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   For a whole lot of people...
 
    
 
   ...but mostly FOR me...
 
    
 
  
 
  



Today was going to turn out to be the strangest day of Jake Altford’s life, and the worst part of it was that he was going to go to Heaven, escorted by an angry Cherubim named, of all things, “Bob.” People tell you to think of this day, whichever day it actually is, as the first day of the rest of your life. For Jake, that would simply depress him, because his daily life bored him. Today, though, would shatter his entire worldview and change Jake for all eternity. Today would be the rest of his life. For now, though, all of that was simply ahead of him. He was completely ignorant of the day to come, and simply pondering the morning.
 
                 And mornings always sucked. 
 
                 The sky was overcast and gloomy, that sort of ugly gray that fills up the morning and poses the question, “Is what you have to do today really worth getting out of bed for?” With the window open just a little, the crisp fall air had seeped into the room and left the bed a warm haven from which Jake did not want to get out of. He knew that he should, of course, but some days the very act of getting out of bed could take more effort than splitting the heavens. 
 
   Jake got up anyway.
 
   In a half-dozing stupor, he shambled into the bathroom for his morning ritual, his three S’s – shit, shave and shower, preferably in that order, but it varied from day to day. As his eyes were prying themselves open, Jake thought to himself about how absolutely mundane life could get, his life in particular. 
 
   He stared at himself in the mirror and was struck by how amazingly ordinary he looked. Average looking face, average build, average brown hair, average brown eyes. An average-looking twenty something white Midwesterner male. There wasn’t anything remarkable about him in any way. He looked… just like everyone else. Anyone else. He was 100% forgettable, as disposable as the cheap plastic razor in his hand. If he had been anyone else, he’d probably have forgotten that the face in the mirror was his own. If he had it his way, he’d rather have forgotten himself entirely.
 
   It wasn’t as though Jake hated himself. He didn’t. He simply felt like his life was in a rut, one he couldn’t shake, one he couldn’t break free of. Every minute of every day was routine, a routine of routines. An assault of predictability. Each day just like the one before and the one after. 
 
   The next hour and a half were mostly one slurred experience that was identical to a hundred other morning experiences he’d had this year alone. He could live his life in his sleep. By the time he hit work, he was still mostly on autopilot, not entirely awake yet. 
 
   His coworker Nathaniel greeted him with an elaborate handshake that seemed complicated when they first did it, but now was almost autonomous. It had originally been to distinguish them from everyone else, to make them stand out from the herd… but now the herd was doing it. They’d probably drop it soon enough. It was hard enough to be different when everyone else wanted to be different like you. (Or Nathaniel, really. Jake hadn’t come up with the handshake.) The collective center always moved towards the most visible point, and Nathaniel was nothing if not highly visible.
 
   “Jake, bro, how’s the life?” Nathaniel threw out by way of greeting as he finished up his cigarette outside of the nondescript office building. “You look like crap, m’man.”
 
   “I’m fine,” Jake lied. He hadn’t felt fine for some time. He’d felt listless, lethargic. Of course, he had his reasons for that. His entire life was, after all, an overwhelming pattern of monotony, and that the only changes he ever saw were for the worse. In short, his life was going nowhere, and he really didn’t know how to change it, not that he’d made much of an effort to try, he supposed. “Life’s in progress, I guess.” He shrugged, leaning up against the lightpost as Nathaniel plucked the cigarette butt from his lips and cast it to the ground, rubbing it out beneath his heel.
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I know, I’m supposed to put it in the can, but screw’em, what’re they gonna do, fire my ass?” Nathaniel grinned, pushing a wave of blonde hair out of his face. Nathaniel called his haircut a flop, which was easy to see, because it kept flopping over his face. But with the line of work they were in, it wasn’t exactly necessary to look one’s best, you just had to sound fine. Like most things in the world, perception was nine-tenths of reality. The rest was just in how you played it.
 
   Jake offered a weary shrug, rubbing his eyes a bit. He’d chastised Nathaniel before, but the younger man never took to Jake’s words, and so he’d stopped lecturing him. Why bother telling him again, Jake thought to himself, he’s not going to listen. “Just don’t let Andrew catch you doing it, otherwise you know he’ll throw a fit,” he said with a sigh. “And lord knows, they seem to take great delight in pointing out that while the company can’t live without us a group, it doesn’t need us as individuals.”
 
   Nathaniel scratched his head then waved a hand at Jake. “They couldn’t live without us and they damn well know it. We run this company, we’re the lifeblood of the empire. You kill us, you kill this company. Death to the Empire!” Nathaniel thumped his chest with his fists in his best primate impression. He looked at Jake expectantly, waiting for a response. 
 
   “Nice speech,” Jake chuckled dryly. Nathaniel found his antics funnier than his audience did, as always. He glanced down at his watch, that digital gatekeeper of the world. “We gotta get in there. Why the hell they wanted us here half an hour early is beyond me. Especially on a Monday.”
 
   His colleague offered back another shrug, then cocked his head to one side. “Bigwigs probably want to give us mad props for kicking so much ass. Heard we broke record last month. Gonna be caviar and fine lookin’ women for me, mmm mmm MMM!” It was moments like this were Jake felt infinitely older than Nathaniel even they were only a few years apart. Nathaniel was perpetually in horny fifteen-year-old boy mode, while Jake would try and just blend into the scenery whenever Nathaniel got on a roll. In fact, if Jake could’ve just disappeared when Nathaniel (not Nate, never Nate) got going, he would have.  “Tellin’ you, m’man, they’re gonna have ice sculptures pissing champagne and buckets of money to pour over our heads.”
 
   He nodded in return, humoring him. He somehow doubted Nathaniel was right, but there seemed no harm in letting the younger man dream big. “Maybe. Well, let’s get in there.”
 
   The two men headed inside. The interior of the building was just as nondescript as the exterior. Off-white walls were unadorned all around them. One of the women at the front desk had hung a picture once in one of the maze-like hallways. It had been removed within the hour, and the woman had been scolded. Landmarks, it appeared, were forbidden. Nothing that might make it easier to find your way around, Jake supposed. The better to keep them trapped inside the building, he thought; if they couldn’t get away, they couldn’t run to better jobs, places where they were appreciated. Past the labyrinth of hallways lay a sea of cubicles. Not even full cubicles, either. They were these annoying waist-high cubicle divisions. It was if the main floor had been put together expressly so that management could keep tabs on them at all time, but that they were divided from one enough just enough to prevent any real camaraderie. Or escape. Even with the exit signs, there was really only one thing the entire building said to anyone…
 
   …no way out.
 
   “Floor’s empty,” Jake commented to himself.
 
   Nathaniel nodded as they strolled down one of the corridors between the minicubes. “Everyone’s prolly in the big meeting room already. We got a couple of minutes to burn, but you know what Andrew always says…”
 
   “’Five minutes early is the new on-time,’” the two mimicked together. They both rolled their eyes in disgust. Their boss, Andrew, would be the kind of person to tell you that to call him a perfectionist wasn’t perfect enough. Both men despised him, or would if they could have been bothered to care about him that much. In the end, Andrew was pretty harmless. He liked to preen and strut and claim that he “needed to talk” and then never follow up on any of it. He was fairly typical of a lot of bosses in the world, Jake supposed. They always had something “urgent” but if you could stall off five minutes, which was never as hard as it should be, the urgency had passed and they would regale you with a story about their latest golf game or some other mindless claptrap. 
 
   Really, Andrew would forget less than two minutes after his big speeches that he’d ever said anything in the first place, so the whole company tended to take him with a shaker of salt, rather than a grain. Jake wondered if this would be another one of those meaningless “big” speeches about the wonders and joys of the additional parking space that had been added to the lot, or some other tiny thing they “should” get excited about, but never were. Management’s idea of “big improvements” and the employees’ ideas of “big improvements” didn’t share hemispheres, much less regions. 
 
   Normally, the cubicle area would be one big wall of chatter and noise. But all the representatives were in the giant meeting hall that was usually reserved for training. Their innocuous, faceless corporate building housed a small army, an army armed with telephones.
 
   Between nine and five thirty, Jake lived and died by the phone, much to his dismay. It wasn’t anything he’d ever wish on anyone. Every breath was a pause between sales pitches, every laugh faked, every attempt to sound sincere a total lie. What they sold changed almost weekly, but they’d gotten into a point where it was all just a routine anyway. Half the time he couldn’t even remember what they were selling – he’d just read the text without letting it sink into his brain too far. 
 
   Jake didn’t even like to think of it as anything more than a job – it was just something he did to pay the bills. Recite the lines, type in the responses, move on to the next number. He probably called nearly a hundred people a day and never felt like he really talked to anyone. He was a biological combination voice-recognition/data-entry machine. He’d jokingly referred to himself and his fellow coworkers as “talking whores.” It had sounded funnier in his head than it had come out, which was a little closer to truth than he or anyone else in the building was comfortable with. He had to remind himself every day that it was just a job, it’s just a job, it’s just a job, it’s just a job; you do it to enjoy your life in the real world. Of course, as of late, he didn’t have much to do outside of work either.
 
   His day-to-day life was mostly a mirror of his work life – it felt like most of it was nothing more than another line in a call routine. Each activity, each conversation, a pre-programmed response that he simply recited because it was what he was expected to, not because he’d given it any real thought. He wondered, occasionally, would the rest of his life be like this? Was this all there was? And did he care? Mostly he went along with things because he couldn’t be bothered to have an opinion one way or the other. Eat in or dine out? He didn’t care. Watch TV or a movie? He didn’t care. Really, the most honest thing Jake could admit about himself is that most of the time, when presented with two options, neither seemed particularly better or worse than the other. So why have an opinion about it that might make the other person upset?
 
   Just get on with it.
 
   As they strolled through the snafu of office divisions, Jake’s eye caught on a coffee mug that was atop one of the desks. A quick glance around the room revealed that all the desks had them on them. They were bright red and said in cheerful white letters “Thank you for all your hard work!” Nathaniel snorted a bit next to him, glancing down his nose at one of them. “Just like the Man,” he sighed. “We bust our asses for them and they throw us trinkets.”
 
   Jake tried to force a smile, but it just took too much effort. “Better than not getting anything at all,” Jake offered, half-heartedly. In his head, though, Jake knew Nathaniel was right. The company had a tendency to overlook their accomplishments and leave them with nothing more than a pat on the back. A smile and a handshake really didn’t mean much when people were making money hand over fist on your blood, sweat and tears. Corporate management rarely came down to see the grunts in action, though. Jake figured they had a hard time looking at the people who actually did the work, simply because their field was so universally loathed.
 
   The two men moved through the hallways and both could only think to themselves how eerie it was when the cubicles didn’t have people in them. No chirping, no whispering, no sales pitches being bantered back and forth. There wasn’t even anyone at the water cooler off to the side that served as a point of momentary respite for the mindless automatons that clocked in day after day here. The place never closed. As the night watch manager always said, “It’s dinner time somewhere. There’s always someone else we can sell to.” So the calling stations were manned twenty-four hours a day, three hundred and sixty five days a year. Of course, only the truly hardcore people did calls on Christmas. (The really good ones even managed to rack up some sales then. Happy Holidays and congratulations on your new life insurance premium, or whatever.)
 
   As they reached the two doors before the big hall, both paused for a second, as if dreading going into the meeting hall. Jake looked at Nathaniel, then sighed as he pushed open the double doors like a cowboy entering a saloon and stepped into the main hall where everyone was sitting quietly in their chairs, and Andrew, the sales manager, was milling about on stage with a couple of men in suits. The entire room had the feeling of barely conscious morning and oh-god-it’s-going-to-be-another-four-hour-meeting. Over a hundred people and you could hear a pin falling well before it even hit the ground. Nobody, it seemed, cared for talking with their coworkers in the morning.
 
   The two split apart and moved to each find one of the two remaining empty seats. As they had moved into the room, a suit had checked their badges and then crossed their names off of a big list. 
 
   “Is that everyone?” Andrew had a soft way of speaking to him, which was especially funny when he tried to get ‘jazzed up’ as he put it. It was like watching a kitten convinced it could kill an elephant. Jake would’ve felt bad for him if he hadn’t seemed to enjoy the limelight so much. But this is what Andrew seemed to want out of life, so no pity for him. “Okay then, let’s call the meeting to order.” He coughed a bit, as if he wanted people to quiet down. The echo of his cough resounded like thunder in the unbearably silent room. They couldn’t have gotten any quieter if they were dead. “Right. Okay, so I just wanted to tell you guys that you kicked ass last month!” 
 
   He started clapping, and glanced around the room, then started pumping his hands in the air while he clapped, in an effort to get people to join in his applause. A few people did, but it was a lackluster attempt at best. Really, the night crew was too tired to care and the morning crew hadn’t woken up yet. And the suits didn’t seem to be clapping, so the common workers figured why should they?
 
   “Alright!” Andrew had his ‘fired up’ voice on, and was trying to incite the crowd into energy, which never worked at these morning meetings. Frankly, they never worked at any meeting with this crowd, but morning meetings were the worst. The one time they had wanted to film a corporate video at their office, they had done so in the afternoon, so that people would seem, in the video producer’s exact words, ‘more lifelike.’ The sales manager was hopping on the stage, trying to build even the slightest hint of energy, but on a Monday morning, he might as well have been asking a chain smoker for his last cigarette. “Yeah! Your numbers were through the roof! They were the best numbers we’ve ever had!” 
 
   Andrew could see that he wasn’t getting any energy, and for the first time ever, Jake saw Andrew’s energy falter. The little mouse that roared seemed… nervous. At that moment, Jake sensed things were going south. Or had already gone south. The look on Andrew’s face made him wonder how much further south they could go. Andrew’s applause slowed down and then stopped altogether. His eyes looked out over the crowd and he put both of his hands on the podium. He was wearing his Daffy Duck tie, and Jake was trying to remember the last time he’d seen Andrew wearing it. But the minute he started to speak again, Jake  not only knew where he’d seen that tie last, but he immediately knew what was coming next. He rolled his eyes closed and then shook his head. This was going to be a massive train wreck waiting to happen. And, for just the briefest of moments, Jake felt sympathy for poor, poor Andrew.
 
   “Yeah…” Andrew continued. Jake could see the energy just draining out of him. “You… you guys did really well last month. And that… well, that makes this even harder. So…” he inhaled a breath and then let it out in a long sigh. “Well, I’m just gonna read you corporate’s letter.” The Daffy Duck tie was his layoff tie. He’d worn it a year ago when they’d cut loose a third of the workforce. But apparently that wasn’t enough. The corporate division was clearly out for blood, which struck Jake as odd, considering how well this particular office had been doing month-over-month for the time he’d been here.
 
    Andrew reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a piece of paper, unfolding it. Judging by how folded it was, and how well the folds seem to take, Andrew had been carrying that piece of paper around for a few weeks now. “From Corporate, To Andrew Reynolds, Division Manager, Omaha, NE Call Center. Dear Mr. Reynolds, As you know, we are entering a time of great strife for the company.” There were a few gasps as more people seemed to realize what was happening, but no one could seem to stop Andrew. No one stood up. No one interrupted. They simply let him carry on reading. Perhaps, Jake thought, they were all in a state of shock, or was it relief? 
 
   “Because of this, and because of the excellent efficiency you and your team have done in documenting your highly successful procedures, we launched an off-shore calling group headquartered in India approximately four months ago. Using the fine techniques your group pioneered, they have achieved sale numbers the likes of which we have never seen, surpassing even your teams’. Because of this, and because of the amount of savings we are able to offer our investors by using the India group’s salary, and by setting up similar calling centers similar to the existing India group in other overseas nations, we have no choice but to close the Omaha call center.” 
 
   He looked up from the paper, and there were tears in his eyes. From his appearance, he expected people to be moaning and wailing, and instead he saw only aghast silence. 
 
   “As thanks for your team’s service to us, we are sending you a case of complimentary mugs, and extending you and your team four weeks of severance pay instead of the company’s standard two. We expect you to notify your team two weeks from today and then have the office closed up the following day. If we can offer you any references…’” He picked up the paper and shook it. “References! Can you fucking believe these people?!” 
 
   That outburst made more than a couple people sit more upright in their chairs. Andrew had never sworn in the entire time he was at the company, at least as far as Jake could remember, and here he was, blasting away at the corporate office, suits just off to the side of him. 
 
   “I’m sorry, guys. I tried. I really tried. But they wouldn’t listen. They can get people like us cheaper, and we made it easier for them.” He lifted a hand up and rubbed his head, looking a little lost for what to say next. “So I don’t know about any of you, but I’m going to pack up my crap, toss it into my car, then walk down the street to the Welsh pub and get myself utterly shit-faced. Okay guys, that’s it.” 
 
   One of the suits moved over to put a hand on Andrew’s shoulder and Andrew shrugged it off angrily. “Get the fuck off me!” Andrew glared at the man, before turning back to his crowd, the life from his eyes totally gone, as dead to the world as the people he’d managed for years. 
 
   He took the letter which he’d so meticulously unfolded and tossed it up into the air, then stormed off stage, down the aisles past newly unemployed people and kicked the doors open. They swung open banged against the walls and bounced back at him, slamming into his shoulders, but he was determined to keep walking out, no matter how much it hurt. And Jake had been hit by those doors once before; they had hurt like hell.
 
   Jake slowly rose to his feet, one of the first ones to do so, rubbing his eyes, chuckling just a little bit. He tried to keep it in his mind, that single thought that had kept him going for the two and a half years he’d been here – fuck it; it’s just a job. 
 
   The mass of people slowly shuffled out of the room. There was no righteous indignation. No riot. The meek did not inherit the earth; they quietly moved to their cubicles and began to pack things up into the boxes that had been so thoughtfully placed next to each of their desks.
 
   There wasn’t a whole lot to pack in Jake’s cubicle. He picked up the picture of him and his fiancée and tossed it into the box first. He slowly began to peel down the various comic strips he’d push-pinned to the foam of his cube’s half-wall. After two of three of the strips, he just grabbed them all into one big handful, crushing them and tossing them down onto the floor, next to, not in, the trashcan. He scrunched his face up and opened up his desk drawers, taking out all of his pencils, pocket change and notes. He lifted the coffee mug, considering it in the light, then put it into the box. It would hopefully remind him that just doing what it took to get by wasn’t enough, and that was something. Hard work, indeed.
 
   It was a sea of faces, a few people crying, most people shaking hands and exchanging phone numbers, but Jake paid no real mind to them. Even Nathaniel, who was patting Jake on the back, was talking in a sort of droning monotone that Jake had just tuned out. It was all so much noise now. Jake felt a little bad that he didn’t care more, but these people were really just coworkers, not particularly friends, and it wasn’t like he’d seen much of them outside of work in the years he’d been here. Jake thought to himself that the only difference between working here and not was that he wouldn’t have money coming in (negative) and that he wouldn’t constantly be calling people to get yelled at (positive). So, it evened out. Still, not having a steady income for at least a few weeks would suck, that much he had to admit to himself. There would always be other jobs, though, he supposed. With a sigh, he hoisted his box up and walked out, leaving the office mostly with a sense of resigned listlessness.
 
   His car, the rust-colored rust-covered beat-up Chevy Nova, still waited for him in the parking lot and he fished his keys out of his pocket and opened the trunk, putting the box into it. He slammed the trunk shut and then walked around and got in the car, buckling up and turning the key to the sound of a dead battery. Jake closed his eyes and banged his head once against his steering wheel. 
 
   His horn didn’t work either.
 
   Twenty minutes and one jump later, the Chevy Nova was on its way. Jake hadn’t really felt like going back to his house, so he’d decided to head over to his fiancée’s apartment. She’d suggested they keep separate places until they were married, as her folks were something of religious sticklers, and two unmarried people living together would cause quite a ruckus with their friends at the country club. He’d kill a few hours at her place and when she got home, she could help him get his strength back and feel better about the day.
 
   As his car pulled into the guest parking space at her apartment complex, he noticed that her car was in her parking spot. He wondered idly if she wasn’t feeling well and had stayed home from work today, but figured she was just home getting some lunch.
 
   He picked up the box of his stuff from the trunk and walked into the building and up to the apartment on the third floor. It really wasn’t that big a box, nor really did he feel like he’d lost all that much of himself when he’d been laid off, or “cut back” as the company preferred it said. He unlocked her front door with the key she’d given him and let himself quietly into her apartment.
 
   Her place was one of those places that revealed she’d always been aiming for social climbing. Her family was well off to begin with, but that never seemed to be enough for her, always wanting more. And rich by Omaha standards wasn’t exactly rich by, say, Hollywood standards. The apartment was in a posh neighborhood with posh neighbors who were talking about what arthouse film they’d seen lately, how the value of the Yen was rising and how it was hurting their business, how the country club’s pool had gotten too crowded since they’d lowered admission costs, how the tax breaks weren’t enough for them and too much for the “lazy lower class”… it wasn’t Jake’s world, and he knew it. Hell, he felt uncomfortable just being in the neighborhood most days, but today was a particularly bad day.
 
   Worse than he’d yet realized, in fact.
 
   The first thing he was confronted with was a thong on the floor inside the hallway of her apartment. Right next to a pair of jockey briefs. And Jake only wore boxers, so he knew they weren’t his. And Jake could put two and two together. “Oh no,” he muttered to himself quietly.
 
   “Yes yes yes oh fuck yes! Fuck me!” his fiancée’s voice screamed from her bedroom. He could hear the sounds of her bed shaking as the headboard slammed up against the wall, something she’d told him never to do as it bothered the neighbors, and they wouldn’t want that. Apparently that didn’t apply during the day, though. Or to other people, he guessed. She’d never talked to him like that. (He probably would’ve liked it if she had...)
 
   Jake inhaled a long breath and turned right, moving directly into the apartment’s kitchen. On the counter he saw her stack of keys and her engagement ring right next to one another. He set the box quietly down on the floor and pulled the mug that read “Thanks For All The Hard Work” out from it. He put the mug down on the countertop then picked up the engagement ring and put it into his pocket. He unspooled the keys to his house from her keyring and put them in his pocket right next to the ring. He took her key off of his keychain and put it inside of the coffee mug. He pulled out the picture he had of the two of them from his box and deframed it, then tore himself out of the picture, and put the half with her, his arm still half-way visible in the shot, inside of the coffee mug. 
 
   And then he left.
 
   He knew he should feel a lot angrier, and even felt a slight twinge of fury when he recognized his so-called best friend’s car in one of the guest parking spots out in the apartment building’s lot, but the rage passed as quickly as it arrived. For the most part he didn’t feel anything at all. He wondered if he should attribute it to shock or whether he truly didn’t give a shit right now. 
 
   His best friend, his fiancée… they were part of the whole wasted life he needed to get rid of. He needed to kill the old him and start a new one. It was something he had to do; he could see that now. That isn’t to say it didn’t hurt – it stung like hell. But really, he felt like he should’ve seen this coming a long time ago. His fiancée, his ex-fiancée, had always been trying to change things about him, make him into whatever it was she really wanted, which clearly wasn’t him. Maybe she wanted him to piss off her parents, or his stability, or his dependability, or whatever it was she felt like her life was missing. It certainly hadn’t been the sex; that much was clear. Maybe his best friend was filling her sexual needs and he was filling everything else. He would need to change all of his bank accounts, his credit cards, everything that had her name on it next to his.
 
   He looked at his car and sighed, terrified that it wouldn’t turn over. Fortunately, his Chevy Nova started up fine this time. Perhaps it was thankful that it would no longer have to hear his fiancée, his ex-fiancée, bitch about how he should replace it.  He would have except getting the money together had been a bit of a challenge. The behemoth rumbled out into the street and Jake decided to turn on the radio to try and take his mind off of things. Suddenly, The Beatles began blaring “All You Need Is Love” out of the speakers. The radio, it seemed, had no such loyalties. Jake’s eyes rolled closed again and he drew in a deep breath, reaching over to turn the knob and turn the radio off. It snapped off in his hand. Jake paused, nodded a bit to himself acceptingly (as if this was the only possible thing that could have happened when he turned on the radio), then pulled the car over to the side of the road in front of an elderly rest home, leaving the car running as he got out. 
 
   As a dozen senior citizens watched from their porch stoop, Jake moved back, opened his trunk, pulled out his tire iron, slammed his trunk, moved back to his car and smashed in his radio. He swung that tire iron three or four times to bash in the radio until it stopped making any sound. There was a squelch at the first strike, as if protesting the abuse, before it fell deathly silent as Jake’s last few blows crushed it in. He tossed the tire iron on the seat next to him as he sat back in the driver’s seat and lifted a hand up to wave to the senior citizens, who were staring at him in mild shock. At the sign of the wave, though, their automatic reactions kicked in, and they waved back on pure reflex. He started up his car and continued along his way.
 
   He maneuvered the car through the streets, pulling into a fast food joint. He needed some kind of lunch, and he didn’t particularly feel like cooking. He moved inside and joined the long queue, the line that would not die, the never-ending line. It looked like there were only a dozen or so people in line, but he could practically feel the hours melting away as he stood there, motionless. After what seemed like an eternity, one person moved. Then another. Jake felt as though that by the time he got to the counter, food itself would be obsolete. Eventually, he got to the counter and a man whose nametag featured only a random assortment of lines and was of an unfathomable background looked at him with a gaze of unrecognition. He spoke to Jake in a language he wasn’t familiar with, but the blur of constants and vowels sounded vaguely like “Hap flu?” Much of the man’s face was covered by a shock of black hair, or by a pair of giant coke-bottle glasses, and the rest was covered by acne, which also had acne on it.
 
   “Yeah, I’ll have a cheeseburger, plain, a side of fries and a vanilla milkshake.”
 
   “Hun fleaserber, fives anna kajilla fecksick, fillthir de handyjing hels?”
 
   Jake blinked a minute, struggling to try and make sense of what the man had said back to him. (At least, Jake thought it was a man, but now that he thought about it, he couldn’t exactly be sure.) Then Jake nodded in confirmation. “Uh, yeah.”
 
   “Sezdrendyfir.”
 
   Jake blinked again for a long moment and fished out a ten-dollar bill. Surely that would be enough to pay whatever bizarre figure it was this man (at least he thought it was a man) was asking for. The creature lifted the ten-dollar bill up and glanced at it in the light. He put it down on the counter and ran a marker across the top of it, then handed it back to Jake, shaking his head. Jake peered back curiously, examined his ten as he tried to figure out what the marker had done (nothing, as far as he could tell) then pocketed the ten and pulled a twenty out of his wallet.
 
   “Try this one,” Jake told him, holding the bill out to the maybe-a-man-but-still-not-sure.
 
   The thing held the bill up to the light, peered at it for a long moment, then set it down on the counter and ran the marker over it again. He (at least Jake thought it was more likely to be a he) scrutinized the bill as if it might bite. Then, after a good two minutes or so of inspecting every corner of the scrap of paper, the employee (Jake had decided to think of it as an it – much safer that way) pushed a button and the tray opened. It shoved the bill into the tray and then picked up a roll of quarters, rapping the roll against the edge of the counter. It poured the roll into the black plastic tray and then began counting out quarters. It was, it seemed, out of ones. And fives. And tens. Fourteen dollars or so of quarters later, the being of indiscriminate gender handed Jake a scrap of paper with a number on it. (Or perhaps it was a hieroglyphic. The ink had smudged and made a mostly unrecognizable blob that Jake thought might have been 14. Or an owl. Perhaps both.) Jake pondered the paper as he moved over to the side and proceeded to wait.
 
   A few minutes later, Jake saw his food get put up on the metal ledge behind the counter. Just a few sparse feet away waited his meal. And there it waited. And waited. And waited. Fifteen minutes or so later, an employee came out of the back and picked up Jake’s tray. He carted it over to the counter, and yelled out the wrong number. (Or at least Jake assumed it was the wrong number. They had yelled out 73, which it seemed unlikely matched the thing on his piece of paper.)
 
   “I think that’s me,” Jake said quietly. “You might just have your number wrong.”
 
   The new employee, just as inscrutable as the last, picked up Jake’s piece of paper, and compared it to the one in his other hand. His eyes (Jake was sure this one was a he, although his age looked like it might have been as low as twelve, around the same as the man’s likely IQ) moved back and forth between the two several times before he shrugged and handed Jake the tray.
 
   Jake took the tray over and began walking through the rows of booths. Each and every one of them was dirty beyond use. Some of them had mustard and ketchup all over them. Another was covered almost entirely in napkins. Yet another still was draped in the wreckage of the Great Plastic Spoon/Fork War of The Reasonably Recent Past, and no one had cleaned any of them. He kept walking away from the counter and finally reached a small two-seater table that looked serviceable, although one of the seats was missing a back. He put his tray down atop of the table and moved to sit in one of the seats, the one with a back, which promptly bent and dropped him to the floor. 
 
   Inhaling a long breath, Jake stood back up, dusted himself off and moved over to the other chair, the one without the back, testing it before he sat down in it, this time without collapse. He opened the Styrofoam containers to find that his order was incorrect on every level. Instead of a plain hamburger, he had a chicken sandwich with everything on it, including extra jalapeños. Instead of fries, he had onion rings. Instead of a vanilla shake, he had club soda. But Jake was too tired to go argue with the androgynous clerk who spoke only ancient Babylonian with a lisp and a stutter, so he simply ate his completely incorrect order in sadness.
 
   His cell phone rang part way through his meal, and he knew that ringtone, that pop song that he’d only tolerated because it was what his fiancée had wanted him to hear when she called. Well, now it was his ex-fiancée’s he figured, and he didn’t feel like taking her call. She had found her key, he supposed. He pushed the button on the side of his phone to silence it and a minute or two later, the voicemail sound went off, but he simply pushed the button to ignore that too. It was entirely possible that she had a valid reason for getting balled by his best friend (okay, ex-best friend) but he somehow doubted it. He was pretty sure he knew how the message would play out. She’d say it was just a one-time thing. She’d say she was weak. She’d say that she never meant to hurt him. She’d say to blame her and not his best friend. She’d say she wanted to work it out. She’d say that she could change. She’s say anything she could to convince him that she wasn’t a traitorous whore who’d been getting her brains screwed out by his best friend whenever they had a spare moment. 
 
   When Jake thought about it, he realized she’d probably been lying to him on every level for a while, and that her message would likely go on for a rather long time, and his voicemail had never been able to handle deleting a message unlistened to. And he didn’t want the hassle of listening to and deleting the message right now. They were done, that was all there was to it, and he was afraid if he listened to the message, he might just give her a chance, and god only knows why. Because it was easier than arguing with her, possibly. 
 
   About halfway through the meal he hadn’t ordered, Jake just didn’t feel like eating anymore, so he got up and walked out, not bothering to bus his tray. After all the things they had screwed up, he didn’t mind letting them clean up his mess. Let them suffer his one minor act of rebellion. He pushed open the door and made his way to his car, climbing back in and forcing the engine back to life. He scowled a little bit as he started backing out into the parking lot. 
 
   His cell phone rang again, a different tone this time, but he chose to ignore it as well. Judas Iscariot himself. Several minutes later, the voicemail again. Ignore. It would be a different voice on the voicemail, but the message would be the same. Didn’t mean it. One-time. She still loves you. Don’t take it out on her. All his fault. The same bullshit, just a different octave. His so-called best friend had a way of making anything sound like it was the only possible course events could have taken. Like there was never a choice when it came to anything. His ex did the same thing. Like destiny made all their decisions for them. No fault, no blame. They deserved each other anyway. And really, did they need to talk so damn long to his voicemail?
 
   His Nova sputtered as it wove through traffic, threatening to die at any moment, which made Jake smack the dashboard from time to time. It was, perhaps, the angriest he’d been all day. He could get past his company throwing away all of their hard work to pinch a few pennies. He could get past his fiancée and best friend having a fling that put porn flicks to shame. He could get past his car radio getting stuck on stupid love songs. He could even get past the guy (at least he thought it might have been a guy) screwing up his order at the fast food joint. But he would be damned if his Nova was going to die on him today. If it even started thinking about dying, he’d beat it to death, just to beat it to the punch.
 
   The sound of honking behind him snapped his attention back to the road. The semi that was roaring up on the tail of his car took him by total surprise. If he’d been able to talk to the semi driver, he’d find that the man’s brakes had gone out and he was fighting to control to the lumbering vehicle. But Jake couldn’t talk to him because he was too busy screaming as the semi plowed into the back of his Nova, sending it flying across the road and into a telephone pole. That wood pillar crushed in a part of Jake’s hood and Jake leaned his head back, blinking, struggling to focus again. 
 
   He hurt like hell, his body felt like it’d been through a blender, but he was alive. He had to laugh, his head swimming and fuzzy, at the sheer absurdity of it. After all this, something had finally gone his way.
 
   Then, from near the hood of his car, Jake heard a very big wooden crack, and his head turned, dazedly, just in time to see the telephone pole coming down on top of him. “Well, fu-“ Jake said just as the pole slammed into the roof of the car, the massive weight of it flattening the passenger’s compartment, crushing and killing Jake Altford nearly instantly. 
 
   And that was when Jake’s day really began to get bad.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Oh, get up,” a voice told him. “You’re only dead. It’s not like it’s the end of the world.” These words, although all words Jake had heard before individually, weren’t making any sense to him in that particular order.
 
   “Wait, what?” Jake’s eyes opened and he saw an older man, in his late fifties or early sixties Jake figured, looming over him, scowling down at him. “Who the hell are you? What just happened?”
 
   “You died, you moron,” the short man sighed in a rather annoyed tone. “What did you think was going to happen? A telephone pole flattened you like a buttermilk pancake.” Jake’s eyes combed over the man, considering him for a long moment. He was compact but round, with deep blue eyes the shade of the ocean at nightfall. He was balding on top but had a massive white beard, as if someone had tugged on a few chin hairs and yanked most of his hair from the top of his head down. There was still a scattered collection of black and white hair atop the man’s head that refused to give up the fight, however, and each strand seemed to be trying to guard a particular section of scalp. His eyebrows were massive and flared up like spikes, jutting at least half an inch upwards from his face. “Did you want to take a look at your body?”
 
   “Body?” Jake asked incredulously.
 
   The portly man put his hands on his hips, shaking his head with another sigh. Jake noticed, for the first time, that the man was in a white toga of sorts, with white flipflops on his massive feet. “You know, kid, you’re not the only dead person I have to pick up today, so spare me the ‘oh-what-big-eyes-you-have-Grandmother’ routine, ‘cause I ain’t in the mood today. You died. You’re dead. Kaput. Expired. You’ve snuffed it. Whole nine yards. Tough break, but that’s death for you. Let’s go.”
 
   Jake’s face scrunched up. “Wait a minute, if I’m dead why do I have to go anywhere?” He stood up and was suddenly aware he was next to his car, which was nothing more than scrap metal at this point beneath a giant shaft of wood. Somewhere instead that coffin of steel laid his corpse, but if he was dead, which seemed likely at this point, Jake wasn’t really eager to see himself in the horrible shape he imagined he was in. The blood, his blood, leaking out from the mess was more than disturbing enough. As was the truck driver who was staggering around the wreckage of Jake’s car. And of Jake himself, he supposed. Of course the truck driver had emerged from the crash without so much as a scratch. Typical, Jake thought to himself, before turning his attention back to the annoyed being dressed in white. Story of his life. Or what used to be his life.
 
   Fat Guy In Toga shrugged as he glanced over his shoulder at him. “Well, y’know, it’s just Heaven. But if you wanna stay and get dragged up later, that ain’t my problem. I think it’d just be easier if you did it now rather than later. C’mon, let’s go,” he said as he started to walk away. Jake took one look back at the Chevy Nova, mangled beyond recognition, a strange expression on his face. He could hear the sounds of an ambulance in the background. But, more importantly, he could hear the sound of his cell phone inside the car ringing again, his ex-fiancée calling once more. And really, if he had to debate between that damnable ringtone or some fat guy leading him to Heaven, the choice was obvious, wasn’t it? Jake put his hand to his face for a second then turned around and scrambled after the heavy-set guy who was walking down the street.
 
   “Hey, wait up!”
 
   The rotund man turned back to look at him, offering a single sound that might have been part of a laugh. “Decided to come after all, huh? Alright, kid, let’s get rolling. We’ve got three other people to pick up before we’re ready to head upstairs again.”
 
   Jake offered a hand to the man, who looked at it like it was a dead fish that offended his sensibilities. “I’m Jake.” He hoped that maybe the older man would maybe shake his hand, as it might have put him at ease. He didn’t. In fact, he scowled at it a bit more.
 
   Fat Guy In Toga cocked his head a little to the side then looked back to the street. “I know, Jake. It was in your file. You can call me Bob.”
 
   “Bob?”
 
   “What,” Bob said, crossing his arms over his chest as he turned to glare at Jake, “you don’t think Bob is a good name for a Cherub? You were expecting something like Ezekial or Jebediah or something? Too bad. I’m Bob, so shut up about it. I’m sick of every dead schmuck thinking he can make fun of me for my name. I’d kick your ass… if it was still tangible.” (Clearly, Jake had touched a nerve.) Bob turned back and started walking down the street, Jake having to struggle to keep up.
 
   “So, uh, Bob, I’m…”
 
   “Dead?” Bob asked with a big grin on his face. This seemed to be a subject much more to Bob’s liking. “As the dodo.” Jake noticed they were moving through the streets without much commotion. It was at that point that Jake looked down and noticed he was partially transparent. “I know, I know, it’s like a bad special effect from some cheap Hollywood movie, ain’t it? Still, whaddaya gonna do, huh? It’ll be gone as soon as we get you upstairs anyway.”
 
   “Upstairs?”
 
   “What, hearing problem? You know, upstairs. Heaven.” Bob sighed a little bit. “It’s not technically upstairs, but that’s because it’s technically everywhere and nowhere at the same time, but you try telling that to some housewife from Tennessee and see if she understands what you’re talking about. Then again, I can’t imagine you need a lot of quantum theory when your entire life consists of plunking out a unit once a year.”
 
   Jake saw someone walking towards him on the street and moved to get out of his way and suddenly his vision was full of all sorts of things. His body stood still as a person from behind walked through them, Jake seeing every inside bit of their brain before catching the back of their head, the man’s black ponytail swaying back and forth. “Okay,” Jake wheezed, “awkward.”
 
   “Yeah, you ain’t tangible, so you gotta get used to that kind of thing. It’s a bitch, but it’s got its perks, like peeking into women’s changing rooms any time you want,” he laughed. “I mean, I’m dead, but I’m not dead, if you catch my drift. Makes the trips out to grab you stiffs a bit more fun. Anyhow, we’re here. Just got a wait a minute or so. Here,” Bob said as he grabbed Jake by the shoulders and moved him over a few steps to his left. In front of him, Jake could see a massive office building, a few people from security talking to a few police officers. It looked as though they were checking each person as they tried to leave.
 
   “Why am I standing here?” Jake said, turning to look at Bob, who had taken a few steps back and was smiling broadly. “Uh, Bob?”
 
   From above Jake, he could hear a distant sound and he looked up just in time to identify it. It was screaming, and the screaming was coming from a businessman who was plummeting at Jake at an alarming rate. So alarming, in fact, that he passed right through Jake before he could move out of the way. There was a very sickening splat sound at Jake’s feet and he wanted to throw up. “Oh god… that was disgusting,” Jake said, trying desperately not to look down. 
 
   Off to the side, Bob laughed and laughed and laughed.
 
   “Uh, excuse me?” a new voice asked. A lean man stood up next to Jake, dressed in the same business suit he’d seen plummeting towards him seconds ago. There was a crowd of people gathering around them now, but they were all looking at their feet, the morbid sight gruesome but apparently just too interesting to look away from.  “What just happened?”
 
   “You died,” offered Jake, helpfully. He hadn’t the foggiest what was going on, truthfully, but he figured it was better to be useful about it. Jake kept his chin up and his eyes level, trying to avoid looking below him as he stepped away from the mess with the man. “How do you feel?”
 
