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  Chapter One
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Head bowed so that strands of coppery hair fell soft as prayers over her cheeks, Asrial sat with her hands folded in her lap and shivers running the length of her wings. The echoes of the choir's final hosanna had already faded and the other angels dispersed, murmuring amongst themselves in quiet, clear voices as the last streaks of gold faded from the sky above Zebul. “Asrial?”

She glanced up and found herself alone in all the great columned amphitheater save for the choir leader. The other female angel had a saturnine face and deep hollows for eyes, wings a white banded with dusty blue and halo a mellow gold several shades darker than Asrial's own. Blushing, she rose to her feet, her gown puddling over her toes. “Oh! I apologize... I did not notice the others leaving. I—”

“You appear to love the music very much, sister.”

Asrial's blush deepened and she looked away. “Yes.”

The other angel's chuckle surprised her. She chanced a look at her, and she was indeed smiling.

“I know you're new here. From someplace nearer Earth, aren't you?”

“From Machanon, sister.”

“Ah, yes. Michael's realm, with the rivers of honey, milk, wine and oil, isn't it.”

Asrial nodded, lifting her head shyly. “You lead us so well. It is like we become one voice, not a multitude.”

“Well, I have good material to work with.” The other angel clasped her shoulder. “People like you... sent, weren't you, as one of the best of your choir?” She smiled. “Little wonder then, that the music is like that of the Seraphim.”

“The Seraphim,” Asrial whispered and shivered again.

The choir leader smiled at her. “Well, I am glad to have you, sister. And I do not mind if you sit here after practice, if you need time to encompass what we wreak.” The other angel glanced at the benches and mantled her wings. “Soon enough you'll be used to being closer to God and you'll forget your wonder.”

Asrial stopped short, gold eyes widening. “Oh, never!”

The other angel had been walking down the aisle toward the center of the amphitheater. At Asrial’s exclamation, she stopped and twisted around, lifting a wing out of the way so she could look at the younger angel. “Have you ever been to the Seventh Heaven, Asrial?”

“No! I am no archangel, to bear such a thing.” The other angel laughed, and hesitantly Asrial called after her, “Have you?”

“Why yes. To the Seventh Heaven, and to the first.”

“Shamayim?” Asrial said, startled. “You have been? But why? Aren't we always on a quest to come closer to God?”

“And God sits only in Araboth, is that it?” The angel laughed, low. “Good evening, sister.”

Asrial remained beside her bench, arms clasped around herself. She had never seen Shamayim—who had? She knew of no angels who dwelt there. It was a realm close enough to Earth to touch it in places, and that was no fitting place for an angel still in God's grace.

Was it?

Asrial drifted down the steps and out of the amphitheater, tightening her gold-tipped wings. The evidence of the sun's light leaked from the darkening sky and stretched her pale violet shadow behind her.
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The choir leader's words did not leave Asrial in her sleep. When she woke the following morning on her pallet, her heart thudding dully against the ground, she knew she would have to see what it was in Shamayim that had made the older angel speak of it within a few breaths of the Seventh Heaven, where God dwelt.

Asrial walked to the nearby stream, silver and thin and cool, and waded into it. She cupped her hands beneath its surface, splashing her face. With her wings held high to avoid wetting, she performed her morning ablutions while singing a hosanna.

In the golden light of the morning, refreshed by her bath, the sunrise and her prayers, Asrial sheathed herself in white samite, secured the chiton around her ribs with a golden cord wrapped thrice around her ribs and then across her breasts. The brooches that clasped it over her thin shoulders matched the bands on her wings, shades paler than the red-gold of her wavy hair. She climbed again to the top of the bluff and faced the east, spreading open her arms.

“God,” she whispered, “Watch over me!”

And then she spread her wings and leaped.

The faint breeze, warm and fragrant with the scent of olives and pollen, played with the down on the underside of her wings. The ground blurred beneath her as she flew. Heaven was a disc held suspended somehow above and around the Earth, like a halo. God had better knowledge of that than His angels, though it was said the archangels understood the manner by which God had made Heaven both flat and curved so that it might encompass the Earth. Asrial thought of Michael, God’s Champion who reigned over Machanon, where she’d been born. She had never met the Archangel; the thought of actually speaking to him stole the strength from her knees, and she was glad she was airborne. Asrial was only an angel... one of the Ninth Choir of God’s servants, in the lowest of the triads. Such folk as the archangels were so far above her they were part of the Eighth Choir—and creatures such as the First Choir seraphim were so rarified that it was said angels could not even bear their presence.

“I am content,” she said to herself, a rebuke for such thoughts. “I am one of His angels! And that is enough!”

The land passed beneath her. She flew on.
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The Gate to Fifth Heaven, Ma’on, was an arch large enough for three to pass through abreast, built from rough-hewn stones from the mountain from which it sprung. An angel stood beside it clasping a spear, his halo spinning copper-soft above his head.

“Hail the gate!” Asrial called as she lit on the stone. It had been a long flight despite the helpful winds and she welcomed the rough rock beneath her bare feet.

“Hail the flier,” the angel called back, mantling ivory wings edged with silver. “You seek Ma’on?”

“I do.” She walked to him and offered a tentative smile. “I am spending the restday enjoying the beauty that God has made.”

“Surely He could ask no more of His own,” he said, laughing. “Go on, then, sister.”

Asrial smiled and passed through the Gate into Ma’on: a land of subtle colors, so dim that the few strokes of light that fell upon its shadowed valleys were a blaze of color. Her eyes watered, but she did not blink; instead, she looked across the darkened land to the next mountain, where the Gate to her birthhome, Machanon, stood. The day remained young. Asrial ran lightly, bare feet against stone, and launched herself from the cliff, wings stretched wide to embrace the wind.

She spent the better part of the day traversing Heaven, flying from Machanon through the Gate to Shehaqim, and from Shehaqim to Raquia. The further from Seventh Heaven she went, the fewer angels she saw. It was late afternoon when she finally reached the last Gate, for she had slowed as she’d reached the Heavens she’d known only by name. Shamayim, the last, was strangest of all. The very air felt different; heavier, almost viscous when the wind bore against her body; the earth spreading before her was not as luminous, its colors muted.

Asrial soared in circles, riding the rising drafts. To the west was the Gate back to Raquia; to the east, another mountain with a Gate where supposedly human souls were accepted into Heaven. Asrial wondered with a shiver what it would be to actually look at a human, touch one. Even their souls were made of different stuff than those of angels, so dense they could never press deeper into Heaven than Shamayim. Here they were destined to stay, and angels not to come; Raquia was the furthest Heaven out that still birthed angels, and the furthest out that angels ever returned to visit companions not yet ready to move closer to God.

Dark clots marred the ground, eruptions of people and tents. Perhaps humans lived there, as they purportedly did on Earth: clustered together, in mortal fear of solitude.

The south held more of the same rolling land, but there was another mount in the north, a sullen pewter thing hulked against the horizon. Curious, she banked that way. The mountain broadened as she approached it, gathering shadows to its rumpled flanks. Unlike the Gate mounts, it did not sparkle with veins of hidden gold or silver or copper. It was peculiar in its very colorlessness, and Asrial’s mouth was dry as she beat her way closer.

Gliding to a landing, she ran off her momentum on the narrow, flattened head of the mountain. It was barren, without plant or tree to interrupt the lines of a building and attached tower. Asrial approached, slow foot-steps on stone.

“Hello?”

No answer. The shadow of the tower fell on her as she examined the building: circular, one story, with a cupola of muted grey metal that poorly reflected the sunlight. It was as large as the choir's amphitheater but without window, pediment or ornament. With a tentative hand, Asrial pushed on the door of plain banded wood. When it did not open, she pressed her bare shoulder against it and shoved hard.

The door flew open, spilling Asrial onto a marble floor of patterned gray and black. Startled, she lifted a hand.

“Hello?”

Her voice echoed in the room, but no one replied. Hesitantly she gained her feet... and gasped, circling in place.

The room was lit by the glow of the hundreds of halos mounted on the walls. They did not shine like the halos Asrial had seen all her life… but she had never seen a halo off its person, no more than she had seen an angel without wings. Her body began to tremble, and again, she called out.

“Hello?”

Her voice echoed back to her. Asrial looked around again; facing the door was a pedestal beneath a halo larger than all the others. Her feet carried her to it beyond her will, for she could not stay them even with her dread. She walked all the way to the other side of the room, companioned only by her shadow on the polished marble floor, and stopped at the pedestal beneath the halo... so beautiful, broader and flatter than most, even larger than an archangel's. It hung there, emanating that sadly deficient light without flicker or spark, and beneath it was a plaque. Asrial covered it with a hand before she could read it and glanced wildly over her shoulder at the other halos; they also had plaques.

Her heart strained in her body as she parted her slender fingers and read the name there inscribed:

LUCIFER.

She moaned as she slid to her knees and hid her face in her hands, her shoulders and wings shaking.

No one spoke of the Fallen. Everyone knew they were beyond redemption. They had turned their back on God and Heaven and all their fellows. Their sins were manifold and graver than any human's on Earth. They were His Scourge, tormenting Him with their disobedience and hatred. The Great Betrayer had led them all into darkness. To even say their names was to invite their doom.

So why... why this chamber, where their halos rested silently, dimmed as if to save energy against the time when they might return?

Asrial sobbed without tears, unable to still the jerking of her throat and chest. She wasn’t sure what had whelmed her: this evidence of the Fallen in Heaven, or the inescapable intimation of the vastness of God’s mercy.

“What—dear God!”

Asrial jolted upright, gasping for breath. A figure stood silhouetted in the door, spread wings illumined in every cranny by the soft glow. She did not recognize the angel, but the slack hang of his mouth and the upshot white brows served as warning enough. She skidded back against the pedestal, pressing her spine to it and curving her wings around her shoulders. The feathers trembled where they grazed the floor.

“What are you doing here? Don’t you know that this place is forbidden?” He swept to her and his frown was stern. The angel bent beside her and touched her knee. “It is a terrible place, this one. You should not have come.”

“I... I didn’t know,” Asrial whispered.

He shook his head. “This place is secret, kept so by the reluctance of our kind to come so far from Heaven’s center. Kept so by our trust that angels would always work their way inward, and never return out. You should not be here.” He lunged forward and grabbed her shoulders, the motion so unexpected that Asrial’s cry choked in her throat. “Don’t you understand? You shouldn’t be here!”

A gong rolled through the room, so sonorous it rattled the halos against the wall. The angel glanced up at the plaint, eyes unfocused, and then swept his gaze back to her. “By the Fall! It is too late! He knows!”

Before Asrial could ask who ‘he’ was, the angel pulled her roughly to her feet and led her out, away from the multilayered light of the domed building and into the failing light of the day. Another angel stood waiting, his light brown hair bound behind his shoulders and a spear grasped in one white-knuckled hand. “I thought it was a drill.”

“A drill? Has that bell ever rung?” the angel holding Asrial demanded. The tocsin continued to toll, so loud Asrial heard it in the rock beneath her feet. “No? I thought not. Where is he?”

“He was in Araboth.”

Asrial shivered at the mention of the seat of God.

“He’ll be a while, then. Take her to the camp to wait. He’ll say what’s to be done with her.”

“I can’t stay,” Asrial said as the first angel thrust her toward the second. The words sounded banal even to her, but they tumbled from her mouth anyway. “I have choir tomorrow morning, and it will take me all night to fly home—”

“You should have thought of that before you came to Shamayim. Angels aren’t supposed to come to Shamayim,” the first angel said.

“Then why are you here!” Asrial exclaimed.

The first angel ignored her, walking away. A few moments later he was winging into the ruddy sky. As the clouds knotted above them, the bell finally fell silent, and an unnerving quiet filled the void left by its voice.

The second angel shook his head. His rueful tone was friendlier than his compatriot's. “You will see, I suppose. Come with me, please... what is your name?”

“As.. Asrial.”

“Asrial. I’m Tapheth.” He wrapped a hand around her upper arm. “Come on. I'll show you to a tent while we await his pleasure.”

“Please, Tapheth,” Asrial said, her voice cracking. “Who is ‘he’?”

He glanced at her, blue eyes darkened as if by a shadow. “The archangel Michael, God’s Champion and our war leader, of course. Who else would be organizing the camps?”

Before she could ask again, he ran to the edge of the cliff, blue and brown wings extended, and she was forced to fly with him away from the gray mountain. Asrial glanced once over her shoulder at the tower and the building as it dwindled from view.

They flew toward the black patches Asrial had assumed to be cities devoted to the human souls succored by God’s mercy; instead, as they flew nigh she saw the tents housed scores of angels, and the sound of the clanking of the forge and the sharp hiss of the whetting stone sent shivers through her body as Tapheth drew her to the ground. He kept his hand on her arm, guiding her past angels sitting on benches, mending armor or re-lacing sword hilts. The acrid stench of boiling leather turned her stomach.

“Tapheth, why—”

“Don't ask, for it's not for me to say. Perhaps the archangel will tell you if he deems you must know.”

Asrial shuddered. She curled her free arm around her ribs, the fabric of her thin chiton bunching beneath her breasts. The martial air of the camp distressed her. There was nothing gentle here. Even the soil begrudged life, and the few plants that grew along the ground were gray and stunted.

“You can sit in here,” Tapheth said, pushing open the flap of a small shadowed tent. “Your fate will be decided when the archangel comes.”

Asrial bunched her wings tightly to her body and managed a weak nod, then ducked inside. From the entrance, Tapheth’s silhouette paused. “Don’t worry, sister. God is merciful.”

She understood now just how merciful God was... but of Michael's mercy, she knew nothing. Nevertheless, she smiled at Tapheth and then the tent flap dropped over the world and shut her away. Her halo offered some slim illumination, but as her hope dimmed, it ceased its healthy spin. The bench’s wooden planks ground against her and her thin chiton was inadequate protection against Shamayim’s harsh air. Tucking a thread of red-golden hair behind an ear, Asrial thought of the choir leader and mourned the curiosity that had spurred her to fly to the periculous edge of Heaven.

Without the sight of the sky Asrial soon lost the measure of time. When a burly arm thrust the tent flap open, she did not know whether it had been an hour or a day since Tapheth had escorted her there; only that her hips and legs ached from sitting in a way they never had closer to Araboth, and that her wings trembled with the exhaustion of the enclosed space.

“Angel Asrial?”

“I am she,” Asrial said, standing unsteadily.

The man in the flap was not Tapheth, but neither was he Michael; his halo had the same breadth as hers. “I am to escort you to the archangel, where you are to answer for your acts.”

“To answer... but I didn't... I haven't... it wasn't my intention to transgress!”

The angel did not answer, and finally Asrial stepped out of the dark, her head bowed, and allowed herself to be led away. She listened to the clang of sword on sword, the hiss of the whetstone, the blended voices of male angels, listened to them until they faded and her guard took to the air, pulling her along. The sun had gone down and she could not see the moon... but the mountain she could see well enough, blocking the jewel-like light of the stars.

Torches spilled golden light onto the top of the mountain beside the bell tower and the domed building. Some score of angels gathered there, and Asrial swallowed as she and her guard landed near them. Clapping his hand on her shoulder, he marched her to a sphere of warm light and the circle of angels therein.

“I’ve brought her, sir.”

Several angels glanced their way but Asrial had eyes only for the one with his back to her, the one with wings whiter than snow, unmarred by decoration or bands, the one who stood taller than the others, as if he had been built along more heroic lines...

...the one with a white halo almost as broad as her arm, spinning so rapidly over his head it lit off frequent sparks that trailed into the thick air.

Asrial almost stepped backward as the archangel turned to her. His golden hair fell in loose strands around a hard face, and beneath the golden slashes of his brows his eyes were as bright as cut emeralds.

“So here’s our wayward.”

Asrial shook. There was nothing in that stone-cold baritone to convince her that God’s Champion had anything as soft as mercy in him.

“What were you doing here, girl? Angels aren’t supposed to fly away from God.”

“I... I wasn’t trying to fly away from God, sir—”

“No? What were you doing in Shamayim?”

“Please, Archangel, I didn’t know I wasn’t supposed to be here.”

One of the other angels spoke. “Do we have time for this Michael? The look-outs have sighted the rest of the Eighth.”

“This is important,” Michael said without ever relinquishing her eyes. “We cannot have disobedience in the ranks of God’s own.”

“I did not mean to disobey, I didn’t know—”

“Didn’t know! Do you think that will save you from the glory of God’s wrath?” Michael’s voice was rising. He stabbed a finger at the building. “See there what waits for those who would go against Him!”

Asrial’s knees lost their strength at the thunder in his voice. She tumbled to the ground, one hand lifted and the other splayed on the hard stone. “I would never go against Him!”

“Then you would be wise to leave Shamayim. There are things here you were not meant to witness nor be a part of. You were not invited. You must not return.”

“I meant no harm,” Asrial whispered.

“Go home, child.” Michael strode toward the cliffs on the other side of the mountain landing, leaving her in the dirt. The other angels silently walked around her. Even the guard that had escorted her to the mount turned away, the glow of his halo lost as he retreated into the dark.

Asrial’s other hand fell. She could not bring herself to rise; her body was shaking too hard. The angels had taken their torches with them, and in the resulting dark her halo’s light was strong enough only to illumine her white skirts and the edges of her body. The heavy air was cold for spring and bit into the exposed flesh of her arms.

As she sought the strength to leave, she saw another set of torches light on the edge of the mountain, accompanied by the landing of several other angels. From the strength of their halos she judged them to be the other archangels, and she shivered in fear. Why had they all gathered here?

They talked with impunity, as if she were a non-entity.

“I trust you haven’t started the party without us.”

“This is not a party, Gabriel!” Michael’s voice. “Only you would treat the final battle with such obscene levity.”

“If we cannot laugh at it, then we must surely cry. What plans are made?”

“Nothing solid,” another voice interjected. “We have gathered the strongest of the Ninth and begun training, but we cannot know exactly when and where the battle will ensue. For surely he knows that we’re coming, and he is also preparing.”

Asrial shivered as the angels fell silent, wondering who the enemy was that required God’s angels as soldiers. Surely nothing human...

“Though where is certainly on Earth.”

“Earth would not survive an extended battle.”

“And yet it is the only place we can meet. He cannot come here anymore. And we certainly will not go there!”

Another silence.

“You know that we will have to involve all of the Ninth Choir, Michael.” Gabriel again. He had a kinder voice, a low tenor.

“It is not their affair,” Michael said.

“Why not?” A new voice, a bass that rumbled from the chest of the speaker. “This is not a vendetta, Michael, though by your mien you would turn it into one.”

“It is not a vendetta. It is the battle as prophesied. It was fated from the moment he Fell.”

Asrial’s eyes widened, and she could not stop herself from glancing wildly at the group at the edge of the mountain.

“Are you sure?” Another new voice asked. “He was dear to you—”

“Dear to me! God’s chief enemy is not dear to me, Uriel! He is my nemesis and I am glad that this battle has come so soon! I intend to kill him myself, and as he bleeds I will at last wring from the Great Betrayer a confession of his guilt!”

She could not bear the silent presence of the halos in the building and this conversation both. Her feet made no sound on the cold stone as she ran toward the torch-light. They did not see her until she pushed the two bodies nearest her apart.

“Oh, sir! You must have mercy, you must!”

There was a stunned quiet and Asrial found herself the object of not one, but all seven of the archangels’ scrutiny.

The one standing beside Michael wore his silver-gilt hair in a careless thong; his blue-eyed gaze was both keen and interested and his voice was Gabriel’s. “And who is this? I didn’t know you’d had the sense to bring women into it, Michael.”

“I thought I told you to leave,” Michael said, ignoring the other entirely to advance on her.

Asrial took a step to the side but did not leave the circle. “You did. But I heard you. You are planning to attack the Fallen ones!”

“Smart, this one,” one of the other archangels murmured, winning a few chuckles.

“It is not your affair,” Michael said.

“You are!” Asrial drew in a breath. “But you must not! Surely you must see that, my lord.”

“It is prophesied.”

He was still advancing on her. Refusing to leave the curious but somehow benevolent group of the other members of the Eighth, Asrial walked in a circle, trying to keep Michael in front of her. She spread her wings and her hands. “Surely you must see it, Archangel. You must have mercy on them!”

“Mercy! Mercy for those who would destroy God? Are you mad? Or have you Fallen as well?”

“Michael,” Gabriel said, his voice hardening.

“If God has had mercy on them, you must as well!” Asrial cried out as her foot met the edge of the mountainside. Still Michael came and she leaned away, back. “Sir... the tower, the dome, the halos! Would you hate them for the sins that God has already forgiven?”

“Be silent!”

“Can’t you see He is waiting for them to return?”

“I will kill them if they set foot in His Heaven!”

“He loves them, Archangel!”

An inarticulate roar of rage erupted from the archangel’s throat. Gabriel shouted and lunged for her but Michael’s hand was too swift. Asrial’s arms rose to shield herself but she could not stop it—could not stop the hand that slapped her cheek so hard her body spun out from beneath her halo.

“Fall with them, then, Damn you!”

The agony of the halo ripped from her soul was so great she could not scream, nor could she open her wings to save herself. Shamayim’s heavy air tore around her body and dropped her, out of the grace of Heaven.

Her halo lost and her wings useless, Asrial Fell.


  

Chapter Two
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“It’s called a beat. You can sing it, so you must be able to hear it. Let’s stamp it out… again.”

“Again?” came a few resentful mutters from the back of the stage.

“Again,” Father Stephen Bann, S. J. said. He eyed the motley collection of teenagers with a lifted brow. “And again. Until I say you have it right.” He grinned. “Didn’t I tell you I was a mean bastard?”

“We didn’t think you meant it,” one of the girls in the front said, though he had won a few chuckles.

“All right. Enough. Let’s get back to it. Take it away, guys,” Stephen said, waving at the four-man band. As they struck up the score, the would-be dancers on the stage pounded out the beat with their feet and he grinned again. They’d get it… at some point nearer to the actual performance. They always did somehow. He let the song reach its natural end, then shouted, “Okay, let’s do it right this time,” before retreating to the beat-up folding chair that served him as director’s chair.

Brad Stadler made a good Judas, he mused as he watched the junior bound across the stage in a fit of righteous passion. Stephen had put on Jesus Christ Superstar once every two years since he’d gotten to Jesuit High School, and he hadn’t yet seen the sputtering fervor Brad injected into his part… nor the cheerful enthusiasm with which the boy screamed the good parts. The results were well worth the resulting headaches, mostly incurred trying to rein the boy in.

The cast gyrated in time to the guitar and Stephen supervised with only half his attention. It had been a difficult day; the trig midterm he’d administered to the juniors had most certainly failed some of them, and the freshmen and sophomores weren’t going to do much better tomorrow. It was an unusually cool October and most of the boys were too interested in the games or the upcoming Homecoming Dance to have much concentration to spare for math. At least the band was coming along well… though it didn’t take much for them to do better than the football team.

Stephen chuckled to himself and checked the time. “Okay, kids. Go home. Remember, Monday at this time. Enjoy your Friday off tomorrow.”

A stream of people tumbled off-stage toward the classrooms that served as dressing rooms, the boys separating to follow the girls. Theater wasn’t always an engaging subject for hormonal boys; whatever discerning Father had thought to invite the girls of the city convent’s high school had been, Stephen thought, absolutely inspired.

“Hey, Father! We weren’t that bad, were we?”

“Maybe not,” Stephen said, turning to the boy. “But most of you have two left feet, all thumbs.”

Brad laughed and folded his arms before lifting his head to meet his teacher’s. He had eyes as dark as his hair, but they had a defiant spark in them that amused Stephen. Somehow it was the ones that fought hardest that were the most endearing. “About tomorrow afternoon….”

“Yes?”

“Can we… well, I have to leave early.”

Stephen tossed a few sheets of music into his folder and said, “I’m not going to tell you what to do, Stadler. But you need the tutoring and you know it.”

“I know. Can we, well, you know. Reschedule the second half?”

“I suppose.” Stephen grinned. “Not like my weekends are full of wild partying. We’ll work it out tomorrow before you leave.”

“Okay,” the boy said, hoisting his backpack. “Thanks, Father.”

Stephen leaned against the table as Brad strolled to the exit. A tiny, irrepressible impulse seized him and before he could stop himself he called, “And Brad… bring me a picture of the girl responsible for your mental wandering, will you?”

The boy stopped. Didn’t turn. Then resolutely marched on. Stephen imagined his burning cheeks and grinned. He picked up his own folders and did a once-over on the auditorium, turning off the lights and locking the doors. He waved the janitor home then headed out across the darkened field. The Residence was in the opposite direction, near the chapel, but he was the latest addition to the priests that staffed Bridgeport’s Jesuit school and they hadn’t had room for him. They’d assigned him to the old Residence above one of the brick classrooms, built back when the school had been founded. It had few comforts, but the sense of history in every room made up for the lack of amenities. Stephen took his meals in the Residence with the other priests, but held out few hopes that he would have company in the old building. It was that kind of decade. In the meantime, the silence suited him.

It was a good six minute walk across the fields and past the darkened glass eyes of the newer classrooms to the building he slept in. There was no moon, but the stars were bright enough. Stephen drew in a long pull of the cool air, his breath expelled in a thin plume. He glanced up at the sky, absently tracing lines to connect Pegasus.

The dull thud sounded starkly in contrast to the silence of the October night. Startled, Stephen whirled toward the parking lot. He could barely see a light there; tucking his folders beneath his arm, he jogged down the ditch beside the building and around the corner, under the ancient, moss-draped oak and onto the black asphalt.

“Dear God,” he whispered, stunned to a halt.

A figure lay on the ground. Beneath her body, a perpendicular painted line ran, garish yellow in the light of the street lamp. A silky gown tangled in her limbs, strewn as if she’d fallen there, and against the white of its folds long waves of red-gold hair splayed in a disarray so ornamental it seemed arranged.

Stephen could spy no blood but she did not stir or even breathe. Shocked into action, he ran to her, dropping his folders. He skidded to his knees and touched her cold arms.

“Miss…,” he said and didn’t recognize his voice. Clearing his throat, he gently shook her. “Miss, are you all right?”

One eye opened beneath the veil of fine hair. He could barely see it, but it was enough. “Thank God… can you stand? What happened? I can get an ambula—”

His words died in his mouth as a hill of white and gold rose above the woman’s shoulder, feathers moving independently, as smoothly against each other as if machined. And the only thing he could think to whisper was, “My God, is that thing attached?”

A muffled sob. She rolled onto her side, burying her head in her arms. Stephen stared as another wing joined the first. Her spine, a trembling chain dimpled into a back the color of soft cream, arched as the two pinions rose above her. He could see for himself now that they were attached. Very attached.

“My God,” he whispered again, then brushed her shoulder. “Please! Please… don’t cry. Are you hurt? Where does it hurt?”

She was still shaking so he chanced stroking her back between the wings. One of them sliced over his head so sharply he ducked.

She stared at him and any doubts he might have entertained about her vanished. Her face was smooth and too finely pored for any creature born under the sun, and her eyes were not only the color of gold, but had the same metallic sheen. Ringed with tears they reflected the light too perfectly, and in them he saw himself, a grey silhouette against sodium yellow light.

“You!” she said, her voice a soft, torn soprano. “You’re human!”

“I’m sorry to have to admit it… but yes. That I am.” He reached out to her, then stopped as she flinched. “My name is Father Bann, Stephen Bann. Did you hurt yourself?”

“Nowhere you could heal,” she said, and the sorrow in her voice ill became it.

The awkward silence vanished with the susurrus of the wind and Stephen frowned as the cool air pricked his cheekbones. Reminded abruptly of their vulnerability in the open, he stood and offered her his hands. “We need to leave here, get you someplace warm where you won’t be seen.”

The woman—angel—nodded wearily and slid her cold hands into his. He was surprised at how little she weighed though he knew he shouldn’t have been. If she wasn't the product of a platonic Heaven she still flew, and even the birds of Earth were hollow-boned.

The angel shivered when he touched her, and reluctant as he was to let her walk alone Stephen tried to minimize any accidental contact. He coaxed her beneath the oak tree, watching with a kind of quivering interior silence as the moss brushed over the feathered arches; her way of moving them entranced him, as if they were another set of arms, as agile as her first. Each feather seemed as mobile as a finger, flexible and heavy. Were they actually heavy, or was it only an illusion?

He led her down the ditch and out onto the campus grounds, to his building. He opened the door, turned to warn her but she was already stepping through, her wings tucked tightly to her back. In the cool darkness of the brick classroom, she looked utterly out of place and Stephen hastened to the narrow stairwell. He suppressed the urge to glance over his shoulder to see how she was handling the enclosed space.

The door to the dormitory upstairs was unlocked, as always. He’d kept the lamp on in his absence but the room was cold.

“Have a seat. I’ll get things warmed up.”

Stephen flicked the space heater on, then crouched beside the fire and tossed a few starter logs on the grate. With the iron in hand, he turned on the gas until the kindling caught, then stacked a few larger logs in a cross pattern. The aromatic scent of resin wafted to his nose and the heat dried his face as he worked, long past when the fire actually needed his intervention. At last, he turned.

He’d almost managed to convince himself he’d been dreaming but she remained undeniably real, somehow more believable sitting on his battered dark green sofa with her knees pressed together and the granny square afghan Tom Vasquez’s mother had given him for Christmas wrapped around her thin shoulders. Her wings rose behind her, catching the firelight in their delicate feathers. Her hair fell in limp waves to her knees, and she was trembling.

“Lady, how can I help you? Why are you here?” He cleared his throat. “I’m not… accustomed to miracles." And, without knowing why he added it, "You’ll forgive me if I’m coarse?”

“You cannot help it.” Her voice shook, fragile. “You’re human.”

Stephen nodded after a moment. “Yes. And you… an angel.”

Her head drooped. “I was.”

“How can you be anything else?”

“I have no halo.”

“But you still have wings. And God knows you’re not human.” Stephen frowned. “You didn’t intend to come here. Who sent you?”

She laughed, a sharp bark that sounded far too close to a sob. “Oh… just the Archangel.” And then she began to cry in earnest, not the soft disheartened things on the asphalt of the parking lot, but paroxysms of grief so intense Stephen longed to reach out to her. Instead he stood jerkily and made his way to the kitchen. The cooler air made him twitch as he set a pot to boiling and brought out two mugs. He poured two packets of hot cocoa into them, then the water. A few minutes later he set a tray with both mugs on the coffee table, wary of its one short leg, and offered one to her.

The angel gathered in a shuddering breath, lifting wet eyes to the mug. “What… what is it?”

“It’s hot cocoa. It’s soothing, warm. Drink.”

“We don’t need to drink that often….”

“Well, you need to drink now. Please, just take it.”

Rolling her lower lip beneath her teeth, she nodded and wrapped her small hands around the mug. Her first sip appeared to agree with her, and the flicker of a pink tongue-tip appeared over her lip, wiping away the foam.

Stephen sat with one elbow braced against the coffee table, pressing backward on it to keep it from rocking. He stared resolutely at the fire, listening as her irregular breathing steadied. He closed his eyes. Of all the people in the world, he would have had to be the one to discover an angel, he who had run to the priesthood in defiance of God.

God, Stephen decided, had a wicked sense of humor.

“My name is Asrial,” she said.

He glanced at her face; she was staring at the fire, lashes lowered over glowing eyes. “Asrial,” he repeated. He cleared his throat. “I… hadn’t thought there to be female angels. In… in Heaven.”

“Why not?” she asked, her voice still brittle. She looked at him, delicate brows arched.

“There’s no mention of them in the Bible.”

“The Bible?”

Stephen did stare at her, then. “The book by which we know God. The one written by the prophets and apostles. You know, the people who actually talked to God and Jesus Christ, and angels.”

“Oh.” One of Asrial’s thin shoulders lifted in a sort of shrug; her wing moved fluidly in conjunction. “I knew that some of our number had been to Earth, but I didn’t know humans had written about it.”

“And you know nothing of the Son of God.”

Her polite gaze continued to rest on him. “He came to men, not to angels. Why would I?”

“Why indeed,” Stephen managed after a moment of complete shock. He cleared his throat and sought his bearings. “So why did you drop into my backyard, if I may?”

“I didn’t drop,” Asrial said haughtily, and then hesitated. “I Fell.”

“Fell? From Heaven?” Stephen sat up, leaving his mug on the table. “You’re not…one of Hell’s, are you?”

“No!” She cringed. “At least, I don’t think so.”

“Don’t think so? Don’t you know those things?” He had no idea how to read her body language. Her wings added an element he couldn’t intuit and her face and motions conflicted so utterly he couldn’t tell if she was angry or miserable or confused or contemptuous, or all of them at once.

“If I would have Fallen to his level, I would be in Hell right now, not on Earth,” Asrial said, her voice growing more certain.

“So what are you doing here?”

“I… I don’t know!”

“Maybe you should start from the beginning, then,” Stephen said. As her mouth tightened and she looked away, he added, “You might as well. I need to know if I’m going to help you at all.”

“I don’t need—“

“Don’t you?” he interrupted.

He could read her face then: crestfallen, with her chin sinking toward her chest. “You are human.”

“And you’re an angel. We’ve established that much… keep going.” Asrial glanced at him, and Stephen spread his hands. “It’s a joke! Please. Go on.”

“I made the Archangel angry by suggesting that God had mercy for… for the Great Betrayer.”

“He does?” Stephen asked, realizing suddenly she could have asked God directly.

“Oh, He must. I found a place where all the halos of the Fallen ones are still waiting, kept living. Why are they kept, if not against the day they may reclaim them?”

“Kept… living?”

“Oh!” She lifted her hands. “You really don’t know anything, do you?”

“Bear with me, lady. I’m a fallible mortal, you know.”

She stopped and eyed him and he grinned. Wrinkling her nose, Asrial said, “Halos are… well, a kind of living extension of your soul. They can’t ordinarily exist apart from you.”

“So you found the repository for the halos of all of Hell’s denizens and decided this meant that God would one day gather them back to His breast,” Stephen said. “And then… you told the Archangel and it upset him. Did you know it would upset him?”

“Well… I suppose.”

“Why did you tell him, then?”

Asrial blinked her great golden eyes: the first time, he realized, that she had. “Because he was talking of coming to Earth to make war on them.”

Stephen’s hand blindly groped for the mug, dragged it back into reach. He wished there was something stronger in it. “Pardon?”

"War," she repeated. "The final battle. As was inevitable. Surely even humans know about that?"

"Not that part," Stephan said. "The 'on Earth' part."

“Oh!" she said. "The Archangel will not let the Fallen into Heaven to war… and refuses to go to Hell to fight. So it must be on Earth, you see.”

Dragging his composure back together from its shatter, Stephen said, “So the Archangel was making war plans and you interrupted him with the news that God’s mercy would prevent him from having to tear up the Earth. And then?”

“And then he struck me and my halo ripped off, and I Fell.” She looked down at her lap where her fingers chafed the mug’s walls.

“So you didn’t Fall at all… Michael Pushed you,” Stephen said dryly. “Interesting to see that some things are typical to both human and angelic nature.”

When the silence drew on too long, Stephen looked up and found Asrial staring at him, her mouth ajar. He chuckled sadly and reached up to press it closed, but stopped himself a few inches away. “Ah… and you not expecting that. Perhaps angels and humans have more in common than either of us know.”

“Pushed,” she whispered. “No… I must have deserved it.”

“Did you? For pleading that one should forgive God’s enemies? Turn the other cheek? Isn’t God love everlasting? What exactly did you do wrong, Asrial?”

She bent forward over her mug, one hand stealing from its wall to clasp the edge of the afghan looped beneath her wings and over her shoulders. “I don’t know,” she said, her voice soft, almost inaudible. “But I must have done something. God would not have let it happen had it not been His will.”

“Then trust in it,” Stephen said, not quite able to believe he was saying it; much less that he was saying it to an angel. He stood, collecting his mug and the tray. “You must be tired. There’s a bed in the next room… you can rest there.”

“I shouldn’t stay,” she said half-heartedly.

“And where would you go?” Stephen asked, suddenly tired of watching those feathers rub against one another, the swell and fall of her chest and back, the smell of her, like frankincense. “It’s not close enough to Christmas for me to pass you off as someone dressing in costume… if anyone would even believe your wings were fake. I hate to say it, but you wouldn’t be safe wandering around.”

“Safe?” Asrial asked. “What does it matter now? And who would hurt me?”

“It's a different world these days. We're not used to believing anymore, and we hate anything that tells us we might be wrong in our unbelief. Just... trust me on this one.” Stephen stepped back as she rose from the sofa and placed her mug on the tray. “The bed is that way.”

The angel ducked through the door to his tiny bedroom, the afghan dragging behind her on the floor. He followed her and stood in the door frame, watching her settle on the bed; chest down, wings splayed upward and outward, their long primaries and secondaries drooping over the frame and falling to the floor like soft, shaped silk. He cleared his throat.

“I’ll be in the front room if you need anything. If I’m not here when you wake up you can assume I’m in school. We’re on exam schedules so I’ll be back around noon.”

She stared over her shoulder at him. Stephen managed a smile and said, “Sleep well, then.”

He closed the door. And his eyes. And rubbed his forehead. The lost look on her face clenched a knot in his stomach. He busied himself with cleaning the mugs and the pot he’d used to heat the water, and the sink, and the spoons… and even the window sill above the sink. Outside the stars were still lit.

It could be worse, Stephen decided as he stretched out on the couch, his feet hanging off the edge and an overstuffed crocheted pillow under his head. She could have been hurt, and what would a doctor have thought of those wings? He found a chuckle somewhere in himself. For the first time in seventeen years, a woman would be waiting for him when he got home, and wasn't that just a joke? A beautiful, terrible one, everything he'd come to expect from life. He reached blindly for the rosary on the table and dragged it close, but only reached the word "grace" before falling asleep.


  

Chapter Three
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Gabriel lunged to the edge of the cliff, staring down into the void. The black hole in the air, barely visible against the night sky, was already sealing. He flung himself around and pointed at Michael.

“Is this how you intend to begin the war against the Great Betrayer? With an injustice?”

Michael folded his arms, his halo spitting sparks that flared as they fell to his feet. “She committed a crime. She was punished.”

“And what crime was that? Acknowledging God’s mercy? By His name, Michael! Have you gone insane?”

They locked gazes for several minutes as the other members of the Eighth watched in silence.

“I believe we were discussing our plans,” Michael said, turning his back on the cliff.

Gabriel stared at the broad planes of Michael’s back, then crouched and picked up the dimly glowing disc that had drifted to the ground after the girl’s fall. His fingertips throbbed in time with its dull pulsing, but it was already cool enough to handle comfortably. With thinned eyes, he said to Michael’s back, “You are discussing your plans. I will have no part of something so important a simple transgression requires the cessation of Grace as punishment.”

Raphael and Uriel both glanced at him, startled, but Gabriel ignored them. Cradling the girl’s halo, he ran to the edge of the cliff and swooped into the thick air of Shamayim.

[image: ***]

Mephistopheles found him in one of the smaller chambers adjacent to the seldom-used presentation hall. He entered on silent feet and stopped just within the room, folding his black feathered wings close together and his hands behind his back. Gently, he cleared his throat, waited two heart-beats, then spoke.

“You sent for me, my liege?”

A quiet chuckle sounded from the man at the window, whose great black wings, even folded, still dwarfed those of the largest archangel’s. He turned his head, carved ivory profile against the dark walls. “You are good to me, Mephistopheles… and prompt. I had heard the latest patrol is in. Come in.”

Mephistopheles’s boots clicked against the marble floor as he approached, stopping beside the water basin. He traced its copper brim with a hand. “You heard correctly. It appears that Heaven is preparing for war.”

Lucifer turned from the window, clasping his hands against its sill and leaning back between them. Long black hair fell behind the shoulders of a dove grey vest. He wore a white linen blouse, black pants and high boots and a black belt. He wore also a grave expression, and in his pale silver eyes there was both a shadow of sadness and a grim determination. “So Michael can no longer restrain himself.”

“The wound you dealt him in leaving has only festered over time, if I may be so bold to say.”

“Ah, be bold. We both know it’s true.” Lucifer closed his eyes, drew in a breath and continued. “What else did you learn?”

“They couldn’t get close enough to see, really. Our few people with the power can never get very far or stay very long before being discovered. The angels sharpen their swords; they drill and practice. But the archangel is impossible to spy on.” Mephistopheles grimaced, wings flexing behind him restlessly. “I wish there were more, my lord….”

“It is enough, Mephistopheles. More than enough, even.” Lucifer joined him beside the basin. Their reflections in the water were cold and gray, washed of any color. “We will learn more as the time draws closer, I’m sure. In the mean-time, tell them to continue their flights.”

“I shall do so.” He paused. “My lord… do you really think….”

“That this is the end? That Michael will come with flaming sword to deal my death, and then to systematically destroy everything we’ve made? That he will pull the keystones out from under Hell’s foundations and watch it crumble?” Lucifer snorted. “God wanted us here, Mephistopheles. For whatever ineffable reason. It will not be so easily undone… I hope.” He stared at his reflection. “But that reminds me of something that has been weighing on my mind. Something you can help me with.”

Mephistopheles straightened. There were several other princes of Hell, archangels before the Fall, trusted now as Lucifer’s lieutenants – but he was aware that he had somehow held their leader’s favor, and he held that favor in very dear regard. “Anything, my liege.”

Lucifer dipped a long finger in the water and stirred it. “Michael will not come to Hell to fight. He hates the human souls… his love was ever to champion God against any comers, not to dispense His mercy to the disenfranchised. And he will not allow us into Heaven. That leaves us precious little choice over where our fight will be staged.”

