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Introduction

 

For a long time, vampires were the reigning kings of the supernatural in the fiction world. No other supernatural creature could come close to their popularity, and each new reimagining made people fall in love with them all over again. But with the explosion in popularity of urban fantasy and related genres, other types of entities have gotten their day in the sun—or the moon. Werewolves and other were-creatures take a solid second place in terms of popularity, but pretty much every creature of myth and legend that can be written about has been written about at this point. These days, there’s enough room for everyone’s favorite.

Me, I love a good vampire or werewolf story—or fae, mermaid, siren, gruff but kindly bridge troll, demon with a heart of gold… But mostly, I’m over here snapping up every angel story I can find.

Angels have been my favorite supernatural creatures for a long time. If vampires are cold and aloof, and werewolves are rough and animalistic, the core of angels is that they are fundamentally good. They fight on the side of the light. That’s what they do; it’s what they are.

But that doesn’t make them sweet and gentle. Far from it. In fact, they’re often downright terrifying. Why else would so many angels need to say, “Be not afraid,” as soon as a human catches sight of them?

That contradiction, I think, is what I find so compelling. That and the inevitable question: what is ultimate goodness, anyway? When you’re uncompromising in your pursuit of what is good and right, how exactly does that work in a messy world where nothing is black and white? When faced with a world that doesn’t match your ideals, do you lose your inner compass? Do you learn to love the world as it is? Or does your single-minded quest for the light end up bringing you closer to the darkness within yourself?

This collection has a little of all of those. There are angels who learn how to see the light shining through the muck and shadows of the world. There are angels who dive deep into that muck, embracing their own inner darkness, for the sake of the greater good. There are angels whose pursuit of their ideals puts them at odds with heaven itself.

I hope you enjoy these six stories. Remember, there’s nothing to fear from the light. At least that’s what they say. Be not afraid…


Higher Justice

 

If the sticky rings on the bar counter and the thick film on the windows were anything to go by, this bar hadn’t gotten a good cleaning in at least two decades. Probably around the same time most of its regulars had peaked. Now they looked like they weren’t in any better shape than the rest of the place. They sagged on their stools, wiping greasy fingers on rumpled clothes, looking down at their drinks with the flat, dead eyes of people who had stared into the abyss and seen themselves staring back.

The music playing on the speakers was from thirty years ago, the high-school glory days of most of the people here. Or maybe I should say it was playing on the speaker, singular. The left speaker had cut out entirely, and the one on the right was well on its way. The music sounded as tired and faded as the regulars looked.

The man to my left stank of beer and desperation, just like the rest of the place. The man to my right, though, smelled like expensive cologne, the kind that was basically bottled money and sex. He wore a tailored suit, with the tie loosened just enough to keep him from looking like a stuffed shirt.

He watched the other patrons hungrily. He had a drink in front of him, something dark and cloudy, but he hadn’t so much as glanced at it for as long as I had been here. His fingers tapped lightly on the bar, but his face was patient. Like an angler who had cast his line and was willing to wait all day—or all night, as the case may be—for a nibble.

He didn’t pay me any more attention than he did his drink. His gaze had drifted over me for a fraction of a second when I had first walked in, and he hadn’t glanced my way again since. I must not have looked desperate enough for his purposes.

Appearances could be deceiving.

I turned to him and cleared my throat. “I hear you’re the person to see if I want a job done.”

It took a moment for the man to remember I existed. Slowly, he dragged his gaze to me, and blinked until his eyes came into focus. The irises were black—not the dark brown that people sometimes described as black, but pure obsidian, darker even than his pupils. The faintest hint of red flickered in their depths.

“That depends on the job,” he said. “And the payment.”

I lowered my voice and leaned closer. “I need someone dead.” No sense in beating around the bush about it.

The man—although I supposed I shouldn’t call him that, since he was no such thing—smiled. “There’s no need to whisper. Nobody here cares enough to listen.” He gave the bartender a cheery smile, and motioned him closer with a flick of his fingers. “Want to know something?” he asked in a voice loud enough to carry from one side of the room to the other. “This guy here is looking to have somebody killed.” he jabbed a finger at me.

The bartender blinked. “You want another drink?” He asked, his gaze flicking first to my companion, then to me. When I shook my head, he shrugged and went back to smearing grease over a glass with a filthy rag.

But the people here weren’t the eavesdroppers I was worried about. I was more concerned with the one who held my leash. I was off the clock for now, with Dennis asleep and alone. But all it would take was a single moment of wakefulness, or an intruder pushing open his bedroom door, and the mantle of my duty would return again. The keeper of my chains would know where I was, and that I wasn’t with my charge. He would see everything I saw, and hear everything I heard—and everything I said.

Maybe I would get lucky and he wouldn’t be paying attention. He had a lot to keep him occupied, after all. But I had learned, over the centuries, that it was never smart to rely on luck.

I kept my voice low. “Can you do it?”

The demon in front of me smiled. “The real question is whether you want me to. Do you know what I am, and what price I’ll ask? A human assassin would cost you a lot less.”

“This will take more than a human,” I said. “The target has a guardian angel.”

The demon whistled under his breath. “Then he must be in good with the man upstairs. That means big trouble for me if I get caught. Do you have any idea what those angelic types can do to my kind?”

I gave a short nod. “I’ve seen it up close and personal.”

“Then you know that’s not a risk any of us takes lightly. One lucky strike from one of those angelic swords of theirs, and…” He snapped his fingers. “Wiped out of existence, just like that.” He shook his head. “Don’t get me wrong, hell isn’t exactly a bed of roses. But I’ve worked my way up. Brought in enough human souls to earn myself some respect. It’s a good life. And I’m not willing to risk being erased from the board for one more measly soul. Not when any one of these sad sacks would hand theirs over for the price of a good job or a beautiful wife. Or even an ugly wife.” He laughed.

I didn’t return the laugh. “I’m not offering you a soul.”

“In that case, we have even less to talk about.” He turned his back to me.

“I’m offering you something better,” I said to the back of his head. “An angel feather.”

He whipped around so quickly his elbow caught the edge of his glass. Dark liquid sloshed over the side. He took a deep breath and schooled his face to blank neutrality. But it was too late. I had seen the flash of hunger there.

Hell had no shortage of angels. At least not the fallen kind. But their wings had all been destroyed on impact, bones charred and broken, feathers burned to ash. And the other inhabitants of hell, the demons who had been born and raised there like the one in front of me, had never had wings at all. For how crowded the place was, there wasn’t a single working set of angel wings in the place.

And angel wings were the only things that had the power to carry someone out of hell.

But it wasn’t a matter of flying. Hell wasn’t a place so much as it was a state of being. Any demon with enough time and determination could hike their way to the mortal realm, like the one in front of me had. But he would always be in hell where it counted. The hellfire would always burn under his skin. He would always feel the despair creeping in at the corners of his mind.

Someone who knew the trick of it, though, could use a single angel feather to break hell’s hold on them. Which meant most demons would do anything for the chance to get their hands on one. The last angel who had been sent down to hell on one of the big guy’s errands had never made it out. I heard a rumor that his body had appeared in a human morgue later, with broken shards of bone jutting out from his back, all that remained of his wings after the denizens of hell had picked him clean. I didn’t envy whoever had gotten the job of covering that one up.

The demon shook his head. “You’re lying. Where are you going to get your hands on one of those?”

In answer, I let the disguise drop. For half a second, I was no longer a jowly middle-aged man in yesterday’s clothes, indistinguishable from everyone else in the bar. Behind me, my wings unfurled. I glowed from within with divine light. It refracted off the glass in front of me, shooting tiny points of light out in every direction.

A few of the regulars cast startled glances toward me. But I had already faded back into the disguise. One by one, they shrugged and went back to their drinks. They had probably already written it off as an alcohol-induced hallucination.

I held out my hand to the demon. In my open palm rested a single feather. I had plucked it from my own wing. The spot where I had ripped it free still stung.

The demon stared at it without blinking. Slowly, he reached a hand out toward it.

I pulled my hand back, and closed my fingers over the feather. “On the other hand, maybe you don’t want this. You’ve built a good life for yourself in hell, after all.”

With what looked like a great deal of effort, the demon brought his gaze up from my hand to my face. “That guardian angel you mentioned. That’s you, isn’t it?”

“Astute of you,” I said. “Most people can’t tell the difference between one angel and another at a glance. You had me pegged as a guardian in less than a second.”

“A survival skill.” He looked at me like I was a puzzle that needed solving. “Why, though? Why would you do something like this? Do you know what it will mean for you if your boss finds out? You’ll end up down below with the rest of us.”

I shuddered, and tried not to linger on the thought. “That’s not something you need to worry about. The part that concerns you is that I’m good at what I do. So when you come after him, you need to make sure I don’t see you. The mantle of a guardian angel…” I paused, searching for words, for a way to explain the sensation of the power settling over my body and using me however it saw fit. “I don’t control it. I can’t. I’m just the vehicle. If I see a threat to my charge, I won’t be able to stop myself from doing whatever is necessary to protect him.”

I knew. I had tried.

“You’re asking a lot,” said the demon. “I’m good, but I can’t work miracles. That’s the other side’s department.”

“Then maybe you don’t want this after all.” I tucked the feather into my pocket. “Not a problem. I’m sure I can find someone who does.” I stood up, leaving my unfinished drink behind.

The demon stood fast enough that his stool almost toppled over. “Wait, wait. I’ll do it. Just give me a name and a place, and a few days to prepare.”

I squinted at the clock over the bar. Like everything else, it had accumulated a generous layer of grease and grime, which made it hard to make out the numbers. “You have eight hours.”

“What? No. Not acceptable. I need more time than that. If you really need a rush job—which I don’t recommend, if you want it done right—how does three days sound?”

I let the tip of the feather poke out of my pocket. Then I pushed it down again and strode to the door.

“All right, all right.” He hurried after me. “Eight hours.”

 

* * *

 

The next morning, I watched—as invisible as a ghost, and as powerless—as Dennis prepared for his latest one-on-one consultation.

He whistled during his short drive to the church. It had snowed about an inch overnight, and someone had shoveled the main walk. But they hadn’t gotten around to the building out back, the one with the Carver City Homeless Outreach sign out front. Dennis didn’t complain. He kept whistling as he dug out a shovel from the shed and cleared it himself. He sprinkled a layer of salt down for good measure, to melt the last patches of ice.

The building was small, only one room—or two, if you counted the basement. More than once, the church had suggested fundraising for an addition. But Dennis had always smiled and insisted this was all he needed.

Once he was inside, he cleared a few stray papers off the desk. He pulled out a handful of books on choosing a career, and laid them out on the desk where the papers had been. He evicted a couple of stray dust bunnies with a feather duster. He poured two glasses of water and placed them precisely on the desk, one to his left hand, one to his right. To the one on the right, he added three drops from a small vial in the top drawer of his desk.

I did my best not to keep an eye out for the demon. But any human will tell you how hard it is to force yourself not to think about something, and it’s no different for us angels. I knew the demon was on his way—at least if he hadn’t thought twice about the deal—which meant he was going to get me at my most vigilant.

But my sources had told me he was good. He chose easy prey out of laziness, not because it was his only option. I would simply have to hope my sources had been right.

I followed Dennis down the stairs as he descended to the basement. I wrapped my wings around him, covering his face, as if I could smother him that way. I placed my hands on his shoulders and imagined tightening them around his throat. But it could never be anything more than imagination. The guardian mantle wouldn’t let me harm my charge. After thousands of years, and dozens of charges, this was the one lesson I had learned well.

The basement was small but cheerful, with pale yellow paint and the smell of pine from a plug-in air freshener. The air freshener did a good job of covering up any other smells that might otherwise have lingered. But I didn’t think the paint and the pine scent were responsible for the way Dennis’s mood always lifted when he came down here.

His whistling grew louder and more cheerful as he unfolded fresh plastic sheeting and laid it out on the concrete floor. He opened his toolbox next. He laid his tools out one by one along the edges of the plastic, caressing them lovingly as he did.

Jesus might have been a carpenter, but he wouldn’t have recognized anything in Dennis’s toolbox. There was nothing in there that could be used for building. Dennis was more interested in destruction.

His preparations complete, Dennis walked back up the stairs—just in time for a knock on the door. I checked the clock. Nine on the dot. I had hoped she would oversleep, or not be able to find a ride. But keeping this appointment must have meant a lot to her, because here she was, not even thirty seconds late.

I still saw no sign of the demon. Although I supposed that was a good thing. If I saw him before he got the job done, that would mean it was too late for both of us.

Dennis straightened his clerical collar and opened the door. He motioned his latest appointment inside. She looked just like all the others—long dark hair, big brown eyes that seemed to take up half her face. She couldn’t be past her early twenties. She was thin past the point of attractiveness, more concentration-camp victim than runway model. Track marks dotted her arms.

But she had made painfully obvious efforts to clean herself up for the meeting. Her hair was freshly curled. Her sunflower-patterned dress, too thin for the weather, had to have been borrowed, judging by how it fit—too baggy in some places, too small in others.

“Thank you for meeting with me, Pastor Dennis,” said the woman in a rough voice. I had seen her file, but I couldn’t remember her name. After a while, they all started to blend together.

“No need to thank me,” Dennis said with an easy smile. “It’s what I’m here for.” He motioned to the desk. “Why don’t you take a seat, and we’ll have a talk about your future.”

She sat down in the chair opposite his. Hunger flared in her eyes as she ran her finger along the cover of one of the career books. They all had that same hunger, when they first sat down at his desk. And that same small, bright spark of hope, as they looked at what he was offering them and began to allow themselves to dream impossible dreams.

Carver City Homeless Outreach was Dennis’s pet project. Under his direction, his church had opened a homeless shelter, which had grown to become the biggest in the state. Mostly, Dennis took a hands-off approach. He kept the money flowing, and left the day-to-day work to the people he hired.

But every so often, he would stop by for a visit, and interview the people staying at the shelter. Nothing formal, just a chat. Enough to get a sense of their pasts, and their hopes and dreams. And then he would choose a candidate or two to meet with in person, and offer them one-on-one counseling to help them get back on their feet.

Dennis had specific criteria he used to select his candidates. As best I could tell, those criteria were that they had to be young, female, and attractive. And they had to have made enough of a mess of their lives that no one would think anything of it when they simply failed to return to the shelter one day.

Dennis sat down across from the woman. “Tell me, Marina,” he said, leaning in toward her like she was the most important person in the universe, “if you could have anything, what would you choose? Don’t be afraid to dream big. That’s what we’re here for.”

Marina. Yes. That was her name. I remembered her from the shelter now. The one who had lost her children after her last fling with heroin. She was clean now, she had insisted. For good this time. Behind her back, the shelter workers had cast each other jaded looks, and placed bets on how long it would take before another needle found its way into her arm. Dennis had pretended he hadn’t heard, but I had seen him listening.

Marina shook her head. “I… I don’t even know. It used to be that I couldn’t think beyond getting my kids back. Now it’s hard to imagine even that much.”

I didn’t know why she was having such a hard time answering. The details might have differed, but deep down, all our desires—whether human, demon, or angel—came down to the same two things. Freedom. And justice.

“It’s all right,” said Dennis. “There’s no need to answer right away. We’ll take it slow. For now, why don’t you make yourself at home? Take off your coat. Have a drink of water.”

He pushed the water across the table to her. The one on the right. He always put the tainted one on the right. Every time, I wished he would make a mistake. But Dennis was a man who paid attention to the small details.

I wrapped my hands around his neck, and wished I could squeeze. His pulse pounded against my fingers, quick and eager. He tilted his head up and let out a long, slow breath of satisfaction. As if he could feel me there. As if he knew he was under God’s protection.

Marina took a long drink of the water. She made a face. She peered into the glass and frowned.

Maybe she would listen to her instincts, and run. None of the others had, but she could be the first. If she left now, she might be able to get far enough away before it took effect.

Instead, she looked down at that career book again. She set the glass down with a shrug.

Dennis wasn’t looking at her like she was the center of the universe anymore. He didn’t need to. He stared over her head, watching the clock. Counting seconds. Marking time.

Marina didn’t seem to notice. “Just the fact that you asked to meet with me gives me hope.” Her voice was already sounding a little slurred. “Everyone has written me off for so long. I was starting to believe everything they said about me. But when you looked at me, you saw something more.” She blinked, and blinked again, trying to focus her eyes.

It still might not be too late. She didn’t need to get far, as long as she made it to where somebody could see her. I crossed over to the other side of the desk, and squeezed her shoulder hard enough that it should have hurt. It would have hurt, if I hadn’t been on duty, the guardian mantle rendering me invisible to human senses.

I screamed in her ear, even though I knew she couldn’t hear me. “Run!” She didn’t even flinch.

Dennis gave her a warm, paternal smile. “Do you want to know what I saw in you?” He leaned in toward her, and tilted her chin up with his finger. “A drug-addicted whore no one would miss.”

Marina’s defocused eyes widened. “What…”

That was as far as she got. Her head slumped forward. Dennis caught her before she hit the desk.

He lowered her head gently. Then he stood, and scooped her into his arms in a practiced motion. He was facing a window, but there was nothing furtive about his movements. He strode with confidence to the basement door, the smile never leaving his face.

And why shouldn’t he be confident? He had God on his side.

If there were any justice in heaven or earth, someone would have passed by the window right then. Some passerby would have found themselves drawn to the building, sensing that something was wrong.

But God cared nothing for justice. All he cared about was worship and praise to feed his oversized ego. The humans who gave him what he wanted, who showered him in songs of his greatness and glory, earned his protection. No matter what they got up to when they weren’t singing.

In heaven, it was the same. The angels who knelt the lowest before his throne, and spoke the sweetest words, got to laze about in heaven with their golden harps and ceremonial swords. The rest of us? We got jobs like this.

Dennis started up his whistling again as he carried Marina down the basement stairs. He laid her down on the plastic sheeting with the greatest of care. She moaned softly, like she was having a bad dream.

He knelt and brushed her hair back from her face. “Hush now, it’s all right,” he murmured. “It will all be over soon.”

He ran his hands over his tools, pausing first on one, then another. Trying to figure out what to break first. His smile grew unfocused as he lost himself in his dreams. His whistling lost its tune. His eyes drifted shut.

That wasn’t like him. Normally, at this point in the process, his eyes were bright and eager, as the basement and his anticipation lent him a surge of energy.

He was savoring the moment, I told myself. Nothing to worry about. There were no threats here.

Dennis slumped forward. He barely thrust his hand out in time to keep himself from pitching forward on the concrete. He gave a choked gasp that turned into a wheeze.