   “Not dead,” the man replied, a bit bewildered and slightly depressed, as if he was afraid he might have survived. Then he looked behind them, and saw the mess that was his corpse, the sight of which caused him to turn and he tried to throw up. The sound was there, but there was nothing for him to throw up, so all it sounded like was a very severe cough. “Is… is that me?”
 
   “That was you, bub,” Bob said. “This is you now. You’re on your way to Heaven, so come on, we gotta get going. No time to waste. Quota to make. Let’s go.”
 
   “Heaven?” the man asked, incredulously. “Me? Really? Wow.”
 
   Bob started to walk and that meant that Jake followed. The new man also followed, simply because he didn’t seem to have anywhere else to go. Jake glanced at the new man as they walked, ruffling his brow. “You seem surprised by that,” Jake said, trying to size the man up as they walked side by side.
 
   “Well, yeah! I was just about to be arrested for embezzling thirty million dollars or so, and so I smashed my window and jumped out of it. Long fall, too! Not every day a Chicago native flings himself out a window with thirty million in cash squirreled away,” the man said with a toothy grin. “Yeah, they’re gonna remember Martin Stevens.”
 
   Something about what the man had just said didn’t quite sit well with Jake and after half a second passed before he realized what it was. “Wait, did you say Chicago?”
 
   Martin cocked an eyebrow curiously at him. “Yeah, why?”
 
   Jake looked around them as they walked, keeping stride with Bob and making Martin halfway sprint to stay in pace with them. “I knew this didn’t look like Omaha! And we walked here!”
 
   They rounded a corner and suddenly the urban environment was gone and they were standing on a street corner in a very rural looking town, if you could call it that. Jake could count maybe a couple dozen buildings arranged in a long strip, none of them over a story high. In the background he could see snow-capped mountains and trees as far as the eye could see. “This,” Martin said a bit breathlessly, “this is not Chicago.”
 
   Jake rolled his eyes back into his head. Dying, it seemed, made you state the obvious for a bit. He could understand why Bob found it annoying. “You don’t say. Hey Bob, how the hell did we get here?” he asked the Cherub, placing a hand on the fat man’s shoulder.
 
   “Zen teleportation,” Bob replied, lifting Jake’s hand from his shoulder with one of his own. “If you ask the way, you aren’t ready to go there on your own yet.”
 
   “You’re some big help,” Jake snorted, looking around as he tried to get his bearings.
 
   The short man shrugged at them. “I’m a taxi service, not a tour guide. Not my job to play twenty questions because you feel the need to know everything before its time. We’re just here to make our last couple of stops, then we’re outta here and back home. They should be here any minute,” he said, leaning up against a wall. Martin tried to lean against the wall with one arm, palm first, and started to fall through before Jake grabbed him and pulled him back. Bob chuckled a bit at the sight of it. “Watch that; it takes some practice, the whole being dead and solid thing. Not that it’ll matter much to you in a bit.”
 
   Martin’s head tilted up, gazing at up at Bob. “Why wouldn’t it matter?”
 
   Bob laughed a bit, his hands on his hips. “’Cause you’ll be in Heaven, Nimrod, duh.” A gunshot rung out through the air. “Oh! Time for the show!” It sounded like Bob actually had a touch of glee in his voice.
 
   One man came running out of a bar, waving his hands in the air. His name was Ted. “Look Dennis, you got it all wrong!” Ted looked he might be barely twenty if he was lucky. Scrawny but in that kind of way that women found attractive, he had something of a charming quality to him when he wasn’t, like he was now, running for his life. Ted tripped and started crawling forward, moving behind a car. “It’s not how it looks!”
 
   A few steps after Ted came Dennis, gun a’blazin’. “Oh yeah, then how does it look you sack of shit? You knocked up my daughter!” Ted had to be in his fifties or sixties but he was grizzled and rugged in a mountain man sort of way, his scraggly white beard parting to let that booming voice out. “Tell me how it is, Ted!”
 
   “I love’er, Dennis! You gotta believe me!” Ted was struggling to keep as much of his body behind the car as possible. An older gentleman came out of the barbershop a few shops down and stood next to Bob, Martin and Jake, none of whom he could see.
 
   Martin turned to Bob, a confused look on his face. “Why doesn’t the barber call the sheriff or something?”
 
   Bob offered up a dismissive laugh, pointing at Dennis with a chubby finger. “That’s your sheriff right there.” Bob squinted his eyes, scowling as he seemed to be staring past the two men in the heated argument, then he broke out into a big tooth grin. “Lenny!”
 
   Martin and Jake both turned to glance over at the empty space behind Ted, who was walking over towards the car slowly but surely. First all they could see was a slight haze, like an outline in heat distortion, but eventually they could start to make out a figure and then the details all became clear. 
 
   It was another short, pudgy guy, although this one had bright red hair, straight and partially hanging over one eye, as opposed to Bob’s salt’n’pepper bird’s nest mess of rapidly dwindling hair. Lenny looked a little younger than Bob did, but seemed to have the same general demeanor. “Hey Bob, how they hangin’?”
 
   “You know how it is. Same story, different day. Out of the office, so, y’know, can’t complain too much. What’re you doing here?” Bob said, as the two men began to exchange one of those elaborate friendship handshakes incredibly old friends often have. Jake tried to follow it, but around the time they were on the third fist pound with a twist, it was lost on him.
 
   “See you in hell, Ted!” Dennis came around the corner and opened first, unloading shot after shot into Ted’s chest, while Ted, who had pulled out a .22 from somewhere, shot once at Dennis, clipping across his neck, severing his major artery. As both men slumped to the ground, Martin and Jake looked away from them and back to the two Cherubim.
 
   “These two aren’t yours, Bob,” Lenny said as he jerked a finger behind him at the corpses of Ted and Dennis. Ted’s ghost was already beginning to stand up, but apparently it was taking a little longer for Dennis to bleed to death. 
 
   “What?!” Bob howled. He slammed his fat hands onto his hips and scowled angrily. “What are you babbling about, Lenny?”
 
   “Excuse me?” Ted’s ghost said, trying to interject.
 
   “You!” Bob shouted, pointing a stubby finger at him, not even looking his direction. “You’re dead, so shaddap. Someone’ll be with you in a minute!”
 
   “I’m… I’m what?” Ted asked, staring at him.
 
   “What do you mean these two aren’t mine? Whose are they, then? Yours?” Bob had taken a few more steps towards Lenny. “Why would you take’em?”
 
   “I’m dead?” Ted said to himself.
 
   “So are we, if it’s any consolation,” Martin told him helpfully.
 
   “Oh shut up,” Jake sighed at Martin.
 
   “It’s… it’s not any consolation at all, really,” Ted whispered.
 
   Behind Lenny, the ghost of Dennis stood up. ”Uh, what’s going…”
 
   “HEY!” Bob bellowed as he turned and looked at Dennis. “If you do not be quiet, I will devote the rest of my existence to finding some way to bring you back to life just so I can kill you myself all over again! SHUT IT!” He whipped his head back to Lenny. “DID YOU…”
 
   The other Cherub had already fished a piece of paper out from his toga. Jake had no idea where the toga had a pocket, but he was pretty sure wherever the pocket was, it couldn’t be comfortable. Or sanitary. “Order from the high muckity-mucks. They’ve got no more room past these two,” he said pointing at Jake and Martin. “I’m carting these two up to Queue 23 instead of Queue 22.”
 
   Bob snapped the paper from Lenny’s hand and scanned it slowly then handed it back to him with a huff. It seemed Bob wasn’t one who cared for doing any more work than he had to, and by coming out here, he’d wasted time that he could’ve used doing… whatever it was Cherubim did in their off time, Jake supposed. “Fine. They’re your problem now, you deal with them.” Bob headed back towards Jake and Martin.
 
   Dennis had been watching Bob, and as he crossed towards the other two men, he suddenly caught sight of Ted’s ghost and immediately relaunched into his old tirade. “You, you bastard! I’m gonna kill you!”
 
   “You did already!” Bob yelled back and then shook his head, letting out a big breath as he rolled his eyes, turning back towards Martin and Jake. “You dead people just don’t listen these days. Back in my day, when an angel came to cart us up to Heaven, we were excited about it! Let’s go, Tweedle-Dee and Tweedle-Dum. I don’t wanna waste my afternoon here, otherwise division will have my hide.”
 
   Behind Lenny, Dennis and Ted were both coming to the realization that they were dead. It was that ever so awkward moment where people realize that whatever else they wanted to do with their life, it was a little too late for that now. Their hostility had been forgotten and both looked like lost little children at a mall.
 
   “Come on you two, otherwise I’m just gonna leave you here,” Bob said to Jake and Martin as he started to walk off. Martin turned first, walking after him. Jake considered Dennis and Ted for a long moment, watching Lenny put a hand on each of their shoulders. Jake realized he didn’t want to get left behind, though, so he turned around and sprinted after Bob and Martin. The two ghosts and the other Cherub faded in the darkness behind them.
 
   “So what now?” Jake asked Bob as he moved to stand beside him. Bob was fooling around with his watch. It seemed a funny thing to do until Jake realized that it wasn’t a watch at all. It was some sort of wrist device. Despite the fact that Bob moved the various co-centric ring dials around with quick precision, it looked quite ancient and almost mystical. ”What’s that?”
 
   “My Super Justice Force Kung-Fu Grip Third Edition decoder watch. It tells me you’re a moron. Now shut up and let me concentrate. I’m rusty at this from this regional code,” Bob growled before turning a few more rings on the wristwatch device. 
 
   Suddenly a glowing door-shaped mass of white light appeared right before them. It was almost unbearably bright, overwhelming to look at. Both men squinted before turning their eyes to focus on Bob, who had opened the door behind him so he was looking away from it. “There we go.”
 
   “How very Quantum Leap,” Martin said.
 
   “Let’s go, girls,” Bob said as he reached behind Martin and pushed the man forward into the portal of light. “You gonna walk or am I gonna shove you too?”
 
   Jake glared at the tiny fat man. “I’m more than capable of walking on my own, thanks.” He stepped through the doorway of light, and seconds later, Bob walked in behind them and the door closed. 
 
   They were on their way to Heaven, much to Jake’s misfortune.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   When Jake and Martin’s vision returned to them, after the white afterglow faded, all that remained was white. If anything, it was rather disconcerting. The last thing Jake wanted to see was this much white blaring all over his vision. Nothing, he thought to himself, should be this clean. But clean it was, despite all of the people.
 
   The first thing that came to mind was the image of a colossal waiting room. It was as though every person in an entire city was forced to sit on little (white) wooden benches, filling out (white) stacks of paper with (white) pencils that wrote in a happy (not white) gold color. 
 
   “Welcome,” Bob said, as he slapped a hand on each of their backs, standing between them, “to Heaven. Or rather, Heaven Staging Area 22.”
 
   “We’re not actually in Heaven yet?” Martin asked, turning his head to look at Bob.
 
   “Don’t you know ‘Heaven Is A Place On Earth’?” Bob asked, a big toothy grin on his face, before launching into a chorus or two of the Belinda Carlisle song. Bob’s singing was, Jake thought, one of the worst things he’d ever heard in his life, and he’d been dragged into karaoke bars on more than one occasion. “No, you’re not in Heaven, per se. You see those doors over there?” Bob waved a short stubby finger off in one direction and both Jake and Martin’s vision followed. Where Bob was pointing there were two large white doors guarded by rather burly looking angels.
 
   There was something odd about seeing angels that looked more comfortable being bouncers than they did with wings and halos. Oh, Jake realized, they’ve got halos. And he could see sheathed swords at their waists. He was willing to bet those would burst into fire as soon as they were drawn. It wasn’t something he was particularly eager to find out. “So,” Jake started, “the heavy guys are to keep people out? Repel invading demons?”
 
   Bob laughed heartily, slapping Jake on the back hard. “That’s a good one, kid. Invading demons. That’s a riot. I’ll have to remember that for next week’s poker game. No no, those gentlemen are just there to make sure nobody goes to the wrong section. Last thing you want is someone misfiled in Heaven. The paperwork is endless and nobody wants that.” Bob rolled his eyes just thinking about it. “Invasion.” He said it with such a dismissive tone, Jake wondered why the Cherub found it odd. “That’s funny… come on, we’ll get you guys started on the forms.”
 
   “Forms?” Martin asked.
 
   “Well, sure,” Bob said as they started to walk down the very, very, very long hallway. It was so long, in fact, that Jake couldn’t even see the end of it when they started. “You don’t think we just grab dead folk, cart’em up here and turn’em loose, do you?” Bob laughed, shaking his head, as if he found the very idea ludicrous. “It’d be total anarchy, and we can’t have that. What would Heaven be without rules? Nothing, that’s what. You have to keep people sorted by what they expect Heaven to be, otherwise you’d get all sorts of conflict. It’s hard to be perfect when your idea of perfect conflicts with someone else’s. That’s why Heaven is segmented.”
 
   “Segmented?” Martin said, crossing his arms over his chest as they walked down past even more people. “You mean segregated!”
 
   “Well,” Bob admitted, “you could put it that way, if you like, but I don’t think it’s as simple as that. Take, for example, this guy I carted up about a ten years ago. You know what his idea of Heaven is?” Bob stopped and looked up at them, his hands on his hips, as if he was challenging them to guess. “He wanted to blow things up constantly! You can’t accommodate that kind of guy in the same space as your basic ‘church hymns and rapture’ kind of guy. They don’t play well together, you can imagine. And don’t even get me started on the fundamentalists who want an endless supply of virgins.” Bob spun on his heel, shaking his head. “You’d think one or two would be enough. Okay, I can understand wanting a couple, but after a while, the experience would get traumatic. Or, worse still, dull. Besides, it’s not like you can really do much with them here anyway.” Bob was mostly muttering to himself and it caught Jake and Martin off guard. 
 
   “What was that?” Jake asked.
 
   “Nothing, kid,” Bob said, waving his hand, “nothing. Don’t worry about it; you’ll find all about it sooner or later. Today we get you started on finding out what Heaven means to you.” Eventually they approached a window. Above it was a sign that said “042188-EZR4U Forms & Filing.” Bob paused and nodded to the long, long line that was forming up behind it. “This here is your line, Marvin.”
 
   “Martin.”
 
   “Right, whatever. Anyhow, stand here in line and when you get up to the front, give them this card, and then fill out all the paperwork they tell you to.” Bob fished inside of his toga and pulled out a small white card. “Be sure you give them that card, otherwise they’ll probably delay you even longer. And you’re gonna be here a while, so you want anything you can get to speed up the process. Believe me, you do not want to be stuck in the longer lines some people get forced to go through.” 
 
   Jake watched Martin lifted the white card up to his eyes and on it he could see five elaborate golden characters that glowed. It looked like it must have been a language of some kind, but he certainly wasn’t familiar with it. Jake asked Martin to flip over the card, which he did, and on the other side there was a 3D picture of Bob glowing. When Martin turned the card from side to side, it displayed a profile shot of Bob from either side. 
 
   “Pretty impressive, huh? Anyhow, don’t forget. Card. Counter. Forms. Got it?” Bob asked Martin, putting his hands on Martin’s shoulders as he did, like a parent sending a child off to school for the first time.
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “Good, you’ll be fine. Now get in line.”
 
   Jake looked on as Martin shuffled over to join a queue that seemed impossibly long. The line doubled back, it tripled forward, it did a quadruple backflip into a jackknife with a half twist and a maraschino cherry. Jake noticed that Martin seemed to be struggling to find the end of the line, but eventually he seemed to get his bearings and started tracing the line one direction. All he could do, really, Jake figured. But he and Bob apparently didn’t have time to wait around and see if Martin found the front of the line or the back first, as they had somewhere else to be.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   The two had started walking another direction the minute they’d sent Martin off. “So how come he and I have to get into different lines?” Jake asked Bob as they walked. Bob tended to strut through here, but Jake shuffled his feet along next to him, which seemed to diminish the effect. “Aren’t the forms to help you guys determine where we go into Heaven? Why would you need to put us in different lines?”
 
   Bob shrugged a little bit as they walked past endless amounts of people filling out more endless amounts of paperwork. They passed all kinds of people, from men in suits to Zulu warriors in tribal attire. It was odd to see people dressed in Civil War attire next to astronauts. “Not everyone goes to exactly the same place, and it’s the Cherubim’s job to make that distinction first.”
 
   “Cherubim? Is that you?”
 
   “It’s a class of angels, kid.” Bob snickered a little bit. “We’re the ones who do all the hard working, but hey, at least we got put up in the Sistine Chapel. Do you see any of the other angels up there? No. And I’ll bet you that really chaps Gabriel’s hide. I don’t even want to think what it does to Michael.” Bob shrugged a little bit as they rounded a corner and started moving into another part of the massive hall. “Cherubim mostly do all the acquisition these days. We go down and pick up the newly dead and cart them back up here. We give’em the dimestore tour, we put’em down at processing and then we go get more. It ain’t bad, and it keeps me out of the office.”
 
   “Wait,” Jake said, stopping walking for a second, “you mean… you actually preferring going down to Earth rather than staying up in Heaven?”
 
   “Hey!” Bob said, waving his hands franticly, as if Jake had said something wrong. Bob was even looking around, as if he was afraid someone might have heard him, but no one around them seemed to pay them much attention. “Now I didn’t say that! I’m just saying it’s nice to get down on the planet and see how things are going. You know, you want to have a little bit of an idea what’s going on down in the modern world. Besides, everything down there is so lively. It’s all sort of predictable up here, that the repetition can get a little bit droning if you’re not careful. That’s why I volunteered for this duty. Just get myself a little excitement from time to time. And hear some music other than harps…”
 
   “Volunteered?” Jake asked as Bob grabbed him by the wrist and they started to move again. People had begun to stare and if there was any one thing Bob disliked, it was attention, unless of course he was calling for it. “What do you mean, volunteered? I thought you were born into being a Cherubim!”
 
   “Duh, of course not,” Bob said as they moved past even more endless people, while he brushed imaginary dust off his toga with his right hand. “It’s a job, like anything else. The only ones who’ve always been angels are the Upper Echelon, the Archangels and whatnot. Pretty much the rest of us – the Seraphim, the Erelim, the Elohim, the Ophanim, the Hashmallim, the Malakim, the whole lot of us – we’re all conscripted. We got here to Heaven and somebody looked at us and put us to use. You have a job, you have a purpose. That’s what my old man used to say… until his boss shot him in the back, of course. Oh well, can’t be helped. Everyone dies in the end.”
 
   Jake pondered that for a minute as they continued to move through the seemingly endless hallways. In fact, Jake noticed that he didn’t seem to see much in the way of features in almost any direction he looked. There were columns, sure, and a ceiling over their head (which Jake found a little humor in, being that it was Heaven and all, and there really shouldn’t be much in the way above Heaven… although Jake supposed it was more of a waiting room before the whole Heaven experience) but Jake was noticing that the most defining characteristic of the place was people. 
 
   “How many people are in here anyway?” he asked.
 
   “Oh, man, who can keep track any more…” Bob replied in an exasperated tone. “With so many people being born every day, the number of people dying daily grows in leaps and bounds. Heck, they built a new wing a few decades ago just to handle the influx of infants. You ever tried to tell a two-year-old to fill out paperwork?” Bob rolled his eyes in frustration. “Nightmare. So they put up a division to take care of their paperwork for them. That way we have less to worry about, they have less to worry about, and we can all go about with our daily lives without any of the rigmarole. You ever listen to the Stones when you were back on Earth?” Bob, it seemed, had a knack for changing conversation threads on a dime.
 
   “What, the Rolling Stones?”
 
   “Yeah! Man, I do love Keith Richards.” Bob mimicked a guitar, playing a riff in the air with his hands. “Bah bah, badda dah, badadadada. I keep hoping I’m gonna be the one who’s gonna end up picking him up, but y’know, I’m convinced nothing can kill that man. He just might live forever. It is entirely possible that he is the one immortal person on the entire planet. A lot of the angels up here have a betting pool going on when he is finally going to kick, but whenever it happens, I intend to be there, if only to give him the final applause. And God bless him, too. He has made some rockin’ tunes over the years. Heck, I’m sure he made a bunch more after I died. Just wish I could hear more of them.”
 
   Jake scratched his chin while the two continued walking along another hallway that looked absolutely identical to the last dozen or so they’d walked through. Jake wondered how anyone kept their bearings here. “So why don’t you?”
 
   Bob stopped in his walk, turned and then looked at him with a slight scowl. “And how do you suggest I do that, hotshot? We don’t exactly have music stores here in Heaven. I’m dead, just like you, remember?”
 
   “Yeah, but…”
 
   “But what?”
 
   “Well, you’re on Earth all the time,” Jake explained, leaning against a wall as he talked. “Can’t you, I dunno, pick up an iPod or something? Hell, even a record player if you had to. I’m sure you can figure out some way to bring music back.”
 
   The Cherub stared at him for almost a minute, as if in shock. “That ain’t a half bad idea…” Bob said as they started to walk again, “but y’know, I bet there’s some regulation against it somewhere.”
 
   Jake shrugged a little bit as Bob paused to scratch himself. “Really? I can’t imagine they’d ban music. It’s one of the major joys in life. Why would anyone want to make less joy in Heaven, if this is the final resting place. You should look it up.”
 
   “Oy, kid, you should see these damn rulebooks. They’re the kind of thing that make accountant’s wet dreams.”
 
   Jake laughed a little bit. He found it funny that Heaven was full of rulebooks, but it seemed like the kind of thing there’d be a way around. The more rules people write, the more holes there are in them, or so a guy he’d known in high school had always said.  “So? You’ve got time, right? What’s the harm in spending some time seeing if you can get a little bit more joy? And a little music goes a long way, in the end…”
 
   “That ain’t a bad point,” Bob admitted as they rounded another identical corner, entering a bigger area that was filled to the brim with people in every direction, with the exception of the one they’d come from. “And I’m not sure how often they update those books. Hmmmm…” Bob paused and then put a hand on Jake’s shoulder appreciatively. “I don’t say this often but… thanks kid. It’s a good idea. Hey, we should be getting close to your stop any minute now.”
 
   By stop, Jake wasn’t really sure what Bob meant. All he could see in any direction was people. Some people on benches, some people in lines, some people sitting on benches who were in line…  “My stop?”
 
   “Sure, you gotta get processed like anybody else,” Bob snorted. “What, you think you just get to waltz in when there’s paperwork to be filled out? Who’s gonna fill it out? Me? I don’t think so, amigo.” 
 
   Jake and Bob finally reached what looked like a man’s back, because it was one. He could see there were people in front of the man in what looked like a line, but he couldn’t see the end of it. 
 
   “Here we go,” Bob said. “Stand here and follow these people forward. Eventually, someone’s gonna walk by handing out forms. They always do. Make sure you get a green form, a blue form, a pink form, a yellow form, two orange forms and one of the big compendiums. Oh, and here’s my card, and your starter pamphlet,” Bob added as he jammed a card then a leaflet into Jake’s scrawny hands. “It’ll give you the basic rundown on the ins and outs to get you started.” Bob patted Jake on the shoulder. “Good luck, kid. Hope it all works out for you.” He began to walk off.
 
   Jake glanced back and called after Bob. “Hope what all works out for me?”
 
   Bob turned around, but kept backing away from Jake, spreading his hands wide. “Heaven! What else?” He turned around again and vanished into the throes of people. 
 
   Jake glanced at the guy in front of him, who seemed to be either asleep or so zoned out as to not notice Jake. Jake frowned a little bit, looking down at the paper in his hands and began to read:
 
    
 
   
 
  

SO, YOU’RE DEAD. NOW WHAT…
 
   A starter’s guide
 
   Being newly dead can often be a traumatic experience… Most sentient beings have not adjusted well to the transition between the sensation known as life and the sensation known as death. First off, it’s important to throw away those terms right now. Life, death…what’s the difference? You exist. This is the most important thing and you should be proud of that!
 
   Oh, and hey, look at this! You made it to Heaven! That’s always a plus.
 
   So, let’s start with the basics. Eating? You’re done with it. Those embarrassing rude noises your body made back on the planet? Gone and forgotten. Pain? Thing of the past. Suffering? Not around here, mister! This is Heaven, after all. We have a reputation to uphold. You’ve got to enjoy yourself here. It is, of course, your promised reward. As long as you behave, of course. This is Heaven, after all.
 
   You’re probably noticing right about now that you’re quite solid. Of course you are, you’re holding this pamphlet aren’t you? That’s right. Heaven exists in superspace, which will mean nothing to anyone except a very tiny number of scientists. Put simply, this means that Heaven is in all places at once and also nowhere in particular. Once you’re through the gates, you’ll be able to check in on any of those you may have left behind on the planet after filling out a few simple request forms, although you will probably find you’re enjoying yourself too much to want to leave. This is Heaven, after all.
 
   But at this particular moment, you’re probably wondering one question in particular more than any others… what’s with this line? Fair enough. Before we can let you into Heaven, we have to determine which particular branch of Heaven you belong in, and what particular suburb, section and neighborhood. 
 
   Think of it this way – say you’ve died in Bermuda shorts, praying to tan for the rest of your life. Would you really want us to put you in the same Heaven as people who want to be skiing the rest of their existence? Of course not, nor would we want to put you there. You’d be freezing. More importantly, you wouldn’t be happy there, and Ensuring Your Happiness Is Job One. This is Heaven, after all.
 
   Unfortunately, Heaven attracts a lot of people every year. There are literally millions of people clamoring to get in annually. Because of high demand, we cannot process everyone instantaneously. If you assume just 5 million people a year are struggling to get into Heaven, that means we would have to process nearly 10 people a minute for every minute of every day just to keep up. So, as you can imagine, we’re a little backed up. What can we say? We’re popular. This is Heaven, after all. People are dying to get in. Ha ha. Little joke.
 
   Because of this massive overage of people trying to enter, and because we’re having to expand into new areas of superspace all the time, our waiting room can be, well, a little crowded. We’re working on improving this, but as you can imagine, most of our efforts go into making sure you’re happy once you’re inside rather than keeping you content while you’re waiting. After all, what’s a few weeks of waiting for eternal bliss? 
 
   So while you’re waiting, you’re probably thinking of what else to do. We’re going to prepare you for the kinds of things you’re going to see on the paperwork when it comes around. Think of all the things you want to be doing the rest of your existence. Think of the people you might want to see again, both those still alive and those who passed before you. Think about what you want to do with eternity. These are important choices; they are not to be made lightly. No one’s telling you that you have to have it perfect right out of the gate, but the more thinking you can do towards it upfront, the better prepared you’ll be when the forms drop in your lap. And it’s good to be prepared.
 
   I’m sure you’re also asking yourself “Does Heaven have any rules?” I’m glad that you asked! There are a few ground rules for Heaven, but nothing that should be too hard to follow. 
 
   First, Thou Shalt Not Take Thy Lord Thy God’s Name In Vain. Easy enough, right? 
 
   Second, Thou Shalt Not Fornicate. A little tougher, but really, wasn’t sex more trouble than it was worth back on Earth? I’m sure if you think about it, you’ll decide you’re better off without it. Sure, the highs could be pretty intense, but remember all the problems it brought to your life? Remember all the frustration that came along with it? Remember how many people you had to stop talking to because of it? Remember how many conflicts it caused between you and your friends? It might have even killed you! 
 
   Statistically speaking, more than a fair share of deaths each year spring from sexually transmitted diseases, or personal conflicts arising from sexual and/or romantic relationships. Or the long bouts of depression caused by other people pointing out they had sexual partners and you didn’t. And suicides! Don’t even get me started on how many suicides are committed as the result of a sexual or emotional relationship gone astray. 
 
   Now, knowing that, ask yourself: was sex really worth all that hassle? Of course it wasn’t. And, hey, you don’t have to worry about carrying your lineage on any more. All that’s behind you now. Your biological clock is no longer ticking. 
 
   Third, Thou Shalt Not Profane These Sacred Walls. It’s a little trickier, but you’ll get the hang of it. No swearing, no smoking, no drinking, no violence, no abuse, no disruptive activities. Basically, if you respect others, they’ll respect you, and no one will have to worry about getting into trouble with anybody. 
 
   Lastly, Heaven is your final resting place. If you were really meant to turn back, you would’ve done so before you got here and had a pamphlet shoved in your hand. The idea of leaving should be ludicrous anyway. Why should anyone want to leave? This is Heaven, after all.
 
   Hopefully this information will prepare you for everything you need to become a well-adjusted post-living human. It was our goal to reassure you that you’ve made the right choice with Heaven. Pretty soon someone should be around with those forms, so just be patient and you’ll be inside Heaven before you know it, and once you’re there, you’ll understand what the fuss is all about. You’ll understand why people have been dying to get in for millenia. You’ll finally get the tour behind the last curtain. 
 
   It’s worth the wait! Trust us! 
 
   This is Heaven, after all!
 
    
 
   Somehow, Jake didn’t find himself very reassured.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   Time passed. A lot of it. What seemed like an eternity. Then a few eternity more.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   Time, Jake was learning, was extremely relative now that he was dead. For instance, because he no longer needed to sleep, eat or crap, he found it much harder to gauge the passage of time. One’s definition of an hour, say, tended to shift when confronted with a full 24 of them in a day of consciousness, without exhaustion or other basic biological temporal landmarks. Beyond that, he simply found that the act of removing timepieces meant that time was both crawling and flying by at an unimaginable rate. It was flying by frantically for all the people who were outside of his line, scampering and scurrying back and forth as if they were moving bits inside of a clock. This held true for everyone he saw except the people in his line. By contrast, his line was a glacier. His line was evolution. His line was taking its sweet time about doing, well, anything.
 
   For a while, he’d divvied up his time either standing or sitting on the bench, but in the end, he realized there wasn’t much difference. He didn’t get physically tired standing, and no matter how long he sat down, his butt didn’t hurt. There was a remarkable numbness to, well, everything. He’d even stood on his hands for an indeterminable amount of time until he got bored with that as well. His arms hadn’t gotten tired and his head hadn’t hurt from blood rushing to it. It had been mostly disappointing. At least the odd looks people had given him had made it worth it.
 
   An epoch or two later, or at least it felt like that, a diminutive redheaded woman came wandering around with a cart. She was attractive but in a rather unremarkable way, Jake noted, and there was a glowing gold ring levitating around her head. Now, a few billion years ago, when Jake had just gotten here, he might have been impressed by this. But as his time in the line had progressed, he’d seen plenty of people with them and was no longer all that impressed. The redhead wore a nametag that read “Hi! My name is JOY!” Her nametag was printed, except for the part where the name was written in. Joy’s handwriting was flowery and decorative, as if she’s wanted to apply as much calligraphy to her name as possible while still trying to keep it legible. 
 
   Joy had been stopping at all the people in line behind Jake, most of whom seemed pretty unconversationalist. Jake had spent much of the first few ice ages of his time in line trying to chat up his fellow linemates with less-than-satisfying results. “Have you gotten your paperwork, sir?” Joy asked the gentleman behind Jake, a tall, scrawny European looking fellow who’d spent his most of the time in line standing, fidgeting. When the man had shown up, Jake had tried talking with him, but realized the man only spoke French after a few seconds. Jake had thought he was going to be the end of the line forever, but instead, the Frenchman had shown up and a few minutes after that, what looked like an African bushman, followed by a couple of Eskimos, and before long, the line extended back as far as the eye could see. “Sir?” the redheaded woman said to him again.
 
   “He doesn’t speak English,” Jake told her helpfully. “He’s French.”
 
   Joy turned to smile at Jake. “Ah, I see, thank you.” Joy closed her eyes for a second, as if she was concentrating, then opened them once more and spoke to the man in flawless French.
 
   The man perked up immediately and they carried on a conversation for a few minutes before she began picking out the forms to hand to the Frenchman. The Frenchman nodded, still chatting away, having apparently been starved for conversation since he arrived. It was obvious, though, that Joy was simply trying to humor him as she sorted through the various colors of forms, pulling out sheet after sheet, pushing them one after another over towards the Frenchman, who kept on gibbering. Finally, Joy grabbed one of those massive phonebooks from the bottom and tossed it the Frenchman’s way. Jake could hear the man “oof” as he caught it, and had to struggle not to laugh. The man then sat down on the bench, taking the pencil that Joy had given him and starting to fill out paperwork.
 
   Joy turned her attention over to Jake with a broad smile. “Thanks. I probably would’ve gone through a dozen languages before I got to French,” she told him, speaking in English again.
 
   “Don’t worry about it. He was sitting behind me for a while moping, so I tried to talk to him, but he doesn’t exactly speak my language. After a little bit, I started to recognize what his was, even though I don’t speak a word of it. Since then he’s been standing around pouting the entire time. I think he even tried to talk to the bushman for a bit, but no one around here speaks French,” Jake said with a soft smile. “Actually, I don’t think I’ve bumped into another English speaker since I got into the line… So is all that in the pamphlet true?”
 
   “All of what?” she asked as she began to pull out various color forms, stacking them up in a staging area on her cart. She wasn’t really looking at Jake any more, focusing more on her task at hand. 
 
   “The ‘no sex’ rule, the ‘no being offensive’ rule… I mean, okay, I can kind of see why they’re there, but are they really going to stick to their guns on them?”
 
   She nodded thoroughly. “Of course. The Holy Laws are there for a reason – to protect us, mostly from ourselves. See, back on Earth, we weren’t really aware of what God had in mind for us. But now that we’re in Heaven, God’s Laws have been spelled out explicitly, so there’s no room for confusion.”
 
   “Still, no sex?” Jake asked. “God gave us sex as a joy to partake in and to keep our species fruitful and multiplying.” Jake paused a minute, then cocked his head to the side. “Didn’t He?”
 
   “God’s purpose in bringing sex to the world was simply to make the act of continuing the species an enjoyable one. He never intended it to become a form of recreation,” she said with an almost condescending sigh. “It’s remarkable how many people on Earth have misunderstood God’s wishes.”
 
   “Ever talked to Him?” Jake asked her.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Y’know… God.”
 
   She shook her head. “I’ve never been blessed with an audience, although I have met a few of the Archangels on occasion. In fact, Gabriel was the one who placed my halo upon my head.”
 
   Jake pointed at the golden ring curiously. “Does it do anything?”
 
   Joy peered back at him curiously. “Do?”
 
   “Do,” Jake repeated helpfully. “Does it actually do anything? Is it a badge of honor or something? Or a rank, maybe?”
 
   Her face contracted into something significantly less pretty as the skin scrunched up in a scowl. “It’s doesn’t do anything, but it’s a record of excellent service to the Host. I told them I wanted to do something with my afterlife, so I’ve been giving them my time handing out pamphlets, passing out forms, processing… anything I can do to help. Because I’ve been so helpful, they gave me a halo a few years ago.”
 
   “But, it doesn’t actually do anything. It’s still just decorative. Ornamentation. Why have something that isn’t for any purpose other than show?”
 
   “It’s a mark of rank,” she stated matter-of-factly, as if the whole conversation was starting to annoy her. Jake found he seemed to have that effect on people around here. First Bob, now Joy. It was almost as if they were unaccustomed to people having an opinion that didn't immediately fall in line with what they expected. Joy looked particularly irked. “That’s more than enough.” The woman looked back at her paperwork, a bit less, well, joyously, focusing on finding the forms as quickly as possible. It seemed obvious to Jake she didn’t care for having something she was so proud of questioned.
 
   “But isn’t that vanity? And isn’t vanity a sin?” Jake was starting to enjoy himself just a little bit. It seemed even Heaven wasn’t without its flaws, which Jake found rather funny. This was Heaven, after all. 
 
   The pamphlet had said so.
 
   “Look, here are your forms, just take them and shut up, will you?” She pushed the large stack of forms his way and then moved forward to talk to the person in front of Jake in a language Jake didn’t even recognize. Then again, the man in front of Jake also had a bone tied off in his beard, so Jake had been fairly sure he wouldn’t have known a word of whatever it was they were speaking. 
 
   Within twenty minutes, the pretty little redhead was gone, leaving Jake only with his forms and the distinct impression that Heaven was not all it was cracked up to be.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   When he dug into the forms, Jake found that he was going to have a long, uncomfortable experience filling them out. The large phonebook, which he’d assumed would be an instruction manual on how to fill out the forms, was in fact the main form. There were instructions sprinkled through it, but in glancing at it, he wasn’t sure they were going to help much. It almost felt like doing his taxes all over again, if his tax forms had been written by the Marquis De Sade with literary diarrhea.
 
   On the very first page, of course, the questions were easy enough and Jake began flying through them. They were mostly hereditary questions – parents’ names, grandparents’ names, things like that. The second page was mostly vital stats, which Jake had to confess finding a little amusement in. Date of birth and date of death were both fairly easy, but Jake couldn’t help but wonder if people who had trouble remembering the date began panicking around this point. Thankfully, Jake was not one of those people, and he jotted down the day he had died helpfully.
 
   The forms were on almost blindingly white paper, and the pencils they’d been given didn’t use lead, but some form of gold dust. They never seemed to need sharpening, nor did they ever get any shorter. They had an eraser-like end, which simply wiped the gold dust away. The experience was somewhat disquieting and Jake found himself eager to avoid mistakes, simply to not have to witness the Miracle of the Gold Pencil Dust Eraser any more.
 
   As he moved onward along the form, the questionnaire began to feel more and more like a test. Jake wondered how much of his own life he was going to be expected to remember. The questions ranged from the simplistic to the absurd. He wondered how they expected anyone to remember their first sin. Didn’t most people forget these kinds of things by now? It certainly wasn’t something he could place his finger on, so he pondered the line for a long time and then simply wrote down the first thing he could remember. He was sure there was something before playing “doctor” in the back yard with Angela Sandoz when he was 5, but he hadn’t the foggiest what it was. He wondered, idly, what would happen if got something wrong.
 
   The questions about his youth seemed simpler the further he moved on, and gave him a brief surge of hope until the test (form? He wasn’t sure what to call it) took a turn for the bizarre. They began to get into social questions that made absolutely no sense to him. “If Jeff and Nancy, who have been a couple for eight months, meet up with their friends Arthur and Jennifer, who have been a couple for two months, and Jennifer has brought a cheese fondu, not knowing Nancy is allergic to cheese, when Jeff is serving duck, not knowing that Jennifer is a vegetarian, what is the best way to diffuse the issue that Nancy and Arthur once dated and did not realize it until the moment they all sit down for dinner?” Jake could only ponder the surrealism of the question before shaking his head and scrawling down some random answer. After a while, Jake found himself doing that a lot. It was almost as if the questions had moved into the realm of the absurd and then just kept on going, never once looking back at rationality.
 
   Time still continued to pass, or not, depending on his point of view at any given moment. He wasn’t exactly sure what was going on with this test, but after a while he was sure they were simply screwing with his head or randomly pulling words from a hat. Still, on the top of every page, the words “Please take this questionnaire seriously, as it will determine your placement within Heaven.” Jake was starting to feel like he was taking his SATs again. If Salvador Dali had written SATs. On acid. While drunk. As a bar bet.
 
   He scrawled more and more information onto these massive pages and every so often, the line would shift up a few feet and Jake would simply slide down the bench, keeping moving. He found himself doing whatever he could to stay on task, waggling his foot up and down. He was bored out of his skull, but he was starting to get into a groove with the questionnaire and was moving through the pages at a good clip. He’d stopped fighting the weirdness and instead embraced it full bore.
 
   Jake eventually realized that what he was taking was a personality test rolled in with a morality test and just general cognitive questions. There were also screwball questions thrown in all over the place just to slow people down, and he was starting to wonder if those questions meant anything at all. It was like a family history, an automated dating survey and an IQ test all balled up into one. From there, Jake was able to pull out individual questions, categorize them and solve them. The pages flipped repeatedly, and Jake started to notice the line was moving a little faster now. He’d moved a ways from where he had started, although it was hard to tell that, as almost all of the places looked exactly alike. However, the line behind Jake sprawled out in epic fashion, so much so that if it wasn’t for the wall and the bench, he might have gotten confused about where the line started and where it ended, not that he could see either point.
 