“Earth,” Mephistopheles murmured, gone cold at the thought.

“Precisely. He must know it too, because I saw something a day ago. A shimmer, a hint of gold on Earth. I don’t know what it is; perhaps he sent one of the angels to scout the ground. Whatever it is, I’d like you to find out. I don’t like the idea of angels on Earth given the confluence of portents that speak of the final battle.”

“At once, sir.”

Lucifer touched his shoulder. “Be careful, please. I would not lose my right hand to Michael’s cunning. Do not underestimate his cunning! He may seem as subtle as a battle axe, but the mind behind those eyes is something else entirely.”

“I will be careful,” Mephistopheles replied, hiding his pleasure at his liege-lord’s worry.

“Good man. Report to me as frequently as you may.”

“I shall.” Mephistopheles made a fist of one hand and pressed it to his breast, bowing at the waist. “Good day, my lord.”

“Go with Him.”

Mephistopheles backed out of the room until he stood in the hall.

Half an hour later, the Fallen angel strode down the cobbled streets, cloak flaring between his wings and a small pouch of necessities secured at his belt. He waved in passing to the human souls that lounged in the doors of their stores, or chatted beneath the awnings of their cafes. It was always dark in Hell; the walls of the cavern that housed their pocket dimension prevented any true day, and the starless nights were so dark that lamp and candle-makers were among the most prosperous of merchants. Electricity would have been popular, had it been possible… but many things were beyond Lucifer's powers.

Hell, then, was not what any of them had expected upon arrival. But even bereft of halo and with tar-colored feathers, Lucifer and his were angels: not men, and still, somewhere at core, divine. It was over the question of mercy that Heaven had torn apart; though few knew that story.

Mephistopheles walked out of the city and up the long road toward the Gate, pebbles skittering from the heels of his boots. One hand absently caressed the pommel of his sword. The cobblestones gave way to a cleared dirt path, bordered in rounded grey stones; soon, even the stones vanished, leaving a wild trail leading over the faintly grassed hill. As he followed it, Mephistopheles glanced at the orb hanging at the top of the cavern. The thought of standing beneath a real sun again sent a frisson of pleasure through his spine and up his wings.

Over the hill, the trail turned cobblestone again and the twin spars of the iron Gate rose from above the mound of the next hill. Like all Gates, it was a formality, marking a place where space-time had torn enough to allow the whispers of other dimensions through. This one opened onto Earth; the line of souls waiting for entrance stretched back over the hill.

Lahatiel was on duty today, his ashen wings folded tightly behind his back as he scribbled names on his tablet. Mephistopheles passed the few bewildered humans on the Hell side of the Gate.

“Lahatiel!”

The Fallen angel glanced over his shoulder, flame-colored hair in disarray. “Ah! Prince Mephistopheles. We weren’t expecting you today…?”

“I’m on an errand to Earth. Things are proceeding well?”

“Well enough, my lord.”

Mephistopheles walked under the Gate. “Carry on then.”

“Aye, my lord.”

The rip leading to Earth was only a few hundred feet from the Gate. Mephistopheles was halfway there when the cry of an infant distracted him. He halted, turning to scan the line of souls waiting for admission.

A young woman stood stiffly behind a man, cradling a baby to her breast. Her locks were the soft brown of a thrush’s wing, hanging untidily over her thin shoulders. What was left of her sweater and pleated skirt was bloody and ragged.

Mephistopheles walked to within a few paces and said quietly, “My lady, do you need anything?”

She started, looked up at him with wild green eyes. “I—I… he’s unhappy.”

“I’m sure,” Mephistopheles replied. “May I?”

The woman looked away, shoulders tightening; in her arms, the baby wailed. “Could I stop you?”

“Of course.” Patience. The newly arrived always required great stores of patience.

The surprise on her face lived badly with her weariness. She rolled her lower lip between her teeth, then hesitantly handed the baby to him. Mephistopheles tucked the little one’s cloth around his body, his heart catching once as he recognized the weave. “Sssh, sssh, my dear,” he said, hushed. The baby human hiccupped and stared up at him, entranced.

“You… you’re good with children,” the woman said.

He could hear the words that completed the statement in her mind: for a demon. Mephistopheles said, “You’ve been to Heaven, I see.”

“I… yes!” A sob choked her throat. “How—”

“Your child’s swaddling clothes are familiar.” Mephistopheles smiled to reassure her, then continued. “What happened? If I may.”

“Saint Peter… my child… I was pregnant. In a car accident.” She shuddered, wrapping her arms around herself. “He said I could come in, but not my baby.”

“Brave lady,” Mephistopheles said. He handed the baby back. “You’ll find Hell isn’t quite so bad as you've been led to believe. We have room here for every human soul… the not-quite-good-enough, the bad… even the uncircumcised.”

She stared at him. In her arms, the child turned and fell asleep.

“Good luck, lady.”

He could feel her stare between his wings as he walked up the path to the tear. Centuries of practice helped smooth his face and hide the anger—it was typical of Michael’s Heaven, the adherence to rules even against all common sense and compassion.

The mortal idea of Heaven as administered by God was as mythological as dragons or unicorns. Angels had always directed the fate of human souls after death… and angels, lacking Godhead, were as fallible as any other of His creations.

By the time Mephistopheles reached the true gate to Earth, his resolve had firmed. The days in Hell did not seem altogether real, and time passed without much meaning. In the rush of endless work, he often forgot why he had followed Lucifer out of Heaven. But an Archangel that directed his minions to exile unborn babies from eternal Grace—that angel Mephistopheles could hate, though he would not dare to admit it to his lord, whose powers of forgiveness were, after all, more closely modeled on the divine.

The air around the tear rippled. Mephistopheles secured his bag and checked his clothing over. He folded his wings around himself and stepped in—

—Out

Down. The air thickened as he plummeted to Earth, holding his destination in mind as clearly as possible as the winds buffeted his feathers.

The ground rushed up to meet him, and Mephistopheles slammed into the middle of a grassy field, stomach down. He lay there for several minutes, chasing his breath back into his lungs. Turning his cheek to the ground, eyes closed, he became aware of the sunlight throbbing in the recesses of his dark wings. He spread them sinuously, fanning them shelf by shelf: primaries, secondaries, all three sets of coverts, into real sunlight from a true star made by God. A faint, cool breeze wafted through his hair, and the scent of bruised loam rose to his nostrils.

Earth. The closest to Heaven he’d been in centuries.

Mephistopheles opened amber eyes. The clearing was a tired but dogged green, edged with pines and oaks tangled with underbrush. He stared at the nearest tree and nursed the peace inside his core, the scent of the autumn.

One wing tilted beneath a weight, and Mephistopheles frowned. He glanced over his shoulder, lowering the wing and drawing it forward, only to come face to face with a slender black bird with an inquisitive yellow eye.

“Well, hello,” he said, grinning wearily. The motion had activated the inordinate amount of bruises along the flesh of his ribs. “Curious little fellow, eh? Never seen a demon before?”

The bird’s head turned sideways, eye trained on his face.

“Now you have. Not everything they promised. Fly off, now.” Mephistopheles twitched his wing, and it fluttered off to perch on a nearby hummock of grass, again observing with that one yellow eye.

Mephistopheles ignored him. He sat up and performed his checks: the bag and sword remained attached to his belt and his clothing was no worse for the wear, if a little dirty. Aside from the expected bruises, he was in excellent condition. He stood, brushed himself off, and raided his pouch for the tiny folded map.

“That way,” he murmured, and walked into the forest. The sun’s rays were like caresses where they fell through the needles of the pine boughs, and Mephistopheles frequently stopped to stand in a pool of cool light. After the weight of Hell, he felt lighter than air, than the vines and branches that tapped him as he slipped past.

Breaking out of the brush, Mephistopheles found himself on the edge of a mown field. In the distance he could spy a large building, most likely an auditorium. As he studied his surroundings, a flash of black speared from the sky, landing beside his foot.

“I’m really not that interesting,” Mephistopheles told the bird.

It stared at him and clicked its beak.

The fallen angel chuckled. “Who am I to argue.” He squinted at the sun. “It looks to be about an hour until dusk. I can’t do anything until then. It’ll really be quite boring; surely you have other things to do. Catch food. Feather your nest.”

He walked back to the edge of the wood and found a comfortable tree. Spreading his wings on either side of the trunk, he set his back to it and slid down, one leg stretched before him and the other propped up.

The bird lit on his knee.

Mephistopheles stared at it. “Persistent, aren’t you?”

The bird clicked its beak and canted its head.

“Fine, fine!” Mephistopheles rested his head against the tree, laughing despite himself. “Here I am, a demon on Earth, a Fallen archangel tracking angel spoor. And do I get something ominous for a companion? A raven? A rook? Even a crow? No! I get a grackle.”

The slender black bird flipped its iridescent wings insouciantly.

Mephistopheles shook his head, then returned his attention to the field and the sky. There were no sunsets in Hell. He looked forward to rekindling the memory.


  Chapter Four
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The scribble-scratch of pencils created a white noise far too soothing for Stephen’s taste. His second cup of coffee had the consistency of tar and enough sugar to make his teeth throb, but it was proving useless against his grogginess. He’d fallen asleep quickly enough, but hadn’t managed to stay there; his dreams had been far too vivid, plucking him from sleep with contemptuous ease. He’d stolen to the threshold of his room more than once to stare at those feathers dragging to and fro against the carpet, keeping time with her breathing.

Stephen drew in a long breath through his nose and sipped from his mug. The freshmen were all staring with fanatic concentration at their exams. Tales of a boy caught cheating earlier in the day had whipped them all to their best behavior. He hadn’t even needed to issue a few good-natured threats to get them to calm down—surely one of the signs of the Apocalypse.

No, that wasn’t funny anymore.

The algebra II/trig exam beneath his fingers blurred, and he glanced out the window at the pearl gray sky, worn and cool.

Proclaiming something and facing its impending arrival were two different things entirely, Stephen concluded, thumb chafing the soft-grip barrel of his red pen. He had discussed the Apocalypse and the validity of John’s visions in Revelations in countless theology classes taught to restless teen boys, but like many other priests he’d been known to make the occasional homily treating Revelations as an allegory. The angel lying in his bed changed all of that, yet as a leaf drifted from the branch of the maple leaning over the window Stephen found he still couldn’t believe in an end to the Earth. That man could bring about his own extinction with the ill-timed use of weapons of mass destruction, certainly; that man could eventually outlive his ability to adapt and fall with Darwinian justice to some catastrophe, perhaps, though he was less apt to confess to that thought aloud… but that the agents of the end of the human race weren’t human or even alien, but Biblical?

Somehow, he'd always believed God would give them enough time to get it right.

The bell for the end of second period rang and Stephen started. He stood and tapped his fingers on his desk. “All right, guys. That’s it. Say your prayers and hand ‘em over.”

Papers piled onto his desk, some deposited with obvious reluctance, others with an amusing celerity. Stephen patted the edges of the pile until only a few unruly corners remained, then sat again for the fifteen minute break. He should be grading… but instead, he watched the leaves fall from a tree numb with cold.
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Asrial jerked from sleep, clawing at her throat, wings sweeping up to bang against the ceiling. The air was so heavy—she couldn’t breathe, she was dying. Gravity pressed on all of her limbs, and her chest caved beneath its force with every exhalation. The angel folded her wings around herself and waited to be extinguished.

When her end didn’t come, she stifled a sob. She had almost believed the events of the past day had been some phantasmagoric dream, but the sheer reality of the items around her, the lack of clarity of their edges, the solidity of matter almost completely disassociated with its spiritual component… the list went on and on, and left no room for doubt.

Asrial dipped her wings to chest level and rested her hands on them, cocooned in feathers. The pallid sky was just visible through the slit of a window above the bed’s rude headboard. She rubbed her nose with the back of her hand and slowed her breathing, pulling carefully at the thick air. She’d thought Shamayim uncomfortable, but the First Heaven could not compare to Earth. She barely felt God’s presence at all.

The room around her was small with few effects. The bed was narrow even for one person, clean but with a decidedly dilapidated air. A simple table beside it held a drinking glass, a battered lamp and a worn, yellowed book. A narrow closet took up half of one of the walls, and a little chest another. The plain cream wallpaper was peeling near the floor, and the only decoration hanging was a bronze cross, taller than it was wide.

Asrial found the austerity of her surroundings reassuring. It reminded her of her dwelling in Heaven. And the blankets, though worn, were soft with a pebbly weave. They smelled ever so faintly of human sweat.

Human.

Asrial shivered and slid out of bed. The chill seemed to bypass her thin chiton altogether and she paused, torn between bringing the blanket and leaving it and its enticing but somehow threatening odor.

When she entered the common room, her wings tightly mantled over the blanket. The room was barren, its friendliness leeched away by the cold hearth. Unlike the bedroom, there was clutter here: books left open and scattered on a desk, the coffee table and the mantle, colored afghans on the battered couch and rugs on the wooden floor.

Another cross hung above the mantle; this one had a man hung suspended from it, his body shrunken and his attitude one of patient suffering. Her hands clenched on the blanket and she turned away. What a gruesome thing to decorate a wall with! Did all humans worship such misery? It was obscene!

Lighting the fire was similar enough to the way she did it in Heaven that Asrial managed well enough. Her skin itched for a bath, her wings for the open air. Investigating the doors leading from the common room revealed a small bathroom with a tub, but she could not comfortably turn in the room even with her wings folded.

She uncovered a thin metal basin in one of the kitchen cabinets and dragged it in front of the fire. Moving the coffee table, the angel walked from the kitchen to the basin, filling it with heated water. She tried to hold herself aloof from her surroundings, but could not help the thoughts that crowded her mind: the ingenuity of the kitchen faucet, like the pumps at the well sites but neater and far more efficient; the short box alongside it that held the coolth, and even had a plate of shaped ice. Even the packets of hot cocoa: had last night's drink come out of this paper sleeve?

Pouring the last pot of water into her basin, Asrial slid the medallions through their holes on the shoulders of her chiton and let the fabric fall to her feet. She stepped into the basin, cupping the water and pouring it over her body.

Somehow it did not clean and refresh as the waters of Heaven had.

Asrial squeezed herself to a seat in the basin, beads of water on her skin glowing with reflected firelight. She lifted her head to the twisted figure over the mantle. Hadn’t the human son of God been tied to a cross and left to die? She'd heard the story once from the lips of a choir-member. Crucified, they called it. Horrible, horrible custom. Only humans would think of and tolerate such a thing.

Why was she here? Asrial dipped her fingers into the water pooled above her stomach. It was already growing tepid. She sighed, her gaze drifting around the room. A spot of white and gold drew her eye on the floor and she focused on it: a feather.

Asrial leaped from the basin, water splashing. She dove to her knees beside the feather and picked it up: heavy, with a solid rachis. It could be no one else’s. Frantically she arched both wings before her and spread them as far as she was able, moving each feather one by one until on her right wing no resistance met her flexion. She grabbed her wing arm and pulled it down, fanning the coverts in a plane parallel to the floor, and saw the empty spot in the second shelf of her greater wing coverts.

Her skin had tightened in her panic. Angels didn’t lose feathers. Not even Fallen angels.

“Dear Master,” Asrial whispered. “What is happening to me? Am I dying?” She ran a hand over the spread feathers and jerked away as another covert came loose. Her body seized and a small choked sound escaped her closed throat.

Asrial leaped to her feet. She had barely the presence of mind to grab the blanket before tearing from the room and down the cramped stairway. The Earth air was killing her, was stripping her wings from her. She had to get back somehow, there had to be a way….

She burst from the building into the cold, dragging the blanket around her body. Her damp hair waved around her waist as she staggered, gathered her feet beneath her. Spreading her wings, Asrial leaped—and fell, tripping on the blanket’s hem and landing hard on her side. A dull pain shot through her hip and elbow, so faint she almost missed it while catching her breath.

Pain. Again. She had never known pain before Earth.

“I’m dying,” Asrial whispered, clenching her teeth after the last word to cage the threatening sob. She stumbled upright and lurched through the ditch, coming to stand beneath the large oak; the parking lot where Stephen had found her was crowded with… strange things. Metal hulks, streamlined by some unfathomable purpose. She surveyed the surrounding area, her breath coming in soft, white pants. A forest bordered a field to the north, a forest where she could seek His presence, beg His aid.

Asrial set off, wobbling.
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The sunset had drawn tears from his eyes, and he’d stared at the west until he could no longer pluck the smudge of color from the surrounding darkness.

…but it had been nothing compared to the night. Hell existed in a kind of permanent, starless night, and darkness was no stranger to Mephistopheles: it rode his shoulders as a tar on his wings, darkened the strands of his hair and festered in his heart in the guises of weariness, doubt and cynicism. But the stars and the moon as he had not seen them for hundreds of years… God was everywhere. He couldn’t sleep or rest, hungry to hold it fast, to gather it in against the lean years that would follow if Lucifer succeeded in beating back the forces of Heaven. It was an electricity in his body; he hadn’t even realized how much he’d craved it, like a fire in need of fuel.

So he’d kept the vigil all night; the bird flew away and back again on whatever errands such animals kept, oblivious to the wonder of its surroundings. Mephistopheles had remained, not one muscle moving.

At dawn he rose and edged around the trunks, sliding in between the trees on his quest. God’s presence so permeated the world around him that he could not follow any Heaven-sent spoor. He had developed his preternatural senses to a fine edge in Hell, honing them to catch the faint hints of Him that Hell allowed; on Earth he was blinded, too sensitive to distinguish anything anymore. It was intoxicating.

A thin shadow among others in the thickly clustered trees, the Fallen angel had crouched to watch the parking lot fill with cars. The souls gathered beneath Lucifer’s ink-black wings spoke of their way of life and all the things they’d left behind, cars, computers, coffee shops, but he had never had the chance to see them first-hand.

Only after the parking lot had cleared entirely did Mephistopheles edge closer to the buildings. His feathers flared as he studied them, eyes thinned. The grackle perched on a branch above him, fluttering its iridescent plumage.

“And now what, eh?” Mephistopheles said to it. “That’s a school if I’m any judge. And it’s in session. If I walk too close to it in broad daylight, someone’s sure to spot me. But I’ve seen no hair or bent leaf in the forest that wasn’t put there by me or wandering animals. What I’m seeking can’t be there—and yet it must.”

The grackle clacked its beak.

“Hey, now… what’s that?”

Something had just stumbled out of one of the smaller brick buildings. After a pause beneath an oak, it set off across the field, and the sun glittered on feathers of gold and bronze. “It can’t be.”

But it was. An angel, wrapped in a cloud-blue blanket, her wings untidily folded as she stumbled across the brown grass – an angel, and female. There had been no female angels in Heaven when Lucifer and his had left it, and though Mephistopheles’ spies had brought back reports of their birth in the Choirs of God, he had yet to see one. Her hair showed only strands of gold over ruddy waves; young, then, to not yet have hair bleached pale by her halo, which was notable in its absence.

No halo. Mephistopheles stared harder. “No halo,” he said aloud. The grackle canted its head. “I’m right, aren’t I? You don’t see it either.” He frowned. Only the Fallen lacked halos, but Lucifer would have known instantly if she’d left Michael’s Heaven to join them. She would have appeared in Hell, not on Earth. What was she doing here?

Mephistopheles slipped after her and shadowed her through the forest. As the cover provided, he could draw closer, close enough to see the creamy gold of her skin, kissed by a sun that rose high enough to pierce Heaven’s manifold layers; the delicate features of her face, as if sculpted; the eyes that could have been his, had he remained in Heaven to keep the reflections of God’s favor in them. The signs of her distress were even more visible: the furrow of her white brow, the tears staining her cheeks and chin, and most startlingly, the lack of clothing beneath the blanket she clutched to her body… in this cold? So deep was her turmoil that the angel passed within a few footsteps of Mephistopheles without ever even glancing his way.

He pushed an evergreen bough out of his way, frowning. “What has gotten into her?” he murmured to the grackle, observing him from its perch on a nearby tree.

It cocked its head, then glided to the ground. As Mephistopheles watched, puzzled, it rooted in the fallen leaves until it dragged something from them. The grackle soared to his shoulder, dropping its prize into his hands.

Mephistopheles ran his fingers along the edge of the white feather, his throat dry. The band of gold perpendicular to the rachis glistened as he tilted it. He chafed his thumb against its quill, feeling the familiar weight in his wrist, for nothing on Earth had feathers as heavy as an angel's. “Dear God.” He glanced up after the trail the angel had left, then tucked the covert reverently into his belt and followed her. Here was part of the mystery. Now he would have the rest.
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Father Stephen stood just inside the door of the room beneath his living quarters, fighting his sense of foreboding at the awkward and unusual fold of the throw rug. He found more signs on his way up: fluff from his blanket caught on the banister, water stains on the floor. He opened the door onto the common room, took in the basin, the wet rug and the glowing blisters in the fireplace, and ran into the bedroom. Nothing. His blanket missing, the angel gone. He checked the bathroom and the other unlocked rooms.

“Asrial? Asrial!”

The door downstairs creaked open, and Stephen raced to the stairwell. “Asrial?”

“Father Stephen? That you?”

“Brad!” Stephen let out his breath and frowned. “What are you—oh, that’s right, your lessons.”

Brad stopped on the sixth step. “You’re looking distracted, Father.”

“Well, I’m afraid something’s come up. I’m going to have to give you a rain-check…”

“You’re the one who told me I needed the tutoring.”

Stephen snorted. “And you do. Just not today. And I really can’t stay.” He jogged down the stairs, brushing past the teen. When Brad didn’t follow, Stephen turned and said, “I mean it, Stadler. Out.”

Brad hopped down the stairs, hooking his thumb in the strap of his backpack. “Sure, Father.”

Stephen escorted him out, turned and locked the door, then strode out to the tree. His first thought was to try the parking lot, but one look at the people milling in and out and the rumble of cars assured him that there was nothing unusual there.

“If I were an angel, where would I go?” he murmured, his eyes traveling across the vista and falling on the silent forest, leaves filtering the noon-sun. He started that way.

Leaning against the brick wall of the building, Brad watched, perplexed, as Stephen strode across the field. Seeing the usually focused priest so distracted was decidedly strange… strange enough, he reasoned, that some investigation was in order. Brad waited until Stephen was halfway across the field, then stole after him.
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Mephistopheles tracked the angel all the way across the forest as the sun traveled inch by inch across the sky. He stopped when she stopped; walked when she walked, practically breathed in time with her. So deep was his attunement that when the grackle landed on his shoulder and pecked his clavicle, the Fallen angel almost tripped.

“What is it?” he hissed at the bird, glancing around. A swatch of gray caught his eye: a set of distant buildings seen through the gaps in the underbrush. Dilapidated, worn paint dulled to the dusty gray-brown of clinging pollution adorned ill-used apartment buildings with a bleak aura. The angel was heading for them.

“Curse it,” Mephistopheles muttered. “We’ll cut around her.” The grackle cocked its head, then was off in a flutter of wings.

Sliding through the underbrush proved more difficult near the human settlement. The brambles and shrubs were denser, as if the wood had grown more tangled in defense against those that pushed against its border… and perhaps it had. He was forced to detour around some particularly difficult areas, losing sight of the angel altogether. It felt like far too long before he pushed past the thorns of a particularly defiant bush and stopped for breath.

The grackle swooped back into sight. It didn’t land on his shoulder, but zipped to and fro before him.

“What—all right, I’m coming!” He jogged to the west and stopped at the edge of the clearing, creeping forward to stand, still as a shadow, at a pine.

She had folded down on the grass, onto her knees. She held the blanket clutched in her hand, covering her legs and breast, but her entire back was exposed from the nape of her neck to the slope of her buttocks.

Mephistopheles had never seen wings so beautifully streamlined, lifting from her back with a grace that complimented the sublime arch of her spine and the fragility of her neck. His hand tightened on the trunk. Her pain was nearly unbearable; the only thing that held him back was the certain knowledge that the last thing on Earth an angel wanted to see was one of the Fallen. He dragged his gaze away with difficulty.

There was a man on the edge of the clearing. A human. He wore jeans and a shabby gray shirt and a look of greed in his eyes that Mephistopheles had seen far too often in the worst of the damned. Greed... and a hint of madness.

“Yes,” he whispered.

The angel gasped and lifted her head, twisting her tear-bathed face toward the human. “Who—”

The human approached her, grinning, his eyes unfocused. “Yes.”

“Who are you?” she asked again, her clear voice quivering, like the broken surface of a pond. And then, as the man drew a knife, she shrieked.
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Asrial jerked away from the hand that grabbed for her, twisting as the knife came down toward her shoulder. The human’s miasmic breath overwhelmed her as he lunged close, covering her back. Oh, her wings! He wanted to cut her wings! She looked wildly over her shoulder at him—

—a silver point in the man’s breast—

—it twinkled, then erupted outwards into the length of a sword blade. The human sagged onto her as blood spattered her blanket. Petrified, Asrial slowly lifted her gaze to her benefactor.

A hard and beautiful face with honeyed skin and long dark hair, strands of it falling over his open throat; intent amber eyes matched the embroidery on a dove-gray vest. A white linen blouse exposed part of his hairless chest, its lacing half-undone, and blood decorated the black leggings and boots. In one hand, the sword dripped crimson, in the other he held the body of her attacker, plucked from off her with every contempt… and behind him, wings a black so velvety the sun refused to enter them, even in the open clearing. As she stared, a slender black bird flew to his shoulder, mantling its glossy wings.

“Beloved Name,” Asrial whispered, backing away hastily. The stink of mortal blood rose in her nostrils. “Dear God!”

The demon ignored her, tossing the body aside and then using the back of its shirt to clean his sword. He turned to her only when he was finished, and his voice was a baritone so mellifluous she stopped moving. “Did he hurt you?”

“I….”

The demon sheathed his sword and crouched. “Did he hurt you, Lady?” The bird on his shoulder turned a bright yellow eye on her. “I swear I’ll kill him again if he did.”

“No… I… no. I am…no.”

His gaze was unwavering; she found herself comforted by its angelic steadiness, and disturbed that she could find anything about one of the Fallen comforting. His hands rose to his shoulders and unclipped a medallion there; moments later he offered her his black cloak. Asrial stared at it, unable to move.

“For you,” he said. When she didn’t move, he went on, “Your blanket is blood-stained, Lady.”

Asrial tried, but she couldn’t lift a hand. His presence was overpowering. She had never seen one of the Fallen before. She had expected… something else. Something obviously evil, or at least bitter. Not this knight with black wings and the lines of fatigue and sadness around his amber eyes. She blurted out the first words she could find in her mouth.

“Who are you?”

He paused, assessing her. Then said, “I am Mephistopheles.”

Asrial gasped.

The demon's smile was lopsided. “I see you’ve heard of me.”

“You are the Great Betrayer’s right hand, and a Prince of Hell!”

“Not as pleasant as being an archangel, I’ll admit, but I hear the competition in the Eighth Choir is rather rough nowadays.”

Asrial’s mouth dropped open. “How can you speak that way of the archangels!”

Mephistopheles sighed. “I’ve known them much longer than you have, dear lady, if the color of your hair is any indication of your age. Now please, would you put on the cloak before the mortal blood dries on you?”

She glanced down at the blanket, stained purple now, and shuddered. Lifting her eyes to the proffered cloak, she said, “I… I cannot take it.”

“Because I have worn it?”

Asrial looked away, somehow ashamed to admit it.

His voice gentled. “Lady, my disgrace is not some disease that can be passed to you through my clothing.”

The mention of disease brought a choked sob to her throat. The absence of her two coverts throbbed in her right wing, a constant reminder. She turned from him.

“Oh, don’t weep, please,” Mephistopheles said, his voice deepening as it softened. Absently he lifted the grackle from his shoulder and launched it to a nearby branch, then dropped to a knee and leaned forward toward her. “I know you are confused and sick. But there is a purpose to everything—”

Asrial jerked away from his outstretched hand, wiping her eyes hastily and clenching the blanket against her breast. “Don’t touch me!”

The pain in his eyes startled her. She let her gaze drop and caught a twinkle of gold: one of her feathers was tucked into his belt, the one she’d dropped in her flight into the forest. “What are you doing with that? Give it back!”

“I wouldn’t dream of keeping it,” Mephistopheles replied, his body growing stiff. He reached down to pluck the banded covert free.

Father Stephen chose this moment to arrive, panting small puffs of white air.


  

Chapter Five
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“Mother Mary!” Stephen exclaimed. There was blood everywhere—on Asrial, on the ground, on the grass, on the corpse, on the… the other angel. An angel that looked far too worldly to be anything but a demon, despite the feathered wings. “Asrial!”

The demon’s sword hissed as it flew from its scabbard, and the Fallen stepped in front of Asrial. “Don’t touch her!”

“Mephistopheles, no!”

“What the—?” Stephen said, back-pedaling out of reach of the weapon. “What are you doing here! Did you hurt her?”

“What are you talking about?” the demon growled, his voice an impressive baritone. Stephen wondered wildly what he would sound like as one of the Pharisees in the play. “You’re not here to hurt her, are you?”

“No!”

Asrial added, “Please, Mephistopheles… he’s helped me. Don’t kill him! He’s a priest!”

The sword’s point described a tiny circle in the air as the demon eyed him. “You worship God?”

Voicing his occasional ecclesiastic doubts did not seem prudent. “Yes,” Stephen said firmly.

The demon slid his sword back into its sheath.

Looking up at the Fallen, Asrial said softly, “That matters to you?”

“Of course it matters to me,” he said. “Do you think I hate God?”

Stephen said nothing. Neither did Asrial.

Which was when Brad stumbled into the clearing, and stared. “Holy sh—”

“Can it, kiddo.” Stephen backed away another few steps until he stood between the teen and the demon. “What on God's green earth are you doing here?”

“Following you!”

“Remind me to give you a few hundred demerits.”

“I can Damn him for you if you want,” the demon said cheerfully.

They all stared at him at that until Stephen’s sense of humor reasserted itself. He grinned. “Only if he tells people about you. Got that, Brad?”

“Hell, yeah! Ummm… sorry.” Brad stared past the priest at the two non-humans.

Stephen glanced at the sky, then back at the others. “So now what? It’s broad daylight. I have no idea how I’m going to get you back into my room short of throwing blankets over you and passing you off as hunchbacks. To say nothing of the fact that there’s a corpse on the ground. You’re responsible for that, I assume.”

“He was going to hurt her,” Mephistopheles said with a one-shouldered shrug.

“For a knight in shining armor, you’re pretty… uh… dark,” Brad offered.

The demon grinned. “Don’t worry. I have enough soul-curdling vices to make up for my few petty weaknesses of heart.”

Stephen was almost certain he was joking. Somehow he hadn't expected wit or humor from Fallen angels; it made them... more human, somehow, more than Stephen was comfortable with. Ignoring the mental tangle, he walked to the corpse and signed the air above it.

“Don’t bother.” The demon stood behind him, a black bird landing on his shoulder. “His soul is already gone and in Lucifer’s hands.”

“Right,” Stephen muttered, shaken. “Can we at least bury him?”

“I suppose,” Mephistopheles said. “Though who are they going to arrest for murdering him? He was run through with an antique, and I have no fingerprints.”

Stephen stared at him.

The demon grinned. “We do get criminals in Hell, you know. They’re talkative.”

Stephen shook his head and returned his attention to the body. “It feels wrong to just leave him here.”

“Dear priest, if priest you be… all your rituals mean nothing. Your belief in souls is correct; your belief that praying over an empty husk will somehow help those souls is false.”

The hint of weariness just audible beneath the cavalier tone drew Stephen’s face to one side where he could see the taller demon, just a glimpse: enough to see the matching weariness in uncanny yellow eyes. He whispered a quick prayer under his breath anyway and stood, dusting off the knees of his black pants. “All right, then. I assume your arrival has something to do with Asrial’s… and I want to hear what. But we need to get you out of the open. Come on. We’ll figure out how to cross the field when we reach it.”

Mephistopheles offered Asrial his hand, but she stood on her own, the bloody blanket clinging to her belly. She held it to herself half-heartedly, her wings askew. Stephen didn’t miss the disappointment that flashed, swift as the flight of a bird, across the demon’s face.

It was a strange procession through the copper light of the afternoon then; Stephen leading, dressed austerely with a charcoal gray sweater over clerical black, Asrial stumbling behind, and at the rear Mephistopheles with dark cloak sweeping in his wake. Observing the grackle flitting around the procession, never landing save on Mephistopheles’s shoulder, Stephen reflected that Brad must be its human equivalent. The boy sometimes walked next to him, and sometimes dropped back to dog the heels of one of the non-humans as discreetly as possible.

At the edge of the forest, Stephen stopped and surveyed the field. The campus was empty; the parking lot visible on the fringe of his vision was occupied only by drifting leaves and the cool wind. Brad and the demon joined him.

“No one around,” Brad said. “Maybe if we run?”

Mephistopheles glanced over his shoulder at Asrial, who sagged against a tree. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

“It’s either that or wait until dark. It’ll get colder,” Stephen said.

“Point,” the demon said.

Stephen turned to the angel. His brow furrowed at the sight of her shivering. She held one of her wings partially folded, the other drooping. The lack of symmetry didn’t feel right. “Asrial?” he said, careful to maintain his distance. “We’re going to cross the field now. At a good clip.”

She nodded once and pushed herself off the tree.

Stephen turned. “Okay people. Off we go!”

Brad darted across the field, the grackle soaring past him on glossy wings. Asrial followed at a quick walk with Stephen ranging before her. Mephistopheles went out last, his wings lowered so their arches pressed tightly to his shoulders and the feathers trailed behind him like a second cloak.

They made it halfway. Then Asrial took one step, wavered like a tree deprived of roots, and slid to the ground with wings splayed, the light glittering on the bronze and golden bands.

“Asrial!” Stephen stopped. Brad turned at his call, but he waved the boy on. “Go open the doors, Brad! Hurry on.”

Mephistopheles stopped at her side, fell to one knee, and scooped her up with an ease Stephen could not have matched. He had no idea how the demon managed to hold her without fouling her wings, or how in lifting her he’d kept the blanket over her. The image—tall, grim man, dark hair tracing lines across his throat and black wings draped behind him holding a limp woman, her white wings dragging across the ground—struck Stephen so hard his breath stopped.

“Is she—”

“Unconscious,” the demon said quietly as he joined the priest. “Or she wouldn’t have let me near her. And best for her not to know that it was me who got her where we’re going.”

Stephen managed a faint, chagrined smile. “She doesn’t like me to touch her either.”

“She wasn’t trained to revile you all her life, though,” Mephistopheles said, and continued past him.

Somehow they made it across the field. Stephen locked the classroom door and followed the shadowed silhouette of the demon, Asrial’s wings brushing against the walls of the stairwell.

Brad had already poked the fire back to life when Stephen closed the door to the dormitory at the top of the stairs. The boy backed away as Mephistopheles approached the sofa and rested the angel there, drawing the blanket up around her shoulders.

“Maybe the afghan would be better,” Stephen said, noticing again the dark purple stain.

All three of them looked at her. No one moved.

Mephistopheles laughed. “None of us are quite ready to strip an angel, are we?”

“I thought demons hated angels and God and all that,” Brad said, raking his hair back with a hand.

Mephistopheles smiled. “Is that what they taught you in school, then? Satan and his minions, bifurcated tails and pitchforks?”

Stephen listened as he pulled the afghan off the sofa’s back and gently draped it over Asrial.

“Well, it’s not like we had any other evidence,” Brad said, a hint of testiness creeping into his voice.

Mephistopheles was silent, his face set as he watched the priest, fire dancing across his back. His dark flight feathers twitched. “No,” he said, absently, “No, you didn’t, did you.”

Stephen glanced up from the angel’s side, his fingers tightening against the hem of the blanket beneath the afghan. “Mephistopheles… what’s wrong with her?”

The white covert gleamed as the demon held it up before the fire, its gold bands picking up slivers of orange and crimson. “I don’t know. But whatever it is, it’s serious. Something to do with her being on Earth.”

“What’s the big deal about the feathers?” Brad asked, sitting next to the coffee table.

Mephistopheles’s eyes narrowed as his face turned to the boy’s. “What would you do if you woke up one day and one of your fingers fell off?”

Brad froze, pinned beneath the intensity of the unblinking stare. Only the soft, triumphant hiss of the blanket falling free tore both demon and boy’s attention away from one another. Stephen held it up, leaving the afghan over Asrial’s slack body. Hints of cream-gold skin glinted through the woven holes of the garishly colored granny squares.

“God Almighty, Mephistopheles… what did you do to the man?” Stephen asked as he fingered the blood-stiffened fabric.

“I ran him through.”

“Woah,” Brad muttered.

“And that produced all this?” Stephen asked. As terribly unbalanced as he felt, the matter of cleaning the blanket seemed to gain a preternatural importance. Anything to make a demon prince in his common room normal, and to erase from his fingertips the river silt-softness of an angel’s skin.

Mephistopheles shrugged. “I broke his breastbone. Ask a surgeon, it's not a clean process.” He rubbed his finger over the soft edge of the white feather in his hand.

"Can swords do that?" Brad asked.

"Mine can."

Stephen tossed the blanket onto the battered easy chair and folded his arms over his charcoal gray sweater. “How do we wake her? We need to talk. All this happening at once… I don’t like it.”

“I don’t either,” the demon said. His amber eyes slid to the angel’s shape. “Maybe something to drink. Or…,” he stopped. “Or the smell of incense.”

“I’ll find some. Brad, can you make hot cocoa? We’ll probably need it.”

“Sure, Father.”

As the other men left the common room, Mephistopheles knelt beside Asrial, touched her cheek softly with the backs of two fingers. Her red-gold hair spilled over her forehead and around her throat. Her feathers were so close to the pristine white of an archangel’s, so soft, so bleached. Even the crown of her hair was a paler gold, where her halo’s spinning had blown clean the color from it.

Her brows were drawn finely upward as if in pain: her lashes a delicate web of shimmering crimson.

A hunger uncurled from the pit of his belly. Not for her, for all her beauty… but for the Heaven she’d left so recently she still smelled of it, incense and clean soil and sunlight. Not for her, for all her grace… but for the God whose face had been so long obscured by Hell's artificial walls.

The perfume of myrrh and frankincense punched through Mephistopheles’ reverie. He glanced up to find Stephen with the censer, swinging it lightly from its chain. Cupping a hand around one of the arabesques of smoke, Mephistopheles tickled it toward Asrial's face.

“Wake, lovely one, favored one,” he murmured.

Her chest lifted in a long breath. Her lashes parted ever-so-slowly, revealing a mazed golden eye. “Father, I am ill,” she whispered.

“Not for long,” Stephen said from over the demon’s shoulder.

Asrial’s eye flew open. “No!” She jerked upright, clutching the afghan. “No, this was a dream….”

Mephistopheles leaned away, still on his knees. “No dream, I fear.”

First one white wing, then the other curled over her shoulder and up to her chin, surrounding her in feathers. She rested her cheek against the flat of one wing-arm. “I want to go home.”

“So do I,” Mephistopheles said.

Stephen glanced at him sharply.

“To your lightless, graceless place!” Asrial said, voice growing taut. “To the place you chose!”

“Yes,” Mephistopheles said. The clatter of mugs on a tray announced Brad’s arrival, but he didn’t turn. “Yes, I chose it, Asrial. Do you know why?”

“You turned from Him!” Asrial leaned toward him in her zeal, one wing unfurling enough to allow her to move freely.

“I turned from Michael!” Mephistopheles said, refusing to back away. His hands on his knees had clenched into trembling fists. “I turned from his callousness! I chose to follow Lucifer and make a home for human souls!”

“What?” Stephen said softly.

“What?” Asrial repeated, frowning. “What do human souls have to do with it?”

“Michael would only allow into Heaven the souls of those whom had followed the rituals and commands perceived by the first humans to know Him to the very letter. Every soul that didn’t was left to dissipate on the Wind! Lucifer chose the path of mercy. He made a place where every soul could dwell, on the chance that one day Michael would understand.”

The censer lowered as Stephen stared at Mephistopheles. “What... what are you saying?”

“I’m saying that if it weren’t for Lucifer, almost all of your planet’s population would have become dust after death,” Mephistopheles answered calmly, though he shook. “We are creatures of a God who was first known by the Hebrews, and it is they that the angels guide into Shamayim. The souls saved by your Christ, Father, go not to Heaven… but to Hell. Michael will not allow them in Heaven.”

The censer hit the ground with a dull clang, rolling across the wooden floor.

“You think I lie? I could take you to Hell myself. You could talk to Lucifer, if you wanted. No one knows the whys or hows of God’s interest in your world, or why He first showed Himself to the Hebrews, and to no one else. But despite that, Lucifer believes His interest includes all humanity... and so do those of us who follow him.”

“Jehovah,” Stephen whispered.

“Elohim,” Asrial said, her voice trembling.

"You observe," Mephistopheles said, voice low, "that even the angels know Him by the names He gave them."

“How can this be?” Stephen asked, lifting his head. “Mephistopheles… how can God want one thing, and His angels direct another?”

The demon shrugged, the motion rolling up his wings. “We are fallible. He trusted us to handle souls too fragile for His fingers… and in His design, our dichotomy was somehow planned. But for all this final battle is in the design, I cannot believe it is meant… at least, not yet. Not this way.”

“Not on Earth,” Asrial said.

Mephistopheles turned to her, startled. “You know.”

“Yes.”

“Michael Pushed her,” Stephen said, a twinge of his dry humor returning. He reached over to the tray on the coffee table and liberated a mug of hot cocoa. The expression on Brad’s face gave him pause; the boy was sitting very quietly near the fire, dark eyes smoldering.

