leading up to the small inn. The old colonial-era building was maintained as closely as possible to its original appearance. Painted white with red trim, the soft glow of candles in the windows invited passers-by to come in and warm themselves. There were no flashing neon signs advertising a particular kind of beer and no scrolling electronic banners announcing the day’s specials. A simple wooden sign with the words Homeward Inn burned into it hung over the door.
	In the summer, especially around Independence Day, the rooms would all be occupied by tourists eager to experience the commercialized, distorted version of American history provided by a multitude of tour guides and souvenir vendors. In the winter, however, most of the Inn’s ten guestrooms were empty and the business was kept going by a base of regular customers who were loyal to the family that owned the Homeward.	The Morgan family had owned the inn for more than one hundred years and many of its regular customers had been introduced to the Homeward by their grandparents. Fishermen and sailors had found comfort and fellowship at the Homeward since the great whaling fleets had had homes in Boston harbor. 
	Cadell stepped in the door and took the woolen watch cap from his head as the bell hanging from the door announced his arrival. Several familiar smiling faces greeted him as he undid his peacoat. He knew better than to remove the coat, though. Sally Morgan went to great lengths to preserve the rustic, colonial atmosphere of the Homeward, and the main barroom was heated only by the fire in a huge brick hearth on the room’s far wall and lit only by candlelight. Modern gas heating was used only in the very coldest of weather, meaning that the barroom was usually a bit chilly. The guestrooms and kitchen were heated by gas and lit electrically, but when at the bar, Sally wanted her customers to be able to maintain the illusion that they drinking in an eighteenth-century pub. To that end, there were no national brand beers or spirits served at the Homeward. If you drank at the Homeward, you drank something that was brewed or distilled locally in relatively small batches.
	“If it isn’t the youngest Selkirk,” Sally Morgan said as she came around the bar with a tray laden with four huge mugs of the house brew. Her dark, gray-streaked hair was tied underneath a bandana and she wore a white blouse covered by a cloth apron. Her shoulders were broad and she was a bit plump, but her face beamed with good will almost all of the time. It was nearly impossible for a sane person not to like Sally Morgan. “Where has the Selkirk clan been?” she asked, delivering the beers to some already slightly-inebriated patrons. 
	“We’ve been around,” Cadell said. “It’s just that…”
	“I know, son,” Sally said, with a sympathetic smile. “It’s probably hard for you all to be in here since your dad’s wake.”
	Cadell smiled back. “I’ll bring my brothers in soon, I promise. Has anyone been in here asking for me?” Cadell asked.
	“Upstairs,” Sally answered, “Room eight. There’s a woman registered as Eve Corey. She says she knows you. She has with her a girl about your age and a man in his sixties or seventies. The man looked pissed.”
	“Thanks, Sally,” Cadell said, smiling. “Let us know if anyone comes in looking for us,” he added as he started up the stairs. He knocked on the door to room eight, more than little curious about the other two people Sally had mentioned. Eve had asked him to meet her at the Homeward but had not mentioned that she was bringing anyone else. 
“Come in,” Eve’s voice said. Stepping into the small but comfortably furnished room, Cadell accepted and returned a hug from Eve. Since their meeting in Afghanistan, they had become close; Cadell had served as her protector on several of her expeditions in search of esoteric knowledge and artifacts. “You’re looking well,” she said. “The beard and hair suit you,” she added, touching his whisker-covered cheek. “I thought you’d never give up the ‘Marine look.’”
	“The haircut was functional but ugly, and the beard would have looked silly with a high-and-tight,” Cadell replied with a smile. 
	 Eve reached behind his head and gently tugged on his brown, ponytail-bound hair. “But you went all the way, letting the hair grow down to your shoulders.”
	“I decided that it was time I looked like a Blessed Warrior again,” Cadell said.