He was overexcited, that was all. He had gone too long between victims, and let the hunger build up too much. It would pass.

I might have believed my own lies if I hadn’t caught a hint of something on the air, underneath the scent of pine. A whiff of expensive cologne.

It always hurt when the power took control of me. I had once seen a human walk outside after a storm, and set his foot down on a live wire without seeing it. I imagined it had felt something like this.

Before I was consciously aware of it, I had drawn my sword of lightning out of the ether. I spun to face the source of the smell. My eyes locked on to the demon, who was nothing more than a wisp of smoke with a pair of obsidian eyes. That same smoke was pouring into Dennis’s nose and mouth, choking him, turning his eyes glassy and his face red. All the things I had worked so hard not to see.

The demon froze as our eyes met. I didn’t. The power that had me in its grip wouldn’t let me. I drove the sword deep into his smoky form. His eyes went wide as he resolidified around the blade. In less than the span of a heartbeat, his body had returned, the same one he had worn in the bar.

Dennis doubled over coughing. He stood, shaking his head, brushing himself off. He looked around, like he was trying to get his bearings, and stared right through us without seeing either of us.

I—or the power controlling me—drove the sword deeper into the demon’s gut. I had missed his heart, on account of him not having one at the time. But this would kill him all the same. It would just take a little longer.

“I told you not to let me see you,” I growled as I twisted the blade.

Black blood gushed from the demon’s mouth as he snarled at me. “I should have known better than to trust an angel.” The words came out garbled and choked, punctuated by another thick mouthful of blood.

“It’s not me.” Another twist. “I didn’t want this.”

The demon chuckled wetly. “It’s easy to think that, isn’t it? But whose choice was it to stay and kiss the feet of the man upstairs? Whose choice was it to let him hang that mantle on you?” He shook his head slowly, almost pityingly. “You chose weakness. You chose cowardice. If you were strong—” He hacked out another gush of blood. “If you were strong, you would have fallen.”

With another snarl, he shoved himself forward on the sword. His fingers elongated into knifelike black claws.

I pulled back just in time to avoid the swipe. With a wet sizzle, the sword pulled free. Another gush of black blood came with it. It dribbled down to stain the basement floor, but Dennis would never see it. The same magic that hid the two of us from him now would keep him up forever oblivious to the demonic stain. Not that his basement wasn’t already stained enough with evil.

Oblivious to the fight taking place mere inches from his nose, he smiled down at his prisoner. It looked as though he had already recovered from his brief ordeal. All the time and planning that had gone into my attempt on his life, and this was what it had come to. A few seconds of fear for him, the death of a demon who deserved it less than he did, and a stain on his floor that he would never notice.

Dennis bent down and picked up a slim, curved knife. He ran a finger over the blade, and ran his eyes slowly over Marina’s exposed skin. Searching for the exact right spot to begin.

I didn’t want to see. I had watched the same scene play out too many times already. Fortunately, I had other things occupying my attention.

The demon and I circled each other. He was holding his guts in with one hand, but if he knew how bad the damage was, he didn’t seem to care. His eyes shone with a wild light. He gave a rattling hiss as he held his other hand up, claws at the ready.

It made sense, in a way, that he would choose to fight rather than run. He had to know that if he ran, the guardian mantle would make me chase him. He knew, too, that he wouldn’t survive another strike from the sword. And he was aware of what it would do to him. He must have decided that if he was going down either way, he might as well at least bring me down with him.

Which was hardly fair of him. He had known what it meant to go up against a guardian angel. I had warned him myself. There was no sense in him blaming me for it, when I wasn’t in control of my own actions. If I were, I would turn around right now and drive my sword through Dennis’s heart.

Weak. The demon’s accusation drummed like a heartbeat against the inside of my skull. You chose weakness. You chose cowardice. Weak. Weak. Weak.

For the first time in my long existence, I reached for the mantle instead of fighting it. I lost myself in it, letting it drown out the demon’s voice with its own. Kill him, urged the power thrumming through me. Destroy the threat.

And I would. I would obey; I would always obey. I had no choice.

I was weak. I always had been.

I would do what God required of me. I just had to wait for the right moment.

Our circles grew tighter and tenser. The demon slashed out with his claws again. The razor tips came inches from my heart.

Almost. Almost. Now.

Destroy the threat, the power inside me sang. And I sang along with it, a howl of triumph and helpless fury.

I drew the sword back—and ran it through the demon’s heart.

His snarling fury turned to mute shock. But only for an instant, before his features melted into a blur of smoke and shadow. The rest of his body followed. Through his translucent form, I could make out the dark outlines of Dennis standing behind him and the unconscious Marina on the floor. The smoke lightened to a pale gray, then drifted away on a nonexistent breeze. The last thing to go were his eyes, dark and accusing.

Then they, too, melted into nothing, and he was gone.

Leaving me with a clear view of Dennis, directly behind him, impaled on my sword.

The sword had gone through his back, and come out through the center of his ribcage. He looked down at himself, and made a choked, disbelieving noise. I wondered what was going through his mind as he tried to make sense of what he was seeing—a hole in his chest, a blinding pain, and nothing visible to cause either one.

Then again, I didn’t much care what he was thinking.

He slumped forward on the blade. The noises stopped. I shook him free, and stared down at his crumpled form, hardly able to believe my own triumph.

The moment the mantle had taken hold of me, I had known I wouldn’t be able to stop it from doing its work. But as the demon and I had circled each other, his voice pulsing in my brain, it had occurred to me that maybe I didn’t have to stop. Maybe all I had to do was outsmart it.

I had waited for the exact right moment, until the demon was directly in front of Dennis. Until the same strike would kill them both. Then I had zeroed in on the threat to Dennis’s life with singular focus, letting the mantle’s own power distract me from Dennis himself for the split second it had taken to run them both through.

The odds of it working had been one in a million. But then, I’d had nothing to lose.

I let the sword fall from my hand. I wouldn’t be needing it anymore.

Marina was still unconscious, whimpering in her restless dreams. She would wake into a worse nightmare than whatever scenes were playing behind her eyes. I wanted to carry her out of here, and take her someplace safe. Dennis could no longer harm her body, but if she woke up here, even in death he would leave a scar on her soul. I would have spared her that if I could have.

But I already knew I wouldn’t have time. A sound was growing all around me—a whispering hiss of flame.

There was only one place for an angel who defied heaven.

The screams of the damned, as faint and eerie as the winter wind outside, howled through the room. Marina frowned and shifted restlessly.

A portal yawned open at my feet. Heat blasted my face. The whisper of the flames became a crackle and a roar. But when I looked down, all I could see was darkness.

Had this been what I was afraid of for so long? Was this the threat that had made me accept the power bestowed upon me, and use it to protect so many monsters in human skin? Down in that pit, at least the evil was out in the open. I could hear it in those screams, and in the hungry growls that followed. What I didn’t hear was a single cheerful whistle.

I was weak. I always had been. But that would change. The fall wouldn’t kill me; the lake of fire would spit me into the rocky pits of hell, as it had every fallen angel before me—charred and flightless, but still alive. But it would burn the weakness from me first.

And to survive in hell, I would need to become stronger still. It would harden me into what I needed to become. What I should have become long ago.

A guardian.

Like the demon in the bar, I intended to find more for myself in hell then pain and suffering. But unlike him, I wouldn’t satisfy myself with lurking in bars, ensnaring easy targets for the sake of whatever scraps the lords of hell might toss me. I already had my thoughts set on higher things.

Heavenly things.

And I had an angel feather in my pocket.

I would let hell forge me into someone worthy of my desires. And once it did, God himself wouldn’t be safe from me.

I didn’t wait for the portal to pull me in. I stared down into the black depths with a feral grin, and jumped.

There was no justice in heaven or earth. But I would change that.


Be Not Afraid

 

As Eremiel crouched in the dead grass, with his wings pulled tightly around the still form in front of him, screams of pain and defiance echoed from all directions. A burst of gunfire rattled his eardrums, followed by a distant explosion. A bullet ripped through his wing, sending a flurry of mud-caked feathers into the air. The smell of blood and charred feathers choked him.

He couldn’t see. And not only because of the dust that stung his eyes. Whenever he tried to focus on anything—the battle in front of him, the pale figure lying in the circle of his wings—the scene blurred and shifted. For a second, the hillside was empty, the scraggly brown grass untouched by boots and tire treads, the sky a calm clear blue. The single pitted road was empty, without a single car as far as he could see. But despite the silence that threatened to close in on him, he knew people were screaming and dying all around him. He knew it.

One of the screams in his ears belonged to Alex, even though Alex was dead. He tightened his wings around his charge, his friend. His wings closed on nothing.

Protect him, the echo of Alex’s voice begged. I don’t matter. Protect him.

Eremiel had tried. The man Alex had called him here for, the man whose name Eremiel didn’t even know, lay a few feet away. Dead from the gunfire that had ripped through Eremiel’s tattered wings.

Protect her. Please. Keep her safe.

Wait. Her?

The dusty air swirled around him in a cyclone—the familiar feeling of being called. He clenched his fists, and dug his heels into the dirt. “No,” he ground out. “Not yet. I’m not done here.”

The words sounded familiar in his ears. Too familiar. He had resisted the pull before, kept himself from being tugged from this same hill. At least once, maybe twice, maybe more. How many had there been? How long had this battle been raging?

The gunfire stopped. The screams went silent. The hill was empty. Brown grass blew softly in the breeze.

And then the hill was gone, and there was nothing left but the whirling winds.

“No! Alex!” His voice was rough from screaming. How long had he been calling Alex’s name?

Another scream answered his. But the sound was all wrong. The voice was high and shrill—a child. There had been no children on the battlefield.

He closed his eyes against the cruel tearing winds. When he opened them again, the world wasn’t blurry anymore. The girl in front of him was as crisp as a photograph. She was five, maybe six, the age Alex had been when he had first called Eremiel to him with his prayer for somebody, anybody, to protect him from his father’s rage. A pudgy snowman grinned out at Eremiel from her sweatshirt. Her hair was in pigtails, each of them tied off with a red ribbon like twin Christmas bows.

The hillside was gone.

He was indoors. Here, the heat came not from the burning eye of the sun, but from a radiator grumbling in the corner of the room. The walls, with their curling wallpaper adorned with cheerful sunflowers, were too close around him.

The girl ran out of breath. She sucked in air, and started screaming again. She was frozen, eyes wide, hands tight at her sides.

In the corner, behind the screaming girl, sat a squat artificial Christmas tree, dusted with imitation snow. Red and gold lights flashed, casting craft-project ornaments of Styrofoam and popsicle sticks in a bloody glow. A cardboard box with Xmas Tree scrawled across the side in marker sat nearby; a couple of ornaments were still lying inside. Two steaming mugs piled high with marshmallows sat on a chipped counter. The air smelled warm, like cocoa and sugar with a hint of cinnamon. No tang of blood, no choking dust.

No Alex. Alex was gone.

Alex had been gone for years. Both him and the man he had begged Eremiel to protect. Eremiel had failed. Even as he had stayed on that hillside, fighting the same doomed battle in his head over and over again, some part of him had always known it was over.

But even here, there was still screaming.

Eremiel looked down at himself. At his bullet-torn wings, his white suit stained with dirt and blood. His hair didn’t grow like a human’s did, or it wasn’t supposed to. But he could feel it hanging in a matted tangle down past his shoulders, as if it had been growing for years while he had been lost in his mind, trying to save Alex again and again. In the little girl’s place, he would have screamed at the sight of himself too.

He tried to reset his appearance—to recapture his swept-back hair, his gleaming white wings, his immaculate suit. It should have been as simple as a thought. But when he looked down at himself again, nothing had changed.

Footsteps rushed into the room. “Mia? What’s wrong?” A woman swept the girl up into her arms—and stopped short.

The woman had the same hair as the girl, minus the pigtails, and the same eyes. She was wearing a sweater with sparkly reindeer marching across the chest and down the sleeves. Still holding the girl, she reached down and grabbed the first thing to hand—a tube of wrapping paper. Useless as a weapon—she had to know that. But she set the girl down behind her and stepped forward, holding the snowflake-printed paper out in front of her like a sword.

“Who are you?” she demanded. “Did he send you?”

Eremiel closed his eyes and tried to shift away. He tried to return to that lonely hill, to the memory of Alex. But he knew, even before he opened his eyes again, that it wouldn’t work. Once he had been called to a human’s side, he was incapable of leaving until that human was safe.

Our until there was no one left to protect.

“Get out of my house!” The woman advanced on him with the wrapping paper. Fear shone in her eyes, but that didn’t stop her from jabbing the air with her makeshift weapon as she stalked forward. She had the look of someone who was used to fear, and had learned to live with it as her companion while she did what needed to be done.

Eremiel lowered his eyes. He opened his palms, to show her he meant no harm. “I can’t. I’m sorry. You called me here, when you prayed for an angel’s protection, and now I am bound to your side until it is done.”

He didn’t know why the prayer had caught hold of him, out of all the angels in the cosmos. He had proved he wasn’t capable of protecting anyone anymore. Why him? Why not someone who could offer her the safety she needed? Someone who looked strong and reassuring, and not like he had just lost a war?

The woman stiffened. She studied him in silence for the long moment he had experienced so many times before—the moment where his charge decided whether or not to believe in him.

She let out her breath and lowered her weapon. “Mia,” she called over her shoulder, “go wait in the bedroom.”

The girl peered out at him from behind her back. “Is he really an angel? What’s wrong with his wings?”

“Go,” the woman ordered.

Mia went, scurrying for the door. As she disappeared into the bedroom, she cast a wide-eyed look over her shoulder, equal parts curiosity and fear.

“Stand up,” the woman said, turning her commanding tone on Eremiel. “Let me see you.”

Eremiel hadn’t realized he was still crouching, as if he were still trying to protect Alex’s body. He raised himself to his feet. A few torn feathers fluttered to the floor.

The woman followed the feathers with her eyes. Her gaze moved to the blood smeared across his chest. Her eyes widened in alarm. “Are you… all right? Do you need a doctor?”

Hot shame spread through him. A protector was meant to look serene and unflappable, like nothing could touch him. The sight of him should inspire the humans under his care to breathe easier, not to summon medical care for him.

“My well-being is not your concern,” he said, trying to transform his roughened voice into smooth, reassuring tones. “I am here to look after you, not the other way around.”

The woman raised her eyebrows. “Forgive my saying so, but you don’t look like you’re in any shape to be protecting anybody.”

“I’ll do what you called me here to do,” he assured her. But his voice shook as he said the words, and he knew she could hear it. He took a deep breath, even though his body didn’t require it, and tried again to sound like the protector he had been before the battle. “Why did you pray for protection?”

She shook her head slowly, as if she was still trying to convince herself he was real. “We were decorating the tree.” She waved a hand toward it. “I always make a wish when I put the star at the top. It’s tradition, from when I was a kid. We would all put the star up together, and wish for whatever we most wanted for Christmas, and of course whatever we wished for would always show up because we had already put it on our Christmas lists. But this year…” She looked down at the cardboard box, at the star that lay lonely at the bottom, with only a couple of cracked silver baubles for company. “I looked down at the angel topper we never use, and I remembered this old book I used to have about guardian angels, and I thought this year we needed an angel more than I needed to wish for a new suit to wear on interviews.”

“Because you’re in danger.” Gunfire echoed in his ears.

The woman lowered her voice, glancing toward the bedroom door. “It’s my ex. He gets Mia for one week a month. Only for the past few months, she’s been coming back quieter and quieter each time. It’s not like her. After the last time, I saw bruises on her arm.” Her hands tightened around the roll of wrapping paper. “I told her he wouldn’t be seeing her again. He wouldn’t accept that. So I put in a call to the state. Nothing came of it, of course.”

The wrapping paper shook in her fingers. She clutched it to her chest, and glared at her hands, as if they were to blame for betraying her emotion.

“That’s when he came here,” she said. “He told me not to try anything like that again, or else he’d get to keep Mia full-time because she’d only have one parent left. He had a gun. He brought it into my apartment, with my daughter asleep only a few feet away.” Her voice was dark with suppressed rage.

Eremiel pictured Alex at Mia’s age, sitting up in bed with his knees pulled to his chest. The two of them listening together as his father punched walls downstairs, and then moved on to Alex’s older brother. He remembered tightening his wings around Alex’s head so Alex wouldn’t hear the noises.

“His December week is supposed to start today,” said the woman. “He told me he’d take the first week in December instead of the holiday week, and let me have Christmas Eve and Christmas Day. As a thank-you for being so cooperative.” The paper crinkled as she crushed the roll against her chest. “He called earlier, and said he’d be here at seven.”

Eremiel looked past her, at the cracked plastic clock ticking away the seconds on the wall. Five minutes to seven.

“Can you keep Mia safe?” She was trying to hide it, but he heard the pleading in her voice, like Alex when he had asked Eremiel to save his friend. “Can you keep her here?”

He should have had said yes in his calm, steady voice, the way he had so many times before. That was his job, every bit as much as shielding his charges from the threats they faced. He wasn’t just here to keep them safe, but to help them feel safe.

But he hesitated. And the woman noticed. Her eyes narrowed. “You’re a real-life angel. You can answer prayers and create miracles. And you’re not sure you can protect one little girl from her father?” Her voice vibrated with anger, but underneath the anger was a fear sharper than the one he had seen in her eyes when she had marched toward him with her wrapping paper weapon.

“I will protect her,” he promised, a few seconds too late.

“But you’re not sure of that, are you?” she demanded. “You look like you’ve already lost a fight. Did that happen trying to protect someone else? What happened to them?”

Eremiel flinched like she had struck him. “It was war,” he said, half to her, half to himself. “War is a machine of death. There’s only so much anyone can do to stop it. Sometimes all the protection we can offer isn’t enough to withstand the human determination to do harm.”

It was easy to say. Not so easy to believe. Not when he could still feel hot blood gushing out against his chest, as he clutched Alex’s friend in his arms. Not when he could see Alex rushing forward to shield his dying companion—which should have been Eremiel’s job, if he had been fast enough. Not when, a second later, the bullet caught Alex between the eyes and sent him sprawling, lifeless, into the circle of Eremiel’s wings.

Eremiel tried to bring himself back to the present. “His name was Alex. He first called to me when he was a child. I suppose it created an affinity between us, because whenever he called out for protection again, I was the one who was sent. I protected him as a teenager, when he was in a car crash. Then against a mugger, his first week of college. Then at his mother’s funeral, when there was no physical danger, but he needed to know that he wasn’t alone. And then… the last time he called to me…” The words caught in his throat. He swallowed. “The towers came down the week after his mother’s death. The two tragedies blended together in his mind. He joined the military two weeks later. He wanted to do something good with his life, to protect others the way he could never protect his mother or his brother. When he called to me, that last time, it wasn’t for himself. He asked me to protect a friend of his. A fellow soldier.”