A spear of anger pierced Mephistopheles. “Pushed?” He looked at Asrial. “He cast you down, Lady?”

A porcelain-smooth blush rose beneath the skin of her cheeks. She lowered her glittering eyes. “I heard him planning the final battle, and told him he…he should not.”

“What? You spoke for us? Why?”

Asrial lifted her gaze to the demon’s. “Because God keeps all your halos. They’re living. They’re waiting for you. He can only have forgiven you.”

Mephistopheles stared at her, his thoughts shattered. He stood and walked to the fire, turning his back on them all.

“I need the whole story,” Stephen said. “From beginning to end. If we’re going to stop this thing….”

“Stop the Apocalypse?” Brad asked, his voice cutting sharply through the pause. “That’s what you’re talking about, isn’t it? I thought the Apocalypse was a good thing. That’s what you kept telling us.”

“We didn’t think it would happen!” Stephen said. At Brad's expression, he said, "Not like this. Not... some battle between angels completely unrelated to us or our need for salvation. God works through us, Stadler. We are His instruments. It's not supposed to be a fiery deus ex machina."

“You’re rather practically-minded for a priest,” Mephistopheles said, still staring at the fire.

Stephen folded his arms. “I’m a Jesuit.”

“Ah!” Mephistopheles said with a laugh. "Yes. You would be."

“Well, yes. The whole story now?”

The demon sighed. “Very well.”


  Chapter Six
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“No one knew when God changed His mien. Or even if He did; perhaps we were just so badly off in our understanding… who can know? But He is the God mentioned in your Old Testament… of course I’ve read it.

“Michael was in charge of Heaven, and fifteen lieutenants had he; I was one of them. But the first born was Lucifer and it was He who had God’s ear. They say, though I’ve never asked, that he alone could stand God’s presence for longer than a handful of heartbeats, he alone who could stand to hear the music of God’s speech. He spent most of his time in the Seventh Heaven, soaking in the light of God.

“He and Michael were close. Closer than brothers, or lovers. We lived in grace and harmony in Heaven, and at first it was we archangels only who lived there. God had just created the place, and us with it… and then He made it clear that humans were to be allowed into it where His emanations would keep souls alive indefinitely, maintained just as we were. But He could not handle the souls of humans; they were too fragile, and dissolved in His hands.

“So Michael was given the task of ensuring human souls arrived safely; for that purpose the first angels of the Ninth Choir were created, legions of beings who could touch human souls, help shepherd them home. He interpreted the rules by which souls were admitted very strictly—he loves God in his own way, I suppose, and wanted nothing less than perfection for the place where God resided.

“Lucifer had different thoughts. He was certain that God wanted all human souls to have a home, not just a handful. That the way humans had perceived God through their limited vision was not the way God had wanted them to; that He did not want to solely save one people, but to begin, in His own way, to smooth away the pain and oppression, the injustice and suffering of all humanity.

“Michael did not agree. Keep in mind that most of the archangels could barely stand the presence of God for a breath, much less long enough to converse with Him. Most of them couldn’t even understand the language of God. There was no real way for us to understand, beyond the emanations of His benevolence and His love for justice, exactly what He wanted.

“In the beginning, there was no violence. Lucifer spoke of mercy, of our responsibility to every human soul. Angelic souls are not wasted when we die; our essence returns to the breast of God. Did we owe something less to the human souls? And Michael would listen with amusement, perhaps, but not anger. My liege-lord gathered other angels who would listen, who agreed. Who would sneak in souls when Michael was not there. There was no violence, no… until later.

“After the death of… well. At one point, Lucifer finally gathered us together and spoke of his intentions. He would found a new place where the souls not chosen by Michael for Heaven would have a home after death—those of us who wished to join him in this effort could come with him, and those who didn’t would stay.

“But hearing this, Michael grew incensed. And then there was war.

“By the end of it, we had made our choices, those of us left living. We knew what we were getting into: Lucifer was the Morning Star, beloved of God and closest to Him… but he was not God. He could create a realm, but he couldn’t weave it near enough and light enough that we would be able to sense God. We were walking into darkness in the name of a principle. But many of us chose to follow him anyway. We set aside our halos, followed him through the passage, and our wings tarred without Him to make them pale.

“And there we lived. Lucifer sent the angels who had followed him to watch over humans wherever they lived, to wait for Michael’s angels to make their decisions and catch their souls when they were cast off by Heaven before the Wind could come and tear them apart. In the beginning we were so few that Lucifer and all the Princes were among the busiest on Earth. But a thin stream of angels came to us after our initial defection, and while we were never as populous as the angelic legion we’d left, we had enough to do our job.

“But that’s where we’ve been and what we’ve been doing for centuries. And for all I long for God’s light and His music, I would not leave Hell to bow my head to Michael. Not even,” and here Mephistopheles sighed and turned from the fire, “Not even for my halo back again. Not for white wings or for pale hair, not for the ability to fly again. Not while the Wind claims a single sentient soul.”

The fire crackled in the silence. Brad sat, clutching his mug and staring at the demon; Stephen, on the easy chair, was so stiff and still his back ached.

Slender fingers slid over the censer’s insulated base, then picked it up and cradled it in the palm of a small hand. Asrial, the afghan half-heartedly clasped around her body, walked to Mephistopheles and faced him, thin spirals of scented smoke rising from the ball in her free hand.

“I cannot think badly of the Archangel,” she said, her voice so soft the fire’s popping threatened to press it out.

“I know,” Mephistopheles said gently. He wound his fingers around the chain and lifted the censer from her hand without touching her. “What is your story, my Lady?”

“My… my choir instructor told me there was something to see in Shamayim. So I flew on the Restday there and found camps of war. I thought they were those of the humans…,” she glanced over her shoulder at the priest and boy, “And flew on. I saw a strange mount and discovered there a building with all the halos of the Fallen, still living. When I was discovered, I was taken to the war camps to find angels there, girding themselves for violence. And then I was sent to Michael… and the Archangel accused me of evil, and cast me out of Heaven for speaking against his plans for the Final Battle.”

“And she landed in my parking lot,” Stephen said. He cleared his throat and said, “I tried to make her comfortable.”

“And Lucifer sent me to follow the angel spoor, thinking Michael had sent a scout to find a place to do battle,” the demon murmured.

“And I am dying!” Asrial said, trembling again. Her other hand stole to her midriff and she stared at the floor. “My feathers….”

Mephistopheles looked up from his musing. “Ah, Lady. No angel has ever been cast out of Heaven! Asked to go, chosen to go, yes. And most of them walked through the Gate to Hell on their own. But forced… never! You were not meant to leave your home. You did not prepare yourself so that the lack of God’s light would not affect you. That you are on Earth, where some ray of God’s presence still shines, and not in Hell where the lack of Him would have extinguished you must be His intervention.”

“So now that you’re all here… what?” Brad asked. “How do two humans, an angel and a devil stop the Apocalypse?”

“God knows,” Stephen muttered.

Asrial turned. “Yes! Yes, He does! If only…”

“If only we could talk to Him… but even I can't bear Him—there is no hope of any of you,” Mephistopheles said.

Brad cocked his head. “You said yourself that there’s one person who can talk to him.”

“My liege!”

“The Great Betrayer,” Asrial whispered.

“But I can’t get to Heaven… only to Hell,” Mephistopheles said. "Even if we speak to my lord, we still need to reach Heaven...."

“One thing at a time,” Stephen said quietly. “One step at a time.”

They stared at one another, frozen by the audacity of their thoughts. Finally, Brad sighed. “I think I’d better call Marie and cancel our date.”

The sheer normalcy of it made Stephen laugh, and he grasped for it to steady himself. “You never did show me a picture of her.”

“I got one right here.” The boy dug in his pocket and handed it to Stephen. “She’s really cool… smart too. Her mom was some kind of really fancy doctor and was so good at it she retired early or something like that, so it must run in the family.”

“Well, the phone is in the kitchen.”

“Gotcha.”

Stephen studied the photo of the smiling girl, a blonde with green eyes. Her intelligence shone brightly through them. He suddenly wondered if she were a candidate for Michael’s Heaven…or if the Archangel would have left her soul to the Wind. He lifted his head. “When can we leave?”

“As soon as night falls. I have a token to get back, but it only works at a specific time.”

Asrial sat again on the sofa, body folded in on itself and wings hunkering over her shoulders. “Mephistopheles?”

“Lady.”

“You said something about… preparations? Is there something I can do?”

The demon shook his head once. “I wish. But it’s how you put aside your halo that makes the difference. That can only be done once. Done carefully, you can survive without God. Done badly, and He can no longer reach you.”

“I’m frightened,” she whispered.

Mephistopheles and Stephen shared a brief glance before the priest spoke. “Don’t worry, Asrial. We’ll take care of this mess with Michael and Lucifer and get you back to Heaven.”

“I would be in Choir right now,” she said softly.

Mephistopheles sat, still holding the censer. “Singing what?”

“Hymns. Rounds. Canticles to glorify His name…”

“I have not heard such things in many, many years,” the demon said.

The longing in his voice startled Asrial into staring at him for longer than she planned. She did turn her face away; his expression somehow seemed too private for the intrusion of her gaze. But very softly, she hummed until she reached the descant where the Choir Director would have directed her section to enter, and then she sang, wordless, the hosanna.

The music of Heaven was a weaving of hours, and yet time did not seem to exist in the space between the notes. Even without the backing of the choir, Asrial stopped time, and the demon and priest and boy came to her feet as her glorias rose to the firmament where surely Someone heard.
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In the musty darkness, thick with glimmering veils of incense, Gabriel leaned against a column and stared at the barely visible nests of cloth-of-gold and chalcedony. The vaulted ceiling’s stained glass windows had been shuttered; in the intimate darkness before him he could glimpse no movement. Only one sphere, glowing bronze, was in residence.

“Gabriel?”

The archangel slowly splayed one shelf of primaries, but could not bring himself to lift the heavy wing. Perhaps if he ignored the voice, it would go away.

“Gabriel? Are you here?”

He closed his eyes.

“Gabriel! Please, I need to talk to you.”

With a sigh, the archangel turned. “Here, Raphael.”

The darkness drew back from the shape of the other archangel, walking up the steps to the nursery. The faint light of the lamps glittered in Raphael’s fawn brown eyes. “I had worried about you.”

“Why? There’s little for me to do. Michael has practically taken over Shamayim. I have plenty of time for repose and comfort.” Gabriel turned back to the nests. “Speaking of the Archangel, how goes his spat?”

Raphael’s baritone lowered in the presence of the one sphere. “He’s sent a messenger to Hell. It’s starting. Gabriel…I worry about you. And about Michael.”

“I’m fine,” Gabriel said. “I just refuse to have any part in this farce. There’s been no sign that now is the time for the final conflict between Heaven and Hell. Michael has not bothered to explain any of it to us. Why should we trust him?”

“Gabriel!”

“Were we not created equals? What put Michael above us all? Michael’s zeal for conquering the enemies of God! Perhaps the time has come for us to give up war and hatred.”

Raphael ran a hand through his golden hair. The lamplight was unkind to him, painting dark circles beneath his eyes. “How can we not support him, Gabriel? I will be full of joy on the day I can put aside my healing arts forever. But we must present a facade of solidarity. We are brothers.”

“He will not listen to us, Raphael. Don’t brothers listen?”

“But what if it is the right time?”

Gabriel frowned. “Have you ever seen any evidence that God was interested in suffering? Raphael… when has our God killed, save in anger over injustice? What has Lucifer done to deserve the wrath of God?”

“Don’t say that name!”

A crack interrupted Gabriel’s vehement reply, and the heads of both archangels whipped toward the sphere in the only occupied nest. A thin line darkened across its haloed shell.

“Can it be?” Gabriel darted through the hanging cloak of incense and dropped to his knees beside the sphere. He laid a hand on it, the vibration sending sympathetic aches through the bones of his wrist. “It’s opening!”

A broad crack developed perpendicular to the first, and the sphere yawed open, revealing an arm slick with golden fluid.

“Raphael,” Gabriel said, pulling away fragments of the shell.

“Here,” the other archangel said, joining him. They dipped their hands into the fluid and caught both arms of the new angel inside. “I’ve never seen a sphere still wet. Usually it’s turned to dust by now….”

Gabriel slid a sticky hand around a chin and drew the face up to the lamp’s low light. A female, hair a warm, light brown and lashes glued to her cheeks. He frowned. “Something seems….”

Raphael was unfolding one of the wings when four of the primaries came off in his hands. He stared at them. “Gabriel!”

“She’s not breathing!”

“Quick, pull her out, I don’t have my bag with me, God, oh God!”

“It’s not working—”

“Shut up and clean out her nose!”

Gabriel opened the angel’s mouth and choked as the fluid slopped over her teeth onto his hands. “Raphael, she’s full up with it!”

Raphael thrust him out of the way and turned her on her stomach, beating her back as the thick gold fluid puddled around her lips. Gabriel tried to re-arrange her wings and came away with more feathers.

“Live, curse it all!” Raphael said, pulling her upright.

“Raphael…!”

The angel opened her eyes, a blue so pale that her pupils’ lack of reaction to the light stood out in stark relief.

“Stay with us,” Raphael said.

She closed her eyes against the entreaty. The ends of her wet locks dripped gold dust and then her entire body was gone, a cloud of glitter falling over the ground, into the puddle of fluid, across Raphael’s thighs and Gabriel’s feet. They stared stunned at the sticky outline her body had created on the warm stone.

“Gabriel… what did we just witness?” Raphael asked shakily.

“A stillborn angel.”

“No, she was living.”

“A miscarriage.”

“Angels don't miscarry, Gabriel! Heaven is not some mortal woman's womb!”

Gabriel scooped up some of the glitter. The sphere was already crumbling. “I don’t know what to tell you, Raphael.”

Raphael grasped his hair, the lines of taut muscles standing in sharp relief against his forearms. Then he stood, his motions jerky. “Someone must tell Michael.”

“Good luck,” Gabriel murmured, but the other archangel was already on his way out. The gold dust shone softly in the lamplight. Gabriel smoothed it into the fluid.
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“My liege, there’s a messenger here for you.”

Lucifer lifted his head, pen pausing over the parchment. The medallion he’d been shaping to hold these delicate equations rested on the table, half-formed gray-clay with a black satin cord. It was very important to get the medallion right, for those it would protect would have no other shield.... “From Mephistopheles?”

“No, sir. From Michael.”

Lucifer stared at the guard, then turned and capped his ink pot. He wiped the quill’s nib and slid it into the holder before standing and facing the door. “Let him in, please.”

An angel strode inside, an angel still in Grace. His white wings were banded in copper and slate blue, and over his head a halo spun, pristine motion reminiscent of the dances of the smallest quarks. He wore white and gold, and his mouth had frozen into a distasteful sneer. His bow when he essayed it was openly contemptuous.

“I bring a message from the Archangel Michael, Prince of Light and God’s Champion.”

Lucifer folded his arms. “I’m listening.”

“The Prince of Light demands the surrender of the Great Betrayer to the might of God, for he means to bring war against God’s scourge. He wishes you to know that he is merciful however, and if you submit to him he will spare those whom you forced to follow you out of Heaven and into vile exile. He encourages you to accept these generous terms and spare the souls of the innocent the Champion’s terrible retribution.”

“The souls of the innocent, is that it?” Lucifer plucked a bottle from his desk and poured himself a glass of wine. “The souls of angels, I presume. Michael would never think of human souls.”

“The Archangel did not specify,” the angel said stiffly.

“Of course he didn’t,” Lucifer said. He swirled the wine in his glass. “Tell me the part about the misguided angels again, just so that I am sure I understood you correctly.”

Torn between indignation and a desire to seem unflappable, the angel said, “Your submission will spare the misguided angels who followed you into exile a terrible fate.”

“And what will Michael do with me? Or did he not share such details with you?”

“I would never presume to ask the Prince of Light such things.”

“Of course,” Lucifer said again and placed his glass on the desk. “What did you say your name was?”

“I d-d-did not,” the angel said, eyes widening. “I would never give my name to the Great Betrayer!”

“Well, then, Angel with No Name… take this message back to your master. If he wishes to talk conditions with me, he must tell me what he means to do with the human souls of my demesne… not just the angelic. If he will open his arms and Heaven’s Gate to all the souls of Hell and all the souls to come, then we can speak again of my submission.”

“You are no one to give conditions to the Archangel,” the angel said, baring his teeth.

Lucifer waved a hand. “Leave. You have my answer.”

“You will kneel before Michael in rags before he parleys with you,” the angel said stiffly, and swept out.

“My liege?” the guard asked, hesitant.

“See him out. Make sure he gets to the Gate safely.”

“Yes, sir.”

The door closed with a hollow thump. Lucifer picked the glass up by its thin stem and brought it to his lips, inhaling the bouquet as he stared out the slivered window at the unnatural darkness of the countryside.

“Come home soon, Mephistopheles,” he murmured.


  Chapter Seven
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“This is the place,” Mephistopheles said, halting in the clearing. He held the token before him and concentrated until he could distinguish its thin voice from among the hundreds pressing for his attention. It sent a tingle up his wrists. “Yes. This is the place. We have only to wait some ten minutes.”

Brad peered at the clay medallion. “What is that thing?”

Mephistopheles chuckled, his dark wings blotting out the royal blue of the sky as he tensed and relaxed each shelf of his feathers. “This, my friend, is Lucifer’s handiwork.”

Stephen glanced up at that. He was standing beside Asrial. The angel had seated herself on a tree stump as soon as the demon had stopped. She’d donned her dry chiton again, and wore the afghan like a bulky cloak against the cold.

“How does it work?” Brad asked. “Can I touch it?”

“Surely.” Mephistopheles dropped it into the boy’s hand. “It is… difficult to explain. Think of it as a complicated mathematical equation made concrete.”

“A what?” Stephen said, startled.

“Math can be used to describe the universe,” the demon said, one wing turning parallel to the ground, feathers scissoring apart to better catch the cool breeze. “God manipulates the universe in what way, we know not... though His touch on it can be heard as music, in Heaven. The rest of us muddle along with the writing inspired by such melodies. Lucifer is the greatest of us at that, but his solutions are still hammers compared to God’s scalpels.”

“Lucifer a… mathematician?” Stephen said. He grinned. “Maybe he won’t be so bad a guy after all.”

“You’re crazy, Father,” Brad said. He handed the token back to Mephistopheles. “So this is an equation stuck in a lump of clay. How does it work?”

“I’m getting to that part. The equation describes a particular instance in time and space where a portal is possible between… facing realities, I suppose is the best way to put it. It suggests that possibility, and the suggestion makes it so. That’s the closest I can get to a real explanation.”

“Huh. Maybe math is useful after all,” Brad said, winking at Mephistopheles.

Stephen rolled his eyes. “You’re not going to learn theoretical physics until you pass trig, kiddo.”

“Hey, I can dream, can’t I?”

The token sent another warning up Mephistopheles’s fingers. “Five minutes now.” He walked to Asrial and went to a knee before her, arching his wings into cups on either side of his body. “Lady. We go to a place that is evil by the teachings of Heaven; more importantly, it is cruel to your body. If this place pains you, Hell will be a thousand times worse. You do not need to accompany us.”

Asrial turned her face from his, her cheeks darkening. One lock of hair fell alongside her eye. “I will go,” she said. “I am in this thing. I must see its end.”

Mephistopheles nodded once, then stood and said, “Well, let’s gather ‘round, then. I’ll show you wonders you’ve never yet seen.” His smile had a decidedly lopsided air.

Brad straightened beside the demon, shoving his hands into the pockets of his jeans. Stephen did not join them until Asrial had carefully rose and drifted to the boy's side.

“Three… two… one,” Mephistopheles murmured, then held out the token and broke it with a dull click.

The grass beneath them tore and the air gaped as if sliced by a knife somewhere behind reality. The dark blue sky and the silhouettes of the trees fell together around the black incision like the folds of a stage curtain.

“My God,” Stephen said, eyes widening.

“Last train to Hell,” Mephistopheles said, gesturing toward the undulating rip.

Boy, priest and angel stared at the results of Lucifer’s token. Brad had frozen, entranced by the waving fringes of reality; Stephen was busy trying to convince himself that it was real.

Asrial gathered the afghan around her thin body, breathing in the heavy scent of its human musk with the sharp bite of the cold wind. Lifting her chin and folding her wings tightly to her back, she walked forward, pausing only once to look at Mephistopheles before passing into the darkness.

Brad shrugged and followed her, Stephen reluctantly on his heels.

Mephistopheles waited until the priest’s back disappeared, then entered the rift. He turned inside the small pocket tunnel; the rip’s folds sucked in on one another as if to equalize a deadly pressure. A pang of regret preoccupied him as the blue-violet of Earth’s sky and all Terra’s singing to God drained away.

A black missile streaked through the remaining hand’s width hole with a tremendous croak, bringing with it a whorl of cold air and the scent of loam. Missing only a few tail feathers, the grackle swooped to Mephistopheles’s shoulder and eyed him.

“What—you—crazy bird!”

It clacked its beak, and the rip closed.

Mephistopheles had time to turn and utter the first syllable of his warning when the opposite side of the tunnel collapsed beneath their feet, and the fall began—upward this time, against all the rules of perception. Heartbeats later, the fabric broke around them and into an air so heavy Mephistopheles fought against breathing it even as he recognized it… and the ground ten feet down.

The four smashed to the hill outside the Gate of Hell, and the air smothered them.

“Oh God, I feel like all the weight of the entire atmosphere is focused right… on… my… back,” Stephen said, lying flat. The stones beneath his chest and navel dug sharply through his sweater like swords. He wondered if he was bleeding.

“Man,” Brad muttered, staring up at the hole sealing in the black cavern ceiling. “Is this for real?”

Mephistopheles lifted his head. Both of the humans sounded breathy, winded—they would learn shortly how to speak at a proper volume against such a weight of air. He dragged himself to his feet and stumbled to the shimmer of white and gold.

“Asrial?”

Four feathers littered the ground around her body, and Mephistopheles flinched. “Asrial!”

Her head shook visibly as she raised it. Tears streaked her face in straggled lines that echoed the red-gold curls framing her face. “Mephistopheles,” she whispered. “Everything hurts.”

“I know,” he said, forcing himself to remain still. “It will get better, I promise. Just… just rest for now. We won’t move for a while.”

She let her head sink back to the hard ground. Mephistopheles stared at her hair for several minutes, then shook himself and hurried to the others.

“What’s the deal with the sky?” Brad asked when the demon kneeled beside him. “If Lucifer’s got a hundred doctorates in physics, why can’t he put up real stars?”

“My liege-lord cannot make things like stars, Brad. That is power beyond even the grasp of God’s most beloved of angels,” Mephistopheles said. “Father Bann?”

“I’m here. Mostly living. Trying not to feel like Dante.”

“An interesting man, Dante. His supposed observations were a little sensationalist, though.”

“Let me guess. He works for your newspaper as a daily columnist,” Stephen said, pushing himself to his knees with a muffled groan.

“Not quite. But close enough,” Mephistopheles said.

“Say, what was the flash just before we dropped?” Brad asked, turning onto his stomach and getting onto his hands and knees.

“Dear God! The bird!”

“The bird?” Brad repeated.

Mephistopheles was already hunting. “Where did it go? Crazy creature! I told it to go feather its nest or peck at grubs….”

“Over here,” Stephen said, looking toward a bundle of black feathers.

Mephistopheles crouched over it, gently lifted it from the ground and caressed the feathers. “Ho there, old man. You still with us?”

One beady eye opened. The grackle looked worn, but unbroken.

Mephistopheles sighed. “I pick up more waywards than an angora in a field of thistles.” He cradled the ball of feathers and said, “It’s about half an hour’s walk to the manor… and about midnight or so here. Do you want to wait for a while or start immediately?”

Stephen glanced over at the angel, then back at the demon. “Maybe we should wait a little.”

“No!”

They all looked at her as she slowly lifted herself, her arms shaking. Her wings drooped over her body untidily as if tied with weights. “No… the sooner we go, the sooner we can leave.”

“As you wish, Lady,” Mephistopheles replied.

Asrial’s fingers picked at the pin at her shoulder until it unlatched, dumping the afghan to the ground. A tiny sigh escaped her, and she managed to climb to her knees. The sight of the newly loosened feathers scattered on the black soil almost stole the strength from her body.

Stephen pulled himself to his feet and walked to the angel, mindful of his complaining limbs. Standing beside her, he said, “Come, Lady,” and offered her his hand.

Asrial stared at it, then shivered and slid her cold fingers over his palm. He helped her up.

“Shall we?” Mephistopheles asked in a low voice, turning his back on them. All of them, of Earth and Heaven, places God still held in His hands... that he could still be bitter surprised him as he began climbing the trail to the Gate. He walked slowly, hearing their muffled panting as they dragged unwilling limbs and bodies after him to the Gate and the line of souls waiting listlessly for entrance, illuminated by a row of oil lamps set on wrought-iron posts.

Stephen tried to count the people in line as he walked past, and couldn’t; there were too many. Some of them were sullen and angry, but most wore stunned gazes, or tired ones, or eyes round with terror. Overwhelmingly he saw no violence, no cruelty, no darkness... no, not even remorse, for the people awaiting admission into Hell didn't even know what they'd done wrong. Their bewilderment was more cutting than any resentment could have been.

Were they all like this? Always?

“Mephistopheles,” he called.

The demon looked over his shoulder, arching one wing out of the way. His narrowed eyes and compressed lips surprised Stephen into silence and he didn’t ask.

They reached the Gate into Hell proper, where a winged male stood writing names as quickly as possible, his shadow crisp and tightly pooled at his feet. Flustered, he glanced at their party. “Lord Mephistopheles!”

“Yes, yes, they’re with me. Transients, if you would.”

“But… they’re still living! And—“ He stopped, mouth dropping open, as the crest of Asrial’s wings rose over the hill. The pad he’d been using sagged in his hand.

“Yes, she’s with me too. And she’s not staying either.”

The line of souls waiting for entrance halted completely as the guard bowed to Asrial. “My Lady,” said he.

Asrial stared at the crown of the Fallen’s halo-less head, her eyes lambent and golden lashes glittering with a light not of Hell’s casting. She said nothing and passed on, over the hill and through the Gate.

“Straighten up,” Mephistopheles said wearily. “I’ll escort them out when I’m done. You don’t need their names… they are not slated for this world. Not yet, anyway.” His gaze flicked briefly to the two humans before he turned away and followed in Asrial’s footsteps, the grackle’s bright yellow eye just visible from the crook of his elbow.

“Sorry,” Stephen said, backing away from the guard. He grabbed Brad’s arm and hurried after Mephistopheles.

“Father, this is crazy,” Brad whispered.

“I know, I know,” Stephen replied. “But it’s what we get for meddling with affairs above us.”

“Or below us?” Brad said with a grin.

Stephen opened his mouth to chide him and ended up laughing instead. It was a twisted sort of laugh, but honest for all that.

Brad said, “Seriously, Father. You think we’re going to be able to do it?”

“That depends,” Stephen said. “I’m beginning to think the angels aren’t much different from us for all their origins. So that either means we’ll be able to convince Michael to keep from killing people… human people, that is… with a little common sense… or it means that he’ll be just as stubbornly intransigent as any human madman, and then we’ll have our work cut out for us.”

“But you think we have a chance?”

Stephen snorted. “That’s part of being human, Brad. It’s not a question of whether we have a chance or not. We think we do. Sometimes it makes a difference.”

“You’re nuts.”

“If I’m nuts, then you’re there with me.” Stephen’s shoulders hunched; even without the torch-light to show them the surrounding cavern walls, he could somehow feel that this place was finite in a way their reality was not.

“Guess so.” They walked a way in silence.

“I wonder what time it is?” Stephen said, glancing at the uncanny darkness around them. “Your parents must be worried sick.”

Brad shrugged. “Nah. That’s not their style.”

Stephen glanced at him. “That’s not the first time you’ve said something like that.”

The boy didn’t answer immediately; he walked with shoulders curled inward, hands jammed in the pockets of his jeans. “Did your parents love you, Father?”

“My mother did,” Stephen said, voice hushed.

“What’s it like?”

Stephen glanced at him, then back at the stony path. “I don’t know how I'd describe it. I guess it’s having a place to stay where you know you’re safe, and a person, or people, you know will love you no matter what you do. A little like God's love, but made manifest and prone to fleshy error.”

“Oh.” Brad rolled a shoulder, almost a shrug. “My parents don’t do anything like that. They don't do anything, actually. They just... are. I think I’m some sort of microbe they don’t really register, sometimes. I wonder why they had me, if they didn’t really plan to care about me, or if it’s just me that made them not care. You know?”

Stephen closed his eyes, dragging in the weighted air and thinking of the dramatic irony of having such a conversation in Hell, where he fervently hoped Brad’s parents would end up. Though if Mephistopheles’s story had any truth at all, it would be more than they deserved. “It’s not you, Brad. Some people just aren’t equipped to love kids. Some people, for that matter, aren’t even equipped to love people. They just go through the motions.”

“Yeah. I guess so. Well, they won’t worry anyway. As long as the car comes back before Monday morning. Heck, this is far cooler than spending the weekend drinking beer and rattling around wondering about the meaning of life.”

Stephen grinned. “And you don’t call this rattling around wondering about the meaning of life?”

Brad snickered. “But no beer."

“You're not old enough for it anyway, kiddo.”

Brad said, “No comment, Father. Hey, what’s that?”

Stephen lifted his head, squinting. “You’ve got better eyes than me.”

“This is going to sound funny, but it looks like a—”

“A cross?” Stephen said, finally catching a hint of lighter gray against the ambient dark. His breath caught in his throat. Forgetting Brad, the angels, the demon—forgetting everything—he jogged against the heavy air down the hill. The further he went, the faster his legs forced themselves as he strained toward that singular object.

“Father! Wait!”

Mephistopheles stopped at Brad’s call, looking back. “Lady, wait,” he said quietly to the angel. “I suspect the good priest is about to be delayed.”

Asrial halted, swaying once. Her wings drooped down to fold around her body, the crunch of the demon’s boots on the pebbles fading from her ears. She almost spoke, almost loosed a strangled plea—don't leave me alone!—but did not. Closing her eyes, she waited, praying that they would not abandon her. The scent of her own feathers, light and citrus-clean, surrounded her, and over it the faintest gloss of something too sweet.

Stephen reached the cross and wobbled to a halt. He could barely see it, but a board marred its lines at its pinnacle, one that no doubt bore its lonely Latin word. The heavy scent of human blood rose from the splintered wood, from the knotted tangle that stabbed the night with its silhouette, a parody of a halo hung against the cross-bar. Stephen’s knees gave way beneath him, pitching him to the ground. The lack of light did not hinder him; he knew, somehow. He recognized it by the timbre of its voice, thrumming in him so deep he felt it in the hollows of his bones.

“It’s the real one, isn’t it?” he whispered, hearing boots behind him.

The steps stopped and feathers rubbed against one another with a soft hiss. And then: “Yes.” A baritone far richer than Mephistopheles’s, so unearthly beautiful that it made melancholy song out of words even in the lifeless air of Hell.

Stephen’s head dropped.

“Of all the people the Wind took… he is the one who consumes me. The one I regret most. The one that wakes me at night.”

A rough sob jerked out of Stephen, surprising him. His hand fisted against the cold, weighted earth.

“Father?” Brad skidded down the slope. “Father Bann, are you all ri—woah!”

At the top of the hill, Mephistopheles gathered the tableau in the space of a heart-beat, then ran back to Asrial. “Lady… come. He found us.”

Asrial unfolded her wings one at a time, as if they’d grown too heavy to work together. She drifted after the demon off the trail and into the darkness.

Beneath the scent and weight of the cross, Lucifer knelt alongside Stephen and placed a hand on his shoulder, immense pinions arching up over them both and fanning at oblique angles. “It is no shame. Yours are not the only tears shed for him.”

“It was supposed to be the way the Bible taught us. The right hand of the Father… judgment in Heaven… anything would have been better than this….”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you save him? Why didn’t you save him!”

Lucifer said softly, “I came too late.”

“Damn you!” Stephen shouted, and then actually saw the face beside his. He started laughing through his tears.

“My liege!” Mephistopheles said, scrabbling down the hill.

Lucifer lifted his head. “Mephistopheles?”

“It’s worse than we thought—”

“What is that… smell? Perfume…like Heaven.”

Asrial stopped where she stood a few feet behind Mephistopheles, paralyzed. The Fallen angel beside the priest, the one with wings even larger than Michael’s, the one with the eyes that encompassed her with an intelligence she would never have anticipated… could only be the Great Betrayer. And he was rising to his feet with a fluidity that had been robbed from her the moment she Fell from Heaven, the grinding of the pebbles beneath his boots almost inaudible to her as she waited, unable to move.

She steeled herself against his touch when his hands lifted to her face, but when he cupped her cheeks she felt no revulsion. Lifting her face to his, she could only tremble: at last, to look into the storied face of evil...! and find gentleness instead. She could not bear it.

“Dear Lady,” Lucifer said, “You do not belong here.”

Mephistopheles’s voice filtered to her from very far away. “She is part of it, my liege.”

Lucifer let his hand trail from Asrial’s cheek to her shoulder and out over her wing, silver eyes following in the wake of his fingers. He returned his gaze to her face and said, “It is a good walk to a place where we might sit. Permit me to carry you, Lady. You will not reach it on your feet.”

The hand on her cheek throbbed against her skin and the blush beneath it was shame and hunger, neither of which she understood. Asrial’s eyes closed, and she nodded.

Lucifer’s hands slid beneath her knees and shoulders and lifted. She tucked her body against his chest and strained to keep her wings tightly mantled to her back, over the Great Betrayer’s arms. Her own audacity amazed her. Surely God would strike her down for coming so close to the one who spurned Him… yet, if the story was as Mephistopheles had said….

With the angels preoccupied, Brad crouched next to Stephen. “You okay, Father?” he whispered.

Stephen pressed his thumbs against his eyes and smeared away the tears. He felt he could barely breathe—he was hyperventilating—he was too calm. “Yes. No. I can walk.”

Mephistopheles joined them, the bird in his arm peering at them. “There’ll be a hearth at the manor. And alcohol.”

“Good,” Stephen said. “I need a drink.” He tried to stand, swayed—Brad caught him and held him until his knees stopped shaking. Drawing in an uncertain breath, he nodded to the broad back and the large wings of the demon striding away from them. “So that’s really him?”

“That’s really him.”

“He’s not as ugly as in his pictures,” Brad said.

“Michael has better press agents.”

Stephen said, rough, “Let's go. Before my body decides to stop moving.”

“This would be an unkind place to be forever frozen,” Mephistopheles said, quiet. “Come, Father. Don't linger.”

Stephen glanced one more time at the cross, reached out to it, then reluctantly turned and trudged after.


  Chapter Eight
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“And that’s where it stands,” Mephistopheles finished, running his fingers over the plumage on the bird’s back. “The war machine is moving.”

Lucifer stared at the fire, his back to them. “And you want me to talk to God to secure proof it's not what He wants.”

Ensconced in an over-stuffed chair, Stephen had already begun to numb his wounds with the promised brandy. “You’re the only one who can talk to Him, supposedly.”

“Yes,” Lucifer replied after a long moment. "You are assuming anyone would listen to me, though."

“Surely if you returned from Araboth still wreathed with His fire, my liege...” Mephistopheles trailed off.

"We're aware of the many weaknesses of our plan," Stephen said, not bothering with courtesies. "But it's the only one we have."

Brad asked, “Will you do it?”

A log hollowed by the fire broke with a shower of sparks. Lucifer’s shoulders stiffened, wings rigid. Then he sighed. “I would. But I can't get to Heaven.”

Asrial lifted her head.

Brad said, “I thought you could make openings to other dimensions!”

“Oh, I could send you to Heaven… but there is a ban against my presence there. If I am to step foot in Heaven, someone must lift it first.”

“Michael,” Stephen muttered.

“Or one of the other archangels, perhaps,” Lucifer agreed, turning.

“One of them will listen to reason… there has to be one archangel who doesn’t want humans to die! Right…?” Brad looked from Lucifer to Asrial.

Asrial looked away. “Perhaps,” she said softly.

“We’ll just have to convince them, that’s all,” Stephen said. “I’d like to see an archangel tell me to my face that he doesn’t care if I live or die as long as he can take potshots at Satan.”

“So that’s it. When do we go?” Brad asked.

“Dawn would be the best time,” Lucifer said. “Perhaps a handful of hours from now.” He looked at Mephistopheles. “Will you accompany them? Keep them safe?”

“My liege. Yes. Of course.”

Asrial struggled to sit upright. She’d been deposited tenderly on a chair upon their arrival and covered with a blanket, and there she had remained, unwilling to move much against the pressure of Hell's atmosphere. “Mephistopheles… it won’t be safe for you. Shamayim is full of war camps….”

“I do not fear for my life, though I have a healthy respect for the swords of your cohorts in the Ninth,” Mephistopheles said, his voice quiet. “There are things worse than a death dealt in Heaven.”

“Well, I don’t want to die either way,” Brad muttered.

Lucifer’s wings shook once, as if whisking beads of water from their feathers. “I will prepare the medallion, then. Excuse me.”

“No wonder they make the doors so big around here,” Brad said after he'd gone. “Geez. He barely clears them as it is.”

"Such a terrible waste," Mephistopheles said, eyes still fixed on the door. "None of us have been able to fly for centuries, and he... oh, he more than any of us, such a wonder in flight."

Asrial sat up, bracing herself on a pillow. "For centuries?"

He turned his yellow eyes—yellow, no longer gold—to hers. “No. It is too heavy here for us, Lady.”

Asrial pushed the blanket off, steadying herself with a bare foot against the stone floor and one wing wrenched upward.

“Lady!" Mephistopheles said. "You shouldn't..." And seeing the look on her face, narrowed his eyes. "...where are you going?”

“Not far.”

“She’s going to talk with him,” Stephen said. Asrial ignored him.

The demon set the bird on the table, standing. “Oh, Lady, no! You mustn't!”

Asrial ignored him as well, pushing herself to her feet.

Mephistopheles strode to the door and barred it, wings arching on either side of his body and feathers separating. “Please, Lady… he needs to be alone. Don’t you know how hard this is for him? Even to contemplate Heaven again? Much less to feel the evidence of it—”

She lifted her chin.

“Let her go, Mephistopheles,” Stephen said, resting his glass on his stomach, slouched in his chair.

“Please.” He tried a different tack. “You’re ill, you should stay in bed. You shouldn’t be wandering around Hell where you could grow faint….”

Beneath the thin cloth of her chiton, Asrial’s skin pebbled from the cold. Her voice quivered, but she managed to raise it enough to be heard. “I am not the only one who is ill, and faint for lack of God.”

The grackle squawked. Mephistopheles searched her eyes, found no hold, and his feathers fell together. He backed away, watching as she cracked the giant door just enough to slide through, like a child into an adult’s realm, and vanished.

Staring after her, Mephistopheles said, “I should have stopped her.”

“She’s her own person. Self. Angel. Whatever.” Stephen said. “She has the right to make her own choices.”

“I don’t care about her rights!” Mephistopheles exclaimed. “It’s my liege that I care about. If you think I long for God, do you know what it must be like for him?”

Stephen said, “Hell.”
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The candle on his desk guttered in its own wax, its light feeble and lonely; the hearth was barren and offered no warmth. Lucifer's pen had stopped at the first bracket of the equation, stopped as if glued fast to the paper. The perfume of Heaven would not leave his nostrils, and the only thing powerful enough to drive away the smell was incense, the precious incense he’d taken with him from one of the birthplaces there. One did not fight fire with oil. Lucifer’s fingers tightened on the quill.

The rest of his study was drenched in shadows so stark he could not see the shelves or the table, or the door to his bedroom. One candle alone could not touch the entirety of the room during the darkest hours of Hell’s night.

Every feather, every bone, every muscle in his body ached. They remembered the first day he’d spent without Him. Their silent reproaches echoed over and over in his mind, so distracting he did not hear the footsteps on stone.

When the hand touched his shoulder, Lucifer froze. And then the perfume surrounded him, and he was drowned.

“My lord,” the angel whispered. In the candlelight the silhouette of her body could be seen, a soft grayed-lavender against the translucence of her chiton.

“Why are you here?”

“I came to… to see you.”

He backed away until her hand slid off of his body, dizzied by the scent.

“Please. Even I can see you’re in pain. Let me ease you. Please.”

“You can do nothing for me,” Lucifer said, turning away from her. He took a deep breath, forcing his body to relax. “I made my choices long ago, and I do not regret them.”

She drew nigh. Again, she touched his shoulder, let her hand slide down his back between his wings. He stilled himself, turned and caught her hand as it fell from him. “You should not.”

“Please, my lord,” the angel said again, lifting her golden eyes to meet his. “I cannot bear to see you so. I do not even know why—”

She raised her hand to his cheek, and he allowed it, and her touch was finer than sunlight, softer than feathers.

“—but there is a nobility to you that no one said you would have, and I cannot bear to see it wounded!”

Lucifer closed his eyes. “Lady. Such thoughts are treasonous. I would not see you harmed for the pity that moves you here.” He kissed her knuckles, inhaling the citrus-sweetness of the gloss secreted in the troughs between them, and then dropped her hand.

But her eyes had already wandered and with them, her other hand. “Such wings,” Asrial whispered in awe, touching one of the silky coverts of the second shelf. “You must have been magnificent in flight.”

Lucifer forced himself to watch her, to hold still, to let her touch, leave that luscious scent clinging to his wings like clouds of incense. “It was one of my joys,” he said after a moment, his voice more brusque than intended.