   After an indeterminate time, it could have been a few hours or a few weeks, Jake could see a light at the end of the tunnel – a counter with a single person working behind it. They were moving towards it, and the person sitting at the counter, an older matronly looking woman with silver-blue hair and a halo that rested smartly atop her head, was taking forms from people, glancing through them quickly, then redirecting them to one of several doors off to the side. Considering the amount of information which he’d been forced to write down, he was starting to be worried that he’d done all of this for naught, and then he realized the woman was simply making precursory glances at the paperwork to make sure everything was filled in. She wasn’t actually processing them. That work, apparently, was being left for whatever people were behind the doors.
 
   His heart fell slightly as he realized this wasn’t the end of the line to get into Heaven, it was just the end of the first line he’d have to go through to get to Heaven. His face twitched with annoyance. Still, he thought to try and cheer himself up forcibly, it’s progress.
 
   Soon enough, his time had come and Jake stood before the woman behind the counter. She bore a nametag pinned on her toga, which read “Hello! My name is DORIS!” Doris’s handwriting was much more utilitarian than Joy’s had been. It was written in large block letters with no attempt to add style or personalization. (He suspected the exclamation point at the end, printed on before she got it, only annoyed her.) Doris looked up at Jake, who beamed as he placed his paperwork on top of the counter. The woman looked back down at it, her face inscrutable. It wasn’t as though she was deliberately hard to read; she simply had the face of anyone who’s been stuck doing the same job for much longer than they would like – filled with apathy and sadness. “You finished?” she asked, her voice a nasal whine that grated on Jake’s last nerve.
 
   He forced a smile and then nodded. “Yes ma’am.”
 
   She looked up at him for a second, as if she was not accustomed to being spoken to with respect, then looked back down at his forms with a satisfied grunt. She glanced over the collection of odd, disorganized one-sheets before opening up the massive book and checked three or four pages at random. She then nodded, pushing the massive collection of paperwork back in his direction. “Go to door #3.” From this point, Jake could see that each of the doors was numbered, although he noticed with a slight bit or irony that there was no six anywhere on any of the doors. Four, five, seven, eight…fourteen, fifteen, seventeen… it was odd and yet somehow humorous to Jake at the same time. Apparently Heaven was full of numerologists. (There was still a door thirteen, though, he noted with a smile, so they were clearly picky numerologists...)
 
   He slowly pulled the paperwork back to him, scooping it up into his arms. He hadn’t realized quite how much of it there was until he was holding it again. The people behind him were tapping their feet impatiently as Jake worked to tuck the loose pages inside the front cover of the massive form and then picked it up with both arms, starting to walk over towards the door, apologizing to the Frenchman, the Eskimos, the bushman and the like. He had to pin the book between him and the wall so he could free a hand up to open the door, pulling it back and tucking his foot behind it to keep it propped open before he let the book fell back into his arms. He moved into the small room, backing into it, watching the door close and latch behind him before a voice called out from behind him.
 
   “Come on in, siddown,” a shrill male voice said from behind him. “I’ve got tons of people to see today and the last thing I need you doing is holding up my line.” Jake turned around to see a small, thin man sitting behind the desk with a beak of a nose. He turned his head for a second, and then decided that it was entirely acceptable to find it odd that there was a Jewish man, whose name was “Gilbert” based on his name plate, sitting behind the desk. “What, you’ve never seen a Jew in Heaven before? You some kinda racist?” There was thick annoyance in the nasally voice.
 
   “I just assumed that because of different religions…”
 
   “It’s a big shock for everyone,” Gilbert assured him, standing up, which didn’t make him much taller. The annoyance was gone as quickly as it had arrived. “Come, come, siddown. Lemme start looking through that form. We don’t have… well, I guess we do have all day, but still,” he said with a smile, which indicated he was trying to be funny. Jake didn’t see much humor in it. He started to say something, but Gilbert cut him off. “You should imagine the response we get from the reincarnationists. They’re positively livid, but whaddaya gonna do? Okay, let’s get started.” Jake put the stack of forms on the desk with a loud thud. “It always amazes me how big these things are, when they don’t have to be. It’s a lot of useless information that really just gets condensed into a sheet of tiny checkmarks. You bring me this,” he said, waving his left hand over the stack of paperwork, “and I give you this.” In his other hand was a single clipboard with a single sheet of paper. “Depressing, isn’t it?” Jake started to answer but Gilbert cut him off again. “Yes, well, it’s a rough deal for everyone. But we all learn to just move on about it. Sit, get comfortable, it’s still going to be a bit. But you’re welcome to read a magazine or something while you wait. They might be a little out of date, but you have no idea how hard it is to get new magazines down here.” 
 
   Jake moved to sit down at Gilbert’s desk and picked up one of the magazines. It was a copy of Time from 1983. Jake looked at it with a little sadness then nodded, opening it up and starting to read. It was something, and something was better than nothing, Jake figured.
 
   Jake didn’t always figure right.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   In another section of Heaven, Bob the Cherubim was sitting in a library, one of Heaven’s many libraries. He had at least three different rulebooks open in front of him, pushed into various sections of the white wooden table before him. They were massive tomes and one of the books, one of the more massive ones, was simply an index to the other books.
 
   Bob flipped through the pages with his chubby fingers, scanning the pages as quickly as he could. He had on a pair of reading glasses to make skimming through all of the fine print easier. And the print was fine indeed, small and in some cases, barely legible without the aid of a magnifying glass. “Section two-thousand four hundred and seven, four hundred and eight, four hundred and nine…. Here we go,” Bob said as he searched for the passage he was looking for. “Section two-thousand five hundred, subsection C, clause F. A Cherubim may not bring back to Heaven any alcohol, tobacco, firearm or any item listed on the contraband list found in Appendix 459. Great…. Where the Heaven is Appendix 459?”
 
   He stood up and glanced at the walls of books with a scowl. He closed up the books he’d taken out and put them onto the cart marked “Filing” and then started to pace among the stacks again before waving at someone he saw wandering around as well. The woman looked particularly put out to have to stop and talk to someone, but Bob was not the kind of Cherubim who was easily dissuaded. “Excuse me, do you know where I can find the Appendixes?”
 
   “Which series?” the woman asked him, sighing exhaustedly, as if this was the most trying thing that had happened to her in months. The librarians didn’t see many people, so they tended to be annoyed by any contact at all. They’d much rather simply sit around and read their books again.
 
   “Series?” Bob asked, scratching his head.
 
   “Sure, you gotta know what series it is, otherwise you could be here all day!” the woman chided. “If you don’t know, you can file a request for series form. They’re over next to the archival retrieval forms near the door.”
 
   “Can’t you just show me where the Appendix series are?”
 
   “Nope,” the woman said, shaking her head. “Can’t do anything without the right form. You know how it is, buddy.”
 
   Bob hated the bureaucracy of Heaven more than just about anything else. 
 
   And Bob hated a lot of things.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   Hours passed. Jake would have even guessed that days passed, but of course days had no meaning here. Time was incredibly relative he was learning to realize. Not long ago, he would have been able to tell you exactly how long he had been in the lobby of Heaven for, but now, it was all sort of one big blur. Time sort of ran together like the shades of a freshly painted watercolor that was hung upright before drying. His notions of time were the streaks of color that had all dripped into one another. It wasn’t something particularly helpful, but then again, he couldn’t expect anyone had much use for time up here. However he did know that he had learned a lot about 1983 in the time that he had been waiting for Gilbert to read through all of his paperwork. Rolling Stone, Time, Newsweek, Better Homes and Gardens… all dated April 1983. 
 
   “Why do you only have magazines from 1983?” Jake finally asked. “I wasn’t going to ask, but now I’m curious, considering I’ve been staring at them for who knows how long…”
 
   “Oh, ah, that.” Gilbert had pushed many pages of Jake’s forms into odd corners of his desk, and when he’d run out of corners, he’d used sides, ends, drawers, and Jake was sure the man was trying to figure out some way to attach them to the legs. “Yeah, well, you see… they don’t exactly deliver magazines to the afterlife, so the only time we get new batches is when a postal carrier dies carrying some and brings them up to us.” He paused for a moment, glancing over at the magazines before looking back at the rat’s nest of papers. “You can tell it’s been a while since I’ve had one come through the office. You can imagine how much the processors cheer when they get them.”
 
   “Why don’t you have one of those guys who gets new dead people, the whaddayacall’em, Cherubim, bring some up for you?” Jake asked, simply finding the subject a little baffling and trying to keep his head above water. “Just have the Cherubim take it from the carrier before he gets to processing, you know?” 
 
   Gilbert’s head looked up at Jake as his hand slapped palm flat against the top of his desk. He stared Jake down for almost a minute (or so Jake guessed) before he broke out into a big toothy grin. “That’s brilliant! I should do that! I could even get some stuff for me to read, seeing how little I get out of this office these days. You know what? I’m gonna use a T-38 form for you instead of the standard T-36. I know it doesn’t sound like much of a difference to you, but believe me, this sweet baby’s gonna cut down on your wait time more than you can believe. I can’t believe I never thought of that! I’ll bet Murray would be more than glad to snag me some magazines when he’s down there…” Gilbert kept talking, although Jake had stopped listening at that point.
 
   It was a strange concept to him. Jake wasn’t used to helping people particularly, but he seemed to be good at it here in Heaven, dealing with a problem simply because no one else had thought to do so. He didn’t know exactly how he felt about that, but he knew the idea was a little odd to him. Hadn’t they been here a while? Shouldn’t they have had all the time in the world to think about it? Strange, it was all very strange and there was nothing else Jake could say to himself about the matter. 
 
   Gilbert was shifting paper around excitedly now. It was almost as though he was enlivened, excited by the prospect of something changing.  The very concept of something different seemed to have invigorated him. “Yes sir, there’s gonna be new things in this office soon! Okay, Einstein, your paperwork is all processed. You’re set to go to tier thirty-seven. If, after a few decades, you find you’re getting a little bored, you can put in for a transfer to tier twenty-one, but just remember that tier transfers are irreversible, and you can’t go back to a tier you’ve already been to for at least one century. We try to make Heaven as great a place as we can for as many people as we can, but nobody’s perfect. It may take you a little while to get your groove. Don’t worry about that. That’s normal. Everybody goes through that. Don’t let it get to you. We’ve seen a relative spike lately in P.A.D.S. and we’re working to find solutions for it, but until we do, you just sort of have to ride it out.”
 
   “P.A.D.S.?”
 
   “Post-Ascension Depression Syndrome. One of the fancy headshrinkers up here came up with it a few decades ago. Catchy, isn’t it?” Gilbert said with a broad smile as he was pulling together seemingly random sheets of paper and stuffing them into a manila folder. “Anyhow, if you start to feel what you think might be the onset of P.A.D.S. then you should notify one of the regional caretakers, who’ll refer you to an eternity specialist, barring additional consultation. They’ll work diligently to help you solve your problem, or, barring that, help you forget about it.” Gilbert closed up the folder and put the single sheet of paper he’d been filling out on top of it, then handed the stack to Jake. “That’s it, you’re done here. See? Painless and quick. Only took you…” Gilbert said, looking down at his watch, “thirty four celestial days, which means not even a day and a half Earth time.”
 
   Jake was amazed the man had a watch, and though he considered himself an honest man, Jake had the almost inescapable urge to try and steal it from him. “What do you mean ‘celestial time’?” Jake pried. “Does time run differently up here?” 
 
   “Of course! This is Heaven, after all,” Gilbert replied with a toothy smile. “Celestial time and Earth time run a relative scale. What seems, approximately, like a day here runs about an hour of Earth time. Therefore, you get to experience even more of Heaven’s greatness than you would if we adhered to Earth time.”
 
   “Is that why it’s that way?”
 
   “Well,” Gilbert said secretively, leaning forward to put his hand alongside of his mouth, “I’ve always suspected it’s just so we can handle all the large influx of people coming in these days. Seems like there’s more and more every day.”
 
   “Isn’t there some religion that believes only 144,000 people are going to get into Heaven?”
 
   “Yeah, so?”
 
   Jake scratched his chin for a second then looked at Gilbert again. “How many of those guys do you have?”
 
   “Those guys alone?” Gilbert swayed his head back and forth, as if he was estimating. “Two point eight million, give or take.”
 
   This brought a chuckle to Jake’s lips, the first honest laugh he’d had in a while. “So they were wrong?”
 
   In response, Gilbert smirked. “Well, let’s just say the system doesn’t work the way anyone expects it to. You can imagine the fit the reincarnationists throw when they get up here. Nightmare. Now go on and get out of here, before those forms expire and I have to do them all over again.”
 
   Jake’s arms wrapped around the paperwork and he scooped it up. Gilbert was holding open the back door, giving him room to move out, and Jake slipped out the door silently, nodding his thanks to Gilbert. As he was leaving, he heard Gilbert’s voice behind him, talking into an intercom or a phone, although Jake didn’t remember seeing anything like that in the office. (It was, he conceded, possibly concealed beneath a cleverly placed avalanche of paper.) “Doris, can you put in a request for Murray to stop by my office please? Thank you.”
 
   From Gilbert’s office, Jake entered yet another long white hallway that was featureless in every way. The walls were white, the floor was white, the ceiling was white. Hell, Jake half expected to look down and see that all of his color was gone. The hallway seemed to go on endlessly, no turns, no entrances or exits, only the long white hallway seemingly stretched on for eternity. It occurred to Jake after a while, that he wasn’t sure how the rooms were lit. He had yet to see any lights in the place, but he noticed that the walls themselves seemed to give off a soft glow, and that was a little creepy on its own. In a clean way. If there was such a thing.
 
   By the time he neared the end of the tunnel, Jake was afraid his legs were going to fall off. He’d been walking for what felt like a lifetime, and although he wasn’t physically exhausted at all, he was mentally just tired of walking down a long, featureless tunnel. Eventually, though, the hallway did open up into a large room. Jake had to push open a small golden gate that latched closed behind him when he was through it, so as to prevent him from turning back. 
 
   Before him laid another large open room, with another set of lines. There were at least a dozen walkup windows, and the one with the longest line had a sign over it that marked it with “START HERE.” 
 
   Jake sighed and went to go wait in yet another line. He was starting to think Heaven was, in fact, just a series of well-crafted lines that lead to one another. Perhaps, he thought, if he kept at it, he’d end up in the line he’d started in. Behind the guy with the bone tied in his beard.
 
   Line after line after line.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   This process repeated itself in a variety of incarnations over what felt like the next few months. (Or years. Surely it couldn’t have been years, could it?) Jake would find himself directed to a line (almost always in the wrong direction as the line he was actually supposed to be in), stand in the line, fill out more paperwork, turn in the paperwork (most of which was promptly ignored), watch them process the paperwork, add stamps, initial, notarize, authorize, recognize, sign, date, fill in, annotate, abbreviate and alter. The dozens of pages he was required to fill out would get reduced to something the size of an index card, handed to him, which he’d take to the next line and exchange for a new stack of paperwork, eventually, after three or four tries at being in the wrong line.
 
   It had become something like a dance, and Jake was tuned out for most of it. It was daily life all over again, simply on a smaller scale. The paperwork had gone from overzealous to just mindlessly repetitious. Now he was specifically screwing up little bits in an effort to have something new happen. No one seemed to notice. Even the conversations with the form processors were getting to be monotonous. Since Gilbert, they were all business, with no sense of humor and no attempt to be anything other than strict and formal.
 
   In an effort to keep himself from going crazy, he’d starting paying attention to the comings and goings of the angels. There certainly were a lot of them, but after a while, Jake was starting to be able to notice the subtle differences in them – how they wore their toga, how high or low the halo rested on their head, were they carrying swords or not.  Lots of little details were adding up. Despite how indistinguishable and uniform Heaven was trying to be, tiny bits of individuality kept sneaking through the cracks, like bad weeds.
 
   He’d even begun learning how to distinguish the classes of angels, although he had yet to see any of the big Archangels people kept talking about as if they were the bogeymen. In fact, he’d mostly just seen generic angels, although the Cherubim were a fairly consistent presence. He did, however, see an Erelim a few times. He wasn’t sure what an Erelim was or what they did, but he looked a little like General Patton. The Erelim was practically marching through the hallway, with a small number of other angels, each looking butch and frightening, marching behind him. (In fact, he only knew that this particular class of angel was called Erelim because he’d heard a couple of the Cherubim gossiping about him after he’d left.)
 
   It was also fairly easy to distinguish the Erelim, because they had wings, large feathery blades that looked both strong and agile at the same time. After he stared at his first Erelim, Jake saw one or two more Erelim, again, distinguishable only particularly by the wings, but never had the urge to talk to any of them, because they all looked incredibly serious and bore scowls in addition to their wings. The last thing Jake wanted to do was draw attention to himself.
 
   Jake almost expected someone to drag him away at some point for deliberately screwing around on the forms, but so far nothing had come, not even so much as an unkind word, and all he had to build an image in his mind of the Archangels was all the gossip he heard. It was something to keep his mind occupied, and there was plenty of time to watch all the lower-ranked angels coming and going. Anything to help break the monotony was a welcome relief.
 
   Jake also realized that security was very lax here in Heaven. Sure, there were gates with latches and the occasional angel guarding a hallway, but for the most part, the entire place was a maze, and that was their only real defense. Once Jake had started understanding how everything was interconnected, he began building a map in his head. He was pretty sure he could get into lots of areas no one had showed him, if he felt it was really necessary. It wasn’t as though he was planning on running away; he was simply trying to learn more about the inner workings of Heaven. Something to keep his mind occupied.
 
   Inside of his brain, he was piecing together each little bit of information. He would attempt to eavesdrop on anyone who was holding a conversation around him. And he’d noticed a few interesting things.
 
   What he’d noticed first was that for being Heaven, and for the air of businesslike discipline they tried to portray, it was incredibly disorganized. Half of the time, people weren’t aware what others were doing, and disagreements about orders or papers were not only common, they were routine. Jake even heard one of the Cherubim refer to it as a ‘clusterangel.’ He caught the reference and smiled to himself each time he heard one of them use the acronym “CA.”
 
   The thing that amazed him the most, however, was that he had never heard anyone say they’d ever talked to or met God. And no one really seemed to be bothered by this fact. Sure, some of the mid level angels had been in meetings where they said one of the Archangels claimed to be passing the orders down from God, but he’d still never even seen the Archangels himself. There weren’t many of them and they seemed to be the leader caste here in Heaven. Any time they were spoken of, it was with a certain reverence and respect, almost as if the Archangels were generals. He found the whole thing a little disturbing, really. He was also disturbed by the fact that their presence was so carefully concealed from the general heavenly population.
 
   He was certainly sure that much of this paperwork was unnecessary. He didn’t have any lock-solid proof per se, but the angels were vague enough about the purpose of the paperwork that Jake was sure that a lot of it was simply stall work. He just wasn’t sure as to why. Was this simply part of the defense mechanism they’d developed to prevent overcrowding? Or did no one in Heaven actually talk to one another, and all of this redundancy was simply part of bad communication skills?
 
   After a long while, he reached what seemed like it might be an actual progress point. There was a white door that opened, let one person in and then closed, only to repeat the process a few minutes later. When he got closer, he could see that there was a door on the other side. The room itself looked fairly barren with the exception of a bench. When the man standing in front of him, who a burly Russian who also didn’t speak a word of English, stepped into the room and the door closed behind him, Jake leaned his head against the doorway to listen, but could only hear the muffled sounds of a voice in regular spurts, speaking in Russian. He would just have to wait for his turn to enter the room.
 
   A few minutes later the door opened and a voice inside beckoned in a pleasant female voice “Please enter the chamber.” Jake shrugged a little bit and then stepped into the small room, and the door closed behind him. 
 
   The room was octagonal shaped, with a bench on one side. Other than that, it was more of the standard white-on-white-on-white-with-white-highlights motif, with plain walls and no decoration of any kind. 
 
   “Please place paperwork into tray.” He moved over and placed the small collection of papers into the tray, which then closed. “Please remove all clothing.” He cocked his head a bit, contemplating this. “Please remove all clothing.” 
 
   “No,” Jake said. “Why would I take my clothes off?”
 
   Two drawers deployed from the wall without warning, and gold lettered signs appeared above each of them. The sign above the empty drawer on the left read “OLD” and the sign on the left read “NEW” in glimmering characters.  “Please remove all clothing.” The voice was slightly more insistent than it had been before. Jake wondered what would happen if he continued to wait, but he was more interested in what was in the “NEW” bin, which looked mostly like a handful of folded cloth, although it was hard to tell through the semi-opaque lid covering the drawer.
 
   It occurred to him that he would get rather bored sitting around in here, and that the door back had never opened with an occupant in it. Also, the door to let people in had remained closed for various time frames, and now Jake understood why – it remained closed until the occupant realized being stubborn wasn’t going to get them anywhere and did what they were told to.
 
   He sighed and started emptying his pockets into the empty drawer. Change, billfold… he sighed a little bit as he pulled the engagement ring from his pocket, then chucked it into the drawer without giving it a second thought. He removed his shoes and socks, then tossed them in, followed by his shirt, pants and boxers. After doing so, a voice stated “Please step into golden circle.”
 
   Jake turned to look behind him and sure enough, on the ground now glowed a yellow circle, which he stepped into as instructed. The circle slowly rose up from the ground, much to Jake’s surprise. It bathed him in a golden light as it passed upwards along his body. “Y’know, I wouldn’t have expected golden showers in Heaven,” he mumbled to himself with a snorted laugh. 
 
   As the light passed over his eyes, Jake scrunched his eyes closed shut, the golden ambiance painful on his retinas. (But in a pleasant way that Jake found even more disconcerting.) After the light reached the top of his head, the voice spoke and said, “Scan complete. All nonbiological possessions removed.” The “OLD” drawer snapped shut and then the golden circle of light was gone. “Please don new clothing.” The lid on the other drawer retracted, and the letters above pulsed, as if to draw notice to themselves.
 
   With a shake of his head, he moved back over to the now open drawer and peered into it. “What, this?” he asked the disembodied voice. “You can’t be serious…”
 
   “Please don new clothing,” the voice repeated. 
 
   He took everything out the drawer, which closed once it was empty, and then laid them out one after the other on the bench. There was a pair of white silk-like boxer shorts, a white tunic, a belt, a few golden broaches, a pair of white slippers and a long, narrow sheet. 
 
   “Please don new clothing,” the voice repeated.
 
   “I’m getting there!” Jake barked back at it, annoyance obvious in his voice. He pulled the shorts on first, then the tunic, clear on what both of them were. He held up the sheet in no particular direction and said, “What the hell is this?”
 
   One of the walls flickered and a series of diagrams began illuminating, one after another. At the top, in large elaborate letters were the words “HOW TO MAKE A TOGA.” Jake’s face scrunched up and then he sighed, realizing he wouldn’t be allowed to leave until he was wearing the sheet in some approximation of a toga. He followed the instructions, using the broaches as pins, as instructed by the diagrams, until he had the cloth draped over his body in a passable fashion. He put the belt on over his waist, mostly to just hold the whole thing together, and then pulled on the sandals, which were exactly his size and fit comfortably on his feet.
 
   “Please step into golden circle.” He looked behind him, and there in fact was the golden circle once more. 
 
   “No wonder this process takes so long,” he grumbled, stepping back into the golden circle. The circle lifted once more, moving up and along his body, scanning it over as he tapped his foot impatiently. This time, however, he folded his arms over his face to cover up his eyes and protect them from the overwhelming light that swept across his body. He certainly wasn’t going to endure that painfully pleasant gold light blasting his retinas again if he didn’t have to. 
 
   “Thank you,” the voice soothed politely. The drawer he’d put his paperwork into opened once more. “Please take paperwork back.” He did as instructed, moving over to the drawer, taking his paperwork out of it, as the drawer closed. He scratched his head, as it felt like his brain itched after that second pass of light, but the sensation was gone seconds later. “Continue to back of line.” The door parted and Jake walked another thirty or forty paces to find himself at the end of another line. He wondered how much more of this he would be forced to endure.
 
   What seemed like years into his ordeal, Jake was approaching the end of the paperwork. They had told him in the last few meetings that he was “nearly in” and Jake was pleased to hear that. He could tell these people were wasting his time, but he didn’t really want to speak up about it, as they were just doing their jobs. Or what they seemed to think their jobs were. On top of all of that, he could tell they really didn’t know all that much more than he did. They were simply doing what they had been told to do. Jake knew what that was like – having a job you did, not because you enjoyed it, but simply to get through the monotony of each day. He could empathize with these people because their afterlife had been his daily life. Also, as he moved further and further down the food chain, he’d noticed the halls had gotten smaller and smaller, with less and less people, which somehow felt like progress. 
 
   If anything, though, the process had gotten faster and faster each time he moved to another consultant. It was a funneling effect, he supposed. Lots of people at the top slowed everything down, but at they figured out where each soul went, there were less and less people in each individual funnel. The waiting rooms were smaller, the lines more manageable. It felt as though progress was being made. He lost count of all the names of people he talked to, the forms he’d filled out. He wasn’t even exactly sure where he was going anymore. The map he’d built in his head was mostly shot. From what little he’d been able to glean from people as he talked to them, Heaven was an insanely large place. He could believe it, too. It never seemed like he’d been moving backward, just forwards, the entire time he’d been here, however amazingly long that had been.
 
   A few dozen people later, he sat before a man who was much more grandfatherly than anyone else Jake had seen thusfar. (He looked so frail, Jake was afraid the man might die in front of him, except of course that he was already dead. It was all rather confusing metaphysically.) Jake had been whittled down from all the massive stacks of paper to a single sheet of paper so many times he’d lost count. He held out the sheet to the old man. “Are you the last stop?” Jake asked him.
 
   “This is it,” the old man wheezed at him, taking the sheet of paper and scanning it for his name, “Jacob Altford. This is your final stop before you pass into Heaven itself.” The old man’s wizened finger scanned across each line on the paper, reading it slowly but surely, as if final checking everything before it was all said and done.
 
   Jake had been amazed towards the end how quickly they’d been moving along with him. Some people hadn’t even bothered to introduce themselves; they’d simply processed Jake like another file, not even greeting him. He took a moment to look around the office, if it could be called that, while he waited for the old man to check everything. 
 
   The office itself was made up of simple white walls with a simple oak desk and two chairs in the middle of it. There were three doors behind the old man, and directly over the door Jake had come in hung a small framed slogan. “The Lord is watching.” It was, as far as Jake could remember, the first real reference to God he’d seen since he got here, another thing he found a little odd, perhaps. (He felt the man must have had some clout, however, to have a decoration hanging. They seemed to be fairly uncommon in Heaven, which also seemed unusual. He wasn’t sure why Heaven was so sparse on decoration, but it certainly made it much easier to lose one’s way when everything looked the same. He really didn’t understand how the Cherubim did it.)
 
   “Well, Jake, everything seems to be in order here. Sorry about the wait, but you understand how it is, we want everyone in the right place and not just running around unsatisfied with their post-living experience,” the old man said with a toothy smile and just a hint of an accent Jake couldn’t place.
 
   “So I’m ready to get into Heaven itself now?” Jake asked, a touch optimistically.
 
   “You are indeed, Jake,” the old man confirmed. “You won’t be needing this last sheet of paper, so all you need to do is get up and walk through door number 2, and you’ll be in your own Heaven. Remember, if you feel like you would like to change which Zone of Heaven you are in, you will need to file the correct paperwork and wait the according amount of time. But for now, go and see your Heaven.”
 
   Jake stood and took the old man’s hand into his and shook it. “Thanks, I was beginning to wonder if there really even was a Heaven, or if it was all a bunch of smoke and mirrors. It’s finally time, though.”
 
   The old man nodded in response. “It’s waiting for you, so get along otherwise maybe they won’t wait for you.” The old man laughed a little bit at his own joke, and Jake joined in. 
 
   Finally, Jake thought, all the paperwork and waiting was about to pay off. He was about to see the big prize that was Heaven. Or, he supposed, his Heaven. He’d been in Heaven since he’d arrived here, but it hadn’t really felt like Heaven. More like a dentist’s waiting room. But now, his time had come. It was time to see what he thought Heaven should be.
 
   He raised a hand to wave to the old man with a smile as he walked around the desk, placing his hand on the doorknob. He left it there for a few seconds, as if the idea of opening the door made him nervous. Then, suddenly, he turned the door handle and pushed it forward. Beyond the other side of the door, Jake could only see blinding white light flooding over him. He raised the back of his hand up to shield his eyes and then cautiously stepped through the door, it closing automatically behind him.
 
   So, Jake thought to himself, as he looked around, this is Heaven. Let’s have a look about the place.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   Time passed…
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   Lots of time…
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   He had no real way of knowing how long he’d been there, but based on the way they structured activities, Jake Altford figured he had been in his “personal place” in Heaven for about six weeks before he started to lose his mind. Six weeks that had seemed like an eternity. Of course, it could’ve been only days, or it could’ve been a hundred years. He had no way of knowing. One thing, however, was certain. He couldn’t stay, he realized. Heaven was not for him, no matter what the brochure said. Not if this was Heaven. This certainly couldn’t be his idea of Heaven. He didn’t hate himself that much, surely he didn’t.
 
   Everyone has an idea of what their personal Heaven will be like, even if they aren’t a religious person. But no matter when and where Jake had been thinking of Heaven, this was certainly not what he had had in mind. He wasn’t sure whose idea of Heaven this was. Maybe Bob Ross’s. 
 
   Today, at the insistence of the activity group’s project leader, Jake had been making a painting from macaroni. Yesterday, it had been basketweaving. Tomorrow, they were planned to do pottery. The activity group was led by a puttering angel named Byron, who didn’t seem to be capable of listening to anyone, but had a way of forcing people into doing what everyone else was without being blatant about it. He reminded Jake of one of his grandmothers, and he idly wondered if she was up here doing the same thing for some other group of people.
 
   In his six weeks (or whatever) in Heaven, Jake had come to realize that they had placed him in what could only be compared to a retirement community. There were ‘guest speakers’ who would come by every so often and talk about improving one’s status in the afterlife, and not once did any of the speakers ever seem to have a clue as to what they were talking about. Still, his fellow afterlifers would clap mindlessly and nod their heads, only to regurgitate the information later, as if it was perfect. 
 
   What Jake found funniest about this was that on one day, they had had a speaker talking about positive thinking, and how it kept men and women afloat. The audience agreed and nodded, reciting their lines after the angel was gone. The next day, however, another angel showed up and lectured about how positive thinking could easily get out of hand. Sure enough, as soon as the second angel was gone, they were spouting the propaganda as if they had never heard the first angel speak. 
 
   Orwell, Jake figured, would be proud. Or depressed. Perhaps both. At once. It was hard to say. Doublespeak, meet triplespeak. Maybe, Jake thought to himself, Orwell would come and speak and then he could ask him what he thought of Heaven.
 
                 And it had been like this relentlessly. Things to keep people busy. Things to keep people complacent. Things to keep people consumed and occupied and not thinking. But Jake had never been the kind of person who would let his relentless mind stop, even if he rarely acted on it. It wasn’t as though he particularly had a choice – his mind just never paused here, constantly searching for something, anything, trying to construct a higher meaning. Instead of being busy, he was simply bored.
 
                 Worse than that, he was beginning to get frustrated. He’d tried telling an angel the other day that he wasn’t interested in free form sculpture. The angel had gone out of his way to try and guilt trip Jake into participating. He’d gotten the rest of the people in his “activity group” to try and apply as much peer pressure as possible to him in an effort to get him to “enjoy himself.” After it became clear that Jake wasn’t going to participate, the angel had started a second project and done the second project “for” Jake. When it was finished, the angel claimed that Jake had done the sculpture and the people all applauded Jake’s effort. 
 
                 He could see it in their eyes – the angel had told them that Jake had done it and they had believed him. Despite the fact that each and every one of them had seen Jake sitting around doing nothing, everyone was talking for days about what a wonderful sculptor Jake was, despite his constant reassurance that he hadn’t actually done it. The people, who Jake were beginning to think were brainwashed, simply seemed to take it as false modesty. It was not sitting well with him.
 
                 It was downright creepy.
 
                 Days seemed to continue by like this, lost in a mess of activities that were designed to put them to sleep, and all the while, Jake kept studying, kept thinking. He would push the system a little bit here and there, and the angels would get upset and push him back into line one way or another. They would always stress that they knew best, and that this was what Jake “really wanted.” 
 
                 (Ha.) 
 
                 After the pottery incident, Jake did his best to play along with whatever thing they were doing without putting much effort into it. The almost controlling smiles the angels had shot him the day after the pottery incident had put him on edge, and he wanted to give the angels a sense of complacency.
 
                 For a brief period of time, Jake actually wondered if he’d filled something out incorrectly on the forms. Did he, perhaps, answer some small key series of questions in the wrong way, and was that what had led him here? Had the occasional thing he had intentionally flubbed led him to this? Then he realized that with all the redundancy, all of the triplicate upon triplicate, such a mistake was unlikely, if not impossible. Which left only three options, none of which Jake cared for.
 
                 The first option was that someone had put him here intentionally, perhaps as punishment or in an attempt to try and mold him into something. The second option was that he really wasn’t in Heaven – he was in Hell – and that they were lying to him to install a false sense of ease. Still, he couldn’t put much weight in this option as the place he was in wasn’t bad, per se, so much as dull to the point of madness. The last option was the scariest – perhaps this was all there was to Heaven. Arts and crafts. Positive thinking. Motivational speakers. Trust exercises. Self-help lectures. 
 
   More arts and crafts. 
 
   God help us, Jake thought to himself, how can Hell be any worse?
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   Bob had taken to wandering the stacks, and was starting to feel a bit like Cain, or maybe the Jews during their years of wandering in the desert. The libraries in Heaven were, much like the hallways of Heaven, absolute mazes, except even worse. There might have been some arcane system that would have told him where he was, where he was going, what he was looking for, and where the exits were, but all the signs were in numbers, and those numbers weren’t following the Dewey Decimal System. Some of them had elaborate formulas, or complex integers. A few of them even defied rational thinking. (He was fairly certain at least a few of them were imaginary numbers, a concept Bob had never really been able to wrap his head around.) Bob started to wonder if he understood Calculus if he would have a better sense of direction here. He needed an astrophysicist more than a tour guide. (The Hell with Livingston. “Dr. Hawking, I presume?”)
 
   He trekked from one row to another, climbing stairs, descending stairs, turning corners, climbing ladders only to find a doorway to go through which lead to another series of bookshelves in cryptic stacks, and he wandered for ages before he finally just stopped, let out a deep sigh and picked up a book at random. “Appendix 362, series 4. Alright, well, Heaven, let’s just see if series four has what I’m looking for…” Bob placed the book back on the shelf and started to move down along the row, scanning over the numbers on the spines before he found “A: 459, S:4, V:1” Next to it he saw books marked “V:2” through “V:8” and he picked all of them up, carting them over to a table behind him, tossing them down with a heavy thud. “Where are you, you annoying little rule?”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Jake’s estimates on time had gotten even more skewed as he attempted to keep his sanity through studying and examining the angels. It was all one big jumble now, and he was using the angels as markers. He was looking around, paying attention to the number of them, who each one was. There were only five of them keeping tabs on his “activity group,” and they operated in rotating shifts of three, and seemed to move with a precision that was slightly eerie. (It was something to use as a placeholder for time concepts, he supposed, except that they didn’t seem to have an actual schedule to when they came and went. Still it was something.) And that wasn’t the only disconcerting thing about the angels, either. No matter what was going on, if one knew about it, all three knew about it. He almost wondered if they were linked telepathically or something.
 
                 He also began to learn the limitations of the “space” they “resided” in. While the area itself looked massive, it was, in fact, really quite tiny. There were landscapes that seemed to go on forever, but Jake had begun testing the boundaries. He’d asked to go on field trips to the mountains he could see in the distance, but the angels would simply smile and say it wasn’t on the agenda for the near future. They seemed to be on a huge island, surrounded by mountains and ocean. The group spent most of its time on a deck out on a beach facing the water. Jake asked to go swimming twice. Both days the angel had told him that swimming was on “tomorrow’s agenda.” A tomorrow that never came. 
 
                 He asked about seeing old friends from his previous life, something the pamphlet he’d gotten when Bob left him suggested he could do. He was told it would be looked into. Jake didn’t believe it for a moment. Jake would let pebbles fly from his hands, and somewhere, not too far off the distance, he could hear a tiny thud, which was what he had expected. Much of the landscapes were faked, something akin to walls painted with decorative scenes to imply much more space than was actually there. They were boxed in. It wasn’t a huge island at all. In fact, the area they were in was rather small, and Jake now knew it.
 
                 The angels would change shifts through a small door off in one part of the nondescript abode they all shared. Each of them had their own room, and the angels all “shared” a room, but Jake could tell it was much more than that. Unlike the doors to all of their rooms, there was a tiny series of scrawlings that surrounded the door the angels came and went from. He recognized that kind of thing before – he had seen it on most of the doors during the process of filling out the forms. That meant the door didn’t attach itself to the small room that should lay behind it, but to something else entirely. It must be the Heavenly equivalent of a wormhole – two points completely unrelated that were somehow connected by a gateway. Or so he was guessing. It seemed the only way to explain the architecture that would have given a mapmaker vertigo.
 
                 As time progressed, Jake continued to study the room. Two out, two in, one missing. Two out, two in, one missing. That seemed to be the standard pattern. They would move in shifts. They would always follow this pattern, only when people were supposed to be resting. Despite the fact that they didn’t have to sleep, the angels seemed to encourage them to take several hours of silent meditation. Jake, instead, used this time to study the angels and their movements, sneaking out of his room every so often to spy on them.
 
                 It was tedious and boring work, however. The angels weren’t doing anything interesting. Mostly, they were like anyone working a dead-end job. They would walk back and forth, pace and gossip. Very little unusual ever happened. Sometimes they would lean against walls and stare out into nothing. Sometimes they would just bicker back and forth, friends having a discussion that got a little out of hand. They were, Jake decided, little different from convenience store clerks. Angels working a 7-11. It would’ve been a funny image on any other day, in any other place. But instead, it was just another surreal thing about this place in particular that didn’t make sense.
 
                 Then, just when he thought he couldn’t take much more of it, opportunity struck. Like most escape plans, Jake knew that a lot of his departure would depend on chance and luck. Luck, however, did intend to cut Jake a break, just this once.
 
                 It began as a standard shift change. Two of the angels would come out and they would talk with the other two angels for a few minutes, leaving one somewhere behind the door. The four had just begun their usual chat when the fifth angel, an excitable fellow named Terence, came rushing out. “News just broke!” he said, breathlessly. “One of the walkers spotted Lucifer on the planet!”
 
                 Suddenly, all four of the other angels stopped talking and looked over at Terence. “Where?” the stoic one, James, asked.
 
                 “Somewhere in the Midwestern United States,” Terence panted. “Most of the choir’s talking about it!” Terence was a little out of shape, and was bent over, his hands resting on his thighs. 
 
                 Jake sneaked closer towards the door, trying to stay behind a bench. This was going to be his only opportunity. He knew this was going to take a lot of pure dumb luck on his part, but the idea of staying here much longer would drive him crazier than anything the angels could do to him. Whatever punishment they could dish out… well, it was worth the risk, Jake decided. How could it be any worse than macaroni paintings?
 
                 “Has someone told Michael?” the bookish one, Byron, asked.
 
                 “Of course not,” the leader, Randall, dismissed. “If Michael knew about it, he’d be sending half the host out to try and find Lucifer. And the last thing any of us want is another war. We all remember the last one.”
 
                 “And the body count,” Terence interjected.
 
                 “They won’t be able to keep the news from him forever,” Shelly, the only female angel working with Jake’s group, countered. “Sooner or later, he’s going to find out.”
 