Which must have been why this woman’s call had been strong enough to pull him in, when he had been able to resist all the others over the years. She, like Alex, had prayed to protect someone else, not herself. Somewhere deep down, it must have reminded him of Alex’s last request, and drawn him in against his will.

The woman’s face softened. But then she glanced past him toward the door, and over her shoulder at the clock, and the sympathy disappeared. “And you failed.”

“Yes,” Eremiel said softly.

“So call up whoever you answer to,” said the woman, with a gesture toward the ceiling, “and ask them to send someone else. Someone who can protect my daughter.”

“I would if I could,” said Eremiel. “But it doesn’t work that way. I was the one who was sent.”

“Then somebody made a mistake. I’m not trusting my daughter to a protector who can’t do his job, angel or not.” Her hands were shaking again. “Go back to where you came from, and send me a replacement.”

Three sharp knocks made the door rattle in its frame.

The woman flinched. “I guess it’s too late now.” She took a deep breath. “Well? Are you going to take care of him?”

She motioned to the door, as if she expected him to answer it. He didn’t know what she expected, but he was going to have to disappoint her. He and his kind were shields, not swords. Even if he were still everything he used to be, he wouldn’t have been able to simply turn the threat away. “We do not engage in violence.”

“Of course you don’t. Guess that prayer was a dud after all.” She gave a jagged shrug. “Oh well. It wasn’t like I expected to get a real answer anyway.”

“I will go to your daughter,” said Eremiel. “I will shield her.”

The woman’s face twisted. “You do that. Meanwhile, I’ll stay out here and deal with the threat you’re too afraid to face.”

“You open this door right now,” a man’s voice called from outside, “or I’ll break it down. You know I can do it. You really want to scare Mia like that?”

The woman took another long breath, then reached for the doorknob. As she slowly swung the door open, Eremiel entered the bedroom.

Mia and her mother clearly shared the room. There was a twin bed on one side, with unicorn-patterned sheets, and on the other, a double mattress on the floor. Stuffed animals were piled on Mia’s bed, and she sat cross-legged in the center of them, clutching a ragged rabbit to her chest.

When he walked in, she looked up, the fear plain on her face. She relaxed a little when she saw that it was him. But only a little. She edged back toward the wall.

He sat down on the edge of her bed. Slowly, he extended a torn and bloody wing, and brushed the tip against her shoulders. He paused, giving her the chance to pull away. She hesitated, stiff, then crept closer. He wrapped the wing around her shoulders. The feel of the small body trembling against his feathers reminded him of Alex, the first time they had met.

“I heard what you said out there,” said Mia, without quite looking at him.

Then she had overheard things neither he nor her mother had meant for her ears. “I will protect you,” he promised, although he didn’t know if the words had any meaning now that she had heard about his failure with Alex.

“It’s okay if you can’t,” she said. “I don’t really believe in angels anyway.”

How different would Alex’s life have been, if he hadn’t believed in angels? What would have happened to him if Eremiel hadn’t come to him that first night, and proved himself well enough that Alex had called on him again and again?

“I will protect you,” Eremiel repeated, his voice stronger this time. “You have my word.”

Outside the bedroom, raised voices assaulted his ears like gunfire. First the man’s voice, indistinct, making demands in a rough tone. Then the woman’s protests, high and helpless, nothing like the fierce woman who had confronted him. Mia quivered against Eremiel’s wing.

“That’s enough. I barely get any time with my daughter as it is, and you’ve wasted too much of it already.” The man spoke loudly enough this time for Eremiel to make out every word. “I’m going home, and she’s coming with me.”

“Don’t go in there!” the woman shouted. “Don’t—” Her voice cut off. Then came a thud as she hit the floor or the wall, and a muffled cry that she didn’t hold back quite well enough to stop Mia from going rigid and pressing tightly against Eremiel’s side.

The bedroom door burst open. The man in the doorway wore three days’ worth of stubble, and a cheap shirt that shimmered in the light like an oil slick. He might have looked like Mia, in the jaw and around the eyes, if his face hadn’t been contorted in an ugly scowl.

Eremiel tightened his wing around Mia in a hug. Then he pulled it back to his side as he stood.

Mia’s father stopped in the middle of what he had been about to say. “The fuck?” he muttered.

Eremiel extended his wings as far as they would go. The tips brushed the peeling paint on the walls. “I have been sent to protect this child,” he said, meeting the man’s eyes with a level stare. “You will not take her.”

Mia’s father stared right back. Then he burst out laughing. “What the hell, Janice? You really thought this would scare me away?”

Janice pushed herself to her feet. She shoved her way through the doorway, past Mia’s father. “He’s the real deal,” she said, although Eremiel could still see the doubt in her eyes. “You need to leave.”

Mia’s father shook his head, grinning, as if this was the best joke he had ever heard. “Just how stupid do you think I am? You think some two-bit horror-movie angel costume is going to scare me away? If you were going to go to all this trouble, you could have hired some real muscle. But then, you never were too bright, were you, Janice?”

Mia made a small, strangled noise. Eremiel didn’t have to look at her to know she didn’t believe in his protection either, not really. He tried to steady himself, to transform his face to stone, to be the serene and immovable protector he had been for so many humans before now. But his wings trembled with tension, and he knew without looking in the mirror that his face betrayed every bit of the pain of the past years—decades?—since he had failed Alex. He couldn’t put on that mask anymore, not now that he knew there was no truth behind it.

Mia’s father took a step forward. “I don’t know what kind of film-school reject you are, or what rock Janice found you under, and I don’t care. Move over and let me take my daughter home, or I’m going to get to her through you.”

This man thought he was tough. But Eremiel had seen tough. He had seen Alex on the battlefield, shielding the friend he had to have known was already dead. Watching his own death coming, and not flinching.

Eremiel stepped forward to meet him. His wings brushed the ceiling with a whisper. “Don’t come any closer.” His voice was rougher now. This time, he didn’t try to hide it.

Mia’s father took an involuntary step back. His scowl deepened as he realized he had betrayed his fear. “Do you really want to start something with me? Is this how you want to start off the kid’s holiday season, with a fight? Is that what you want, Janice?”

Janice ducked under Eremiel’s wing to get to Mia’s bed. Wordlessly, she pulled her daughter against her.

Mia’s father clenched his fists as he took another step. “Last chance. Step aside.” His hand shot under Eremiel’s wing as he reached for Mia.

In that instant, Eremiel didn’t see a meaty hand grabbing for the cowering girl. He saw a bullet flying at Alex. The bullet he hadn’t been able to stop.

His wing jerked forward. It slammed into the man, harder than any human could have struck him. He hit the wall with a crack as sharp as a gunshot. He left a man-sized dent as he slid down to the floor.

Eremiel stared at what he had done, as Mia’s father looked up at him in wordless shock. His kind did not engage in violence. Except he just had. And he felt no guilt for what he had done.

Mia’s father opened and closed his mouth a few times. Finally, he managed a few stammering words. “You’re… you’re a… what are you?”

Eremiel crossed the room with slow, deliberate steps. He loomed over the man, his torn and bloody wings stretched high. “I am an angel of protection. And this girl is under mine. Do not come near this apartment again.”

He saw his own reflection in the man’s glassy eyes. The tattered wings, the blood. The pain etched into his face. But he didn’t look broken and defeated. He looked like a warrior. Not the serene protector he had always been, but someone to be feared.

Mia’s father nodded frantically, his bravado gone as if it had never existed. He struggled to his feet, one arm curled around what Eremiel suspected was a broken rib. Without another word, he turned and dashed from the room. A few seconds later, the apartment door slammed behind him.

The man had imagined himself strong, but cruelty and strength weren’t the same thing. Alex, now—Alex had been strong. He hadn’t run from his fight. And he had died exactly the way he would have wanted to. Protecting another, the way he himself had been protected all his life.

Eremiel turned to face Janice and Mia. Despite his appearance, and despite what he had done, neither of them had any fear in their eyes. Even the constant shadow he had recognized in Janice’s expression was gone.

“You did it,” Janice breathed, like she was still trying to believe it.

“If he comes back,” said Eremiel, “call to me again. I will answer.”

“We don’t have a way to thank you properly,” said Janice. “But… you’re welcome to stay for dinner. We were just going to have leftovers, but I can scrounge up something special instead. And we were planning on baking our first Christmas cookies of the year afterward.”

“We cut them into shapes,” Mia added, her eyes still shining with awe. “You can have all the angel ones.”

The thought made him pause. He had never seen humans during the ordinary happy moments of their lives. He only ever came to them in the moment of their greatest fear, and their greatest need. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to see another side of life for a change. And maybe, after fighting the same battle in his head for years upon years, he had earned an angel-shaped cookie, and a few minutes of warmth that didn’t come from a punishing sun.

He opened his mouth to say yes. But before he could, a sharp wind brushed at his arms, and made the fabric of his suit ripple even though nothing else in the room was moving. As the air spun faster around him, his chest ached with a familiar tug. He was being called.

Someone else needed him. This time, he wouldn’t resist. He would protect them without hesitation and without fear. He would live up to Alex’s example.

He couldn’t offer them the calm, steady strength that had once been his. But after what had happened here tonight, he had a feeling that whoever had sent out this cry for help didn’t need him calm. They needed him fierce and angry, with none of his scars hidden and none of his pain smoothed away. And that… that, he could do.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m needed elsewhere.”

Mia’s face fell. But then she smiled at him. “We’ll save a cookie for you. I’ll put it at the top of the tree, right by the angel. Will you come get it?”

The whirling of the air grew stronger. The bedroom blurred around him. But in the moment before the next prayer pulled him away, he promised, “I will.”


A Spark of Light

 

I smiled and leaned into the breeze as it blew across the bridge from the river, driving away the smell of exhaust with the thick, loamy scent of the water. On nights like this, with the air heavy and wild, and the drone and blare of traffic mere background noise, I almost felt free. The sun hung in the sky like a bloody eye as it prepared to sink below the horizon, but I met its stare without blinking. I had nothing to fear.

It was the perfect weather for walking. The air was cool enough to dry the day’s sweat, but not so cold that I had needed to dig my fall jacket out from the closet, not yet. I was surprised—but happily so—that I was the only one out on the footpath tonight.

The road over the bridge was a different story. Traffic inched forward as everyone raced at turtle speed to be the first ones home from their dead-end jobs. Half the drivers leaned on their horns as traffic jerked to a halt before it started crawling forward again, while the other half held it up further with bored glances at their phones. But the grimy, grumpy press of humanity wasn’t my problem. Not tonight, not ever again. I drew in another deep, satisfied breath and walked at an easy pace, alone in the world.

No—not alone. One other person was out on the footpath tonight. I could only make out his silhouette in the red glow of the sunset, but I could see the way his head was tilted up into the sky, his mouth moving like he was having a one-way conversation with the air. He dropped his eyes, and shook his head slightly.

Then he started climbing the railing.

The thought crossed my mind that I didn’t have to keep going. I could turn around and go for a leisurely stroll through downtown instead, maybe get myself a gelato at the new place that had opened last week. I could tell myself, and anyone who asked, that I had never seen him. If I passed him, I would have to stop, and then I would have to say something. But why should I? If this stranger was weak enough and selfish enough to jump, that wasn’t my problem, any more than the traffic was.

That was what I told myself, anyway. But I knew better. Even as I thought wistfully about turning around, obligation pulled at me like a tether. I sped up to a jog, then a full run. “Wait!” I yelled, but the honking horns swallowed my words before they could make it to the stranger.

No drivers glanced up from the road, either at my voice or at the sight of him. But even though I had been sure he couldn’t hear me, he stopped. With one foot up on the railing, he looked me up and down, taking my measure. Trying to decide whether I was worth interrupting his plans for. I knew I wouldn’t get there in time, that I wouldn’t reach him before he decided I wasn’t worth it.

But he lowered his foot, and turned to face me.

I screeched to a halt in front of him, panting. “Don’t…” I gasped for air, and made a mental note to start up a workout routine. I had let myself get lazy, living in the lap of luxury these past few years. “Don’t jump.”

He regarded me with an expression that was almost pitying. “And what reason do you plan to offer me?” he asked. “Do you intend to tell me there is still good in this world? Do you really believe that?” The man barely looked thirty, but his voice was immeasurably old and weary.

I shrugged. “Doesn’t matter much to me one way or the other. What I believe is that running away is the coward’s way out.”

“And how much pain have you seen in your life, to make that determination? How long have you been swimming against the current, fighting for the good against a tide of darkness?” He shook his head slowly. “How old are you? Twenty-five? Thirty?”

“Older than that.”

“A few decades, then.” He let out a thin, exhausted sigh. “I felt the same as you once, when I was a child.”

I wanted to point out the obvious, which was that he didn’t look any older than me. But something about the weight he gave the words, and his faded blue eyes that looked like they should have belonged on his great-great-grandfather, gave me pause. I closed my mouth, and studied him more closely.

That was when I saw the feathers poking out from under his long coat.

He saw where my gaze had gone, and tried to angle his body away to hide what I had seen. Before he could, I darted out my arm, and tugged up the bottom of his coat—just enough to reveal the tips of the wings underneath. They looked like they had started out as a brilliant white, once upon a time, but now they were gray with the dust of the city. They seemed to sit at an unnatural angle, pressed too tightly to his body.

He jerked away, but not fast enough. Before I could ask my question, he shrugged the coat from his shoulders with a sigh. He stripped off his shirt next. He turned to face the road, so none of the commuters would see what he was showing me—although I doubted any of them would notice regardless.

The wings stretched up from the tips of his shoulders down almost to his knees. I imagined they would stretch long enough to block out the sun if he unfurled them. But he couldn’t. They were bound tightly to his body with thick, rough twine that dug into his flesh as it wrapped around his chest.

He looked faintly abashed as he met my eyes. “If my wings were free,” he said quietly, “I would instinctively catch myself as I fell.”

“What are you?” I breathed.

He regarded me seriously. “I think you know.”

He was right—I had asked the question because it was the expected thing to ask, not because I had needed to hear the answer. I had never been religious, but just like I didn’t need religion to understand that the devil was a real presence in the world, I also didn’t need it to recognize an angel when I saw one.

The sight of his wings filled me with a dark, deep anger. “So you’re an immortal being of light. Stronger and more noble than any of us weak humans. Isn’t that how it works? And you still can’t see any other option but this?” I shook my head. “You know what? Go right ahead. Do whatever you want.”

I turned and started walking away, the way I should have done from the start.

My footsteps landed on the concrete with a staccato rhythm. I fixed my mind on the sweet treat I would buy for myself, and on the weather that had done so much to lift my mood a few short minutes ago. I tried to block the angel from my thoughts.

I heard shoe leather meet metal as he started climbing the railing again. I didn’t turn around.

But in my mind’s eye, I saw him anyway. Plunging into the water, wings bound and helpless. A spark of light disappearing without a trace.

I don’t remember deciding to turn around. One minute I was walking away, and the next, I was racing toward him, calling out for him to stop, to wait. But this time, he didn’t listen.

He stood atop the railing, the bloody smears of the sunset streaking out in all directions around him, and for a second, I thought he would fly.

Then he closed his eyes and let himself fall forward.

I lunged for him. My fingers brushed his jacket, an instant before it slipped from my grip. But my fingers closed around something else. The twine. I grabbed on tight, ignoring the burning as it scraped down my palm, and pulled.

If he had tied it a little tighter, I would have plunged over the edge after him, pulled down by his weight. But when I caught hold of the twine, his body kept on moving. The twine scraped down his skin, leaving angry trails of blood, and a handful of feathers fluttered down. He slipped free of the rope, and the weight on my hands abruptly eased as I was left holding what felt like nothing but empty air.

His wings burst free and spread out to catch him. He hung suspended in the air, the dirty white of his feathers shimmering red in the sunset.

He was magnificent.

He turned and sailed over the edge of the railing to land beside me. Traffic didn’t come to a halt. No one slammed into the divider at the sight of him. No one even seemed to be looking at all.

He blinked, like he had woken too early from a dream. Slowly, his eyes focused on me, like he was seeing me for the first time.

“Grab a bite to eat with me,” I offered. “We’ll talk. After that, if you still feel like jumping, you don’t need to worry about me stepping in to save you a second time.”

His lips quirked up in the hint of a smile. “Since my plans for the evening appear to have been canceled,” he said, “I may as well take you up on that.”

 

* * *

 

The angel’s wings were no longer bound, but he kept them tucked tightly under his coat, not visible unless someone were to look closely. And no one looked closely. Everyone in the gelato shop was wrapped up in their own personal drama, from the first-date couple staring into each other’s eyes to the two teenage girls giving each other the cold shoulder while a parent fruitlessly tried to mediate.

I pushed his gelato—plain vanilla, his choice—across the table to him, and took a small bite of my own bowl of pistachio. He looked down at his bowl, but didn’t taste it. Instead, he leaned across the table, and stared into my eyes with an intensity that made me want to turn away.

“I would like the answer to a question, if you would oblige me,” he said. “Why did you turn around, after you had already announced your intention to leave me to my fate? Why did you save me?”

“How about you tell me why you were there in the first place?” I countered. “Why would an angel try to kill himself? And would it even have worked? You’re not alive the way we would think of it. Not physically. Right?”

He made a waffling motion with his hand. “When I am on the material plane, I have a material body. And that body is as vulnerable to damage as yours. I would not have died in the way a human does, it’s true. But my body would have been destroyed, and with it, every memory I’ve formed since the last time I arrived in the material realm.”

“And how long ago was that?”

“Nine hundred years.”

The claim should have made me want to laugh. The man still looked barely thirty. But with his eyes staring into mine, I could believe it. His gaze felt like a deep well I could fall into and never escape. Or maybe a black hole. The density of wisdom there, and of pain, was something we humans could never develop in our brief lifespans.

I broke our gaze. “So you’d throw away almost a thousand years, just like that?”

“I don’t need to tell you what your world is like,” he said. “Selfishness, greed, apathy—a dark tide that creeps higher every day. Some people imagine my kind are sent to your realm to protect you from harm. They imagine us healing their sicknesses, and shoving them of the out of the path of speeding cars. In reality, we are here for one reason only—to increase the amount of goodness in the world. And only one definition of goodness has any meaning: humans treating each other well. Acting with selflessness, with kindness. Caring for one another.” His voice roughened. “For nine hundred years, I’ve tried to turn back the tide. But every day, it comes closer to swallowing me. When you have fought a doomed battle for that long, then you can talk to me about what I would be throwing away.”