“You really forsook it, all for humans….” Asrial looked at him with wide eyes. “Why? Why did you do it?”

“Because God endowed them with souls… and the free will to damn them,” Lucifer said. He had not seen such eyes in hundreds of years; it was hard to look into them and remember. “He does nothing so important without cause, Asrial. Nothing.”

She had gone back to gently tracing the edges of his covert shelves with delicate fingernails. “They are so heavy, the humans.”

“They were not born as fortunately as you, in the arms of God.”

“They think bad thoughts, sometimes.”

“You are thinking one now, by Michael’s way.” Lucifer lifted a hand and brushed the bottom of her jaw with a finger.

She looked at him again. “Is it really so simple? Would we have been like humans if we had been born that way? Uncertain? Without halos and wings, without knowing?”

“Asrial,” Lucifer answered, very gently. “We were born that way. It is only that they are wise enough to admit it.”

“But we know God!”

“But not His mind,” Lucifer said. “No more than any human.”

She sagged then, and his hands shot out to catch her. “You shouldn’t be up. You’re ill.”

The angel shivered. “How did you know? You knew before they told you, if they even did….”

“I smell it on you.” Lucifer slipped his hands beneath her knees and back and lifted her. “It’s in your feathers, your hair, in your eyes. You were not prepared to leave Heaven.” He walked through the darkness toward the bedroom door.

“But I feel safer with you than I have since I stepped onto the mount on Shamayim. I… I don’t understand.”

“No one will harm you here. And your illness will not advance around me.” Lucifer entered the bedroom and rested her on the blankets where he’d slept so uneasily the night before. He lit the candle on the nightstand. “There is more of Heaven in Hell’s Fallen than even Michael suspects.”

Her hand on his upper arm tightened as he drew back. “No… wait.”

Lucifer stopped.

“I want to hear it. From you. Your voice.”

“Hear what?” he asked, though he already knew.

“That you love Him. Tell me, so I can carry it forever.”

Lucifer closed his eyes. Opened them and met hers and did not look away. “God is my master and my Lord, Asrial. I love Him, and will always love Him, until the day I am extinguished.”

Her hand slipped from his arm. He heard her shivery breath and withdrew to allow her to rest as she should have instead of coming to him.

Yet at his desk where the candle had at last drowned itself in its own wax, he did not sit. With his palms pressed flat against the wood, Lucifer stared into the cold fireplace. It was several minutes before he could light a new candle, find and doctor his quill, and resume his work.
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Brad stated the obvious for them. “She’s not coming back.”

The grackle turned a bright eye on him, sitting on the table.

Stephen stared at his reflection in the brandy: too much darkness under his eyes. Too much darkness in them. “So, maybe someone found happiness tonight.”

“Don’t say things like that!” Mephistopheles stood. “We’re not human. We’re not like you.”

“You’re not capable of happiness? That’s a new one on me,” Stephen said, exhaustion dragging his voice down an octave. “I didn’t mean to imply anything else. God knows I have little interest and littler understanding of angelic relationships.”

“I’m sorry.” Mephistopheles sat again, pressing a hand to his head. “I’m… I’ve just never seen him quite so unsettled. He’s usually so composed.”

“He seemed pretty composed to me,” Brad said quietly from the corner.

“He is reserved,” Mephistopheles said. He traced the edge of the table beside his chair with a fingertip, then drew in a breath and squared his shoulders. “You’re right, though. She’s better off there than here, if she is with him. He’ll arrest her illness.”

Brad looked up. “He will? How come?”

“There are many things that were given to my liege-lord that he did not lose when he came here,” Mephistopheles said. “Consider this, if you will. There are roughly six billion people on the Earth, aren’t there?”

“That sounds right,” Stephen said.

“Michael accepts only about twelve million a year into Heaven. There are less than six hundred of us. But we save them all.”

They stared at the demon. The grackle ran its beak through its chest feathers.

“Not unless you fly a lot faster than you seem to,” Brad said finally.

“Or unless you don’t fly at all,” said Stephen.

“Space-time bends,” Mephistopheles said. “But we couldn’t do it without him. There’s not one of us who knows enough.”

Stephen didn’t notice the tears until the difference between his fire-warmed cheeks and the cool touch of the air registered. They slid down his jaw to his throat, and he stared at the brandy. “So goddamned good and yet….”

“He tried, Stephen,” Mephistopheles said, voice growing brittle. “He loved your Christ. More than I’ve seen him love any human before or since.”

Stephen didn’t answer. He rested his forehead against his spread fingers and closed his eyes.

The fire in the hearth crackled in the ensuing silence, the shadows shivering in the corners of the study.

“What happened to Judas?” Brad asked.

Stephen looked up.

“Judas?” Mephistopheles scooped up the grackle and returned to petting its feathers. His countenance was set, but could not quite hide the pallor that pulled the color from his cheeks. “Ah, yes. An interesting man.”

Brad leaned forward, hands gripping the edge of the chair for balance. “Is he here?”

“No.”

The boy canted his head. “Is he in Heaven, then? He doesn’t seem like Michael’s type.”

“No.”

Brad's eyebrows rose. “Well, then… what?”

“He chose the Wind.” A tremor ran down Mephistopheles’s wings, though it did not touch his shoulders. “We came for him, but he cursed us and God, and wished himself unMade. And we could not stop him.”

“Mother Mary,” Stephen whispered through his tears.

“Is in Heaven,” Mephistopheles said. He smiled wryly. “Someone thought she was a good Jew.”

“Man, this is a story that would rock the world,” Brad said. “Who would believe us, though?”

“It's too much,” Stephen murmured, eyes closing. “It’s too much. We could never tell anyone.”

Mephistopheles stood and walked to the divan. He brought the blanket to Stephen, still perfumed with the scent of Asrial’s feathers, and tucked it around the priest. “Rest.”

“I can’t stop,” Stephen said, touching his wet cheeks. He felt dizzied; every time his thoughts wandered from the study, from the sight of the fire, the demon, his own student, pain came to him soft-footed and coaxed the tears from him, relentless.

“Don’t try,” Mephistopheles said, his baritone gentling, lowering. “Weep for the rest of the world, who will not know what you do before they lose the power.”

Stephen accepted the blanket, curled up in the overstuffed chair and stared at the fire. The grackle had hopped to the table between him and the hearth; the scarlet light glossed over its dark feathers broke into pieces refracted through the beads on his lashes, until he could no longer see distinctly. The cross loomed huge in the lens of his eye.
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“I think you should see this,” Raphael said, flexing his sticky fingers. His shadow in the tent’s lamplight flickered in caprice.

“Not now, Raphael. I have a great many things to prepare—”

“Yes, now!” Raphael said, wings luffing from his body, primaries digging the air as he spread them. The archangel thrust his hands out at Michael. “Look!”

Michael turned from the map, perplexed. “What is it, then? Dunked your fingers in a vat of honey?”

“Curse it, Michael, this isn’t a trivial matter,” Raphael said. “It’s blood. Egg blood. From one of the birthplaces! We had a… a miscarriage!”

Michael stared at the liquid, a frown slowly knotting his brow. “I… see. What does this have to do with me?”

Raphael stopped. “I… nothing. I don't know. I just thought you should know. It's important.”

“You’re the healer,” Michael said with a shrug. “Find out what happened.”

Raphael stared at the other archangel’s back as Michael turned from him. Tucking his wing arms tightly around his body and his wet hands against his chest, Raphael ducked out of the tent and strode into the soft weight of Shamayim’s warm night. Moments later he was airborne, over-flying the camps on his way back to Raquia.

He’d intended to go back to the birthplace to study the globe further, look for any clues; halfway there, his strength failed him and he spiraled down to a cliff to rest.

Raphael stared at his hands. The stickiness had faded to a faint film; the heat of the fluid to a coolness that sucked the warmth from the perfumed spring breeze. As he turned his palms, his fingertips sparkled in the early evening starlight.

Healer. But his services had not been needed since the first war in Heaven. He’d been reduced to offering the services of an apothecary to a people who felt no pain and required no spices for the food they did not eat… and he had counted his blessings and hoped to one day forget the knowledge he’d learned, tending to those who were too tenacious to give way to extinguishment on the battlefield.

The truth was that he had no idea why the angel had been miscarried, or what could cause such a grievous fault in Heaven’s birth-giving.

Raphael lifted his face to the breeze and closed his eyes, letting it tangle his brown hair. Then he stood, weariness etched into his frame, and spread his wings until the wind helped him up and he could make his way further into Heaven.

The warm darkness of the birthplace did not feel welcoming as he entered, wing-weary and heart-sore. He called through the heavy incense mists, “Gabriel?”

There was no reply. Raphael peered deeper into the nursery, taking the steps down into the nest area. “Gabriel? Gabri—oh!”

The other archangel was sprawled against the column nearest the shattered globe, chest rising and falling in a regular rhythm that suggested sleep. Raphael managed a faint smile and slipped around him to sit beside the broken globe.

He picked up one of the pieces, running his fingertips along its inside edge: smooth as any shell before its dissolution. Why had this one remained intact? Why had this one failed to form the halo that would have kept the newborn alive?

Why?

There had to be some clue. Raphael set to examining the remains, the dried blood, the dust, the shards, even the inside of the nest. He’d chafed the feeling from his fingers before he sat back, mind whirling.

He didn’t know. It was that simple.

How could he treat what he didn’t know? Raphael scattered the shards across the warm stone, hands trembling as he beseeched the silent pieces for their knowledge. He was the healer of Heaven. If not him, then who?

And what would prevent it from happening again?

Raphael hid his face against his arm, curled up with his back against the wall. He forced himself to his feet some time later and abandoned the birthplace for the sky, heading back to Shamayim.


  Chapter Nine
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The transfer was, if anything, rougher than the one from Earth to Hell, and the rip opened above a mountain cliff on the brim of Heaven in the middle of a bright evening.

Asrial gasped and threw open her wings, clawing at the air with her flight feathers; the light breeze swirled into her mouth, wiping her clean. Even without her halo she could feel Him all around her, an incandescent electricity.

The others struck the edge and bounced, tumbling toward the long drop. She dove after them, grabbing Mephistopheles’s arm in one hand and Brad’s foot in the other. The priest slid further and then stopped, hanging onto a scrubby plant with both hands.

“I’ll die if I fall, right?” he called up to her, wrists trembling with effort. “I won’t believe otherwise unless you say so.”

“I don’t know,” Asrial replied, landing. With wings stretched taut to cup the air, she extended her foot to the priest, felt his hand catch around her ankle. She was a little giddy to be home again, home where He was.

“Man, what I'd do for a pair of wings!” Brad said, pale and shaking but holding onto the angel.

“Ssh!” Asrial hissed. “There might be others around. We don’t want to be found.”

Stephen clawed his way up to Asrial’s side and clung to the edge of the mountain. The drop below them dizzied him. “Where are we, Lady?”

“Shamayim,” Asrial replied, tasting the radiation of His love. “Near the halos.”

For the first time, Mephistopheles raised his head. His cheeks glistened where the wet of his eyes had overflowed.

“Mephistopheles! You okay?” Brad asked.

“Fine,” the demon said hoarsely. “Better than fine.”

“I didn’t think demons cried,” Stephen said, trying to find somewhere, anywhere to look that wasn’t down.

“After centuries of silence…,” Mephistopheles trailed off. He cleared his throat, checked his vest pockets. The token to leave Heaven was still mercifully unbroken in the one. And from the other, the grackle peered at him with insouciant eyes, black wings tucked flush to its body; like the demon’s, even. Mephistopheles could not bear to bring himself to open them. Not yet.

Asrial spread a wing for balance, ignoring the empty sockets in her covert shelves. “We have to find Gabriel,” she said. “He’ll listen to us. He can take our case to Michael.”

“And how do we find him?” Stephen asked.

The angel frowned, curling the feathers together. She lifted her head. “I don’t know. If I still… if… I wasn’t known by everyone, I’d just ask someone….”

“Like them?” Brad said, pointing with his free hand at the black silhouettes flying past in the murky blue twilight.

Asrial’s eyes widened. “Oh, no! Come now, we have to leave!”

“Leave how?” Stephen asked, clinging to the rock fervently. “You have some talisman to write equations for wings of my very own? Christ, Asrial!”

Closing his eyes, Mephistopheles threw open a wing and covered them all, black feathers against dark rock. “Hold still,” he whispered. “Maybe they won’t see us.”

“They’ll see us,” Asrial whispered back. “We have to run!”

“There’s nowhere to go, Lady. Our friends can’t leave unless we lift them, and if we do we will surely be seen and overtaken.”

They ceased to talk then, the only sound that of their mingled breathing. The musky scent of Mephistopheles’s feathers, heavier than any odor Shamayim’s wind could possibly lift, sank over them like veils. Like incense, Stephen thought, and bergamot.

Then they heard the sound of wings.

“They’ve seen us,” Asrial whispered.

“They could just be flying by.”

“No, they’ve seen us!”

“Lady...”

“Mephistopheles, pull back!”

The black wing retracted abruptly as the demon lost his grip. The sound of wings beating the light air of Heaven drowned out his small curse as he sagged down the cliff-side, the head of a spear planted beneath one shoulder-blade.

“No!” Asrial leaped upward, jerking the two humans with her. Her own wings flared outward like a sunburst. “STOP!”

The two guards stared at her, one of them with a foot on Mephistopheles’s back.

“Who are you?” one of them asked.

“I’m Asrial of the Ninth! Let him go! He is on a mission to speak with the Eighth Choir, and I am his escort!”

The two guards stared at Asrial, and Stephen held his breath. He’d never seen a male angel still in Grace, and they were... they were overwhelming, as if the sun could shine partially through them, suffusing their shapes with a radiance he could barely look at without his eyes watering. And these were merely angels? Those poor shepherds. And Mary at the annunciation! To bear the presence of an archangel! Stephen shuddered and turned his face into his arm.

The first guard grabbed Asrial by the arm. “An escort, eh? Born of the Ninth? Where’s your halo, angel?”

“I could not take it to Hell!” Asrial exclaimed, trembling in his grip. “Do you think me mad?”

The guard pulled back, eyes narrowing. He looked at Stephen and Brad. “And these wingless things?”

“Human souls. Sent by the Great Betrayer to help the demon plead his case.”

Mephistopheles looked up at her dizzily, hanging on. He had just enough presence of mind to keep his body arched from the rock to avoid crushing the token and the bird.

“I’m not sure about this,” the one above Mephistopheles said. “The Archangel said nothing about sending another messenger to the Great Betrayer.”

“Do you think yourself privy to all the Archangel’s plans?” Asrial demanded, earning the stares of all three of her companions. Sickened from her lack of halo and giddy on Heaven’s light air, she found within herself an unexpected courage. “I demand to see him at once!”

They studied her and the two humans, the demon. “You’ll see him soon enough. When he’s done with his council. Then we’ll see if you really are who you say.” The second guard braced himself against Mephistopheles’s back and pried the spear out of his body, releasing a gout of black blood.

Asrial thrust the two humans’ hands at the guards. “Take these two. Since you have so summarily injured the Great Betrayer’s liaison, I will help him to fly. Obviously I cannot trust you to restrain yourselves.”

The two guards frowned at one another, then shrugged and plucked the two humans off the mountainside. One of the angels grunted.

“These souls are heavy.”

“They’re human,” Asrial said tartly, lighting beside Mephistopheles. “You did not honestly expect them to be without weight as we are, did you?”

The angels said nothing and levered themselves aloft, taking priest and boy with them. Asrial examined the wound. “Mephistopheles,” she whispered.

“I can’t help you,” he said, voice taut. “That wing is useless.”

“It’s still bleeding….”

“We can bind it when we stop. You dare not talk to me long, Lady, or they will suspect… but oh, Lady! You fooled even me.”

Asrial folded her arms around his waist and pulled. “Come with me, Mephistopheles! There is so much to do yet….”

He beat his one wing, the other hanging uselessly at his side, and together they labored into the air beneath the curious stares of the other angels. Asrial nodded to them and flew alongside as they led… over the mount where the bell tower stood in grim vigil, down into the valleys of Shamayim, down to the war camps that had spread like a black canker over the flank of Heaven.

“It’s gotten worse,” Asrial said, staring at the glowing lights studded across the black net of the ground. The stench of boiled leather and acrid metal rose on the wind as they flew closer.

Mephistopheles said nothing, but he counted the number of camps as they circled above the first two guards.

The ground rushed to meet them and they smashed through a layer of miasmic odor so strong Asrial tripped on her landing. She and Mephistopheles stumbled several feet forward before she stopped herself.

The guards stood silently, watching as she rose to her feet. The tent beside which they stood was familiar, and she wondered briefly, wildly if she’d been discovered.

“Wait here,” the first guard said. “We’ll bring you to the Archangel when he’s done.”

“Thank you,” Asrial said haughtily and waited until they left. “Inside,” she said, pulling open the flap. She glanced at her surroundings; several more tents had been added since she’d last stayed in this one beneath the shadow of the halo mount. It no longer sat on the camp’s perimeter, but it was close enough.

Once the others were inside, she took a small breath of the tainted air and ducked after them, wings tightly bundled to her back.

Stephen was helping Mephistopheles untie the back panel of the vest. The demon sat on a bench in the dark, cradling the grackle.

“Somehow I expected Heaven to be different,” the priest said through clenched teeth.

“Friendlier,” Brad said.

“Heaven prepares for war,” Asrial said, pacing forward on light feet to crouch in front of Mephistopheles. “Did you expect otherwise?”

“Somehow, yes,” Stephen said, scraping the last of the torn fibers from the matted blood around the spear wound. It detached from the demon’s back with a soft sucking sound.

Asrial laid a soft hand on Mephistopheles’s broad wrist as the demon flinched. His left wing draped like a boneless piece of cloth across the ground. He did not look at her, but the bird in his hand regarded her with an eye touched by a single white highlight.

The angel lifted her head. “You must all run. As soon as the wound is bound, run for the nearest place you can use the token and go. Michael will know instantly who I am and that I lied. None of you will survive his wrath.”

“Man’s Enemy offered us brandy and warm beds, and the Champion of God will kill us on sight, is that it?” Stephen asked, unlacing the back of the demon’s blouse.

“I am sorry!” Asrial cried. “I wish it were otherwise, Stephen. I wish we had not been found. Leave me here and I will find Gabriel for you. I will make him listen.”

“We can’t leave you here,” Brad said. “They don’t exactly like you much, remember?”

“They will like you even less,” Asrial answered. Her wings fluttered against her back. “This is not how I’d hoped it would be. But I did not expect Shamayim to be so well guarded!”

“More fool you,” Mephistopheles rasped.

She looked up at him, wide-eyed, and found his expression weary but not ungentle. He touched her jaw, as Lucifer had, with the arm that he could still feel.

“I am sorry,” Asrial said again. “Please, leave me here. There is more hope that way.”

“How will you get back?” Stephen asked. He’d exposed the hole in the demon’s back and was ripping the vest panel into strips thin enough to loop around Mephistopheles’s chest.

“If Michael could throw me down to Earth, I am certain Gabriel could send me down as well,” Asrial said, unable to look away from the demon’s face. “Barring that, it should be simple to anger Michael enough to earn myself another blow.”

“I will kill him if he lays a hand on you again,” Mephistopheles said. He opened his eyes to look down at the angel crouching before him.

Stephen snorted. “You’ll have to wait in line.”

Asrial glanced at the priest, then touched the demon lightly on the knee. “There are more important things now than whether or not God’s Champion swats a member of the Ninth. We must stop them. We must stop all of this.”

“They don’t seem to be guarding us,” Brad reported. He was sitting next to the tent flap, peeking out. “But there are a lot of them everywhere. All armed.”

“I can distract them,” Asrial said.

Brad glanced at her dubiously as Stephen grunted, pulling the makeshift bandage tight. “Can you move for me, Mephistopheles?”

The demon straightened by inches, blouse hanging loose over his hairless chest. “That’ll do,” he said in a rough voice. He pulled the token out of the other vest panel before shoving the rest of them at Stephen. “Use these to make a splint for the arm and wing. They’ll get in my way otherwise.”

“Arm?” Stephen asked, alarmed.

“I’m losing feeling in it.” The demon grinned without humor. “They’re my kind, Father. They know exactly where to plant their spears… and I obliged them by holding still.”

The priest grimaced and fashioned a make-shift splint. The arm was easier than the wing, but he labored in silence until he rigged the torn fabric harness, imprisoning the arm to the front of the demon’s body and the wing to the back. The blouse fell in soft folds everywhere until it bunched beneath the taut straps; its black stain clung, sticky, to the demon’s skin. “How’s that?”

“Better,” Mephistopheles said. “We should leave soon.” He handed the token to Stephen, then looked down at Asrial. He reached out to touch her hair and stopped. Shaking himself, he slid his palm beneath the grackle and offered it to her. “Keep him with you.”

“The bird?” Asrial’s eyes widened, but she obediently held open her hands.

“You shouldn’t have to stay here alone,” Mephistopheles said.

Asrial looked down at the bird, then nodded once. “Get ready to go,” she said. “When you hear my voice, sneak out the back of the tent, make for the open ground.”

Brad stood, joining Stephen. Both humans helped the demon to his feet. Asrial looked once at them, then offered the grackle her shoulder. It hopped onto the muscle strand that led to the top of her wing arm.

She ducked out of the tent, cleared her voice, and called out, “Where is Michael? I want my halo back immediately!”

A few angels passing by frowned at her. She grabbed one of them by the arm. “You! Where is the Archangel? He stripped me of my halo beyond God’s will, and I demand its return!”

The guard that had planted the spear in Mephistopheles’ back jogged to her. “What are you doing?”

“I want to talk to Michael now. I will not wait any longer!”

“You’ll go straight back into that tent until the Archangel deigns to see you, girl, or I will march you back into it myself!”

Asrial’s wings spread, feathers scything open and cupping the darkness of Heaven’s lambent night. “You would not dare.”

“I would!” the guard said, just as the perimeter sentry cried out.

“They’re getting away!”

Her guard glanced that way, then tackled her. The grackle squawked and sprang from her shoulder and Asrial went down, clawing him with her blunt nails. He wrenched her arms to the earth and pinned her down with his body.

“Get them! Stop them!” he yelled, then glared at her with blazing eyes. “Your friends might evade us, traitor… but you are for the Archangel. He will not take your little fiction half as well when he realizes what you’ve done.”

“I answer only to God,” Asrial replied, panting.

He spit on her face.
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They dragged her before Michael and threw her down at his feet, her hair in ragged knots around her face and her chiton torn and stained. She could not even curl her wings around herself for a shield; the giddiness had not left her and if anything had intensified, as if her halo alone had grounded her against the omnipresence and power of God’s emanations.

But she could feel his eyes on her. She did not know the fate of the others; the bird had gotten away, for which she’d been grateful. If only she had been so lucky.

“You again.”

The words were so hard she could have bruised herself against them.

“I thought I told you where to go.”

“We found her on the slope, sir. With two humans… and a demon.”

“What!” His hand seized her chin and jerked her head up so suddenly she gasped. So bright did his blue eyes burn that tears of pain sprang from her own. “You brought them here? To attack me? You betrayed us!”

“No!” Asrial said.

His hand knocked her cheek so hard she slammed into the ground and slid a few feet across the marble. “Silence! For such offenses we have no punishment dire enough! You are a God-forgotten Fallen demoness! Worse than any human!”

Asrial was gasping for a breath when his foot connected with her ribs and flipped her onto her back, bending her wing at an awkward angle. The same blow crushed the breath she’d been seeking out of her lung.

“I should have killed you in the beginning!”

Asrial looked up at him, fighting to breathe. He towered endlessly, golden and white and implacable. Her body strewn at his feet felt suddenly like an offering she could no longer retract, and she closed her eyes, taking the words as blows on her unprotected soul.

“But your crimes are so heinous I am forced to make an example of you. Guard! Take her to Raphael. Just before the dawn we’ll hang her on a human crucifix.

“And then,” and Michael stared down at her, “We’ll let her die there.”

Asrial did not resist when the hands gripped her shoulders and pulled her back up. She could barely help them. The room smeared into a kaleidoscope of light and stars and scents until she was manhandled onto a bench in another room, this one smaller and redolent with the perfumes of myrrh, vervain, and rosemary.

The light on her eyelids was faint, so Asrial opened them. The waves of a heavy blanket obscured part of her vision, but beyond them was a small room, holding only a desk and a stool and a cabinet… and an archangel, his back to her, grinding some aromatic poultice with a mortar and pestle. Her entire body contracted in fear and she gulped for breath—which struck a lance of pain up her chest. She cried out.

The archangel turned, then reached out. “Oh, no! Don’t move. Sssh.”

Asrial ceased her struggles and concentrated on breathing shallow draughts.

“Good.” He sat on the stool, facing her, the mortar on his thighs. She found it strange to see the evidence of tears on an impassive face. “Ah, girl. You should not have come back. Michael is in such a state I fear he will not spare you for all the love in Heaven.”

She looked up at him. “Who… who are you?”

“Raphael. I heal. Or I did.” Raphael closed his eyes, then shook his head and resumed crushing the herbs. “I was there when he cast you down. Why did you come back? Oh, does it matter! You should not have!”

“I had to,” she said, swallowing. “The others. Where are the others?”

“The two humans and the demon?”

Asrial nodded.

“No one knows. I suspect they’re gone to wherever they came from.”

She almost whimpered, so strong was her relief.

“But they left you behind,” Raphael said sadly. “Such is the way of the Fallen, dear one. You should never have thrown your lot in with them.”

“The Archangel gave me no choice,” Asrial roused herself to say.

“I suppose not. But still.”

“Where… is… Gabriel?”

Raphael paused, hands shaking. “Gabriel? Still in the nursery, I suspect. He’s been there ever since… well. He’s been there a while.”

“I need to talk to him. Now.”

“I fear you have little coin with which to make demands.”

Asrial bit back tears of frustration and pain. “I am dying already,” she said. “You cannot hurt me anymore. Bring me to Gabriel.”

Raphael’s brows furrowed even deeper. “Michael bruised your cheek a bit, and cracked one of your ribs, but you’re hardly—”

“I am dying!” Asrial said and panted against the pain the cry had exacted as price. “Bring me to Gabriel!”

“Just calm yourself,” Raphael said, patting her shoulder. “It will do you no good to become overwrought. I’d heal you, you know, if I didn’t know… well, why bother? It’ll be over tomorrow. I’m not really a healer anyway.”

Asrial struggled to hold on, but the utter impenetrability of the archangel proved at last too great for her. She slid, fighting bitterly all the way, into unconsciousness.
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Circling on the light winds of Shamayim, the grackle stared with hard yellow eyes at the small building in the center of the largest camp. A swift reconnaissance of the surrounding area had revealed no sign of the black-winged one, so it had followed the sweet-smelling one when she’d been taken there by the others. She had not returned.

The air cut beneath its wings easily enough for flight. It veered away and went searching.


  Chapter Ten
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The asphalt of the Jesuit parking lot had never felt harder. Stephen rolled onto his side after he caught his breath and stared up at the starlight. He closed his eyes and panted, his breath white and cold in the dark.

“Oh, man,” Brad said, “I feel broken.”

Broken. Stephen bolted upright. “Mephistopheles?”

There was no answer.

Stephen jumped to his feet and ran to the lump of black and gray just outside the cone of light cast by the street lamp. “Mephistopheles!” He dropped to his knees beside the demon and touched his back. The blouse was wet and hot. “God Almighty!”

Brad crawled over to him. “Is he awake?”

“No… and he’s bleeding, worse than before. Dammit, Brad, he needs a doctor! I can’t keep him from dying. I don’t even know how to fix people much less angels….”

Brad sat up. “Father… Marie’s mom is a doctor.”

“What?” Stephen looked at him. “Marie? Your girlfriend?”

“Her mom’s a doctor.”

Stephen looked at the body. “Oh God, Brad. You want us to just waltz into your girlfriend’s house, dump a demon on the living room floor and tell her we’re a walk-in?”

“Do you have a better idea?” Brad said.

Stephen looked again at Mephistopheles. His jaw clenched.

“Come on, I’ll drive. I took the minivan to school today. Yesterday? When is it, anyway?”

“Your guess is as good as mine. God, I hate to move him….” Stephen shook his head. “Bring the van around.”

Brad launched himself from the demon’s side, a spray of asphalt pebbles bouncing from beneath his shoes. Stephen pushed his sweater sleeves to his elbows and leaned over Mephistopheles, trying to locate the patch beneath the feathers and the harness. His hand slid on the blood-slick skin, but he found the bandage by feel and pressed on it. “Come on, dammit, stanch. Stanch! Don’t die on me, you stupid demon! There’s too much to do!”

Mephistopheles didn’t wake. Black blood stained the priest’s hands as he waited, his heart-beats pounding out the tempo to a psalm. Save me, O God, for the waters are come in unto my soul. I sink in deep mire, where there is no standing—

The whine of the minivan’s engine passed from one ear to the other, then up the side street and into the parking lot. It skidded to a halt a few feet away, and Brad jumped out of the driver’s side and ran around the back, sliding open the passenger door.

Stephen steeled himself, then worked his hands under Mephistopheles’s body and lifted. “How far away does she live?”

“Ten minutes. Next to the mall and the hospital.”

“I don’t know if he’ll last ten minutes the way he’s bleeding.”

Brad grimaced and slammed the sliding door on him, then ran around to the front and sprang back into the driver’s seat. “Okay, maybe she lives five minutes away the way I drive. Buckle up, Father.”

“No time. Go!”

The boy floored the accelerator. Stephen grabbed the arm of one of the seats and hung on, leaving blood splatters all over the carpet. He kept his other hand pressed securely against the bandage.

The brakes screeched as Brad flew around a corner.

“Wasn’t that a red light?”

“Are you complaining?”

“No—”

“Then keep your head down!”

Stephen closed his eyes and concentrated on rocking with the bumps and the jolts. The ride was interminable, but somehow the van stopped without crashing. The quiet of the engine struck him almost physically as the driver’s side door flew open. A few seconds later, the sliding door retracted.

“I’ll go wake them up,” Brad said, and then darted away.

Stephen closed his eyes, listening to the chirp of frogs and the occasional sound of a car passing on a distant road. A sharp rapping interrupted the pastoral sounds. A window slid open. He could hear the hushed voices but not the words, and then Brad reappeared in the door. “Come on. Bring him. She’s gone to wake up her mom. I didn’t tell her what he was, just that he was a friend.”

“Great. Leave the hard stuff for me to explain.” Stephen lifted Mephistopheles again, trying not to drag the free wing along the ground. He walked up the gravel path from the driveway to the front door, unable to appreciate the carefully cultivated flowers. The blood welling with every heart-beat distracted him. I am come into deep waters, where the floods overflow me—

“Come on, into the kitchen,” Brad said, pushing open the front door onto an unlit, carpeted foyer. Stephen left black footprints as he fumbled into the kitchen.

Soft steps, muffled by matching carpet, pattered down the staircase and a light flicked on.

“Ohmigod,” the blonde said. “Brad!”

“He needs help,” Brad said. “Marie, please. We didn’t know where else to go.”

“Mom said she’d be down as soon as she could grab her robe. What... what is he?”

“Where do I put him?” Stephen interrupted.

“Oh, God. On the floor. Brad, help me move the table….”

The two hastily dragged the kitchen table and the chairs to the wall, and Stephen kneeled, setting Mephistopheles down on the cool ceramic tile. His entire sweater was drenched with black blood; he could smell it, heavy as the human variant, but with a different feel. More like oil. Or warm honey….

“Cat? Are they inside yet?” A flash of messy blonde hair and then a woman appeared on the stairs, a taller version of her daughter, pixie-nosed and disheveled in a bronze robe. “Where’s the—oh.”

It seemed as good a line as any. Stephen cleared his throat. “Ma'am. We’re hoping you take walk-ins.”

Brad eyed him.

Marie’s mother swept down the last steps and joined Stephen on the floor, pushing back her sleeves. “How long has he been bleeding? Are these real? Who are you, anyway?”

“About ten minutes. They’re real. I’m Father Stephen Bann, I teach math at Jesuit High School. Brad knew your daughter and said you were a doctor.”

The woman stripped the blouse off and found the patch. “Marie, get me some hot water. And the kit from under my bathroom sink. Quickly.”

“You get the water,” Marie said to Brad, and scampered back up the stairs. Brad vanished into the kitchen.

The woman placed a hand on the wing arm and gently flexed it away from the wound. “Ugly. Did he say whether he could use the wing before he dropped out?”

“No. Nor the arm.”

She frowned, tucked a strand of blonde hair behind one ear with a bloody finger. “One hell of a neural system he must have, to work an extra set of limbs. God knows how the joint works. This muscle’s torn… never seen anything like it. We must not have one. What is this? A knife wound?”

“Spear head.”

“Close enough. Was he poisoned or drugged? Is he on anything?”

“No.”

“Good.” A pause as she untied part of the harness. “Just what is he again?”

“An angel… or was,” Stephen said, plucking his sweater’s wet front from his body.

She stopped to stare at him, then stripped the bandage off as Marie sprinted down the stairs with the largest first aid kit Stephen had ever seen. Brad dropped the basin of hot water next to her just as his girlfriend placed the kit alongside her mother. “Okay, out of the way! This is not a road show. Marie, show the priest to a bathroom, find some old clothes for him. I should be done in a few.”

“Will he be okay?” Stephen asked as the girl took his hand and pulled him aside.

“He’d better be. I can't afford a malpractice suit from God.”

Stephen allowed Marie to lead him away. In the garish brightness of the guest bathroom, he stripped the sweater and shirt reluctantly from his body, hesitating as he held them in his hands. They were drenched with the blood of demons and the perfume of angels, and had seen him to Heaven and Hell….

He toweled off his chest and pulled on the heather gray sweatshirt.

Brad and Marie were in the living room, leaning together on the couch. A coffee machine gurgled in the kitchen.

“Smells good,” he said, dropping onto the rug. He’d left his shoes with the rest of his stained apparel to prevent further damage to the carpet.

“It’s Hawaiian,” Marie said. “They call it Kona coffee. It’s raised on the slopes of the volcanoes.”

The conversation had the stilted feel of people desperately grabbing for a semblance of normalcy in a lunatic world. Stephen smiled. “Grown in ashy soil. Appropriate.”

Even in the dark, he could see the girl blanch. “You don’t think… he’ll… be offended?”

Stephen chuckled. “No, Marie. I don’t.”

The girl’s mother appeared in the arch leading to the kitchen. “Mission accomplished. The copay's sixty dollars.”

Stephen stared at her. “I… don’t even think I have my wallet, Mrs…”

“Just Chris.” She laughed. “I’m kidding. It'll be payment enough if you tell me where the hell you found him.”

“I want to hear this too,” Marie added.

“Must you cuddle that way in my presence, Cat?” the woman said, dropping into the stiff-backed chair.

Blushing, Marie rose. “I’ll get the coffee.”

Brad developed a sudden hoarse throat. “I’m sorry, ma’am.”

“Chris to you, too. So you’re her new flame? You definitely keep more interesting company than the others have.”

Brad pleaded mutely with Stephen to distract her. The priest shrugged.

“What is today? I’m afraid I’ve completely lost track.”

One of the woman’s brows lifted. “Is it important?”

He essayed a lopsided smile. “Yes.”

“It’s Friday night. Talk.”

Stephen talked. Halfway through the telling, Marie entered quietly with a tray of mugs and a pot; she fixed the priest’s coffee for him so he wouldn’t have to stop.

At the end of the story the mugs were all drained as well as the pot, and the half-and-half was tepid. In the chair, Chris’s visage, lit only by the faint glow of the night-light, betrayed no expression Stephen could read.

“There really is a God…?” Marie asked. She blushed. “No offense, Father, but….”

“None taken,” he said, suddenly tired.

“Maybe you should rest,” Chris said, standing. “You two have been on the move all day. We have some pillows and blankets.”

Stephen looked up. “You’re kind, Chris.”

“No, just practical. You can’t move your demon friend for at least a few hours. You might as well stay. We’ll get the pillows.”

He did not object.
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Asrial stumbled behind the coarse rope binding her wrists together. The sky was an impossible color: neither the star-sprinkled black of true night nor the smooth plate of a sun-jeweled morning, but the forsaken time in between when neither sun nor stars showed their faces.

The Archangel stood beside the cross, waiting for her. He had collected an audience in the entirety of the camp; she recognized Raphael behind him, and several other archangels… and the guard beside the cross was Tapheth, the same who had led her to the tent to await Michael’s judgment after her first trespass.

Asrial stopped, hunched with her hands pulled in front of her, wings extended for balance. Her hair slid over the front of her thin shoulders as if to apologize for the poor concealment her torn chiton provided.

Michael walked to her, gazed down at her as the guard stood out of his way, the rope between her wrists and his hand strained.

“Are you ready for your punishment?” the archangel asked into the pre-dawn’s silence.

“I have done nothing wrong,” Asrial said, arching her primaries forward and panting softly. The broken rib pressed the breath from her each time she gasped.

His fingers cupped her chin and forced her to look up at his cold and beautiful face. “Do not lie, girl. Not in Heaven where God dwells.”

Asrial shivered but said nothing, and did not blink.

“Again I ask: are you ready for what you have earned?”

Asrial swallowed past her narrowed throat and held her silence.

Michael frowned, then tossed her face away and turned. “If we want her to fit on the cross, we’ll have to divest her of some of her plumage. Tapheth… help Damen tie her to the cross so we can pluck the secondary shelf.”

Asrial dug her heels into the ground and flared her wings as the guard jerked her cord. She tumbled forward to a knee, burned the skin off as the guard dragged her through the dirt. Their cool hands on her feverish skin sent shivers running down her spine, and she struggled to tear away from them.

They bore her to the cross, pressed her face to its wood, and tied her hands up against it before spreading her wings. Her muscles twitched violently as their hands ran along the edges of her feathers.

“Michael… are… are you sure about this?” The unexpected voice of Raphael, timid and pleading. “Michael… what if this is wrong?”

“This is not wrong,” Michael said. “She betrayed us to the enemy. More of our own may die because of her. Would you have her go unpunished for the crime she has committed? No act is without consequence, Raphael.”

Raphael said, “But… she’s one of our own, Michael. One of the Ninth. We should be merciful—”

“Mercy and justice do not dwell together peaceably,” Michael said, voice hardening. “A lesson you must obviously learn. Go, pluck the feathers. All the secondaries near her body. You’ll know better how to avoid the blood feathers.”

Raphael’s voice tightened almost to nothingness. “I—I am a healer!”

“Are you not also God’s servant?” Michael demanded. “Go!”

Asrial closed her eyes, the wood pressed to her body from cheek to hips. Her heart pounded against it, wings trembling at their forced extension. She tasked herself to calm and found it very difficult, listening to Raphael’s uneven steps as he approached. When she could sense him behind her, she opened her eyes and looked over her shoulder, past him, at Michael.

The Archangel’s body was a silhouette, black against the dark blue sky; only his face was visible, lit by the spin of his halo.

Asrial wet her lips and throat and said, “Look well, Archangel. You should remember this day.”

“Quiet, traitor.”

Raphael stroked her wing-arms with hands that trembled violently. Asrial closed her eyes and rested against the wood, her forehead several inches below the foot-rest.

A lance of pain flared in her right wing, so intense Asrial saw spots and a black field. She had only just recovered her breath and blinked away the tears when the next came. And the next.

“Avoid the blood feathers, Raphael.”

“I’m trying! But they’re all bleeding!” Raphael shook. “Please, Michael! We’ll kill her!”

“She’ll die anyway. Continue.”

“No!”

“Raphael,” Michael’s baritone softened. “Do you think God would let her bleed to death if He had wanted her to live?”

The healer swallowed a sob. His hands lit on her back between her wings, resting there, before he resumed his grisly work. One by one, Raphael jerked her secondaries out, leaving gaping sockets dripping gold dust and droplets of gold blood. She could hear him gulping against his own tears.

Asrial opened her eyes, found herself looking into the face of Tapheth who was steadying her right wing. His face had set into hard lines, but his eyes had the glazed horror of a soul in shock.

By the last feather’s fall, Asrial dripped thin sweat into the cool predawn, her entire body slick and her hair drenched nearly auburn with its rivulets. The song of God’s creation was so loud in her ears that she felt faint. Her wings no longer had a distinct bottom edge: from the inner feather of her primaries to her spine, they were joined to the ground by a cobweb of thick golden blood.

“Now,” Michael said, voice hoarse, “we hang her.”

Raphael turned. “Please, Michael. Isn’t it enough? She’ll never fly. The blood loss alone… it’s meaningless.”

“The abandonment of God and one's own demands the highest price. We will finish it.”

Asrial focused with difficulty past the ache in her wrists and became aware through it that she must have thrown herself against her bonds during the ordeal. Something in his voice....

“Oh, God, Michael, it’s so wrong!”

“Is it?”

“Leave—,” Asrial took a breath, willing her rib to allow her diaphragm to expand; “Leave him alone, Archangel.”

Her voice was a tiny, thin thread, but from the sudden silence of the crowd, it was audible.

“You dare address me?”

“You will kill me one way or another,” Asrial said.

She was unprepared to be torn from the cross and slammed to the ground. The stones bit into her flesh and the empty sockets on her wings, smearing her blood across the earth. Asrial whimpered, clenched her teeth against it as the sandaled feet drew near.

“Sound grateful when you say that, Fallen. Your death will set you free.”

There it was again... that note in his voice. The one she could not match to his words. Asrial opened an eye, wheezing. “Don’t do this, Archangel. Please.”

Michael’s eyes thinned. He hesitated.