                 “The later, the better. If he finds out long enough after it happens, Lucifer will have moved again, and sending angels to find him will be…”
 
                 While Jake really wanted to continue listening, he was at the threshold point. Another few steps and he would be through the door, and that meant that he would have to be visible to the angels when he sprinted the last dozen or so feet. Without uttering a prayer of any kind, Jake sprinted out from behind the benches he’d been using to sneak over and bolted through the door, pulling it shut behind him. Hurriedly, he glanced at the back of it and found several deadbolts, which he immediately began turning and latching.
 
                 In the staging room of Jake’s old place of confinement, the five angels turned to glance at the door as it slammed shut. Two of them darted over towards it, but it was already locked. They pulled and pushed on it, hoping to force it loose, before Randall put his hands on their shoulders, a silent indicator that they should stop.
 
                 The angels stood there in an awkward silence for a long moment, before Byron spoke. His voice was steady, yet annoyed. “Well, fuck.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 The room Jake found himself in was far more utilitarian than he’d expected it to be.  He hadn’t really been sure what to expect, but the sparse command post looking thing he found himself in certainly wasn’t it. The room itself was fairly bare, with small visuals on the wall. Jake examined these closer and saw they were like television screens, but without any obvious source of projection. Each of them showed an aspect of the small quarters in which they were being held. The angels had been spying on them! And now Jake could see on one screen in particular the five angels arguing among themselves. There was no sound, but Jake could tell from the way the lead angel was pointing fingers at the others, that he and the others were not happy.
 
                 Other than the screens, there was not much else in the place. A few chairs and a table were all that was in the room. And opposite from the door Jake had escaped from, there was another, single, solitary door. Despite the fact that he had deadbolted the door a few times, he moved the table over in front of it, and then the chair. 
 
                 He turned around to face the other direction, then inspected the other door without opening it, paranoid perhaps, checking to see if he could glean any information from it. He couldn’t. The door was just as blank as everything else. He leaned his ear up against it, hoping to be able to hear some sound beyond it, but no sound was forthcoming. In short, Jake determined the door would tell him nothing until opened. So he opened it.
 
                 On the other side of the room, there was simply another hallway with more white walls and another white door at the end of it. To Jake, it looked like the sort of hallway used to connect two larger rooms. He couldn’t recall being brought in this way, so he pondered for a moment whether they were brought in the same way he was sneaking out, or whether he had found the back tunnels of Heaven, much like the utilitarian passages that lined the areas behind most malls. To be fair, the mall tunnels had more color. (Taupe, usually.) And a mall felt like it had life to it. There was something lived in about the rooms behind malls, maybe just a psychic residue of people coming and going. They had the sense that they saw use. This room felt cold and lifeless, as though no human had ever set foot in it. Perhaps no human had. He walked down the passageway to another door, opening it. He had lost a little of his caution, emboldened by his escape attempt thusfar.
 
                 Beyond the door… there was another hallway. He had opened a door into a hallway that ran in either direction, with doors lining both walls. It was an endless white corridor, as far as the eye could see in other direction. As he stepped into the hallway, he realized that the tunnel he had moved up to get here was slanted. He had been climbing, and the area where he’d been living was below the level of the tunnel. He looked to the left of him, stepping out into the main hallway, and opened the next door down the line. Sure enough, it had a slight incline, as he expected it would. The hallway served as a hub, each hallway going up or down, and Jake was pretty sure he knew what lay behind each hallway – another area filled with people, each completely unaware of what was going on. 
 
                 It was, Jake realized, a prison of its own.
 
                 Heaven was a prison.
 
                 It was something of a daunting realization. But one that Jake realized he had no time to linger on. The longer he was exposed like this, the more likely someone was to catch him standing around, and that would make him stand out, and they would ask him what he was doing, and they would realize he was someplace he was not supposed to be. And Jake did not want to be captured again. Anything was better than the day in and day out monotony of being trapped. The captivity had nearly driven him mad. He would not let that happen to himself again. Not easily, at least.
 
                 Neither direction seemed to show much promise, but he had to pick one or the other, so he simply chose a direction and started walking. Every so often he would hear a door start to open so he would grab the closest passageway into a cellblock and step inside of it and wait. He would see some angels pass by and give them time until he couldn’t hear their footsteps anymore before he would step back out and continue along his path. 
 
                 The hall seemed long and unremarkable until he reached the end of it, where Jake came across a pair of larger doors. It occurred to him that not everyone he’d seen coming and going down the hallways was an angel. The lack of halos gave them away, in particular. But they still, well, they hadn’t even looked important, really. They certainly didn’t seem to be doing anything official that he could see. Several people were just roaming the hallways, looking wholly unremarkable, as if they could be anyone. So Jake decided he would try something. So far, this whole escape had really just been an escape from monotony, and he’d started to reclaim a bit of his sanity since his abrupt departure. He wondered if the angels gave much thought to anyone escaping Heaven. From the lax security once you were past the cellblock itself, he doubted they’d given it much thought. And that meant he just might have stumbled upon a flaw in the system.
 
                 He pushed open the larger doors and stepped into a busier chamber. People were coming and going, bustling about, and not one of them gave Jake a second look, not even the two guards who were standing on either side of the doors he’d just come out of. He nodded to one of the two angels who were standing guard, and one of them snapped off a well-practiced salute.
 
                 “Sir!” the angel barked.
 
                 Jake turned to regard him a little bit, then tried to put on his best air of superiority. He’d dealt with supervisors his whole life, and he was well aware how to act like an asshole to a subordinate. Whatever it took to blend in, he was going to do it. The angel looked him with a mild sense of nervousness and a glutton of respect, as if he was terrified of being chastised for being somewhat slack in his duty. The role of the sneering boss. If that was the role he was expected to play, so be it.
 
                 Anything to avoid more damned macaroni paintings.
 
                 “So, how’s it going…” Jake trailed off, as if he couldn’t be bothered to remember a lackey’s name.
 
                 “Adams, sir,” the angel filled in, helpfully.
 
                 “Ah yes, Adams,” Jake said with a patronizing smile. “So Adams, what is there to report?”
 
                 “Nothing to report, sir,” the angel sighed slightly. “All quiet in the western blocks. Except, have you heard the rumor, sir?”
 
                 Jake let one of his eyebrows raise a bit suspiciously. “Rumor, Adams?”
 
                 “Oh, yes sir,” the angel whispered with a smile. “Word on the street is that Lucifer’s been spotted on Earth again.”
 
                 “And where did you hear this little bit of gossip from, Adams?” Jake was enjoying putting himself into the part, and the smile of condescending interest was genuine.
 
                 “One of the Cherubim bringing a load up from the planet, sir. They claim to have seen him in North America, somewhere in the Pacific Northwest.”
 
                 “And has this juicy little tidbit made its way up to…”
 
                 “Oh, no sir, I imagine they’re trying to keep it from him as long as possible, sir. They don’t want another war breaking out. I’ve heard tell about the last one,” the angel said in a hushed tone, shivering a little, as if reliving those moments, moments Jake somehow doubted the man had personally experienced. “I don’t want to see another internal war, sir.”
 
                 Jake smiled and patted the angel on the shoulder. “I wouldn’t worry too much about it, there, Adams. The last few times Lucifer’s been spotted, by the time anyone’s gone to look, they couldn’t find him. He’s a crafty one.”
 
                 Adams brightened up a bit at that. “That he is, sir!” There was something odd about Adams. Even when he had been whispering, he had practically been shouting. It was odd, someone using a sotto voice when they were standing right next to you. Jake almost felt like asking about it, but it would be entirely out of character to do so. Instead, he would have to keep up the distant superior act.
 
                 “Good lad. Carry on,” Jake finished, patting Adams’ back gently, in a vaguely reaffirming way he’d seen generals do in military films all the time. Adams looked as though he was trying to restrain how pleased he was at the compliment. Jake stepped away from the angel and into the more open space, taking a slight look about. It was a bigger corridor, but it still didn’t feel like an actual room. Were there no actual rooms in Heaven, Jake wondered to himself, that weren’t being used to house file clerks or human souls? Was all of Heaven really just hospital corridors? 
 
                 He decided he was going to continue walking until someone stopped him, or he found something interesting to peer at. At the moment, he had neither. He turned to his right and began a new stroll, a confident step that moved with purpose. It seemed like with the right walk, no one noticed him, and he simply blended into the scores of people coming and going around the place. Heaven was a place where people simply minded their own business, too polite to inquire about anyone else.
 
                 Perhaps Heaven was managed by the British, he thought.
 
                 He walked down the corridor and came to a door guarded by a pair of angels with sword hilts on their belts. Jake tried his best to look official and offered them a curt nod, which the two angels returned, before Jake stepped through the door and into a much larger room.
 
                 This was the kind of room he had first seen when arriving in Heaven, so he expected it was a kind of hub of some sorts. There were plenty of people milling about, moving left and right, standing in lines, pushing carts full of paper back and forth. It had an odd rhythm to it, even though Jake now understood that it was mostly to give them something to do. A giant machine, made up souls and angels, carrying papers back and forth to achieve incredibly small things.
 
                 Heaven was a Rube Goldberg machine, it seemed. 
 
                 (He idly wondered what Rube himself thought of that.)
 
                 He thought back to the paperwork he’d filled out and suddenly a lot of the questions made a lot more sense to him. “Do you like delivering things?” “Do you enjoy puzzles?” “Are you good at fact checking?” For these people, this was exactly what they wanted out of Heaven. They wanted to feel good, and useful. They wanted to be doing something. They didn’t believe in the idea of an eternal rest, so the angels had simply put them to work… doing things. Sorting, filing, cataloging. The souls of the dead were nothing more than library books to be put on the proper shelf, in the proper group, in the correct room. He feared to imagine what a worse idea of Heaven could be, but he was sure if he went wandering around long enough, he’d accidentally stumble into it. He was fairly certain it might involve produce in some rather disturbing fashion.
 
                 There was a tugging on his robe and Jake turned to see a short man glaring up at him, holding out a clipboard. “Hey Mac, I don’t have all day. You wanna tell me where I’m sending these stiffs or what?” the Cherubim said, jerking his thumb over his shoulder to point at a small gaggle of people who were staring about the place in awe and wonder. New arrivals, Jake realized. He probably had the same look himself when he showed up.
 
                 For half a moment, Jake wondered why the Cherubim was asking him where to put them, but then it dawned on Jake – no one really had any idea of what they were doing in Heaven, and everyone was just faking it. So all he had to do was keep faking it and he could probably get away with nearly anything.
 
                 Jake took the clipboard from the tiny angel and peered down at it, scanning through the options. It was a page of “blocs” with each one having a number and a letter, and after that a small parenthetical to explain which type of personality fit where. He hadn’t seen a number/letter combination when he came out, but he assumed they were marked somewhere. He scanned down and came across a parenthetical that said “Coffee shop” then looked up at the bunch of people. They were mostly chatting with themselves, when they weren’t trying to look cool, which was almost never. He took the small pen from the top of the clipboard and checked the section before handing it back to the diminutive angel. “That’ll keep’em satisfied,” Jake told him.
 
                 The Cherubim grinned up at him and gave him a big thumbs-up. “You got it, chief,” he said before moving back to the gang of newly arrived souls. “Okay you motley lot, let’s get a move on. Everyone start heading thataway. And don’t dawdle! If I have to start thumpin’ skulls again, you know I will!”
 
                 He shook his head as the tiny angel and his horde started heading towards one of the tunnels. This place was strange, but so far he had just been able to wing it. Look like you know what you’re doing and no one will question you. Confidence was carrying him a long way, and Jake had to idly wonder if he’d projected this kind of “I know what I’m doing” air about him when he was alive, if he wouldn’t have gotten walked on less.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 “Push, you wimps!” Randall yelled at the other angels. The five of them had been banging against this door for at least an hour now, and so far it felt like it hadn’t given an inch.
 
                 “I swear, Randall, it’s not giving any!” Byron whined. “Why isn’t there some other way out?”
 
                 “There isn’t another way out, you idiot, because if there was, we wouldn’t be able to keep them in,” James growled, right before he kicked the door as hard as he could. “This is horrible.”
 
                 “Well, if Terence had stayed out like protocol says to, we wouldn’t be in this damned mess, now, would we?” Shelly scolded.
 
                 “Oh, shove it, Shelly,” Terence shot back. “You were just as excited about the Lucifer news as everyone else.”
 
                 “Sure, up until I got locked out of the fucking control room!” she bellowed, starting to take a swing at Terence. James stepped between them and shoved Shelly back some, glaring at her.
 
                 “Cool it, you two. Getting pissed off isn’t going to get any of us out of here,” Randall said with a sigh. “Shelly, go check the herd, see who’s missing, so if we ever get out of here we can go nail his ass to the wall. I’m curious why the placating sweets didn’t work on him. We’ll throw him in with the cannibals once we catch him.”
 
                 Shelly nodded, pulling her hair back into a ponytail, tying it back as she walked off in a huff. She headed in the direction of the rooms, and Byron watched her go before turning back to the others. “Tell me someone’s got a plan to get us out of here. Tell me. The last thing I want is one of the angels to toss me into one of the sadist cells.”
 
                 “You’d be lucky if that’s where they tossed you,” James snarled.
 
                 “Us, James,” Randall corrected, “where they tossed us. Look, at the very latest, we’ll be out of here in a week when they come to get the shift reports and find nobody in the control room. But we need to be out of here first, because explaining to old Raphael that we just lost a soul doesn’t strike me as the best of solutions, How about you guys?”
 
                 The other angels shook their heads in agreement.
 
                 “Okay then, so let’s assume for a minute that we want out of a heavenly cell. What would we do?”
 
                 “Wait until one of them comes in and then sprint out the door after him?” James offered, before Terrence smacked him. James still sighed afterwards. “It was a good plan, you have to give him that.”
 
                 Randall waved a finger in his direction. “You’re thinking about it wrong. This was a crime of opportunity. He wasn’t planning it. He was looking for a way out, but we simply got sloppy and he took advantage of that.”
 
                 “Of us,” Terrence added.
 
                 “Shut up, Terrence,” James replied.
 
                 “But there was only one of him, and there are five of us. We’re much smarter than some average schmo from Earth. We’ve been here longer. We’ve had more time to study the place. We should be able to figure out some escape plan.”
 
                 “I can’t believe we don’t already have some sort of emergency plan for this kind of thing,” Byron bemoaned.
 
                 “We could always hit the panic button,” Terrence said.
 
                 Randall spun on him quickly, fire in his eyes. “Oh yeah, that’d be real good. ‘Hey, look at us! We’re too stupid to even do our jobs and need to call for your help now that we’ve fucked up good and proper!’ That’s exactly what I want to do, Terrence.”
 
                 “Well, we’d be out of here, wouldn’t we?”
 
                 “And in the worst parts of Heaven immediately after, I imagine,” Byron sighed. “No, I have to agree with James and Randall. I’d rather we try and find our way out until they find us. That way we can deal with it ourselves.”
 
                 Shelly came jogging back from the rooms, shaking her head. “You won’t believe it. It was Altford.”
 
                 Byron frowned. “Of course I can believe it. I warned you he was going to be a problem. I told you. Did I not tell you? He wasn’t taking to the activities. He just did not want to try to fit in, no matter what we did.”
 
                 “You know what, Byron?” Shelly asked. “It’s a little late for ‘I told you so’s. Was the guy hung up on girl he left behind or something?”
 
                  James shook his head with a sigh. “Doesn’t seem likely. He didn’t talk about his life much. He didn’t talk much at all really.”
 
                 “Lost relative? Best friend? His dog Fluffy? Unfinished business back on Earth? Wants revenge on someone for some reason I can’t possibly imagine? … Why the hell is that guy out there?” Randall demanded.
 
                 “I can tell you why he’s out there,” Byron grumbled, leaning his forehead against the door. “He’s out there because he’s got nothing to lose.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Jake had been exploring Heaven for several hours now and he realized something with a weird sense of clarity. Most of the people who claimed to know where they were going within Heaven were just pretending to know. Cherubim meandered a lot. (Which was a nice way of saying they were often very lost themselves, but wouldn’t admit it. They did, however, have a very confident way of looking lost, which Jake figured was why no one called them on it.) The short angels (and they were all short, for some inexplicable reason) would take people back and forth, dropping a few off, picking a few up, but mostly there was no real organization to the system, and if a couple of people happened to get misfiled, so be it. 
 
                 Shit happens. Heaven was, he could hardly believe, a “shit happens” kind of place. 
 
   By pretending to be management, people cut Jake some space, and he was able to stroll around with a swagger that brought him some respect. He didn’t even need a halo to convey an air of authority. Some of the people he saw wandering around had them, some didn’t.
 
                 He still had absolutely no idea where he was, though. He hadn’t wandered back to any of the sections he’d come in through. There weren’t any maps, but every so often, he would feign mild confusion, poke one of the angels and would get directions out of the section. (Half the time the directions were wrong anyway.) He was only asking, however, after checking several doors on his own. Most of the time he would find angels or other people like himself milling about, not really doing much of anything. Or wandering. It seemed like there was a lot of wandering in Heaven. No distinguishing landmarks, nothing on the walls … it reminded him a lot of his old office, truth be told, only whiter, and filled with a more international variety of people.
 
                 He opened a door and came across another small hallway that looked like any other small hallway, except, of course, this one had two angels guarding the door out on the other side. And these two angels looked a little more battle-hardened than the ones he’d seen early. Thus far he’d really only stumbled into low-level guards who weren’t doing much other than standing there and looking impressive, and even in that regard they were usually failing. But these two, they looked more buff, more alert, more aware.
 
                 “Halt!” one of the angels said, placing his hand on the hilt of his sword at his side. “Who goes there?”
 
                 Jake paused for only a second before deciding that bravado had gotten him this far, so maybe it could get him a little further. “Don’t be daft,” Jake said as he approached the two, trying to look as confident as he could. Perhaps he should mix a little annoyance in his appearance, he thought. Confidence had certainly gotten him this far, so perhaps it could get him just a little farther. He gazed at the angel who was questioning him with a look of mild disdain, as if projecting ‘how dare you question me, you little grunt’ and he hoped it would be enough. He was using the look he’d seen on many a boss during his days on Earth, not generally directed at him, but directed at people in general. “I’m going to go get one of the Cherubim, because he screwed up and brought the wrong civilian into this section.”
 
                 The angel squinted at him a little bit. “I didn’t get any paperwork authorizing a pass-through to the sub-hub.”
 
                 “Didn’t get any… I swear. It’s a good thing we just have you standing guard and not doing any actual management.” He was getting into this part without too much effort at all, really. It wasn’t hard to simply recreate the kind of snotty, disinterested tone he’d seen for years. In fact, it was kind of fun. “You’d have total anarchy in the cells, wouldn’t you? Look, Cherubs and Cherubim management don’t need paperwork to go into the sub-hub, and you should know that by now. Honestly.” Jake snorted, abusively. “How long have you been at this post?”
 
                 He straightened up a little, glancing nervously at his partner, who was keeping his eyes on Jake very intently, like a recruit in boot camp. “Uh, since we opened this section, seven years ago, sir.”
 
                 “And before that?” Jake asked, tapping his foot impatiently.
 
                 “Before that I was in training, and before that I was a guard back on Earth, sir.”
 
                 Jake had to pause a second at that, but tried very hard not to let his surprise show on his face. Of course, it made sense – to keep the angel population up and at a manageable rate to deal with the constant influx of people, they would need to be growing the ranks of the angels every day, but he hadn’t actually considered where they would be coming from. But now that he knew this, he felt a lot more confident. Angels with flaming swords raining sulfur and brimstone down on sinners was a lot scarier image than some halfwit getting his sword after a two-week training course. And, to be fair, he had a much easier time imagining this guy being a rent-a-cop at a megastore somewhere than standing watch at a military post. What had seemed like battle readiness on first glance was painfully obvious as arrogant bravado now. Security guards seemed to be the same no matter where you went, even Heaven. “And what, exactly, did you guard?”
 
                 “Uh, a mall, sir.” Bingo.
 
                 “And how did you die?”
 
                 The angel looked sheepishly at his sandals, sighing. “I was shot trying to foil a robbery.”
 
                 “I see.” Jake regarded the angel with as much disdain as he could summon to his face. “Unsuccessfully, clearly.” Jake shook his head with disappointment. “Do you have any idea how long I’ve been at this job?”
 
                 “Nosir.” The angel’s voice had dropped to almost a whisper, a child being admonished at a school.
 
                 “I’ve been on this beat since the Germans were making their first attempt to conquer Earth, so somehow I think I’m slightly more qualified to decide what does and does not require paperwork, don’t you?”
 
                 “Yessir.”
 
                 Jake frowned, his face looking more than a little angry. “What was that?”
 
                 “YES SIR!” the guard barked out, that instinct of self-preservation taking over and the desire to please his superior suddenly becoming the only important thing in his mind. (That, and how much of his mental facilities he was going to have to dedicate to not soiling his toga in fear. The answer was more than he’d liked.)
 
                 “Good,” Jake said, smoothing out his robe. “I’d hate to have to send you into one of the pottery classes.” He could see the guard blanch at that. “We won’t have this conversation again if I have to pass this way, will we?”
 
                 “Nosir.”
 
                 “Good.” Jake paused, glancing at his fingernails as if inspecting them for imaginary dirt before he looked at the guard with a bit of condescending amusement. “Now, are you going to open the door or am I going to have to do it myself?”
 
                 The two angels practically tripped over one another, moving to open the doors for him. “Sorrysir.”
 
                 Jake shook his head a little disappointedly once more, much to the guards chagrin, as he stepped through and looked around. He’d stepped into a room that resembled a train station, with tunnels heading off in various directions, each with a sign above it that offered some cryptic information on where it lead. The signs read things like “Records,” “Processing,” “Interpretation,” “Reformation” and, of course, “Human Resources.” Predictably, the entire room was built in the same white-on-white-on-white-with-shades-of-white-and-white-highlights temperament that colored then entire place. The letters on the sign were a shade of grey that almost seemed indignant, as if the letters themselves would be white if they had any say in the matter. Jake idly wondered if the letters had once been gold and just faded over time, or if no one could be bothered to find large amounts of gold to color what were, in essence, utilitarian signs.
 
                 Of course, none of the signs said “Exit.” Jake could hear the pamphlet in his head – “Why would anyone want to leave? After all, this is Heaven!” Like all sales brochures, it was filled with half-truths at best. He’d have to take it up with the writer, assuming he ever found him. Even Heaven, it seemed, had a marketing team. How marketing people didn’t go straight to Hell was a little perplexing to Jake. Perhaps it was too full of lawyers.
 
                 He still didn’t really have a plan, other than to get himself out of Heaven. Frankly, that itself was more initiative than Jake had typically showed when he was alive, so he felt somehow obligated to carry it through in his afterlife, or whatever this was. 
 
   And, frankly, anything was better than macaroni paintings.
 
                 While Jake weighed his options, he wondered in all seriousness what Hell was like. Even though his exposure to the population of Heaven had been somewhat controlled, he pondered how much worse Hell could be. Heaven was an arts and crafts project. This, of course, meant the whole lake of fire, burning and torture could also just be PR. Maybe Hell was simply boring or dull. Jake would gladly take boring or dull over an infinite repetitious monotony of self-help tapes. Or, was it that it was that much worse than Heaven, and that not only was the whole spiel true, it was worse than that? Could Hell be a place where they had taken torture and made it a new art form? Could they really do the kinds of hideous things the Greeks had dreamed up to keep their kids in line? Rolling stones up mountains, always losing the ones you loved, enduring the same torture day in and day out? 
 
   Of course, now that Jake thought about that, he had to wonder if that wouldn’t get a little boring too… Really, after say a year of rolling the same rock up the same hill over and over again, wouldn’t you learn that you weren’t ever going to make it, and that that was the point? Wouldn’t you simply stop rolling? And if you did, what would they do to you then? After you’d watched your loved ones die a number of times, you’d get desensitized to it… How did they make things continually worse in Hell? Jake found himself very curious now, but figured at the rate he was going, he just might find out. Sure, everyone had said Heaven loved them but parents love all their children, even the bad ones they have to punish. And if locking up angels wasn’t enough to get you sent to Hell, what was?
 
                 He needed to keep moving. He needed to keep looking in rooms and doors and places, find himself an out. He needed to see what lay outside of Heaven. The concept he’d always been taught as a boy was that Heaven was everywhere. So, he asked himself, how does one get out of everywhere? (And what would you find there, other than a Zen jokebook?)
 
                 He had slipped down a few hallways before he saw a sign that was taped onto a wall, with the word “Orientation” and a big arrow, pointing towards one of the doors. It wasn’t an exit, but maybe they would tell him where one was. Perhaps he could convince them he was a somewhat bumbling supervisor who was going to check on the Cherubim at work on Earth. He wasn’t exactly sure how he was going to sell this, but he figured with enough confidence, he’d be fine. It had worked so far.
 
                 He stepped through the archway and into a big, auditorium like room, and for only a brief moment, Jake had to wonder how many kinds of white stone and wood there were, because surely they were all represented here. It was a smorgasbord of types and shades of white, in a multitude of textures and contours, which was exciting in and of itself. 
 
                 People littered about in the seats, while the five angels at the front of the stage seemed to be gossiping among themselves. One of them, a woman with silver hair that must have surely been black on Earth as she had a Middle Eastern complexion, noticed Jake moving into the room and brightened up considerably. “Ah, there’s our last one,” she said, nodding to her colleagues up on the stage, as they moved to line up. “Welcome to orientation. My name is Saresh, and these are my colleagues Alan, Hans, Rachelle and Skip.”
 
                 Skip? Jake couldn’t believe it… there was an angel named Skip. He wasn’t much a fan of the Bible, but he was almost certain there was no angel named Skip mentioned anywhere within its covers. Oh right, he thought to himself, people doing jobs, not actual angels created by God. It still took a little bit of wrapping his head around from time to time. But still, he thought to himself, you’d think they consider getting more serious names in management. How could anyone be expected to listen respectfully to an angel named Skip? (Or even a human named Skip? Was it short for something? It had to be, but of what? Skiphonimous?)
 
                 “We’re here to give you the basic rundown on what you’re going to need. Those of you who have been chosen for block management, move to the left side of the auditorium. Those of you who have been chosen for soul transport and/or control, move to the right side of the auditorium.” People looked up at her, a little blankly. “Your right, not mine.” Then they started to move. 
 
                 Jake wasn’t exactly sure where he should go, but he glanced at the two groups and realized he had to make a split-second decision. Clearly, however, transportation seemed a more likely option for him to get out, so he moved to the transport and control side, noticing that he was surrounded by only two kinds of people – very large, beefy men and short men and women. He did his best to try and puff up, to make himself look stronger than he was. But no one seemed to take much notice of him either way. In fact, they weren’t even counting who was on which side. So very trusting. Or, more likely, they just didn’t care, like everyone else in Heaven.
 
                 “Thank you,” Saresh said to them. “Now, let’s get started with the actual orientation. As you know, you have been chosen to be upgraded to angel status. As you undoubtedly know, this honor is granted only to an elite few who have been heavily screened.”  Which, Jake thought to himself with a sense of irony, was why they had checked his ID so carefully, which was to say not at all. But, as before, the people around him were enraptured with what they were being told. He was starting to wonder if anyone in Heaven could think for themselves, or if the entire place was on autopilot. 
 
                 “You are going to be given your manual, your equipment and your halo at the end of this training. You are to use this with care. You will also be given the name and location of your superior officer, whom you must report in to within two celestial hours after completing this course.”
 
                 Over the next few hours, Jake listened to yet another boring lecture, as each of the angels in turn stepped up, talked a little bit about themselves and talked about their specialty. Most of it was boring administration, but it did explain why Jake wasn’t quite as pacified as most of the other people he encountered. 
 
   They were being drugged. 
 
   When Jake first arrived, he was told quite clearly he didn’t need to eat, sleep or drink, and yet the angels insisted on bringing “snacks” by every day. These were little candies that were given out once a day. Jake remembered them telling him that he didn’t have to eat, so had declined to have one. The angels were none too pleased about that, and began trying to pressure him to have one over the next few days. And so Jake began teaching himself how to palm small objects over his spare time. A bit of pottery here, a few paintbrushes there, until one day, when the angels seemed to be getting more and more politely annoyed, they seemed ready to try and make him have one. (The ridiculousness of the idea of being held down and force fed candy in Heaven was not lost on him.) 
 
   The angels had told him, in what seemed to be their last ditch effort to avoid doing real work, that Jake really needed to eat the snack, or they would have to take more drastic steps to ensure his well being. So Jake had sighed, smiled a little bit, taken one, then mocked throwing it into his mouth while he palmed it, swallowing the imaginary candy to their satisfaction. Of course, the angels never gave it a second thought – they assumed he had eaten it and passively fallen in line with all the other people. Which, of course, he hadn’t. He’d simply started emulating the others. The nail that sticks out gets hammered.
 
                 Finally, the orientation lectures seemed to be winding down, as Skip, the last of the lecturers moved to stand up at the podium. Jake peered carefully at him – Skip was a big man, bulky and muscular without being lumbering, and his halo was scratched or tarnished, it was hard to see. There were tattoos on both of his exposed biceps, and he kept his hair tightly shorn, almost shaved down to the scalp. He also had wings, which clearly marked him as one of the Erelim. Skip paused as he stared out at them, placing both of his hands on the podium before addressing Jake’s half of the room, completely ignoring the other half. The shorter members of Jake’s side, who were clearly chosen to be Cherubim, had been taken away to another room a little earlier. 
 
   “Alright, you pansy-ass lily white novices! I’m going to give you the rundown on the hardest part of your job,” Skip boomed at them. His voice was overwhelming, echoing slightly in the cavernous room. “Tracking down the loose cannons. Tracking and containment. That means tag’em’n’bag’em. That is why they call us Taggers! We Tag and bag. You may find that for some strange reason, the Cherubim may have problems bringing you back the souls of someone who has recently found themselves dead. This is unacceptable. Your job will be to locate these loose spooks and to bring them back to Heaven by any means necessary. Damage to the corporeal soul isn’t permanent and anything you can do to them will be repaired extremely quickly. If that means you need to break both their legs and drag them up to Heaven by their hair, well then, so be it! Do whatever it takes to accomplish your mission!
 
                 “You are being given a standard-issue A3 sword. You will find that there is no blade attached. This is because you do not need one! When you press your thumb against the blue gem near the top of the hilt, as long as your hand is holding the hilt, the sword will burst into flames. This flame will not hurt you while you are holding the hilt! If you are afraid of fire, I don’t need your ass here, and you can show yourself to the door! No? OKAY! You are to use your sword primarily as a means of intimidation! Usually the very sight of it would send your average spook into fits of panic and submission!” Jake idly wondered how much of this shouting Skip could do before the vein pulsing in his forehead ruptured. The man certainly hadn’t blinked since he started talking. 
 
                 “Should you need to use your blade, you are to use it with all necessary force! Do not hesitate! If you do, it is entirely possible your target may attempt to wound you, with a well-placed kick or punch to the groin. I do not expect any of you weaklings to be downed by this, or I will come and hack you to tiny bits and keep putting you back together again! Pain is for cowards!”
 
                 Skip looked on at them, as if daring them to say a word in objection, then continued. “After you locate and subdue the loose soul, you are to drag it back up here and take it to the main placement lines. If you damage the soul with such severity it dissipates, you will go and wait for it at Reformation, then escort it back to the lines, as previously stated. From there, the system will take over and you will await your next dispatch. Some days you may be sent out a dozen times. Some days you may not be sent out at all. Those days will be the biggest disappointment. You live to hunt. You hunt to live! This is your major goal in life, to be the biggest, baddest, meanest motherfucker in this corps! Do you maggots understand me?”
 
                 All around him, everyone except Jake erupted with “Sir, yes sir!” and Jake simply mimed the words with them after he caught himself off-balance. 
 
                 “Good! Now get your gear, meet your C.O. and get your ass to your rack!”
 
                 Again, his half pounded out “Sir, yes sir!” Then everyone began to move to get into lines. The right half lined up, and Jake moved to slide into the middle of them. They handed him a slightly darker color robe (more cream colored than white-white), a sword hilt and, of all things, a halo.
 
                 “You can’t be a proper asskicking soldier angel without a halo, now, can you boy?” said the gear officer, who grinned up at him.
 
                 “No sir,” Jake replied with as much machismo as he could muster, “no, I can’t.”
 
                 He lifted the halo up and set it atop of his head. He paused to consider the halo first, of course. He’d seen them on other people, but this was his first chance to inspect one up close. It wasn’t flat. He wasn’t sure why he expected it to be flat, but it wasn’t. It was almost tubelike, a rounded band, sort of like a very large gold ring, just a little too thick for him to wrap his thumb and middle finger around. It was neither warm nor cool to the touch. In fact, it felt almost soft, as if it were living tissue. And yet, Jake was sure this thing would not break no matter what you did to it. The feeling of softness was in his mind only. It seemed neither light nor heavy, but it did have a certain feeling of weight to it. Heft, rather. Perhaps, Jake thought to himself, that was all just tied into the idea of it actually being a halo. 
 
                 There was something about the idea of a halo that seemed more important than the actual item itself. He ran a fingernail against it for a second, and it did not scratch or buff. It had a metallic sheen to it, but it also seemed to glow with its own inner light. Not a great deal of light, but enough to give a bit of illumination to his hands. He realized, however, with a quick glance around that he was the only one actually considering his halo, and the rest of them had simply put theirs on. Jake followed their lead.
 
   It was a rather odd experience, putting a halo on. Jake wondered if this was how people who were knighted were supposed to feel. He had raised the ring up and over his head, and then started to lower it until he felt resistance, a good foot above the top of his head. So, his fingers uncurled from the golden band and let it go. It hung there, suspended over his head. He didn’t feel any weight from it pressing down atop of his head, but somehow he was aware of the presence of it. He simply knew that it was there, hovering over his head. It had become an extension of his body, just like that. 
 
   (He resisted the urge to see if he could give the halo a good spin, although that took a bit of self-control. He decided to try later, when no one was around to see.)
 
                 He also took a moment to consider the sword hilt. This was something the others were doing, so Jake felt entirely justified in having a minute or two of inspection here. True enough to the commander’s word, there was a blue gem near the top of the hilt. Jake pressed his thumb against it, and silently the hilt quickly grew a blade of fire. Jake whipped his head back, nearly dropping it, but the minute his thumb moved off the blue gem, the blade itself vanished. It didn’t retract back in, as it had grown out – it simply dissipated, as if the fire simply drifted off into the air, or burned itself out. He turned the blade on again, a little more confident this time. 
 
                 Like the halo, the blade itself seemed to be almost weightless. The hilt itself had some weight to it, but when he added the blade to the sword, it grew no heavier. He turned his wrist back and forth a little bit, feeling the blade slice through the air effortlessly. He brought his other hand to the blade and closed his finger around it, and just as the instructor had promised, it didn’t hurt him. He could feel a solidarity inside of the flame, but it felt dull against his hands, even though he was consciously aware that it wasn’t. Jake had no experience with a sword before now, but somehow he felt as if he was learning how to use it simply by handling it. As if the blade itself was teaching him the longer it was out. Jake let the blade extinguish again and tucked the hilt into the belt that hung on his new robe. 
 
                 As they lined up to file out of the auditorium, Jake caught his own reflection in the halo of the person before him, seeing himself with the gold ring atop of his head. Perhaps he was taking this blending in thing a bit far, but certainly no one would question his authoritative presence now, as he certainly looked the part of an angel. If only the angels who’d held him hostage could see him now, Jake thought to himself, he wondered what they’d have to say about this.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 “When I get my hands on that miserable little shit, I’m going to spend the rest of eternity cutting him up into penny-sized bits and letting him regrow,” Randall growled. The five of them had begun hammering away at a bit of the wall in the back of the small compound they were trapped in.
 
                 Shelly paused, wiping sweat from her brow. There was a good chunk of Heavenly stone beneath them at this point, gathered in piles of rubble. They had chosen a specific spot, one wall that was thinner than the rest, which they figured would connect them over to the next cellblock over, and begun digging. They had even talked the souls into helping, moving rubble out of the room and making things out of it. It seemed the only way to keep them distracted, since it was quite clear they weren’t doing a shift change any time soon. But, for the most part, the souls simply puttered around, doing what they were told, unaware that anything unusual was going on. The sedatives would keep them placated for up to two weeks celestial time before they would start to get antsy. 
 
                 “You’re sure this’ll get us into the next block?” Shelly asked Terence.
 
                 “I’m sure,” he replied. “When we were constructing these blocks, these walls were cut the thinnest, and we always joked that a really determined prisoner would be able to get himself from one cellblock to another with only a year’s worth of work or so.”
 
                 “Well we don’t have a year, now, do we?” Randall fired back, angrily. “We’ve been in here two days celestial time, by my estimate, which means in five more days, they’re going to come and get the weekly report and find no one in the goddamn control room!”
 
                 “Relax, Randall,” James said. “Judging by the sound of the stone, we’ll be through here in another day or two, which gives us plenty of time to get someone back into place in the reporting station.
 
                 “And how in the host would you know that?”
 
                 James paused a second. “I was a stonecutter back on Earth.” He said it with a certain amount of solemness, a quiet tone that filled the room, even with the pounding of the hammers. None of them had talked about their time before they came to Heaven. It was something they simply didn’t do. None of them had so much as mentioned a word of it until now. James had been in Heaven the longest of the five, some three thousand years, but none of his fellow angels knew that. It was almost as if he had shared his most intimate secret with them. Their pasts were not something they discussed, because it reminded them of Earth, and each of them occasionally felt homesick for it, even if they would never admit it to anyone else.
 
                 There was a long pause before anyone spoke again, the revelation hanging in the air uncomfortably. “I was a priest,” Byron said quietly, an almost relieved tone to his voice, as if he was finally getting something off of his chest. “Not a very good one, really, because I wasn’t certain whether or not I believed in God, but apparently I was good enough, because here I am, halo and all.”
 
                 Shelly snorted, moving a large chunk of rock over to one side. “That has nothing to do with it and you know it.”
 
                 “Doesn’t it?” he replied as he paused in his digging, pointing at her. “You’re so smart, what were you, then?”
 
                 She looked away from their gaze. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
                 “Oh no you don’t, Shelly,” James said. He’d always been the one with the most volume to his voice, on the rare occasion when he wanted to employ it. “You wanted to get all high and mighty, so let’s hear your story.”
 
                 “Isn’t there some sort of rule that we shouldn’t be talking about this?” Byron asked meekly, suddenly trying to defuse the situation even as he took a step back away from the others.
 
                 “Isn’t there some sort of rule that we shouldn’t let our wards out while getting ourselves locked in?” Shelly snapped at him as she swung the hammer down on the wall again.
 
                 “And whose fault was that?” James growled as he kicked at the wall, knocking a chunk of stone loose from it.
 
                 “QUIET!” Randall boomed. The other four angels immediately fell silent, staring at him, as Randall tapped the small hammer he’d been using to slowly chip away at his section of the wall. He tapped it again, leaning his head very close to the wall. Then he paused before striking the hammer down hard, as a portion of the wall opened up, a hole giving way to a tiny view onto the other side. They could see another room, another cell, another subsection of their stockades. “Okay, go.”
 
                 As soon as he spoke, all four of the others began again with renewed vigor, breaking open the section as fast as they could, widening the hole with efficiency, all conversation lost for the moment.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 After a while, Bob had eventually found the list of contraband he was looking for, although he found himself almost wishing he hadn’t once he did. The “list” turned out to be an entire volume by itself, a seemingly endless collection of things considered improper to bring back into Heaven. Some of these things were obvious, like explosives or sexual toys. Some of them were unusual, like chocolate or soda. Some of them were just downright strange, like crayons or matches. 
 