	Eve stepped away from him, and Cadell’s eyes fell upon the young woman Sally had mentioned. She was about five-foot five and had straight dark-brown hair that fell to the middle of her back. Her face was oval with fine, almost delicate features. Her eyes were hazel-brown, bright and attentive. A royal blue turtleneck sweater and well-fitted jeans showed her slim but nicely curved figure. What Cadell noticed most about her, though, had nothing to do with how she looked. She was very attractive, and although his Truesight detected an aura of magic and psychic energy about her, there was something that went beyond even what his Truesight could detect. Something in about her produced an instinctive feeling of sameness in him. He could not articulate the feeling logically, but he knew that the he and the young woman were alike in some profound, unique way. 
	“Cadell,” Eve said. “This is my niece, Evelyn.” 
	It took a moment for her words to penetrate Cadell’s fixation on Evelyn. “Nice to meet you,” he said, finally extending his hand. 
	Evelyn seemed to emerge from a fixation similar to his as she shook his hand. “Nice to meet you, too,” she repeated. Cadell noticed her hands were somewhat rough for a woman’s.
	“Hello, Cadell.” A man said as he rose from a chair in a corner of the room. Randal Corey was in his late sixties but moved with the grace and ease of a much younger man. His hair was gray but still thick on his head. 
	“Hello, Mister Corey,” Cadell replied, stepping toward Randal and offering a hand.
	“I trust that you and your family are well,” Randal answered, his tone and facial expression betraying the fact that, at that particular moment, he cared not at all about how the Selkirks fared. His carefully-modulated tone and rigid posture told Cadell that the inquiries about his family were perfunctory, meant only to satisfy the minimum requirements of politeness. Cadell sensed a seething, barely-controlled anger under a cloak of enforced civility. The anger was not directed at Cadell, though. It was directed at Eve.
	Cadell looked Randal squarely in the eye. “We’re all good, sir.” 
	“Aunt Eve,” Evelyn said. “Why are we all here? Why are you so mad, Uncle Randal?”
	“Those are good questions, Eve,” Cadell said, stepping away from Randal but not taking his eyes off the man. Randal was radiating a rage that bore watching. 
	“Why don’t you ask the question that you want to ask, Cadell?” Eve said. “That would be a good way to get this started.”
	“Okay,” Cadell said, positioning himself so he could see Eve and still keep a wary eye on Randal. “I know, of course, that the Corey family is one of the Blessed bloodlines. I also know that the branch of the Corey clan that Mister Randal here is in charge of has all but completely stopped participating in the Calling. The only member of his immediate family that’s still really active was you, Eve. That’s why you always came to me to protect you when you played ‘Lara Croft.’ Every one of the Blessed knows that Caleb Corey, his wife and his six daughters were massacred twenty-six years ago; demons got through the wards around the family’s house somehow.” Cadell glanced over at Randal. His eyes were fixed on Eve. Evelyn seemed too confused to speak.
	“That’s all true,” Eve said. “My brother Caleb, his wife and their six daughters were killed by demons twenty-six years ago.”
	The emphasis Eve had placed on the word ‘six’ made Cadell hesitate momentarily before speaking. After that, comprehension caused him to pause and look at Evelyn in awe and disbelief. “She’s a Seventh?” he asked in a near-whisper.
	Eve turned proud but pity-filled eyes on her niece. “Yes,” Eve said, “she is.”
	“Why is he looking at me like that?” Evelyn demanded. “What are you talking about? Blessed? Demons? My parents died in a fire!” She was confused and rapidly becoming angry.
	Randal sighed and seemed to physically shrink where he stood. “No, Evelyn, your parents were killed.”
	Evelyn began to cry angry, bitter tears and she was shaking visibly. “By demons?” she asked in a choked shout. “You’re all crazy!” Randal took a halting step toward her and she pulled away from him.
	“Evelyn, please let us explain,” Randal pleaded. He had transformed from a displeased patriarch to a loving uncle who wanted nothing more than to comfort his niece.
	“We have to show her what’s behind the veil,” Eve said. “She has to believe if she’s going to understand what she is, what we are.”
	“What do you mean ‘understand what I am?’” Evelyn asked, having regained some control over her emotions.
	Eve extended her right hand with its palm facing outward. “Randal, Cadell, show her your sigils.”