“Don’t do this to us both,” she whispered.

He grabbed her by her wing and threw her to the base of the cross. “Do not hold me in your mouth!” he cried out. He turned furiously from her. “Hammer her to it! And leave her there for the dawn to find dead!”

Asrial couldn’t move. The rocks had ripped her skin apart across her belly and sides, and the pain drowned out God’s symphony. She barely felt the guard hoisting her to the top of the cross. They stretched her left arm across the bar, pulling her wing over the bar and behind it.

Asrial stared blearily down to the end of her arm at the sullen glow of the nail in Tapheth’s hand. He refused to look at her; he pressed her palm open, centered the nail there, and sucked in a breath before knocking it through the flesh of her hand. And then the other side, wrenching her hands obscenely open, even the bones of her palms forced apart. Her wings, drawn over the bars of the cross and behind it, were nailed together to the back of the top of the vertical bar somewhere above her head—spread so the primaries arched reflexively into a mandorla, her remaining coverts a pitiful, sopping counterpoint.

They untied the cords around her wrists once they finished. There was no need for them: in Heaven, even an angel without a halo, even one in Shamayim, the furthest layer from God, was too light to drag her own body down.

After they secured her feet, the two withdrew desperately into the anonymity of the crowd.

Michael faced her, stared up at her with mad, unblinking eyes. “And so you will remain until the sun disposes of you.”

Asrial shook, mazed with pain. A satiny tear of blood dripped to the earth beneath her.

Michael left and with him took the host that had watched in silence.

She was aware, vaguely, of someone else, someone who had remained. Asrial opened her eyes.

Raphael stood in the quiet of the pollen-scented predawn, wringing his hands, his face cast into anguished lines by the unhealthy glow of his halo.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

Asrial did not reply. One of her coverts came loose and drifted sedately to the ground.

“I couldn’t say ‘no’.”

She said nothing.

“I couldn’t. I didn’t want to! I had to! I had to!”

Asrial closed her eyes. Her mouth was parched, and the tip of her pink tongue stole out to test her lips for moisture.

The archangel said nothing for a long time. He dropped to one knee, then the next, and pressed his head to his knees. She heard him weeping, thought hazily of the sweet wet tears that must be coursing down his cheeks.

His sobs dissolved to hiccups, and his hiccups to silence. At last, he said, “I’m so sorry.”

Asrial shut out the din of her body’s every flaming nerve, shut out the overwhelming symphony of Creation. Through a throat leeched dry, she said, “I cannot absolve you. But I forgive you.”

His face jerked up to meet her eyes, his own wide and staring. He was not seeing her, but something else in her face. Asrial watched as he staggered to his feet and fled her.

She could not measure the time passing. The darkness that owned neither sun nor stars refused to lift. But at some point, she heard the sound of wings. The tiny vibration that rippled down the wood sent off sympathetic aches in her hands and feet and wings.

The grackle had perched on the top spar of the cross, in front of the nail that pinned her wings.

Asrial tried to look up, but could not; tried to speak, but could not. She sent her tacit gratitude to the bird, glad that she would not have to endure this trial alone… grateful that it was the grackle and not some person who bore it with her. She knew somehow that the bird could withstand the sight of her so, where her friends would not have been able to.

Her friends.

Her blood had long since stopped seeping around the nails, crusting on the edges of the wound. She could smell the honeyed sweetness of her own blood, feel the fire of the wounds and bruises, taste the dust-dryness of her mouth. Even her sight, when she opened her caked eyes, was speckled with dark spots.

Asrial wondered what the Wind sounded like, and if it came for angels without halos.

The song of His Creation and her awareness of her body began to fade in and out of one another. Hesitant, she extended her awareness out past her body, past the walls of flesh and bone, and out toward that music. There was nothing left for her but the song… and so she shed the shackles of her body—

—and Embraced the music—

And gave herself over to it completely, as she’d always dreamed, as she’d always been unable to—

And it was glorious—

And it filled her—

And she saw the Order in it, a Divinity so obviously imposed upon the procession of each spinning quark, of each spiral galaxy, that she would have wept had she anything liquid left to weep... had tears had any meaning anymore. Had tears had dominion anymore, in a universe so completely permeated with His love.

Asrial opened her eyes slowly, her crusted lashes sticking together. Her chin lifted as she stared, unblinking and dry-eyed, into the east where the sun was rising. She watched it until morning had full come, and then her awareness of her ravaged body returned, one extremity at a time. She let her head hang again. Her eyes closed.

A small smile, mediated by pain and deep with beautiful secrets, touched her lips.
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Mephistopheles's first awareness was of something very cold through the thin cloth of his blouse. Very hard, also: a floor, with a repeating, geometric pattern. Then the pain shattered his uncertain concentration: not on his lower back, where the centers of feeling were blunted, but near the top where they clustered. He groaned.

“Awake?” The sound of a robe dragging across tile, and the smell of almonds. Mephistopheles raised his head and saw an unfamiliar woman’s face.

“Who...?”

“Chris. Your doctor. How do you feel?”

“My doctor?”

“Answer the question.”

Mephistopheles closed his eyes. “Where is... the priest?”

“Sleeping in the living room. Do you want me to drag him in? Answer the question!”

“Are you real?”

She reached down and pinched his left arm. “Feel that?”

He started. “Yes!”

“Good. Then I didn’t do a bad job. What about the wing?”

Mephistopheles grimaced. “That I can feel all too well.” He tried to extend it, managed only to spread two of the flight feathers apart before the nerve-fire dissuaded him from further efforts.

“Fantastic! I didn’t think you’d be able to move it so soon….” Chris rolled her hands under the wing near the shoulder and held it stable, examining it. “You’re lucky you didn’t fracture anything on the way down... wings aren’t my specialty, and I’m not sure I could have set it correctly.”

“Treat it like any other appendage and you’ll do fine,” Mephistopheles said. “That hurts. Would you mind lowering it?”

“Sorry.” She looked at him. “I would have given you an analgesic, but I have no idea what drugs you can take. Are there any painkillers you know of that I can give you?”

“I wouldn’t mind something to drink. Alcoholic.” Mephistopheles dragged in a breath. “And something warm under my chest, before my skin sticks to your floor.”

“Done.” Chris disappeared into the kitchen. A few minutes later, a cabinet creaked open and a full bottle plunked onto the counter. The sound of her blowing the dust from it followed. “The priest and the kid are sleeping in the living room. They look like they’ve been through… well, Hell.”

“They have been. Just who are you, lady, if I may?”

“Don’t ‘lady’ me. I’m not that old or that feudal. I’m Marie’s mother. Marie being the girlfriend of your youngest compatriot.”

“I see. A literalist.” Mephistopheles gingerly drew himself to his knees, wobbling. “I’m sure Stephen’s story went over well.”

He heard her stop. A few minutes later, her guarded voice reached his ears. “Let’s just say it gave me a lot to think about.”

“I’m certain.” Mephistopheles flexed his right wing back and his right arm up to his chest, fisting the hand to ease the cramp from it. When she returned with the bourbon and two glasses, he was able to hold his share.

“God, look at you,” Chris said, sitting across from him. Her eyes shone with a peculiar fascination. “You’re interconnected all over. The control you’ve got over each feather! Can you fly?”

“Not here,” Mephistopheles replied. He sipped, rolled the smoke and wood-flavored liquor over his tongue. “My feathers and bones are solid.” He lifted his left arm and ignored the pain, curling his fingers against his palm. “But there are benefits to being here.”

“How are you doing that?” Chris asked. “You were just on the floor ten minutes ago!”

Mephistopheles chuckled softly. “God’s presence is all around you, Doctor. It heals His creatures. I would heal faster if I were in Grace—or female, I suppose—but even so it is enough.”

Her lips pressed into a thin line. Mephistopheles ignored her discomfort and drank.

“Female?” she asked.

He nodded. “The female of the species is more sensitive to God than the male.” He grinned. “Does that surprise you?”

“I guess not,” Chris said warily.

“They seem to heal faster in His light… and appear to sicken more quickly without it. We have no female Fallen, so I have little experience with them. But so I have been told.”

“This business with God,” Chris said. “I know it has to be true now that you’re here. But….”

“But you can’t believe it? But you don’t want to believe it?”

Her hand tightened on her glass.

Mephistopheles smiled wryly. “I’ve seen hundreds of thousands like you waiting to enter the gates of Hell, Doctor. All of them unable to maintain their faith in a greater power in the face of what seems to be His greater apathy. But there are more things in Heaven and Earth—”

“Shut up. I’ve heard that before. I don’t believe it.”

“Can you afford not to?”

Her glass hit the table with a hard thump as she stood. A few minutes later she was gone, her shadow thinning and then vanishing from the stairs. Mephistopheles looked up after her, then finished the bourbon. Pulling himself to his feet, he staggered to the living room, following the smell of humans and demon blood. There he sagged to the ground across from Brad and Stephen, curved his one painless wing around his body, and closed his eyes.

“Mephistopheles…?”

The demon looked up. “I thought you were asleep.”

Stephen turned over on the couch, voice low so as not to disturb the snoring teenager. “I’m trying, but trying and doing aren’t the same thing. You’re on your feet a lot faster than I thought you would be. The good doctor’s ministrations?”

Mephistopheles snorted. “The good doctor is up in her room bleeding.”

“What?” Stephen hissed, pushing himself upright. He could barely separate the demon’s outline from the darkness.

“If you were ever needed as a priest, friend Stephen, I think you are now. Go. Upstairs.”

He paused only a fraction of a moment; then he cut silently through the dark to the carpeted stairs and walked up them, footfalls muffled. In the small and silent hall between rooms, Stephen stopped. No light spilled from beneath the doors to betray the one that belonged to the doctor. He canted his head and closed his eyes to listen.

There… a soft swish, fabric against rug. Stephen knocked on the door at the end of the hall.

“Yes?” Barely audible through the solid wood.

Stephen leaned against the door, one hand braced on the jamb. “Ma'am? May I come in?”

Silence. The door opened suddenly on her retreating back. “It’s just Chris,” she said over her shoulder.

Stephen stepped into the room, surmising from its size with some confusion that it was not the master bedroom. A queen-sized bed with faded sheets in a geometric pattern faced the closet; between them, a desk sat beneath a window looking down on the front lawn. A Persian rug obscured the expensive Berber carpeting in the center of the room. The dim lamp on the night-table beside the bed provided the only illumination, a smoldering, hazy amber bleeding to dark umber in the shadows.

Chris sat on the bed, pulling her silk robe around her body more securely. “Is there anything I can help you with?” she asked.

“Do you mind if I sit?” Stephen indicated the chair, and when she shook her head once he pulled it from the desk and sat, facing her. Threading his fingers together between his knees, Stephen leaned forward and said, “I’d like to apologize for descending on you this way.”

“Descending!” She laughed. “That’s a way of putting it.” Running her hands through her hair, she lifted her head and glared at him. “The demon sent you, didn’t he.”

Stephen hesitated before answering. “Yes.”

Chris jerked to her feet and paced to the window. The stiff muscles of her back creased the silk night-robe in sharp folds. “What does he know about us, anyway?”

“He seems to know a great deal,” Stephen said, pitching his voice lower. “Probably reasonable in someone who spends most of his time around dead humans.”

“Dead humans. Huh!” Chris folded her arms beneath her breasts, head dipping down. “And what’s the deal with that, I wonder? How do you feel, oh-so-Christian-Catholic Father, to discover that you’re going to Hell when you die?”

“I don’t know,” Stephen answered, measuring the words before he spoke them. “It's too soon for me to know. I suppose I should feel relief that there are souls, and they don't just dissipate when we die. That we go somewhere after we die, after all. That's... some form of validation. Though how I feel about it, I don't know.”

“Validation!"

"That God exists," Stephen says. "That He cares."

"Oh does he," Chris said, acid. "What kind of God lets people die, Stephen? What kind of God lets people suffer? I’m not angry at you, really,” though the heat of her words belied it, “but I was a lot happier before you walked in my door.”

"Were you?" Stephen asked.

"Yes!"

Stephen watched her. "And yet you healed him, when you could have let him die. That would have been the easy way out."

Chris turned from the window to face him, hands tucked beneath her elbows and eyes narrowed. “Yeah, well, maybe I’m sorry now.”

He regarded her in silence until she fidgeted and looked away. Then, quietly, “Chris… what is it?”

She walked around him to the desk, slid a picture frame from its concealing cloak of shadows, studied it. “Marie is almost seventeen.”

“She seems to be a lovely girl.”

Chris rubbed her thumb against the frame, then handed it to him: another photo of the teenager, laughing with her golden braid tossed over her shoulder. Her voice was husky when she said, “I’ll be thirty-six this year.”

Stephen glanced up at her sharply. She walked past him to the bed, smoothed its edge with a hand. “I asked myself when it happened what I’d done to deserve it. I was a good Catholic girl, you know. I was even left-handed before the nuns rapped it out of me with a ruler. I was just beginning to understand that it wasn’t my fault and I wasn’t being punished for something when I found out… about Marie.

“Just an idea. She was just an idea. A speck of a cell, dividing. She threatened my world. My planned career. Everything.” Chris picked at some errant fuzz on the blanket. “I kept at it because I didn’t know how to change my mind. If my parents hadn’t helped, I don’t know where I’d be today. I couldn’t have an abortion… but I couldn’t reconcile that God had allowed this thing to happen to me with anything I'd been taught.”

Chris slid a knee onto the bed and sat, looked over her shoulder at him; her eyes were hard. “What kind of God can watch a virgin get roughed up and then let her get pregnant? The same God that watches people suffer and die every day without any remorse, maybe. The kind of God I think is too vile to be real. That’s what I think, Father. That’s why I wish I could walk downstairs and rip the stitches out of that demon’s shoulder, and watch him bleed to death.”

Stephen let her words sink into the silence, into the star- and lamp-lit room. After respecting them with his quiet, he said, “But aren’t you glad of her company, now?”

“Oh, no. I’m not buying that.” Chris snarled. “That ‘but wasn’t it better in the end’ bit! No, I don’t think so! Where were God’s tears for the innocence of His children, Father? He could at least have made it rain!”

“Chris—”

“No! No more. I’m done with all that. If He ever existed, He made it clear to me what kind of god He was, and I want nothing to do with Him.” She shook her head. “Nothing.” She brought her eyes up to his, and in them was something implacable, brittle. “You should rest, Father. You and yours have done enough damage tonight.”

Stephen stood, carefully placed the photo back on the desk. He walked to the door and opened it. “Good night, Chris.”

“Yeah. Good night.”

In the hall, Stephen set his back against the wall and stared at the ceiling, washed to a dim dark blue by the night-light. He sighed, pressed his shoulders back until his spine cracked, and headed down the stairs.

He walked straight into a low, smoky orange light and the sight of Mephistopheles, drawn but steady, pouring two tumblers full of bourbon. Wordless, the demon proffered him one.

Stephen plucked it from his hand and sank to the kitchen table. Leaning on his elbow, he sucked the fumes in through his nose and exhaled. “I remember now why I hate confession.”

“That good, was it?” Mephistopheles said, twisting the chair around and straddling it to allow his injured wing to hang freely.

“Harrowing. I always tried to get out of it. I'd rather clean out stopped up toilets.” He sighed.

Mephistopheles lifted a brow. “You make it sound like you’re never going back.”

Stephen sipped from the glass, eyes watering at the strength of the liquor. Blinking, he said, “I guess that’s to be expected. We are talking about the end of the world in a few days, aren’t we? It’s hard to be… normal when your life’s been turned upside down." He rubbed his forehead with the side of a hand. "Speaking of which, why are we still here? You seem fine.”

“I could use a few more hours to heal,” the demon said. “I might be mobile, but I’m going to need full use of the arm before the new day is over.”

Stephen paused, looking at him. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

“You shouldn’t,” Mephistopheles replied. “More importantly though, you need the sleep. So does Brad, for that matter.”

“I’m not tired.”

Mephistopheles simply stared at him until he looked away.

“Okay. Maybe I am. But I’m too twitchy to sleep. This is my world we’re talking about. It’s beginning to sink in that I might not wake up to it in a few more days. As a species I don’t think we’re ready to meet our Maker.”

“He loves you, Stephen. Don’t doubt that.”

Stephen fidgeted with the glass. “I don’t, really. Not anymore. But it’s not God who’s going to come to Earth with flaming sword and battle host.”

“All these hundreds of years, my liege-lord has been taking care of humanity where Michael has not,” Mephistopheles said, his voice softening. “Do not doubt that he will continue to do so, my friend.” The demon let the silence gather across the table, then said, “‘Not anymore’?”

Stephen smiled wryly. “I thought you’d pick up on that.”

“It seems a strange thing for a priest to say,” Mephistopheles said, feathers twitching. He winced at the finger of fire that ran up the left arm, reached back to carefully touch the offending pinion.

Stephen watched, fascinated through the combination of bleary exhaustion and sudden wariness that clouded his mind. “Maybe. You’d be surprised the kind of people you find in the priesthood. Not all of them have God first on their minds.”

“You do,” Mephistopheles said, stopping to look at him with intent amber eyes. “I see it in you.”

“Yeah, well. I try to do well by people. That’s what I care about.”

“There are easier ways to do that then in the priesthood.”

Stephen rolled his thumb around the lip of the glass. “Not tonight, Mephistopheles. Please. I don’t know… if I could say anything—say it right—with so many things going on. God loves us, we suffer, we might be snuffed out forever, Satan’s a good guy, God’s Champion a bigot, Jesus is dead,” his voice cracked, “And everyone I know is going to Hell. It’s too much. I’m too small in it.”

Mephistopheles massaged the wing-arm with probing fingers. He worked the kink out of it, ignoring the fiery complaints of the healing muscle on his back. “Are you familiar with the original definition of the atom, Stephen?”

The priest looked up, cleared his throat. “You mean Democritus’s? The building block of all matter, the invisible, indivisible and ultimate particle?”

“That one.”

Stephen canted his head. “Yes, I know it. We still haven’t found it yet.”

“I could tell you what it is.”

The priest leaned forward. “I bet you could, given what Lucifer does to get you around.” He managed a grin. “That would put me down in history, too, if I could prove it. Granted a history to be put down in.”

Mephistopheles let his wing drop carefully. “So you want to know the smallest indivisible building block of God’s creation?”

“Yes!”

The demon leaned forward. “One. Human. Soul.”

Stephen’s breath stopped in his throat.

“That’s it. You are the smallest thing that God notices, Stephen. You are the smallest thing that warrants His personal attention. The plants and animals of this world do not need Him; they know Him already. Only humans have become separate enough from one another and from God that each individual can lift his or her eyes to the sky and question and doubt and love. Trust me when I say that you loom very large compared to the weight of the universe. You may feel small, but that’s a lie your mind tells your heart.”

Stephen met his eyes, and for the first time let them rest there, let the demon stare into him as he stared back. Far from disturbing him, he found the unblinking regard reassuring.

Standing, Stephen said, “I’ll try and rest.”

“We have a long day ahead.”

Stephen tilted his head. “Do we?”

Mephistopheles chuckled softly. “Oh yes. I’ve no gift for prophecy to tell you what we’ll be doing, but we’ll be doing something.”

Stephen grinned. “I guess that’ll have to do. Good night, Mephistopheles.”

“God to your dreaming.”

The priest paused at the arch to the living room. “And to yours.”

“He is never far from it,” Mephistopheles murmured.

Stephen returned to the dark living room. On a whim, he stopped above the couch where Brad snored peacefully. His eyes picked out the curve of a jaw just dusted with stubble, a lock of hair obscuring a brow crinkled in sleep—an endearing combination of gawky limbs and growing strength. Stephen thought of the battle Michael was forcing, and one hand clenched against his side.

He returned to the other couch and slept despite himself; but if God was in his dreams he did not remember His passing.


  Chapter Eleven
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The grackle banked on a gentle breeze and fell into a circular pattern above a low, long building that hugged the ground beside an open lake. A dull smoldering in the east accompanied a faint temperature change in the winds, and it dropped toward the ground.

The door was open so it glided inside, leaving contrails of mist in the wet, soft air. Inside, rows and rows of stalls stood empty; it flew past them, homing in on the scent and sounds at the end. There, in four stalls each thrice the size of the others, were four horses, red, black, white and yellow.

Lighting on the largest stall door, the grackle eyed the black horse. Its smooth nose dipped down, and it stared back without any of the flightiness of a true horse. Satisfied, the grackle dropped to the stall’s simple lock and pecked at the bar until it fell through the hole and onto the straw.

When it had liberated all four, the grackle hopped onto the black one’s shoulder. They had an understanding.

The stable doors burst open beneath the steel-hard hooves of the dark stallion. From a cloud of splinters, the four horses surged forth.
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The sound of footsteps on the stone stairs pierced Gabriel’s starved reverie. He glanced up from the veils of incense and the empty nests, waiting to see who would join him.

No spheres remained in this place to give birth to new angels. Not since the one that had died in his arms, her glitter mixed with the rising plumes of heavy smoke. It had seemed appropriate to remain here in the silence. His realm, Shamayim, had withered beneath the brunt of its camps. He had no desire to leave, no purpose to spur him.

“Gabriel?” Raphael’s shape gathered definition through the fog, his feet scraping against the dark brown rock. “Are you here?”

“Here,” Gabriel answered, his voice rusty, clogged with dust and glitter. He cleared it. “Here, Raphael.”

The archangel changed direction, ducking beneath an arch and down the steps into the nest area. He was stroking something in his hand. His voice had an oddly unfocused timbre. “Gabriel... there’s no reason to stay here. It’s over.”

“It will not be over until we understand why, Raphael,” Gabriel answered. He remained seated, wings arched on either side of the stone column he used as a backrest. “I am surprised it does not haunt you, too.”

“It is no use. I am God’s servant—it is His will.” Raphael stopped in front of him. He was caressing a feather with nervous fingers. “But Michael plans to attack tonight, and it’s already morning. You should come.”

“Why? To lend the illusion of my approval to something I cannot condone? You ask me to betray my heart, Raphael.”

“Are you betraying your heart? Or God’s?” Raphael’s voice lacked any tone. “We are about to end the war. You should be there.”

“End the war? Or resume it?”

“End it forever. Forever and ever and ever again. No more death or dying. No more need for healers.”

“At what cost?” Gabriel sighed. “Michael doesn’t need another henchman, Raphael. He needs a good clout on the head.”

Raphael shrugged. “Then come and do it, if you feel that way.”

“It’s too late for it.” Gabriel folded his hands together and looked down at the floor. “He doesn’t care about any of our opinions. He won’t until he sees what he’s done wrong, and by that time nothing will set it right.” He turned, noticed finally Raphael’s strange distraction. “Raphael? What’s wrong? What is that thing you’re playing with, anyway?”

“A feather off the girl. Michael had her crucified. It was God’s will, of course. Most peculiar thing, this feather. It fell off her wings, just like that, as if it had rotted out of the socket. It wasn’t one of the ones we pulled... we just did the secondaries, you see. No, this one came off by itself. And she had some missing already. Yes... as if it had rotted right off.”

Gabriel stood so abruptly the room spun. He grabbed Raphael’s shoulder. “What did you say?”

Raphael looked away and replied, “Michael had one of the Ninth crucified for attempting to betray us to the Fallen. They hung her on the cross at false dawn and took her down several hours afterwards.”

Gabriel stared at the feather. “Tell me it wasn’t the same one he pushed off the cliff. Raphael... tell me it wasn’t her!”

“Who else?”

Gabriel turned from Raphael, covering his face with his hands as the ground dropped from beneath his feet. He could see her face vividly, the long strands of red-gold hair in disarray over thin white arms spread obscenely in the rays of the dawning sun. His mind inserted every detail, from the delicate spray of her white fingers to her wings, arched and...

“What do you mean, rotted?”

Raphael held up the feather. “You can see it, just barely. It’s powdered off, just as if the tissue had died and returned to Heaven’s substance. Funny thing. How do you heal something like that, do you suppose? I wouldn’t know.”

Gabriel stared wildly at the nest where the angel had died, drowning in her own fluid. “My God,” he whispered. “Oh, my God, Raphael... what have we done!”

“I don’t suppose it can be healed... I could be wrong, though. Yes, that could be it—”

Gabriel plucked the feather from Raphael’s hands. “Where is she? Where did they take her? Answer me!”

“I think they were going to deliver her back to the Betrayer.”

“To Hell... no! She’ll die there!”

Raphael frowned. “Die? But she is dead, or close enough. It is God’s will. We are His servants. Aren’t we? Does it matter to you, Gabriel? It shouldn’t.”

“But it does... it does! If we can just get to her in time,” Gabriel said, running back up the stairs and grabbing his cloak.

“Where are you going?”

“To start fixing what we’ve broken.” He flung the cloak between his wings and ran down the steps. In his mind he could see it where he’d left it, glowing on the stand beside his bed: her halo.

[image: ***]

Lucifer stared at the fireplace in his chambers, warming the brandy with the base of his palm. The first stark rays of the false sun of Hell were shedding light on a cold, ashen day. The ceiling of the cavern outside had no clouds, but the sun itself shifted in tune to unpredictable moods. Today it had chosen to be dull.

He wore the sword.

It had been centuries since he’d strapped it on, so long in fact since he’d touched it that he’d never bothered to unbuckle the scabbard from the belt. He’d dreamed of it and bloodied crosses and the Wind ripping souls asunder, and had awakened, shuddering, to the smell of her feathers, still hidden in the satin folds of his sheets. And he’d gone to the chest at the foot of the bed, unlocked it, gathered the sword from the pillows there and belted it on.

One of the Princes had reported that his Fallen were slipping away in ones and twos through the rift, down to Earth where Michael was gathering his legion. They meant it as a sign of their loyalty to him, and Lucifer’s heart clenched at their devotion... and the senselessness of it all. He did not want to fight Michael. He did not want any more human souls to die, or any angelic souls to be snuffed like candles drowned in their own wax.

He stared at the fireplace, breathed in the bouquet of the brandy and sipped, still playing with the idea of calling them all back.

A brisk knock at his door interrupted the silence. Lucifer turned, ruffling his wings. “Yes?”

The guard stepped inside. “My lord, there are messengers here from Heaven to see you.”

“I would be surprised indeed if they were here to see the sights instead,” Lucifer said dryly, placing the brandy on the table. “Let them in.”

The guard stepped back for two angels, one with his hand haughtily braced on his belt, the other more retiring behind, holding a large rug. The larger one stepped forward.

“In his mercy and wisdom, the Archangel Michael, Champion of God and Protector of the Innocent has decided to extend one last chance to you, to offer yourself to him in surrender absolute. He promises that only you will suffer if your people repent and return to God’s ways.”

“And in his arrogance, Michael has told you that his way is God’s way, is that it?” Lucifer said. “What would happen if I said yes to his generous offer?”

“You would surrender your person to him tonight at the place of his choosing, where you will be punished before your people are allowed back into God’s grace.”

“Enchanting,” Lucifer murmured, then lifted his voice. “And if I said no?”

“Then the Champion of God would storm your very walls and crush your little dimension around you, with everyone still inside. He will bring the battle to you if you do not come out and fight, and he will extinguish this blight on the face of God’s creation forever!”

Lucifer said nothing.

The messenger’s chest swelled. “I see you doubt the power of the Archangel! Well, he has sent us with a very special message for you.”

Lucifer lifted his head slowly.

“Your attempt to infiltrate Heaven and sabotage our operations has failed miserably. You should have known better than to try the Archangel’s patience—”

Lucifer straightened, beginning to shake.

“—But he has thoughtfully returned your operative to you!” The messenger snapped his fingers, and the angel behind him unrolled the rug. A body slid down it in streaks of golden blood and shed feathers to lie crumpled at his feet. Tangled red-gold locks spread in a burst of color against the drained-gray stone; white limbs, frayed and marked, white wings at unnatural angles, white chiton reduced to a few strips that hid none of the golden and bronze bruises and slashes.

Lucifer dropped to his knees beside her, hands lighting on her shoulder, on her hip. “Asrial,” he whispered. He couldn’t tell if she was breathing, pressed his fingers to her chest and felt the labored, agonized crawl of her heart. “Asrial...!”

His hand flew to the hilt of his sword, and it sang as it leaped from the scabbard, blade still stained dull bronze with the blood of a war long past. “Get. Out.”

The angels stared at him, shocked at the menace in his voice, at the smooth ease of the blade’s air-tracing.

“GET OUT, DAMN YOU!” Lucifer lunged, sword slicing toward the nearest one, and both angels bolted. He did not give chase; her ragged heartbeat chained him to her. He flung himself around to face the guard.

“Sir, I’ll find them!”

“Go. Make sure they don’t come back.”

“Yes, sir!”

The guard ran out the door. Lucifer realized belatedly his ambiguous command could result in the death of the messengers, but he didn't care. Sheathing the sword, he kneeled again beside Asrial, slid his hands beneath her body and cradled her to his chest.

“Why did they bring you here?” he whispered. “I don’t think even my presence can keep you from dying, here....”

Her labored breathing tore at his ears. He shut it out and strode to his bedroom, depositing her on his mounded blankets. He forced himself to examine her body before covering her. They’d beaten her; that much was obvious from the bronze and gold of the contusions laced across her body. Both wings had broken twice, once at their primary joint and once at the shoulder. The tapestry of feathers had been stripped almost entirely of her secondaries, a shocking, gaping lack.

But none of it prepared him for discovery of the neat hole, crusted with citrine-gold, drilled through her delicate palm, separating the thin bones of her small hand. The skin of her wrist had frayed to the flesh in an almost decorative pattern. He checked the other hand, then her feet.

Like the human who had parted them from one another forever. Michael remembered that much... if not the details. Naturally he had gotten the details wrong. When had he ever bothered to look closely enough to a human to see his wounds?

When the world stopped spinning, Lucifer gently tucked his blankets up to her frail collar bones and slumped into a chair beside the bed. He sat vigil with his fingers laced together. They bruised from the force necessary to keep them from the hilt of the sword.


  Chapter Twelve
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Chris had tried to sleep after the priest’s departure and spent the subsequent two hours with the green glow of the alarm clock’s numbers reflected on her staring eyes. At four-thirty she gave up and dragged the box out from under the bed, then kneeled on the carpet in the middle of the room. She tore the knot from the ribbon and threw the cover off the box. The cool breeze from the open window tousled her hair and ruffled the edges of the loose papers inside.

She seized on the framed picture near the top of the pile, baring her teeth. Coworkers laughing at a picnic. She flung it aside and rifled through the box. Photographs. Drawings painstakingly etched with crayons. Charity awards. Her Confirmation certificate. At some point she stopped looking at them and simply sat in the middle of her bitter memories, grinding her teeth.

Her eyes burned, but she refused to cry.

“There’s a demon downstairs. In my kitchen.”

No one was listening, but Chris went on. It had been a long time since she’d felt overwrought enough to talk to herself... and all she could do was repeat. “There’s a demon downstairs in my kitchen. In my kitchen. A demon.”

The flutter of wings at the windowsill pulled her eyes from the security badge she’d worn at the hospital. There was a black bird there, a sleek one with iridescent plumage and a yellow eye.

“A demon,” she told it.

It cocked its head.

“A demon in my kitchen. He says there’s a God.”

It seemed far more acceptable to talk to a bird than to herself. People talked to animals all the time. Chris said, “But I stopped believing in God a long time ago.”

The bird clacked its beak, and Chris frowned. “There can’t be a God. There is no God!”

The words had too much weight; the bitterness of the years that had produced them betrayed them. Chris sighed. She stood, retying the sash around her waist, and cautiously approached the window. The bird mantled its black feathers, but did not fly away.

“You’re plucky, aren’t you? Don't you get scared?"

The bird said nothing, only canted its head again, then hopped around to face the other direction. Drawn as if by the force of inevitability, Chris looked out the window.

There were four horses on her lawn. Horses.

“What the hell...?”

One of them was so dark she could barely see it, but it was without question the largest. The starlight slid all over its glossy hide as if it were oil-slick. Beside it a smaller, gaunt horse mouthed her grass absently, its ribs standing sharply against its moon-white side. A stout horse the color of new blood danced in place beside another, a more retiring creature an unappealing yellow-dun in color, shadows nestled deeply in the sunken hollows of its hips.

“Let me guess. It has something to do with my infernal visitor,” Chris said, lips stretching back in a scowl. “I’ve had enough of it. No horse is going to chew on my five thousand-dollar landscaping!”

The bird eyed her as she pushed herself from the window and stormed downstairs. In minutes she was on the front lawn facing the impromptu herd.

“Shoo!”

The black horse lifted its head and regarded her. Regarded her. As if it could understand her. Chris had no idea what gave her the impression: it had not shifted its stance, nor did its impassive face change.

The bird glided down from her windowsill to land on the black horse’s withers. Chris’s hands balled into fists at her sides. “I don’t care why you’re here or what you’re doing, but I want you to go away. And stop eating my Kentucky bluegrass!”

The white horse hesitated, then pulled away from its meal. Then they were all staring at her, including the bird.

Chris glared at them defiantly, but their distinctly otherworldly scrutiny unmanned her. She turned her back on them and sat, pressing her face into her hands. “Damn it. Damn it!”

A nose whuffled at her shoulder.

“Why did this have to happen? I was satisfied with my life. Sort of. Enough that I could live it. Now I have a demon in my living room, and ghost horses in my front yard, and the Apocalypse coming in a few days, and God... God muscling back into it. Where He's not wanted! Dammit!”

The nose pressed at her shoulder again insistently. Wearily, she leaned into it. “I bet you know all about it, right? Ghost horses know those things. But I don’t think I’m ready for any of this. There’s a wound in me that’s too torn to heal.”

The yellow horse whuffed again into her ear, and Chris stopped, frowning. Then she stood suddenly and turned. “You know where he is. Or where he’ll be. Don’t you. The loon who’s going to lead the angels. Don’t you?”

The horses did not exchange glances, but she somehow knew they’d consulted with one another. The yellow one with the sunken eyes and hips regarded her intently.

“You do.” Chris raveled her fingers in its dirty-straw mane and pulled herself awkwardly onto its back. Her robe tangled in her legs and she tugged at it until she could sit up; the horse had an impressively broad barrel for something that had looked so sickly. “Take me there.”

The yellow one blew out a soft breath, then turned and trotted away from her house. The grackle squawked once, like a rusty door opening.
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Raphael retrieved the feather from the dark, warm stone, straightening slowly. In the incense-clouded light of the stained glass windows, he ran his fingers along the edges of the barbs, lingering on the ones glued together by beads of dried blood, inexplicably solid. Gabriel’s footsteps had long since ceased to echo in the hall.

Attention focused on the feather, Raphael drifted back down the passage to the cliff outside. He found himself airborne without remembering his decision to leave, winging toward Shamayim with the covert clutched in his hand.

The Gate to the First Heaven was unguarded. He flew through it, lighting on the opposite side, blinking. The web of camps was lifting into the air, legions of sparkling gold and iron following a mote of dazzling brilliance far above them.

Raphael sat on the cliff’s edge, leaning forward. His gaze dragged toward the flat disc of the sun, swaddled in thick gray clouds that dulled the morning sky to the color of lead, then dropped back to the exodus. He counted the angels leaving as one by one they were swallowed by the far-away Gate to Earth.

Then they were gone, and he was alone.

He looked again at the feather, caressed its edges, then opened his hand and tossed it into the fragrant spring breeze. It skidded gaily away, batted by conflicting winds. Raphael watched, entranced, thought that the wind should have more feathers.

More feathers. What good was a healer who divested angels of their feathers? Raphael’s fingers felt sticky, but when he checked there was nothing on them. He shivered, then drew his wings forward, over his shoulders, encasing himself in them.

And then his hand slid forward, rested on one of the wing coverts. He tugged... then jerked hard. He gave that feather to the warring breezes. Rotating the wing-arm so that he could spread the feather shelves parallel to the cliff, Raphael calmly began to pluck. In a burst of blood and dust they gave way, pristine white, one by one.

“I will live,” Raphael said, tossing that one. He chose another. “Or I will not... I will live... or I will not—”

Tears ran from his unblinking eyes, but he hardly noticed them.
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Mephistopheles started from a light doze, a tingle crackling up his spine all the way to the crests of his wings. He winced at the resulting pain in the left one and leaned forward, frowning. It was still dark outside. His clothes shifted as he slipped to his feet, making the softest of noises.

The priest rolled over on the couch, blinking away the crust in his eyes. “Mephis’ophles... that you?”

“It is,” Mephistopheles whispered, straining to catch the nagging tingle at the edge of his senses.

“Wha’ time issit?”

“Early. Just before dawn. Here, at least.”

Stephen dragged himself upright. Brad slept on, his soft buzzing snores regular as a heart-beat. “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know. Something...”

Pushing the blankets aside, Stephen sat on the edge of the couch and rolled his shoulders back. “Supernatural?”

“Perhaps. It bears investigation.”

“How are you feeling?”

Mephistopheles’s mouth twitched in the darkness. “I ache all over. But the stitches are holding true. She’s a good doctor, even if her soul is as sharp as glass shards.”

Stephen glanced askance at the demon, who shrugged, a motion involving both wings and arms.

“You coming with me?”

“Not far. We shouldn’t leave Brad.”

“We won’t.”

The demon was silent as he left the living room. Clad in socks, Stephen followed nearly as quietly in his wake, all the way to the front door which Mephistopheles opened on a cold, dew-veiled world. The sky was a smudged, dirty dark gray.

The muttered oath that drifted back to Stephen’s ears piqued his curiosity enough to lure him onto the damp gravel. “Mephistopheles?”

The demon stood on the lawn, one wing arched, the healing one hanging to one side. Three horses stared at him, one so black it looked like a paper cut-out superimposed on the surrounding landscape, another a scarlet that smoldered as if lit from within, and a third white and hollow-cheeked, so pale shadows refused to cling to it.

“What are those things!” Stephen said, stopping.

“Besides not horses?” Mephistopheles said. He handled their otherworldly regard well, and seemed almost distracted. “Where is the fourth?”

“The fourth?” Stephen asked.

The front door banged all the way open for Marie, dragging a half-awake Brad behind her. “I can’t find my mom! She’s gone!”

Mephistopheles twisted, eyes widening, then turned back to the horses. “That’s where he went, isn’t it.”

The white one chuffed, its breath a curlicue of white in the cold, wet air.

“Ohmigod. What are those things?” Marie exclaimed.

“Horses?” Brad croaked, rubbing his eyes with his knuckles.

“Four... horses,” Stephen said, chilled. His socks were soaked. He joined the demon. “Not the Four Horseman of the Apocalypse... right?”

“The four horses of the Apocalypse,” Mephistopheles corrected. “The Horsemen themselves aren’t important. Any angel could ride them and take on that mask. It’s the horses that turn the trick.”

“Christ!” Brad said. “Does that mean we get all the death, famine and plagues and all?”

“Not necessarily,” Mephistopheles said. The white horse had stepped forward and was nuzzling him. “But they’re here for a reason....”

The grackle swooped down and perched on the black one’s withers.

“Well! Look who’s rejoined us,” Stephen said.

Mephistopheles frowned. “The bird... but he was with Asrial.”

“That does not sound good,” Brad muttered.

“The angel, right? Maybe she let him go? The bird, I mean,” Marie said.

Stephen coaxed the grackle onto his hand. “Somehow I don’t think so.”

“Something’s happened to her,” the demon said. “It has to be.”

Brad leaned on the door-frame. “Maybe the horses can take us to Heaven so we can find out?”

Mephistopheles looked at the white one. “Can you?”

The horse lipped his blouse and chuffed. The other two flicked their ears; the red one stamped a flame-wreathed hoof.

“That’s a ‘yes’. Let’s go,” the demon said, threading his fingers through the white horse’s mane and pulling himself with a grunt atop its back. Stephen shrugged then followed, choosing the black one; it was larger, but didn’t seem to be as interested in dancing around as the red one.

“Hey, waitaminute! Don’t we have to be on Earth to stop the Apocalypse?” Marie ran to the white horse to look up at the demon. “And what about my mom! Where is she?”

“Wherever she went, Pestilence took her, young lady,” Mephistopheles replied. “He’s not going to allow her to be hurt. And we’ll be back before evening.”

“Is that when the rivers are going to start running with blood?” Stephen asked dryly.

“Hopefully we’ll get back before then,” Mephistopheles replied.

Brad reappeared in a jacket and carrying Stephen’s shoes and Mephistopheles’s boots. “I don’t know how cold and wet Heaven is, but what we saw of it was rocky,” he said, handing them over before approaching the red horse warily. It sidestepped and pranced in place, then leaned over and nudged his shoulder. Its breath came not in wisps of white moisture, but in tiny, pale flames. “Cool! Which one is this?”

“War,” Mephistopheles said, watching the boy claw his way onto the stallion’s back.

Marie strode after Brad and grabbed his leg. “Help me up. I’m going with you.”

“Uh... it won’t be safe,” Brad said. “Maybe you should stay home....”

“What century are you living in?” Marie demanded. “Help me onto this horse or I’m going to latch onto his tail!”

War chuffed and flagged its tail. While it was difficult to read the horses’ faces, it was evident that whatever emotion it felt was positive. Brad sighed and lent his girlfriend his hand, pulling her up behind him.

The grackle soared to Mephistopheles’s good shoulder and sat there. The demon eyed it for a moment, then said, “Well... we’re for Heaven, then.”

The horses pivoted in unison and trotted off the lawn. As they gathered speed, Stephen called to the demon, “If Pestilence is gone and the red one is War, which one of us is riding Death?”

“You,” Mephistopheles said, grinning.

And then they dove into a rift.