                 He had to search through page after page, cross-referencing and building a list on a sheet of white paper he had sitting next to the massive tome. Many of his first ideas, a walkman, a radio, a record player were on the banned list, but as he started to move further down, he noticed that newer things weren’t listed. Maybe the person or persons responsible for keeping the list updated didn’t care. Maybe they didn’t notice. Or, more likely, there was no one assigned to keep it updated any more and it was passing into disuse. 
 
                 Regardless, after a few hours of skimming through every page of the book, Bob had his answer, and knew what he had to do.
 
                 Bob would bring an iPod into Heaven.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 After Jake and the other trainees had filed out of the auditorium, they’d all gone their separate ways. He didn’t feel any different. He noticed, however, that people were cutting him more room now that he had the hilt and the halo. Of course, Jake was still as lost as ever.
 
                 He was amazed at how big Heaven seemed to be, but more importantly, how disorganized it seemed to be, especially in terms of layout. It seemed like Heaven was a series of wings, each sort of hobbled together at the very last minute, with no real thought or planning going into each one. While one block would have “residencies” (as he learned the cellblocks were called in the center), in another they would form an outer perimeter and in another they would be divided up into many sections. There was no consistent floor plan. Some of them seemed to have even just been made up as they went along, with hallways that dead-ended with no discernible purpose at all.
 
   No one block was at all like another, with only a few commonalities between all of them. They were all ridiculously white, they all were teeming with people, no one seemed to be in charge, very few people came and went, they all contained the same basic make up, none of them had any direct link out of… wherever Heaven was, exactly, and no one really seemed to talk much about the other blocks, other than processing and control. It wasn’t that it bothered them; they simply didn’t care.
 
   Processing, Jake figured, was the main channel that he’d been brought in through, although he had a hard time remembering many of the actual details of their transport into Heaven. It was mostly blacked out by the memories of the long lines, the ridiculous paperwork and the other annoying souls, none of whom he’d seen since. 
 
   And Control, well, lots of people seemed to know about Control, but the one time he’d asked how to get to Control, he’d gotten a rather suspicious looking stare, and so he’d made himself scarce rather quickly. But Control seemed to be the place he was looking for, if he couldn’t find his way to Processing.
 
                 Control was where all the orders came from, although there wasn’t any specific protocol to how orders came down, Jake had determined. He’d talked about having “orders from Control” more than once now in his attempts to deal with obstinate people, and mostly they just wilted away and gave up all resistance. They hadn’t asked for papers, they hadn’t asked for who the orders came from, they simply took his statement at face value and gave him a wide berth. So if he couldn’t find a way out, Control would definitely be where he was looking to get, if for no other reason than to have a chat with God about what a mess Heaven was.
 
                 He also wondered why he no longer had trouble understanding foreign languages. It had dawned on him when he’d been in the middle of the orientation that one of them had been speaking a foreign language. Still, even though the person had been speaking in a foreign language, he’d still heard it as English. He wondered when that had happened and why he hadn’t noticed it before, but chalked it up to the daze he’d been in since his arrival.
 
                 “Stop! Runner!” someone shouted. For an instant, Jake’s heart skipped a beat, wondering how they had finally figured out he wasn’t supposed to be loose. But the moment passed when looked over his shoulder. There was a young man, barely out of his teens, barreling at Jake at top speed, with a group of three pursuer angels (Taggers, Jake remembered they were called) running behind him, their swords out. Jake could tell the young man hadn’t seen the sword hilt on his belt otherwise he might have changed directions. With a slight turn and whip of his arm, Jake clotheslined the kid, knocking him down to his feet. As much as it pained him to send someone back to detention, it was either the kid or Jake, because his cover would be blown if he wasn’t careful. The kid had been running straight at him, and if Jake hadn’t done something, it would have been obvious that something about him was amiss.
 
                 The kid scrambled, struggling to get back up before Jake drew his sword, pointing it downward at the kid, holding it level at the young man’s face. He was scrawny, a shock of black hair pointing every which way, and pale, with deep blue eyes that were imploring Jake to let him go. “Forget it, kid,” Jake said. “You’re not going anywhere.”
 
                 “You… you don’t understand! You don’t know what it’s like!” the boy whimpered, staring up the sword at Jake. He looked like he was about ready to cry, his body shivering and shaking in fear. 
 
                 All three of the Taggers closed in on Jake and the boy, glaring down at him. The three angels all looked better built, and angrier than Jake, who was doing his best to stay calm. The kid wasn’t moving, so Jake figured they would simply grab the kid and drag him away. 
 
   They didn’t.
 
   One of the three, the most built of the three, lifted his sword up in the air and brought it down, slicing the boys legs off, with one clean cut. Jake jumped back suddenly, letting his thumb slide off the gem on the hilt, his blade vanishing as the boy beneath him screamed, realizing the cut had been made, although he felt no pain. “What the hell did you do that for?” Jake demanded.
 
                 “So he can’t run no more,” the Tagger replied with a toothy grin. “Besides, you know they’ll just grow back.” The angels descended upon the boy, picking up the main portion of him, taking up the legs as well. “He’ll be fine in a week or two. It all grows back in the end.” The burly lead angel sized Jake up, shaking his head. “Lemme guess. Rookie on beat detail.”
 
                 Seeing his opportunity to dispel suspicion, Jake leapt on it. “Yeah, just had preliminary training this morning,” he answered. Two of the angels were carrying off the boy while the lead angel stayed to chat with Jake a bit longer, nodding his head.
 
                 “Basic training? Basic incompetence is more like it. They still don’t teach the important things down here. Heaven help us, we have to learn it all as we go. Don’t worry though, son,” the Tagger said, slapping a big hand against Jake’s back, nearly knocking him off his feet. “You’ll get paired up with a partner, and he’ll teach you the ropes quick enough. Those two you saw with me? Why not more than a century ago, they were total wet-behind-the-ears rookies just like you. And if they can be whipped into shape, well then, I don’t have any fears for you. You look like a smart young man.”
 
                 “Thank you, sir,” Jake said. Humility was going to get him through this, if anything did. Smile, nod, look attentive, as if trying to absorb every bit of knowledge instead of looking like he was just trying to keep the guy busy until he could find a way to beat a swift retreat. Play the part, he told himself. Be the inquisitive rookie who wants to know everything he can, so he can grow up big and strong and train into one of the heartless killers who just cut a defenseless kid in half. It was just another role, a different form of confidence, and if this was what it took to stay under the radar, so be it. He drew his breath as he tried to focus himself. “So he’ll just regrow those legs?”
 
                 “Yeah, that’s why we tell all the rookies to be violent. It’s not that we’re mean at heart,” the Tagger said as he turned to spit into the white floor beneath them. Of course, the spit vanished before it hit the ground. “It’s just the easiest way to subdue a perpetrator. These runners will give it as much as they’ve got, Heaven only knows why, and it’s our job to stop them. So if that means cutting off their legs, arms, or even beheading them, then by God, son, you’re gonna do what needs to be done. A few hours and it’ll all just grow back, and a few weeks past that and they’ll have forgotten it was ever gone in the first place.”
 
                 “Forgotten?” Jake, of course, knew about the lulling sweets, but was curious to see if angel training was as haphazard as the rest of this place.
 
                 The burly angel nodded, his hand still resting on Jake’s shoulder, making him nervous. The man had such huge hands, Jake felt like his whole head would easily fit inside of one. “Almost all the population up here is kept passive. Maybe it’s soundwaves, maybe it’s the food, maybe it’s in the air – I dunno.” Jake had to try and not laugh, because sure enough, the Tagger hadn’t the slightest idea about something they had spelled out very clearly for him in basic training. But if the Tagger was as old as he claimed, perhaps they weren’t talking about it then. Or, more likely Jake figured, the training was just sloppy and each training session was cobbled together at the very last minute. (This seemed infinitely more likely.) The burly angel continued. “But something about Heaven keeps the majority of people nice and docile, just like we like ’em. Every so often, though, for some reason, one of ’em goes rogue and decides they think they can do better than Heaven.” He snorted, derisively. “Like that’s gonna happen. I mean, come on, this is Heaven!”
 
                 The very phrase sent a chill down Jake’s spine. It seemed obvious in retrospect – there was always some form of control that made people simply passive to whoever was giving some form of leadership, so all the people in the cells with him hadn’t been mindless idiots on Earth – they were simply pacified by something or someone here. And Jake wasn’t. And it couldn’t have just been the sweets either. The people in line had all seemed so docile, so well behaved. Anyone in a line that long would get unruly. It was basic human nature. 
 
   There had been something disturbing him from the moment he had arrived in Heaven and now he knew exactly what it was. He was different. It was a frightening realization. He was the freak in Heaven. If only he’d been like everyone else, he wouldn’t have been… no, he told himself. That was no way to think. He was the lucky one. He was the one who saw the strings on the puppets and refused to have his pulled. “Yeah,” Jake agreed. “Seriously.” He paused for a minute, and struggled to find any conversation thread he could before the Tagger could ask questions, and defaulted on the only bit of gossip he had at his disposal. “So did you hear this whole thing about Lucif…”
 
                 “Shh!” the angel interrupted, hushing him. “Of course I’ve heard. What, you think I’m deaf? But the last thing we need is one of the big guys getting wind about it. I mean, I don’t know about you, but I sure as Heaven don’t want to go war with a great big army of evil just because we happened to find it. If no one says anything, maybe people will pretend like no one saw it. I’d rather they’d never even heard of the bastard. I wish they would stop talking about it, otherwise Michael’s going to find out, and God only knows how many of us he’ll send into the fray.”
 
                 “What’s the matter, tough guy?” Jake said, punching the angel’s bicep. “I thought a warrior like you would love a standup fight.” He was falling into this role nicely, and the Tagger he was talking to didn’t seem to suspect anything unusual about him.
 
                 “You know what they say – when Heaven and Hell fight, everyone loses, nobody wins. I’ve heard stories about the last one. Not a lot, mind you, but every so often, Michael will get wound up and tell a tale of the Last Great Battle, and let me tell, that scares the willies out of me. Because if you’re killed by a Blade of Hell, nothing can save you. There’s no coming back from that.”
 
                 Jake paused a minute, peering at the angel. “What do you mean by ‘no coming back’ anyway?”
 
                 The Tagger peered back at Jake with a curious expression. “You really are green, aren’t you? Anyone who’s killed by a Blade of Hell has their corporeal form dissipated. They’re gone as in gone forever.”
 
                 “Gone where? How do you kill a dead spirit? Or an angel?”
 
                 “Anything can be killed, boy,” the angel sighed. “And it doesn’t go anywhere. It stops going anywhere. It just becomes scattered, loose energy that coalesces elsewhere eventually, maybe contaminates some star off in the distance. But once the Blade of Hell hits you, that’s it. You’re done and gone for good.”
 
                 Jake considered this for a long moment. Then a question popped into his head, clear as day. “You ever seen it happen?”
 
                 The angel shook his head in response. “No one’s seen it in a long, long time, not since the Last Great Battle.”
 
                 “And how long ago was that, exactly?”
 
                 “Nine thousand years, give or take.”
 
                 “And since then…”
 
                 “Since then,” the Tagger picked up, “Heaven and Hell have had an agreement. Both go and collect their souls from Earth after they die, but only messengers and retrievers are allowed. If someone gets out of their flock, either side is allowed to send someone to get them. Thus, our job.”
 
                 “That goes for the other side too?”
 
                 The angel chuckled a little bit. “’Course. You think Hell wants their people getting out and stumbling into Heaven’s waiting arms? They’ve got demon retrievers to fetch anyone who gets lucky enough to escape Hell’s embrace.”
 
                 This gave Jake pause while he considered the idea. He was half-way curious to ask why Heaven wouldn’t welcome an escapee of Hell, if it was so inviting, but instead, a different question popped into his head. “So, what, they carry Blades of Hell? Shards of Night, black flame or something like that?”
 
                 Jake was met with the angel scratching his head. “You know, I’m not sure. I ain’t seen one m’self. We aren’t down on planet all that often, so I guess we don’t stumble across each other that much. I think I heard talk of one of the other Taggers seeing a demon pull its prey back once, but he said he was too distracted by the hellhounds the demon had with him to notice anything else.”
 
                 “Was he going after one of ours?”
 
                 “’Course not. We have ours and they have theirs. Never the two shall mix. Why would we want to get someone out of Hell, anyway? Can you imagine the horrors those people would’ve had to have done to be committed there?”
 
                 Jake nodded, sensing the angel (Tagger, he corrected his thoughts) was getting a little suspicious. “You said it. Must be some horrific trash.” He needed to dispel any thoughts that he was out of place. He knew that the best way to blend in was to act like those around you. Most people weren’t smart enough to act out of character to try and lure someone out, no matter how it appeared in the movies, so if your behavior matched the people around you, Jake thought to himself, nobody asked questions.
 
                 “Damn right,” the Tagger agreed. 
 
                 “Once you’re in Heaven, though, you’re here to stay, huh?”
 
                 The Tagger laughed, patting him on the back. “Of course…”
 
                 They both finished the sentence together. “This is Heaven!”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   
 
  

              Back on Earth, Bob had been having a Hell of a day. Not only had a few of the souls been taking their sweet time to die, all of them, as of yet, had been older people. Heart attacks, strokes… Bob felt like he was dragging a retirement colony around with him. Where were the teenagers and college students? Where were people living young and dangerous lives with reckless abandon? Where was a goddamn iPod? He was starting to wonder if cherry picking his assignments would get him in trouble. It would certainly give him better odds of success.
 
                 Ever since his conversation with Jake, Bob had been thinking, a dangerous precedent to set. He was hoping it wasn’t becoming a habit. When he’d first started as a Cherubim, he’d asked a lot of questions, and eventually, after getting enough scornful looks, he’d learned the lesson – questions are the enemy of a restful mind. And Heaven believed in harmony.
 
                 But God dammit, Bob believed in music.
 
                 He idly wondered what else wasn’t on the contraband list that he might consider bringing back with him. He needed small things, of course, stuff he could carry in his satchel he took with him wherever he went, but that left him a lot of options, options he was starting to consider. The restful mind had been awoken again.
 
                 Behind him stood three gathered souls who were still in the state of shock and disbelief. Two men and one woman, with a combined age over 200. They were all discussing their various deaths while Bob impatiently tapped his foot. Bob had actually told one of the three he’d picked up already “Why couldn’t you have died younger?” The old man didn’t understand what Bob had been talking about, and Bob hadn’t had the patience to explain it to him. The Los Angeles street they stood on now was a hustle and bustle of traffic, people darting to and fro, zipping around in cars, on bikes, on motorcycles, scurrying along sidewalks. The end of the day, a Friday, and the beginning of a weekend. Exactly the kind of conditions Bob was looking for. He hadn’t been looking ahead to his designated pick ups, not even glancing at the file beyond the pick up point. Checking his clipboard, sure enough, he was picking up someone in their early twenties.
 
                 “C’mon, c’mon,” Bob muttered to himself, “be there, be there.”
 
                 A bike messenger came zipping down the street towards their position and Bob was pretty sure he could see a pair of trademark white earphone wires running down from the man’s ears. The messenger’s face had all sorts of metal punctures – pierced eyebrow, pierced lip, pierced nose… Bob didn’t even want to imagine what else was pierced. Kids these days. You’d think they were trying to get themselves magnetized.
 
                 The bike whizzed past and the messenger raised his hand to signal his turn, and was smashed from the side by a guy who was running a red, the bike and its rider crumpling instantly. 
 
                  Bob skipped across the street, weaving his way between people who couldn’t see or hear him, as he said, out of habit, “Excuse me, pardon me, angel comin’ through, make a hole!” Nobody could hear him consciously, but there was a sort of subliminal impression an angel made that inspired people to subconsciously get out of his way. He could have, of course, simply passed through them all intangibly, but if Bob could avoid seeing the inside of someone’s skull, he was certainly going to do so. 
 
                 Bob cut through the crowd that was starting to form around the guy’s corpse, as the spirit sat up from the body, standing up and dusting itself off.
 
                 “Whew,” the messenger said. “I thought I was a goner for sure, man.”
 
                 “You are,” Bob shot back. “Now shut up while I snag your iPod.”
 
                 Sure enough, Bob was pulling the headphones from the corpse’s ears, tugging the iPod out of his pocket, holding it up to the light. “Dammit, well, the iPod itself is fine, but it looks like the headphones got damaged when you died.” Sure enough, the wires were mangled enough that Bob couldn’t force a signal out of the tiny machine. Still, he was part way there. The kid’s iPod was the largest current model, and looked like it was filled with endless music ranging from classic rock to a billion bands Bob had never even heard of. The kid was probably downloading it all illegally, but who was Bob to judge? The kid was still going to Heaven.
 
                 “Died?” the messenger asked. His face lost all of its color as he looked down, seeing the mess of his body. He then turned to the side and puked, before he was gasping for breath. “That… that’s me?”
 
                 “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Bob comforted, patting the kid on the back with one hand as he tucked the iPod into his satchel with another. Technically, people were supposed to keep what they had on them when they died until they reached Heaven, but people were in such a state of shock after dying that they didn’t remember to check their possessions later. Besides, during processing, all the goods were rounded up anyway. Bob had seen the lockup more than a few times and he was fairly certain that simply taking things off newly deceased would be easier than searching through an endless cavalcade of boxes trying to find what he was looking for. And, besides, Bob was inherently lazy. “You’re dead, and I’m here to take you up to Heaven. Now if you’re quite done, let’s get going.”
 
                 “Going? Heaven?”
 
                 Bob rolled his eyes, pushing the kid on the back as they moved away from the crowd, the three elderly spirits shuffling along behind them. “Why oh why didn’t anyone tell me I was just going to be answering the same ten questions for the rest of Eternity? I swear you guys are my own personal Hell. Let’s go.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 As soon as they had moved through the hole, Randall knew they were in trouble. Thankfully the angels in the cellblock over hadn’t had any idea who they would tell about the noises they had been hearing for the last few hours. There wasn’t exactly training for an escape or an invasion or random sounds of a wall being knocked down. For the last few minutes, they had somehow convinced themselves Hell was trying to burrow in. So they had simply waited, holding whatever they could find at hand as a weapon, to see someone come through the hole that had been dug between the two cellblocks. But the last thing Randall had expected to hear was a battle charge. The smoke and dust had prevented the angel, a woman named Celeste, from seeing that it was a fellow jailer coming through the hole and so she screamed and rushed when she saw a figure emerging. “Die, Hellspawn!” she howled as she dashed forward, coatrack flailing in the air desperately.
 
                 Randall’s hand flashed up, grabbing her wrist as she started to bring that improvised weapon down. “Dammit, Celeste, it’s me! Randall!”
 
                 Celeste dropped the coatrack immediately and she draped herself over Randall in a relieved hug, practically clinging to him. The other angels, seeing a familiar face, lowered their guard and started moving back to keep an eye on their wards again. All of them knew something was fundamentally wrong, but none of them wanted to get wrapped up in the mess. Celeste had silently been appointed as ‘the person to deal with the mess’ by being the first to talk to the angels coming through. “Oh thank Heaven,” she sobbed. “I thought we were being invaded by demons!”
 
                 “How the Hell would they even get this close, Celeste?” James asked as he wriggled through the hole. “I don’t think they even know how to get to Heaven any more.”
 
                 “Oh screw you, James,” Celeste snapped back as she pulled away from Randall. “What did you expect me to think? Why the Hell are you breaking through the wall anyway? Why didn’t you just come over through the hallway?”
 
                 Shelly stepped through next. “Because we can’t Celeste.”
 
                 Celeste peered at them, not understanding a second before her hand snapped up to cover her mouth as it felt open in shock. “No,” she whispered in fear. “Tell me you didn’t.”
 
                 “We did,” Byron said as he squeezed through the hole. They had barely made a hole big enough for them to crawl through one at a time. Randall had volunteered to go first, claiming his voice would be the most recognizable to the angels next door. Most of the other group, however, was guessing that Randall was simply hoping they’d beat him up so he could guilt trip them about it later.
 
                 Her eyes were as wide as they could go, and she had turned paler than the walls of Heaven themselves. Even her blonde hair seemed to shirk some of its golden color into a withering shade of platinum as it dawned on her. “You lost one? Holy shit, you fucking lost one?”
 
                 “We didn’t lose one, Celeste,” James corrected. “He escaped, okay?”
 
                 “And that’s better how? How the Hell does someone escape? That’s why there’s a person outside at all times! Exactly to prevent this kind of thing from happening!” She looked back and forth between them, ringlets of hair whipping around. “You broke protocol, didn’t you? Oh Heaven save us, you ignored the rules and someone proved to you exactly why we have them in the first place! I can’t believe you guys!”
 
                 “Okay Celeste,” Randall interrupted, “we screwed up. We got it. We’ve learned our lesson. We even learned that lesson before we began digging through the wall to get into here. What we haven’t done is caught the guy who’s running around Heaven. We need you to let us out into the halls, so we can get cracking after him.”
 
                 “He’s probably wandering around aimlessly. How the hell did you miss him not popping the pills? God only knows. He’s probably lost in Heaven’s woodwork. I wouldn’t be surprised if he wasn’t picked up already,” she said with a roll of her eyes.
 
                 “I would,” Randall replied, “otherwise they would’ve dragged him back to our cell block and had the rest of us on the worst detail they could find for us. But seeing as no one’s come to that door, he’s still out there. Probably hiding in the shadows.”
 
                 “There aren’t any shadows in Heaven, Randall,” Celeste chided him. It wasn’t true, of course, but the angels liked to say it, as if they could make it true by repeating it.
 
                 “You know what I mean. We need to find this loose guy, and we need to find him fast.”
 
                 “Oh, we’ll find him,” James snarled a bit, curling his hand into a fist. “And we’re going to get him. I’ll bet he’s running scared already.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Jake Altford was scared, and his mind was running. He was thinking hard, trying not to cave under the pressure. He was focused, alert, almost overly so, closing his eyes, trying to think, One hand clenched the table, both of his legs pressed together. He opened his eyes up again, looking over at the grinning face across from him, that Tagger who had been taunting and mocking him for the last fifteen minutes. The room was less lit than most other areas of Heaven. Jake figured it was to give the room a bit more ambiance, make it feel more confrontational.
 
                 “Well, Jake,” the Tagger, whose name was Franco, asked him, not once looking away. “What’s it going to be?” Franco had an intense stare, the kind that burrowed. His hands were folded together, propped up under his chin.
 
                 “Give me a minute,” Jake stalled, frantically considering his options. He had a decision to make, and he could feel the pressure stacking up on him. These were the kinds of situations Jake had made a life on earth around avoiding. He hadn’t liked confrontation, but now he felt himself rising a bit to the challenge. He didn’t have to be who he’d been on Earth. He could fashion a new him out of the ashes of that person.
 
                 “Time’s up, Jakey boy. Gonna need that answer from you, and I’m gonna need it now.”
 
                 Jake raised one of his hands, waving it at the angel defiantly. “You never said anything about a time limit!” One thing Jake knew both the old Jake and the new Jake didn’t like, however, was arbitrary time limits, structure being imposed where none was called for. He lost a slight bit of the fear in his eyes and replaced it with a bit of resistance. He wasn’t going to be pushed around and bullied, no matter what the situation.
 
                 “I don’t want to be here all night, Jake. I’ve got places to go, things to do. And this waiting crap is starting to make me angry.”
 
                 “Okay, okay…” Still, Jake realized, there was no way out of this one. Not right now, so he’d have to come up with something.
 
                 “So?”
 
                 Jake exhaled carefully, closing his eyes again, holding his head in his hands before he looked up, steeling his face. “Call.”
 
                 Franco laughed, clapping his hands together, flipping over his cards. “Read’em and weep, sport! Three Kings!” He leaned forward, brushing away the communal cards, starting to reach for the pot of chips in front of them.
 
                 “Ah ah ah…” Jake replied with a grin spreading over his face, flipping over his cards, pulling the communal cards back into the center of the table. “Full house, Queens over Kings.”
 
                 “Oh you gotta be…” Franco fumed, comically. “Why I oughta… of all the...” Jake pounded his fist on the table, and it was hard to tell if he was really angry at Jake or more disappointed with himself. “You suck, Jake!”
 
                 “Look, Franco, you had a good hand, but I had a better one. That’s the way these things work. Just gotta learn to roll with the punches,” Jake said as he pulled the pot of chips back towards him.
 
                 “Yeah, yeah, yeah…”
 
                 After wandering around for a while, Jake had bumped into Franco, who had gravitated to Jake. After a bit of chitchat, Franco had realized that Jake hadn’t gotten settled yet and led him to the bunkrooms. Tagger housing was a bit like military quarters, rows and rows of bunk beds in a large room. Franco helped Jake find a bed (although it wasn’t hard, as this particular barracks seemed almost entirely empty), and then, after shooting the breeze for a while with him, Franco had dragged Jake back into a room off to the side, where they had set up a poker table. They’d been bringing pieces back to make the room better for a while, grabbing things on each run they’d made back to Earth. A card table. Playing cards. Poker chips. They’d built it one bit at a time, and Franco had joked around that it was probably all contraband, but that no one ever seemed to come looking, so they felt okay with it. Nobody had ever checked them when they got back from their duties in Heaven and on Earth, and they felt like they were owed something for all their work and their waiting. Mostly their waiting. Being a Tagger, Franco had explained, was a lot like being a fireman – there was a lot of waiting around, being bored. 
 
                 The door to the small backroom burst open, and for a second, Jake was afraid it was someone coming to reprimand them, or, worse still, catch him being a regular person faking at being an angel on assignment. It was neither. A smaller angel, Edward, was leaning against the doorway, panting. “Come on, guys!” he wheezed, “we’ve got a runner topside we’ve got to go get!”
 
                 “Topside?” Jake asked, a bit optimistically, as he stood up quickly. This might just be the break he was looking for, if they meant what he thought they did, and they did.
 
                 “You know!” Franco said, punching him in the shoulder as he also stood up. “Back on Earth. Every so often one of them gets loose and we have to go down and get them. What, you’ve never made a topside run before?”
 
                 “Nah, I just got started, remember?”
 
                 “Oh man, you’re gonna love this. You get to really put the screws to them. Come on, let’s get moving.” The three angels grabbed their swords from the table, heading for the door. Jake felt odd. The Taggers were the type of angels Heaven would send to put him back in quarters, yet here he was, pretending to be one.
 
                 “How do we even get back to Earth?” Jake was now completely interested in this mission of theirs, because it would give him just what he needed, a way out of this madhouse they called Heaven. Even if he couldn’t get out this time, he would know how the routes in and out worked, and maybe he would be able to slip away unnoticed. “Just some door or something?”
 
                 “Not or something, just a plain ol’ door. Trust me, you’re gonna get disoriented at least the first dozen or so times we go there, because it looks just like any other door you see. There’s nothing remarkable or distinguishable about it in any way, shape or form. It’s just… there. All the doors are. And there are a lot of doors.”
 
                 Jake cocked his head to the side while they walked down the corridor. People tended to cut them a lot of space when they walked, Jake had noticed, and he figured it was the sword at their belts that made people nervous, a form of implied authority that just scared the crap out of everyone they saw. It was nice. Jake had spent most of his life with people bumping into him, pushing him around, cutting in line in front of him and just generally making his life miserable. Perhaps there was some justice in the afterlife after all. Assuming you were willing to break some rules, circumvent some processes, ignore some paperwork, steal a halo and a sword, lock up some angels…
 
                 A few minutes later, they opened a door and stepped into a long hallway filled with rows of doors, each one looking exactly like the last. Franco had been right, though – there would likely be no way Jake could get back to this hall on his own right now. They had twisted and turned and looped and dipped and folded and maneuvered so much, Jake was starting to feel that Heaven’s main architect was M.C. Escher. “Where on Earth did he pop out, Eddie?”
 
                 “I hate when you call me that,” Edward grumbled, looking at the parchment in his hand as he scowled. “Says here he came out in Oakland.”
 
                 “Shit,” Franco said with a snort, “we should leave his sorry ass there. It’s gotta be worse than Hell could ever be.”
 
                 Edward pushed the circular spectacles back up onto his nose, as they started to slide down. “Now, Franco, you know that’s not our call to make. We have to save these poor souls from themselves.” He lifted a single finger into the air and started counting doors from the left in his head before stopping, pointing at a door. “That one.”
 
                 Franco tapped Jake. “That’s why I bring him along. My ass would get lost in a heartbeat.” He had a lazy grin on his face that implied the two were old friends, and that they were simply bringing Jake along for the ride. Jake hadn’t even been entirely sure where Edward had heard about the runner from. Where did Heavenly orders come from, he wondered? Was there a Holy Dispatch, giving out directions for angels who spent most of their days sitting around? Were there beat Taggers, like cops, out wandering around with no real purpose than to watch for, well, people like him, he supposed? If so, they weren’t doing a very good job.
 
                 The three angels walked over to the door. It was strange, but Jake had starting thinking of himself as both ‘one of them’ and ‘one of us’ the minute he put the halo on his head. He was an angel, but he wasn’t like the other angels. He looked like a Tagger, but he wasn’t, not really. While all of them were content with simply doing their daily work, puttering around waiting for their next chance to goof off and hope they didn’t get caught, Jake was actively looking for a way to escape the insanity that was Heaven. 
 
   He stepped forward to put his hand on the doorknob, almost as if he was afraid it would identify him for not belonging here. Maybe that was how the Taggers were alerted that someone was making a run for it. Would it overlook him because he had a halo on, or was there some sort of clearance he was supposed to have gotten? He grew nervous for a moment, and grasped the door handle, half expecting it to be hot and burn his hand, or cry out in alarm. Instead, it simply felt like average, cold metal. He turned the knob, and started to pull it back. He hadn’t realized he was holding his breath until Franco yelled behind him suddenly “BOO!” Jake practically leapt half a foot into the air while Franco began laughing in hysterics. “That never gets old!” Franco howled. “Come on, Jake, it’s not gonna bite you.” Jake opened the door a bit more boldly now, and was nearly blinded by the endless white light that flooded over them. “Although they really could stand to turn down the light show, you know?” 
 
   Jake wondered if it was some part of the gateway between Earth and Heaven that created this immense amount of light. He recalled having seen a similar doorway of overwhelming light when Bob had first led him and the others into Heaven. It was odd that Bob crossed his mind, but Bob had seemed like a genuine person, much less the mindless robots that passed for angels around here. The other Cherubim he had seen or interacted with when he’d been wandering through Heaven all seemed to have a great deal more personality than the rest of the flock. 
 
                 “Come on, you two,” Edward said, “let’s go.” Edward, Jake decided, was exactly what Heaven wanted more of. He was docile, obedient and kept mostly to himself. He always was eager to follow whatever order was handed to him without question and never seemed to think twice about anything. Edward was, for all intents and purposes, a lapdog of an angel. Edward grabbed both of them by the arm and the three of them stepped into the white light and back onto Earth. 
 
   It was… amazing. Amazingly ordinary, but somehow still amazing nonetheless. To be honest, Jake had to admit, other than the white light and the radical changing of special location, it was simply like stepping through any other door. No tingly feeling, no sudden whoosh of air, no twirly special effects… it was somewhat disappointing, Jake thought to himself. It really did just feel like one big parlor trick, and once you knew the secret, the magic, like the mystery, was gone.
 
                 Jake turned to look at Franco, putting his hands on his hips disappointedly. “That’s it?”
 
                 Franco shrugged a bit. “I know, but what can you do…”
 
                 All three of them finished together “…after all, this is Heaven!”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 James opened the door to their section once more, as Byron and Terence stepped back inside. They would cover for the rest of the angels while they were out looking for their missing ward. The door shut behind them with a certain sense of finality, which made all of the angels nervous, both the ones inside and the ones who were going to go on the hunt. 
 
                 “You think they’ll be able to keep everyone in check?” Shelly asked James, as the three of them started to examine the area for any signs of anything. Of course, it was as bland and featureless as it had always been. Shelly was shifting about, fussing, the whole area practically alien to her. For the most part, the angels stayed in their individual cellblock. On rare days where she was in a poor mood, she felt like the bunch of them were prisoners just as much as their wards. Still, there had to be some order imposed on the flock.
 
                 “I’m not worried about it. Byron and Terry can handle those zombies. They’re all too passive to do anything,” James snorted as he crossed his arms and leaned his back against the wall. James actually found himself looking forward to getting out for a bit of a stroll, although he’d never admit that to the others. James was one of the people who suffered wanderlust, and so he’d wander from one cell block to another from time to time, talking to whoever happened to be on duty that day. He never left the block hub, certainly, because that would have gotten him in all sorts of trouble, and none of the other angels knew that when he was supposed to be keeping tabs on the flock, but he certainly wasn’t doing what he was supposed to be, because it didn’t seem to matter all that much. Nothing ever really happened. 
 
   James thought that if he was brutally honest with himself, he felt he was more at fault for Jake’s escape than any of the other angels were, simply because he was never watching the monitors when he was supposed to be. He would be next door, talking with Celeste or down the hall, chatting up the guards at the end of the hallway. 
 
   Of course, there was no way that James could have known that all of the other angels were just as guilty of those types of indulgences as he was. At least, James thought to himself, the rest of the people they had been tasked to keep tabs on were still as docile as sheep.
 
                 “Yeah, well, that’s what we thought about Jake, and look where that line of thinking got us,” Randall growled in replied. He was crouched down next to both of them, looking carefully to see if he could find any tracks or hints of passage, knowing full well he wouldn’t.
 
                 James lowered his head a bit. “Sorry, Randall.”
 
                 Randall sighed. The burden of command had never been easy on him. He hadn’t particularly liked being thrust upon the role, but they claimed his personality and temperament made him unsuitable for most other jobs in Heaven. Of course, he never had understood why he simply wasn’t made one of the docile flock, for that matter. Randall had a questioning personality, but kept his opinions to himself. Early on in his time in Heaven, he’d witnessed a couple of Taggers beating up a runner, and he immediately knew that wasn’t going to be him, no matter what it took. (Neither the runner OR the Tagger, actually.) So he’d changed his entire approach. He was still in the lines then, but he started recognizing the filtering process and he decided it was better to be the kind of guy who chased people down instead of the guy who got chased down. Of course, he was surprised enough as it was simply to get into Heaven, but that was another question he knew not to ask. And he had a theory of his own about it anyway. “Don’t worry about it,” he said as he stood up again. “We’ll find him, and we’ll handle him. It’s just one lousy human.”
 
                 “And when I find him, oh Heaven help me, I’m going to make him regret it,” James spit. “Goddamn troublesome humans.” James wasn’t normally this excitable, but it was as though getting out of their standard quarters were awakening emotions in them again, and because they’d been so, well, tranquil for so long, their emotions were in double-time overdrive.
 
                 “We were all human once,” Shelly pointed out, trying to calm him down.
 
                 “Yeah,” Randall said, “but we haven’t been for a long time. We’re angels now. That means something like this should be a piece of cake for us. We’re the best of the best. We’re the ones the other angels chose to elevate beyond the level of mere mortals.” Randall didn’t really buy the propaganda, but he knew once he’d been put in charge, he needed to play the part of the tough guy to a tee. And it had worked (at least when he had first started) as the rest of the angels under his supervision looked to him as the icon of how to act, even if they didn’t follow the examples themselves. He knew he and his fellow angels weren’t any better than the people they were watching over, just different. 
 
   He couldn’t really learn much about the people they kept watch over other than the little details he picked up in talking to them when they were first brought in, before the quiet settled on them. He’d been studying, learning, and he couldn’t find any common thread that united them, and so his current working theory was that these were simply the people who didn’t fit anywhere else. They were people who didn’t have a clear idea of what Heaven was supposed to be, so Heaven didn’t have a clear idea of where they were supposed to put them. So they ended up in these…rest homes, and Randall liked to think of them as. He started to look around, then closed his eyes, scrunched up his face and banged his fist up against the wall. “Dammit!”
 
                 “What?” Both James and Shelly looked up at him suddenly.
 
                 Randall shook his head. “There’s not going to be anything we can track. No footprints, nothing out of place – you know how Heaven works. Anything that would be considered unclean is removed before it has a chance to soil the holy hosts. Shit … this is going to be fucking ridiculous. Heaven’s huge, and we don’t have any clue which way he could’ve gone or how to find him. Why the Hell does Heaven have to be so damn clean?”
 
                 Shelly scrunched her face up, and James thought it made her look less pretty. Her voice was steady as she started to reason out loud. “Okay, let’s assume he just started going in a random direction. That means he’d eventually hit one of the two main subsection corridors. If we split up and…”
 
                 “No,” James said as he pushed himself off the wall.
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “Look, we’re just going have to stick together and start walking through Heaven one step at a time, seeing what we see until we find him. Anything else and people are going to start asking questions. If we stick together, we can claim we’re checking security or something.” James moved his hand through the air while he spoke, a tone of authority and confidence to his demeanor. He spoke with the air of someone who had thought through the process, considered the options, and was pointing out the only obvious solution. It was the kind of confident tone that was hard to argue with. It also sounded like James had done something like this before, Randall thought to himself before James spoke again. “That should be more than enough of a cover story to discourage anyone who isn’t already looking for us. Or him.”
 
                 They were changing. Barely out of the quarters and they were already changing, Randall noticed. He felt less confident, while he noticed James seemed to be gaining confidence.
 
                 “Alright, you’re right. We don’t want anyone asking questions about what we’re doing, so let’s just go,” Randall agreed. He pointed in a direction and the three angels started to walk down the hallway which Jake himself had walked down not long before them. The three came to the big hallway, and Randall sighed, looking at the constant bustle of people to and fro, many of them not standing still long enough to be anything more than a blur in time. “Right, I forgot,” he said with a sigh of resignation, glancing around, noting that no one had paid them any mind at all. “No one’ll ask questions… This is Heaven.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Jake looked around at Earth with a sense of awe and wonder. He was in a horrific alleyway, the kind of dirt and squalor only a major city can summon up. And yet, it was as though it was the greatest thing Jake had ever seen. Never had he thought he would be in a sense of joy about seeing a pile of garbage he was pretty sure had been pissed on by a few bums over the last day. The sky was dark night, a deep shade of ebon black with pinpricks of light. It was an unbearable bit of beauty. He wanted to cry. He wanted to get down on his knees and kiss the ground beneath him. It was an amazingly ordinary Oakland alleyway, and that made it glorious. Sounds that weren’t filtered, or controlled, or limited. Dirt beneath his feet. Smells that were genuine and didn’t smell of lemon. 
 
   Colors. Oh. God. Colors.
 
   The real world. It was real again.
 
                 “God, I hate this place,” Franco said, stepping behind Jake, who had been lingering just a few steps through the door. “Filth. Scum. Feces. Urine. Trash. All the things we’re better to be without.” Franco looked around with a sense of disdain plain as day on his face. It was clear Franco considered this the worst part of his job, made only tolerable by the level of force they often had to use on people here.
 
                 “Come come now,” Edward said as he stepped behind the two, closing the door behind him, cutting out the white light that had been flooding in from Heaven behind them. “We all lived here once. We were all human. It has a certain sense of charm to it, in a childish sort of way. This was where we proved ourselves worthy of God’s love, where we proved we were ready to join the ranks of Heaven, where we would live out all eternity in perfection.”
 
                 It made Jake nauseous just to listen to them. Their disgust and despise was beneath them, and they had no place talking about Earth like some cheap whore. It was here that Jake realized that Heaven had certainly taught him one thing – it had taught him how to hate. How to hate the angels who watched over him, how to hate the inane activities he was subjected to, how to hate confinement and loss of freedom. Before, he had been content to mostly sleepwalk through his life, but that attitude had gotten him to Heaven, and he hadn’t liked it one bit.
 
                 Heaven was no place for him.
 