	“No, Eve,” Randal implored her. “We can still stop this…”
	Eve’s face softened in sympathy for both Randal and her niece. “It’s too late now, brother. We’ve already said too much.” Eve’s hand glowed with a blue pulsating light that had streaks of gold flashing around it. On the palm was the sigil of the house of Corey, a six-pointed star composed of two interlocking triangles at the center of two concentric circles and a stylized phoenix at the center of the star. Tiny symbols were visible at each point of the star and glowed more brightly than the rest of the sigil. Randal’s palm glowed in a blue and green version of the same mark. Eve shielded her eyes from what was, to her, a painfully bright light.
	Cadell stood directly in front of her, only inches away. He held up both of his hands. “Look at me,” he said softly.
	“It’s too bright!” Evelyn said, shielding her eyes with both hands.
	Cadell took her hands lightly in his and pulled them gently away from her eyes. “Look at me,” he told her again. “It will be alright. I promise,” he assured her.
	Evelyn looked up slowly, blinking tear-filled eyes. She found that Cadell was bathed in blue light with golden sparks spiderwebbing through it. Though still bright, the light was no longer painful. Evelyn saw a symbol similar to the symbols that Randal and Eve had shown her, but his was on his left hand. It depicted a sword-wielding angel standing in front of a gate flanked on both sides by trees. On his right hand was another glyph or rune that Evelyn didn’t recognize. Almost without her own volition, Evelyn brought her right palm up and touched it to Cadell’s. Her own aura flared to life.
	“It’s the sigil of the Archangel Uriel,” Cadell told her. “Uriel is the patron Angel of my family. Your family’s angel is Camuel.” Evelyn gasped and pulled away as she saw a sigil glowing in the palm of her hand.
	Cadell, Randal and Eve allowed their auras and sigils to fade and Cadell helped Evelyn into a nearby chair. Her sigils still glowed on her palms. “The sigils mark you as one of the Blessed.” Evelyn stuffed her hands into her armpits to hide them from view. She began sobbing.
	Eve touched Evelyn lightly on her shoulder. “Honey, it’s alright,” she said. “You’re part of long, proud bloodline, a very special part.”
	“No!” Evelyn shouted. “It isn’t real! It’s a trick!”
	“It’s real, honey,” Eve assured her. “Look at your hands.” Slowly, reluctantly Evelyn took her hands from under her arms. The sigils still were bright on her palms. “You can make them fade,” Eve told her. “They’ll always be there, but you can choose whether or not to make them visible.” 
	“Being in our presence when we allowed our auras and sigils to be seen caused them to flare. Our spiritual energy flaring made your sigils to flare..” Randal added. “That’s why I kept you away from the other Blessed, so this wouldn’t happen. Now that your aura has been touched by unrestrained auras of other Blessed, your Truesight is activated.”
	“It’s a trick!” Evelyn insisted, trying to convince herself more than anyone else. 
	Eve took Evelyn’s hands in her. “No, honey, it’s not.”
	Evelyn stood abruptly, nearly knocking Eve down in the process. “It’s not REAL!” Evelyn backed herself into a corner. 
	Eve turned to Cadell. “Cadell, show her your trueblade,” she said.
	“Eve, no,” Randal objected. “She’s already shaken enough.”
	“She needs to get her head around this now,” Eve insisted. “Do it, Cadell.”
	Cadell hesitated. He looked at Evelyn, who had stopped crying and stood as though she was about to fight off some kind of assault. He wanted to hold her, to calm and comfort her. She had begun the evening sure of her place in the world and had had that assuredness shattered. The rules that she had relied on all of her life were being torn apart in front of her eyes. Cadell didn’t want to cause her more pain. “I don’t think so, Eve,” he said. “I think she needs a little time to process all of this.”
	“Show me,” Evelyn said, her voice was still choked from crying but it also held a profound resolve. Her aura and sigils had ceased to flare as she calmed herself. “Whatever’s happening, I need see it all. I have to make it real for myself.”
	“No!” Randal said. “We can still stop this…”
	“No, Randal, we can’t,” Eve countered. “Whatever bonds Angela placed on Evelyn’s Blessing are gone now that her sigils have been revealed.”