They broke out of upside-down nonsense space and onto a broad cloud-shadowed plain in Shamayim, the ground-devouring gait of the horses so smooth that none of them fell off. Stephen noticed that Death’s barrel didn’t rise and fall between his thighs; he’d only ridden a horse once, and evidence that this one wasn’t breathing disturbed him. They rode steadily inward until the horses slowed of their own accord. When the earth beneath them ceased to move, Stephen leaned forward. Death hadn’t even worked up a lather.

“Now what?” he asked.

“We can’t just walk into the camp and ask for her,” Brad said.

Mephistopheles frowned, scanning the horizon. “If anyone’s even in the camp. It must be mid-morning here.”

“We could check,” Stephen mused.

“And get caught by angels?” Brad snorted. Marie clutched his waist, staring at the edges of stones and rocks, so crisply defined even in the few thin rays.

“We have to find her,” Mephistopheles said.

Stephen shook his head. “We’re no good to her if they catch us. They’d kill you in a split second, Mephistopheles. God knows what they’d do with the rest of us.”

“Maybe,” Marie said in a tiny voice, “We could just... scout around a little first.”

“As if a demon and three humans on the Horses wouldn’t be noticed,” Mephistopheles muttered, but the horses were already in motion, silent as stale air through the crystalline beauty of Shamayim’s morning.

No smoke trailed above the war camps of Heaven as they approached. No angels could be seen weaving between the tents; the sounds of sword against sword in practice no longer rang through the clear air, nor did the smell of the tanner and the blacksmith rise on the wind.

“Empty? Already?” Mephistopheles murmured. Beneath him, Famine’s ears flicked backward.

“Looks that way,” Stephen said, craning his head and scanning the horizon. “I think we can risk going closer. I have the feeling we could outrun a couple of angels, as long as our mounts are willing.” He glanced at his stallion, who snorted once, a sound somehow uncanny, as if it had issued from a larger throat and chest than contained by the horse's frame.

They rode forward then, toward the camp that had held them briefly.

“This is so wrong,” Marie whispered as the horses’ hooves chipped off fragments of scorched earth.

“Tell me about it,” Brad said.

The camp had been emptied completely. The flags hung limp above the larger tents. Only the grackle flew overhead.

“All’s quiet,” Stephen said. And then rolled his shoulders. "Supernaturally quiet."

"Like everything's holding its breath," Brad said.

Mephistopheles frowned. "I feel it too." He nudged Famine and guided the horse outside of the camp, tracing its edge. The others trailed after. Something felt out-of-place.

The shadow of a cross stretched, a delicate blue, across the earth.

“No,” Mephistopheles whispered. “Oh, no.” The horse carried him around the final tent and into sight of the crucifix, still streaked with golden blood and dust. Feathers littered the ground around it, white feathers barred in gold and copper. The demon jumped from the horse’s back and ran to it, pressing his fingers up the wood until they hit a rivulet of gold and skidded. He could smell her, the citrus-sweetness of her wings.

“Oh, God, no,” Stephen’s voice came from behind him.

“We’re too late,” Mephistopheles said, the words ragged.

Marie’s gasp heralded the last of the arrivals. Stephen slid off Death and joined the demon. “Maybe she’s still alive,” he said.

“No,” Mephistopheles said. The image of Asrial fresh from a cross and still living was even more appalling than that of her corpse shredded to dust and returned to the winds of Heaven.

“But if she is... she's somewhere, hurt," Stephen said. "She would need us."

The blood trickled over Mephistopheles's fingers, golden as his had been once.

Stephen's face was pale and drawn with grief as he looked up at the cross. "If only we knew!"

“There is a chance,” Mephistopheles said. “There’s a Song in Heaven and every soul is a part. The Song is everywhere. I can’t hear it anymore...”

“But?” Stephen said, turning to him.

Mephistopheles pressed his head to the wood. He took a breath, his left wing draping across the ground and the other folding around the post. Then he slid his fingers through the fresh blood and embraced the cross.

And asked it: Is your greater substance alive.

Is your body alive.

Is that which wept you living...

Living...

Living

“Yes,” Mephistopheles whispered, and slid to the ground. He held himself in the shadow of the cross, the tears dripping from his cheeks vanishing the moment they touched the parched ground. The image of her burned in his mind, fresh from the memory of the wood itself, her wings pinned above her head and behind it to the back of the post, spread in cruel display.

It stunned him to speechlessness, the depth of the wrong they had perpetrated, in Heaven. He couldn't move.

Stephen threw an arm around him beneath the wound. “Mephistopheles. If she’s alive, we’ll find her. We’ll heal her. God will heal her! Mephistopheles!”

“What have they done? Oh, God, what have they done. Stephen....”

“Hush,” Stephen said, softer. “Come on. We’ll find her.”

“She’s not here,” Mephistopheles said. “She’s not in Heaven anymore.”

“Where did they take her?”

“I don’t know!”

A silence then, broken not even by the horses.

“Then we can’t worry about her,” Stephen said, at last. “Get up. We have to do something.”

“What?” Brad asked, hushed, from the back of War. Behind him Marie stared, shoulders hunched, at the cross.

Stephen frowned, sweeping the vicinity with a critical gaze as his mind raced. The empty camp, the sprawling plains of Heaven, the three horses patient and alien and the mountains...

The mountains.

“Didn’t Asrial say the halos were on a mountain?”

“I think so,” Brad said.

Mephistopheles looked up, eyes still leaking.

“That’s where we’re going, then.”

“Why?” the demon asked, hoarse.

Stephen shrugged. “We’ll figure it out when we get there. Come on.”

Reluctantly, Mephistopheles rose and limped to Famine’s side. The white horse nudged him gently, then actually kneeled. The demon paused, then stroked its mane and slid onto its back. The grackle glided off an air current to light on his shoulder; he ran his finger down its beak once.

They rode.


  Chapter Thirteen
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Raphael woke with the cloying stench of blood in his nostrils, immobilized by a nerve-fire that ran liquid-swift down his wings and back. He’d never felt pain before. Closing his eyes against the wind that tugged insistently at his dark hair, the archangel remained splayed on the ledge in front of the the birthplace. The sun burned his naked feather sockets; the wind chafed the seeping gaps. All Heaven worried at his wounds.

“Archangel!”

The cry sailed through the wind before the angel who supplied it, a slip of a youth with auburn-banded wings. Raphael opened his eyes and watched her come, unable to move.

“Archan—oh!”

She stopped, hovering, not daring to touch the ledge. Gold fluid formed a star-burst beneath Raphael, as if a pail of blood had splashed there, and in the sunlight his maimed body was appallingly displayed.

“Oh, Archangel! You need aid, you need healing, what happened!”

“Enough,” Raphael said, his voice ground between the twin stones of pain, body and heart. “Why do you come seeking me, sister? I have nothing—nothing to offer you.”

“I... we needed your help, Archangel. You heal, and the spheres in the birthplaces... they are dying!”

“What!” Raphael thrust himself onto an arm and cursed his weakness. “What! Say it again!”

“Two spheres in Shehaqim have failed, great brother. There are signs that others will as well. We need help...” She stopped speaking. They gazed at one another, the broken archangel and the hovering female, her own wings beating steady and rapid, like a hummingbird.

“But I cannot go,” Raphael said softly.

The angel wrung her hands before her stomach. “Please, great brother... what are we to do?”

“There is nothing we can do. The death of the newborns is not in our hands,” Raphael said, his voice growing tighter. “But, please, sister. Come and tell me of each that does not live. I... I wish to know.”

Her eyes flicked once, nervous and swift, over the blood, the feathers remaining, the empty wing arms. Then she nodded once, a jerk of her head, and skidded off on the next updraft.

No kind of healer. He could not save them all. He couldn’t even save one... and yet he lived on. Raphael cursed himself, letting his head drop back to his elbow as the tears leaked, hotter than the golden fluid splattered on the cliff-side, down his cheeks.
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Stephen's shadow was a short, compact darkness at his feet as he slid off Death and walked toward the bell tower and the cylindrical hall. In the stillness of Shamayim’s deserted morn, the other three followed suit and trailed after him. The muted gray metal of the cupola refused the sun’s sooty light, and Stephen’s mouth pressed into a line at the sight of it.

Glancing behind him, he gathered his friends with his eyes, and then turned the knob on the banded wooden door, spilling the light of hundreds of halos onto the earth. Into the place where only angels had walked, the priest stepped, the pressure of a divine melancholy contracting his skin.

Cold. He was cold. He stood in the center of the hall and craned his head to pull in the sight of them all, to hold close to his soul this evidence, at last, of a God both subtle and forgiving, of a God at the whim of the free will He Himself had granted His creatures, and a God who adored them all.

Stephen did not realize he was crying until the first tear struck the patterned marble floor, driving away the silence.

Mephistopheles moved behind him, slid a hand onto his shoulder.

“The redemption of the Fallen,” Stephen said, hushed.

The demon said nothing for several breaths. Then answered, “There is no unrequited love, with Him.”

Stephen covered the demon’s hand with his own.

Silent for all his lanky lack of grace, Brad walked along the edge of the room, reading the labels beneath the halos. Marie drifted along behind him, eyes wide.

“So now what?” Mephistopheles asked, his baritone coarse with the emotions he did not allow to reach his face.

“Can we... touch them?” Stephen asked.

“Mephistopheles! It’s yours!” Brad called.

The demon’s spine stiffened.

“Go ahead,” Stephen murmured. “It was yours once. It will be again. God’s Hand is in it, my friend.”

Mephistopheles turned then, and, one step at a time, made his way to Brad’s side. Near the place of honor where Lucifer’s grand disc hung in muted repose was his own name in neat script. And above it... a familiar circle, joined circuit, dulled to the color of cold iron, a disc the size of an archangel’s. A frisson of white traveled its lip, matching the shiver that ran his spine at the sight of it. He held his hands to it as it trailed a weak, white spark in his direction. Another quiver of white glinted on its edge. He could feel it, feel the core in him that longed to rejoin it.

Brad’s hand lit on his wrist. “Are you sure you should touch it?”

“I can’t,” Mephistopheles whispered softly, even as he trembled. The healing wound in his back sent a finger of fire up his left wing. “My touch will kill it. I’m Fallen. My lord might have managed, but not the rest of us....”

“What about us?” Stephen asked. He joined them. “Can we hold them?”

“No. Not you either. Only an angel.”

“Only an angel,” Stephen murmured.

“Kill it?” Marie asked with a tiny shudder. She threaded her fingers together and lifted her shoulders. “How... how do you kill a halo? What is it?”

Mephistopheles let his hands drop slowly back to his sides. “It is a part of us. It helps us to hear Him through the symphony of His creation, a symphony so vast we would drown in it otherwise.”

“Only an angel,” Stephen said again. “That’s it.”

“What?” Brad asked.

Stephen wheeled around. “How many halos are in here?”

“There should be... five hundred and seventy-five, if each of the Fallen’s was preserved.” Mephistopheles swallowed, then forced himself to turn from the sparks of yearning cast by his halo. His wings flattened tightly against his back. “What are you thinking, Stephen?”

“We need to bring them to the battle. We need to find five hundred and seventy-five angels willing to carry them with us back to Earth. We’re going to give them back.”

“Are you mad?” Mephistopheles asked, amazed.

Stephen’s lips curled back from his teeth. “Yes, now that you ask. I’m extremely mad. Mad that they were taken away from you, mad that you couldn't leave Heaven with them. What law made you do that? Why did you have to give them up? You need them, Mephistopheles. It’s like taking the lungs from a person. You can’t live without them. It’s a miracle you survived this long!”

“But... but what will it accomplish?” Marie asked in a small voice.

“I’m not sure,” Stephen said, feeling out his mental image. “But it’s what we should do.” He looked up at the demon, whose compacted wings and rigid shoulders bespoke his anguish. “What about it, Mephistopheles? Where do I find five hundred and seventy-five angels more interested in God’s mercy and in extending God’s love to the Fallen than in doling out Michael’s vengeance?”

“I... I don’t know?”

Marie sniffed. “Whoever they are, they have to be level-headed. Better make them women!”

Mephistopheles swayed, then turned and grabbed Stephen by the shoulders. “She’s right! They’ll understand. There’s not a female angel in Hell because the lack of Him would kill them... and there’s not a female angel in Michael’s legion! I’d swear to that!”

“Right! So where do we find them?”

The black wings mantled impatiently as Mephistopheles looked toward the door. “Not here. Not in Shamayim. It’s too far from God for them. We have to go closer. Closer to the middle of Heaven. Toward Araboth.”

His voice dropped low on the last word, low with longing, with reverence.

“Araboth?” Brad asked.

“The Seventh Heaven. Seat of God.”

Stephen shivered despite himself. “Let’s hope we can find some amenable female angels before then. I don’t think mortal flesh is meant to enter God’s presence.”

Mephistopheles glanced at him.

“Come on,” the priest said, tugging himself away from the muted light of the hall. “We don’t have much time.”

Brad and Marie scurried after him. Mephistopheles paused at the door, glancing toward his halo... and then at the largest disc, hanging beneath the pedestal. “Oh, my liege,” he said softly. “God grant us the day....”

Then they were out, the grackle speeding before them. The horses leaped forth, on to the Gate to Raquia.
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Gabriel fell.

His wings a white cocoon to shield his halo against the pressure of the rift, he fell without seeing, Asrial’s halo tucked beneath his tunic, against his chest. He did not need his eyes to know when the tunnel gave way to Hell’s fabric; the weight of the air and the sudden change in speed of his tumble gave him enough time to unfold himself before he smashed to the ground outside the Gate.

The air conspired to crush him. Gabriel gasped for breath. His halo slowed its spin, a few desperate sparks shooting from its edge as he sought God’s presence, even the faint sound of His heart’s pulse through creation. The archangel could find nothing. He fought the surge of panic, curling into a ball with his feathers shielding him from the insistent pressure.

The sharp rim of Asrial’s cool halo bit into his chest, reminding him of his errand. He could not let her die. He could not let the war start that way. Dragging himself to his feet, he limped toward the Gate, the light cast by his halo blotchy.

Hell’s morning was a sick, sullen one, its false sun a miserable lamp in the corner of the cavern’s ceiling. Everything rang false. Gabriel stumbled as he tugged his feet over the crest of the hill to find the line of damned awaiting entrance. His wings pulled together as he shuddered at the sight of their faces, terrified, craven, angered, masks of human emotion, caricatures. Almost as one they turned to stare at him.

It took only one breaking the rank to run to him. Like a cracked dam, the line exploded, and every miserable soul, every wronged soul, every terrified and angry soul, every human that had died through violence or in violence, stained by sin or wiped clean by atheism, every soul that had dared to worship God by a different name... they converged on him, and he could only stand, petrified, clutching Asrial’s halo to his breast as the mob reached him and grabbed his limbs, his wings, his clothing, screaming for healing, for succor, for access to Heaven.

He fell beneath their hands and fought to curl into a ball, shielding himself with interlaced feathers, his moans trapped beneath his teeth as they tore at him with hands curved like claws, freeing stripes of blood. The pain of each rip doubled as it opened his body to Hell’s deficient air... and even with his halo, he could not hear God, could not heal himself.

One body flew from him, then another. The Gate guards waded into the throng, plucking the souls from him as if they were leeches. When the last of the humans had been culled from him, the guard stopped.

“Well, what have we here? Not one of the Eighth Choir!”

“White wings. Big. Is he dead?” The other tentatively tapped the crest of one wing.

Gabriel unlaced his primaries to look on the faces of his deliverers, to imprint them in his mind. Flicking rays of light cast by his halo threaded through the resulting gaps.

The second guard stepped away. “He’s still in Grace!”

The first grimaced. “Come on, Dommiel. We’ve had messengers through here twice who were still in Grace. This one’s just a little bigger than the others.”

Gabriel found his voice. “I must see Lucifer.”

“‘Lucifer’, is it?” the first guard said with a snarl. “Not ‘The Great Betrayer’? Just because you’re one of the Eighth doesn’t make you his equal.”

“We are none of us the Morning Star,” Gabriel said softly. “Please. I bear him no ill will.”

Both guards paused. Then the first shrugged. “Come on, then. Dommiel, man the Gate.”

“Done.”

Gabriel rose to his feet and followed the first guard. “What’s your name?”

The guard eyed him. “Do you care?”

Gabriel cleared his throat. “You... seem familiar.”

The other snorted and led him down to the Gate, past the line of souls now guarded to prevent any further mischief. “At least you don’t forget too quickly, Gabriel.”

The archangel started. “You know me?”

“You think I don’t? There are only seven of your kind left, Gabriel. I know all your names.”

Gabriel blinked, then held out his free hand. “Zophiel...? Is that you?”

The black wings twitched against the guard’s back. “And if it is?” He shrugged, the motion rippling through his flight feathers. “It doesn’t matter anymore, Gabriel. By this time tomorrow, it will be over.”

“It doesn’t have to be that way,” Gabriel said, realizing he’d stopped and hurrying after the smaller Fallen angel. “Zophiel, we’d thought you lost. Why didn’t you come back?”

“You sent me to spy on Hell, thinking Heaven was something worth returning to. And... maybe it is. But not at the cost of my self-respect.”

Gabriel drew abreast of the other and touched his shoulder. “Zophiel....”

“Don’t touch me!” the guard said, sweeping Gabriel’s hand aside. “And don’t ask. You’ve lost that right. You and every other complacent member of the Eighth and Ninth. You think that all the fabric’s a big Song sung by seraphim and cherubim in happy harmony around God’s Seat! Well, you just go on thinking that, Gabriel. Because while you sit in the light of God’s dawn and drink ambrosia and wonder what melodies you’re going to sing today, the rest of us are down here in the Dark, doing His work. The work that you refused!”

Stunned into quiet, Gabriel fell back. He concentrated on fighting Hell’s oppressive atmosphere and ignoring the constant sting of the scratches left on his skin by the unexpected assault.

It required the better part of an hour for Gabriel at last to enter the domicile of Hell’s master. The low, long palace with its lines of mathematical purity sent an unexpected pang of regret into the archangel’s soul. He remembered briefly a vision of Lucifer in the morning in Heaven, arms outstretched, and wondered what the Fall had done to God’s most beloved of sons.

He found it irritating that he couldn’t remember the color of Lucifer’s wings. Had it been so long? All the waste of it!

Zophiel handed him over to the palace guard and left without a word. Chastened, Gabriel followed the new guard down the marble corridors, grateful to be out of the sight of the disturbing ceiling of Hell’s cavern, out of the light of its false sun. The torch- and fire-light in the halls was far more comforting.

The guard stopped before a door and turned to him, frowning. “Remain here while I inform my liege of your presence.”

“Of course,” Gabriel murmured.

The guard knocked, then slipped inside. Gabriel tasked himself to patience, and he swallowed. Asrial’s halo had quickened against his heart. Perhaps she was near, awake enough to sense it. His own halo sent off a lone spark, falling rapidly through the weighted air.

The guard opened the door finally, releasing a heady perfume that knocked Gabriel back to the birthplace and the incense that always burned there. He blinked away tears as the guard said, “You may enter.”

Gabriel stepped inside and saw him.

He was standing at the door to a private chamber, his massive, soot-black wings partially unfolded to bar the entrance. The sword waited, unsheathed, its point pressed to the floor and a soft hungry hum rising from its bare metal. In a loose blouse and charcoal gray breeches streaked with golden blood, Lucifer awaited him, his silver eyes unblinking as any angel’s. Gray smudges betrayed his trouble sleeping, though his long black hair had been combed neatly behind his back.

His expression was impenetrable.

Gabriel judged words worthless. Instead, he undid the laces of his own shirt and slid the golden halo free.

Lucifer’s eyes widened. Before he could speak, Gabriel walked to him and kneeled, bowing his head and proffering it openly.

The sword scraped against the scabbard as it slid in, and the halo’s warmth left his hands.

Cold fingers lit on his shoulder and gripped him.

“Gabriel.”

His memory of Lucifer's voice had faded in the centuries since he'd last heard it, and that pale memory prepared him not at all for the reality. To hear it in Hell was to feel the touch of God in a forsaken realm: such music, such tender power, so much abandoned. Gabriel let it wash over him and renew his resolve. “It was wrong,” he said, clearing his own throat and chancing a look up at the other. “It was unjust. I had to help.”

The halo did not dim in Lucifer’s hands, but glowed a weak yellow. In its kinder light, it was easier to remember the Morning Star who had been, not the Fallen angel who was. “If only they were all as you are, Gabriel,” he said huskily. “If only they had not grown calluses over their hearts.”

They remained thus for several heart-beats, unable to move; Gabriel kneeling, Lucifer touching him, black wings and white. Then Lucifer said. “Come. You have earned it.” He turned and ducked into the room.

Gabriel stopped at the threshold as Lucifer entered the room. When the black wings furled like cloaks behind Lucifer’s back with the hiss of soft feathers, at last the wan figure swathed in satin and fur was revealed.

“Dear God,” Gabriel said softly.

“Asrial?” Lucifer whispered. He slid onto the bed, one foot steadying his body as he leaned over her pale, motionless face, the laces of his blouse hanging from his long throat. One white flight feather, banded in copper and burnished in candlelight, rested beside his thigh over the blankets. Lifting the halo, Lucifer reached out and brushed the matted copper hair from her forehead. Then he lifted the halo to the crest of her head as he would have a chalice, opening his hands.

A soft glimmer of light played over the halo's edge, as a light seen through a warm, running stream. Another, and a half-hearted spark rose from its rim. The halo slid from Lucifer’s hands as if drawn, gliding the few inches to hover over the angel’s bare head.

It sparked again and rotated once, its soft glow bleeding away.

Gabriel bit his lip, hand clenching the door frame.

The flight feather on top of the blankets twitched. With a gasp of light, the halo spun into motion so suddenly Lucifer leaned away, squinting. Gabriel took a step into the room as the bruises faded and sparkles ran down the length of the exposed feathers in her wings.

Lucifer leaned over and cupped her chin in one hand. “Asrial.”

Red-gold lashes rose slowly over her darkened eyes, the iris a thin rim of gold around shadow-swollen pupils.

“Thank God,” Gabriel said, standing at the foot of the bed and resting his hands on the foot-board. “We weren’t too late.”

Lucifer looked back at him. His voice, though still solemn, had softened. “No. You weren’t too late, Gabriel.”

The archangel studied his own fingers, mantling his wings uncomfortably. “For her, maybe. But it’s not just about her.” He looked up. “Lucifer. Michael’s gone mad.”

Lucifer tucked the furs back up to Asrial’s collarbones and traced her cheekbone with his thumb. “Rest,” he murmured to her, then pulled away and faced the archangel. “Is this any surprise?”

“We have to stop him,” Gabriel said. “For his sake as well as ours. He risks going against God’s will. Not even God’s Champion could survive that kind of guilt.”

“Is he going against God’s will?” Lucifer asked wearily. “How do we know?”

“Do we really need to talk to God to uncover it, Lucifer?” Gabriel asked, voice low. “The death of hundreds of angels, Fallen and in Grace, and very likely most of humankind?”

“The messengers say he’s chosen a specific spot for the battle. It would just be a small handful of humans. So they say.”

Gabriel rolled his eyes. “As if the battle will remain confined to one place in a war between winged creatures, with a fanatic leading one side determined to extirpate Hell itself! Lucifer!”

“Hush!” Lucifer’s voice tightened. He waved a hand toward the sleeping angel. In a low tone he continued, “We can’t stop him. If we go, he will kill us. If we stay, he will come here and kill us. There’s no way to win the Apocalypse.”

“Talk to him,” Gabriel said quietly. “Please. Lucifer... just go and talk to him. He... misses you.”

“Misses me!” Lucifer turned his face from the archangel. After a few moments of silence, he said, “I will consider—”

“Lucifer...”

“—And that is all!” Lucifer locked gazes with him, silver eyes glittering in the candlelight.

Gabriel sighed, then nodded.

Turning to the bed, Lucifer said, “You should go. And... take her.”

“What?”

Lucifer slid his hands beneath Asrial’s body, fever-hot from the mound of furs and blankets. “Take her. She cannot heal fully here, even with her halo. You’re weak even with yours, and it’s larger. This is no place for a woman.” He pulled her from her nest and started when a weak hand clasped his arm.

“No,” Asrial whispered. Her halo’s light flickered.

“Lady, you must go. Gabriel will take you back to Heaven, where you can heal.”

“No,” Asrial said again. Her eyes caught on him. “Must stay.”

Lucifer frowned. “This is not open to debate.” He lifted her into his arms, the fur draping over her body, and turned to Gabriel.

Gabriel looked at Asrial, at the small white hand on Lucifer’s arm, then up at Lucifer. He hesitated.

“Take her!” Lucifer hissed.

The archangel shook his head slowly. “No.”

“She’ll die here!”

“Will she? Her halo will maintain her state. Heaven crucified her, Lucifer. Earth will soon become Armageddon. There is no safer place for her. Besides,” he reached out and tentatively touched the angel’s cool white cheek, “she must make her own choices. As must we all.”

Asrial’s lips silently formed a ‘thank you’.

The black feathers of Lucifer’s wings arched away from his back, then flattened again. Without another word, he laid her on the bed and tucked her back into the blankets.

“I should return. I don’t know what I can do, but I have to try,” Gabriel said quietly. “When will you decide?”

“When I decide, and no sooner.”

Gabriel paused, then nodded. He walked to the door and stopped there. “Lucifer.”

The Fallen angel looked up.

“God with you.”

Lucifer watched the door shut behind the white feathers of the archangel. He sat on the chair beside the bed and rested his head in his hands. After a few moments, he stood and left the room.


  Chapter Fourteen
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The yellow horse bore her through the cold morning mist, each step unerring. So smooth was its gait that only the sound of its hooves rustling against the dew-sopped ground reminded Chris that they were not floating. She wished she’d thought to throw on her terry-cloth robe over the silk one that now clung damply to her goose-pimpled skin.

“I hope you know where you’re going,” she muttered to the two sallow ears pricked in front of her.

The horse chuffed softly, and Chris shook her head, tucking a limp blonde curl behind her ear. At least its hide was warm between her legs; its barrel expanded and contracted at irregular intervals like a broken metronome, but somehow the arrhythmia soothed her. It pricked her professional side to life and calmed her by virtue of memories of competence, of being somewhere she was useful and had power.

“If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were sick,” she said, rubbing its withers. “But ghost-horses don’t get sick, do they?”

One ear rotated back to her. Chris peered at it, then ducked a low-hanging branch with its moist gray shroud of Spanish moss. The horse was bearing her roughly to the north along a spar of brushy woods; the mist clung to the ground, seeping along it and up the yellow legs of her mount as it carried her forward, a gait hanging eerily between equine canter and lupine lope.

“Where are they?” Chris asked, shivering. Her skin had long since ceased to feel warm. She imagined her immune system retreating from her extremities to cluster in her throat and lungs, an image she'd once told young patients to hearten them. The broken bellows-heaving of the warm body beneath her centered her, and she pressed the flats of her palms against the sharp chain of the horse’s spine. “This looks like...” Her eyes narrowed. “Like the back of Jesuit, actually.”

The horse stopped finally and craned its sallow head back to eye her. She dipped her head. “I take it you want me to be quiet now.”

It blew out a breath and resumed sliding forward, like a fragment of the mist. She ducked against its back, knotting her fingers in its crinkled mane. Soon, shapes appeared in the fog, distant tents against tall trees and figures moving between them. The horse carried her past endless versions of the scene, a plague of tents and angels in every clearing and glade in the brushy lot behind the high school.

“My God,” Chris whispered, the chill now no longer entirely a product of the air. There were more angels than she could readily count, and the endless panorama of tents showed no signs of ending.

The horse threaded through the wet trees, finally halting before a particular clearing.

“Is this where he is?” she said softly, squinting into the heavy fog.

The horse chuffed.

“So... what do I do now?”

It flicked the skin along its shoulders, and she grimaced. “Yeah. I see. My call, huh?” Chris slid off the back of the horse, her thighs aching. Her robe clung to her body and she pulled it open, flapping it a few times to separate it from her skin. Retying the sash, she placed a hand on the horse’s shoulder. “Thanks.”

It nibbled her sleeve, staring at her with bottomless, sunken eyes. She ruffled its forelock, then straightened and marched toward the largest tent in the camp.

“Halt!”

Standing just behind the last line of brush, Chris stopped. A winged figure with a spear formed out of the haze. Her eyes, unbidden, followed the line of the spear to its metal tip, the image of Mephistopheles’s gruesome wound flashing once in her mind.

“Who goes?”

“A messenger,” Chris said, improvising. She stepped out of the forest and squared her shoulders. Mouth curling into a half-faced grin, she finished, “Take me to your leader.”

The angel stepped closer, squinting. He wore mail, like a faded color plate from a medieval manuscript. “You’re a human!”

“Give the man a prize! Now if you’re done gawking, can you take me to the psycho ward escapee in charge of you lot? Preferably before he destroys my corner of reality?”

“The Archangel is not interested in human souls,” said the guard, planting his spear in the ground and frowning at her.

Chris scowled. “I’m not a ‘human soul’, you idiot. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m still alive. Now show me to Michael or get out of my way.” She started forward, fuming.

The spear’s point appeared in front of her, and she stopped abruptly. “Get that thing away from me, or I’ll be very. Very. Upset.”

The guard’s eyes narrowed. “You’re very flippant for someone about to die.”

“Don’t toy with me,” Chris said. “Your precious Archangel and his precious God have given me very little left to lose.”

The spear pressed against her sternum.

“Very well,” Chris said. “Remember you asked for this.” She closed her eyes then, tilted her head back... and screamed. Swollen tents split open to disgorge scores of angels from the surrounding clearing, scrambling for their swords and shields.

Chris had eyes only for the massive figure that flung apart the flaps of his tent with wings whiter than snowfall, the one with the halo that spun so quickly it threw off sparkles and rays of gold.

“Bareth! What is going on here?”

The guard holding her back looked so mortified Chris almost forgave him his stubbornness. “Sir, this human broke through the perimeter.”

Michael’s cool green eyes fixed on her, then swept away as if bored. “One human does not constitute a breach in security, Guard.”

“I’m sorry, my Lord.”

“Indeed. See her away.” Michael waved the other angels back into their tents.

Chris bared her teeth. “Not so fast!” She lunged past the guard, knocking his spear aside, and placed herself square in the Archangel’s way. “Not until I’ve talked with you. It’s what I came to do.”

Michael’s golden brow lifted. “Here’s a novelty. Do you have a hearing problem, human? You are not welcome here. Be gone.”

Chris balled up her fist and punched him in the stomach. The guard watched gape-jawed as Michael staggered back, wings spreading to keep from falling. “A novelty? A novelty? Hell with that, you bastard! I am a person, same as you!”

The guard recovered himself and jumped on her, grabbing her arm. She jabbed her elbow just below his sternum and heard his xiphoid process crack—so angels had anatomy! Excellent! As he wheezed, she slammed on his instep; but she was bare-footed, and he had boots. The guard jerked her head back by her short hair. She looked for a hand to bite. Maybe if she got lucky she could separate a joint.

“That’s enough out of you, human!”

“Wait!” Michael straightened, one hand on his gut. He stared at her, and Chris stopped struggling to devote all her attention to a defiant glare. “You are not,” he said slowly, “a person, ‘same as me’. I am an angel. You are a human.”

“We’re both souls made by your damnable God!”

He slapped her, wrenching her face to one side. She growled and said, “Go ahead. Beat me up just like you did that poor angel girl. Is it your habit to knock people around when they don’t agree with you? Or is it just women who frighten you so goddamn much?”

The Archangel actually blanched.

Stunned by her outburst, the guard loosened his grip. Chris wrenched free and pulled her robe back up her shoulder. She pointed at the Archangel. “I came to talk to you. I’m not leaving until I’m done. You can either beat me until my body's one big contusion or you can suffer me whole. Because either way I’m not going to stop talking until I’m done.”

Michael stared at her, then snarled at the guard. “Don’t you have duties?”

“Y-y-yes, sir!” The guard stepped away, then turned and fled.

Chris glanced at him as he left, then steeled herself against another blow. When it didn’t come, she lifted her head. The Archangel was staring at her, his expression unreadable.

“Why are you here?” he asked at last.

“I’m your conscience, Michael. I’m going to tell you how you’re going to damn your own soul, and I’m going to keep telling you all the way down the road to that damnation, and hope at some point you stop and listen to me.”

“You’re certain of yourself,” he observed.

Chris smiled grimly. “Yeah. I have my reasons.”

Michael paused, then furled his wings against his back. “You intrigue me.”

“Well, that’s better than me inspiring you to violence.”

“Why are you here again?” He lifted his hand, studying her face. “Really here.”

Chris paused, then shook her head. “Oh, no. We’ll just say I’m interested in healing you. To see if you can be healed.”

The Archangel chuckled and walked past her toward his tent. “If you think I am wounded, you are sorely mistaken.”

Chris frowned as he ducked into the tent. “Gee. I didn’t think angels could lie to themselves,” she said. With a sigh, she followed him.

The tent was spare despite its size: there was a desk, a chest, a pallet thrown on the cold ground. The smell of incense rose from a tiny brass lamp. Michael had seated himself at the desk with an unrolled map. He looked up when she entered.

“I do have things to do today, you know.”

“Yeah, I kind of figured. Talk up the troops. Walk the rounds. Plan the destruction of Earth and the annihilation of Hell. Busy day.”

Michael’s wing twitched. His stare struck her as extremely uncanny; she realized suddenly that he didn’t blink. She wondered how he kept his eyes moist and free of foreign objects. Or maybe, she thought, motes in the eyes didn't normally plague angels. “I am not planning the destruction of Earth.”

“That’s just a nice side effect. Right.”

The Archangel frowned. “Do not press me, human. You want to spend the day with me? Very well. But do not prevent me from my intended tasks or I will throw you back to the forest, and not gently.”

“Is that your worst threat?” Chris said, folding her arms and canting one hip.

A cold shadow filmed Michael’s eyes. Said he in a voice lacking any tone at all, “No. I could kill you and let the Wind destroy your eternal soul.”

Despite her cynicism and the scar tissue grown over the wounds in her heart, Chris’s hair lifted on her arms. She managed not to shiver, but the words sobered her. “I see.”

“Sit in the corner. We will have time to... talk... later.”

Obedient for now, Chris sat beside the chest. At least the tent was warm. Leaning against the fragrant wood, she began her vigil.

[image: ***]

Lucifer kneeled before the cross, spine bowed and wings cupped around his body. His hands pressed against the hard rocks in the soil, the tingles rising up his arms whispering of paper-thin slices their edges cut in his palms. The sun guttered in the sky, its light variable, at times bright as a normal noon in Hell, at others, completely extinguished.

His spine had cramped by the time he heard footsteps disturbing the gravel.

“You know you will not abandon your own.”

Lucifer unbent instantly and twisted, one wing sliding smoothly out of the way. “Lady, you should not be up.”

Asrial did not leave. “You have said that to me before.”

“It has never been more true,” he said. Her halo barely spun above her head, and while the bruises had faded and the holes in her hands and feet had healed, the power of the halo had not managed to seal the skin of her wrists and ankles... nor to replace the twin shelves of secondaries plucked from her wings to fit her to the crucifix. Their lack stylized her pinions into symbols.

She had donned one of his night-robes, a heavy silk thing of midnight blue that dwarfed her slender frame.

“Why did you stay?” Lucifer asked. “Why didn’t you go back with Gabriel?”

“Do you want me to leave so badly?” Asrial kneeled carefully beside him.

Lucifer shook his head. “Once you said that there was a nobility in me that made you unable to see me suffer. So I say to you that there is a divinity in you that makes me unable to see you broken.”

“You need me more than I need wings I cannot fly with,” Asrial said softly. “This cross will not give you the answers you seek. Nor will the silence of a Hell emptied of your kind. There is not even a guard left in your manor, my lord. They have all gone to Earth, for better or for worse.”

Lucifer looked away. His hand strayed to the hilt of the sword at his side. “I cannot make war on Heaven, Lady.”

Her eyes thinned. She reached out, touched his shoulder... the line of his neck exposed by the collar of his blouse. Startled, he glanced back at her.

“Tell me,” she said.

Lucifer paused, then closed his eyes. The sword hissed free of its scabbard, a cold glint running its edge as he planted it in the soil in front of him and rested both hands on its hilt. “It was over the one who died on this cross—I had been planning to make Hell for several years, you understand. When this one was born... I knew it was against all our unspoken laws, but I went to him. We talked. There was so much of God in him that I could see it buried even as it was in solid flesh!” His brows furrowed. “So I announced it, that I was ready to make a home for human souls, announced so that those who agreed could come to me. And Michael was incensed. He would not allow me to leave. I could not bear to stay. He threw the gauntlet, and I took it... in His Name, I took it! And my host followed in my footsteps. We slew so many. Comrades we’d known, dear friends. Familiar faces, bleeding gold. I thought war would change Michael’s mind. I thought that if I proved to him that I was as willing to kill for my ideals as he was, he would respect my beliefs more. That he would give them more weight.

“But all we ended with was a mound of corpses. And nothing brought back their souls... and when I turned around with my sword, he was dying on this cross, and I ran... but I was too late.” Lucifer’s forehead slowly sank to the cross-guard of the sword, hair falling in a black sheet on either side of his face. His wings followed, easing to the ground and draping across it and over Asrial’s back.

“This war will solve nothing,” Lucifer rasped, his voice gone hoarse. “It will offer us nothing save the chance for more regrets, more grief. More souls to reap and lose.”

Asrial stood and pried his fingers from the hilt of the sword. Lifting it away from his grasp, she let it drop onto the barren earth as he watched. Then she took his open hands and slid them onto her waist, around to her back.

“There is no comfort in steel if you have no love of death,” Asrial said softly. “No comfort in crosses if you have no love of suffering. No comfort in anything, my lord... save His love.”

“He has forgotten us,” Lucifer whispered, his hands tense on her back.

Asrial smiled, a serenity in her golden eyes that matched the slow spin of her halo. “Has he? Am I not here?”

Lucifer stared up at her, and then gripped her so tightly she bit back a gasp. He pressed his head against her belly, holding to her as if to keep from drowning.

Asrial wrapped her arms around his dark head as he wept. Her white and battered wings encircled him and his black ones, and the shadow of the cross faded from her back as Hell’s sun turned away its face.
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“This is taking too long,” Stephen said. His fists clenched Death’s mane so tightly the skin over his knuckles stretched white.

“Where are all the sentries?” Mephistopheles muttered. He pulled the horse’s head back and surveyed Shehaqim from the Gate ledge. They’d passed through the First and Second Heavens unchallenged; no guards remained at the Gates leading deeper into Heaven, just as no angels plied the skies, male or female. “Can they really all be gone to Earth?”

“Maybe it’s just the outer edges that are empty,” Brad said.

The grackle sailed past and Stephen followed his flight down into the shadowed wells of Shehaqim. “Come on. We’re wasting time.”

“Do you realize how many angels are on Earth, if Michael has emptied all three of the outer Heavens?” Mephistopheles called after Stephen before urging Famine after him.

“No doubt you’ll tell me.”

“More than Hell has, twice over.”

“It’ll be noon soon,” Stephen said, ignoring the fear the demon's statement incited. He leaned over Death’s arched neck as the horse plowed across the deserted fields, passing under the vast shadows cast by the clumped fists of gray clouds. “When will we find them? Where are they, Mephistopheles?”

“Closer. We need to be closer to Him.”

Stephen gritted his teeth and silently urged the horse on.

They were not challenged until the gate to Ma’on, the Fifth Heaven; Machanon, the Fourth Heaven and Michael’s realm, had been as bleakly empty as the Third.

Seeing the figure at the gate, Mephistopheles freed his sword from its scabbard, holding it away from the horse's side as they galloped nigh. His wings he kept tightly furled behind him. “Hail the gate!”

“Hail the riders!” The guard sounded perplexed, staring at them as they drew closer. “What is your busin—who are you!”

“Let us pass,” Stephen said. Death slowed to a halt; War drew up alongside, dancing irritably on flame-feathered hooves. Even Brad looked grim, one hand on the arm Marie had looped around his waist.

“Who are you?” the guard said, dropping his spear to face them. “What are you doing here? Human souls aren’t allowed so far.”

Mephistopheles allowed Famine to carry him in front of them both and said in a low voice, “Let us pass, guard.” The sword glinted in his left hand.

The guard hesitated, the tip of the spear dipping. When Mephistopheles advanced, he lifted it again and frowned. “Stay back!”

Mephistopheles flattened one hand on Famine’s withers to steady himself, then spread both dark wings, cupped Heaven’s light air in their sensitive feathers. The left one threaded fire down his bones, reminder of the wound only lately closed on his back.

The angel stared, then scrambled back toward the gate. “Fallen!”

“Yah!” Mephistopheles said, and the horse leaped forward. War and Death followed on his heels as the angel fled, but it was the demon who grabbed the back of the angel’s tunic before he could leap from the ledge into Ma’on. “Oh, no. No, you don’t.”

The guard twisted around and slammed the edge of his spear into the demon’s side. “Fallen scum!”

Mephistopheles grunted, then bowled the man over with his good wing and jumped off Famine’s back. He leaned down and pinned the angel on the ground, hands trapped behind his back and over his wing-arms to keep them from flailing. Black wings stretched and mantled in the light of the Fifth Heaven. “We don’t want you going anywhere and talking, in case Michael left any of the Ninth Choir in Heaven, my friend... or else I wouldn’t be treating you so unkindly. Granted, if you hadn’t waved a spear at my gut, I might have been gentler.”

Famine huffed.

“I don’t suppose any of you have any rope?”