                 Still, Jake admitted to himself that the angels were probably just buying into the whole propaganda that Heaven was selling in bulk. Either that or they were drugged beyond belief. Quite probably both, he thought to himself. As much as he wanted to hate them, he realized that, more than anything, he felt sorry for them. He wanted to wipe the veil from their eyes and show them what they were missing. Sure, some of it was wretched and horrible and appalling, but some it was just the opposite. The old adage was right – there could be no light without dark. And Jake found himself savoring the darkness surrounding him. Except that it really wasn’t darkness, just life. Just life.
 
                 “Whatever, Ed,” Franco sighed as he reached into the folds of his toga and pulled out a small compass, looking down at it. Edward had given him the compass while he’d been reading the parchment earlier. Apparently it had come part and parcel with the assignment. “Let’s just get this done with and get out of here. The less time I have to spend here, the better.”
 
                 Edward peered over Franco’s shoulder while Jake tried to keep calm. He almost felt a sense of agoraphobia – it’d been so long that he’d been trapped in the corridors and pathways of Heaven, he’d almost forgotten what it was like to look up and see no ceiling looming overhead. Being caged had almost turned him into an animal. Almost. 
 
   The two angels looked up from the compass and Edward tilted his head up skyward to get a sense of their current location. From the way the two of them were acting, it seemed Edward had been at this business for much longer than Franco had. “It looks like he’s off to the north of us, my fellows,” Edward stated. “Let us get moving.”
 
                 “Aren’t we worried about people, y’know, seeing us?” Jake asked, cocking his head to the side curiously.
 
                 Both Edward and Franco laughed at him, Franco slapping Jake on the back. “That’s a good one.” He paused a second, then grinned and laughed even bigger as they could see Jake honestly meant the question. “Good God, they really don’t teach you anything in training classes these days, do they?”
 
                 Edward smiled like he was about to instruct a young child in something very rudimentary. “The flock can’t see us unless we want them do, Jacob. Part of the advantage of being an angel on Earth is that we are invisible, in fact intangible, just the same as the Cherubim who picked you up, unless we choose to be solid.” Edward reached over to a stack of trash and moved his fingers through the can as though it wasn’t there. Then he focused for a moment and brought his fingers to close on the handle of the trashcan lid. Jake could see the angel’s form shimmer slightly before his hand closed on the handle and lifted the lid. Half a second later, the angel shimmered again and the can fell through his hand and back onto the trashcan. “We can move among them without any worry of being disturbed. You have no need to be afraid of them. They cannot harm you. And if even you chose to be solid and they did cause you harm, the worst that would happen is that your form would dissipate and you would reform back in Heaven, simply to start your work all over again.” The very idea of that sent shivers down Jake’s spine, but he did his best to conceal them. “So you see, you are in no real danger while we are down here and at work. Even the agents of Hell, should we encounter them, could do no worse than send us back to Heaven. Although I would imagine they could make it somewhat painful before they did.”
 
                 “Yeah, well,” Franco said, pulling Jake with him towards the end of the alleyway, heading towards the street proper, “I wouldn’t worry about that. The Hellfiends tend to keep to themselves. We have our charges and they have theirs and rarely the two should mix. Don’t worry about it. We’ll get our mark and be back home again before you know what hit us.”
 
                 “How are we supposed to find this guy?” Jake asked them. He was trying his very best to look comfortable, hoping they would simply write off his impatience as nervousness. In his mind, however, he was running through the options of how he could just get loose from these two and how to prevent them from tracking him down after he’d lost them. To be fair, he wasn’t so worried about losing them so much as he was about them finding him again later. He’d already figured out the first few steps of his plan. “That compass thing?” He figured the more ignorant he seemed, the more he would learn and the less likely he was going to have to go back to Heaven.
 
                 Edward nodded with a timid smile. “It came with the orders. I’ve never known exactly how they work, simply that they lead us to the particular person who has escaped back to Earth.” This put Jake slightly at ease. It would mean they would have to have a compass for him specifically, and would not just be able to use any old compass to find him. And before a compass could be issued for him, they would have to know he was missing. Jake felt like if he played his cards right, that wouldn’t be for a very long time indeed. He was sure the angels he’d locked in the cell wouldn’t want anyone above them finding out, and would do their best to keep his escape quiet on their own.  
 
                 Franco shrugged. “It’s another thing in Heaven that just works and I don’t question it. Like the blade. If I stopped to question it, the very concept of it would drive me crazy, trying to figure out how the flame appears and where from. So I just accept it – I don’t know how it works. It just does.”
 
                 Jake chuckled. “That’s a lot of faith. What happens if it breaks?”
 
                 That elicited another shrug from Franco. “Never has yet.”
 
                 “It ever pick up rogue signals? One of theirs maybe?” Jake said, tapping his finger downward.
 
                 “Never has yet,” Franco answered again. Franco liked to keep things simple. He was a man who didn’t like things more complicated than point and shoot. He did what he was told, he chased who he was told to chase, he sent back who he was told to send back. He’d met other Taggers like Jake before, newly conscripted and full of questions, but after a period of time, that passed and they learned to focus on the job at hand, whether that be retrieving a loose soul from the halls of Heaven or the shores of Earth, or finding ways to keep themselves entertained while they waited for another task to be given their way. 
 
   Franco felt the job gave his life purpose, and he was good at it. He and Edward had been retrieving loose souls for over three hundred celestial years, and they did so with maximum efficiency. Franco always felt that someone higher up the food chain would notice their abilities and put them in charge of training new Taggers, but that day hadn’t come yet. Franco didn’t particularly worry, though – the paperwork in Heaven was insanely complicated and took what seemed like eternities to process. Franco was just glad that Edward handled all the paperwork from their retrieval jobs. It seemed to be the kind of thing Edward enjoyed and after their first celestial year or two as partners, Edward had offered to take over the paperwork “now and then” for Franco. That was the last time Franco had touched a sheet of paper. Now Edward brought them the cases and filed the paperwork, and Franco did the dirty work.
 
                 “It is keyed to our target, Jacob, so there is no worry of it detecting anyone other than the person we are meant to find,” Edward replied delicately. Edward considered himself meticulous, and after the first few months of his partnership with Franco, Edward had taken a look at one of Franco’s reports before turning it into Dispatch. The report had been riddled with slight inaccuracies and inconsistencies. Nothing important was wrong, but many of the minutiae were incorrect. Edward wondered at that point if Franco’s reports had been preventing them from getting more casework. To test this theory, Edward relieved Franco of paperwork detail on a job where it had been Franco’s turn to write up. Sure enough, the next job had come much faster, and Edward found a sense of pride in having identified where the breakdown had been. Edward didn’t particularly mind the paperwork, even if he wasn’t all that fond of it either, and anything he could do to relieve their boredom made his day better. “We simply must have faith in the tools that the Lord has provided us with.” 
 
                 Jake considered pressing the matter, finding it impossible that anyone could eventually just accept that things worked “on faith,” but it didn’t seem wise to keep asking questions, so he nodded in return, keeping in step with Franco and Edward while the three of them walked out of the alleyway and towards the busier street. “Fair enough. What’s it say, Edward?”
 
                 Edward smiled as Jake used his full name, not the nicknames that Franco used. Jake could tell that slight thing annoyed the crap out of Edward, but that the senior angel was too stoic and, well, prim to say anything. Edward looked back down at the compass, considering it for a good moment before looking up and pointing down one street. “That way. Judging by the width of the needle, it’s still a little bit away. Maybe a mile or two.”
 
                 Franco started moving down the street before the other two, not in a hurry, simply unaccustomed to waiting around, wanting to get on with his job and get back to Heaven, where for some incomprehensible reason he was more comfortable. “May as well get walking then. Did the paperwork imply he’d ever gotten out before?”
 
                 As Jake and Edward stepped quickly to catch up to him, Edward was looking down at the file he’d brought with him. Jake was mildly distracted when Edward simply walked right through a guy without batting an eyelash, a reaction that made Franco grin. Edward paid no mind. “Doesn’t look like it. Says the guy just died and was in the line before he made a run for it. Seems like the typical runner profile, except he wasn’t in line very long.”
 
                 Jake cocked his head quizzically. “Typical profile?”
 
                 Franco glanced around, as if trying to keep an eye for something or someone out of place. “Seems like all the runners come from the lines rather than the domiciles. Most of the time it’s that point between turning in their clothes and the final gateway that they sprint from.”
 
                 “Maybe they all have a deep seated fear of togas,” Jake offered. 
 
   The two Taggers smiled. “I think once they get past sorting, they’ve pretty much found their way in Heaven and are comfortable enough to spend the rest of their time there,” Franco said. “I don’t think anyone’s ever broken out of the domiciles, so I guess people are happy when they get there.”
 
                 Edward allowed himself a small chuckle. “Mmm. That, and the domiciles are much better contained. Why, with the lines the way they are, it’s actually a surprise to me that there isn’t more work for us these days. I know Franco here does not have a fine memory for such things, but I make it a point to study where the runners come from, and the waiting line to get into Heaven proper really can be very taxing on someone who is still in a bit of shock. I have recommended to the more senior angels that they implement some better security measures in these areas if they cannot implement some way of hastening a person’s entry into Heaven, but, as they say, one angel’s opinion does not a choir make.”
 
                 “But nobody’s ever gotten out of the housing units?” Jake asked, as the trio crossed a busy street, letting the cars pass through them harmlessly. Jake had flinched at the first one, but was now starting to get more accustomed to the state of intangibility.
 
                 “Not that we’ve had sent to us, that I can recall,” Franco said with a shrug, “but like Edward said, my memory’s crap. Ed?”
 
                 Edward snorted. “Have I told you how much I hate when you call me that?”
 
                 “You have, repeatedly,” Franco said, “but you’re still not answering my question.”
 
                 “I realize that.” Edward inhaled a long breath, scrunching his face up as he considered, sorting through his long, indexed memory. “You know, I do believe you are correct Franco. There never has been anyone who has broken out of the housing units, at least not who’s been assigned to us.”
 
                 Inside, Jake took a small measure of pride from that. He’d never really been a trailblazer, but ever since he made that run at the door, he’d been doing things he never would’ve thought he was capable of. He was bluffing, conning, evading and outwitting every person he could find. All without them ever knowing. He wondered how much of it was sheer luck and bluster, just having the gumption to try something no one else apparently had. “There’ll come a day,” Jake said, as the compass pointed them deeper into downtown, “that you guys will probably find yourselves going after someone who’s gotten out of the units.”
 
                 Edward waggled a finger his direction. “It could very much be you chasing after the escapee. Although you really should get yourself a partner at some point. It makes the chase so much easier.”
 
                 Franco stopped for a second, and Jake could feel the suspicion get thicker in the air. It was the first time Franco turned that intent stare on Jake for any reason other than poker, and Jake didn’t like how it felt one bit. “Yeah, now that I think about it, where is your partner, Jake?”
 
                 Jake knew he had to be quick on his feet or the game would be up, but thankfully Jake had been preparing for this ever since he ran into Franco. The Taggers moved in either pairs or choirs, a choir being made up of seven Taggers. Jake, on the other hand, was solo, which meant he had to have a reason at hand for it. “There was an odd number of people in orientation, and you know how paperwork is around Heaven.” It was true, practically universal everywhere he went in Heaven, that the paperwork was insane, it was wrong, it was lost, it was illegible, or it was sitting on someone’s desk, awaiting a stamp, a signature, a confirmation or even just a set of initials. He had yet to meet someone who didn’t have a paperwork story, and Jake had ended up talking to a lot of people as he’d been navigating the labyrinthine hallways of heaven. Jake was learning to rely on the obvious, the overstated and the unspoken. If people asked a question, fall back on the things everyone knows – Heaven is a mess, whether they wanted to admit it or not.
 
                 Franco laughed and patted Jake on the shoulder. “Should’a figured. Don’t worry; they’ll get it all figured out soon enough. And if they don’t, well, we can always use a hand. Franco and I get bumped around so much, we haven’t been part of a choir in a long time. It’s nice to have someone we wouldn’t mind keep around longer. After as long as we’ve been together, Edward and I know all of each other’s stories. We probably know more about each other than anyone else in Heaven.”
 
                 Edward smiled at him quietly, as the three of them moved into some of the less desirable areas of Oakland, heading down towards the docks, an area littered with warehouses. “Yes, well, I would not go that far, Franco, but we do know a great deal about each other.” He raised his hand suddenly as he was looking down at the compass. “A moment.” He lifted the compass up to his bespectacled eyes for a moment then nodded. “He is close. I would estimate… within that warehouse.”
 
                 Franco’s hand moved to his waist, taking the sword hilt off from his belt, snapping his arm out as he flicked the switch to let flame erupt from the hilt. “Let’s go get what we want.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Bob had been trying to get what he wanted for far too long now, but just couldn’t get it. He was starting to feel like a Rolling Stones song. But Bob knew exactly what he needed, and he was Heavenbent on getting it. He’d been gathering up souls as fast as possible, faster than any of the other Cherubim, trying to push through as many cases as he could. He certainly wasn’t trying to impress anyone, and he wasn’t angling for a promotion. In fact, getting promoted was the worst thing he could possibly imagine. But he had been ferrying people endlessly, trying, looking for someone to give him not just what he wanted, but what he needed.
 
                 There had been several people who had been close, but not quite able to give him what he was looking for. Now he was waiting on a street corner in New York City, tapping his foot impatiently. It was late at night, and Bob was waiting by himself as he watched a couple of people shuffle off as quickly as possible. Well, Bob thought, not shuffle off as in “shuffle off” in his line of business, but run off to some place less… dangerous looking. He couldn’t blame them. He wasn’t pleased to be caught dead in this neighborhood.
 
                 He got a file for each person he was supposed to pick up, so he knew a bit about where they were going to die, how and who they were before they died. It let Bob know when he should get his hopes up and when he shouldn’t. And this seemed like exactly what he was looking for. A young twenty-something on his way home from night classes gets mugged, stabbed and dies while police are chasing down the man who stabbed him.
 
                 His target came around the corner and Bob smiled a bit to himself. The guy was short and scrawny, with a shock of black hair and a pair of those trademarked white lines running down from his ears. Bob had been hoping for anything where he could find a pair of headphones, but the last few had ended poorly. He’d had a threesome that died in a plane crash, but the only one of them had headphones on them, and the lines had been cut when the man had, well, been beheaded. This guy, however, didn’t look like the kind of guy who would get stabbed in the neck. He had a jean jacket on over some band t-shirt and wore a pair of ratty bluejeans, a backpack slung over one shoulder. He seemed like the kind of student who had walked this route home from one of the local colleges a hundred times, and didn’t expect anything out of the ordinary. Of course, Bob knew better. Bob knew exactly what was coming, although he’d never really figured out quick how that worked. He just knew that it did, and he had no doubts the man’s death would be right on time.
 
                 Sure enough, from an alleyway in a corner, another man stepped out, his head covered by a dark hoodie, his form stepping right in front of the student, blocking his path. “Yo man, got a light?”
 
                 The student fished out one of the earplugs from his ear, music blaring out of it. “What was that?”
 
                 “A light, man.”
 
                 “Sorry,” the student said apologetically, “I don’t smoke any more. Gave it up.”
 
                 The man in the hoodie fished out a knife from his back, the metal gleaming in the low light. “So give up your wallet, man. Get me my own light.”
 
                 The student looked panicked. “I don’t have any money, man. I can give you the wallet, but it’s empty.” The student lowered a hand to his back pocket, getting his wallet out of the pocket. He started to hold it out to him and as the guy reached his other hand forward for it, the student flung the wallet into the mugger’s face, making a lunge for the knife. The two men struggled for a moment then the knife went into the student’s gut, cutting across his stomach as the mugger tried to pull his arm back. The student shouted out in massive pain, and suddenly from the corner, a voice yelled out “Police! Freeze!”
 
                 As so often happens when someone yells those words, someone started to run. (Bob wondered if “Police! Run!” would make someone stand still, but somehow he doubted it.) The mugger made a break for it, leaving the student bleeding on the street, while the cop started to run out after him. The student whimpered and groaned as he bled out. As soon as the cop was around the corner, chasing after the mugger, Bob darted out from his shade in the alleyway and loomed over the kid.
 
                 The kid beneath him was gasping, spurting his last breaths as the life drained from his eyes. Bob had seen a lot of people die. He’d watched old men and women as their bodies collapsed. He’d seen young children damaged by any number of technological things. He’d even watched as people barely old enough to vote lay down their lives defending freedom, justice, democracy or even just the price of oil. Bob had spent a lot of time watching people die. Sometimes it seemed like it was all he had ever been doing. But as Bob gazed down at the student, just a few weeks shy of his twentieth birthday, it occurred to him that he never really understood why people died. And, for a brief moment in time, he felt a twinge of regret. “Sorry, kid,” Bob said, just before the student died, “we all gotta go sometime.”
 
                 He hovered there in a moment of New York silence, which was eventually interrupted by the spirit of the kid sitting bolt upright, gasping for breath. He glanced around, his eyes flashing with panic, before he turned around to look at the ground beneath him. “Aw, crap,” he said. “I’m dead, ain’t I?”
 
                 “Aren’t you,” Bob corrected.
 
                 “Aren’t I?” the kid asked, sounding perplexed. 
 
                 Bob felt his wit fading out of him. He knew he was going to have to get this kid’s headphones off of him, but Bob actually felt like he needed to do this kid a favor in return. Maybe it was all the times he’d been rough around the edges to people he picked up, but he felt like since he was asking something from this kid, he should offer something back in exchange. There wasn’t a whole lot Bob could really do for the kid – he was dead after all – but Bob could think of a few things he might be able to do to smooth the kid’s path a bit. “You are, kid. You’re dead. But I’ve got a deal to make you…” Bob said, as he grabbed the student’s hand and helped his ghost to his feet. “D’ya like virgins?”
 
                 “Virgins?”
 
                 “Virgins,” Bob said as he gestured with his hand. “Women who’ve never had a man teach them the ways of love and all that. That the kind of thing you want out of your Heaven?”
 
                 The student, whose name was Tommy, frowned a little bit. This clearly was not a conversation he had ever expected to have. “Not… no, not exactly?”
 
                 “Well,” Bob said, as he put a hand on the kid’s shoulder, starting to walk down the street with him, “what did you have in mind for Heaven?”
 
                 Tommy scratched his head a little bit. “Y’know, I hadn’t thought about it, really. I dunno. Isn’t all this stuff sort of predetermined?” 
 
                 Bob laughed a little bit, reaching his chubby hand up to ruffle the kid’s hair. “Aren’t you just the cutest. Nah, kid, Heaven’s a big place, and there’s a little something for everyone there. And I can help you get to the place in Heaven you’ll be happiest. But I gotta know what you’re looking for. You one of those guys who wants to be telling everyone what to do all the time?” Bob didn’t think that was the kind of person Tommy was at all, but he hoped by throwing something wild out there, it would get the kid talking.
 
   “God, no,” Tommy said, shaking his head. Behind them there was the commotion of an ambulance pulling up, and the hustle and bustle of paramedics dashing out towards Tommy’s already lifeless corpse. “I, uh… I sort of suspected I’d meet a nice girl in Heaven, I guess, someone who liked me for me, and I could sit around drawing the world around me. I wasn’t all that good at meeting girls when I was alive, so I guess I just wanted to find the perfect girl for me in the afterlife.”
 
                 Bob frowned a little bit, scrunching his face up. “Y’know kid, just because I’m a Cherubim doesn’t make me Cupid.” In front of them, a portal of white opened and the two turned their course slightly and started walking towards it. “Still, I suppose I can see what I can do… if you can see fit to give up those headphones.”
 
                 Tommy shrugged, fishing his iPod out of his pocket, winding the earphones around it, holding it out to him as they reached the doorway of blinding light. “Sure thing. I mean, what am I gonna need it for in Heaven?”
 
                 “That’s the spirit, kid,” Bob said, as the two set foot into Heaven. “And if you change your mind about the virgin thing any time until I drop you off, you lemme know.”
 
                 “Uh, okay…”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 As the three angels reached the first major corridor, James looked over at Randall and snapped his fingers. “Randall, give me the picture and follow my lead. Get ready to play ‘good cop,’” James said as he took the picture from Randall’s outstretched hand. When someone new was brought to their cellblock, Randall had taken a picture of them, even though there wasn’t a protocol for him to do so, and it was a stroke of luck that he had, otherwise they would’ve had no way of identifying Jake. They only had the one, though, so they had brought it with them. “You there!” he boomed, threateningly at one of the two angels standing guard.  
 
   James stormed over at him with a heavy stance, and for just a minute, Randall wondered what James had done during all of the time between arriving in Heaven three thousand years ago and his being assigned to their wing about two celestial years ago. “What’s your name you slouching layabout?”
 
                 Inside the guard sighed resignedly but outside he snapped to attention. He was really getting tired of these surprise inspections. Three celestial years standing guard here and not one person had asked a question of him that wasn’t along the lines of “you playing cards tonight?” Not one single person asking serious questions of him in all that time, and now, two in one week. “Adams, sir!” When had their sleepy little wing become such a matter of concern, he wondered. “Can I help you, sir?” Adams didn’t actually know if these three angels were his superiors, but they were certainly acting like it, and that was more than enough for him. His mother had often told him that he should trust people in charge, because they inevitably knew what to do better than he did. And being a dutiful son, he’d taken the lesson to heart. (Perhaps too well.)
 
                 Randall walked over and put his hand on James’ shoulder quietly. “Easy there, James. Adams here is just doing his job, isn’t that right Adams?” He smiled a bit patronizingly at the angel. It was the kind of smile an elderly man would give a young boy in a candy store, and somehow it put Adams at ease a little. He liked being told he was doing the right thing. It made him more comfortable in his complacency.
 
                 “Yes sir!” Adams barked out. He was standing straight up, at attention, or some vague approximation of it he thought, having never been in the military. (Not for lack of trying, mind you.) “What assistance can I provide you with, sir?” It was odd that there was a trio of them, Adams thought to himself, especially since the last inspection had just been one man, a much more common occurrence at the sub-block entrances, if his fellow guards were to be believed. He’d never been inspected before this week, but that didn’t mean he and his partner never saw people. They just mostly came and went alone. Very rare was it that anyone moved in groups through this door, so rare in fact that Adams couldn’t think of the last time he’d seen it. The wards were brought in through a different set of entrances, which were eventually sealed up behind them. So when people came through these tunnel entrances, it was invariably one at a time. Still, he realized, questions only drove people mad. And he couldn’t afford a car to drive back in. 
 
                 James clenched his face up a bit, scowling at Adams before he thrust a picture into his face. “Seen this man?” He held the picture so close to Adams’ face, Adams was forced to lean his head back to be able to focus on the image. Adams recognized the face immediately though. He was unlikely to forget the man who’d come barging through, checking up on him a few days ago.
 
                 “Yes sir, I have,” Adams said with a nod. “The supervisor was through here early this week.”
 
                 “Supervisor?” Shelly asked, leaning over Randall’s shoulder to poke her head in the conversation. There wasn’t much in the way of identification in Heaven, but still, it had never occurred to the three angels that Jake would have simply walked out and pretended like he owned the place. It was, Shelly thought to herself, brilliant in its simplicity, but ballsy as all get out. “Did he say he was a supervisor?”
 
                 Adams felt his heart drop just a little bit. He thought back and realized the man hadn’t actually said he was a supervisor. Not in so many words. Not specifically. But he certainly felt like a supervisor. But, now that he thought about it, neither had these three. In fact, the three in front of him hadn’t stated any actual purpose at all, just strolled up and started asking questions. It hadn’t occurred to Adams that anyone would be anything except what they seemed in Heaven, but now that someone had mentioned it… “No, ma’am, he didn’t, but I don’t believe you three have identified yourselves either. Do we have some sort of problem here?” Adams felt himself getting a little bolder, perhaps his sense of self-preservation kicking in, refusing to admit the mistake was his by catching them in theirs. 
 
   The guard started to wonder if maybe these three were someplace they weren’t supposed to be, and if maybe he should tell someone about this conversation, but he also didn’t want to get too hotheaded, in case he was wrong. Most importantly, though, Adams didn’t want to rock any boats, or be noticed. He’d have been perfectly happy, he thought to himself, if the three would’ve simply turned around and walked back the way they came so he could forget the whole thing. He doubted they would, but still it was nice to be optimistic about these kinds of things every once in a while, he figured. This was Heaven, after all.
 
                 Randall waved his hand dismissively and laughed a little bit. “We’re not checking up on you, Adams,” he chuckled. This confused Adams, which was plain to see by looking at him and the quizzical look on his face. (Adams’ partner, who had remained impassive and inscrutable the entire time, continued to be so. Sometimes Adams wondered if he fell asleep standing up with his eyes open.) “We’re checking up on the supervisor. He’s not supposed to identify himself when he conducts inspections, otherwise there’s a chance that fine young men like yourselves would let someone else know he’s wandering around conducting inspections. And that sort of takes the surprise out of surprise inspections, if you know what I mean.”
 
                 Adams’ eyes rolled up a little as he thought back, replaying his encounter with Jake in his head. “No sir, he never did identify himself.” He paused and then nodded to himself, as if it took him a minute to replay the entire encounter in his head. Randall wondered if the guy, who was certainly not the sharpest tool in the shed, was actually walking through the entire encounter step-by-step in his head while they waited. It certainly looked that way to him, he thought to himself, as Adams stood there with that not-so-bright look on his face, before speaking again. It was as though something had clicked in Adams’ head, and he’d come to a conclusion, after a long and laborious thought process. 
 
   “Although I do have to say, sir, he didn’t seem to be wandering. He seemed to know exactly where he was going. Man walked with confidence in his stride. Reminded me of my R.O.T.C. instructor back on Earth.” He leaned in and whispered a bit conspiratorially at Randall. “Truth be told, sir, I think that man you’ve got a picture of there would’ve been insulted if you called him wandering. He most certainly had a purpose, wouldn’t you say so Chris?” Adams looked at his partner, who was still staring straight forward. Eventually, the other angel nodded, saying absolutely nothing. Adams blinked, then turned his attention back to Randall. “So there you go, sir. If you’re asking me if I thought he did a good job checking up on us, I would say he did a fine job indeed, sir.” 
 
   Adams actually wasn’t sure what a good or bad job of checking up on someone would be like, but he felt that based on the fact that they hadn’t been pulled from duty, the supervisor’s report about them must have been at least satisfactory, and he could do the man the courtesy of returning the favor. People who were being checked up on had a solemn duty to stick it to those who were checking up on them. It was in the code, or it would be if such a code existed, Adams was certain.
 
                 James let the frown fade from his face and tried to look mostly impassive, while trying to keep some of his imposing presence, as he tucked the picture away inside the folds of his robe. “And which way would that be, Adams?” James kept a steady look at Adams while he awaited his answer, and Adams repeated the heavily concentrating look of a man who is struggling to lodge something complex from the deepest recesses of his brain, most likely through the use of a cotton swab jammed a bit too deeply in the ear canal.
 
                 After a minute or two of pondering, Adams lifted one of his hands up and pointed down the corridor. “Down that way, sir. I saw him talking to one of the Cherubim for a minute or so, then he kept heading down that way until he was out of my sight, sir.”
 
                 “Thank you, Adams. That’ll be all,” James said as the three angels started to move down the corridor themselves. They were quick in their step, and Adams waved cheerfully behind them, happy to be rid of them, eager to get back to his contemplation of what he was going to do with his next day off. Once they were out of earshot range, James laughed a little bit to himself and looked at the other two. “He wasn’t too bright, was he?”
 
                 Shelly shrugged slightly. “I don’t know. I don’t even think he knew what he was supposed to be doing there. I mean, they’re posted on the outsides of the cellblocks, and not the inside. What is management worried about, invasion? Mass riots? Shouldn’t they be more worried about people trying to get out? Shouldn’t they, I don’t know, be on the other side of the door?”
 
                 Randall sighed in response as the three continued their way down the long white corridor that looked identical to every other white corridor as far as the eye could see. “I was amazed there were guards at all, actually. Heaven apparently used to be so confident that people would be happy wherever they ended up, there weren’t even doors.”
 
                 “Where’d you hear that?” Shelly asked, dodging a tall angel with a massive stack of paperwork in his arms who was moving past them in the opposite direction. It was a sign they were moving into the more populated areas of Heaven and out of the outskirts where places like their cellblocks were kept. It was hard to get an actual picture of what Heaven looked like in terms of layout, mostly because it felt like any hallway was interchangeable with any other hallway, except that the rooms at the ends of them had different people jammed in them, but that didn’t stop the angels from wondering.
 
                 “One of the old-timers said it during my training session,” Randall said as he helped steady the giant monstrosity of paper in the angel’s arms as he pushed past him in turn. It wasn’t that the hallways were too narrow so much as the fact that size of the stack of papers in the angel’s arms kept him wobbling back and forth in the hallway to keep the papers from toppling over. Randall simply helped him out of reflex. “You’ve been here a long time, James. That true?”
 
                 James lifted his hands, spreading them as he turned flat to press his back against the wall, giving the tall angel as much room as he could to pass. “I guess. That was a very long time ago, though.” He kept quiet, as if trying to discourage the questions with his silence, a tactic that rarely worked with this bunch, and showed no sign of working now, as the angel passed him and the three of them carried on their way again.
 
                 Randall stopped in his tracks, causing James to almost walk into him. Randall then turned to look at James with a bit of a frown. “You guess? Either you do know, or you don’t, man, so which is it?”
 
                 James’ face reflected a combination of annoyance and resignation, as he stopped as well, making Shelly stop with them. “Look, Randall, I know you’re in charge, so I’m trying to be polite about it all, okay, but what happened to me personally is my business and none of yours. Heaven’s… well, it’s just a lot different than it used to be. It was smaller, more intimate. And it felt like the angels actually gave a damn about us. But that was a long time ago. As the population’s been growing, there’s been less of them and a bunch more of us, so they can’t make us feel as special any more. And mostly? That just makes me sad. I feel like we’re not giving these people an afterlife where they can find eternal happiness, we’re just… keeping them busy. Detaining them. And that doesn’t feel right to me, okay?” His voice had been growing tenser as he spoke to Randall, and towards the end, he was practically shaking a lecturing finger in Randall’s direction. 
 
                 The change in tone did not go unnoticed by Shelly and Randall, who weren’t used to seeing James get wound up unless he was intentionally trying to project an image of being upset. Here, however, Randall had clearly touched a nerve and he wanted to put James back at ease quickly. “Hey, easy there, James, a’right? I don’t know who these people are and why they get sent into spaces like ours, but I think it’s just because they don’t fit in anywhere else, so it’s our job to help them fit in, okay? I mean, Heaven has to do something with them, so we try and make them comfortable and happy, but we can only do so much.”
 
                 “That’s just it, Randall,” James said, pausing for a very long moment. “I almost… I almost just want to let this kid go.”
 
                 Shelly jumped into the conversation suddenly, with a gasp. “You can’t mean that, James! You just can’t!”
 
                 James turned to look at her, a tired expression behind his eyes. “Honestly, Shelly, if it were you in there, if you’d been forced to sit through that arts and crafts lifestyle Byron inflicts on them day in, day out, wouldn’t you go crazy? Wouldn’t you want to bust out if you were one of them?”
 
                 Randall chuckled quietly. “No shit. There’s days I want to bust out and I’m one of us.”
 
                 Shelly sighed with resignation, clearly somewhat uncomfortable with this line of conversation. “I wouldn’t just run out, though. I’d talk to someone first, tell them I wasn’t happy.”
 
                 Randall gave a slight shrug of his shoulders. “He did. We weren’t listening. Remember? Remember when he told us he didn’t want to do the things the group was doing?” He started the three of them moving again, as a Cherubim with three newly collected souls in tow starting moving towards them from one of the doorways. The three angels lowered their voices, but continued with their conversation.
 
                 “Well,” Shelly said, “that was because we just suspected the drugs hadn’t taken hold, that he’d be fine once he was drugged.”
 
                 “But it seems he didn’t take the drugs, Shelly. Or, worse, what if he took them and they didn’t do anything for him? Regardless, we had a guy in there who wasn’t drugged in a situation you clearly need to be on fairly heavy medication to endure.”
 
                 Randall snorted a bit. “I know it drives me up the wall.”
 
                 “Exactly,” James stated, pointing a finger at him. “And you signed up for it. To this guy, it must’ve been like torture. And really, who wants that kind of thing out of Heaven, you know? I can’t imagine it’s what anyone wants from their eternal respite. This certainly isn’t what I wanted out of Heaven.”
 
                 “What did you want out of Heaven, not to pry?” Shelly asked as they moved towards the doorway the Cherubim had been leading people out of a moment ago.
 
                 “Originally, I just wanted something restful, but after doing that for a few hundred celestial years, I got bored. So I asked if I could do something. They made me a Tagger for a while, but I learned I didn’t enjoy that at all, so I processed forms for a while, but that got pretty tedious, too, so they put me in here. To be honest, though, I don’t like it here much either. I mean, you guys are okay, but it feels almost as bad as when I was a Tagger. It’s Heaven, right? Why should anyone be unhappy? Yet, none of the people we take care of are genuinely happy. They’re just drugged into a mindless zombie state, and we tell ourselves they’re happy when they’re not. Why can’t we just make people happy instead?”
 
                 Randall’s hand grasped the door handle and pulled it open. “It doesn’t work that way, sadly, although yeah, it does seem kind of weird that no one’s really happy in Heaven. The people who take jobs get bored with them, and they’re not happy after a while. The people who are put into holding areas might be happy at first, but eventually they get bored, and that’s when they start getting drugged, just to keep them manageable. No matter who you talk to, from the common souls to the most experienced Cherubim, no one really says ‘Hey man, I’m one hundred percent happy doing what I’m doing, and I can do this forever.’ It’s Heaven, right? Shouldn’t those kinds of people be all over the place?”
 
                 Shelly snapped her fingers and pointed at them, the idea clearly lit up on her face. “We should talk to the guy who brought him in, see if he had any ideas about where he might have gone.”
 
                 Randall frowned at her a bit, putting a hand on his hip. “C’mon, Shelly, you really think he might have told some Cherubim what he was going to do?”
 
                 Shelly smiled patronizingly. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned over the years, it’s that men can’t keep their mouths shut when they’re thinking. Let’s go.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Jake was moving around a series of crates inside a warehouse, holding the sword hilt in his hands, wondering exactly how he was supposed to recognize a dead guy on sight. When he’d been brought to Heaven, he’d looked exactly as he’d died, albeit without all the mortal injury inflicted to his personage. After a few of the stops in processing, they had, as he remembered, taken all of his old clothes and given him the toga/tunic combo he was wearing now. Some of the women he’d seen had long white dresses, but the majority of them were wearing outfits very similar like the men were. Jake had to wonder, with all the sexuality stripped away in Heaven, was there no need for women to wear dresses? Or maybe many of them simply preferred the shorts that came with the togas. Him not being a woman himself, he realized he really couldn’t fathom the reasons for their choices, it was simply something he had noticed. 
 
                 Still, since Edward had said their target had run from the line almost immediately after getting to Heaven, he wouldn’t be wearing the trademark white-on-white-on-other-white-with-shades-of-white-and-white-highlights that was all the rage in Heaven this season. Or any season, Jake supposed. So there would have to be some way to spot him.
 
                 Moving around the warehouse was still taking some getting used to, but Jake was a quick learner of his capabilities. Once Franco and Edward had told him that he could shift from solid to intangible with a thought, he’d been practicing it on and off every chance he got during their pursuit. He’d been picking things up, leaning through walls, getting used to having his field of view jammed into solid objects – it wasn’t so much a skillset as simply a few less rules to follow and a few more things to get used to. 
 
                 The warehouse was poorly lit, as warehouses often are during the times when no one is expected to be moving around them, and as such, the three of them had agreed not to ignite their swords until one of them had a visual lock on their prey. If one of them saw a great flare of heavenly fire in the distance, they would come running, knowing that the target was there. Jake was trying his best to squint as he weaved through the empty spaces between massive rows of metal and wooden crates. He knew he wouldn’t bump into anything, which was why it came to him as shock all the more when he did.
 
                 Later it would dawn on Jake that heavenly things moving on the earthly plane were simply on a different plane, and that all heavenly things shared one common plane that simply overlapped the more earthly plane. The practical upset of all of this is that if two heavenly beings happened to be on Earth, and happened to both be backing up, facing away from one another, the two of them would actually bump into each other like any two people on Earth could do, and would react in about the same fashion, which is what happened.
 
                 They bumped. Jake jumped. The target, whose name was Nathan (not Nathaniel, never Nathaniel), screamed and started running in the opposite direction, never once stopping to look at Jake. He was passing through all sorts of containers as he fled, waving his arms in the air. Jake regained his composure and snapped the fiery sword to life. It was almost blindly bright, like carrying a welding torch that burned the eyes in a pleasant way (if there was such a thing, which apparently there was), although Jake felt himself squinting anyway out of pure reflex. There was a quiet hiss of flame when the blade sprung free, something Jake hadn’t heard when he’d opened the blade in Heaven. If anything, it made him feel better, as if the blade had some real presence beyond the visual he had of the shaft of fire. The thing didn’t even give off heat, though, which was all the more strange to him. But having a bit of sound gave it presence to compensate. The light emanating from his sword was almost overwhelming. In the dark of the warehouse it was like Jake had flooded a part of the area with an almost unbearable light. Jake shouted out, just in case the other three somehow missed the supernova he was carrying to light up the room. “He’s running towards you, Edward!” 
 
                 Across the warehouse, there was another flood of light, and the runner Nathan (not the Nathaniel Jake had known when he was alive) screamed again. Jake imagined he was changing course again, running away from both Jake and Edward, which would, of course, run him straight towards Franco. The three of them had entered the warehouse with this plan in mind, driving him towards one person, who would remain unseen until the last possible second. Jake began jogging after him, not at a full run but enough to make it look he was quickly in pursuit. The light on the other side of the warehouse, Edward’s sword, was moving in his direction. He figured eventually they would both turn and move to support Franco, assuming Franco didn’t get him first.
 
                 Running through the various crates was still a little disconcerting to Jake, as his vision was clouded with all sorts of things, ranging from textiles to scrap metal to produce to fish guts. None of it stuck to him, of course, but it still filled his sight like a man standing at the bottom of a movie screen looking upward, unable to look away. A few times Jake even closed his eyes. The fish guts were particularly revolting, especially since the occasional eyeball was still peering back at him as he passed through it. 
 
                 Eventually, he moved out of the area filled with crates and into a partially cleared loading area. On the other side, he saw Edward, holding his sword in front of him, gesturing towards him. The runner had not gone through his side. There were a number of smaller crates scattered around the section next to the garage doors, and a few resting in the back of a pickup truck. Jake lifted his sword up and stabbed it into the nearest crate that looked big enough to hold a person inside of it if they were folded up just right. No reaction. Jake knew the blade would only harm heavenly bodies, and not cause any damage to the contents inside of the box, so why bother sticking his head in and out of endless boxes when he could just wave his sword through them? Edward smiled on the far side of the loading area and began doing the same. 
 
                 After about four of five crates, they made their way to the pickup truck, glancing at the boxes in the back of it. Jake moved over next to one, lifted his sword and starting to bring it down. That was when Nathan bolted through the truck, evading the blade just a few seconds before it would have plummeted into him. Nathan passed through much of the truck and started running towards the other side of the warehouse.
 
                 Franco stepped from around a corner just before Nathan got to the door, and that fiery blade of his snapped out with almost military precision. Nathan didn’t have more than a second or two before the blade swung at his body. The runner folded his arms up over his face and lowered his head, as Franco brought the blade down to cleave him down the middle to about the midsection. As soon as he did, the body collapsed into a collection of white powdery dust, which sparkled, shimmered then rose up into the air a bit, before swirling into a tiny imploding vortex, which then vanished.
 
                 “Good work, guys,” Franco called to Jake and Edward, who had been moving over towards him. “We got him.”
 
                 The minute Jake had seen the blade come down, he had stopped in place, his breath held just a little bit, as he had watched what happened when one of their blades met flesh. The scene was stuck replaying in his mind, over and over again. 
 