	Evelyn wiped a final tear from one eye. “It’s alright, Cadell. Do whatever it is Aunt Eve wants you to do.” She had fought back her shock and fear and was now standing upright, staring Cadell in the eye. 
	“Alright,” Cadell said. 
	His brow furrowed slightly and he drew his hand across his body. An arc of shimmering light followed his hand and solidified into a highland broadsword. Its double-edged blade gleamed with a light that seemed to be generated from within the steel itself. A shining silver basket-like handguard protected the entire sword hand. At the front of the handguard there was a gold-inlaid silver sigil identical to the one on Cadell’s right palm. 
	Evelyn moved toward Cadell. “I can still see the light around your body,” she said. “It goes around the sword, too. The light is the same.”
	“The sword is part of me,” Cadell said, holding it slightly higher. “I summon it from within me. It’s made of steel but its strength and power come from my will, from my soul.” Evelyn was close to him now. She was almost mesmerized by the gleaming steel and the way sparks of unnatural light danced across its mirror-like blade. 
	“May I touch it?” Evelyn asked.
	“Be careful,” Cadell said with a nod. “It’s sharp as a scalpel.”
	Evelyn touched the flat of the blade with two fingers of her right hand. The sparks that so fascinated her converged on where her fingers were in contact with the steel. “It’s warm,” she said, “like it’s alive.”
	“It’s part of me,” Cadell said.
	“Why did you call it a trueblade?” Evelyn asked.
	“Because it cases true death,” Cadell answered, “If you kill someone with a trueblade, it doesn’t just kill the physical body, it destroys the psyche and the soul too, if there is one.” 
	“And you kill demons with it?” Evelyn said, asking and answering her own question.
	Cadell reabsorbed the sword into himself. “Yes, that’s pretty much what the Blessed are all about.”
	Evelyn looked to her uncle. “The Blessed? You all keep using that word. What does it mean?”
	Randal took a long, deep breath. It was as though in answering Evelyn’s question, he was admitting some kind of defeat. “The Blessed are seven families, seven bloodlines that have each been blessed by one of the seven archangels,” he said. “The Selkirks were blessed by Uriel; our family was blessed by Camuel. The bloodlines were blessed during the First Crusade to protect mankind from demons and other ungodly creatures.”
	Evelyn’s face was hard now as she faced her uncle, her voice coldly calm. “You said that my mom and dad were killed by demons.”
 	Randal placed gentle hands on her shoulders. “They were attacked in their family home. A Grigori, a very powerful demon, managed to get past the warding spell that protected the house. He had some other lesser demons with him. Your mother was eight months pregnant with you. She was barely alive when we found her. Just before she died, she made me swear to protect you. She wanted me to keep you away from the Blessed. She had just seen six of her children die before her eyes. She wanted you to live.”
	“That’s why you sent me away to school.” Evelyn concluded. “To keep me away from the Blessed. So I’d never find out what happened to my family.”
	Randal touched her cheek. “I had to make sure the other Blessed families didn’t find out about you. They would have insisted that you answer the Calling. I promised your mother I’d never let that happen.”
	“Then why have you told me all off this now?” Evelyn asked, turning to Eve,
	“Because you’re needed,” Eve replied. “There is something bad happening, and we need you to help stop it.”

***

Feeling that Evelyn needed time to gather herself, Cadell fetched a tray of drinks from the bar. He, Eve, Randal and Evelyn drank in silence for a few minutes. Cadell and Evelyn sipped the Homeward’s signature micro-brewed lager while Eve and Randal opted for blackberry brandy. The tension level had subsided somewhat, but Randal still radiated discontent. Most of that negativity was still directed at Eve. Evelyn was clearly trying to bring her emotions under control and clear her mind. 
	Evelyn finished the last quarter of her beer in a single gulp. “Okay,” she said, exhaling a long breath. “I need to hear all of this again in some kind of order that makes sense. Let’s start with the Blessed. What are they?”
	“As I said earlier,” Randal went on. “The Blessed are seven families that have each been blessed by one of the seven archangels. That blessing gives the members of those families certain supernatural abilities.”