"None," Stephen said wryly, “I seem to have forgotten to pack my camping kit.”

Mephistopheles shrugged and bent over the struggling angel. “I’m sorry then, my friend.” He chose a spot behind the man’s head and struck it neatly with the pommel of his sword; the body slumped and he dropped it to the ground. He tossed the spear to the priest. “Onward, then. We should expect more people.”

Stephen caught the spear and looked up at the sun, so much closer... and so much farther along the arc of the sky. The grackle was circling overhead.

They rode. The fastest route to the next gate was across open plains, and they shunned the covert route in favor of speed. Mephistopheles glanced up more than once to see dark motes in the sky, angels with colored wings.

“We should be ready,” he said to the rest, voice gravelly with the strain. Being in Heaven so long made the hunger to stay nearly unbearable. “They’re warned... they’ll meet us at the gate.”

“I don’t care as long as they let us through,” Stephen growled.

“Maybe there’ll be women there, too,” said Marie.

“I’d love to have a sword about now,” was Brad’s only comment.

An hour later the gate to Zebul rose from the surrounding crags, and the horses charged up its slope and onto the plateau. There they stopped, leaving their riders to face the score of angels standing in iron-clad determination before the gate.

Stephen rolled the spear in his fingers, chafing the wood with his thumb; his other hand tightened on a fistful of Death’s black mane. “The odds aren’t looking very good, Mephistopheles.”

“When have the odds been good throughout this entire venture, my friend?” Mephistopheles asked dryly. The grackle drifted down to perch on his shoulder.

“I am really wanting a sword about now,” Brad said. “Or a machine gun.”

The horses remained still, the fitful breeze tangling their tails. The angels facing them at the gate were likewise unmoving.

Marie sighed and slipped off of War’s broad back. “You people!” She brushed off her jeans and strode toward the cluster of belligerent angels. Stopping some twenty feet away from them, she folded her arms over her breasts and said, “Let us through.”

One of the guards stepped forth, spear held before him. “We cannot. You have penetrated too far into Heaven as it is. You do not belong here.”

“How do you know? The horses carried us here.”

The angel glanced at the three. War stamped a foot and rolled its eyes, tiny flames curveting tightly above its flared nostrils. Famine stood, as always, with hung head, ribs pressing against its sides with every labored breath. Death was a statue, unbreathing.

The guard looked back at Marie. “We guard God, girl. Even if you did belong here, you are an abomination and a pain to Him.” His eyes drifted to Mephistopheles, mantling black wings on the white horse, sword biting pale sunlight from the sky.

“You are not God’s father,” Marie said.

Every angel stopped breathing and stared at her. She pointed at the one speaking for them and said, “God doesn’t need to be protected, like a kid with a fussy, smothering parent. God isn’t an innocent who doesn’t know about what’s out there. You’re His children, not the other way around... so what’s the deal with you trying to come off like God’s dad?”

“Wow,” Brad said sotto voce to the priest and demon. “That’s my girlfriend.”

“She’s got quite a tongue on her,” Mephistopheles replied.

The angel recovered himself and grabbed Marie by the front of her shirt. “Blasphemer!”

“Hey!” Brad jumped off War’s back, Stephen only a few heart-beats behind him.

Marie wrapped her hand around the angel’s forearm and dug her fingernails into it. “Let me go, you brute. Show me to your women, so I can talk to someone with sense!”

“You are in no position to argue,” the angel said, thrusting his spear at the oncoming boy. Brad jerked to a halt.

Marie bit the hand on her shirt. The angel yelped and dropped her. “Move out of the way... or kill us,” she said. “Go ahead! Spill the blood of innocent humans on the stones of Heaven.”

The angel wavered, eyes flicking from Brad to Stephen and back to Marie.

Famine carried Mephistopheles noiselessly up behind the humans, each hoof falling after a pause. When the horse stopped, Mephistopheles spread his sooty wings, larger than those belonging to any of the guards, and framed his companions with their leading edges.

“If it were just the three of you,” the angel said at last, “I would let you through. But I must kill him.” His spear point stabbed in Mephistopheles’s direction. “He abandoned God. For that there is no forgiveness, no absolution... no excuse.”

Mephistopheles’s voice from behind the humans startled them so much that only Stephen could resist the urge to look back, to connect the colorless, rocky baritone with the demon. “I am already dead, Guardian. Driving a spear through my heart would be a meaningless formality.”

“Let us through,” Stephen said into the ensuing quiet.

“Did someone ask for us?” A voice cut through the crowd, its owner pushing past the shoulders of the angels before the gate: a slender, tall woman, her saturnine face lined with years and hair bleached from the spin of her mellow gold halo. White wings banded with dusty blue scythed the guards apart for two other female angels, drifting in her wake.

The angel guard frowned, his spear still pointed at Mephistopheles’s heart. “Beware, sister, lest his lack of Grace poison you.”

“His lack of Grace will no more poison me than your posturing will you. Move, please.”

Reluctant, the guard backed a few steps away.

The female angel studied the three humans first, her gaze falling and lingering on each for several minutes before moving to the next. From Marie in her beat-up jeans, hastily dragged on beneath the t-shirt she slept in, her hair messily braided and her face screwed into a determined mask, to Brad, similarly attired but smudged with the dirt of Hell. Stephen stood a pace behind them both, arms folded, the sweatshirt neck framing the clerical collar; the circles under his eyes gave evidence of his fitful sleep, and the wrinkles framing them the years that gave those worries the substance of experience.

She looked up then at the dark figure, wings spread as if to shelter, at the one with the gaze that shielded with a hunger no angel in Grace could understand.

“Why are you here?” she asked at last, folding her hands into the sleeves of her robe.

“Please, lady, we must talk to you,” Stephen said. He paused, glancing at the angels blockading the gate. “Alone, if we may.”

“No!” the guard said. “They will hurt you!”

The female ignored him pointedly. She studied Stephen’s face, then nodded and said, “Walk down the hill with me.” Turning to look at the humans and the demon, “All of you.”

“I will be watching,” the guard said, wings bristling as he planted the spear against the ground.

“I would be surprised if you weren’t,” the woman said, then turned her back on him and began walking calmly down the slope. The other two female angels followed her at a discreet distance. Stephen glanced once at the guard, then set off after her, the others in his wake.

“So,” the woman said. The wan sunlight barely lit the dusty blue traced across her coverts and primaries. “Why have you come?”

Stephen clasped his hands behind his back to keep from making nervous gestures. “Ma'am... Michael seeks to bring about the final battle.”

She nodded slowly. “It has been very quiet.”

“We would like to stop him. We believe that God doesn’t want this war.”

“Oh?”

“The halos,” Brad interjected. “They’re all saved. In Shamayim.”

“The halos of the Fallen,” Stephen repeated. “They’re still alive. What good are halos without their angels? He must love them still, else why would He keep them?”

She lifted her chin, brows rising above the deep hollows of her eyes. “I see. So you have decided that it is your duty to stop Michael from following the wrong path.”

“Yes. Yes, that’s it exactly.”

“And why were you seeking me?”

Stephen looked down, concentrating on the placement of his feet as they navigated the rocky soil. “We’re very close to too late as it is, ma'am. We thought if we brought Lucifer to Heaven, he could speak to God and ask Him if it was time for the Apocalypse... but there’s no time, and now I wonder if anyone would have listened to Lucifer anyway. We’re on our last idea... and we need help. Your help.”

“And what would you have me do?”

Stephen stopped and waited for her to turn to face him, her wings arched ever-so-slightly to cup the hesitant wind. “I’d like to take the halos back to the Fallen.”

Her regard remained steady, unblinking. She twisted around and said to Mephistopheles, “And what do you think of this?”

The demon stood a few feet away, his wings brushing his sides, the ground, feathers surreptitiously lifting and spreading to let in the soft air of Heaven. He looked up slowly. “I think the priest is mad. I dare not think anything else. It would hurt too much.”

She nodded slowly. “So you came asking for female angels... why? You know we are ill-equipped for long stays away from the heart of Heaven.”

“You’re the only ones with sense enough to do it,” Marie said. “The men are too busy doing the ‘noble war’ thing. Seems they’re the same everywhere, winged or not.”

“Hey,” Brad said, elbowing her.

“Earth seems to be the site of Armageddon,” Stephen said quietly. “They’re already there, ma'am. Please... I don’t think even Michael could make war after a display of that much power. That much... that much symbolism.”

“I can make decisions for only myself,” the woman said, wings spreading and folding like a butterfly’s drying. “But I will go and ask, and see if there are not people for the task at hand.”

“Lady... quickly, please. It will take us hours to travel back out of Heaven....”

“I will go as swiftly as I can, but I will not rush answers on an issue of such import. You ask us to defy Michael. That is no small thing... even if he is wrong,” she said.

Stephen opened his mouth to protest, but Mephistopheles laid a hand on his shoulder. “That is all we ask, lady.”

The female nodded once, then took wing, her two attendants following.

Stephen watched them go, hands twitching at his sides. “Oh, God, Mephistopheles. We can’t wait long!”

“We’ll leave when we must and trust in God to supply the rest. If it really is His will that Earth dies and humanity with her, that my liege-lord be slain and all his people with him... do you think we could honestly stop it?”

“No,” Stephen said hoarsely. “But the business about free will living happily with an already defined course of events never sat well with me. I have to believe we can live or die by our own hands, Mephistopheles.”

“Then say a prayer, Father. Make yourself a rosary of the bones of Heaven’s soil and the slivers of wood that crucified an angel. Either way nothing will ever be the same again.”

The demon walked away. Stephen stared after him, then sat on a nearby rock; when the grackle flew down to perch on the ground before him, he said, “I could use a sign about now.”

It trained its beady yellow eye on him. He sighed and watched Marie and Brad talking together, then shook his head. To keep his fingers from trembling, he bent down and began gathering stones, and whispered his prayers with each he collected.


  Chapter Fifteen
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Gabriel ran off the momentum of his glide onto the ledge of the birthing place in Raquia, the one the newborn had died in. His brow had set in a furrow above blue eyes; he strode through the mists of Heaven’s pastel morning into the umber-darkness of the cavern, the bag in his hand slapping against his leg.

The amber incense hung in heavy veils as he ascended the steps to the topmost chamber, torch-light chasing away the intimate dark of the brown stone womb. With white wings scraping against the ceiling, Gabriel ducked beneath the low lintel and walked toward the nests.

The figure crouching beside the one with the broken shell looked up as he approached. “Gabriel?”

“Raphael!” Gabriel stopped; the other archangel’s voice sounded wrong, somehow: too faint. “What are you doing here? Everyone’s already gone...”

“Just looking. It started here. You know.” The silhouette of Raphael’s chest rose and fell unevenly.

“Started?” Gabriel asked. His frown grew more pronounced as he glanced at the other empty nests, then back at his fellow archangel. He waved a cloud of incense aside. “What are you talking about, Raphael?”

“Haven’t you heard? Weren’t you there? Of course not. It’s every globe. Every one since this one. Stillborn... miscarried.” Raphael laughed breathlessly.

“What!”

“Not a one. Not a nursery in Shehaqim or Machanon or Ma’on... and they won’t open in the Sixth and Seventh. Ha! Smart unborn! Would that the others had been so lucky! Forty gone. Forty. Forty drowned in their own fluid....”

Visions of gossamer dust, born of faded bodies and unrealized souls, clouded Gabriel’s eyes. He swayed, groped blindly for the column beside the nest to keep from staggering. “A portent. It can be nothing less than a portent.”

“Too late,” Raphael said. His voice barely cleared a whisper, fading between a peculiar, uneven mirth and a gray weariness. “It is too late now. The golden blood is spilled. Spilled everywhere... my fingers, my hands....”

Something about the other archangel’s crouch struck Gabriel as terribly wrong. He frowned, stepping forward. “Raphael...? What’s wrong?”

Raphael rose, a piece of the broken shell in either hand. Behind him, his wings mantled, spread, and were revealed.

Dripping dust from their denuded spans, plucked free of every secondary and primary and most of the coverts as well, white wing-arms dappled with golden blood arched over his head. The sweet stench that rose from them gagged Gabriel, and tears stung his eyes. He staggered back. “By His Name, Raphael!”

“It’s too late,” Raphael said, weaving. “I’ve been here... been here hours, but it won’t tell me why... why I’m still alive. It laughs at me. It tells me I’m no healer. Why does He leave me alive? It’s too late, Gabriel. Nothing will make my heart light enough to fly again.”

Gabriel grabbed Raphael’s arms. “Raphael! Are you mad? What have you done!”

The oubliettes that had replaced the other archangel’s eyes held no emotion, nothing but darkness. “It’s too late.”

“No!”

“Too...”

“No!”

But Raphael had gone limp in his hands. Gabriel swallowed, then pulled the other man into his arms and rested him gently on the ground. “I’m sorry, my brother... but I have too much to do. I will have to come back for you later—”

He advanced on the nest and crouched beside it. Opening his bag with a swift prayer running over his tongue, he scooped the thin, fine silt out of the broken globe.

Ten minutes later, the archangel hurtled from the ledge, broad white wings beating as he winged his way deeper into Heaven. The wind ruffled the mouth of the bag tied at his belt, a bag somewhat heavier than it had been before and that would be heavier yet ere his errand was spent.
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“They’re camping precisely where we thought they would,” the sternly-countenanced angel said to Michael over the spread map of the area. He pointed, a long shadow flaring from his fingertip in the candle-light. “There. On the edges of this open area.”

“Good, good. Any sign yet of him?” The menace in Michael’s voice left little doubt who he referred to.

“Not yet, sir. But by our count all of Hell is empty.”

“Very good. Keep patrolling. We will proceed with the current plan.”

The angel straightened, dark brown and orange wings twitching behind him as his head jerked in a perfunctory nod. A few minutes later the captain had exited, leaving Michael to muse over the map.

“By your counts,” Chris finally said from her corner.

The Archangel frowned, a spark trailing off his rapidly spinning halo. He had almost forgotten the woman. “Pardon?”

“It’s empty by your counts. But it’s still full of humans, I bet.”

“The humans are not going to fight us, woman.”

“I have a name, you know.”

Michael’s brow arched. “I didn’t suppose otherwise.”

“And how do you know they won’t fight you? If they knew you were going to destroy their little pocket reality, I’m sure they wouldn’t go gently into that good night, you know.” Chris leaned forward, smoothing her cold hands over the fabric on her knees.

“I suppose not,” Michael said.

Chris stood and joined him at the map table. She placed her hands on either edge, palms down, and peered at him. “You can’t honestly tell me you won’t think twice about snuffing out millions of souls... can you?”

“In war, innocents die. That is the way of things.”

“This isn’t war, Michael. This is revenge.”

His nostrils flared, and emerald eyes narrowed in his hard, golden face. “Don’t push me, woman.”

“My name is Chris,” she said, trying not to flinch away. If only he would blink once in a while! “And isn't it revenge?”

“No. It's vengeance. Justice for a sin committed against God.”

Chris sat on the bench and folded her hands in her damp lap. “And tell me what Lucifer deserves for this great sin.”

Michael lifted his head and stared at the side of the tent. His wings bristled, and Chris wondered in uneasy awe how there was room for all those feathers in a tent even as large as this one.

“When I find him, I will press the point of my sword against his throat until a bead of his benighted blood rises above that perfect skin... and force him to beg for his life and the lives of all those he led into darkness. Led out of Heaven. Led in defiance of God’s laws!”

“God’s laws as interpreted by humans,” Chris said, eyes thinned. The flutter in the Archangel’s voice on the word ‘benighted’ had not been lost on her, but she wasn’t ready to chase it down yet. “Are they really God’s laws, Michael? Did you have a chat with Him? Maybe get a set of divine tablets from Him?”

Michael hissed, flight feathers stiffening. The spray of light that leaped from his halo fell in glistening trails over the map, casting uncertain shadows. “I cannot talk to Him. He is too great for me. Do not mock me!”

“I’m not here to mock you,” Chris said. Petrifying fear for her life was a good way to keep her from running. She didn’t like the way his hands were clenching and unclenching from the edge of the table. “I’m just saying... well, you’re staking a hell of a lot on your beliefs. What if you’re wrong?”

“I am not wrong!”

“Dumb question,” Chris muttered, then ducked as the hand snapped out toward her head. She growled and grabbed it on the back-swing, scrabbling for a pressure point and digging her fingers in.

The Archangel froze, green eyes glittering with a fire not entirely of the candle-light’s making. The shadow of their joined hands jumped and skittered over the map. His tendons flexed beneath her grasp, and Chris swallowed and forced herself to meet the uncanny gaze.

“I am your conscience, Michael. Listen to me before it’s too late!”

“You are a human soul, unworthy of Heaven and of no use to me,” Michael replied, his voice gentling to a silky rasp. “When the end comes, you will be the first to hear the Wind howl.”

“Listen to yourself!” Chris exclaimed. “Michael! Your God is not interested in a callous heart!”

“My God is not interested in a blasphemer’s soul either.”

“How do you know?”

“Let go of me.”

“No!”

Chris gasped as the table slammed into her back, her arm twisted to her chest, pushing back the fabric near her throat. Above her, Michael bared his teeth, his fingers on her wrist so hard she could feel the bruises spreading. Her mind idly imagined the capillaries bursting, contaminating the surrounding tissue with plasma and leukocytes.

The skin exposed by the fall developed goose-flesh faster than she could find her next breath. She clenched her jaw and stared up at him. When he didn’t loose her, she said, “Go ahead. Break it.”

His eyes leaped from hers to sweep down along her arm to the skin stretched taut and yellow over the wrist bones beneath the pressure of his grasp... to the throat and collar-bone laid bare in the candle’s glow.

Chris rolled her lower lip beneath her teeth and looked away, a hot blush suffusing her cheeks.

When his voice came it surprised her, laced as it was with a grudging respect. “So vulnerable. Breakable. Why do you come here, courting your own destruction, human? Why do you care?”

Beneath that unblinking stare, feeling more exposed than she ever had, Chris blinked back tears not entirely inspired by the pressure on her wrist and arm and said, “Because I want to save my soul.”

The renewed force on her hand squeezed a cry from her as Michael sneered. “Of course. Self-serving humanity, always seeking with an ulterior motive. Not a pure heart among your pathetic species!”

“No! You don’t understand! I see myself in you. I hate because I couldn’t stand it anymore, and I see my hurt in the way you act, in how you treat things and people. I... I thought I was lost. But if I can heal you, maybe... maybe there’s hope for me, too, dammit!”

He drew back, though his hold didn’t loosen. Shaking, Chris said, “Please, Michael. Show me your heart. Then maybe I can remember where I left mine.”

Michael let go of her as quickly as he’d manhandled her to the table’s surface. The tears she’d refused to shed beneath the brunt of his stare leaked from her eyes at the pain’s abrupt cessation. Sitting up on the table, she hastily tucked her robe back into place and then turned her attention to the archangel.

He stood, back and wings to her, one hand on the edge of the desk. The silence dragged on so long that she found a mesmerizing rhythm in the cadence of his breathing, measured in the faintest rise and fall of his wings.

“I loved him.”

Chris looked up, one arm crossed over her chest.

“More than anyone. I trusted him with everything. We were inseparable. We would sing to the morning....”

Michael’s face turned in profile, visible framed by the arches of white wings. His set expression was so cold, so determined that it made an obscenity of the tormented twist of his brows and crimp of his eyes. “I never thought he could leave me. Leave Heaven. Leave God! Over humans! They aren’t even of us! He... he abandoned us!”

“Abandoned you,” Chris said, her voice husky.

Michael turned, feathers flaring. “Yes.” His anger and bitterness lent a metallic tang to the words. “Abandoned me.”

“And you didn’t know how to live without him,” she said.

Michael’s throat moved as he swallowed. Then, low and without pretense, “No.”

“Why are you doing this, Michael?” Chris said, holding out her hands to him. Her chest felt hot and heavy, her eyes burning too much to see properly. “Why are you trying to kill the one you love?”

“He left me,” Michael answered. “Don’t you see? How could I do anything else? How could I make any sense of it? He was more than I was. He was the first, God’s beloved, the Star of Morning. He was supposed to have more in his heart, more mercy, more love, more understanding... more in his mind, in his soul than any of us. And somehow we weren’t worthy of any of it. How could I not hate him? How can I not want him destroyed, and all his works?”

“Oh, God,” Chris said, hiding her face in her hands. She crammed the balls of her palms against her eyes, willing the tears back under their lids. Her body shook. “Oh, God, Michael. It’s a poison. Cast it out, cast it out—”

“I don’t know how. And it’s been too long.”

A tiny sob wrenched free of her, but she clamped down so hard that the next never followed. Her entire body ached and burned.

His hand on her shoulder seared like a brand. “I am sorry, Chris,” he whispered. “But I am too far gone, even for you.”

She heard his wings scraping the edge of the tent flaps, heard their muffled fall. Her body dropped in inches until she rested, curled tightly as a shell on the map, and the tears tore like hooks on their way out.


  Chapter Sixteen
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Stephen’s hands were full of pebbles when the female angel returned, wings tucked neatly together behind her back. He stood.

“Ma'am.”

She inclined her head. “I will go with you.”

Stephen’s hands opened, the rocks dropping from between his nerveless fingers. “You? Only you, ma'am?”

“I told the others, but I will not make decisions for them. They know where to go if they decide to join us.”

Stephen’s hands curled into fists. “Is there nothing—”

“No.” Her smile was not unkind, but its main component was weariness. “Come, Man. Let us collect your companions. The day is growing old.”

Brad and Marie were not far away, sheltering beneath an overhang and talking in quiet voices. They looked up as Stephen ducked beneath a twisted branch. “Come on, kids. We’re heading home.”

Brad glanced at the silhouette of the woman behind Stephen, then back at the priest. “Are they coming?”

Stephen could only muster a half-hearted shrug, trusting to the shadow beneath the overhang to hide the grim twist of his mouth.

The boy stood, helped Marie to her feet, and pulled her into the rusty sunlight. “Where’s Mephistopheles?”

“Brooding,” Stephen said. “I’ll go get him if you get the horses.”

“Sure. At least the horses won’t damn me if I annoy them,” Brad said, grinning wryly.

Stephen managed a chuckle, then left them with the female angel to go hunting the wild demon. He climbed down the mountain toward the caverns, peering into every nook and cranny... so he almost missed the Fallen angel, perched in a compact bundle on top of a ledge, staring out over Ma’on.

Clambering up to the rim of the ledge, Stephen said, “Mephistopheles?”

The demon’s hands drooped loosely from wrists resting atop his lifted knees. The grackle’s iridescent plumage sparkled near his left shoulder, almost obscured by the fall of the demon’s hair. “Stephen,” he said, his baritone a torn gravel ruin.

Stephen found himself clearing his throat, as if doing so could somehow affect Mephistopheles’s voice. “Brad’s bringing the horses around.”

“Are they coming?”

“The woman who took our message back will be returning with us.”

“That’s it?”

Stephen nodded, realized belatedly that the demon wasn’t looking at him, and said, “Yes.”

Mephistopheles’s head sagged, though the rest of his body remained still; even his wings moved not at all. “So. This is the last time I’ll taste Heaven’s air. Or quite possibly, any air at all.”

“You won’t be the only one dead by the end of the day if everything comes apart,” Stephen said, staring out over the vista, one he'd never see himself, if the angels were right.

The grackle squawked and flitted from Mephistopheles’s shoulder as the demon pushed himself back onto his feet. “I’m sorry, Stephen. I didn’t mean to be thoughtless.”

“I know. I’m unnerved too.” The priest glanced at the sun. “But it’s getting too late as it is.”

Mephistopheles climbed up to join him. “Well, then,” he said. “Let’s ride, shall we? If I have to meet my end, I can think of far worse company.”

Stephen gripped the demon’s shoulder, squeezed, and then turned and clambered back to the plateau where Brad and Marie waited, already seated on War.

Death greeted him with a puff of air on the back of his hand as the priest stroked his neck; the lack of moisture or heat no longer disturbed Stephen quite as much. To the female angel standing silently beside the black horse, he said, “Ma'am, I don't know your name.”

“Ruth. Choir Director for Zebul, the Sixth Heaven.”

“Lady Ruth, then. Will you ride with me? The horses don’t tire.”

She nodded once, the deep gold of her halo rippling in the sunlight.

Stephen pulled himself onto the broad back of the horse and held out a hand for her. She seated herself behind him, her hands on his waist almost too light to feel through the thick sweatshirt. Stephen waited for Mephistopheles to mount white Famine, then glanced at the sky in time to see the grackle swoop past, already soaring back across the broad fields of Ma’on.

“Take us to Shamayim,” he said, and curled his fists into Death’s mane as the horse charged.

Their shadows spooled out across the ground as the three horses bore them back through the network of gates, from tight compact black puddles at their mounts’ hooves to long, lavender banners streaming in their wake. Stephen rode farther forward, knees pressed to the smoothly working black withers, the light touch of the Choir Director an endless reminder of the slim hope he carried back with him.

They raced the sun to the brim of Heaven and barely won, the horses silhouetted in black against the failing copper light with tails long flags as they ascended the colorless mount to the plateau of the tower and dome. The grackle’s slender shape cut across the sky above them.

“Thank you for the ride,” Ruth said, breaking the many hours of silence. The female slipped off the back of Death. “Your duty here is done.”

Stephen frowned.

“Don’t you want us to show you around?” Brad asked.

“Why?” the female asked. “I know this place.”

“You’ve been here before?” Stephen asked, brows arching.

Her wings rustled once and a faint smile creased her thin lips. “Oh, no. But there is much the heart may tell you that the eyes need not see.”

“I wish someone’d told Asrial that and saved her the pain of having to look for herself,” Stephen said, unable to curb the anger that twisted his mouth.

“Asrial?” Ruth paused, her wings stilling. “Copper-haired, copper-banded and gold? Young?”

“Yes...,” Stephen said, drawing the word out.

Ruth’s smile gained a more natural tilt. She placed a hand on Death’s cheek and said, “Do not be afraid, Man. Have faith in Him. His will is already working among you.”

The horses stood silent vigil as the female angel walked to the dome, opening the heavy door and disappearing inside. After a moment, the grackle landed between Famine’s ears.

“What was that all about?” Brad asked.

“I don’t know... but it’s time we went home. I bet our hooved friends know where Armageddon is.” Death rolled an eye back to stare at Stephen. The priest rested a hand on his neck, then looked at his companions. “Shall we? If we’re going to die, we might as well be at ground zero.”

“I wonder where Mom is,” Marie said in a small voice.

Mephistopheles stared at the closed door, then shrugged, the motion rolling up his wing arms. “Let’s go. The sun is setting.”

The demon urged Famine down the mountain, dislodging the bird. Stephen paused, said to Marie, “Wherever your mother is, she’s got Pestilence nearby. There aren’t going to be many safe places to be during the Apocalypse, but near an Apocalyptic horse has to be one of the closest things.”

Marie nodded, a jerky motion that flopped her braid against her back. She tightened her hold around Brad’s waist.

Stephen shared a glance with the boy, then slid his hands on either side of Death’s withers, pushing himself into a more comfortable position. The horse clambered down the mountainside, muscles bunching and smoothing beneath its void-dark hide. The grackle’s shadow passed over him, heading east.
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Asrial walked in on him pulling a black boot on over a clean set of charcoal-gray tights, one foot propped against the edge of the bed, the magnificent wings half-spread for balance. His dirty clothing lay discarded on the nearby chest, and a small gray medallion swung over his ribs, threaded with a black satin cord.

She tilted her head, holding his robe closed over her breast. “You will go down, then.”

The boot slid up to his knee; he stopped to look at her. “Lady, I must.”

Asrial drifted past him to perch on the edge of his bed, the midnight blue silk draping over her thin knees and catching the faint light of her halo. She let her thinned, plucked wings brush the blankets with their remaining flight feathers. “To talk with him.”

“If he allows me, yes.” Lucifer stood and pulled the white blouse off the back of his chair, loosening the ties down the front with his fingers.

“And if he doesn’t?” Asrial asked.

Lucifer stopped moving, then forced himself to finish the laces. He pulled the blouse over his head, straightening the panel down the middle of his back and lacing it to the side panel beneath the junction of wing and back. The medallion disappeared beneath the white linen. “Then Michael will have his Judas.” He smiled wryly. “Either way I will take it as it comes to me.”

Asrial’s gaze fluttered over the sword resting on the night table, still sheathed and on the belt. “My lord, I fear for you.”

He paused in dressing, the blouse hanging loose over his waist. He stepped to the edge of the bed, cupped her face in his hands with his thumbs lightly touching her chin. “Ah, Asrial. Do not fear for me. I cannot feel Him anymore and I do not sing the glories of His mornings, but I am not afraid. I have followed the dictates of the conscience He gave me.”

Her lashes dipped, casting blue shadows over her thin cheeks. “It is not God’s wrath that you should fear, my lord, but Michael’s.” She lifted her eyes to his. “He would make you a crown of thorns and hang you for the Wind to take if he could.”

Lucifer let her fear have the silence it merited. Then said, voice low, “Ah, dear one. I can no more fear Michael than you can fear me. You don’t, do you?”

She arched her brows, a breath caught in her throat. Then she smiled, a fragile, small thing. “No, my lord. Not anymore.”

“Good,” he said, running a finger across one of her curls before releasing her. He tucked his blouse into his tights, leaving the cuffs and collar undone. The belt he strapped around his waist. Swirling a black cloak edged in heavy silver and burgundy knotwork over a wing and pinning it to his shoulder with a brooch, he said. “It is about time.”

“Yes,” Asrial said, and slid off the bed. “I am ready.”

Lucifer paused. “Lady...”

“There is nowhere for me to go,” Asrial said. She lifted her chin. “I saw this thing begun. I would like to be there, when it ends.” She paused, a shiver running down the chain of her spine. “Whatever that end may be.”

He paused, then nodded. “It is cold tonight, and will be colder yet ere dawn.” He walked to the chest, opened it, and rummaged before pulling free a long robe. “My night robe becomes you, but may be a little thin for Earth.” He set it out on the bed, silver eyes meeting hers, and then quietly stepped out of the room, closing the door behind him.

Asrial bent down, plucked wings curled above her back, and lifted the folded cloth; it fell open, revealing a robe of weighted gold and cream silk. Across its front edge a sun rose in stylized bronze against a land of umber brown; its rays radiated in alternating gold and bronze across a sky that faded in a delicately dyed gradient from pale cream up across the front and over the shoulders to a deep blue embroidered with silver-gilt stars that dropped to cluster at the hem on the back panel.

It had two long slits, edged in gold silk to match the weighted, rolled silk hems; they were scaled for the wings of the Fallen Star of Morning, and the laces to close the slits began somewhere near Asrial’s waist.

She held the robe to her breast and closed her eyes, dizzied. Her soul throbbed, parched and empty of Him despite her halo. But she struggled into the robe, pulling it closed around her body and lacing the slits as far up beneath the sadly deficient plumage near her back as she could. She clipped the front closed, and then hugged herself, feeling the lining drag softly against her naked body.

Clad in fallen stars, Asrial left Lucifer’s bedroom and joined him in the study. His patient and complex gaze met hers for several heart-beats; then he offered her his hand and she took it, and together they left.


  Chapter Seventeen
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Her tears left her spent on the table, smears of ink painted down one cheek where she’d pressed too intimately to the parchment. Chris let her gummed eyelashes close. The catharsis had come with the violence of a tornado and left her with the wreckage of its passing. It was only the numbing of her senses that prevented her from hearing the echoes through her heart... but she thought that perhaps, at last, the ground had been prepared for real growth. She could hope, anyway.

Well, and that she would survive for it to matter.

Chris dragged herself upright, steadied herself with one toe against the nearby bench. She suddenly couldn’t stand the smell of the wax, the sight of his desk, his chair, the map. Sliding off the table, she straightened her robe and then pushed past the flap, grateful for the studied ignorance of the guards and angels surrounding Michael’s tent. They continued to ignore her as she left the camp, and the forest welcomed her back, hiding her beneath the canopy of its intertwined branches and among the thick scrub. Panting out her white breath, she pressed through the underbrush, determined to put as much distance between herself and the camp as possible.

She reached a small clearing some measure of time later, having lost track of her heart-beat and foot-steps. The only thing that mattered was the cool, wet grass, the long rays of the sun piercing the foliage at last... and the yellow bulk of the horse, resting patiently on the clover, studying her with its long face and inhuman regard.

Chris staggered to its side and sank to the ground beside it, letting it hold her up. She pressed her forehead to its cheek as it lipped her shoulder.

“Oh, God. Do you know, there’s nothing left in me? Maybe? Finally.”

It whuffed, barely loud enough for her to hear.

It suited Chris that the horse showed no interest in standing. She wrapped her arms around its neck and arranged herself against its warm side, letting the unfettered light of the sun drive away the cold that insisted on lodging in her joints.

What alerted her to the figure standing on the edge of the clearing Chris could never remember afterward, but she lifted her face and looked over the horse’s back to see a girl—an angel, halo whirling above her head, her thin body shrouded in a robe of such glorious make it distracted Chris for a few seconds from the sight of her shrunken wings.

“Oh my God... it’s you!”

The angel canted her head.

“You’re the one, aren’t you? Asrial? The one the priest was talking about. What happened to you?”

The angel drifted across the clearing to her, bent down to touch the horse’s bony neck with delicate white fingers. Red-gold spiral curls spilled over her narrow shoulders. “I went to Heaven... and Hell. Who are you?”

Chris cleared her throat, feeling the inadequacy of it compared to the sweetness of that soprano. She remembered the first time she’d seen a painting of a sunrise, and her disappointment that the thick paint failed to convey the translucence of color through air. “I’m Chris. I sewed up Mephistopheles when he and the priest and the boy dropped into my yard.”

Asrial looked at her. “And you alone went on your errand to the den of the lion.”

“How... how did you know that?”

“There is talk in the camp of the human who came to Michael.”

Chris swallowed. “You talked to them.”

Copper curls swung lightly around her thin throat. “No. I would not have been welcome. But I know now, how to listen quietly... and when.” Asrial leaned down, touched Chris’s shoulder. “I know you are past your strength... but will you come? It is almost done now. We should be there.”

“To... the battle?” Chris dragged her fingers through the coarse yellow hairs on the back of the horse, then traced the dimples of its spine. “I... guess if I have to die, I might as well die quickly.” She shrugged, pushed herself upright. “Okay. I’ll go.”

Asrial regarded her with solemn gold eyes, then nodded slowly and walked away.

The horse clopped alongside as Chris followed.
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“They’re gathered on the field, my lord, and await you. The enemy is massing to face us.”

Michael nodded. “Very well. I shall be there shortly.” He paused. “Any sign of him?”

“No, my lord.”

A scowl marred the golden face, but Michael turned away, back to his tent. A few minutes later he stood before it, one hand on the closed flap in an unguarded moment of uncertainty. His feathers folded more tightly against one another and he frowned, tossing open the flap.

The human woman was no longer there. The Archangel could smell the musk of her presence, overlaid with the fading scent of sweet almonds; the candle had burned halfway down while he’d surveyed the camps.

He walked to the map and smoothed his hand over it. The parchment had dried, but smeared ink and wrinkled, stiff spots marked where she’d shed her salt-weighted tears.

Michael scraped at one of the blotches, then rolled his shoulders forward, wings opening. He belted on his sword and left the tent.

They were waiting for him on the plain of Armageddon beneath a sun bloated and ruddy as an infected wound. The host of Heaven lined the edges of the broad, flat field, a sea of white and gold, wings rustling like the spume of a withheld wave. The clear, pale air held the copper sunlight close, hugged the edges of every face and spear and feather.

On the other side of the sward stood an army less than half the size of Michael’s: wings like tar, like soot and ash, not the wholesome black of a night sky but the sodden gritty color of used wood. It was laughable.

Already the air seemed thicker, their massed presence distorting the edges of the Earthly plane.

Michael strode out before his host, hand hooked on the hilt of his sword. He stood before its center, his purple shadow stretching out to touch the feet of the Fallen. He lifted his wings, let them bristle outward, displaying a width and breadth not even the other archangels could boast, a pristine lack of color that marked him as God’s Champion.

“Where is the Great Betrayer?” His hard-edged voice rolled across the still field, parted the cold, heavy air of Earth. It carried the sneer on his face.

The Fallen stared at him, their faces as if made of stone.

“Answer me! Where is your leader?”

Still they stood as one and did not reply. Michael let out a huff of a laugh, a white curl of vapor rising from his lips. “You cannot protect him. If he comes to join you in your fate, then I will have him. If he abandons you as he abandoned God, then I will find him when I am done with the rest of you. You cannot stand against the might of Heaven.”

The eight Princes of Hell, once archangels and Michael’s lieutenants, drew their swords, leather hissing against metal. The veil around the field thickened.

Michael smiled wryly. “Very well, then. If that is your choice—”

“It is their choice. But it is not mine.”

Michael’s chin jerked up at the smooth, quiet baritone. Two of the Fallen swayed aside, their surprise chasing shadows across their eyes. Lucifer stepped into the corridor between the two armies, his cloak flaring around his ankles.

He stopped. “Michael. It is not too late to stay this thing.”

“You’re wrong. It’s been too late since the day you walked out of Shamayim.”

Lucifer’s wings pressed tightly against his back, the panels of the cloak fluttering between them as he took a deep breath. “Michael. Please. Can we talk somewhere? Before we spill blood like wine and honey?”

“The time for talk is done,” Michael said. “You have your choices. Fight me and mine and fall to the Wind for it, or submit your life to me and give your people a chance to repent.”

Lucifer said, “And Hell? What of the human souls there? And the ones to come?”

Michael did not pause, feathers arching. “This is not about human souls.”

Lucifer grimaced and looked down, one hand tightening into a fist. “You’re right.” He lifted his hand to his chest and his gaze to Michael’s. “They are no more than the casualties of a greater fight, aren't they? One that has nothing to do with them, and everything to do with us.”

The slap that twisted Lucifer’s face to the side had an almost desperately casual air; likewise Michael’s voice, trembling on the edge of madness. “Make your choice!”

“Michael!”

Chris squirmed out from between the ranks of the angels, abandoning the horse and Asrial at the sight of the tableau. “Don’t do it!”

“Be silent, human.”

“Lucifer, don’t let him do it!” Chris said, lunging forward only to be grabbed by two guards. “Don’t let him destroy himself this way!”

Lucifer met her gaze. She’d never seen such tremendous wings, such unreadable eyes. She saw nothing but herself in that silver. Lucifer looked over his shoulder at the rows of his Fallen, less than six hundred strong, then let his gaze drift over the thousands of angels standing behind Michael. The sunlight touched on the gleam of black cord at his neck.

He drew his sword and tossed it away. In utter silence, he went to one knee before the Champion of God and bowed his head, wings spread to expose his back.

“I see there is some scrap of nobility left in you,” Michael said. “You have earned those who followed you out of God’s Grace a chance to repudiate you and return to Heaven. For you, however, there is no return. No admission of guilt would be enough to expiate your sins.”

“Michael, no!” Chris cried.

“It will be enough to begin with an explanation of how low you have Fallen,” Michael said, voice rising, shaking. “Let it be seen by all that the Great Betrayer has given himself unto me for judgment!”

Asrial did not need to push her way through the ranks of the Ninth Choir to reach Chris’s side. All of them remembered her, and her single glance caused the guards to release the human and back away. Asrial walked forth from among them to stand between the armies.

“You,” Michael said, eyes widening.

Asrial lifted her head. “I bear witness to you again. One day you will have need of the memories of the things I have seen you do.”

Michael’s lip curled, hands clenching. “Will I? You will share his fate if you do not walk carefully.”

Chris’s voice barely carried. “Please, Michael. Don't do this. Look at him. Look at him.”

The Archangel’s hand snapped through the air and Lucifer rocked to the side, a welt springing up on his cheek. He did not resist the boot that cracked one of his ribs, or the hand that jerked him back to his knees by his hair. For a few blows, there was tension in his shoulders... but when a particularly harsh kick met his chest, he relaxed with an exhalation like a prayer.

His lieutenants started forth, but Lucifer held out a hand, his voice hoarse. "Let him. I buy... safety... thus."

"Yes," Michael said, panting from the exertion, sweat running the length of his arms. "Listen to your wayward master. Do not interfere."

And then the only sounds that marred the silence were the thick wet sounds of fist against flesh, the subtle cracks of breaking bones. The Fallen were rigid witnesses, and even the angels shifted uncomfortably as their leader grew more and more violent against his victim. Chris hid her face in Asrial’s shoulder.

A shadow skimmed over the earth of the field; Asrial glanced at the sky to see tail feathers of iridescent black. Startled, she glanced toward the south.

The beating of hooves against the earth heralded the arrival of three steeds, red, white and black. Mephistopheles launched himself from the back of the white one, sword screeching free of its scabbard.

“Stop it, you bastard!”

Michael rocked back and drew his own sword, planting it against the last vertebra of Lucifer’s neck. “One more step and the Wind will take him.”

Mephistopheles stumbled to a halt, wings spread and eyes wild. Behind him, Stephen, Brad and Marie stared from the backs of the horses of the Apocalypse.

“He gave himself to me,” Michael hissed. “He did not resist!”

“It’s true,” a pain-wet sound. Lucifer lifted his head, a thin line of black blood tracing one cheekbone.

Mephistopheles met his liege-lord’s eyes and a soft, agonized sound escaped his tight throat.

Michael shoved his sword into its sheath. Turning his back on the newcomers, he waved a hand. “You may speak to him, if you wish. It will be over soon enough.”