“Then you’ve lost faith.”

He gave a long sigh. “I… suppose you could see it that way. If not in the one who sent me here, then perhaps in humanity itself. I’ve tried my best to hold the despair at bay, but I won’t deny that every day it becomes harder to fight, and to care about the fight.”

“You don’t want to do it anymore,” I said. “It feels pointless. A whole lot of effort for no reward. Nine hundred years, and you’ve accomplished nothing. Less than nothing. All you’ve done is watch the world take one step backward after another.”

The angel gave me a small smile. “If your intention was to talk me out of the desire to return to the bridge, human, you have chosen your strategy poorly.”

I took another nibble of my gelato, and let the delicate nutty sweetness melt on my tongue. “What if I told you there was another option?”

His brows drew together in a confused frown. Then understanding dawned. His breath slowly hissed out. “Ah. I see.”

“You might not die the way we do,” I said, “but it really would be like death, wouldn’t it, to lose the past nine hundred years? I know how much we humans change over a few short decades. I’m sure you aren’t the same person you were when you first came here. Not to mention the fact that with no memory, you might not know better than to say yes when asked to take on the same mission again.” This time I was the one to catch his gaze. “No wonder it’s taken you so long to look for a way out. But your choices aren’t just to either die or keep fighting the same futile war. There’s another way.”

He held up a hand. “There is no need to elaborate, human. I know what you are offering me.” I felt him taking my measure again, like when I had first called out to him on the bridge. “It was no coincidence that you were out walking tonight, then.”

I paused before answering, choosing my words carefully. “I was told there would be an opportunity. One that would lead to a handsome reward for me, if I played my cards right. I’m talking a private island, and three hundred more years of youth. But that was all I knew. I didn’t know the person I was sent for would be a jumper, and even when I saw you, I thought you were human. It wasn’t until I caught a glimpse of your wings that I understood why the reward was so high.”

“I assume this reward is contingent on you tempting me to your side.” I could already hear the no on his lips.

“I don’t have to tempt you. You’re already there. You said so yourself—you’ve lost faith, given up on humanity. All we’re asking is for you to formalize the arrangement.”

He stirred his gelato, forming peaks and valleys in the thick whiteness. “I imagine you want a little more from me than that. I would be expected to do my part for your master, to increase the pain and cruelty in the world.” He paused. “Just as you do.”

I acknowledged both parts of his statement with a nod. “You would only be nudging them toward what they would do anyway, with or without your help,” I pointed out. I offered him a smile. “And wouldn’t it be nice not to fight against the tide, for once?”

He let out a long breath, and set his spoon down. “I admit,” he said, almost too quietly for me to hear, “this would not be the first time I have considered such an arrangement. I have wondered, from time to time, what I would say when your kind came knocking. And I never did come to a satisfactory conclusion.”

Maybe there was hope after all. I smiled to myself. I could already feel the sand of my own private beach under my toes.

“But now I wonder,” he continued, “would I truly be happy with that decision? Would contributing to the darkness I have watched overtake the world for centuries be better than fighting against it, however futile my efforts have been?”

“Could it be worse than where you are now?” I countered.

He looked up, and held my gaze again. The world seemed to contract until there was nothing left but the black hole of his blue eyes. This time, when I tried to look away, I couldn’t.

“Tell me, are you happy, Rachel Elwing of Highland Street?” he asked quietly. “Did your vengeance ease your grief? Do your youth and riches satisfy you?”

I rocked back as if he had slammed a fist into my chest.

“Is that some kind of angelic power?” I asked when I could breathe again. “You can see inside my head, and know who I am? If that’s the case, why did you listen to me when I first tried to stop you?”

A smile played around the corners of his lips. “I knew who you were before then, Rachel.”

It took me a few seconds to understand what he meant. This whole thing was a setup. The enemy had baited me out. This wasn’t how it was supposed to work between us—our side and his each acted on the hearts of humans, but aside from the occasional offer like the one I was here to extend, we didn’t engage in direct confrontations with each other. And because he had already broken the rules, I didn’t know the script for what would happen next. Was he planning to take out a flaming sword and chop off my head?

I pushed my chair back and rose to my feet. I grabbed the closest thing to hand, then looked down and realized I had chosen a plastic spoon as my weapon.

But he didn’t laugh. And he didn’t pull a sword from his coat. He only looked at me with pity in his eyes. “You have misread my intentions, Rachel. I did not bring you here to fight.”

If he said anything else after that, I didn’t hear it. I was already running out the door.

 

* * *

 

I should have thought harder about the futility of trying to outrun someone who could fly.

When I burst into my penthouse apartment, he was already there. He stood in front of the floor-length window that took up the entire far wall, the last of the sunset fading into darkness behind his wings. He didn’t say a word, only watched me enter as if this were his home, and I were the intruder here.

“Get out,” I snapped.

He didn’t move. “You never answered my question. Is what you received worth it?” He ran a finger along the back of my sofa, like he was testing the quality of the leather. “Your youth has been extended for decades, with the promise of decades more. You have money and material comforts enough to provide for your every need, and all your wants besides. You have been given a great deal in exchange for, as you say, simply nudging people toward what they would have done anyway. So tell me, are you happy with your choice?”

I wanted to close my eyes and block out every sight of the wealth around me. The sofa he was fondling, crafted from the softest leather. The window that let me look down over the city like a queen staring down at her subjects. The priceless pieces of jewelry lying out in plain sight on a table by the door—I had placed them there in an effort to entice myself to wear them, but I never had.

“If you’ve really looked into me as much as you want me to think you have,” I said, “you should know that’s not the reason I made the deal.”

“Then tell me about the part that matters to you,” he said. “The revenge on the one responsible for your children’s deaths. When you saw his house burning, when you heard his screams, were you happy then? Were you satisfied?”

“Why should I answer any of your questions? You’ve been manipulating me from the beginning. You never planned on jumping, did you? You knew my history, and saw a button you could press.” I made a sharp noise in the back of my throat. “And yet you’re supposed to be on the side of good.”

“You still have it wrong,” he said. “Yes, I drew you out deliberately. And no, the connection to your own history did not escape my notice. But I did not formulate the plan myself. I only volunteered. And I volunteered because…” He paused. I wasn’t sure whether he looked embarrassed, or just tired. “Because a part of me was hoping you would refuse to intervene, and I could take the excuse to finally forget everything I have seen, everything I have done and failed to do. But if an agent for the other side could be turned, I thought perhaps it could prove there was still some good left in humanity.”

“And if you can’t turn me?” I asked.

His smile held no small amount of sadness this time. “You did promise not to stop me a second time.”

“You’d really rather lose everything than let things be easy for once?”

“Yes.” His answer came without hesitation. For the first time, I could see something in him besides exhaustion and sadness. A genuine fire, sputtering at first and then flaring to life. “That is not in question. Now that deception is no longer necessary, do not mention your offer to me again.”

“But why? Why struggle like that when you don’t have to? It isn’t as if you’re accomplishing anything here, and you know it.”

“I think you already know the answer to that. I think you know every time you look around at your worthless baubles.”

I turned so I couldn’t see the unworn jewelry taunting me. “I told you, it was never about any of that.”

“I think you know,” he said, more quietly, “every time you think about the fire that consumed the man who killed your children, and wish it had meant something to you.”

For a second, I saw flames behind my eyes, and caught a whiff of smoke on the air. I felt the familiar numbness in my heart, the same hollow emptiness I had felt staring out at the flames.

“And what do you think I should have done?” I snapped. “Should I have taken my husband’s way out, letting him find me dead instead of the other way around, burdening him with one more loss just so I wouldn’t have to feel my own grief anymore?”

“You are angry at his selfish actions.”

“What an insightful observation.”

“And how much have you tilted the world toward selfishness?” he asked. “Your children died at the hands of someone who took joy in cruelty. How much cruelty have you seeded in human hearts?” He didn’t even do me the courtesy of looking away as he sent his soft words into my heart like velvet-tipped daggers.

“Stop,” I whispered.

“Which is better?” he asked. “To fight a futile battle, or to fight for the side that took everything you valued from you?”

“Says the one who planned not to do either,” I flung back at him. “You planned to die instead. To run away.”

“Not if there’s hope. Not if you show me light still holds sway in the human heart.”

If he thought there was any light left in my heart, he was wrong. “What do you think you can accomplish here? I made my deal. Even if I wanted to change my mind, I can’t. It’s done.”

He smiled a little at that, like he knew a secret. “The one you made a deal with has many names. One of those is the Great Betrayer. Such a one, as you might imagine, is incapable of keeping his end of a bargain. As such, all agreements made with him are invalid.”

“And I’m sure it would go over well if I told him that,” I said, trying to ignore the small flutter in my heart.

“You would also, of course, be well protected,” the angel assured me. “We do not take our victories for granted.”

“And all I would have to do in exchange,” I said, “is lose everything.”

He shook his head. “You lost everything before you ever made your deal. No, the price is something else. You would need to allow yourself to feel again.” He caught my eyes again, and this time, I saw a challenge in his. “But I already know you pride yourself on the fact that you are not weak.”

“Weak is one thing,” I said. “Foolish is another. Why should I fight for a side that has no hope?”

“Let me ask you something. What did you feel when you turned to save me? Were you imagining the loss of your promised reward?”

Even though I didn’t want to play this game of his, my mind turned involuntarily back toward that moment. I could barely remember anything of it, to be honest—it was all pure adrenaline. Even so, I knew that sandy beach had been nowhere near my thoughts.

The angel seemed to take my silence as an answer. “Even you are not yet lost to apathy and hard-heartedness. You, who actively fight for the enemy. And that means there is still hope.”

“There’s still hope?” I repeated, dark rage crawling through my veins again. “Would you have told me that after my children died?”

“I would have asked whether you would prefer to see the one responsible burn,” he said, “or to spare another your own pain.”

I didn’t say anything. Neither did he. He just watched me, waiting.

The refusal was on my lips. I had gotten what I had asked for in the bargain, after all. And I had known then what deal I was making. It would hardly be fair for me to go back on it now. And besides that, what did it matter whether I was making things worse, when I had long ago lost all hope that they could be better?

Still, his last question nagged at me. If there was the smallest chance of sparing another my pain… even now…

But there was no chance. His promises were nothing more than fairy tales, or else he—an angel—wouldn’t feel so hopeless himself that he would rather take a dive off a bridge then fight another day.

But he wouldn’t go diving off that bridge if I said yes.

I pictured, again, the moment when I had seen him tip forward over the edge. I still didn’t know why I had run so hard, or yelled so loudly. I didn’t know why I had cared. But what I did know was that even with the knowledge that he had been doing all this to lure me in, I would still do the same thing all over again.

The rage vanished, leaving resignation in its place. Resignation and something else, something I wasn’t willing to examine too closely yet.

“If I do this,” I said, “will you stay away from the bridge?”

He smiled—not the hint of a smile this time, but a real one, full and broad and showing his teeth. “That bridge and all others.” As he spoke, some of the exhaustion seemed to fall away from his face, like he was a snake shedding his skin. When I looked at him, I saw him as he must have been nine hundred years ago, when he still had hope.

I caught a glimmer in his eyes that hadn’t been there before, and felt a answering spark in my own heart. For one tiny instant, I saw a glimpse of a world with more in it than hollow apathy.

The pain rushed in behind it a second later. Because that was the brutal truth: if more was possible, if the world wouldn’t sink slowly into darkness no matter what any of us did, then my children hadn’t needed to die. It hadn’t been inevitable. It wasn’t simply the way the world worked.

I let the pain wash over me. Because the angel was right—I wasn’t weak, and I wasn’t a coward. And I wouldn’t run. Not anymore.


The Coward's Way

 

I smelled angel on the wind, underneath the reek of greasy chicken and beef. At the front counter of the Burger Barn, my head jerked up from the cash register, with only half of the last customer’s change in hand. But it didn’t matter—the woman had disappeared. Her bag lay abandoned on the counter. Grease from the Chicken-n-Steak Double-Decker Special was already soaking through the thin white paper.

Beyond her, the rest of the line was gone too—the line that had stretched out the door a moment ago. The customers at the tables, also gone. Outside the window, a small herd of people walked mechanically to their cars, compelled by an unknown force.

But I knew what was responsible, even if they didn’t. It stood at the counter in the form of a man who appeared to be in his mid-thirties, the only other person still in the Burger Barn. Even the people working back in the kitchen were gone, I was guessing—the constant hum of conversation and crackle of the fryers had both gone abruptly silent.

The man looked ordinary enough. His hair was combed back in an inoffensive style, his button-down shirt tucked into his jeans. Only a second look revealed the parts that were ever-so-slightly wrong. Like the buttons that were on the wrong side of the shirt. Or the lack of belt loops on his jeans. Or the fact that he was wearing two left shoes. And if I had looked up to meet his eyes—which I didn’t need to—I would have seen the pure white of heavenly fire shining there. Unlike me, he hadn’t had millennia to learn how to hide it.

Seconds ticked by on the clock behind me as I stood frozen, trying to decide how to respond. In the end, I plastered my work smile on my face, as if he were an ordinary customer. “Cock-a-doodle-moo!” I greeted him, trying my best to “put some heart into it” like my manager kept insisting I should. “Welcome to the Burger Barn. What can I get for you today?”

“I’ve cleared the building for us. You can dispense with the charade.” The man’s voice—although of course, he wasn’t a man at all—was thin and flat, like he hadn’t bothered learning the intricacies of human intonation.

I kept the plastic smile on my face. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about. Would you like to place an order? I recommend the Chicken-n-Steak Double-Decker—”

He held up a hand, and my words died in my throat. All that came out was a small croak.

“I have business with you,” he said, before my voice could recover from whatever he had done to it.

I cleared my throat, and cleared it again. The next time I tried to talk, I was relieved to hear actual words come out. “Well, I have business here—the paying kind. So you can either place an order, or move aside for the next customer.” I cast a pointed glance behind him, as if the line still stretched out the door and he were holding it up.

“Enough of your games.” He still didn’t know how to express emotion in his voice, but I could hear his anger just the same. “Stop playing, human, or I’ll strip away that human disguise for you and leave you no choice.”

My smile grew brittle. It would take days to rebuild the disguise, if he followed through on his threat. That many days off work would lose me this job for sure. Not to mention raise all kinds of questions with Danielle. “I guess I can take my break now.”

But I didn’t move. My hands hurt. I looked down, and saw that I was clutching the counter so tightly my fingers had gone white. I forced myself to let go, one finger at a time, and ordered my heavy legs to carry me slowly out from behind the counter.

“And take off that ridiculous hat,” the angel ordered.

I wanted to tell him the hat looked less ridiculous than his attempt at human clothing. But at the memory of his threat, my voice vanished as surely as if he had taken it from me again. I slipped the hat off my head and set it down on the counter. It wasn’t as if I would get in trouble for it, since I was pretty sure I had seen my manager walking out the door with all the rest.

I had already fallen back into the habits of obeying heaven’s orders again.

I slid onto the hard plastic bench of a booth near the far corner. I chose the seat facing out toward the counter, so the angel with his glowing eyes would be facing the wall. Even with no one in the building, my long-honed instincts compelled me to guard my secret.

The angel sat down across from me, folding his body like origami done with an unpracticed hand. He rested his hands on the table—then pulled them back sharply, disgust crossing his too-smooth features. A sheen of grease coated his fingers. The high school kid working this morning must not have wiped down the tables very well. I would have to remember to thank him. Assuming I made it out of this conversation alive.

“What do you want?” I asked, with a bravado I didn’t feel. “Make it quick. If you keep driving people away from this place, at least one of them is going to start wondering what’s up.”

“This… establishment… will not be your concern for much longer,” the angel said. “You’re needed back home.”

I started shaking my head as soon as I heard the word home. “It’s not my home anymore.”

The angel’s face darkened. “You’ve forgotten who you are. Wrapped in that human form, reeking of animal flesh.” He wrinkled his nose at the greasy table. “It’s past time for you to cleanse your bones of this false humanity.”

His words sent a flash of very human fear through my manufactured body. He couldn’t make me go home, I reminded myself. Yes, he could burn away the human disguise. If he decided he wasn’t above fighting one of his own, he could wound me so deeply it would take decades to heal. But the one thing he couldn’t do was drag me back to heaven.

“I’ve been gone thousands of years,” I said. “Why suddenly take an interest in me now?”

The angel straightened in his seat as if it were a throne. He lifted his chin as he spoke. “The second war has begun.” His words resonated through the Burger Barn, like he thought he was standing in some grand auditorium, making a speech to an audience of thousands. “You are called. Take up your sword once more, and return home to triumph and glory.”

At the mention of war, the gaudy greens and yellows of the Burger Barn fell away. In its place, I saw the richer and more subtle greens and golds of the fields of heaven. And then I saw those fields as they had been the last time I had seen them. That day, the ground had been red, thick with blood and rot. Black smoke had risen into the sky from half a dozen fires. I smelled that smoke now, and my eyes watered as it burned them. My ears were filled with the screams of the dying, and my arms tingled with the touch of feathers drifting down out of the sky from broken wings.

I blinked away the images, and took a deep breath. Grease had never smelled so good. “I’ll sit this one out, thanks.” My voice was rough. Raw. My attempt at lightness wasn’t fooling anyone, least of all myself.

The angel blinked. Seconds ticked by, and he said nothing. He stared at me like I was a puzzle piece that didn’t fit.

“Was that it?” I asked. “Can I get back to work now?”

“Did you not hear what I—”

“I heard you,” I interrupted, before he could go into his big speech again. I didn’t need to hear about the glory of war. I had seen it for myself. I never wanted to see it again. “Do you not remember how the first war went? Triumph and glory are not the words I would use.”

He leaned in toward me, eyes blazing with fierce intensity. The kind of intensity I remembered all too well from the war. The kind that had convinced my fellow angels to throw themselves onto the pyre of endless battle, as if their lives were worth nothing more than one more scrap of kindling for the enemy’s fires.

“Our victory was decisive. We drove the enemy from our gates.” His eyes burned into mine, as if he thought he could pass the memories from his mind into mine if only he stared hard enough. As if I hadn’t been there to see it for myself. “We banished them to hell and sealed the door behind them. We—”

“We died,” I interrupted, my voice flat. “By the hundreds. By the thousands. Have you forgotten that part? Their lives were only a footnote in the tales of great victory you passed around afterward, I’m sure. I may not have stuck around long enough to hear the stories, but I remember the celebrations. I can still smell the singed feathers on the air, as the bodies of the dead burned while we all promised to honor their memory.” I forced my next words past the lump in my throat, my voice suddenly thick. “Tell me—does it honor them to call their deaths a triumph?”