	“Like being able to pull swords out of thin air,” Evelyn said. 
	“Yes, and the Truesight,” Randal added, “the ability to perceive the spiritual and psychic worlds. That’s what you just experienced.” 
	“When did it all start?” Evelyn asked. “I mean, how long have the Blessed been around?”
	“It started during the First Crusade,” Eve replied. “The founders of the seven Blessed bloodlines were part of an army of crusading knights that participated in the siege and capture of Jerusalem in 1099 A.D. After three years of traveling just to get to Jerusalem and then a seven week siege, the crusaders broke into the city and there was a massive slaughter. Some accounts claimed that blood ran, literally, ankle deep as the crusaders killed everyone in the city that they could find. The slaughter was so horrific that even battle-hardened knights who had been trained for warfare since they were born were sickened.”
	Cadell continued the tale. “Seven of those knights, who had been friends since childhood, were so horrified and ashamed of what they had done that they walked away from the crusader army and swore never to take another human life. They felt so guilty that they felt the need to atone. They decided to go into the desert with no supplies and no weapons. They figured that they would either die or have a vision that will tell them what they could do to make up for what they had they had done in Jerusalem.” 
 	“They did have a vision,” Randal went on. “The seven archangels: Michael, Gabriel, Uriel, Raguel, Raphael, Camuel, and Jophiel appeared to them. They offered the knights God’s forgiveness and cleansed them of their guilt. The Archangels also explained the true nature of evil. They told them that demons did, indeed, walk the earth and that demons were responsible for much of the misery on the Earth, including the crusades.”
	“Those seven knights were the progenitors of the seven Blessed bloodlines,” Eve said. “Because the Lord God could see that the knights had truly repented and wanted to atone, he commanded each of the archangels to confer his blessing on one of the knights, empowering them to fight the demons that walked the world. Over the years, the descendants of those seven crusaders became the Blessed families. Those families have been protecting mankind ever since. Protecting mankind is the Calling.”
	“Why did you hide this all from me?” Evelyn asked. She stood and began to pace. “If what you’re saying is true, then being a Blessed is my birthright, my heritage.”
	Randal leaned forward in his chair and looked at the floor, his elbows resting on his knees. “It’s what your mother wanted,” Randal said in a quiet voice. “I told you that your parents and your sisters were murdered by demons. And, as I said, she wanted you to have nothing to do with the Blessed or the Calling. The life of a Blessed is more dangerous than you can imagine, and not just to the body but to the soul as well. Ask young Cadell, here. His father and one of his brothers are dead and another of his brothers is crippled for life. Three of his six uncles are dead as well, not to mention a slew of his cousins. Your mother wanted you, at least, to be safe. I tried to protect you as best I could.”
	Evelyn leveled a harsh glare at her uncle. “You sent me away, though,” Evelyn said. “Why did you send me away? Couldn’t you have let stay with you and Aunt Phoebe? Couldn’t I have stayed with Aunt Eve? I was all alone at that boarding school. I could never make any real friends. I could never fit in, because I always felt that I was different from everyone else there. Now I know why — because I was different. You could have let me stay with family and not let me be involved with the Blessed. You could have just ordered me to stay out of it. All I wanted, for my whole life, was to be part of the family. I would have done anything to live with you and Aunt Phoebe, even given up my heritage. I would have stayed away from what the Blessed do.”
	Eve smiled a wry smile. “Ordering you to stay out of it might have worked when you were little, but you’re too much like your mother for that to have worked once you got older.” Eve said. “By the time that you were eleven or twelve, you would have demanded to join in the Calling. You wouldn’t have stood for being left out.”
	“Besides,” Randal admitted, “even if you did obey me about not pursuing the Calling, the other families would have insisted that you be included in it. I had to hide you from them.”
	“Why would the other families care if I got into the family business or not?” Evelyn asked, looking to her aunt. 
	It was Cadell who answered her. “Because you’re special, even by the standards of the Blessed. You’re a Seventh, like me.”
	Evelyn looked at her palms. “That’s why we have two marks on our hands,” she said.