                 The man had screamed only until the blade hit him, but the minute that fiery weapon connected with his form, the man had been silenced. His scream hadn’t grown louder or more painful, it had simply disappeared from the air. One moment the man was screaming, the next there was silence followed only by the sound of the dust vortex. It was as though the man had been transformed by the touch of the blade into a pillar of sand, which collapsed only an instant later. 
 
                 The sand had begun to scatter across the floor, but a white spark had appeared in the center of where the man had been only nanoseconds ago, and that spark began to spin, as the dust was drawn to it. The closest bits drifted up towards it first, then the farthest bits, like a spinning magnet drawing in bits of metal from across the room, only it wasn’t bits of metal, but specks of heavenly dust that apparently comprised their forms. When all the dust had been compressed into that glowing white spark, which hadn’t grown an inch despite all the dust that had been flying into it, it winked out of existence, leaving nothing there to indicate the space had ever been anything other than vacant. It was a wholly remarkable, if disturbing, spectacle, that Franco and Edward seemed completely unphased by. 
 
                 After reliving the experience a few times, he shook himself out of the cycling memory and turned to look at the other two, trying to push the whole thing into the back of his mind.
 
                 Edward yawned a little bit, then smiled as he moved over towards Franco, lifting his thumb off the hilt of his blade, letting the edge of fire dissipate and disappear, while Franco did the same. Jake was still a bit too awestruck to do so, but regained his composure quickly, lifting his thumb off the hilt as his blade wilted like the others. Edward smiled over his shoulder back at Jake. “Congratulations on your first actual Tag, Jacob,” the angel said to him. 
 
                 “What a rush, huh?” Franco asked him as he tucked the hilt back into his belt, strolling over towards him. “Now we can get off this dirty rock and back to the grace of Heaven.”
 
                 It was as if the sentence cut through Jake’s sanity like a knife. He could feel panic setting in quickly, and he knew he couldn’t go back, he couldn’t go back, he couldn’t allow them to take him back. Even setting foot in Heaven would remind him of the confinement, constriction, the prison that was nothing but walls of white as far as the eye could see. He closed his eyes, drawing a deep breath, before he opened them again, smiling casually. That’s it, he told himself; sell them on the story. Confidence would get him through this. He wasn’t the old Jake, who would buckle under the slightest bit of pressure any more, and he could get through this, he would get through this, he had to get through this; he would keep them from taking him back. And it dawned on him just how easy it was going to be to do that.
 
                 “You, uh, you guys ever go check in on the people who were still back on earth after you died? Loved ones, family members, the like?” Jake asked, a sheepish smile on his face as he rubbed the back of his neck with one hand, putting on his best ‘new guy’ impression.
 
                 Franco snorted a bit gruffly. “I didn’t have anyone back on Earth I gave two shakes about, personally.”
 
                 Edward smiled that patronizing smile once more, nodding sagely. “I did, Jacob, not long after I was first brought to Heaven, many many many years ago. I found it did not bring me much in the way of comfort, but at least I could see that they had moved on with their lives and I suppose I gained a certain level of comfort from seeing that they had found happiness even with my passing. I take it you would like us to stop by someone you cared about before you left on our way back?”
 
                 Jake offered a nod in return then paused before speaking again. “Actually, I’d like to visit them myself. I won’t talk to anyone or anything, I just kinda want to peek my head in and see what they’re up to, what impact my death had on them. And I’d like to do it privately, if that’s okay.”
 
                 Edward placed his hand on Jake’s shoulder and nodded. “Of course it is, Jacob. Do you know how to get to your home quickly, or do you need us to tell you how to travel quickly on the terrestrial sphere?”
 
                 Jake cocked his head and raised an eyebrow at him questioningly. “There’s a way to travel quickly on Earth?”
 
                 Franco laughed softly, placing his hand on Jake’s other shoulder. “Of course there is. It isn’t entirely accurate, but it’ll let you move great distances without having to walk or fly over them.”
 
                 Jake’s jaw almost dropped. “We can fly? How come nobody told me we can fly?”
 
                 The two angels shared a chuckle, each taking their hands off of Jake. Edward shrugged a little bit while Franco said, “Look, we haven’t had time to teach you everything yet, now have we?”
 
                 “And they certainly are neglectful in those classes these days. Too many important details left unspoken. Perhaps I should take over a few of those training sessions at some point,” Edward said quietly, with the tiniest hint of annoyance.
 
   Franco snapped his fingers in front of Jake, making him turn his gaze back to the less prim angel. “Now, pay attention. Traveling long distances quickly is done by creating doors on Earth, kinda like the one we used to get down here. The difference is that these doors don’t stick around very long, and you can’t pinpoint exactly where it’s gonna open. It’s usually accurate within a few miles or so, but sometimes you can over or undershoot by as much as fifty miles. You’ll get better as it as you go, or if you’re traveling to some place you know really well, so this first one should be cake for you. What you do is you take your sword out, right?” Franco removed his sword hilt from his belt as he explained, holding it in his hand. “And you turn it on. I’m not gonna turn mine on right now, ‘cause I’m just walking you through it, okay? Then you think about the place you want to go to. Then you jam the blade in the air right above the ground, and drag it straight up in the air, like you’re cutting space. If you’re doing it right, you’ll see a flaming white trail left in the air you just cut. You cut it until it’s just over your head, like so, then across, like so, and back down to the ground, like that.” 
 
   Franco moved the hilt around as he spoke, so Jake could tie the explanation to the gestures attached. “Basically, you’re cutting a door in space. This should leave you with a door-shaped outline floating in the air. Now, if you’ve done it right, here’s the part that’s important. You take and stab your blade in the middle of that hole you’ve cut and then you turn your sword, like you’re turning a key. If you were focusing well enough, it’ll fill up with white light and your sword will extinguish for a few seconds. Take your thumb off the gem, put the hilt back on your belt and step into your newly created portal. That should take you where you want to go. You’ve only got about thirty seconds or so from the point you turn your sword off, though, until the portal disappears. I think it’s a safety protocol or something so the demons can’t go chasing us, or whatever. So, give it a shot.”
 
                 “And when I want to get back to Heaven?” Jake said, purely for the sake of seeming like he’d ever want to go back. If he didn’t ask, he knew it would be suspicious, so he forced himself to ask the question regardless. Asking itself was harder than it should have been. He knew he had to sell the lie, but the very idea of going back to Heaven put a bitter taste in his mouth. It was difficult to pretend like he cared what their answer was.
 
                 “You do the same thing, Jacob, except you think of Heaven while you’re doing it,” Edward said. “But this process does not work within Heaven’s boundaries, so if you’re planning on going back down to visit them again on Earth, you will need to locate which of the more static doors in Heaven lead to a location close to them. Or, I suppose, simply choose any door and use the sword to cut a location to them once you are on Earth.” Edward frowned for a moment, as if considering this for the first time. “Now that I think about it, it does seem a frightfully inefficient way of doing things. How odd. Just as odd, I suppose, is that I have never thought about it until now.” He pondered it a moment more, then shrugged. “Oh well, nothing to be done for it now. Franco, if you will?”
 
                 Franco nodded, sliding his thumb onto the gem on the hilt, causing the blade of fire to erupt once more. “Sure thing, Eddie. Don’t take too long, Jake. Heaven needs more good Taggers like you making sure people don’t get out of where they’re supposed to be in Heaven.” With that, he crouched down and jammed his blade into the air, just as he’d described. He cut through the air in a quick motion, almost second nature to him at that point, cutting a doorway into the air, the lines of white fire flickering in the air. Franco jammed his blade into the center of it, and cracks of white fire rippled from the blade to the edges he’d just cut. When he turned his hands, the cracks bled fire all the way to the doorframe before it was all filled with white light. “See you back in Heaven, Jake!” Franco said with a smile and a wave as he extinguished his sword and tucked the hilt back into his belt, then stepped into the portal of blinding light.
 
                 Edward patted Jake on the shoulder once more. “Remember, don’t be too long getting caught up in the affairs of the living. They have to move on without us.” Jake was about to say something in reply, when Edward held up a finger to silence him, then smiled again. “And we are better off without them. Goodbye Jacob. We’ll see you soon.” With that, Edward turned and walked into the portal of glowing light. A few seconds later, the portal collapsed, much the way the runner’s body had done earlier, turning into dust, then a whirling vortex, then nothing, although this time there was a playful popping sound, right at the end.
 
                 Once it was gone, Jake exhaled, not realizing he’d been holding his breath from the moment Franco had cut the portal. Then he smiled, not the fake smiles he’d been giving to people in Heaven, but an honest, genuine smile, one of intense satisfaction and joy, unadulterated glee. 
 
                 He’d made it. He’d done it. He’d really done it.
 
                 Jake Altford was the first person to escape Heaven.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Bob found relaxation in the stacks of books. It was the best place to keep his head low, and there were rarely people coming through. It wasn’t that Heaven didn’t get a lot of readers, because some parts of the library were so heavily traversed that the shelves had been pushed further apart so there was more room for people to come and go. But this particular area of the stacks was nothing but rules, regulations, laws, ordinances and family histories. No one wanted to go read about things long since irrelevant or lost, not that people had been known to read rulebooks that much when they were alive either. Either way, it was the one section that almost never saw a soul pass through it. Even the librarians rarely came around, figuring there was no need to check up on an unused section. 
 
   So there was no one to bother Bob.
 
                 It had been nonstop wall-to-wall music for him for the last few days. Bob had been doing his research, and one of the things that amazed him the most about Heaven was that batteries ran forever in the Heavenly realms. The Cherubim was sure there was some sort of technical mumbo-jumbo about how a battery drew power from celestial presence, or that there was no need for energy in the afterlife, but really, Bob just liked the idea that nothing ever died in Heaven, not even batteries. They, like anything else in Heaven, weren’t allowed to do anything Heaven didn’t want. So he’d been enjoying his tunes, for as long as it would last. Bob didn’t expect it to be very long, so he wanted as much of the music in his head as he could get. Bob had learned not to get his hopes up. Less room for disappointment that way. So when an angel walked up behind him and tugged the earbuds from his ears, he wasn’t surprised in the least.
 
                 “Hey, could you be careful with those? You have any idea how hard it is to get intact headphones off a dead body?” Bob grimaced. “You break them, I’m gonna be scrounging for another few months, at least. And if God knows anything about me, He knows I hate a hard day’s work.”
 
                 “Relax, would you?” James said. “Breaking something in Heaven takes a lot more than a little tug. I should know, of all people.”
 
                 “What, you some kind of legbreaker?” Bob asked as James stepped around from behind Bob’s chair. He looked up at the angel with a wry smile. “Here to take me in? Rough me up?”
 
                 James chuckled as he moved to sit in the chair opposite Bob, holding his gaze steady with the Cherubim’s as he settled in on the other side of the table. “That doesn’t sound like the kind of thing the Bible describes angels doing. Nor any other Holy Book I’m familiar with, and believe me, I’ve read them all. I’ve had the time.”
 
                 Bob pushed pause on the iPod and then started to roll up the headphones as he looked James over. “Me too, but there’s a long list of things that ain’t in those books. Lots of things happen up here that I think would’ve made for great reading in some of those things. Still, no one ever writes the good stuff down now do they?” He started to pull the iPod off the table when James placed his hand on Bob’s wrist. 
 
                 “They surely do not, sir,” James said to him. “They also don’t say anything about doodads like that.” He gestured to the iPod in Bob’s hand, a device he wasn’t familiar with. James could tell by the subtle way Bob was attempting to move it out of his vision that it had some kind of importance to him. Just because he wasn’t familiar with this specific object didn’t mean he couldn’t recognize a person attempting to protect something that had perceived value to them. “Too much changing in the modern world to keep up with, I suppose.”
 
                 “Well, ain’t that for the best of me, then?” Bob pulled his hand back as James lifted his hand off his wrist. “Means it can’t possibly be against any rules they have up here, y’know?”
 
                 James smirked wryly. “Doesn’t mean it isn’t contraband nonetheless, regardless if it is on some arbitrary list. You know that. That means there’s a lot of leeway for the people who have to keep tabs on the people working in Heaven. The rules up here are pretty flexible.”
 
                 Bob started to enjoy this. It was a little bit like chess, each of them sacrificing pieces to gain tactical advantage. The angel wanted something, and this was all a ploy to get something out of Bob, and both Bob and the angel knew it. “Sure are, but you know I’d get it back eventually.” The Cherubim also noted that James didn’t have a sword hilt in his belt, which meant he wasn’t one of the enforcement patrol. Not right now, anyway. That was a point in Bob’s favor. “I did my homework before I picked up this little baby. I got myself a list, and I checked it twice and there’s nothing against music anywhere in the books, and that means this is all mine, unless they write it into the books that I can’t have it, and I think we both know they’re too lazy for that.”
 
                 “Is that what that is? A music player? Tiny little thing like that? How much music is in there?”
 
                 Bob grinned. “All of it?” The short man waved his hand. “A lot. Enough. You’d be amazed at how much technology has changed things. A month’s worth of music straight, all on a box the size of a box of cigarettes. I aim to keep it. Take it from me and I’m going to get it back.”
 
                 James broadened his smile a bit more, waving a hand. “I’m sure you would, but it would take time. Time where you wouldn’t be listening to the music I’m sure you had to work so hard to get. Wouldn’t you rather just avoid that?” James knew this game just as well as Bob did. Give a little, take a little, dance a bit to the left, dance a bit to the right, inch towards your real goal while giving away as little as possible. “Wouldn’t you rather I didn’t have to take it to someone in charge of these things?”
 
                 “Now we’re getting somewhere,” Bob replied as he kicked his feet up onto the table between the two men. “You want something from me in order for me to keep my little secret. Fair enough. Depends on what you want. Something minor, well, hell, it’d just be like one friend doing another a favor.”
 
                 James kicked up his own feet in reply, rocking his chair back onto two legs. He had missed this. Not hunting people down, but the puzzle of it, the joy of something new, something unknown, something he didn’t immediately respond to in a predictable manner. “Well, I like making new friends. So maybe you can be my friend.”
 
                 “Maybe I can. Whaddaya wanna know?”
 
                 “I’m looking for another friend of mine. Jacob Altford. What can you tell me about him?”
 
                 Bob paused for a second, cocking his head to the side as he pondered the angel for a long moment. It certainly wasn’t a name Bob had expected to hear again, but he knew immediately that the rules of the game had changed. The angel had put his queen into a tempting spot, and Bob needed to take a moment to make sure he wasn’t doing anything rash. Bob had the advantage, and he aimed to play it properly. A feint would tell him everything he needed to know. “Why don’t you ask him yourself?” He had to wonder why they were coming to him, and when he saw James’ smile falter just in the slightest, he knew he had him. His instincts had been right. “Ooooooh. I see. Lost him, did we?”
 
                 James waggled a finger at Bob. “You know we can’t have civvies running loose in Heaven. He went on for a stroll, it seems. You know anything about that?”
 
                 “How would I know anything about that? I bring’em up, I drop’em in line and that’s it. Past that, they’re not my problem. They’re yours.” Bob laughed quietly. He could tell from James’ reaction that he was one of the specific people who’d been keeping Jake somewhere, and somehow he’d gotten lost. Probably in the lines somewhere, Bob figured, but hell, he supposed the angel across the table from him could’ve been one of the processors and maybe Jake had just bolted out the door. It never seemed to occur to anyone in Heaven that the doors they saw around them might all just be open. “Where’d you lose him?”
 
                 “The quarters.”
 
                 Bob’s eyes widened a little bit and then he grinned at him, cocking his head to one side. That certainly explained a few things. “May as well tell your friends to get out of the shadows. They’re terrible at hiding. They’ve been standing there the whole time and I’ve known about them since I turned the iPod off. Figured they’d have walked over here once you started talking. Then it was cute that they thought I didn’t notice them. Now, though… now it’s just sad.” He’d noticed the other two the minute he’d started talking to James, but figured if they were hiding, they’d assume he didn’t notice them, and it might give him an edge later. Now, though, he was simply more curious about their presence.
 
                 Shelly sighed as she and Randall moved away from the stacks. “What gave us away?”
 
                 “Who, you or him?”
 
                 Randall cocked his head. “Is there a difference?”
 
                 Bob looked at him strangely for a moment, a weird smile on his face. “Other than the breasts?”
 
                 Randall let out a deep breath, trying to prevent himself from strangling the Cherub and his obnoxious wit. “Is there a difference in how you knew I was there and how you knew she was there?”
 
                 The Cherub chuckled. “Sure. You breathe heavily and she actually wears perfume. Lord only knows why, seeing as there’s no sex up here, but she does.” He paused for a second then smiled at her. “Smells nice, though.”
 
                 Shelly looked sheepishly at her feet before smiling politely at Bob. “Thanks. Figured I should at least put in the effort.”
 
                 The Cherub shifted, looking over her slowly, then nodded at her appreciatively. “Honey, if a pretty girl like you needs to use honey to attract flies, you’re doing something wrong. Not that I don’t appreciate the view.” Shelly wore her tunic a little tighter than most women did in Heaven, and Bob had certainly noticed. (He may have been dead, but he certainly wasn’t dead.) He turned his gaze back to James, as if trying to focus on the conversation at hand again. “So how’d he get out of the quarters? Dig a tunnel or something, like some old prison movie?”
 
                 “No, that was how we got out. You think he could hide something like that from us?” James’ voice had a slight bit of frustration to it, but he was bottling it down quickly, trying to keep it in check, trying to keep up that iceberg cool persona he was putting forth to the Cherub. It didn’t phase Bob at all.
 
                 Bob couldn’t help but chortle. “Kid, he got out. I don’t know what he can and can’t hide from you, but I know that getting out of the quarters isn’t something that happens very often, if ever, so clearly you were doing something wrong.”
 
                 Randall started to step towards Bob angrily, but James raised his hand, signaling him to remain where he was. “No, that’s a fair point, Bob; that’s a completely fair point. One of my brethren was so excited about the news of the latest Lucifer sighting, he broke protocol and ran into the antechamber, leaving the door wide open behind him. While all five of us were standing there, Jacob ran past us and slammed the door behind him, locking us in. That, as you say, is how he got out.”
 
                 The Cherubim nodded sagely. “Makes sense. Leave an opening and someone’s bound to take it. I guess I can also assume you bozos didn’t let anyone know about this, so you could cover your own asses.”
 
                 “We’re certainly looking out for our self-interests. I think that’s a fair assessment. So tell us what you can about Jacob Altford,” James said as he folded his hands together in his lap. The angel knew that Bob had certainly more on them than they had on him, but the Cherubim didn’t seem unwilling to talk, so James figured his best approach was simply to play it cool and see how much they could get from man.
 
                 “Not all that much to tell. Kid didn’t strike me particularly as a troublemaker when I picked him up, otherwise I would’ve siphoned him off to the questionables line before he was any the wiser. Nice enough fella, I guess. Talkative but not annoyingly so. He caught me on a day where there was a mix up on who was picking up a few stray souls, so Bernie and I had it out in front of him. Not exactly the most professional, but heck, I figured the shock of him still being newly dead and all would’ve blanked it out of his mind. He didn’t seem like he was itching to make a beeline for the hills when I left him in the line. I circled back an hour later and checked to make sure he was still there, just like protocol insists, and he was doing exactly what he was supposed to.”
 
                 Randall let out a deep sigh, then ruffled his brow in thought. “Do you think he would’ve gone back to check on his friends and family?”
 
                 Bob let out a loud single laugh, then a series of smaller ones. “Oh, I don’t think so. The guy had had a pretty crappy day. Hell of a day. Jake was having one of those days you hope to never have, where you wonder if you’ve pissed off the big G personally and he’s taking it all out on you at once. No, I can’t see him going back to his old life. Besides, he’d have to get out of Heaven first, and I dunno how you expect him to pull that one off. Just because he’s gotten out of the guest quarters doesn’t mean he got all that far. You check with any of the local checkpoints?”
 
                 “Don’t you think we tried that already?” Randall barked at Bob. “He got past the first checkpoint.”
 
                 Shelly decided to try a different tact, stepping up next to Bob, placing one of her hands on his shoulder in a soothing fashion. “Bob, clearly you have more experience with the areas outside of guest quarters than we do. We could really use your help on this one.” She slipped to stand behind him, leaning her breasts against the back of his head as her other hand rested on his other shoulder, making sure he could get a good whiff of that perfume he’d noticed earlier.
 
                 “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing, missy,” Bob said with a grin, although he made no effort to move her away. “Pretty girl trying to play Good Cop to mister Stone Wall and mister Bad Cop here.”
 
                 Shelly laughed softly, the kind of laugh that sent shivers up Bob’s spine. It was sultry and playful and not at all condescending. In fact, it almost felt a little naughty, like she’d been caught with her hand in the cookie jar, and wasn’t going to apologize for it at all. “We have so many people, Bob, that we can’t know them all well. You’ve read his file. You walked with him while he was up here. Surely you might have some idea where he might go.” Shelly was keeping her voice soothing and warm, alluring without being cheap or sleazy, her fingertips moving up to tease atop of his balding head. “Bless us with your wisdom, O great Cherubim.”
 
                 The short angel pondered the situation for a moment, mulling it over in his head. “Was he happy?”
 
                 “Happy?” James asked, expressionless. “He escaped didn’t he?”
 
                 “Mmm,” Bob murmured in agreement. “Well, I would imagine he might trace his steps back, then. Maybe he went to try and talk to one of the people along the line.”
 
                 “The line?” Randall asked, clearly confused. It had been a long, long, long time since any of them had been processed and the experience hadn’t really stuck with any of the three. Bob, on the other hand, spent much of his working days traversing the lines, wandering through the rows of souls after souls, setting them in the right place so they could start playing connect-the-dots to get to where they would eventually end up.
 
                 “Oi,” Bob groaned. “Okay, look, when we all came up, there was barely any line. You’re in, you’re out, you’re off to where you’re supposed to be, doing what you’re supposed to be doing, yeah?” The three angels nodded in response, prompting Bob to continue. “Well, now the line goes on for a long time, and there’s a lot of checkpoints. Form after form, line after line. Mostly it’s a stalling tactic, but some of the forms are there to help figure out where to put people, get them into a Heaven that’ll make’em happy, or at least keep them satisfied where they are. The person who knows the most about who Jake is, what he wants out of life and where he might be, is probably his case officer. Hell, Jake might have even have gone back to him to see if there was a mixup or something. He might’ve thought he did something wrong in the forms.” Bob closed his eyes, leaning his head back. “Now lemme see… Who was he going to end up talking to?” Shelly started to back away from him, but Bob placed one of his hands on her hand resting on his shoulder, keeping her there. “Easy honey, you’re helping me think.” Shelly laughed again, another purring laugh, then made no more efforts to move. Bob talked the problem aloud as he thought it through. “Jake was in the batch on the day I had the spar with Lenny, which would mean he was in the last of the line for his batch, so, follow the line, follow the line, follow the line… got it. Yer looking for Gilbert, over in sector M83. He’d have been the guy who got Jake after he’d done the heavy lifting in the paperwork and helped filter it down to where he was supposed to be going. You want to ask someone about where to find Jake Altford, Gilbert’s probably your best place to start.”
 
                 Shelly patted Bob’s shoulder as she pulled back away from his slowly, Bob letting out a slight sigh of disappointment. “Thanks Bob. If we run into each other again, I’m sure we won’t have forgotten the favor you did for us.”
 
                 James lifted his legs from the table, swung them out, lowered them and then stood up, moving to pat Bob’s other shoulder. “It’s good to have friends, isn’t it, Bob? Enjoy your music.”
 
                 Bob had to admit to himself, it was odd that Jake had suggested Bob bring up music and now there were angels here asking about how he might have escaped. Sure, it could be one colossal coincidence, but Jake had honestly done something nice for Bob when he probably should’ve been thinking about himself and his own future, and it was something Bob hadn’t forgotten, nor taken lightly. Which was all the reason why he’d sent the angels on a wild goose chase. There was no chance that Jake would’ve gone back to where they’d brought him through for several reasons. Besides the obvious one, which was that Jake would never have been able to find his way back along the path, the more compelling thought was that Jake would probably be trying to get out, which Bob could understand. He wasn’t particularly fond of Heaven himself, if he was being totally honest with himself. Sure, it was the final resting place and all, but Bob hadn’t really ever found himself happy in being here. In fact, the happiest he’d found himself as of late had been listening to music again, something that Heaven certainly hadn’t helped him with. No, it’d been a common man named Jake Altford, and Bob felt like he owed the man something at the very least, so he’d given the angels bad intel, not that they’d have known, of course.
 
                 Randall moved with Shelly and James, shooting Bob a dirty look as he stopped at the end of the row of stacks. Bob could tell the angel had pent up frustration about something, but couldn’t really tell what it was, so he offered the angel a smug wave. The annoyed angel turned the corner, and moved out of Bob’s field of vision, leaving Bob alone in the library cul-de-sac. 
 
                 “Jake’s gotten out of his quarters, huh?” Bob said to himself. He enjoyed talking to himself now and again – he found it was often the only intelligent conversation he got. “Interesting… Maybe I can do him another favor or two.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 It hadn’t taken Jake long to get the hang of the doors. He’d done a few to practice, going to places he remembered amazingly well. The house he’d spent most of his childhood in, which was owned by someone else now. The building he’d been working at the last few years, which had a large “For Lease!” sign out front. His apartment, except it wasn’t his any more. There was a newly married couple that had moved into the place, and none of his things were still in the apartment, except some shelving he had hung up. Apparently when they had cleaned out his place, the landlord had assumed the shelves were in there to begin with. He almost wanted to turn tangible just to tear them down, but his conscience got the better of him. It wasn’t the fault of these people. They had rented the apartment in good faith. Besides, Jake had to admit to himself the idea of being a haunting spook didn’t really seem much like his kind of deal. 
 
                 He hadn’t much in the way of family left to speak of, no one in particular he wanted to peek in on. He didn’t have much of an interest in his ex or his ex best friend or how their lives were getting on without him. He didn’t know where Nathaniel lived, and to be honest, he wasn’t sure he honestly cared enough about him to see what he was up to. 
 
                 Nathaniel had been his friend mostly because he hadn’t cared enough to go out and find new friends, and because he could commiserate about work with him. Nathaniel knew exactly what the horrific day-to-day was like working in a call center, but that was about all they really had in common. They’d tried talking music a few times, but found they didn’t listen to absolutely any of the same people. Nathaniel liked dumb, gross-out comedies when it came to movies, and the kind of horrific social films about a kid from the wrong side of the tracks who learned how to rap or dance or something and then everyone accepted him and told him he’d “always been” one of them. They were the kinds of films Jake told Nathaniel “just weren’t his thing,” but now he realized he’d always just been too polite to tell the younger man he thought they were utter shit. Well, he thought to himself, being dead certainly teaches you that you don’t always have to be polite.
 
                 Jake mulled that thought over for a moment, then chuckled softly. It was true; he didn’t have to be polite. He didn’t have to be delicate or soft spoken or any of the other passive-passive things he had been when he was alive. He didn’t have to be the old him. He could be the new him. He had died, gone to Heaven and then escaped Heaven. If ever there was a moment when a man could truly reinvent himself, this was it. And, to be fair, ever since he’d started breaking out of Heaven, he’d been doing that, one footstep at a time. So what would the new Jake want to do, newly back on Earth, a free pass, no rules and nothing to hold him down? Reevaluate his decisions and look at them again, he thought. He didn’t have to be polite or kind or… 
 
   Oh, that’s good, he thought.
 
   A wry smile passed over Jake’s face, and he knew exactly where he needed to go, and whom he needed to see.  Oh yes, he realized, he truly should have thought of this sooner.
 
                 He withdrew the sword hilt from his belt and snapped the blade of fire back out. He drew the blade through the air and cut himself a door. He knew this location very well, and it would be a cinch to get there. He jammed the blade in the center of the door and turned it, as cracks of fire rippled out from the sword until they reached the door lines he’d cut. The door hissed and filled with a splash of fire as Jake pulled the hilt away, letting the blade vanish before he tucked it back on his belt and stepped through the doorway, moving across the city.
 
                 He found himself outside of the familiar apartment building, and sure enough, he recognized the car in the parking spot as he walked up the familiar stairs and towards the door. He paused for a moment then stepped through the doorway, passing through the door intangibly. He had been almost tempted to turn solid and knock on the door, but he realized this would be more satisfying. And it never hurt to do a little recon before anything else.
 
                 The look of the apartment hadn’t changed much. He had expected that the pictures that had him in them would’ve been taken down, but instead there were more of them than ever. His ex-fiancée’s apartment, although a lot had changed. Before she had been a bit of a neat freak, and now the place was a disaster area. Clothes were strewn all over the place, and not a scrap of them were men’s clothes. The dining room table, once pristine and spotless, was covered in pizza boxes and fast food takeout bags. The couch was covered with them as well, except for one portion, which had been cleared so there was some place to sit. The lights were off, it being the middle of the night, but the room was still lit by the glow of the television, which was playing some late night infomercial, illuminating the apartment that barely resembled the one he remembered. Frankly, it looked more like the apartment of a college student than a successful businesswoman from an affluent family who lived in one of the nicer areas of town. 
 
   He saw her cellphone resting on the kitchen table between refuse, and he forced himself to be solid, picking it up, turning it on to see the date and time. It had been forty-five days since his death, which meant he’d spent close to three years on Heaven time. Three long, unbearable years being told to make arts and crafts, to better himself, to blend in and mesh with the rest of the flock. “Flock that,” he quietly muttered to himself with dry laughter.
 
   The room light flicked on and Jake spun quickly, turning intangible and invisible as the phone fell through his fingers and fell onto the ground. There, standing in the doorway from the bedroom, was his ex-fiancée, Kelly, wearing a ratty nightgown that looked like it hadn’t been washed in months. Her hair was a mess, those pretty reddish-brown locks greasy and going in every direction. There were heavy crows feet under her eyes, and she looked thinner than he remembered. Her skin was even paler than he was used to. She looked like she’d had a tough time since he’d been gone, but for some reason, he just couldn’t bring himself to have any sympathy for her. Oh, that was right – the cheating. Let her have her misery, he thought to himself. Her voice was a quiet whisper, as if she was fighting back the urge to burst into tears. “Jake?” He stood there imperceptibly for a long moment as she moved into the room and over towards the kitchen table. “Am I losing my mind?” She looked down and saw her phone resting on the floor, clearly where she’d seen it fall from Jake’s fingers. She crouched down and picked up her phone from the dining room carpet. “Jesus, Jake, if you’ve come to haunt me, just get it over with, okay? I deserve it.”
 
                 “You’re goddamn right you do,” he said, as he turned solid and visible once more, standing over in the doorway she’d just been standing in a moment ago. He shook his head with disappointment, unsure what to say next. He’d been so sure coming here had been a good idea, until he’d seen the wreck both she and her place had become, and now he couldn’t think of a thing to say.
 
                 Kelly gasped quietly, staring at him as her mouth fell agape. Jake realized that the robes and halo made it clear right away that he was dead, so he was at least thankful she didn’t ask if he was dead or not. “You’ve got a halo,” she said, as one might say, “you’re quite tall,” or “do you want a hand with that?” or “you’ve been shot, should I call an ambulance?” (Jake wondered if this was part of the grieving or if she had always been this dense and he just had never noticed.)
 
                 “Mmm,” Jake agreed. “Many people get them in Heaven.” He wasn’t exactly sure why he’d come here, but to talk about his halo certainly wasn’t high on his list of priorities. He’d thought maybe about haunting her in a sort of Dickensian scene, but the minute he’d set foot through the door, he had been fairly certain that he couldn’t do anything to this woman that she hadn’t already done to herself at this point a dozen times over. Whereas before he’d been filled with anger, now he mostly felt sympathy.
 
                 “You went to Heaven?” she asked quietly. “I thought they didn’t let suicides into Heaven…”
 
                 “Suicides? What are you talking about?” Jake’s face scrunched up a bit.
 
                 “I… I thought…” she stuttered, then moved one of the dining table chairs out to almost collapse into it. “Jake. With the accident so soon after…”
 
                 “After I caught you fucking that scum I used to call a friend?” he practically spat at her, in a quiet tone, that anger flashing back momentarily. Despite his annoyance and the outburst, he was on the whole much calmer than he expected to be. When Jake had considered how this conversation would play out, at least during that short period time when he’d been alive and thinking about it, he’d expected he would be a lot more angry, possibly throwing things and shouting. Instead he was more annoyed and cold. A lot more time had passed for him than it had for her, and things had changed. No, that wasn’t right, he thought to himself, I’ve changed. And Kelly was still thinking of him as the guy he used to be. Then again, even the old Jake wouldn’t have taken his own life. That flashed back the anger a second time, although it passed again before he spoke. “You thought I committed suicide?”
 
                 “Well, fuck, Jake, what would you think?” she moaned. She was starting to cry, shaking slightly in her chair. “Not even three hours after you find us and lose your job, you get into a car accident and get yourself killed. What was I supposed to think?” She pulled her legs up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them, hugging them close. “You’re probably not even fucking real, so I don’t know why I’m having this conversation with you…”
 
                 “You tell me, Kelly. Why were you banging him in the first place?”
 
                 “Clay? God…” she grumbled. “It certainly wasn’t for the conversation, I can tell you that. Or the emotional support. Minute you died and I needed someone to talk to, he was the Invisible Man. I mean, the sex was good, but I think…”
 
                 “Yeah?” Jake asked. He was curious why this woman whom he’d trusted more than anyone betrayed him so cruelly. He’d certainly never been cruel to her, at least not that he could remember. His own past was a little fuzzy to him now, perhaps the result of the time spent in Heaven.
 
                 “I think it was because he had hopes and dreams, and you didn’t,” she said quietly. She tossed her cellphone back onto the table with a sigh. “You never wanted to do anything with your life.”
 
                 “I had dreams, Kelly,” Jake sighed, “you just never cared enough to ask about them.”
 
                 “Clay had plans for his life, though, Jake. He wanted to travel, he wanted to see the world, he wanted to finish law school and get a job working for a legal firm in New York City and get out of Nebraska and be somebody,” she told him, her voice warbling as she almost started to lecture him. “And you didn’t want to do any of that. You simply lived your life like you didn’t know how to make a change, or didn’t want to. I started sleeping with him a few days after we got engaged, when you told me you wanted to go Chicago for our honeymoon.”
 
                 “What’s wrong with Chicago?” Jake asked.
 
                 Kelly tossed her hands up in the air. “Nothing! Nothing’s wrong with Chicago, but my folks could afford to send us anywhere in the world for our honeymoon, and you wanted to stay close to home! You never wanted to travel, or adventure! And I’m not ready for that yet! I still want to do things with my life, Jake. I want to go places I’ve never seen before. And I certainly don’t want to live in Omaha the rest of my life, like most of the people I went to high school with! I want to be someone, someone who doesn’t take life for granted.”
 
                 Jake moved over toward the table, grabbing another chair, pulling it out to sit down in it. He made sure, however, his chair was a good distance from hers. “So why didn’t you tell me any of this?”
 
                 She put her hands on the side of her head, pushing some of her ratty hair from her face. “I tried, Jake. I promise you, I tried. I tried telling you about how you should go back to school, get another degree in something and do something for a living that you enjoyed. I even told you my parents would pay for it, but you’d just tell me about how you didn’t want to rely on my parents.”
 
                 “No, you were the one who told me you hated relying on your parents, Kelly. When we first started dating, you told me how much you liked the fact that I paid for everything, even on my meager income, when you could pay for it any time we needed it, so I bent over backwards to make sure I was doing the best I could to do that.”
 
                 “I know!” she sobbed, tears running down her face. “I know you were, but you didn’t have to, Jake! I would’ve taken my parents’ money if it meant we could be happy and enjoying our lives together out doing things, but you always seemed so damn content with sticking to the status quo.”
 
                 “And your response to a little adversity in our relationship was to go and fuck someone else.” The words came out sharper than he had intended, but the emotion behind them was genuine. People had been doing this to Jake all of his life. They figured he would lie down and just take it. But that guy had died when a telephone pole had crushed him. And this new guy had taken his place. 
 
                 “You think I don’t know it was a dumb thing to do?” she shouted, clearly growing frustrated. Kelly had gone through most of her life without people yelling at her, or telling her she was wrong, and didn’t really know how to handle it. She’d convinced herself that she was a good person, so much so that even when she screwed up, it didn’t matter because she was ‘sorry’ for what she’d done, and that clearly absolved her of responsibility for those actions. “But any time we went out, I could feel guys looking at me, and it was almost as though I could tell they were thinking, ‘why is that pretty girl with that loser guy?’”
 
                 “Way to justify,” Jake snorted as he stood up, stepping behind the chair, his hands resting on the back of it.
 
                 “Don’t you get it, Jake? I wanted to stay with you, but you didn’t want me. You were only marrying me because it was just another thing you were expected to do!” She cried for a bit more before she tried to stem her tears, devolving into a mass of sniffles. “We were using each other. You were using me to fall into the stereotype of a perfect life, and I was using you to get back at my parents for... well, for being parents. We… we just took it too far.”
 
                 “Then why the hell did you say yes when I asked you to marry me in the first place?” Jake asked as he pushed the chair back beneath the table.
 
                 “Because I wanted to be wanted too. The same reason I slept with Clay.” She rubbed her eyes with her fingers. “I don’t know what I wanted, Jake. I wanted it all to make sense, and I thought… I don’t know… I thought maybe if we got married, we’d get through all of our issues. And Clay was… Clay was a mistake I just kept making even though I knew better. And when you comm… when you died, I thought I’d driven you to it, that I’d killed you, and that you were in Hell because of me.” Kelly had been brought up Irish-Catholic and took all of the religion very seriously, something that had never gone over particularly well with Jake, who’d been raised by a pair of “relaxed Jews” as his folks had described themselves growing up. “And that I’d go next. Because I deserved to.”
 
                 Jake looked up at her ceiling then closed his eyes, drawing in a long breath before letting it out. He was about to do something he’d never pegged himself for doing. He lowered his head and looked at her, the shivering, shaking, weeping mess she’d become, and walked over to her. He placed his hand on her shoulder calmly. “I didn’t commit suicide, I didn’t go to Hell, and I don’t think you are going to either, Kelly.”
 
                 She practically leapt to her feet and wrapped her arms around him, clinging to him tightly, burying her face in his neck, as she started bawling again. “I’m sorry, Jake! I’m so fucking sorry!” She was pressing to him so forcefully that Jake was amazed she wasn’t breaking his ribs. She pulled her head back and turned her gaze to him so quickly, he didn’t even see the kiss coming. One second her face was lodged up against his shoulder and the next her lips were pressed against his desperately. His hands lifted to her shoulders and pushed her back firmly, leaning his head away from the kiss. She was still crying and the rejection seemed to set her off into another fit of sobs. “Please, Jake…don’t…”
 
                 He stepped away from her, extracting himself from her arms with sizable effort as she struggled to keep him from peeling away. Once out of her grasp, he turned to look at her again. “Look. Kelly. I forgive you, okay? You’re right, we were both just sort of going through the motions in a relationship that had run its course and both of us should’ve said something. But we’re done. Even if I wasn’t dead, our relationship certainly is. Nothing’s going to bring it back to life.”
 
                 She tried to quell her crying again, wiping the tears from her face with the back of her hand. “No no… you’re right. Besides, you’re dead. It’d never work out.” She forced a laugh out at that, and Jake forced a polite smile back in return, although it felt hollow. “So why are you here? Some kind of Wonderful Life kind of thing?” She took a few steps back and leaned against the back of her couch, wrapping her arms around herself to hug her body.
 
                 He shook his head. “No, nothing like that. You’re not suicidal, are you? You know that’s a cardinal sin, don’t you?”
 
                 “No, it’s not. I know the seven deadly sins better than you do,” she said as she moved back over and slumped back down into her chair.
 