He blinked at me again. “All war requires sacrifice. You understood that once.”

“Until I almost became one of the sacrifices.” I shook my head. “War taught me a lot of things. First among them being that deep down, I’m a coward at heart. And I’m not entirely convinced that’s such a bad thing to be. Which is better—to value your life so little that you’re willing to spend it cheaply without a thought, or to have a life that’s worth enough to you that you’ll do whatever it takes to preserve it?” I stood. Something sticky caught at my pant leg—someone must have spilled a soda over here yesterday. “I waited until the war was won to walk away. I gave heaven that much. They don’t get to ask for anything more.”

I saw no trace of understanding on his face. But before I was done speaking, he was already starting to recover from his bewilderment. When I finished my speech, he leaned back and regarded me anew. The look in his white-fire eyes shifted subtly. I was no longer an equal to him, a fellow angel, but an underling. A thing. His to command. I had seen that that look on the face of every commander who had ordered me into battle.

He rose from his feet, and took a step toward me. “Whatever your… personal reasons for leaving, or for staying in this benighted world for so long,” he said, the slight pause and curl of his lip making it clear how he felt about my decision, “you are still a part of heaven’s army, and this is not a request. It is an order.” He held out his hand to me. He had forgotten to give himself fingernails. “Your game of make-believe is done. Return home with me, and report for duty.”

But even though I hadn’t lived among my own kind for millennia, I still remembered heaven’s rules. I remembered, for instance, that although he could order me back home until he was blue in the face, he had no way to drag me there forcibly. If I didn’t take his hand of my own volition, if I didn’t make the mental shift in my mind that equaled assent, I would stay right where I was. And there was nothing he could do about it.

I looked at his outstretched hand, and then at him. I shook my head. “I already gave you my answer. I’m staying.”

His inhuman eyes widened. Until that moment, I wasn’t sure it had occurred to him that I could actually refuse. I supposed I wasn’t surprised by that—he looked like the kind of angel who had never refused an order, or so much as considered the possibility, in all his long immortal life.

His hand hung between us for a long moment before he dropped it to his side. “The war is coming,” he repeated. “You can’t stop it. Hiding away among humans won’t change anything.” He said humans the way a human might have said cockroaches.

I stared back at him, my gaze level. “I’m not saying I want to stop it,” I said. “All I’m saying is that it will happen without me.”

For a moment, he regarded me in silence. Maybe he was trying to figure out how he could circumvent the laws of heaven to force me back with him. Or maybe he was simply grappling with the fact that one of us was capable of doing what he had never imagined—defying not only an order, but the very purpose I had been created for. Who knows, maybe he even thought I was brave for doing it—ironic, since I was only doing it because I was a coward.

More likely, though, he wasn’t wondering how I could be so brave. He was wondering how I could be so foolish.

I could live with that. It was better than the alternative. I would stay here, and be a fool, and live.

Wordlessly, the angel strode out the door, letting it slam shut behind him. By now, the parking lot was empty. Which meant I was the only one who saw him wink out of existence as he stepped out from under the neon green Burger Barn awning.

 

* * *

 

When I opened the apartment door that evening, heat from the oven billowed out into the hallway as I stepped inside, along with the aroma of baking bread. Danielle was standing at the stove, stirring something in the big soup pot. I leaned in for a sniff, and took the opportunity to kiss the hollow at the side of her neck. I breathed in the combined aroma of minestrone soup and Danielle’s honeysuckle perfume. Normally, the smell of the soup would have set my mouth watering, and the familiar scent of her perfume would have brought a soft smile to my lips. This time, though, I didn’t feel a thing.

Danielle turned to me with a smile of her own, still holding the soup spoon. As soup dripped onto the floor, she leaned in for a kiss, then pulled back with a frown. “Is something wrong?”

My emotions must have been showing on my face more than I had thought. That was one of the downsides of sinking so deeply into the human disguise, and for so long—it became almost impossible to keep what I was feeling off my features. Nevertheless, I tried to smile. “Rough day at work, that’s all.”

Danielle didn’t return the smile. “It seems like every other day is a rough day for you lately. You’re always complaining about your manager blaming you for something going wrong, or a customer going off on you, or just the gross smell of the crap they cook there. But you always smile when you tell me about it—did you know that? It’s like you don’t think you have the right to be upset. Like you don’t expect anything better from your life.”

I knew where this was going. It was an argument we’d had many times before. She wanted me to get a better job. A degree, maybe. I, of course, had my reasons for being happy where I was—but none of those reasons were anything I could share with her.

“But the way you looked when you walked in the door?” Danielle’s frown grew. “That’s new. No matter how bad your day is, I’ve never seen you come home looking like that before.”

“Is it that bad?” I resisted the urge to peek into the bathroom to get a look at my own face in the mirror. I hadn’t realized I was still that rattled. But despite the thick smell of tomatoes and yeasty bread on the air, I still felt like my belly was full of stones. Maybe she was right. Maybe I hadn’t put this afternoon’s encounter behind me as much as I liked to think I had.

Danielle nodded. “Have you looked at yourself? It’s bad. You don’t just look look stressed—your face is bone-white. What happened, did your manager pull a knife on you or something?” A second later, her frown took on a sharper edge. “Wait. Did someone threaten you? I don’t like the way you keep watching the window. If you’re afraid someone followed you, you need to call the police.” She cast a nervous glance over her shoulder at the window I hadn’t realized I was looking at.

I forced my eyes away from the window. It was harder than I had expected. I didn’t know why. If the angel wanted to find me, he could appear inside the apartment just as easily as out on the sidewalk. “It’s nothing like that.” I tried to stretch my fake smile wider.

Danielle strode to the window and took a long look up and down the street. When she turned back to me, she still looked far from convinced. “Then what happened?”

I didn’t want to bring this into our apartment. I wanted to sit down at the table, and eat soup and fresh-baked bread, and let the stones in my belly crumble to dust under the warmth of Danielle’s smile. This was my space to be human, my den of warmth and comfort, where I could forget the past. I had worked hard to build this life for myself. To find a meaningless job I didn’t have to think about, and a pair of warm arms to come home to.

But it was too late to keep it out. It had already followed me in the door—otherwise, I would have been able to enjoy the smell of the soup, and keep this afternoon’s fear off my face.

“I saw someone today. Someone who took a different path than I did, a long time ago.” I spoke the words slowly, not liking the taste of them. I didn’t like talking about my old life, not even in vague and coded terms. The more I talked about it, the more I had to think about it, and remember what I had left behind. “I guess it made me do some thinking.”

“About what you want to do with your life?” I wished I hadn’t seen the way that made her eyes light up with sharp hope. “If you need any help getting your thoughts in order, all you have to do is ask.”

As if I didn’t know. We had been around the subject before—and around, and around. She kept encouraging me to apply to other jobs, ones that didn’t leave me smelling of grease and insincerity at the end of the day, ones where I could actually sit down once in a while. In her more ambitious moods, she didn’t stop there—she insisted that I should sit down and make a big plan for the future. Do some soul-searching to figure out what I really wanted to do with my life, and then go back to school to make it happen. She promised she would help me every step of the way.

I didn’t know how to explain to her that I had no desire to be anywhere other than where I was right now. My job might not have been the most fulfilling thing in the world, but it kept me invisible, which was what I needed to be. And what I wanted to be.

In a couple of my early attempts at hiding among the humans, I had gained some limited notoriety. It had never been intentional, and I had always regretted it later. Once, eager to share my firsthand knowledge of the spiritual realms with humanity, I had become a priest. That was my first bad decision. The second bad decision was speaking the unvarnished truth. That was when I learned what it was like to be burned at the stake. Luckily for me, angels are hard to kill. But it took some time to rebuild the human shell, and even longer for the memory of the pain to fade. Even now, a ghost of that memory still lingered, waking me screaming out of a sound sleep just when I finally thought it was gone for good.

A couple of centuries later, fueled by a surge of guilty discontent, I had taken it upon myself to do some good in the human world, and opened an orphanage. That actually hadn’t been so bad. At least at first. For the first time since I had set down my sword, I had felt like I was making a real difference. I had even felt, at times, like I was beginning to redeem myself for my cowardice.

But the children just kept coming. They kept coming, and they kept dying. That was when I had learned another lesson. That nothing I could ever do for humanity would amount to anything more than a drop in the bucket.

Even so, I might have kept on with it, if not for the fact that I had become a fixture in my community. My neighbors knew who I was. They knew my name; they knew my face. And after a few decades, they started to ask questions. Questions like, Why do you look as young as you did the day you first showed up? Questions, eventually, like, Were you sent here by the devil?

That time, I had run before the flames could find me. And I had never risked sticking my neck out like that again. Humanity didn’t miss my efforts—it wasn’t as if I had ever been able to save more than a handful of them anyway. At least that was what I told myself, on the nights I couldn’t sleep. The nights when I wondered if I was still just making excuses for my own shameful lack of courage.

Midnight doubts or not, though, it had been centuries since I had so much as considered doing anything that might draw attention to myself. And just about anything ran the risk of drawing some amount of attention, as long as it involved leaving behind the anonymity of my uniform and my place behind the counter. When I stood there in that ridiculous hat and said, “Cock-a-doodle-moo,” I became a category in people’s minds, a cardboard cutout. There was no risk of anyone seeing me as an individual—an individual who didn’t age, and never got sick, and whose eyes looked subtly wrong to anyone who got too close.

Danielle cleared her throat. I realize, a few seconds too late, that I had left her question unanswered for too long. “It’s not about that,” I said, more sharply than I intended. It’s never about that, I wanted to say, but didn’t. No matter how much you might want it to be.

Except this time, I wasn’t so sure about that. Maybe that was what made me pull away when she took a step closer, and stare out the window instead of meeting her eyes.

Even though I wasn’t looking at her, I could sense her disappointment. She always tried to hide it, but she never tried very well. “Then what’s the issue?” she asked.

“It brought up some bad memories.” I forced myself to turn to face her. None of this was her fault. I had brought her into my life to be a source of warmth and comfort; I could hardly fault her for trying to be just that. “It made me start to wonder if it’s ever possible to truly leave your past behind.” I meant to stop there, but my mouth kept going, revealing the part I hadn’t meant to admit to her. The part I hadn’t meant to admit to myself. “It made me wonder if I did the right thing so long ago,” I said under my breath, “when I chose this life.”

Danielle rested her hand softly on my shoulder. “You did.”

“Practically from the moment I met you, you’ve complained about the life I’ve made for myself. Now you want to tell me I did the right thing?” I shrugged off her touch, and instantly regretted it when hurt crossed her face.

She tried to cover up her reaction with a smile. “Well, if what you left behind was bad enough to haunt you this much even after so long, of course you did the right thing.”

She was right. More right than she knew—she didn’t know just how long it had been haunting me. But her words didn’t leave me as comforted as they should have. “He talked to me about things that used to matter to me. Things I used to believe in. I was a part of something, back then. Now I just… exist. And that’s always been enough for me. But…” I trailed off, unsure of my own thoughts.

“But sometimes it’s not,” Danielle finished for me. “Especially when you come face to face with what you could have been.”

It was a surprisingly astute comment, for someone who didn’t understand the situation. I didn’t want to let on how right she was. Not only because that would mean acknowledging more of my own feelings to myself than I was comfortable with. But also because I didn’t want to give her more ammunition for her next push to get me to do something else with my life. But she deserved better than to be rejected for something that had nothing to do with her, so I said, “Exactly.”

“Were you happy in that life?” Danielle asked.

How, in the name of the four mighty archangels, was I supposed to answer that? “I was until I wasn’t,” I finally said. And I had been. Happier than I had ever been since. Until I had seen the reality behind that fierce, addictive sense of purpose. Until I had learned that real battle wasn’t triumph and glory. It was blood and pain and death. And none of the others had seemed to see what I had seen, or feel what I had felt. No matter how long the war had dragged on, no matter how many we had lost, they had always been ready to charge in and die for the cause.

“And did you leave for a reason?”

Was wanting to live a reason? “Yes.”

Danielle took my arm. As on edge as I was, I almost pulled away. I resisted the urge, and let her lead me to a chair and sit me down like a doll. It was easier to be led than to fight. And maybe, I thought, I should give her a chance. Maybe her warm human comfort was exactly what I needed.

She sat down across from me and leaned in toward me, hands on her thighs. “We all change. That’s what life is. The trick is in allowing yourself to change, instead of getting stuck between the past and the future.”

Almost immediately, I regretted not fighting. I tensed in my chair. “Don’t turn this into another talk about what I’m doing with my life.”

“But it all comes back to that, doesn’t it? Why you work at that place. Why you’re with me.” She held up a hand as I opened my mouth to speak. “No, you don’t need to reassure me about what I mean to you. It’s okay, I won’t break. I figured out the truth about our relationship a long time ago.” She smiled, sad and resigned. “You’re in limbo. Because you don’t know what you are, only what you aren’t. And so you’ve just been living day to day—not even living, but surviving—and trying to convince yourself that’s enough.”

The worst part was, I couldn’t even argue. Not without lying to her. And I had lied to her enough over the course of our relationship. “I do love you. That’s always been real.” Even if it was more about comfort than passion. There was more than one way to love. And I didn’t remember how to feel passion anymore. I had only ever felt that kind of passion for one thing: the purpose I had been created for. The thought of feeling that way about anyone or anything again left a bad taste in my mouth.

Her smile grew a shade sadder. “I know. But I’m not your life’s purpose, and that’s okay. The way I see it, I’m here to help you figure out what that purpose is. You haven’t wanted to figure out your future because you haven’t been ready to let go of the past. But maybe it’s time. Maybe what happened today was a sign.”

I understood where she was coming from. I could even appreciate that her heart was in the right place, as weary as I was of her efforts to fix me. But there was only so much she could understand, as a human. Humans grew and changed all the time. We, on the other hand, had been created to be constant, unchanging. Each of us had a singular purpose. That purpose varied based on when and why we had been created, but the one thing all of us angels had in common was that none of us ever grew beyond what we had been in the first moment of our creation.

My purpose was to be a soldier. Faceless. Interchangeable. My fellow angels, the ones created for other things, could talk about the triumph of war all they liked. Those of us who fought existed solely to fight and die, whether we wanted to admit it or not. We had to hold onto those illusions of triumph—and once, I had clung to them desperately—because without them, we had nothing else. We were nothing else.

Which, now that I had walked away, made me… nothing. Nothing but a human illusion and a life of flipping burgers. But I was alive, which meant it was still better than the alternative. I had made the choice between having a purpose and staying alive a long time ago, and I had never once regretted my choice.

Except that I still couldn’t get the angel’s visit out of my head.

Maybe that was why the soup didn’t smell as good today, and why Danielle couldn’t make me feel as warm inside as she normally did. Because what had felt like contentment to me never had been. And all it had taken was that one visit to tear through the paper-thin illusion.

“Maybe I should go back.” I didn’t realize I was going to speak until I heard my voice. I certainly didn’t expect to hear myself say those words. But there they were, out in the open. And with my own voice still ringing in my ears, I couldn’t deny that I had said them. Which meant I couldn’t deny that some part of me had thought them.

Danielle, oblivious to the import of what I had just said, shook her head. “No, that’s the opposite of what I’m saying,” she said, in her painfully earnest human voice. “You have so much potential, and so much you could fill your life with, once you let go of everything that’s holding you back. Why would you throw away that opportunity? Why waste your life fighting for a cause you don’t even believe in anymore?”

I stilled. Slowly, on numb legs, I rose from my chair.

“Fighting?” I didn’t take my eyes off her as I echoed the word.

She tried to recover. I watched her cover her mistake with a too-bright smile. I heard the gears whirring in her head as her mouth opened and closed. As she tried to find an excuse for saying something she shouldn’t have known to say. But she didn’t come up with anything, and the silence stretched on too long.

Finally, she shook her head. Her smile turned rueful. “Oops. Tipped my hand too early, I guess.”

When I had found her, I had been looking for someone warm, and open, and inviting. But also someone ordinary. The human equivalent of my Burger Barn job. That wasn’t an insult—far from it. There was a reason people kept going back to Burger Barn. When people craved comfort, when they craved home, they didn’t make reservations at a five-star restaurant. They pulled into the Burger Barn parking lot. That was what I had seen in Danielle.

And I still saw it in her now. She looked exactly the same as she always had. But it was a lie.

It always had been.

I backed away from her. I didn’t realize how close I was getting to the stove until my elbow almost knocked the soup to the floor. I pulled my arm back, and rubbed the spot where my skin had touched the hot metal pot. The hazards of a human body.

But I wasn’t concerned about my physical integrity right now. “What are you?” I asked, my eyes still locked on her.

She gave a shrug and a sigh. “Oh well. I guess it’s not the end of the world. You were getting close to being ready anyway. We were going to end up here before too long, one way or another. I was hoping to choose the moment, but, well, you can’t have everything.”

I repeated my question. “What are you?”

Danielle’s face didn’t change. It would have been easier on me if it had. But her voice did, becoming colder—and older—as she said, “I guess you could call me the loyal opposition.”

But our side had won the war. We had sealed all the demons into hell. “How are you here?”

She laughed. It wasn’t her usual laugh. There was no warmth in it. The sound, so like her and so unlike her at the same time, made goosebumps rise on my human skin.

“Did they tell you we couldn’t leave hell?” She shook her head in amusement. “No. You sealed us out of heaven, but that’s it. That was all your bosses ever cared about, though. Themselves, and their own safety. But we’ve always had access to earth. Humanity is our playground, as long as we don’t get too loud about it and attract attention from above. And we know how to be subtle. Case in point: we’ve been cultivating you for centuries, and you’ve never once suspected.”

I wanted to tell her she was wrong, that no demon could fool me. I couldn’t. When I cast my mind back over my past, I couldn’t see any demons there. “Centuries?” The word came out in choked surprise, revealing more than I wanted to.

She answered with a small smile. “When all the players are immortal, we may as well play the long game. It took some time for my predecessors to get you to where you are now—apathetic, focused only on survival. But now it’s time for the next step—which is where I come in.”

My mind was still back in my past, trying to remember when and who those predecessors might have been. There had been humans in my life, of course. I hadn’t spent the past centuries entirely alone. But their faces all blended together, after a while. I couldn’t say which of them might have been something other than human, not from this distance. And what mattered more was that I hadn’t noticed at the time. I had let them into my life. Let them influence me, if Danielle was telling the truth.

Was she? Had the humans in my life—the ones who hadn’t been human at all—played some role in bringing me to where I was now? I didn’t think so. I wouldn’t deny that it had been a long time since I had looked beyond survival. But only because of what Danielle had said a moment ago—that I couldn’t go back to heaven, but also couldn’t let go of my old life or my old self enough to become something new. That had all been inevitable, not a product of influence.