	Cadell nodded. “Seven is a sacred number. Seventh children like us have a special connection to our family’s patron archangel. There are a few things we can do that even other Blessed can’t.”
	“What can the Blessed do?” Evelyn asked.
	“Cadell, why don’t you and Evelyn go downstairs and have another beer,” Eve suggested. “You can answer Evelyn’s questions. You’re the best one to do that anyway. I think that Randal and I need to speak privately.”
	“Okay,” Evelyn said. “But don’t fight.”
	“We’re not going to fight,” Even said, ushering the two of them the door.
	Eve look at her aunt and uncle in turn. “Please, Aunt Eve, Uncle Randal. I hate it when you fight,” she said.
	Eve smiled weakly. “We won’t fight,” she said.
	The door closed and Cadell and Eve found themselves in the Homeward’s hallway.
	“They’re going to fight,” Evelyn said.
	Cadell’s mouth formed a lopsided grin. “I know,” he agreed.
***
They sat at a table in a corner of the bar room. Sally brought them two beers without having to be asked. “Okay,” Evelyn said. “Let’s pick up where we left off. You said that being a Seventh child makes us special, even more special than the other Blessed. So, first things first. What can the Blessed do?”
	Cadell took a long drink from his beer and met Evelyn’s eyes across the flickering candle at the table’s center. “All of the Blessed have the Truesight, the ability to see the Trueworld. After they embrace the Blessing, all Blessed, no matter what path they take, are about twice as strong as normal person of about the same size. We heal from most wounds a lot faster than normal people and we are all trained to fight.”
	“Trueworld?” Evelyn asked, tilting her head.
	“A better term might actually be the ‘complete world,’” Cadell replied. “You perceive the psychic and spiritual planes as well as the physical. You saw my aura tonight, so your Truesight is active. You’re blocking it now, instinctively, because it scared the shit out of you. But once you get used to it and get some training, you’ll be able to turn it on and off like a light-switch.” He took a long breath. “The thing is that most Blessed come into their Truesight at the age of seven. I don’t think anyone’s ever been brought to the Truesight or embraced the Blessing this late in life before.”
	Evelyn raised a Spock-like eyebrow. “Late in life?” she objected, “I’m twenty-six years old.”
	Cadell smiled. “You know what I mean. Like I said, most of the Blessed have their Truesight brought to them when they’re seven and fully embrace the Blessing when they’re fourteen.”
	Evelyn tilted her head again and took a long pull from her beer. “What do you mean, ‘fully embrace’ the Blessing?” she asked. 
	“When a child of one of the seven bloodlines is fourteen, they can choose whether or not to answer the Calling, that is, whether or not to devote their life to their family’s patron archangel in service to God or to live a normal life. If they choose to embrace the Blessing, their angel puts them into one of four castes: warrior, scribe, mage or healer. Their caste determines which abilities are granted by the Blessing.”
	Evelyn tilted her beer glass toward Cadell. “You’re a warrior, I’ll bet,” she said.
	Cadell nodded. “Yeah. Warriors are about five times stronger than normal people and heal even faster than other Blessed. We also get a lot more combat training, and you’ve seen my trueblade. We do most of the demonic bloodletting.”
	“Why do you call it a trueblade, again?” Evelyn asked.
	Cadell’s eyes took on a hard appearance. “Because it causes a true death. It doesn’t just kill the physical body, it kills the soul too. After that, there is no chance at forgiveness or redemption. Anyone or anything that’s killed with a trueblade is gone, really gone, forever. Only the warrior caste can use trueblades. ” 
 	Evelyn raised her hand, signaling for more beer. “I’m still listening,” she said.
	“Alrighty,” Cadell replied, smiling. “Scribes keep the family records, do research, and gather intel on the demons and their allies. Their Blessing gives them eidetic memory, the ability to speak and read any language and a truly freaky ability to multitask. Your Aunt Eve is a scribe.”
	Evelyn’s eyes brightened in the candlelight. “I was an intelligence officer in the Air Force, and I’ve always had a knack for languages. Does that mean that my path would be scribe as well?”