Mephistopheles wasted no time. He sprinted to the broken body and skidded to his knees. “My lord!” Trying to find a place on Lucifer’s body that didn’t bleed or cave beneath the skin proved difficult, and Mephistopheles settled for a hand to the slick shoulder. “Oh, my lord, we tried. We tried.”

“Sssh,” Lucifer whispered. “Do not despair. Michael himself has had a hand in our salvation.”

Mephistopheles brought the cold hand to his lips and kissed the bloody fingers, wings so tightly folded they trembled.

Stephen sidled past the seething Archangel, avoiding him. “Asrial!”

“Stephen,” Asrial murmured. She touched his arm, the other still folded around Chris. “You came home.”

“We went to Heaven, looking for a way... but it’s not in our hands anymore.”

“Was it ever?”

Marie hugged her mother as Michael talked with the captain of the angelic legions. The air had thickened enough to distort the sun’s clear rays, and Stephen frowned at the haze that obscured the nearby trees.

Brad whispered, “Asrial, you look... pretty good. You feel okay?”

Asrial glanced at the demon hunched over the body of his liege-lord, then at the rigid back of the Archangel and the equally wooden bodies of the angels of the Eighth and Ninth Choirs. Turning her eyes back to Brad, she said quietly, “No, Brad. I do not.”

Michael finished his conversation and strode past Lucifer and Mephistopheles to face the host of Hell.

“Now. It is time for you to return to God’s breast. All you need do is give up your ill-born righteousness. Seek in your hearts the humility that God adores and turn your backs on Hell and the one who betrayed you into sin and damnation. Who will be the first?”

The silence that immediately followed Michael’s last ringing word was the expected pause separating speakers. The pause that followed it might have been interpreted as uncertainty, or fear.

But it lasted far longer than that. The last ray of the falling sun painted the shadow of the archangel across the princes, guards and Fallen of Hell, but none stepped forth.

Mephistopheles glanced up from his vigil at Lucifer’s side, brows lifting.

The archangel raked the serried rows of dark-winged angels with a glower. “Do not be afraid. God will welcome any of you back who chooses to repent.”

Still they held fast.

Marie slipped one hand into Brad’s and the other into her mother’s.

One of the princes stepped forward, sword gripped tightly in one hand. His wings arched on either side of him as, very calmly, he spit at Michael’s feet.

A ruddy flush suffused Michael’s face from cheeks to throat. “So be it.” He turned away from them and stalked back to the host as the other archangels took his place, grim of face and swords drawn. The haze surrounding the edges of the field thickened.

Stephen grabbed Asrial’s arm, glancing from the haze to the armies. “Come on. Quickly!”

Chris darted away just as the lines broke and rushed for one another, dragging Marie after her.

“Mephistopheles!” Asrial called, holding out a hand even as the priest looped an arm around her waist and pulled her bodily away.

“He can take care of himself!”

“Stephen, let me go—”

“Dammit, Asrial! It’s too late! We can’t stop it now!”

Asrial struggled against the priest’s grasp, the long sleeves fouling her arms as the armies met like tides across a bar of sand. Spears and swords tore away shards of the failing light, but the waking stars refused to nestle in the scythes of the hosts as they fought. The fog obscuring the field’s edges smeared away the trees, and Asrial tried in vain to separate the Fallen from those in Grace. She strained against the flesh that checked her, unaware of the tears that streamed over her chin and down her throat.

The exact time when Stephen’s grasp became an embrace was as indistinct as the time when the dusk gave way to the night. Asrial pressed her cheek to the priest’s stubble-lined jaw, blocking out the sounds of the battle and quivering.

Marie asked, “Where are they?”

“It’s been at least an hour,” Brad said, holding her tightly. “They would have come out by now.”

“Why....” Chris swallowed. “Why aren’t they all dead yet?” She forced herself to watch the writhing forsaken by the vespertine starlight.

“My guess is that they have some small advantage,” Stephen said, voice rough. “Hell is harder on angels than Earth or Heaven. It’s like... like they’re fighting in lighter gravity, while the angels have to fight in heavier. It makes them faster.”

“Not fast enough,” Chris said, shuddering.

“My question is why we’re not dead yet,” Brad said. “Isn’t this supposed to be the end of Earth?”

Stephen's eyes swept the edges of the field, marking the preternaturally thick mist concealing the trees and the campus. “I don’t know.”

The grackle landed on the branch above the tree that sheltered them. It turned a bright yellow bead of an eye on the proceedings.

[image: ***]

Mephistopheles lunged as the last Prince fell in front of him; instead of a circle of live guardians around his liege-lord, there was now had a circle of dead ones. He was the only one left standing, one foot on either side of Lucifer’s shoulders.

Michael faced him across the open space as the battle frothed around them and blood, golden and black, sleeted to the earth.

Panting in the cold, Mephistopheles settled his right hand on the hilt of the sword above the left, holding it before him. His wings arched back and over Lucifer’s body.

“I can’t let you have him, Michael,” Mephistopheles said, voice hoarsened by his raw throat.

“I’ll have him, with or without your permission,” Michael answered, mirroring the demon prince’s stance. “In fact, I'd prefer to do it without. Your comrades are dying all around you.”

“Better the Wind then to bow my head to you,” Mephistopheles growled. “Better extinguishment than submission to someone so ossified God’s light barely touches him! There is more of God in the worst of humanity than in your stone of a heart, Michael!”

“Talk all you want, Fallen scum,” Michael said, advancing on him. “It won’t matter one whit in the end.”

Mephistopheles lifted his sword.

And then the singing came.
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It wiped the air clean of the cacophony of battle. Wordless and layered like endless gossamer veils, it cleared the thoughts of violence from the minds of those on the field. One by one the fighters dropped their swords and spears and their gazes lifted as if drawn to the dark blue sky.

Stephen’s grip on Asrial’s body tightened so that she flinched, but she too stared at the sky, at the host descending from the tear in it like a thousand stars drifting toward the Earth. She recognized the music, recognized the skillful rise and play of each delicate measure, recognized the very voices.

“They came!” Stephen whispered.

From the rent they fluttered down like snowflakes: the slim shapes of female angels, wings spread as they dropped. The muted bronze light of their halos cast their faces in a warm glow that drove away the callous disregard of the stars... and each one bore in her hands a halo.

Stephen ran into the field, pushing past the stunned participants of the battle, Asrial, Brad, Marie and Chris in his wake. He held up his hands to Ruth as she settled to the ground.

“You came!”

In her hands Ruth braced a disc broader than her shoulders, its paper-thin edge bleeding a pallid light into the darkness. She folded her wings behind her back and inclined her head to Stephen. “I told you that I would.”

Asrial stayed back as the humans approached the newly arrived angels. She glanced over her shoulder and started at the figure who dragged himself from the fray, a body cradled in his arms.

The angel ran to him. “Mephistopheles!” She stopped a few feet away, swaying as she fought the urge to touch, to console, to ask.

“He’s alive,” Mephistopheles said, his voice a dull rasp. He lifted his head to stare past her at the others. “Is it...”

“They’ve come with the halos,” Asrial whispered. Saying it made it real somehow, so she repeated it. “They’ve come with the halos, Mephistopheles. Your halos.” Turning now to encompass all the Fallen staring at them. “All of your halos.”

“W-what?” One of the Fallen said. His wings twitched. “What are you saying?”

Asrial lifted her voice, sent it out to the entire field. “God has never forsaken you. He kept your halos living in Shamayim, for the day that you would return. He has always loved you and always will. And those of us who wish to do His will have brought them back to you. Your halos.” She took a deep breath. “Who will come for them?”

The absolute silence on the field reigned until a roar of rage rent it past recovery.

“NO!”

Asrial flared her slender wings. “Yes!” she cried as the Archangel charged out of the field, his sword weeping black blood. “Yes, Archangel! His will shall be done!”

“This is not His will, traitor!”

“Isn’t it?” A new voice rang out from the sky as Gabriel burst from the thick mist dogging the trees. Deep hollows framed the archangel’s blue eyes, but his stare burned as he strode to join Asrial in front of the female angels. “Isn’t it, Michael?”

“He has never shown me any differently! I am doing His will!” Michael said, his entire body shaking.

“Are you?” Gabriel said. “What would it take to convince you otherwise, Michael? What about the death of forty innocent angels?”

“What?”

“Forty, Michael,” Gabriel said, each word growing in volume. “Forty angels, died in the shell or drowned in their own soulstuff before they could form their halos. Miscarriages from a Heaven poisoned by your hatred.”

Michael gaped.

“Don’t believe me?” Gabriel asked. “Then see for yourself!” He grabbed the bags at his belt and swept them in an arc. Their ties loosed and the starlight shattered against a thousand scarves of golden dust, the desiccation of the souls of forty angels. The dust swirled in Earth’s heavier air, thin patterns and whorls escaping to skid over the field, like oil on water.

Michael’s sword dropped from his hand.

Into the quiet stepped a female angel, holding a halo in her hands. In a dulcet alto, she called, “Ashmedai?”

The angels stared at her until one of the Fallen pushed out of the crowd, his face contorted by a terrible hope. “Lady...?”

She presented the halo and he hastily kneeled. The angel centered it above his head, then opened her hands and let it sink down, already beginning to spin, until it lit a soft gold and steadied. She stepped away, and as they watched the black was stripped from his wings as if by divine hand, leaving behind white banded with blue and cream.

“Ksiel?”

"Here!" a voice cried, and another of the Fallen ran forth.

“Haroth?”

One by one the surviving Fallen met the angels of Heaven and were crowned in gold and stripped of their darkness.

Stephen watched from beside Ruth, tears welling from his eyes and refreshed every time a new demon kneeled and received His gift... and each time one didn't. For each of the Fallen that answered the call there was one that could not, body reduced to dust and a fallen sword. The tears were for those, too, until he could not tell whether they were joy or sorrow.

Soon only two angels remained, Ruth and another. The second stepped forward, her hands bracing a warm disc the size of an archangel’s.

Asrial went to her, faced her, her eyes pleading. The other female angel glanced at Ruth.

The Choir Director still held the largest halo. She glanced over the field at the two remaining, then looked at Asrial.

“Sister.”

Asrial curtseyed, plucked wings arching. “I am here.”

Ruth canted her head, one brow lifted. “Did you find it, young one... what you sought in Shamayim?”

Asrial straightened. She cast her golden eyes to the ground to hide what dwelled there, then lifted them again when she’d collected herself. “Yes, sister.”

Ruth regarded her for several minutes, then nodded once to the other angel, who handed her the halo. Asrial received it with reverence and turned. She wet her lips and her throat and molded her voice to the sweetness that the choir had demanded of her, before she’d Fallen to Grace.

“Mephistopheles.”

The last Prince of Hell placed Lucifer’s hand on his chest and rose. He approached Asrial as a wounded animal, wary, each step a battle.

Asrial waited, patience in the curve of her thin body, in the stillness of her thinned wings.

He stopped before her. “Lady.”

Her eyes held a fulgent radiance not wholly owed to her halo or to the stars, molten gold and ringed with tears she did not shed. He kneeled then, stiffly, one knee pressed to the plowed and bloodied soil.

She closed her eyes and released the halo’s edges. It sank through the golden mist that rode the heavy air of Earth, its leaden glow flickering, until it rested a few inches above his dark head.

Only Asrial heard his soft, strangled gasp, so full of joy, before the black drained from his wings, leaving behind pinions the color of new milk, a white so intense they glowed even without the light cast by the broad halo.

When Mephistopheles looked up at her again she saw her own eyes reflected: his no longer a dull, clouded amber, but the fierce metallic glitter of true gold.

A tear dropped from Asrial’s chin at the sight of his countenance, and a fragile smile flickered over her lips before she returned to the Choir Director to receive the last of God’s gifts. This disc she took into her hands and carried to the figure lying prone on the ground, broken wings splayed over the torn earth.

As she approached, Lucifer’s hand tightened into a claw. Asrial stopped, eyes widening, as he pulled himself to his knees, wings at awkward, unnatural angles from his shoulders. One arm hung useless, and his face when he lifted it was stained and misshapen.

“Lucifer,” Asrial whispered. The halo heated in her hands, as if it could sense his nearness.

He trained his eyes on her, a strength there she could barely grasp, just as the iron resolve that held him upright surpassed her understanding. Asrial stepped to him, her robe dragging across the ground with its hem of fallen stars. She held it out, let it descend to settle softly over his head.

There it sat, somnolent, mirroring the shallow breathing of its owner. A single spark rose from it, hissing in the silence.

Lucifer’s chest expanded as he drew in a long, low breath. At the pinnacle of his inhalation, the halo shot to life, spilling a white light brighter than any other halo on the field. His wings knitted together, his arm. His breathing eased and the wheezing of the air through his broken nose smoothed away.

The black fled his wings like shadows before sunlight. Asrial backed away, shielding her eyes. When at last she looked again, Lucifer was gaining his feet. He spread his wings—magnificent wings!—and each single feather glowed a mirrored silver, reflecting the light of each halo on the field, of every pale star, blushing, smoldering oranges and gold and ghostly white in every feather in every shelf.

The collected hosts stared at him as he rose; no longer the host of Heaven and the host of Hell, for there were no dark wings to mark the Fallen, no lack of the light of their halos to separate them from those whom had once been friends, fellow singers.

Ruth walked to Lucifer. She lifted her chin. “My lord, it is almost morning.”

Lucifer slowly twisted, surveying the horizon. A smudge of green had plucked the curtain of black away from the eastern sky. “My lady,” he said in his low baritone, “You are correct.”

And he began to sing.

The Star of Morning had not sung for centuries, and his voice had been shaped to fill the shells of Heaven. Earth had no power to pull it down; there was not enough entropy even in Hell to re-mold his voice into anything short of divine. Lucifer faced the east, silver wings fanned open, and lifted his voice to the sky.

Asrial stepped to his side, looking to the coming sun. Her clear soprano rose above his, a descant unfettered by a mortal throat, a mortal range, a mortal beauty.

The Choir Director turned to her angels, and the responsorial in all its delicate susurrus replied to the duet. One by one the restored Fallen cleared voices rusted by disuse and joined the others, filling in the lower registers until a symphony of thousands of voices wove together, and the power of their song was such that it could have pulled the sun free of the horizon had it been unwilling.

Shoulders pressed tightly together, Michael limped away.

With a full choir behind him, Lucifer and Asrial honored their God and brought the dawn.


  Chapter Eighteen
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Chris edged away from the field, overwhelmed by the music. Releasing the hand of her daughter, she stole into the forest’s thinning mist beneath the grackle’s silent aegis.

“Michael?”

Her voice felt tinny to her against the pressure of the choir. She glanced around, found the trail of what could only be his steps, and dogged them. The pressure of unexpected tears weighted her eyes until she found she was running, the ferns slapping her with wet switches of green.

The broken plants and the dew-crushed footsteps stopped abruptly in a clearing. One step, two, three... and then none.

“Oh, no... Michael! Michael! Come back!”

Chris stumbled to a halt and pressed her fingers to her mouth, waiting until the urge to sob subsided. She ran her hands through her unbrushed curls, stopped with them tangled in her hair, pale elbows naked, her sleeves bunched at her shoulders.

“Mom?” Marie slid out of the shrubs, her voice hushed against the backdrop of the choir. Brad was behind her, blinking owlishly in the radiance of the new day.

“Hello, Cat.”

Marie joined her in staring at the last footstep. The girl touched her mother’s arm.

Said Chris, “I’m too late.”

Marie shrugged. “Are you sure? After all, it is God we’re talking about.”

“It is, isn’t it?” Chris said, clearing her throat.

Brad stepped out of the surrounding foliage. “He won’t be forsaken.”

“How can you be so sure? His crimes were far worse than Lucifer’s ever were.”

“Maybe,” Brad said. “But somehow I don’t think it matters. God is like that, it seems."

"What I wish I knew," Marie said, soft, "is why. Why did he do it?"

“Love," Chris said, rousing herself to answer. "A blind and jealous love, but still.”

“Seems crazy to hate someone you love so much," Brad said.

Chris shook her head, let her hands drop and fought a shiver. "Love and hate... they're not so far apart, sometimes."

"If that's true," Marie said, "then maybe one day Michael will flip back to love, and leave hate behind."

"I hope so," Chris whispered.

They all looked at the last footprint.

“Come back with us?” Marie asked at last.

Chris nodded.

[image: ***]

Stephen could not pull himself away from the music until the sun had risen far enough into the sky for true morning. Reluctantly he retreated, facing the choir until he could gather the discipline to actually turn from it. It was easier then to stride further away.

The torn field had an unhealthy look. Stephen paused to stare at it, wondering what nagged him about it. He crouched down to rub his fingers through it.

Thus Mephistopheles found him laughing on the edge of Armageddon. He stopped, perplexed, snow-pure wings unfurling a few inches.

“Stephen?”

The priest looked up at the sound of the gravelly voice, mouth split in a broad grin. “Mephistopheles. Would you look at this?”

The angel joined him, standing over him. “It looks like a white line.”

“It is. This, my friend, is the Jesuit football field. This is probably the first time our side has ever won a game of any kind on it.”

Mephistopheles chuckled hoarsely.

Stephen fingered the soil. “But besides that... the earth. In places it’s softer than a baby’s skin, in others, it’s hardened and bitter.”

“In one place, the effect of our fighting, and in the other, the effect of our dead. You remember the bags Gabriel upended?”

Stephen nodded, looking up at the other man.

“When we are extinguished, what passes for our flesh fades to dust. That was the dust of the passing of the newborns.”

Stephen’s shoulders tightened. He let the soil spill unevenly through his fingers. “I wish there had been some other way to bring the blush back to the earth.”

Mephistopheles opened his belt pouch. “It will mend itself. What they say is true... time heals all wounds.”

“Only clean ones,” Stephen said, smiling wryly.

“True. By the way... you might be interested in this.” He tossed something to the priest.

Stephen glanced up, snatched it from the air and studied it: part of a broken clay medallion, depending from a damp and ragged satin cord. “What’s this? Another token back to Hell?”

“Back to Heaven, depending on how you look at it,” Mephistopheles said. “That’s what kept the battle Bound.”

Stephen turned it over in his fingers, frowning. “Bound?”

“You know Lucifer can make planes. He can isolate parts of them, as well. Not tidily and not for long, but....”

“The mist,” Stephen said suddenly. “Why no one saw us.”

“And why the Earth abides.” Mephistopheles’s pinions mantled. “Michael himself broke it open with his blows, an irony I'm sure you'll appreciate. It was a near thing: had the battle gone on too much longer, it would have faded. He is not omnipotent, my lord. But he thinks ever of you all, Stephen. In that, he reflects his Maker.”

“I’m beginning to understand that,” the priest replied. He rose, dusting his hands off on his pants. Stephen took a deep breath and looked at the once-demon. His hair was still black, his blouse torn and breeches bloody... but his glittering eyes matched the light of his halo, and the bleached white of the broad wings embraced the sunlight. “Well, my friend... whither now? Back to Heaven?”

“Heaven!” Mephistopheles laughed. “How much do you think has changed, Stephen? Halos and wings make our jobs easier, our lives more meaningful. But who will catch all the human souls before the Wind comes?”

“But... you won!”

“Did we?” Mephistopheles asked. His heavy baritone sounded utterly at odds with the glory tapestry woven by the thousand-fold voices beyond them. “The battle did not play to its natural end. There was a...,” he paused, then laughed, “A deus ex machina. Michael did not allow us back into Heaven. And he did not die. While he still lives, his is the word that rules.”

Stephen stared. “Would he stop you? In God’s Name, Mephistopheles! After such proof of God’s approval? Surely not even Michael would try to stop you!”

Mephistopheles smiled sadly. “Oh, he would not stop us. But my liege-lord will not press either. You forget that there is love between them. Lucifer will not push on Michael something that Michael does not desire. So until Michael opens his arms to us, we will remain in Hell, and shepherd the souls that cannot withstand Heaven’s scrutiny to our breast.”

“Love between them,” Stephen said. He shook his head. “I could believe it of Lucifer. But of Michael... it’s harder.”

Mephistopheles’s wings ruffled. “Harder to believe it of someone with such passion? I would believe true hatred of someone who remained cold to the sight of suffering. The Archangel had to work himself into a frenzy to beat my liege-lord, Stephen. He wouldn’t have been able to otherwise.”

“Mmm. Well, I can’t resist being a little skeptical.”

Mephistopheles chuckled and reached out a hand to grip Stephen’s shoulder. “Always skeptical, eh? Somehow I see some of that skepticism has flown from you, my friend.”

Stephen’s mouth twitched into a wry smile. “Hard to be skeptical when smothered with feathers and halos, isn’t it?” He shook his head. “But lack of belief has never been the root of my skepticism, Mephistopheles. Only bitterness.”

The angel canted his head.

Stephen broke away and began walking back toward the campus.

“Stephen,” Mephistopheles called, voice as soft as the gravel in it allowed.

He stopped.

“I’d like to know. And I think you want to share it.”

Stephen turned, folded his arms and looked down. “Maybe so. But it’s going to sound... well, after all this, it’s going to sound ridiculous.”

“Atoms, Stephen,” Mephistopheles said. “It’s all atoms.”

The priest looked away, closed his eyes, drew in a long breath through his nose. “There were things I’d seen all my life. When I was young, especially. My mother loved me so very much, but we didn’t live very well after my father left her. It made me sensitive to other people. The things they hid. And God—she’d always talk of Him, everyone did—did nothing.

“I looked at her, and everyone else... it made no sense. I perceived what I thought to be God’s cruelty, and I hated Him. I wanted to punish Him. To make Him hurt. The priesthood was perfect. Not only could I reach out to the people who suffered, but I could deprive myself of all the things in life that were supposed to make us happy. A family. A wife. Wealth and prosperity. Freedom to do whatever we wanted, no matter what. I thought I could hurt Him the way I saw Him hurting everyone else. People crushed by disease, by poverty, by other people. I couldn’t stand it.”

“And now?” Mephistopheles murmured.

“And now... I don’t know.” Stephen laughed. “What do you do when angels use your football field to fight a battle over the fate of human souls? It might be a long time before I work it all out.”

“I suspect you won’t be the only one,” the angel said. He stopped. “I should go back. It won’t be long before the choir can no longer be veiled from human hearing.”

“Back to Hell... and me to my classroom,” Stephen said. He stopped, rested his hands on Mephistopheles’s upper arms. “I’ll miss you, you know. For a demon, you’re good company.”

Mephistopheles grinned. The sunlight rendered his halo nigh invisible, save when he tilted his head. “And you for a human. Don’t worry. You’ll see me again.”

“In this life?” Stephen asked, a spark of hope rising.

The angel shook his head. “Probably not. But I’ll be there, when you die.”

Stephen’s breath stopped in his throat. He swallowed and stepped back. “Until that day, then. God with you, Mephistopheles.” He grinned against the ache. “You do Him pretty proud.”

The angel’s wings fanned open and he inclined his head, fisted hand crossed over his chest. “We’ll be waiting for you.”

Stephen watched Mephistopheles turn and walk away. He rubbed at one eye with the back of a hand.

The wind ruffled the grass at his ankles as he trudged home beneath the sun’s bright regard. Stephen breathed deeply of the cool air, but the cold did not quite banish the ache. He ducked beneath the old oak and across the ditch to his building. He pressed a hand to it and leaned against the wall, rasping his stubble-lined jaw against the coarse surface of the brick.

Stephen sighed, then opened the door and dragged himself up the stairs.

The door to the residence was ajar. He pushed it open and started.

“Asrial!”

Still clad in her magnificent robe, Asrial smiled. She did not rise from the couch, her hands clasped lightly in her lap and an afghan untidily arranged around her waist and over her arms. Her halo shed light like water, droplets of gold.

“Stephen.”

“What are you doing here?” The priest stood in the door, unable to move.

“I thought I’d spend one more night on Earth,” Asrial said. “I wondered... if I could spend it here?”

“But... the others, the singing... are you sure?”

Asrial smiled. “I have a token to return to Heaven when I wish. But I have learned so much here, so much in the past few days... I have to savor it. I don’t think I could do that in Heaven, or in Hell. There is too much light, too much darkness, too much singing and silence. Earth has just the right combination for me to consider both.”

Stephen laughed, and the laughter loosed tears. He allowed her to escort him to the couch, and he kneeled on the ground with his head against her knees. He wept, harsh, reluctant sobs, until spent he could cry no more.

Asrial’s fingers rested on the crown of his head.

“I’m sorry, lady.”

“Why?” she asked. “Do you grieve for the loss of your innocence? Of the way of thinking you left behind?”

Stephen managed one sole exhalation in lieu of the chuckle he felt but could not sound. “No. Yes. I don’t know.” He thought of the cross in Hell and his heart contracted.

She stroked his hair, as if she could sense his grief returning. "Sssh."

"I'm trying," he said. "I gained so much. But what I lost... what we lost!"

"Sometimes," Asrial murmured, "what we thought lost was simply... misplaced. For a time."

He looked up at her, hope rising in his eyes.

"I don't know," she said softly. "But with God, all things are possible."

He sighed out.

"So much pain," she murmured. "But there can be no regretting growth, Stephen.”

“No, I guess not. But it’s human nature, Asrial. We regret. We long for things we have left behind. Simpler things, simpler times. Don’t you?”

Asrial’s fingers paused in their slow, rhythmic caress. “I... I don’t know, Stephen. I do not think so. What I have learned is so sublime, so magnificent, that I do not think I can imagine ever not knowing it.”

“And what is this thing you have learned?” Stephen asked.

Her wings fluttered, dripping their rich, thin citrus fragrance. “I have learned that His mercy is so vast it encompasses the Fallen and every living thing He has ever made. Even coarse humanity.”

Stephen let out a long sigh, staring at the empty hearth. He had no desire to move. “Even coarse humanity. It’s so hard to see.”

“Yes. You do not live in a place that makes it easy. But no matter what, you must make your own fate, Stephen... as must all your kind and mine. We are what we have made ourselves, and He can only watch and hope.”

Stephen chuckled. It was a weak sound, but genuine. “I said the same thing to Mephistopheles. I don't think I'll ever forget the feel of all those pebbles.”

Asrial’s fingers fluttered against his head. “When?”

“In Heaven, when I was sure everything was lost. He told me,” here Stephen paused and laughed, “Well, let’s just say his response sounded a lot like mine would have a few years ago. He seems happier now.”

“Yes.”

“Though...”

“Yes,” Asrial said. Neither of them said it; spoke of the seeming permanence of the rusty gravel of the once full baritone. Instead, the angel said, “None of us will go unchanged from this.”

Stephen smiled, though the set of his face was solemn. “As it should be.”

They remained that way as the morning advanced. Hunger drove him from her finally, and he kindled the fire and engaged himself in the kitchen. The angel remained on the couch, silent, staring at the flames.

Stephen turned down the bed at gloaming. Though they did not speak, she went to the room and settled on it. He left her a cup of hot chocolate and sat on the sofa, wrapping himself in the high, heady scent of her feathers. The perfume drew him prone, and finally into sleep.
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Asrial finished the cup of hot chocolate and sat on the edge of the priest’s bed, staring at the clear night. She drifted to the edge of the room and peeked out of it. The priest rested with his back to the door, the afghan curled tightly around his body and his back rising and falling in a slow, measured rhythm.

Asrial smiled and slipped away.

It was the work of moments outside to crack the token and duck into the resulting ripple; this time when it dropped her into the thickness of Hell’s air she was ready, her wings tightly cupped around her body and her knees drawn to her chest. She reached for the ground, and it replied.

After a few breaths spent recovering, Asrial unfolded and made her way to the Gate, past the line of humans advancing, step by step, to their new home.

“Hail the Gate,” she called.

“Hail the walker,” the guard called out.

“I am just visiting,” Asrial said, stopping. Fatigue lined the guard’s face, but he held his head up and his back straight. The creamy wings with their green-bronze bands suited him far better than black ever would have. She smiled at him.

“Visitors are always welcome,” the guard said with a chuckle and a wondering look. “Especially you, my lady.”

Asrial paused.

“Your name is not unknown here,” he said, then indicated the Gate. “Pass on.”

Asrial dipped her head to him and stepped through the Gate. She took her time; it had been late evening when she’d left Earth, and there was no place she really needed to be. The silence no longer distressed her so much. She would not want to live here—could not—but for a short time the silence was pleasing.

Her feet carried her unerringly to the manor. Her reception at its gates was as warm as the one at Hell’s entrance. When the guard escorted her to the appropriate door, she paused with one hand on its knob. Then she gathered herself and turned it, letting herself in.

They were both inside: Lucifer at his desk, writing, the silver wings holding all the darkness of the room’s corners and all the crimson light of the flames in the hearth, and Mephistopheles in one of the chairs with a glass of wine. They both looked up at the sound of the door, and seconds later were on their feet.

“Lady,” Lucifer said. “I did not expect you here.”

Asrial cast her eyes down, leaning on the door. “You gave me the token, my lord.” She smiled and lifted her head. “You did not tell me how to use it.”

Mephistopheles chuckled, sitting again in the chair. “Ah, lady! You are certainly not the same angel I met in a clearing on Earth.”

Asrial ducked her head, blushing. “No. Nor you the same demon. And you have as much to do with my change... both of you... as anything else that has happened these past days.” She looked back up at them. “I came to thank you. And to tell you that I will see you, I think, soon.”

“Lady?” Lucifer said, brows lifting.

Asrial rested her head against the door, eyes lowered. “I want to go home, my lord. I want to fly again, to sing again. But I... you cannot ignore something... someone, when it has been shown to you that they feel as you feel. Weep, and laugh. Understand. I do not think I could bear anymore the thought of the Wind’s fingers on any single soul.”

Lucifer’s silent smile was as eloquent as the silver eyes.

“You cannot live here, though,” Mephistopheles said. “Not and be healthy.”

“No,” Asrial said. “But I thought I would benefit from knowing better the ways of His universe. Well enough, perhaps, to learn to travel between His worlds. For that, I would need a teacher.” She looked at Lucifer.

Lucifer laughed. “Ah... do you think I would say no? Could say it, even? You will always be welcome here.”

“Perhaps we can even take lessons on Earth,” Mephistopheles said.

Lucifer glanced at him, and the other angel shrugged with a grin.

“If she can learn, I wouldn’t mind knowing either. It would make things easier, to be able to get back from Earth without using one of the tokens. Easier on you as well, to have someone to help you make them for our scouts when they go against the Wind.”

"It helps enough that they have their halos," Lucifer said. "But I would not mind the teaching."

"How is it, then?" Asrial said, glancing at Mephistopheles's brow, the radiance glimmering off his dark hair. "The halos. Do you think you can stay here with them?"

"It's strange," Lucifer said. "Before, we could not have used them. I built this dimension myself, and there was nothing in the formula to permit it... we were too far from Him. But it's almost as if God has been through Hell, and woven a thread of light through it. Just enough to allow us to keep them."

"Just enough for us to hear Him," Mephistopheles said softly.

"Are you surprised?" Asrial asked, smiling.

Lucifer returned her smile with half of his own. "Not at all." He held out a hand to her, which she took.

"A little miracle," Mephistopheles said.

"One of many," Lucifer murmured, and they contemplated it in silence together, and found peace in it.

“Mephistopheles,” Asrial said after a while. “What did you tell Stephen, in Heaven? When you thought it was too late.”

Lucifer arched a brow.

Mephistopheles looked at her. "Is it important?"

"I'd like to know," she said.

Mephistopheles shrugged and told her. They were all silent afterwards, watching the firelight.

“Will you stay long?” Lucifer asked.

Asrial stared at her interlaced fingers, an image, an intention forming in her mind. “Not this time. There are things I must do... things I would like to do.”

Lucifer brought her hand to his lips, kissed her fingers. “We await the day.”

Asrial smiled, curved her hand around his jaw. She touched Mephistopheles’s shoulder, then said quietly, “My lord... I think I would like to go home. But there is something you can help me with before I go.”
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Asrial erupted from the tear into the giddy brilliance of Heaven’s morning. Her wings stretched taut, and new feathers snapped into the empty sockets, arabesques of golden dust spiraling from the barbs. Her wrists and ankles lost their lace of blood and frayed skin. The music of the Creation spilled into her and filled her again, at last, with her halo to mediate it, to keep it from whelming her.

Joyous circles she traced in the sky as she laughed, pirouetting in the light spring breeze. Through the air of Shamayim, across its radiant sunlit translucence, she skipped and danced, flexing each feather and holding out open arms to the rising sun.

The currents carried her past the halo mount, its bell tower silent. Asrial’s eyes roamed over it. She took one last breath and then headed to the Gate into Raquia. She had one last errand.

Then... the songs in Zebul, and the sunrise on her favorite ledge. A bath in one of Heaven's tiny stream, and a new chiton. She would dance to His music and laugh when it freed the tears of joy from the vessel of her body. She had shed the veils over her eyes. Her soul rejoiced in the Lord.

She sang as she flew.
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Stephen woke with a start on the couch. The perfume of Heaven teased his nostrils, already fading from the coarse yarn of the afghan wrapped around his body.

“Asrial?” He licked his cracked lips and swallowed past the sleep-taste in his mouth. No one answered him, so he pulled himself upright and checked his room.

The blankets were mussed and the cup beside his night table empty, but she was gone. Stephen leaned on the door jamb and sighed. “Couldn’t have lasted forever, could it,” he muttered, then smiled wryly at himself.

The clock beside the bed read 5:45 AM. A Monday morning. Stephen rolled his shoulders back, then rubbed one absently. He still had to grade papers... but there was time before class to do that, and maybe watch the sunrise.

He picked up his folder from the bedroom and stopped in the kitchen to check the small refrigerator. He left it with a yellow apple in one hand and the folder under his arm, walking for the door, when something stopped him. Something about the room.

Stephen gave it a cursory once-over, saw nothing out of place. On his second, more deliberate survey, he found it: a dull wink of something on the desk beside the fireplace. He approached the table, each step separated by a long pause.

It was the glitter of gold that had attracted him; veins of it running through some of the dull gray stones. Five sets of ten pebbles, some smooth and others rough, some dark and others light and still others variegated or split through with veins of gold, silver, and iron. The additional beads separating each decade followed the same pattern, if larger.

Stephen put down the apple and folder to lift the rosary with trembling fingers. Long threads of hair, braided copper-gold and black, connected the stones. He let his gaze drop, bead by bead, down to the climax of the rosary.

The cross had been tied together with a thinner tendril of braided copper-gold hair: a small, asymmetrical cross formed from a long thorn stained black and a splinter of wood bleached gold.

Stephen’s eyes closed.

He could not put it down. In the end, he found a soft pouch he used to carry his Bible and placed it inside, mindful of the thorn. He tied it to his belt, ignoring the occasional bite of the cross through the fabric, then picked up his papers and breakfast.

Stephen walked outside, behind his building to the field. There he leaned back, unmarked exams in his lap. He bit into the apple and watched the sun rise.
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Clad in purest white bordered in silver-gilt embroidery, the female angels danced down the stairs, tossing rose petals. Seeing them pour from the throat of the birthplace, Gabriel waved his free hand to the nearest. “Are we too late?”

“Oh no!” the angel said. “They’re still opening.” Her eyes lingered on the man leaning heavily against Gabriel’s side, and she stopped beside him. Drawing the garland of opalescent lilies and curling ferns from her arm, she arranged it with gentle white hands around that angel’s shoulders before the dancers drew her away again into Heaven’s vibrant morning.

Raphael caressed the garland with trembling fingers, his barren wings tightly pressed to his back. Gabriel smiled at him, then helped him up the warm stone stairs to Zebul’s main birthplace.

Ruth stood before the doors. “Gabriel, Raphael! Come! They’re waking. The first have already come forth.”

Raphael lifted dark eyes. “They live?”

She rested her hand on his shoulder, and her smile had a hint of solemn tenderness. “Of course.”

Raphael closed his eyes.

The silence that surrounded them seemed insulated from the celebration, the petals floating on the soft spring breeze. Gabriel looked at Ruth from over Raphael’s bowed head, and his lips framed the name silently, his eyes making it a question: Michael?

She shook her head.

“Come,” the Choir Director of the Sixth Heaven said after a few moments. “We have mourned our dead. It is time to celebrate our living.”

“Amen, my sister,” Gabriel said, hushed but fervent. They passed over the threshold into the warm darkness of the birthplace. Zebul’s had been built larger, loftier than the smaller ones near the edges of Heaven. Grand columns of brown stone smoothed down by countless hands braced the vaulted ceilings, and sunlight streamed through the orange, gold, scarlet and roseate stained glass windows. Tesserae of warm light danced on the stone floors.

The three stood on the ledge overlooking the birthplace floor with its several score cloth-of-gold and chalcedony nests glittering in the light. Incense and dust mixed in heavy shrouds in the air, fragrant with the sweetness of dissolved globes, and angels moved in and out of them, greeting the newly born, clothing them and leading them up the stairs to the ledge where others of the Ninth waited to joyfully receive them.

Raphael took a shaking step forward as one of the globes below them cracked. Its halves sprang apart, and from it a body unfolded, arms spreading upward with the grace of a flower opening to the sun. The female angel rose to her feet and the globe’s pieces disintegrated, spiraling up to her brow and crowning her in a golden dust that spun until it coalesced. Finer dust skidded off the new halo, falling to pattern her skin with a net of iridescence.

Raphael stumbled down the brown steps to stand before her. A tunic was deposited in his nerveless hands by a gentle bystander, and he stepped forward, uncertainty in his every motion.

But she lifted great, grave eyes the color of storm-bellied skies to him, and allowed him to drape the fabric over her, clip it at her shoulders. Her white wings were barred with rain-silver and the gray of clouds.

“What is your name, little sister?” Raphael asked, holding her hands, feeling their warmth, their very realness.

“Nirel.” Her voice was a soft alto. Her eyes traveled without guile over his denuded wing-arms. “What happened to your wings?”

His lower lip quivered, and he smiled though his eyes had filmed with tears. “A test of faith I gave myself. Come up with us?”

“Yes.”

From the ledge, Ruth and Gabriel watched solemnly as the archangel on the floor of the birthplace drew the new angel away from her nest and toward the stairs. They barely heard the last exchange.

“Who are you, brother?”

“I don’t know yet. But I may be a healer... in time.”
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“I don’t want to go to school.”

“I don’t care, Cat,” Chris said with a grin, balancing the laundry basket against her hip. The newspaper classifieds stuck rakishly from one of its corners. “Kick that no-good boyfriend of yours off the couch and into the shower and get out of the house.”

Marie sighed. “It just seems so dumb. How can we go back to normal life after having watched the Apocalypse and then spent Sunday morning listening to angels sing?”

“You’ll figure out a way,” Chris said. She rummaged through the basket and wrinkled her nose at the sight of a charcoal gray sweater, stained with blood. “Mmph. This is going to be a bear to get out.”

After Brad had showered and joined her downstairs, Marie picked up her book-bag. “Are you sure I can’t stay home?” she asked her mother.

Chris rolled her eyes. “You’re going to miss the bus if you don’t get moving.”

Brad grinned. “Yeah, but what are you going to do?”

Chris tilted her head. “The laundry.” She grinned. “Get moving.”

Marie sighed and padded to the front door, pushing it open. Chris listened to the door opening and smiled fiercely, reaching for the classifieds. She’d already opened them to the relevant section. There was always a need for skilled doctors....

“MOM!”

Chris stopped and frowned. She stalked to the front door. “Cat, stop hedging and get out—”

“Mom!” Marie was standing on the gravel path, mouth agape. “There’s—well there’s a horse on the lawn.”

The yellow horse lifted its head and stared at Chris.

“An Apocalyptic horse, even,” Brad added, grinning.

“I see that,” Chris said. She laughed. “Get moving.”

“But what are we going to do with him?”

Chris shrugged, walked to the horse. She petted its head as it lipped her bathrobe. “We’ll figure something out. Won’t we?”

The horse whuffed.
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The bird flew over the burnt and plowed earth of the field, riding currents still heavily laden with the dust of Heaven. There would be riotous flowers come spring.

Its errand spent, the grackle circled the field, then banked toward the forest. It knew where it could find down of the finest quality, just right for feathering a nest.
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  More Fiction From the Author

Mindtouch, Book 1 of The Dreamhealers Duology. (Pastoral Science Fiction) Seersana University is worlds-renowned for its xenopsychology program, producing the Alliance's finest therapists, psychiatric nurses and alien researchers. When Jahir, one of the rare and reclusive Eldritch espers, arrives on campus, he's unprepared for the challenges of a vast and multicultural society... but fortunately, second-year student Vasiht'h is willing to take him under his wing. Will the two win past their troubles and doubts and see the potential for a once-in-a-lifetime partnership?

Earthrise, Book 1 of Her Instruments. (Space Opera Adventure) Reese Eddings has enough to do just keeping her rattletrap merchant vessel, the TMS Earthrise, profitable enough to pay food for herself and her micro-crew. So when a mysterious benefactor from her past shows up demanding she rescue a man from slavers, her first reaction is to say “NO!” And then to remember that she sort of promised to repay the loan. But she doesn’t remember signing up to tangle with pirates and slavers over a space elf prince...

Thief of Songs. (High Fantasy Romance) The lowland conquerers have taken everything from him, or so the composer Amet Emendexte-ilye was taught: prestige, autonomy, wealth, and most importantly, magic. But when one of them steals his fiancee, Amet avenges himself on them all by writing music and giving it away in defiance of the lowland laws. It is a very satisfactory vengeance, or so he thinks, until he discovers the kingdom's royal composer is planning to debut Amet's work—as folk music! So he's riding east to set the record straight. But he has no idea how compelling a decadent lowland hermaphrodite can be. And before it's over, this thief of songs may be stealing more than his music....
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