But she had also said she and her fellow demons knew how to be subtle.

I dropped the subject before the spiral of memory and doubt could suck me in too deeply. “Whatever you want,” I said instead, “you’re not going to get it.”

She shook her head at me. “Do you still see us as the enemy? You left heaven behind millennia ago. If you still held any allegiance to them, you would have done whatever they asked you to do today.” She tapped her chin. “Let me guess—they’ve noticed our armies gathering. They want you to come back and fight for them again. And if we’re your enemy, if we’re not even worth listening to, then that’s exactly what you should do. So tell me—are you going back? Or will you listen?”

“I’m not one of them,” I said. “Not anymore.” My own voice hardened to match hers. “But that doesn’t mean I’m one of you. I’ve spent thousands of years among the humans. I love humanity too much to work to corrupt them alongside your kind. Because that’s what you’re going to offer me, right? A job doing hell’s work?”

The words made me jerk to stillness when I heard them. I hadn’t known what I was going to say until I said it. And those words had been far from what I had expected. But the strength of the emotion in my voice, and the way my volume kept steadily rising, surprised me more.

We had fought the war over humanity. Well, in reality, it had mostly been about power. But on paper, at least, it had been about the humans. Our side had believed our purpose was to protect humanity—not that any of the angels actually spent much time doing that. Why would anyone want to soil their wings in the muck of the human world, when they could have been enjoying paradise instead? The other side held that humans were useless cruel things, whose only value was as toys for their brief amusement—and to corrupt and break just for the pleasure of taking something away from heaven.

But I hadn’t fought for humanity. Why would the humans have mattered to me, when I had never had much occasion to even think about them? I had been created to fight, not to protect. No, I had fought because I was told to fight. Because back then, I had always done what I was told.

And yet here I was, proclaiming my love for humanity as if I meant it.

“We would never ask you to do anything but free the humans to indulge their darker natures,” said Danielle. “Their true natures. You’ve had thousands of years to get to know them—you must know by now that they’ve never wanted the light your side offered them.”

But I had never seen the humans that way. Maybe briefly, when they had turned against me. But even then, examples of the better side of humanity had never been in short supply. Wasn’t that what I had sought in Danielle in the first place? The comfort of her humanity? Humanity was warmth. Humanity was simple pleasures. Humanity was love.

But that had all been a lie.

“I’m not interested.” Even if I didn’t understand why I had rejected her offer so vehemently, I knew I didn’t have to think about my decision. Whatever my motives, I had no desire to throw my lot in with hell. I didn’t fight for heaven anymore, and never would again, but that didn’t make heaven my enemy.

Except that in heaven’s eyes, it probably did.

“What do you think you’ve been fighting for all this time,” she said softly, “if not for the same thing we believe in? Freedom from the dominance of heaven, for us and for the humans?”

“I haven’t been fighting. I’ve only been surviving. Isn’t that what you said?”

“Every day you stay alive, you’re fighting for something,” said Danielle. “Unless you want to lie down and stare at the ceiling all day until you waste away and die.” Her smile twisted into an expression that, for a second, made her look nothing like my warm, soft Danielle. “And you’ve put a lot of effort into fighting for the ability to be a selfish coward.”

The words didn’t even hit as hard as they should have. How could I be offended when she had done nothing but speak the truth? That was exactly what I was. I had come to terms with that the day I had left heaven.

“And the more you live among humans, the worse it gets for you,” Danielle continued. “Yes, a lot of that is because we pushed you in that direction. But it wouldn’t have been possible for us to push you if you had resisted. How much of a difference is there, really, between what you’ve already been fighting for—selfishness, laziness, a life lived outside heaven’s constraints—and giving a few little nudges of your own, to steer the humans away from the values that you yourself reject?”

I tightened my hands into fists. “I said no.”

“You haven’t even let me tell you what you would get out of the deal. Wouldn’t you like to have a home again? A family? A place to belong? And if that isn’t enough, think about this—we’re offering you a real purpose. Something to believe in. Something more than living to hide another day. Haven’t you missed that?”

I clamped down on the spark of yearning her words ignited, crushed it ruthlessly in a mental hand until it guttered and died. Just like I did every time I found myself wishing for something more. I couldn’t let myself miss what I had left behind. Not when the cost of getting it back was so high.

“We would never ask you to fight,” said Danielle. “Some are suited for fighting, while some work for our cause in other ways. We don’t care if you were created as a disposable soldier. We care about you.”

Unlike heaven, she didn’t say. She didn’t need to.

If I had been a different person, I would have answered with words of defiance, a speech fierce enough and eloquent enough to close her mouth and make the whisper of temptation leave my heart. Or, if I had been different in another way, I would have smiled, and taken her hand, and asked her where to begin.

But I was who I had always been. So I did what I did best. I turned and ran.

I fled the apartment, pausing only long enough to grab my car keys. She didn’t stop me. She didn’t even try. She just watched me go, arms folded in front of her chest, sadness—or was that pity?—in her eyes.

I started the car with shaking hands. Another human reaction. For someone who had never cared about humanity, I had spent as much time as one of them as I had in my true form. No, I realized as I thought back—more time. By at least three centuries.

That thought was almost enough to make me forget the threat and stop where I was. I had spent longer on earth that I had in heaven. When had that day come? Why had I not thought about it until now?

Probably because it would have made me think too hard about how exactly I had spent all those long centuries.

As I left the driveway, I looked back at the apartment. Danielle was standing at the window, watching me go. I turned my attention back to the road and stomped on the accelerator, making a squirrel scurry out of the way. I didn’t look back again.

 

* * *

 

I drove without seeing the streets in front of me. I would have said it was a miracle that I didn’t get into an accident, but that wasn’t a word I used lightly. I found myself in the tangled streets of downtown, with no memory of how I had gotten there. A few minutes later, I was driving through a neatly laid-out suburb, where all the houses looked the same and all the streets had children’s names. A few minutes after that, I was on the highway. At least it felt like it had only been a few minutes, but the signs told me I was two hours away from where I had started.

On the highway, I relaxed a little as my foot punched the accelerator. With no traffic to speak of, and a speed limit that everyone took as a gentle suggestion, I could almost drive fast enough to feel like I was outrunning heaven and hell both. An illusion, of course. If they wanted to find me, they would find me. But that illusion was enough to keep my awareness from fleeing again.

Which was a mixed blessing. Every time I had to slow down—for a cop, a slow truck in front of me, a patch of late-night road work—my mind started to whisper: What are you running from? Heaven couldn’t drag me back. Hell couldn’t force me to work for them. There was nothing they could do to me, aside from stripping away my human form, and I could recover from that. So why had I panicked? Why had I run?

Then I would pass the truck or emerge from the construction zone, slam my foot down on the accelerator again, and let those thoughts disappear in the soft rumble of the engine and the blur of the world passing by around me.

Sometime around the fifth hour, when the sun had long since set and the few cars sharing the highway with me were nothing more than white and red lights in the darkness, my gas light flicked on. The thought of stopping, even for a moment, made my heart speed up—another human reaction. Maybe that was why that strange burst of intense feeling on humanity’s behalf had come over me, back in the apartment. Maybe I had spent so long in one of their bodies, living like them, reacting like them, that I had started to identify with them.

That was part of what I was trying not to think about. I let the thought pass through my mind like water and drain away.

But stopping for gas would mean thinking. If slowing down was enough to start my mind whispering, I shuddered to think of what a total stop would do. It would also mean giving Danielle a chance to catch up—assuming she had come after me in the first place.

Which was a paranoid assumption, I told myself as I got off at the next exit that promised a gas station. The demons were playing the long game. I knew better to think they were done with me for good, but Danielle hadn’t seemed in any hurry to chase me.

But when I pulled into the first gas station I saw, and drove up to the pump, someone opened the passenger door—the one that had been locked—as soon as I came to a stop. The smell of her, warm and human, wafted through the car as she slid into the seat. I didn’t have to look at her to know it was Danielle. But I looked anyway—at her soft body, her warm smile—and immediately wished I hadn’t.

“I told you,” I said, clutching the steering wheel, “I’m not interested.”

“If you really weren’t interested, you would have just said no. No one runs unless they have something to run from. In my experience, that always means either a temptation or a threat. And you and I both know I’m no threat to you.”

My fingers tightened on the steering wheel until they turned white. Before I could think of what to say, before I could figure out how to get her out of my car, a new voice rang out. A familiar voice. “Get away from him, demon.” It rolled through the parking lot like a peal of thunder.

I knew what I was going to see before I looked up. The angel from the Burger Barn was standing in front of the car, illuminated by the headlights.

I cringed back from him, and regretted the reaction right away. I knew how it made me look. Knew, too, that Danielle had seen. I didn’t look at her, but I could imagine all too well the smirk she was wearing now. But that was the problem with being so used to my human body—I couldn’t stop its instinctive reactions. And those human instincts told me I had to get away from the angel.

A temptation, or a threat? I already knew he wasn’t any threat to me.

“Leave,” I said quietly, addressing the angel and Danielle without looking at either one. “I don’t plan on going with either of you, and you both know it. All you’re doing is wasting time and attracting attention. Leave.”

I was proud of myself for controlling my human body enough to keep my voice from shaking. But neither of them so much as looked at me. I wasn’t even sure they had heard. They were busy staring at each other without blinking.

“He belongs to us, demon.” White fire flared from the angel’s eyes.

“Not anymore.” A brief glance at Danielle showed me the smirk I had been expecting. “He left heaven. He abandoned your war. Give it up—you lost him to us a long time ago.”

I slammed my hands down on the steering wheel, hard enough that the horn blared. “Leave! Both of you!”

They still didn’t look at me. “He may be living among the humans for the moment,” said the angel, “but he never fell. He never joined you. It’s only a matter of time before he comes home.”

“That’s one way to look at it,” said Danielle. “How long have you been waiting? How much more likely is it that it’s only a matter of time before he overcomes that denial of his and joins us?”

My foot hovered over the gas pedal. I didn’t expect the angel to move if I started driving, but I didn’t care. I would drive right through him if I had to, and throw Danielle out of the car as I pulled onto the highway, if that was what it took to get away from them. And I would keep running forever, if that was what it took. I would run faster than they ever could, and hide until they could never find me, and I would…

I would what? Find another nothing job? Move in with a Danielle replacement, someone I saw as the human equivalent of fast food, someone who deserved better? Keep my head down and survive another few centuries, another few millennia?

Well, what other choice did I have? What the angel was offering? What Danielle was offering? No. Maybe I wanted more than a life of bare survival. Maybe I wanted it more than I would ever admit. But it was still the best option I had.

I punched the gas.

The engine died.

Danielle and the angel spoke simultaneously. “You’re not leaving until we’re done here.” Then they returned to glaring at each other.

I smacked the steering wheel again. This time the horn stayed silent. My own words were the only sound in the night. “We are done.”

And still, they didn’t listen. Danielle drew a knife from the waistband of her skinny jeans, where I was sure no weapon had been a moment ago. The blade was wreathed in shadow; looking at it made my my eyes burn and my stomach do a backflip. The angel pulled a weapon of his own out of the air, a sword longer than his arm. It glowed with the same white fire that shone in his eyes.

A sharp ache traveled up my hands and into my wrists. I tore my gaze away from the angel’s weapon to look down, and saw that I was clutching the steering wheel again, harder than before. Hard enough to hurt. I hadn’t noticed myself doing that. I hadn’t noticed anything, for the first few seconds after that blade had come out. For a brief instant, I had been back on the battlefield. The smell of blood in my nose. My fellow angels’ screams in my ears. I could still hear them, if I listened closely.

I forced my hands to let go, and opened my car door. I stepped out into the crisp night air that smelled of gasoline and the fruit smoothies they sold inside the gas station. The angel’s sword added the scent of ozone to the air, and filled the night with the sharp tension of an oncoming storm.

My hands were shaking. Another human reaction. But no matter how long I had hidden behind the human disguise, I wasn’t human. Maybe I wasn’t what the angel thought I was. Or what Danielle saw me as. But I wasn’t what I had pretended to be all this time, either.

The shaking stopped.

“We’re done here.” My voice resonated with the half-forgotten divine power inside me, the power I hadn’t let myself touch in millennia. A passing car slowed, as if the driver had heard and felt a distant shiver. “It’s time for you to go.”

The angel finally looked at me. He favored me with a smile. “You’re finally remembering yourself. Good. Take my hand and come with me.” He started to reach out a hand to me, then paused. He set his jaw as he looked back down Danielle. “After we deal with this filth, that is.”

I didn’t follow his gaze, and I didn’t reach for his hand. “No. I gave you my answer this afternoon. I’ll tell you again, so listen better this time. I am not going back with you. And I’m not fighting in heaven’s wars. Not now. Not ever again.”

Danielle stepped out of the car with a triumphant smile at the angel. “What he means is that he’s coming back with me.”

I would have thought I would feel angry, watching the two of them fight over me like two dogs over a juicy steak. But all I felt was a strange calm. “No,” I said—to her, to both of them. “I won’t be used by either of you. I’m not the thing I was when I fought for heaven’s army. But I’m not what you tried to make of me either.” That last was meant only for Danielle.

Danielle’s look of disbelief morphed into a sneer. “Then you’re going to keep being nothing? Doing nothing?”

Only a few short hours ago, those words would have pricked at me like tiny needles, reminding me of the old argument she never could let go. Now I couldn’t imagine why I had ever let her words shake me. Amazing, the difference having a purpose could make. “I’m not doing nothing,” I said. “I have a life here.”

She curled her lip. “Doing what? Flipping burgers?”

The angel answered for me, his contempt a mirror of Danielle’s. “Running. Hiding.”

Before I had gotten into the car and driven away from the apartment—for that matter, before I had gotten out of the car only a moment ago—I would have agreed with him. With both of them. Now I knew better. Understanding had come on me in an instant, like a divine revelation. And it had recast my whole world, past and future, in its light.

“I’m doing what anyone does with a life,” I said. “I’m living it. Not just surviving, but living. Burger-flipping and all. Yes, I’ve spent too much time hiding, and been too focused on bare survival. And I intend to remedy that. But my life is not meaningless. Because I’ve lived that life in this world, among these people. And this world means something to me. Humanity means something to me.”

“Of course you value the lower world,” said the angel with a scoff. “With so many humans crawling over its surface, it provides you the illusion that you can hide from us.”

“And gives you a way to hide from yourself,” Danielle added.

I shook my head. How had I been so afraid of them, such a short time ago? Now all I felt for them was pity. “Human life is warm, and comforting, and beautiful. It rivals anything heaven has to offer. If you don’t see it, you haven’t spent enough time among the humans.”

Danielle answered with a sharp laugh. “I think you’re the one who hasn’t seen enough of the humans, if you still think of them as beautiful. Humans are ugly through and through, right down to their twisted little hearts. All it ever takes to bring one of them over to our side is a tiny… little… push.” She flicked her finger in the air.

“I’ve seen the worst humanity has to offer, many times over,” I said. “I’ve seen war, and plague, and suffering. If you think the worst thing I’ve done is flip burgers, you haven’t been watching me as closely as you claim.”

The angel’s eyes flared. His face twisted in outrage. “You were watching him?” he demanded, rounding on Danielle. “He belongs to us!”

Danielle gave him a shrug and a half-smirk. “As soon as he left heaven, he was fair game.”

I had no interest in listening to them squabble over me like I was a favorite toy. I spoke over them, continuing my thought. “But humans survive through it all. And they don’t just survive—they grow, and they triumph. Which is more than I’ve been able to do, in a life many times longer than what any human is given.” I paused for a rueful shake of my head. “I admire them. Maybe I can’t be anything other than what I was made to be—but if it’s possible for me to change, then they are what I aspire to be.” I turned to the angel. “This world is my world, more than yours ever was.” Then to Danielle. “And more than yours could ever be.”

“If you want to protect humanity, do it from heaven,” said the angel, in a tone that made it an order rather than a suggestion. “Fight for us, the way you were made to do.”

But I would never obey another order from heaven again. I had told myself that for a long time. This was the first time I believed it all the way down to my finely-crafted human bones.

“You talk a lot about fighting for humanity,” I said to the angel, “but when has heaven ever been focused on anything but itself? Winning your wars, celebrating your triumphs. Say what you will about the demons, at least they don’t pretend to care.”

Danielle shook her head at me. “Humans are mayflies. Their lives are too brief for them to become anything more than organic machines running on instincts and base impulses. Their world is a battleground between our two sides, and they are the chess pieces. Would you fight to preserve a pawn carved of stone, lifeless and faceless? The humans may walk and talk and pray, but it doesn’t make them anything more than that.”

“Like I said, at least you admit they mean nothing to you. All the angels in heaven believe the same thing, deep down, but none of them will say it aloud. I’m the only one who has spent enough time here to see past the apathy, and the selfishness, and the relentless demands of war. And now I see this world for what it is: a place worth protecting.”

I opened my palms, and released my grip on the disguise I had crafted so lovingly. The skin of my back burst open without pain. A second later, the fabric of my shirt tore. And my wings burst free.

I looked down at myself. Sharp, jagged lines of light, like miniature lightning trails, zigzagged down my skin. They glowed white, first faintly, then with blinding brightness. My human disguise popped open like an overfull balloon, then vanished on the sudden wind that surrounded me.

The pavement was no longer cast in the dim yellow glow of the gas station’s flickering bulb. Now it shone with the full light of day. But the light wasn’t coming from the sun, which was still safely tucked beneath the horizon. It was coming from me. When I looked down at myself again, there were no human clothes, and no human skin. My body was still shaped the same—two arms, two legs—but in place of flesh and bone, I rippled with the same white fire that shone in the angel’s eyes.

I had forgotten what it felt like to inhabit my real form. The strength that coursed through me. The heat in my core, like I was carrying around my own individual sun. But better than any of that was the indefinable sense of rightness. I had been so desperate to get away, so grateful for my human form, that I had forgotten what it was like not to live with the constant crawling knowledge that I was living in a body that didn’t belong to me.

Why had I been so afraid that the angel would strip my human form away? I should have let him do it. I should have done it myself, hundreds of years ago. But I had been a coward. I had let myself forget.

No more.

The feathers of my wings brushed against the metal canopy built over the gas pump. I gave the wings an experimental flap. Sparks of light drifted down like snow, and winked out of existence before they hit the ground.

“Leave,” I ordered the angel and Danielle again. This time, my voice split the air like a crack of thunder.