	“Air Force?” Cadell said, making a show of recoiling in chair. “Just what we need, a flying bus-driver. And an officer, too, no less.” He put a finger, gun-like, to his head. “Kill me now!” he added, grinning.
	Evelyn smiled back at him. “Hey, I’m the one who’s stuck having a drink with a jarhead. I’ll bet you were a knuckle-dragging, ground-pounding grunt of a noncom, too.”
	Cadell raised his beer glass. “To the Air Force,” he said.
	“To the Corps,” she replied, raising her glass in return. “So. You said warrior, scribe, mage and healer. Tell me about mages.”
	Cadell shrugged his shoulders. “The name says it all. Mages use magic. They don’t throw fireballs or hurl lightning from their hands, though. They can control the weather to a degree, communicate with animals, and do a lot of other things. And they can kind of see the future.”
	“Kind of?” Evelyn asked.
	“It’s not one-hundred percent reliable.” Cadell answered. “They get glimpses of the future that can be hard to interpret. Most of the time there’s no context, no orientation point, so they can’t always tell how far in the future they’re seeing.
	“There are mages out there who are not of the Blessed. Some of them are powerful, but for normal people, it takes years of training and most of them don’t get really good at it until they’re in their sixties. Magic comes naturally to the Blessed, though. Even young Blessed Mages can be scary powerful. There are regular human bloodlines that are naturally gifted with magic. Helen, my adopted sister, comes from one of those bloodlines. Her ancestors have been mages since the Bronze Age and her family’s blood is saturated with magic. 
“Healers are just that. They can heal people with a touch. In a pinch, they can heal from a distance, but that’s really hard on them. They’re also empathic and telepathic.” Cadell concluded. 
	 Evelyn’s Spock eyebrow returned. “They can read minds?”
	Cadell nodded. “Yes. Healers are responsible for keeping the Blessed healthy in body, mind, and spirit.”
	“But the two of us are seventh children, so we have even more superpowers, right?” Evelyn was grinning now, a spark appearing in her deep-brown eyes.
	Cadell chuckled, “I’ve never called them superpowers, but yes, Sevenths come with a few added extras.”
	Evelyn leaned closer “Like what?” 
	Cadell smiled at her enthusiasm. “We have the abilities of all four Blessed castes. We still have a single caste that we belong to, and that caste’s abilities are stronger in us than the abilities of the other castes, but we can do almost everything the other castes can, just not quite as well.” 
	Evelyn leaned even closer, her elbows on the table. “So you can read minds?” she asked.
	“Well, yeah,” Cadell said, “but I only do it in the line of duty. I’ve never really bothered to learn to use any abilities from any caste other than the warrior caste, anyway. I haven’t read you, if that’s what you’re asking.”
	Evelyn leaned back in her chair. “I suppose I was wondering about that,” she admitted with a shrug.
	“It’s okay," Cadell assured her. “It’s a natural question. But reading you for no good reason would be abusing the Blessing, and the Lord and his angels are hard on members of the Blessed who do that.”
	“Has that ever happened?” Evelyn asked.
	Cadell nodded slowly. “A few times,” he said. “The most recent one was a great-uncle of mine. It happened before I was born, but he was a healer and used his telepathy to seduce women. I was told that he spent seven months in agony inflicted by Uriel himself. After that, his father was commanded by Uriel to kill him with a trueblade.”
	“Shit,” Evelyn said. 
	Cadell’s expression became hard and intense. His eyes bore, laser-like, into hers. “That’s something that you need to understand about being one of the Blessed. All of the powers and privileges come with a price. The life of the Blessed is about sacrifice and service. It takes a level of self-discipline that most people can’t even imagine. We are the Blessed of the Lord, and his angels are always watching us. Because we are the Blessed, we’re held to higher standards than the rest of humanity.”
	Evelyn was silent for a moment. “I get it,” she said, nodding thoughtfully. “Is there anything else I should know?” she asked.