Danielle stumbled back. She smoothed her hair and visibly tried to wipe the awe from her face, and the fear. “What you plan on doing, fighting a war for humanity on your own? One angel—and a cowardly one at that—against the armies of heaven and hell alike?”

I shook my head. “I don’t need to do that. Offering the humans protection in smaller ways—from both hell’s manipulations and heaven’s selfish neglect—will be enough.” I paused, meeting her eyes and the angel’s in turn. “For now.”

The angel cleared his throat. “And if we decide to stop you?” He didn’t sound like he was in the mood for giving orders anymore.

“First,” I said, “you’d need to ask yourself why you wanted to stop me from protecting humanity, when that’s supposedly the reason you and all heaven’s armies are fighting the war in the first place. And second…” I held his gaze, and didn’t let him look away. “If you do, you’ll find out just how good I’ve gotten at hiding, and at surviving.”

He recovered enough to give me a derisive laugh. “That’s what you’re threatening me with? That you’ll run again? Go back into hiding?”

“The thing about hiding is, if you can’t find me, you can’t stop me.” My smile came easily. As it spread over my no-longer-human face, my heart lightened that much more. “I meant it when I said I would never fight again. But that doesn’t mean I intend to surrender.”

With that, I reached for the divine power I hadn’t touched in millennia. The power that lay inside me, in the nuclear core of that miniature center. I expected to have to dig for it, to beat my mental hands against the walls of my being, as I struggled to remember the knack to something I hadn’t done in so long. But liquid fire flooded out and through my limbs with barely a thought. And unlike when I had last reached for my power, in that horrible final battle, the sensation of heat in my limbs didn’t bring bone-shaking fear along with it.

No, I realized—that wasn’t quite right. The fear was still there. It was there when I looked at Danielle, and when I looked at the angel. It was there no matter how confidently I spoke, no matter how easily I smiled. It was just that it didn’t matter anymore.

It turned out fear wasn’t relevant once I was fighting for something that actually mattered to me.

“Leave!” I thundered for the last time. The fire I had called up spread out from my limbs like a full-body halo. Tongues of white flame reached for the angel and Danielle, and tore at their human disguises. False flesh crumpled at the edges like burning paper.

I watched for a moment, just long enough to be sure neither of them had an unexpected attack up their sleeve. Then I turned away and let the flames envelop them, or the places where they had been. I didn’t look to see whether they left before the fire ripped away their disguises entirely. It didn’t matter. Either way, when I looked back a moment later, the flames were gone and so were they.

But someone else was watching, standing at the circle of the light my body emitted. A man wearing a striped gas station uniform, with thick glasses perched on his nose and a name tag pinned to his shirt. His uniform was green and yellow. The same colors as the Burger Barn. I gave him, and myself, a wistful smile.

That part of my life was over. I had a harder job ahead of me now.

The human took off his glasses and rubbed them on his shirt. He put them back on and squinted at me. His mouth was hanging open, his eyes wide with fear. But as I watched, the fear faded, and wonder stole over his face. My fire reflected back at me from his eyes, giving them a borrowed glow.

I gave him a single nod, standing tall and proud. Then I extended my wings again. And for the first time in far too long, I flew.


Pure Wicked Heart

 

The first thing Marik noticed when he stepped into the apartment was the smell of blood. Angel blood smelled different from human, and even more different from his own, which he had been told had the odor of gasoline and tobacco smoke. Angel blood, though, was almost pleasant—or it would have been, if he hadn’t known what it was, and what it meant that his nose had caught the scent of it now. It smelled like sun-warmed wood, with a mild, sweet bite like an expensive champagne. It mingled in the air with the smell of the blueberry pancakes he had cooked earlier that morning, before he had popped out to the store and left Sacha behind on the couch with a full belly, a smile on his face, and cartoons on the TV.

The couch was empty now.

The screams hit Marik’s ears a second later. If he hadn’t already known the voice was Sachael’s, he might not have recognized it. Over the past five centuries, he had heard the angel’s voice raised in passionate arguments, or husky and low in an intimate whisper… and yes, he had heard his screams, although of a very different sort. But never this raw pain.

He dropped the grocery bags. The eggs crunched as they hit, and yellow leaked out onto the carpet. That will take forever to clean up, some distant, detached part of Marik’s mind thought, as another scream ripped through the apartment.

He wanted to fall to his knees with the force of the sound. He didn’t. He was already shifting to his true form—claws elongating, horns erupting from the top of his head, knees bending backward with a snap—as he ran toward it.

He knew what he would find before he burst into the kitchen. Hunched over something on the floor—something Marik couldn’t look at too closely—was a mirror of the form he wore now. The demon had green, chitinous skin. Twin horns twisted and curled out from his head. His long rat’s tail lashed excitedly behind him. As Marik watched, the demon raised bloodstained claws, then swept them down toward the screaming tangle of limbs and feathers on the floor.

Marik had always expected the forces of Hell to try to bring him home eventually. He had even planned out a speech in his head—or rather, several speeches, depending on how large a force they sent after him and how equipped he felt to deal with it head-on. He had practiced them in front of an indulgent Sacha, who had never seen the need but had listened to him nonetheless. Everything from a defiant pronouncement that he had chosen his own path just like their original fallen-angel ancestors millennia ago, to a groveling apology and a promise to return just as soon as he took care of a few last things. He had wasted so much mental energy on wondering if the latter speech would be enough to buy him time to escape.

All those scenarios had ended with him and Sacha flying off into the sunset. Because as much time as he had spent planning, it had never occurred to him that they might find Sacha first.

But Marik’s footsteps must have caught the demon’s attention, because the demon stopped mid-strike. He turned to face Marik as he rose to his feet, his red eyes wary. Marik knew that look—he had worn it many times before, in his time serving Hell. It was the look of someone trying to figure out whether the face in front of him belonged to a friend or an enemy.

As hard as it was for Marik to swallow down his rage, he did his best. Instead of the roar that threatened to erupt from his chest, he met the demon’s gaze with a relieved smile. “Are you here to bring me home?”

He didn’t look at the floor. He would never be able to keep this up long enough if he looked at the floor.

A little of the tension in the other demon’s body disappeared. Marik could see him running through the mental calculus, and deciding this probably wasn’t going to be a fight. “We’ve been searching for you for a long time,” the demon said. “We thought you had gone rogue. Until I tracked you here and found this… creature… lying in wait.” He kicked the bundle of feathers with clawed toes. A broken whimper rose from the floor—not even a scream this time.

Marik swallowed harder, and didn’t look. “Did you kill him?” He couldn’t keep the roughness from his voice.

But the other demon was too busy puffing up his chest to notice anything amiss. “I did better than that,” he said with a smile that begged Marik to ask him for details. When Marik didn’t, he indulged in a small pout before continuing sulkily, “The salient point, if you don’t care to hear the full story, is that he is no longer a threat.”

Marik nodded. He didn’t trust himself to speak.

The demon peered at him curiously. “I know your reputation. How did one of them overpower you? Have you been his prisoner for this long?”

“That doesn’t matter.” He tried not to show his anger. Tried to hold the tears at bay. Tried, so hard, not to look. From the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of blood—so much blood—and broken, matted feathers. He quickly averted his eyes. “Let’s go home.”

As Marik had learned the first time he had fought in one of Hell’s civil wars, there were only two ways to kill a demon: so quickly that it was over before they saw you coming, or slowly and painfully, with all the devices of Hell at your disposal. Marik would have preferred the second. Only because it was out of his reach did he choose the first.

He stepped forward, faking a stumble from some imaginary injury. He held his breath, expecting the other demon to see through his deception. But what Marik and Sacha were to each other was, for most of their kind, unthinkable. That worked to Marik’s advantage now. As the demon reached out to catch him, there was no hint of suspicion on his face. Even a transparent ruse like this was easier for him to believe than the truth.

Which meant he didn’t see it coming when Marik’s claws pierced his chest, and fingers imbued with the strength of Hell snapped his breastbone to get to his heart.

The other demon stared at him with shock-widened eyes as Marik pulled the heart from his chest. Too late, the hand he had extended to help came in for an attack. But he was already falling. His claws never even pierced Marik’s skin before he dropped, lifeless, to the ground.

Marik dropped the heart atop the demon’s body. He could already feel his old instincts surging back, spurred by the smell of mingled demon and angel blood—both familiar smells from his old life on the battlefield. Long-forgotten patterns transmuted his rage to something darker. He wanted to crush the heart under his foot, or force it down his enemy’s throat. He took a deep, ragged breath. None of that would be useful, or even satisfying. Not when his enemy was already dead. And he wasn’t that person anymore. Not since Sacha.

He took another breath, and this time, the smell of blood didn’t make him think of battle. Instead, it made him gag as he remembered whose veins that champagne-scented liquid had come from. He prepared himself as best he could—straightening his back, clenching his jaw. Then he turned to face the scene on the kitchen floor.

The floor was coated in blood, like someone had dipped a mop in the stuff and swirled it around. Sacha lay in the center, curled in the fetal position. His skin had always been pale, but now it looked gray. Marik suspected more of his blood was on the outside than on the inside.

Marik forced himself to sweep his gaze slowly over Sacha’s body, to gauge the extent of the injuries. He had expected to find wounds in a dozen places. Instead, almost all Sacha’s skin was unblemished. Marik focused on that—on the smooth lines of his torso and his limbs, nothing wrenched open or bent at the wrong angle—because he couldn’t bring himself to look at the one injury he had seen.

But he had to do it. He knelt at his lover’s side, and reached for the wings. The demon had torn them off almost completely. The wounds were jagged and bloody, with whole chunks of flesh missing. Marik could picture, all too clearly, how the demon had ripped with his bare hands and sliced with his claws—slowly, so slowly, savoring every scream as the wings tore free inch by agonizing inch.

But he hadn’t finished the job. One more small motion would have severed the wings completely, but the demon had stopped short. Marik would have liked to think that was because he had interrupted before the demon had gotten the chance. But he knew the omission had been intentional. The demon had wanted Sacha to suffer.

An angel’s wings were their connection to Heaven and the Divine Presence. They couldn’t live with that connection gone. If the demon had severed the wings, Sacha would have died almost instantly. But like this, with each wing still hanging by a thread, he would instead die slowly and painfully, over hours or days. Or weeks. Marik had made it last weeks, once, in his former life.

Sacha’s eyes were closed. He was breathing, but shallowly, and with too long a pause between one breath and the next. Marik wasn’t sure if he was conscious. He rested a hand against Sacha’s cold cheek. Sacha’s eyes fluttered open weakly. Marik opened his mouth, but before he could say a word, Sacha stared at him without seeing him, then closed his eyes again.

If Sacha hadn’t been unconscious before, he was now. At the very least, he was unaware of everything that was happening around him. That was for the best, Marik knew. It meant he would feel less pain. But still, selfishly, he wished he could have the chance to say a proper goodbye.

He stared down at his claws. He knew what he had to do. Slice the wings free the rest of the way. Kill Sacha quickly. For Sacha’s sake, suffer the agony of the final scream that would come, and of knowing he was ripping away the one thing his lover loved more than him.

Sacha had never said it outright, not once in all their centuries together. He had never so much as mentioned his work, unless Marik had asked a direct question. But Marik followed him, once every few months—not for any sinister purpose, just for the pleasure of seeing Sacha come to life in a completely different way than he did in his arms. When Sacha was offering a human the knowledge they needed to change the course of their life, he shone with joy, and with purpose. Marik could give him many things, but he couldn’t give him purpose.

And Marik had seen him communing with the Divine Presence, late at night, when he thought Marik was asleep. The bliss on his face… Marik had never managed to draw that look from him when they were in bed together. And he had tried.

For his part, Marik had never let on that he knew. His jealousy, when it surged despite his efforts to keep it tamped down, was his own to deal with. He had as much of Sacha’s heart as it was possible for Sacha to give, and he was satisfied with that. He loved Sacha enough to give up everything he used to be—and to accept that Sacha would never do the same for him. And he loved Sacha too much to take away the rest of what held Sacha’s heart.

But now he had no choice.

He hovered his claws over the tattered scraps of skin and muscle that were holding the wings in place. One quick slice to each, and it would be over.

But his hands wouldn’t move.

He clenched his jaw tighter. All he was doing, with this delay, was prolonging Sacha’s suffering. Even if human doctors would have known how to care for an angel, the wings had been ripped away too deeply at the base for mortal medicine to have any hope of reattaching them. Sacha needed the expertise of Heaven. And in the state he was in, he had no hope of finding the strength to return home. The wings would never bond with his flesh again without divine help, and no angel could survive without—

Marik stilled, claws hovering in place.

No. That wasn’t true. Some angels could survive without their wings.

The fallen angels, ancestors of all demons, had been gifted with the ability to survive without the wings that had once been their connection to Heaven. In place of the wings they had lost, and the divine connection they had lost along with it, they had a substitute, an inky darkness in their blood that filled all the places in them where the divine light used to go. Heaven had meant it as a curse—because that substance didn’t just allow them to survive without the divine light, it gave them no choice. The light of Heaven would burn away the darkness in their blood wherever it touched them, and without the darkness to sustain them, they would die. The very touch of their home had become poison to them.

Heaven had expected them to regret their decision, and agonize over the decision of whether to accept eternal exile or try to return home and die in the attempt. That was why the door had always been left open to them. Their wings had been their connection to home, but not their means of reaching it, except in a symbolic fashion. Any of the fallen could have flown home with a thought anytime they chose.

A few had done it, and died. But most hadn’t bothered. Instead, they had responded to their curse with a collective shrug, and crafted a new home for themselves in Hell, one much better suited to them.

The darkness was passed down in the blood, or so Marik had been taught. He had thought that was only a metaphor for genetics, until he had seen someone torture an angel that way once. The demon had pricked her own finger and held it inches from the angel’s mouth, threatening to shove it down his throat and force the darkness into him. When the demon had grown bored with the angel’s thrashing and screaming, she had sliced open her palm, and forced thick gulps of blood between his lips until his eyes went dull. He had still been alive, after it was over, but all the fight had gone out of him. Marik had watched him trying in vain to call out to the Presence, and growing more dead-eyed every time he received no response. He had thought it was great fun, back then.

Now the thought made him sick. But the memory didn’t matter. What mattered was that he had that same blood in his veins.

Slowly, he pulled his claws back from the bases of Sacha’s wings. He placed a single claw over his wrist. It wouldn’t take much blood to send the darkness of the fallen coursing through Sacha’s body—the demon in his memory had overdone it. There would be no danger to Marik himself; he would heal quickly enough.

They both would.

And Sacha would survive. Without the Presence that held his heart.

Marik asked himself—would he want to live in a world without Sacha? He knew the answer before he thought the question. He had gotten a glimpse into that world already, and that brief taste had been more than enough. And because Heaven was to Sacha what Sacha was to him, he knew Sacha wouldn’t want to live in a world where he was forever cut off from his home.

He knew that. But his claw sliced through the shiny green of his skin anyway. A drop of dark blood welled up.

He couldn’t live in a world without Sacha. Everything else was irrelevant.

Sacha would be angry with him. More than angry. He would hate him, at least for a little while. But he would learn to adjust, in time. The rest of the fallen angels had.

His claw dug deeper. He bit his lip against the pain as a thin stream of blood began to flow. He held his wrist over Sacha’s parted lips, and waited for the blood to start flowing fast enough to drip between them.

Such as skin had taken on a sheen of sweat. His breaths were even more shallow now. Each exhale brought a tiny whimper that sounded more mechanical than organic. The sound wasn’t an expression of pain, so much as a byproduct of the process of dying.

“I’m sorry,” Marik whispered. “I don’t want to live in a world without you. I don’t want to be the person I was before you, and I know that’s where I’d end up, eventually.” A drop of blood hung suspended from his wrist, not quite ready to let go. “I’m sorry,” he repeated. Knowing it would never be enough. Knowing Sacha would never accept his apology, would never forgive him for this.

He shook his head sharply. Sacha would adjust. He would. And if he didn’t, he could always take the option those few fallen had taken, and be no worse off than he was right now. The door to Heaven was always open.

Marik went still.

Then, in a quick sharp motion, he yanked his wrist back and wiped the blood away with the hem of his shirt. He bent over Sacha to make sure none of the liquid had made it into his mouth. It hadn’t. His lips were still the same pale white.

The door to Heaven was always open. The fallen could reach it with a thought. And so could their descendants—but why would they? It would mean death for them, and they, unlike their ancestors, had no fond memories of the place.

Marik couldn’t commune with the Divine Presence like Sacha could. If he could have, he would have called the forces of Heaven down, regardless of what they would have done to him, and begged them to save Sacha’s life. Sacha could have done the same, called on his angelic brethren to save him from the attacker, or to bring him back to Heaven for healing. He might not have had the strength to cross over on his own, but he could at least have gotten a message through. But he hadn’t.

Marik had a good idea as to why. Even Heaven had its dark side. In the name of righteous vengeance, no punishment was too severe, and no grudge too long-lasting—and to Heaven, all vengeance was righteous. They would have seen him as a corrupting force, trying to make Sacha stray from the light—as if he had that kind of power over Sacha’s heart. They would have thought—correctly—that he had brought this fate down on Sacha’s head. And then Marik would have been the one bleeding to death on the floor.

Sacha hadn’t wanted that for him. He had chosen to die alone instead. Even though he didn’t love Marik with the all-consuming passion Marik had for him. Even though Marik had never been more than second-best in his heart.

If he had been willing to give up his life, couldn’t Marik—who, unlike Sacha, had nothing else to live for—do the same?

He gathered Sacha in his arms. The angel’s limp body felt too light. Sticky blood coated Marik’s arms; matted feathers clung to his skin. But when he rested his fingers against Sacha’s neck, a weak pulse still fluttered there. And when he gathered Sacha against him, trying to pull the drooping wings in close without hurting them more, he felt Sacha’s hot breath against the curve of his neck.

He closed his eyes. He placed one last kiss against Sacha’s blood-streaked hair.

Then he thought, Take me home.

He didn’t mean the home he had been born into, the cutthroat realm of Hell where he had risen swiftly through the ranks without stopping to wonder what it was all for. Nor did he mean this apartment, as much as he loved the place he and Sacha had designed purely for comfort, from the cool silk sheets to the big overstuffed couch that felt like a warm hug. He wasn’t thinking of any of their other homes over the centuries, either—or even of Sacha himself, although Sacha was more home to Marik than any of those other places had ever been.

No, he was searching for the home that his blood remembered, even if he didn’t.

But he didn’t feel any change. He could still smell Sacha’s blood all around him, could still feel solid ground under his feet and sticky feathers clinging to his skin. Had he been wrong? Had he failed? His grand decision—had it been meaningless after all?

Then his skin began to grow warm. This wasn’t the heat of Hell, thick and oppressive. This was more like stepping outside on the first truly warm day of summer, and letting the chill slowly seep out of his bones. It was the sun after a week of rain. It was Sacha’s arms around him.

He opened his eyes onto… light. Light, and nothing else. It was too bright for him to see anything beyond. But somehow, it didn’t hurt his eyes. It didn’t hurt any part of him.

Had the old story been wrong? Had it been a myth, that the fallen could never go home?

He smiled down at Sacha—and saw tiny, luminous motes of dust rising from his arms. He didn’t understand what he was seeing, until he caught sight of thick ropes of muscle beneath his skin, things that shouldn’t have been visible. As he watched, more pieces of himself sloughed off and floated away, before burning up as tiny sparks in the air.

He didn’t feel it. He still felt like he was standing under the summer sun, smiling as the rays melted the memory of winter from his flesh.

Sacha’s eyes drifted open. As he breathed in—a full, deep breath this time—a look of bliss crossed his face. The kind of pleasure Marik could almost—but not quite—inspire in him.

He knew he had the same expression on his own face as he smiled down at Sacha, because Sacha had always been the only one who could make him feel that way.

The light bathed him in a gentle warmth, even as it took him apart one piece at a time. But it wasn’t the light of Heaven that warmed his core. That came from the sight of the look in Sacha’s eyes as he breathed in the air of home.

This time, Marik didn’t close his eyes. He met Sacha’s rapt gaze with one of his own, and let the warmth take him.


These Long and Winding Roads

 

Doug Hart sat alone in the back of the church, his trucker hat pulled low over his eyes. People kept glancing over their shoulder to shoot him curious and faintly judgmental looks; everyone else was dressed in their Sunday best, and there he was in his stained denim jacket, wearing three days’ worth of stubble. He didn’t pay them much attention. He was just passing through; he would never see any of these people again, and by tomorrow, none of them would so much as remember the man who had shown up at Sunday mass looking like he needed a shower, a shave, and an etiquette guide.

He had sat in quite a few churches, over the years. Some were as richly adorned as palaces, while others were single rooms with peeling paint and unreliable heat, their walls held up through sheer force of will. This church was no palace, but it was, perhaps, a small mansion. The dark wood of the pews was polished to a fine finish, and topped with plush velvet cushions. As Doug watched, a little girl two pews up from him got her hand smacked by an older lady for pulling a loose thread free from the cushion she was sitting on. Stained glass was set into the windows in abstract patterns, shining like gemstones. Incense wafted out from the altar to tickle Doug’s nose, a dark rich scent strong enough to cover any less-savory smells that might be lurking underneath. The priest’s voice echoed off the walls, making him sound larger than life as he stood expounding upon some passionate point that Doug hadn’t bothered to note. Doug was more interested in the look on the man’s face, a cool and serene contentment, the look of a man who had found his place in the universe as he stood like a king staring down on his domain.

When the priest called everyone up for Communion, Doug stayed where he was. He watched the priest, noting the way he lingered for a second or two with a few of his royal subjects. The chosen ones were always women, but not the obvious choices, the younger ones who had clearly spent time in the mirror asking themselves just how much cleavage was too much for church. No, the ones the priest graced with his attention were invariably old enough to have started losing the bloom of youth, but not old enough to have ceased to miss it. Doug saw it happen half a dozen times over—the priest’s hand brushing the heirs, the pause of a second or two as they held each other’s gazes a little too long. Every time, the women returned to their seats and their families looking a shade more satisfied with their own places in the universe.

He watched the women until the priest dismissed the congregation. In unruly lines, a church’s worth of people filed out, corralling their errant children as they asked each other, “Wasn’t that inspiring?” and, “Have you heard the news about so-and-so from down the street?” Everyone except Doug. He stayed where he was. A few short minutes later, he was alone in the once-crowded room, and no sound echoed off the walls except the priest’s footsteps.

The priest walked up to him. “I don’t think I’ve seen you here before.”

“You have not,” Doug said evenly.

“A pleasure to meet you. I’m Father Petrakis.” He extended a hand to Doug.

Doug didn’t take it.

After a moment, Father Petrakis dropped his hand to his side. The smile on his face dropped along with it. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

Doug stood. His height intimidated most people, so he wasn’t surprised when the priest took a step back. “I was hoping you and I could have a conversation.”

He spoke in mild tones, his voice its usual low rumble. It had taken on the cadences of his truck, these past few decades. After all the time he had spent traveling back and forth along the roads, he had found that the cab of his truck was by far his favorite vantage point from which to see the sights. The truck was an extension of him, by now. He had been surprised, but not displeased, when he had noticed himself starting to sound like it, the way some people started looking like their pets. For all he knew, maybe he was beginning to look like it too, growing taller and broader and more likely to make men like Father Petrakis take an unconscious backward step when they saw him.

If Doug was a truck, carrying his burdens without complaint for as long as it took, Father Petrakis was a sleek sports car, like the shiny fresh-off-the-lot black Ferrari sitting in the church parking lot after all the other cars had driven home. So it was no surprise when he quickly regained his composure, and became king of this place once again. He discreetly checked his watch, but not so discreetly that Doug wouldn’t notice. He wanted Doug to know who had the power here.

“I normally prefer to make appointments,” he said coolly, “but I suppose I have a few minutes. What’s weighing on your mind?”

“Not what,” Doug said. “Who. Leigh McMurthy. Jasmine Wilder. Martha Pratt. To name just a few.”

A flash of nerves crossed Father Petrakis’s face. “Yes, I know them. They’re all long-time members of my congregation. What about them?”

Doug didn’t speak. He didn’t move. He watched Father Petrakis, and didn’t look away.

Father Petrakis squirmed visibly. He lowered his voice, and hunched in toward Doug as if he were telling a secret. “Nobody in this world can be expected to resist temptation all the time. So I’ve enjoyed a few nights with a few lonely women. Find me one person in this town who hasn’t done far worse.”

“Those women hadn’t,” said Doug. “Not before you came along. Interesting thing, that.”

Father Petrakis scowled to cover his growing look of apprehension. “And you’re going to tell their husbands if I don’t cooperate, is that it? What do you want, money? Name your price. I have it.”

Doug nodded. “So you do.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” The upper edge of the priest’s collar was wet with perspiration.

“That’s a nice car you’ve got parked outside,” said Doug. “The house you bought last month on the coast of Spain is even nicer—it seems you’re planning an early retirement. And I hear your niece just started private school. I’m surprised her parents would be able to afford that, with her mother working as a grocery clerk and her father unemployed.”

His dark look couldn’t hide the fear in his eyes anymore. “I didn’t take a penny of it from the church, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“I know you didn’t,” Doug assured him. “I also know who you did take it from.”

Father Petrakis wiped his palms on his cassock. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“When the devil’s emissary came to you,” said Doug, “did you have the slightest moment of doubt before you sold out the very people you had promised to guide? Or was the lure of wealth too strong even for that?”

Father Petrakis turned and tried to run. Before he had made it two steps, Doug extended a hand. The church doors slammed shut. A heavy iron bar crashed down, locking them.

Slowly, carefully, Father Petrakis turned back to face Doug. When their eyes met, he stood frozen in Doug’s gaze, eyes wide with animal fear, taken from the top of the food chain to terrified prey in the space of an instant.

“You were given a list.” Doug slowly walked toward Father Petrakis as he spoke. “A list of women who had as yet evaded hell’s grasp, women who were likely to be receptive to your advances. You checked off names one by one—setting up private meetings, catching their eyes at the right moment, letting touches go on a little too long. You lured them into a sin they would not have sought out on their own. And whenever you brought one of them into your bed for the first time, a tidy sum of money landed in your bank account the next morning.” Doug gave a thin smile. “Say what you will about the forces of hell, they do pay promptly.”

“You can’t…” Father Petrakis stammered. “How do you…”

“They promised other things, too. A life of luxury in hell once your time on earth is done—an eternity of the finest earthly pleasures. A reward reserved for those who do the devil’s will. If you were so easily swayed, I imagine your faith was already waning, and you were afraid you were bound for hell one way or the other. You probably thought that if you would end up there anyway, you might as well enjoy it. Am I close?”

“Who… who are you?”

“Someone who was like you, once,” said Doug, with the faintest hint of a sigh. “In the beginning, serving God was my only purpose and my only joy… in theory. But I was jealous of my brothers, who had greater responsibilities and higher status. I let my bitterness grow, until it hardened into an impenetrable shell, separating me from the one I served and trapping me within.

“And yet I still couldn’t see how far my path had diverged. Not until I took a place that was not meant for me, leading heaven’s soldiers into battle in my brother’s stead. We suffered painful losses that day. As for me, I was given a choice: remain in my self-created prison for eternity, alone with my guilt… or wander the earth hunting down those who had let themselves become lost the way I was once lost, and offering them a choice of their own.”

He shrugged off his jacket, and let it slide to the polished floor. As it settled around his feet, his wings unfurled, the feathers lightly dusting the pews as they stretched out in either direction. The patterns of light cast by the stained glass turned muddy as the church walls and floor took on a crimson cast. His wings were a pristine white that fit with his dingy clothes about as well as a clown wig would have, but the glow they spread through the room was the red of fresh blood.

“I am the Archangel Uriel,” he said, as the light of his wings spawned shadows where none had been before. “And I am here to offer you a choice.”

Father Petrakis had fallen to his knees. His face, bathed in the red glow, was full of shadowed crags that hadn’t been there a moment ago.

“Your first option is this,” said Uriel. “You will give back everything hell ever gave you. Donate it to the charity of your choice—anonymously, of course. It doesn’t matter to me what worthy cause you choose, so long as you put the money to use working against the forces you briefly served.”

“Of course, of course,” Father Petrakis babbled. “I’ll do it. I’ll do it right away.”

“You will take time to think about what originally called you to this vocation,” Uriel continued. “Then you will recommit yourself to your work. You will live out your days guiding God’s people with a sincere heart.”

“Yes, yes, I will. I can do that.”

“And when your life comes to an end,” said Uriel, “you will take the place of the people you chose to lure to hell. You will receive no place of honor, no promised luxuries. Only the eternity of suffering you would have given every soul on your list.”

Father Petrakis blinked up at him as the words cut through his babbling. “What?”

“Do you not agree that this is fair?” Uriel’s voice was mild.

Father Petrakis shook his head. “You don’t have the authority to take away what they promised me. A deal is a deal.”

“Once I free your targets from the devil’s grasp, your deal with him is null and void. All you will be left with is the natural consequence of the bargain you made. And freeing them is easy enough to do. They made the choice to accept your advances, but they were being manipulated by forces larger than themselves. Allowances can be made; choices can be offered. Theirs will be minor, and I imagine they will accept.”

“You said I had a choice too,” said father Petrakis, voice shaking. “What’s my other option?”

Uriel reached into the pocket of his worn blue jeans. His hand found the hilt of his sword. He drew it from the pocket that was too small to hold it—a blade of pure obsidian, one that drew the light into itself without reflecting it back.

“The second option,” he said, “is that I kill you here and now. And then you and I will let God decide your fate.”

Father Petrakis’s face crumpled in confusion. “Didn’t you say I was going to hell no matter what, after this? You said it was the natural consequence of… of what I did.”

“Ordinarily, yes.” Uriel held up the sword. “But when I was given this task, I was also given certain tools to aid me. This sword cuts through all bonds. When it pierces your heart, it will be as if your deal with the devil never happened. But whatever was in your heart that caused you to accept that deal… that will remain.”

Father Petrakis looked at the sword, and swallowed.

“Just as the bond of your ordination will be severed,” Uriel continued. His voice grew a shade softer, a difference almost too small for Uriel himself to perceive. He didn’t know whether the priest was capable of hearing, in his current state. “But the part of you that made you choose the priesthood… that, too, will remain.”

Father Petrakis tore his gaze away from the sword. He looked down at the floor. “If it’s not already gone.”

“Make your choice,” Uriel said levelly.

It took Father Petrakis a moment to find the strength to look up again. He glanced over his shoulder at the door before his eyes found the sword again, as if drawn there against his will. “Isn’t there a third option?” he asked. “I could find some way to atone for what I did. The way you’re doing.”

“I was given two options,” said Uriel. “You have been given the same. You can live out the years remaining to you, with your ultimate fate certain… or, if you think there is still a spark of goodness in your soul, you can give up those years in exchange for redemption.”

Father Petrakis’s kingly demeanor was long gone. He blinked too fast, like he was on the verge of tears. He glanced toward the door again, and with that look, Uriel knew what he would choose. The man was going to try to outrun his fate. And he would fail, as had everyone else who had made the same choice.

A deep disappointment spread through him, as it always did at this moment, when someone made that final turn down the wrong path. He always hoped the people he found could be saved, even though so few of them could.

But then Father Petrakis turned back to him, and met his gaze head-on—something he had been told was an unnerving experience. The priest took a deep breath. “Do it,” he said, almost managing to control the tremble in his voice.

“Are you sure?” Uriel asked, not wanting to hope.

Father Petrakis gave a shaky nod. “When I was young and stupid, I… I did some bad things. Things that should have landed me in jail, except nobody found out. I wasn’t even out of high school, and my part in the world’s story was already written—I was one of the bad guys.” His voice was less polished now, as he fell back on the cadence of his youth. “Then, at graduation, my great-aunt pulled me aside. Permed hair, smelled like mothballs and too much perfume, you know the type. I had seen her maybe twice before in my life. She said she had a message for me, straight from God. Now, I thought there was only one thing God would have to say to me, and that was that he had washed his hands of me. But no, she said he was calling me to become a priest. She said if I did, I would do a lot to help people. I would make a difference.

“She had probably just had a crazy dream after too much pineapple pizza. But I figured, what else was I planning to do with my life? So I applied to seminary. I figured they’d tell me to get lost. Instead… well, here I am. Although I never did get around to making a difference. I might have helped a couple of people here and there, but for the most part, they all listened to the sermon every week and then let it flow right back out their ears the moment they stepped into the parking lot.” He let out a long, low sigh. “Maybe that’s what wore me down, in the end. Knowing I wasn’t getting through to anyone. Maybe I figured if they were all damned in the end one way or the other, it didn’t matter if I helped them along and got something for myself in the bargain.”

On shaky legs, he rose to his feet. His eyes were fixed on the sword, like he couldn’t look away. He took a baby step forward.

“I don’t know what my great-aunt really heard,” he said, “or what she saw in me that day. Maybe none of it was real. But if it was, I’d like to think whatever made her say that to me is still in there somewhere. And if it’s not, if I’m destined to be the bad guy after all… well, then I might as well leave this world now, before I can do any more damage.”

Uriel met the man’s eyes just long enough to be sure he meant what he said. Then he nodded slowly. He raised the heavy blade, the weight a familiar burden.

“Wait!” Father Petrakis held up both his hands, as if to block the swing of the blade.

Uriel paused.

“I’m sorry.” Father Petrakis looked away, abashed, then met Uriel’s eyes again. “It’s just… the money. Can you make sure it finds its way to some good cause? I never got the chance to make a real difference like my great-aunt imagined, but I can do that much. Will you do that for me?”

“I will,” Uriel promised.

Father Petrakis drew in a long breath, and slowly let it out again. “All right. I’m ready.” He closed his eyes.

Uriel finished his motion, raising the sword above his head in the ritual motion that helped him gather the strength for his task. Then he lowered it to his chest, extended straight out in front of him, the tip level with the priest’s breastbone. With a single practiced motion, he drove it straight through the man’s heart.

The light that bloomed from the place where sword met flesh was the same deep crimson as his wings.

Father Petrakis’s eyes flew open. He stared up at the ceiling as his back arched. Red light poured from his eyes, his mouth, the wound of his heart. It spilled out over him, growing brighter and brighter, until Uriel couldn’t see his body anymore, only the light.

Then, all at once, it disappeared, and Uriel was left in the dark. All that was left was a body impaled on his sword, slumped forward, jaw hanging limply open.

Uriel tilted the sword down. Father Petrakis’s body slid to the floor.

He would never find out the man’s ultimate fate. He would never know whether there had still been some spark of goodness left in him, or whether his heart had been corrupted past saving. But he would always wonder. The same way he wondered about all the people he had met over the centuries.

His sword was clean, with no gleam of blood. He tucked it back into his pocket. The pocket should have been much too small. For the matter, the weapon should have sliced straight through the denim. But it never did. He didn’t feel the outline of the blade against his leg, or see the hilt when he looked down at himself. For all intents and purposes, his pocket was empty.

He picked up his jacket and pulled it over his shoulders, tucking his wings underneath. He drew his hat down lower over his eyes. He bent down to close the priest’s eyes, then strode the rest of the distance to the door and grabbed hold of the iron bar.

“It looks like there was a third option after all,” said a voice from behind him.

Uriel let the bar fall with a hard clang. He turned around.

And there was Father Petrakis. Or a smudged image of him, cast in a dim gray glow. The light of the stained glass passed through him.

“When the sword pierced my heart,” he said, “I felt myself being tugged away. But I also knew I had another choice. I can’t put my finger on how. I just… knew. I could stay here, unseen, keeping an eye on my congregation from a new angle. Seeing the things people don’t show when they know someone is watching. And doing what I can for them, when and how I can.” He smiled, an echo of the face he had worn when Uriel had first seen him. Master of his domain. “The impression I got was that I’m in this for the long haul. But I’m at peace with that. You can make a difference by doing one big thing… or you can do it a little at a time. And I have a lot to make up for.”

Uriel didn’t realize how hope-starved his heart had become until that moment. Until he realized he had been sure the man’s soul had been pulled straight to hell. That all of them, every person who had ever chosen that option, had been pulled to hell.

“There was no third option,” said Uriel. “I did tell you God would decide your fate. He decided to give you this.”

“I guess this means I’m not the bad guy after all,” Father Petrakis mused. A different smile played at the corners of his lips—one that was less guarded, and more private.

“It’s a long road you’re on,” Uriel cautioned. He would know. He was on the same one.

“If it means being the man I wanted to be before I lost my way,” Father Petrakis said, “I’m all right with that.”

For the first time in a long time, Uriel felt the same way.

He gave Father Petrakis a final nod, and opened the church doors. He let them fall shut heavily behind him. He climbed into his truck and started the engine. He closed his eyes for a moment, letting the comforting thrum sink into his bones.

He hummed a tune as he started driving. He couldn’t quite place it. Something nostalgic. 1930s, maybe. Something from before the war.

It took him until he merged onto the highway to realize it wasn’t a human song. It was one of the old songs from heaven, from before he had lost his way.
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