	“There is one other thing about being a Seventh,” Cadell replied. “We can channel part of our patron angel’s power. When we do, it makes us even stronger than other Blessed Warriors and all the other Blessed Gifts get stronger, too. Our auras burn with angelic fire that really irritates all demons; lesser demons can’t even come near us. It takes a lot out of you, though, so it’s like a nuclear option: it’s only used when there is absolutely no other choice.”
	“In case of demon apocalypse, press the red button,” Evelyn said.
	“Right,” Cadell confirmed. “I’ve only done it three times, and I’ve never been able to keep it up for more than five minutes. It took me three days to recover from that.”
	“So what’s next?” Evelyn asked. “For me, I mean.”
	Cadell tilted his head. “That’s up to you,” he told her. “You have to decide if you’re going to embrace your Blessing or not. If you decide to embrace it, then your family will help you do that. After that, you’ll have to play one serious game of catch-up.”
	Evelyn raised her eyebrow again. “What do you mean?”
Cadell looked down briefly, then his eyes found Evelyn’s again. “Like I told you, most Blessed embrace their blessing when they’re fourteen. I went on my first demon hunt when I was fifteen and that was after being trained from the time I could walk. You haven’t been trained at all. Besides that, I don’t think anyone has ever embraced their Blessing after they were fourteen. I’m not sure of what might happen to you if you do decide to embrace your Blessing. It might hurt you.”
	“But I’d be able to do a lot of good, right?” Evelyn asked. “Protect people.”
Cadell nodded. “Yeah, you can protect people. But your also be asking to bring a lot of pain into your life.”
	Evelyn sat up straighter. “I’m not afraid of danger.”
	“You don’t know the kind of danger we’re talking about,” Cadell said, his voice growing low and harsh. “You’re a Seventh, and that’s really rare. A couple from a Blessed family having seven kids doesn’t make a true Seventh. True Sevenths are either the seventh son or the seventh daughter. Have seven kids that are mix of boys and girls won’t do it. When you figure in the fact that most Blessed die fairly young, a lot of them before they have kids and it means that you might get one Seventh in a generation. Having two Sevenths born in one generation … that’s just fucking epic.
If you embrace your Blessing, it’s going to send a shockwave through the Trueworld. Every psychic and magical practitioner alive will feel you come into your power, not to mention the alarm bells that will go off in the demonic world. It will be like when Vader blew up Alderaan: ‘A great disturbance in the Force.’ When it gets out that another Seventh has been born into this generation, and that that a Seventh is untrained and unprepared, there’ll be demons coming after you by the dozens.”
	Evelyn cast Cadell a sideways look. “So you think I shouldn’t do it, then?”
	“That’s up to you,” Cadell replied. “I simply want you to have some idea of what you’re getting into. Don’t just jump into the pool head first. Find out how deep the water is before you leap.”
	Evelyn nodded and downed the last of her beer. “Right. I’ll have to think about it. One more thing before we go back upstairs and see if my aunt and uncle have killed each other.” 
	Cadell smiled. “What?”
	 Evelyn clasped her hands together in front of her. “I believe everything you’ve told me about the Blessed, I really do. I just want one more bit of proof. Just to help me wrap what’s left of my mind around it all.”
	Cadell’s expression hardened again. “Alright,” Cadell agreed. He put his right hand in the flame of the table’s candle. He stared at Evelyn over the back of the burning hand. Paralyzed by astonishment, she could do nothing but gasp and stare. Cadell eyes glared into hers. His face was passive, almost peaceful. In seconds the odor of burning skin became evident.
	The smell shook Evelyn out of her paralysis. She moved the candle to the side and took Cadell’s burned hand into hers, expecting to find the flesh on the palm thoroughly seared. She found that it was blackened, but it was healing before her eyes. As the last of the injury faded, the sigil on the hand glowed briefly.
	Evelyn reached over, took Cadell’s beer and gulped the last of it. “Son of a bitch!" she hissed. “Couldn’t you have proved it all some other way? Like read my mind or something? Shit, Cadell, that had to hurt!”
	“It hurt like hell,” Cadell confirmed. “But I wanted to show you what life is like as a Blessed. It means a life of  being in one kind of pain or another all the time. It means being able to endure that pain.”