                 “Yes it is, so clearly you don’t,” he said with a soft smile. “It’s covered under wrath.”
 
                 “My ex-boyfriend, the Jewish scholar of Catholicism,” she muttered with a genuine laugh, weak though it was. “Does it keep people from Heaven?”
 
                 “Does what?”
 
                 She paused a long moment. “Suicide.”
 
                 Jake thought back and recalled his own entry to Heaven, and the other souls they had picked up along the way, and he couldn’t help but think of the banker or businessman or whatever he was… Jake couldn’t think of his name, but distinctly remembered the man telling him he’d jumped from the building to his own death. There was no way Jake could forget the man falling through him. (Eyyyuck!) “I guess not. When I went up to Heaven, one of the people who went up at the same time as me had committed suicide, so maybe it’s only a contributing factor.”
 
                 “Really?”
 
                 Jake shrugged slightly. “That’s what he said.”
 
                 “So if you’re not here to try and stop me from committing suicide, which I don’t think I could do any more anyway after seeing you in that horrible toga, why are you here, Jake?” Kelly said as she continued to regain her composure.
 
                 “Y’know, I’m not entirely sure, Kelly. I was in Heaven for a while… time flows differently up there than it does down here…” he continued as he paced around in a small circle, “and I realized… I didn’t fit in up there either. I spent my whole life trying to fit in on Earth, and I figured when I got to Heaven, it would be the one place I could finally fit in, only to find out I didn’t fit in there either. So I left. I guess I’m still looking for someplace to fit in.”
 
                 “Wait,” Kelly said, raising a hand up, “you left Heaven?”
 
                 “Yep.”
 
                 “But… it’s Heaven! The perfect eternal peace and afterlife.”
 
                 Jake chuckled a little as he leaned back against a wall. He tilted his head back and his halo pushed forward a bit, the edge of it nearly over his eyes. He shifted his posture some and raised his hands up to straighten the halo out once more. “Yeah, well, people up there kept telling me that, too, and they couldn’t understand why I wasn’t more impressed with the place.” He paused for a moment. “They did have some colorful brochures, though.” They shared an awkward laugh together. “I guess I just don’t fit in there either.”
 
                 “I don’t understand how someone couldn’t fit in when they were in Heaven, Jake, I really don’t,” she said, shaking her head. “You’re probably just some psychotic break I’m having, my mind trying to rationalize everything and keep me together.”
 
                 He shrugged a bit in response. “Believe what you like, Kelly. You’re not really my concern any more. I’m not the guy you knew anymore. Maybe that guy died when my body did, but I’m going to be someone different now. I don’t know who I am yet, but it’s time to evolve. Time to do something with this new lease on existence I’ve bought for myself.  I’ll figure it out as I go, I suppose. That’s what got me out of Heaven in the first place. Not spending all my time sitting around planning but actually doing things.” He laughed a bit to himself recalling his grand escape. “Sometimes it’s best not to overthink these things and to just trust your first instinct.”
 
                 Kelly sighed with resignation as she stood up. “Well, you certainly can’t go around looking like that. Not if you’re going to wander here on Earth. You’ll need to take some earthly clothes with you, and I still… ah… I still have some of your stuff here. They’re in the bedroom.”
 
                 He moved into the bedroom before her, watching his step as he did. The place was littered with dirty clothes in nearly every corner, nook and cranny. She had to have not washed a single bit of clothing since his death, he thought to himself. Once he set foot into the bedroom, he could tell the assessment was a fairly accurate one. The closet doors were open and the only things hanging in there were old clothes of his he’d left over on some of the nights he’d stayed at her place. He also noticed in a quick glance around the room that one of his shirts was on the bed, next to her pillow. It was wrinkled and balled up, as if she’d fallen asleep clinging to it, crying, each night. (Or maybe, he realized, he was just seeing what he wanted to see.) 
 
                 She moved in behind him and slipped into the room, wandering towards the bed. “You’ll have to excuse the mess,” she said, trying to regain her self-control. “I haven’t been able to focus much since you died.” She pushed the shirt on the bed underneath the pillow, and neither of them spoke about it. “I think I’ve still got your backpack here from that time we went camping.” She walked over to a corner of the room and moved a handful of clothes to unearth the backpack. “Let me see how much I can fit in here,” she muttered as she moved over to the closet, taking a handful of his clothes off the hangers. 
 
                 As she started to pull clothes off the hangers, his stomach rumbled, a low burbling noise, and Jake looked down at it with a curious smile. “Well, I’ll be. Apparently now that I’m back on Earth, I need to eat again. That’s certainly something new.” He paused, then his face scrunched up in a sudden realization. He bolted from her room and ran straight to the bathroom, closing the door shut behind him as he lifted up the toilet seat, lifted up his toga, tugged down the shorts and relieved himself. He’d never been so thankful to take a piss in all his life. After a minute or so, when he’d finished, he adjusted the toga and flushed the toilet, closing the lid to be polite. He opened the door to find a mildly amused looked Kelly peering at him.
 
                 “They don’t have toilets in Heaven?” she said, holding out the backpack to him.
 
                 “Nope,” he replied, taking the bag from her, slinging it over his shoulder. “Nor food, sex, music…”
 
                 “Oh come on, Jake, now I know you’re teasing me,” she said with a smile as they walked back out into the entryway. “How can Heaven have no music? A musician’s idea of Heaven would be to make music all the time, wouldn’t it?”
 
                 He lifted his hand up to his eyes, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “You know, I never really saw where anyone ended up beyond the area where I was, so I guess I don’t actually know what other final resting places are like. Weirdly enough, I spent most of my time in Heaven either in lines or wandering around the areas where the lines were.”
 
                 “See?” she said with a smile. “Maybe they just filed you in the wrong part of Heaven. I can’t imagine Heaven being all that bad a place, otherwise why would people be struggling so hard to get into it?”
 
                 He laughed warmly at that. “Easy. People keep talking about it. And no one who gets in ever comes back. It’s like those popular clubs you see downtown. By the time anyone figures out it’s not that impressive, they’ve already made their money and are gone by morning. Heaven’s the same way. Everyone’s dying to get in, but once they get in, and they find it’s not what they want, it’s too late…” He cocked his head to the side, as he opened the door out of the apartment. “It’s the Hotel California, when you think about it… you check out any time you like, but you can never leave…”
 
                 “I guess I just have to hope it won’t be as bad for me as it was for you,” she said, a soft smile on her lips. His visit had lifted her spirits, he could see, and while she still carried the guilt of having cheating on him inside, she no longer thought she’d driven him to suicide. It was funny, Jake thought to himself, how much they’d never really talked when he was alive, and now that he was dead, it was much easier to talk to her. He could see there was still the look of confusion and sadness in her eyes, but it was something she could recover from, not the broken and shattered shell of a person he’d come across just a short while ago. “Take care of yourself, Jake, wherever it is you go.”
 
                 Jake smiled back at her warmly, nodding. “I will, Kelly, but you take care of yourself, too. Clean up your apartment, take out your trash…” he said as she was nodding, somewhere between laughing and crying. “Take a shower!” He leaned in and kissed her on the forehead as she giggled slightly.
 
                 “Right, I will, Jake. Thank you. I probably didn’t deserve this… but I needed it.” He could see she was smiling to stop herself from breaking into tears again at any moment. “Don’t be a stranger. You can stop by any time you want to.”
 
                 He shook his head slightly. “I’m sure they’ll be looking for me here eventually. The only reason they’re not here yet is that they haven’t figured out I’m gone. I probably shouldn’t have even come in the first place, but, well, I did…” He glanced about the outside of the apartment building quickly. “But sooner or later, they’re going to be looking here, so I don’t think it’s safe. No offense, Kelly, but I really don’t want to be carted back to that Hellish Heaven just because I was stopping by for lunch. I’ll try, but I can’t promise anything.” He shifted the backpack on his shoulder as he started to back away from the door.
 
                 Kelly leaned her shoulder against the doorframe, tilting her head to rest against it. “You really think they’re going to come and try and drag you back to Heaven?”
 
                 Jake nodded back at her. “Count on it. I’ve seen them do it to others.” He walked down the stairs from the apartment then turned to look back over his shoulder. She was still watching him go. “Make something of yourself, Kelly. Do everything you want to do with your life. Otherwise you’re just wasting it, like you thought I was.” Then before she could reply, he turned and walked off into the night, leaving her with those words.
 
                 After he’d walked a decent distance from the apartment building, he decided there were a few things he needed to try. When he’d turned intangible, the phone had fallen through his hands, as if he couldn’t take it with him. So after he was in a more secluded area, he turned intangible again, and sure enough the backpack fell to the earth, passing right through him. He turned tangible again and pulled out a t-shirt from the bag, pulling it on over the toga. Then he turned intangible again, and just like before, the shirt passed through him and fell to the dirt. He shifted back to solid and then put the shirt back into the bag. 
 
   The next thing he needed to test was whether or not he could take things with him while he was tangible. He grabbed the sword hilt from his belt and pulled it out, pondering it for a moment. He hadn’t tried using the sword while he was solid yet, and the idea made him slightly nervous. Still, there was no time like the present. He moved his thumb onto the switch and the blade of fire burst from it. This time, however, he could feel a bit of heat wafting off of it, and the blade had more actual weight to it. Interesting, he mused. The blade had more of a presence when he did. He idly wondered what the effects of a heavenly blade of fire cutting mortal flesh would be, but decided he didn’t really want to test it on himself. Instead, he began the process of cutting a door again, this time while he was tangible. Sure enough, the process worked just like before, cutting the lines of fire into the air. When he stabbed the blade in the center and turned it, this time he could feel the slightest bit of resistance, like he was actually turning a lock. Cracks of fire rippled out and then the door was filled with white fire before flashing, filling out the doorway of light. He waved a hand in front of the doorway and couldn’t feel any heat. This was, he realized, what they called a leap of faith. If the fire of the doorways still burned, he would be scalded when he passed through. He picked up the bag again, slinging it over his shoulder, then closed his eyes as he stepped into the doorway.
 
   He stepped through unscathed to the location on the other side, a small cave up in the Rocky Mountains of Colorado he and his family used to play in when they went camping over summers. The backpack still rested on his shoulder. That answered another question – not only could he make and pass through portals while he was solid, he could bring things with him. It was a new set of rules he’d have to learn, but in its own way, that made it fun. It was new, and after the endless repetition of Heaven, new was good. New was refreshing. New was, well, new. 
 
   He moved deeper into the cave, using the sword as a torch of light to illuminate his way. He knew the path fairly well, but it had been a few years since he’d been here. It was off the trails and wasn’t someplace people would likely stumble on without knowing where to look. This would be a good place to hide clothes and anything else he might pick up along the way. 
 
   After he stashed the clothes some ways in, he moved back outside of the cave and moved up the cliff side to get to a nice little outcropping. The sun would be up soon, and he had an undeniable urge to sit and watch it, so he decided he would. He moved to sit down on a bit of rock and leaned his back against another bit of rock, his eyes turning up to the horizon, seeing the haze of light seeping over it, the sun not yet risen, but the approach of dawn unmistakable.
 
   Jake realized he was the child of two different worlds now. He could be intangible if he needed, able to pass through things at will and impervious to harm, or he could be solid, with all the ups and downs that brought. He idly wondered what would happen to him if he died while he was solid, but the logical assumption was that it would just be the same thing that would happen to him if he died while he was intangible – he’d turn into that white dust he’d seen before and disappear back to Heaven, a fate he couldn’t say he particularly looked forward to. So he needed to not die. Easy enough. And he needed to figure out what to do next.
 
   That one didn’t seem quite as easy.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   The three angels took a while finding Gilbert’s office, but deciding who should take the lead in talking to him took a bit longer. Randall thought they had been too soft on Bob, and that they should go in guns blazing, while Shelly had argued that their multipronged approach had worked just fine. In the end, though, James had the most convincing argument – they would go in as a group and just deal with him as best as they could. An angel helping someone escape Heaven would certainly not look good for anyone’s record, and they figured they could break him without too much work, had he in fact been this way.
 
   They entered into Gilbert’s office quietly, closing the door behind themselves. Gilbert had his head down in the paperwork on his desk, but apparently was tuned to the sound of his office door keenly as he raised his left hand in response to their entrance. “Just one minute,” he said as he scrawled on a piece of paper. The office was a disaster area made purely of paper. There might have been furniture beneath some of the leviathans of files, but none of the three angels wanted to be the one to find out. (Perhaps the furniture was using the paper as a defense mechanism to avoid doing any work itself, like letting people sit upon it.) 
 
   Despite the fact that paper was scattered everywhere in what seemed a rather haphazardly manner, there was no denying there was some method to the madness. Bluish-white papers were in one section, reddish-white papers in another, and all the various shades of rainbow-tinted white each seemed to be holding their own areas. The papers, it seemed, had gotten territorial, and built their own small countries amidst the madness. Warfare looked inevitable. 
 
   Gilbert, however, seemed undisturbed by the fortresses of paper that amassed around him. After he’d finished scrawling in a few last notes with the golden pen, he put it down and looked up at them, his beaklike face scrunching up a little bit. “You’re not new souls,” he said, the confusion evident in his voice. “What can I do for you angels today, then?”
 
   James moved towards him first, stepping over to the desk, leaning to place his hands on the edge of the desk, bending down to try and look a bit menacing in his direction. “Tell us where Jake Altford went.”
 
   Gilbert didn’t seem intimidated at all as he nodded, standing up, moving over towards the file cabinets, which were providing high ground to the orangish-white paper nation. “Sure sure. Someone got misplaced, did they? One sec…” he opened one of the drawers, scanning through files before he pulled out a one-sheet, nodding to himself. He closed the cabinet carefully, as if he knew tectonics would surely set the looming conflict into motion. “Sure, here it is. He got sent to Personnel Block 42A-68F-32R-08K, determined he’d do best if he kept himself busy and occupied based on the paperwork he’d turned in, and his case file history.”
 
   Randall was about to interrupt when James raised his hand slowly, motioning for him to be quiet. “What do you mean his case file history?”
 
   “I can just read you the notes here. ‘Altford is a generally passive person who goes with the flow of whatever situation he finds himself put into. He had a rather traumatic final day on Earth, or so he said in his paperwork, so it’s entirely possible he may be somewhat overwhelmed upon initial encounters. Decision: Place in recreational quarters with minimal excitement and shift in routine, and he will fit in fine.’” Gilbert closed the drawer and moved back over to his desk before dropping the paper, a white-white sheet of paper littered with gold scrawl, in front of James. “You can read it for yourself. I remember him fairly well. Good kid. Full of ideas.”
 
   Shelly looked at him curiously as she moved more towards James and Gilbert. “What do you mean ‘full of ideas?’” She turned her head, staring at him. They needed to be very careful how they approached this. If it turned out Jake hadn’t been here, it was entirely possible that they needed to keep his disappearance quiet from yet another person. She could see why James had motioned for Randall to keep quiet. Randall was a nice enough guy, but he had a tendency to let things slip in a way she almost found cute. Still, not the kind of thing you wanted when you were trying to keep facts close to your vest.
 
   Gilbert smiled a bit at her as he motioned to the stack of magazines on the table, a portion of the table’s surface having been forcibly cleared of the greenish-white paper empire to make room for the magazines to rest on and be noticed. (Gone, but not forgotten.) “You see those?” It was hard to miss the magazines. They were a multitude of colors and images amidst oceans of paper stacks. They also bore titles in fonts far too large and gaudy to be the kind of thing someone would write in Heaven.
 
   Randall moved over and looked at them, trying to figure out why Gilbert was so impressed with them. “It’s just a bunch of magazines. So?”
 
   Gilbert’s smile broadened until he was practically beaming at them. “Sure, but look closer at them.”
 
   Randall picked one up and looked at the cover, trying to figure out what he was missing for a good few seconds before he looked at the date on the cover. “Is this date right?” He tossed it over to Shelly, who stared at it then tossed it to James, for him to do the same before tossing it back to Randall.
 
   “You bet your holy backside it is,” Gilbert cackled. “When I was working on Altford’s paperwork, he suggested I talk to a couple of the Cherubim who bring people up. I was apologizing to him about the magazine selection – they were so ridiculously out of date, it was like being in a dentist’s office. So his idea was to talk to the Cherubim and see if I could get a mailman or two routed my way. Everything that people have on them gets confiscated along the way, so rather than letting all of that stuff go into cold storage, why not have those magazines here to help people pass the time in my office while I’m sorting out their paperwork for them? Like I said, it was a good idea so I followed through on it.” He nodded a bit as he talked, sitting back down at his desk. “Gave him a little leg up, too. Cleared up some of the paperwork for him to get him through the line a bit faster. Probably skipped him past three or four of the landing circle lines. Figured it was the very least I could do.” 
 
   Gilbert looked around conspiratorially then brought his hand up to the side of his mouth, whispering loudly at them. “Sometimes when I have time between souls, I read them myself.”
 
   Shelly shook her head a little bit, trying to figure out how this related to anything. “Did he seem like he was unhappy here? Like the idea of being in Heaven wasn’t what he was expecting?”
 
   Gilbert shrugged his bony shoulders. “I couldn’t tell you, miss. He seemed happy enough, interested to see what Heaven had to offer him. He was a bit tired, having been in the lines for so long, but they all are these days, so that’s not too unusual. The lines just keep getting longer and longer, and we don’t have enough people to process them.” He sighed softly as he leaned his chair back some, lifting his hands to run through his wiry black hair, sweeping it back against his head. “Oh well, not my problem, really, so I suppose I don’t have to worry about it. Let the Seraphim worry about it. They’ll let us all know when they get it worked out.”
 
   “And you haven’t seen him since then?” Randall asked, as he tossed the magazine back onto the stack. The neighboring paper shifted, pondering a tactical strike before settling back where it was, reluctantly. The magazines, it seemed, were the alpha dogs in the Great Paper Wars. (The subscription cards were the nuclear deterrents of the paper culture, and nobody wanted an IOBSC – InterOffice Ballistic Subscription Card – launched their way. That way, madness lay.) “He hasn’t come through here since?”
 
   “Why would he?” Gilbert replied. “Unless…” He lifted a fingertip up to waggle it at them, a toothy grin crossing his face. “You lost him, huh? Someone took him out for a walk and you turned your back for a second and then he was gone?” He shook his head, tsking them. “You know you really have to keep an eye on them otherwi…”
 
   “Look,” James said, banging his fist on the desk to make Gilbert stop babbling. The papers on Gilbert’s desk shuffled and blended, leaving the top of his desk buried in splattered mess of various colors of off-white paper, an avalanche of reddish-white, greenish-white, orangish-white, purplish-white, bluish-white and yellowish-white, all scrambled together. (Randall thought to himself that most vomit was less colorful, and certainly less garish.) The papers, it seemed, would have to form a treaty before returning to their own nations, otherwise no paper would escape alive. “He’s not where he’s supposed to be, that’s all that’s important right now. So we’re looking to find him, figure out where he’s gone, and get him back to where he ought to be. Has he been here?”
 
   Gilbert peered up at him with confusion. “Here? Why on Heaven would he have been here? You think he would come back here and try to get me to reassign him? Oh no, buddy, I don’t have that kind of clout around here, and even if I did, I certainly wouldn’t go using it without good cause. I can’t even imagine why you’d think he’d come back here in the first place.”
 
   “So where do you think he would’ve gone? You have a full personality make up on him, and you obviously remember the guy.”
 
   Gilbert had begun to try and restore some semblance of order to his desk, moving all the papers into their own stack, based on color. (The papers pushed back into stacks easily, as if thankful that someone was saving them from having to mingle with foreigners.) He seemed a little more annoyed, now that his delicate balance had been disturbed. “Well, it was a couple of celestial years ago, but yeah, I’ve got a pretty good memory for people who’ve helped me out.”
 
   “So what do you think?”
 
   Gilbert paused in his work and looked up as he thought the matter over, scratching his head, pondering what he knew about Jake Altford and what he’d learned in talking with the man. “You’re sure this was Jake Altford who you lost?” he asked them. “I mean, no offense, I’m sure you think you’re sure, but are you really sure it’s him?”
 
   Randall frowned at him. “Why wouldn’t it be him?”
 
   Gilbert tilted his head side to side a couple of times. “Well… I mean, it just doesn’t sound like him. If you read this kid’s file, you’d understand. He… well, he was a good kid, but he was kind of a doormat. He took the path of least resistance in pretty much every aspect of his life possible. He took the first job that paid decently out of college and stayed at it, despite the fact that he couldn’t stand it. He proposed to his first real girlfriend, and he rarely asked girls out, because he was afraid they wouldn’t like him if they said no. He got into debt with his parents’ funeral because he assumed it was just what people did when the funeral home director sold him the deluxe package. Don’t get me wrong, he was a nice guy, and the kind of person you wouldn’t mind killing a few hours with… but a jailbreak? That’s so not what I imagine him doing with his afterlife.” He laughed a little bit. “Unless you were making the guy’s afterlife a complete disaster.” He stopped for a moment and the humor faded from his face, wondering what exactly they might have done to drive a man into running. “You… you, ah… you didn’t, did you?”
 
   Randall shook his head at him. “No, of course not, we were just putting him through the standard course we’re told to for everyone in our section. It turns out he wasn’t eating the sweets, though, so that may have figured into it.”
 
   Gilbert raised his hands palm up and waggled them back and forth. “If you say so. I dunno, it just doesn’t seem very much in character with the guy. Of course, it’s possible there’s other stuff about him that’s not in our files. I mean, you gotta remember we don’t get the most up to date ones out here.”
 
   Shelly picked up the sheet off the desk, reading it. “I don’t understand. What do you mean you don’t get the most up to date files? What’s missing from the files you get?”
 
                 “Well, the last two weeks of their life, really. It’s been a bone of contention for a long time between us in processing and those in dispatch for a long time. Dispatch tells us they can’t give us all the information we want, because it would slow the system down too much. The Cherubim who pick them up sort of get a detailed itinerary of the about-to-be-deceased’s last six hours or so, to let them get to the right time and place to pick up their souls. You’d think the Cherubim could just give that to the soul who could bring it to us, but oh no, that’d make too much sense, so that idea’s right out. The Cherubim claim letting people who’ve just died know that there’s a log of it all would take away the feeling of free will, and cause all sorts of metapsychological problems like we can’t even begin to imagine here behind our desks, and I guess they’re right. What happens in the field can stay out in the field, I suppose. But by the time we see the souls, they’ve been in line for weeks or months of celestial time, and have had plenty of chance to adjust to being dead. We have to trust what answers they give to the paperwork to fill any discrepancies.”
 
                 “What do the Cherubim do with those files?”
 
                 Gilbert rolled his eyes. “Don’t get me started. They’re destroyed, if you can believe that. To preserve the sanctity of free will, we’re told, although where that directive came from, no one can ever give me a straight answer. Once a Cherubim is down on earth, they burn the paperwork before they get the soul. No chance that someone could get a look-see into their own past. I mean, considering the Cherubim are all culled from the souls they bring up, it’s entirely possible that if they kept it on paper stored somewhere, once someone became a Cherubim, they could go into the old records department and see their own file, but honestly, at that point, do you really care about your time on Earth? Heck, I know I’ve forgotten all about mine. Most of us eagerly move on to our new roles up here and enjoy our blessed afterlife.”
 
                 Randall brought a hand up to his eyes, rubbing them with his thumb and forefinger. “So what you’re telling us is you haven’t got a clue where he might have gone. None at all.”
 
                 He looked back at the trio sympathetically. “Not particularly. Although…” he trailed off, thinking for a moment. The three angels looked at him, waiting patiently for him to put his line of thinking in order. “You know, you could always go look at things in holding.”
 
   
 
  

              Shelly peered back at him curiously. “What do you mean holding?”
 
                 “Well, everything that a person has on them when they come to Heaven is eventually taken from them and put into a box in holding.”
 
                 “What for?” James asked.
 
                 “Mostly to make sure people don’t have them here in Heaven, I suppose, although I get the impression some of it’s given to people in some parts of Heaven. People who love sorting, filing, cataloging. It’s all part of each person’s records, down in the archives. You might have to do a little bit of digging, but you could always see what he had on him when he came to Heaven,” Gilbert said. “That might give you an idea of where he went. It’s a longshot, but it’s the best I’ve got. If he committed suicide, there’d probably be a weapon or a length of rope or something in his stuff. Like I said, couldn’t tell you anything about the guy’s final days, so it’s entirely possible that something changed him significantly in those last few weeks.”
 
                 “Hmmm… it’s worth a look see I suppose,” Randall said, trying to reassert himself as leader. “But you say the Cherubim who picked him up should know about his last six hours?”
 
                 Gilbert shrugged his shoulders. “He or she did but that was some time ago, and some of those Cherubim are picking up a bunch of people every day. They may have done hundreds, even thousands, of people since then, so it’s hard to say whether or not they’d remember what any one person’s last day would be like.” 
 
                 Randall leaned in and whispered to Shelly, “I knew that little bastard was lying to us. He knew more than he was letting on.”
 
                 Shelly whispered back, “You don’t know that, Randall. You heard what he said. Thousands of people.”
 
                 James looked over at the two whispering angels and cleared his throat. The two of them quickly fell silent. (Gilbert, of course, had been listening to them the whole time. It was a small office.) James turned back to Gilbert and smiled again. “Thanks, Gilbert. You’ve really helped us a bunch in our search. Good leads. Now, I’m sure I don’t have to say this, but…”
 
                 Gilbert smiled and waved his hand in their direction. “Don’t worry about it. No problem. No problem at all. I don’t even remember you being here.”
 
                 The three angels moved to the door out of the back of Gilbert’s office, stepping through it, with the exception of Randall, who hung back a moment to look at Gilbert for a long moment, trying to be intimidating. “That’s because we weren’t.”
 
                 After Randall stepped through the door and closed it behind himself, Gilbert stuck his tongue out at the door and made an obscene hand gesture that way. “Pompous ass,” he muttered before he continued to resort the mess of papers on his desk.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Jake had spent the morning deciding what to do next, considering his options over a cup of coffee, perhaps the most wonderful thing he’d had to drink in his entire lifetime. He found he was appreciating things more and more now than he ever had when he’d been alive. It was almost as if the empty whiteness of Heaven had taught him the value of all the things in life. He’d been wearing some of the clothes he’d gotten from Kelly and been interacting with people for a few hours now, and he was treasuring every second of it. 
 
   He still had both the sword and the halo on him, but he’d taken the halo off his head and tucked it into the inner lining of his jacket. The sword hilt was just tucked into his belt, and was easily enough overlooked, hiding beneath the jacket as well. For now, he just wanted to look normal, be normal. Even just sitting in some franchise coffee shop had its own appeal, as twisted and bizarre as that might have seemed to him before his death. He had been people watching for about an hour while he mulled over his next move. There was nothing he needed to do, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have a few things he wanted to do. And there was one thing he felt like he needed to do, just to keep himself grounded in reality.
 
                 He headed across town and spent a couple of hours at the library, doing a bit of research on the Internet to see what he could find out about his own death. It wasn’t something he was particularly fascinated by, but there was one detail he wanted to get. Before he found that, though, he found several other details. The trucker who had hit his car had escaped unscathed. The brakes on his truck had given out and he’d been careening out of control when his truck hit Jake’s car. In some ways, Jake felt bad for the guy. It hadn’t been his fault, and now he’d be carrying around the guilt of Jake’s death for his whole life. He almost wanted to go and ease the guy’s pain, but somehow that just didn’t seem an easy proposition. What, exactly, would he say? “Hi, I know you killed me, but I just want you to know I broke out of Heaven to tell you I forgive you.” He didn’t expect that would go over too well. Likely the man would think Jake was there to haunt him, although Jake wasn’t exactly sure why anyone would ever want to haunt someone. It did, he supposed, keep them from having to go to Heaven, which was a reward in and of itself.
 
                 After a little more research with the computer, Jake had the detail he wanted. The location of his grave. He’d been buried not too far from his apartment, one of his distant cousins having flown in to handle the ceremony. He didn’t have any close family left alive, and he certainly couldn’t imagine Kelly handling the funeral. There was a part of him that was sad he’d missed his own funeral, but the more he thought about it, the more pleased he was that he’d not been there. It might’ve been a rather unsettling reminder of how little people actually cared about him on Earth before his death. The obituary itself was chilling enough on its own. Still, he wanted to stand over his tombstone, to have the experience to know that death was merely something to be conquered. Or maybe he was just curious what kind of tombstone he had over his corpse. He laughed a little bit, staring at the computer terminal in the library, as he wondered whether or not it would be too morbid to pass through the earth and coffin and peek at his own body. Then he remembered glancing back at the wreck of his car just after his death, and that idea passed from him immediately.
 
                 It had probably been a closed casket funeral.
 
                 (If not a cremation.)
 
                 He called a cab to come pick him up and deliver him over to the graveyard. He’d been paying people with some cash Kelly had stuck into the backpack for him, but at some point, he was going to need to figure out a way to get money for himself regularly. Sure, he could always break into a bank and steal money that way, but it wasn’t something he was keen to do if he could find another option.
 
                 Fifteen minutes later, the cab dropped him off at Forest Lawn Cemetery. He stopped by the office to find the location of his final resting place, and then made his way into the cemetery proper, heading across the landscaped lawns to find his tombstone. It was a nice walk, and the weather was particularly pleasant for late autumn, and despite the cool wind that blew across the land, the warm sunshine kept it from being too abrupt. Winter would be upon the city soon, but for just a little while longer, the snow was keeping at bay. 
 
                 As Jake walked through the cemetery, he was pleased to not see spirits of any kind, no matter where he looked. He had been slightly afraid of cemeteries when he was younger, but now he had knowledge that he didn’t have back then – of course the dead weren’t hanging around cemeteries. They’d be dragged off to Heaven or Hell if they tried to linger around, although he couldn’t even really understand why the dead would want to cling to their corpses regardless. Being dead granted a certain level of freedom, so if you were deadset (ha ha) against going to Heaven or Hell, why would you stand around a graveyard doing absolutely nothing?
 
                 He approached his grave marker without any apprehension. It wasn’t as though there was any part of him still there, just the physical body he’d left behind. The steps still felt long, regardless, as if it were a mile every inch. He finally reached the tombstone and stopped before it, pushing his hands into the front pockets of his jeans. “So here we are,” he said to the tombstone. “Me… and me.”
 
                 His hands slipped from his pockets and moved to his hips as he crouched down to look at the grey block of stone that marked the location of his corpse. “Nothing flowery, nothing decorative, hell… nothing more than a name and a date. Was I really that boring?”
 
                 “Jake?” came a voice from behind him. “That you?”
 
                 Jake stood up and turned to look at the short form moving over towards him, coming down the hill towards him. The sunlight backlit the outline of the figure and for just a half second, Jake felt a flash of panic. Who would possibly recognize him now, who wouldn’t be shocked by his being flesh and blood, standing over his own grave? The only possibility that occurred to him was that it was the angels coming to drag him back up to Heaven, and he felt his heart skip just a few beats. Then the form came into focus as Jake could see clearly again, and he let out a sigh of relief.
 
                 Bob moved over to Jake and stuck his hand at him. “It’s good to see you, kid. Looks like you got out and away from those angel clowns,” he said with a laugh. 
 
                 Jake took his hand and shook it with his own. “What the hell are you doing around here, Bob?” Jake said, chuckling in response. “I’ve been dead a while now, and you don’t get’em a second time, just on their first go around.”
 
                 The Cherub shrugged with a slight grin. “I ain’t here for you, Jake. But I’ve got a little bit of time to kill before my pick up shows. How you been?” He patted Jake’s shoulder slightly. “Heard you broke out, but didn’t expect to find you in your home town.” He glanced down and then rolled his eyes. “Your tombstone? Heaven help yeah, kid, I didn’t have you pegged as some kind of sappy romantic.”
 
                 Jake shrugged his shoulders slightly. “Eh, I wanted to see it for myself. I mean, I know I’m dead, but it’s something like this that puts you back in your place a bit.”
 
                 The shorter man shook his head at him. “Last thing you need is to be back in your place, kid. I mean, you got out. That’s a hell of an accomplishment. I mean, I heard you got out from the tail end. That true?”
 
                 “The tail end?”
 
                 Bob led Jake over towards a bench beneath a tree, and sat down on it. He motioned for Jake to join him, which he did. “Yeah, the tail end. Look, most of the people…” he inhaled a moment before continuing. “Okay, look, all of the people I know about… they’ve all gotten out from somewhere along the line. They run from Cherubim, or they run from form processors, or they even try and run from the repossession room. But I have never… ever… not once have I heard of someone getting out of the quarters.” He leaned back against the bench, slouching a little bit. “I mean, maybe it happens, I don’t know, but they don’t get far. They don’t get far enough for anyone to worry about. Some Cherubim picks them up, or someone carting forms around sees them and realizes they’re trying to find a way out, and they tell the Taggers who come and snag’em before anyone’s the wiser. But I haven’t heard of anyone who’s gotten out of the quarters ever making it back on planet. The people who get back to Earth either run early on in the lines or they sprint away from the Cherub who’s supposed to pick them up. Nobody gets from their final resting place all the way back to Earth. How’d you do it?”
 
                 Jake stood up from the bench, and took a few steps back, reaching inside of his jacket, pulling out the sword hilt, letting his thumb move onto the jewel, the blade of fire springing forth. “Confidence,” he said with a grin. 
 
                 Bob rushed to his feet, moving over to Jake, pushing his arm aside so the sword didn’t get him. “Jesus! Put that thing, away, will you? You’ll scare the civilians. How the hell did you get one, anyway?” He glanced around nervously, but thankfully they were alone as far as the eye could see.
 
                 “It’s how I got out, Bob. I wandered around for a while and then I wandered into an orientation session for Taggers,” he said as he took his thumb off the gem on the hilt, letting the blade vanish. “So they gave me a blade and a halo and sent me off to… well, hunt people like me down.” Jake laughed a bit more as he tucked the hilt back into his belt. “Got the halo tucked in my jacket. Figured it would definitely stand out.”
 
                 “You don’t know the half of it, amigo,” Bob groaned. “I keep mine invisible when I turn solid. Always a smart thing to do, I figure.”
 
                 “You mean…” Jake started, “you can just turn parts of yourself visible or solid?”
 
                 Bob looked upward and raised his hands. “Lord, help me help this one shed off his ignorance.” He turned his gaze back down to Jake. “The sword and the halo are both separate parts. You can shift them just like you can yourself, but they don’t have to be in the same state you are. Things you pick up after you’ve been around a while. It won’t be entirely invisible to you, but you’ll probably have to try to see it.”
 
                 Jake nodded quietly, as he concentrated and the nearly invisible halo came into focus over Bob’s head, although Bob was correct in that it was still tricky to see. “Guess I’ve still got a lot left to learn.” He paused then stepped back a little bit from the Cherub. “Say, why are you helping me anyway?”
 
                 The short man smiled toothily, then reached into his pocket, and pulled out the tiny MP3 player. “’Cause of this, kid. You know, I’d never have thought of it on my own, but I can’t tell you how much this baby has saved my ass. I didn’t think I’d missed music that much until we were talking about it when I brought you up, and suddenly, it was all I could think about. Music, music, music. So, I did like you suggested. I did my research and sure enough, there isn’t any rule against taking items off of people before they get to check in. There isn’t any rule against angels carrying around things they picked up off of newly dead people, if it’s not on the contraband list. And there certainly isn’t any rule against angels listening to music. Walkmans, sure, record players, you bet, but there’s nothing about this new fangled tech in the books. Anywhere. So, I got myself an MP3 player and, after a while, some earphones, and I have been jamming and rocking out nonstop for… well, for quite a while now.” He shrugged a little bit as he paced around slightly. “I do pick up jobs here and there just so I’m still considered an active person. Just because it’s not against the rules doesn’t mean they couldn’t make a new rule to make it against the rules, if you know what I’m sayin’. So I keep busy and try to avoid getting noticed, even when angels come sniffing around.”
 
                 Jake nodded a little bit, moving over to lean against a tree. “So they’re coming after me then.”
 
                 Bob waggled his hands a little bit. “Well, sort of but sort of not. Y’see kid, if they were coming after you full bore, you’d already have Taggers breathing down your neck. Big ol’ squads of angels chasing after you every second. Hard as hell to get away when they know where you are. Doesn’t mean it can’t be done; it’s just significantly harder to do. But so far, the angels who were in charge of keeping you confined to quarters haven’t told anyone yet. I think they’re trying to cover their own asses, which is why they’re trying to figure out where you are on their own. I sorta sent them on a wild goose chase, but it’ll probably help them figure out you’re on Earth sooner or later.”
 
                 Jake frowned. “What with Celestial time and Earth time running on different speeds, doesn’t that mean I should expect them any second now?”
 
                 Bob laughed heartily. “What did they tell you about Celestial time, kid?” (Bob was frankly a little surprised anyone had even mentioned it.)
 
                 “One of the angels who was processing me said it was about one day in Heaven for one hour in Earth. That not true?”
 
                 “Well, that all depends on which section of Heaven you’re in, kid. The processing lines run on increased speed, as do the construction areas, but everything else in Heaven’s on normal time. I think the angels in processing either don’t know, or they’ve forgotten, that they’re moving faster than everyone else to help keep things moving in pace. Occasionally a couple of the detention blocks get stuck on increased speed for a little while if there’s still construction going on, but it doesn’t happen too often.”
 
                 Jake nodded. “Must’ve happened to my block. I know I was in ‘therapy’ longer than 45 days. Damn near drove me insane.”
 
                 Bob craned his head over suddenly. “You were in one of the therapy chambers?” The look on Bob’s face told Jake everything he needed to know – he wasn’t supposed to have been there. Something had, in fact, gone wrong somewhere along the assignment process. “How the heck did you get there?”
 
                 “That’s where they put me. That’s probably one of the main reasons I broke out,” Jake said. “I didn’t see the point of trying to ‘better myself’ if Heaven was the final resting place, and all I was going to be doing for the rest of eternity was arts and crafts.”
 
                 The Cherubim shook his head, closing his eyes out of shame. “Oh, kid. I am so sorry you had to endure that. Yeah, Heaven can be a pretty screwed up place, I can tell you that, now that you’re down here.”
 
                 “Y’know Bob, you don’t have to go back yourself. You could stay down here on Earth. Enjoy music as much as you wanted, and not have to cart souls around all day. It’d be nice to have a friend around,” Jake said with a smile.
 
                 “I appreciate that, Jake,” Bob sighed, “but me and Heaven have unfinished business, and I don’t think they’d just let go of me because I asked them to nicely. Better to just stay low and stay safe.”
 
                 “Fair point,” Jake agreed as he glanced up at the sky. Storm clouds were gathering on the horizon, and it looked like a hard rain was going to fall soon. “Say, if you’re going back up anyway, think you could do me a favor?”
 
                 Bob grinned back at Jake. “Anything for a friend. Whatcha need?”
 
                 “So the two Taggers who came down with me, Franco and Edward. I gave them a sob story about how I wanted to close off some unfinished business just to get them off my backs. Think you could swing by them and tell them I got reassigned or something? Just so they don’t think it’s suspicious that I haven’t come back yet?”
 
                 “Sure, but sooner or later, the Taggers are gonna come after you, Jake, you gotta know that,” Bob said.
 
                 “I know, I know, and I’m still trying to figure out how to handle that. How do those compasses work?”
 
                 “Well, they take about twelve hours to prime. They use some bit of your clothing from lockup as a sort of homing lock on. Once they build the compass, it takes about half a day and then gives your general vicinity, which the Taggers use to send a squad down to get you. You saw how they work in the smaller scale. The Taggers use them to track them down, send the person back up to Heaven and like the expression goes, Bob’s your uncle.”
 
                 Jake didn’t even smile at Bob’s joke, nodding sagely, as if he was thinking, considering his options. “That sounds like it’s going to be a pain in the ass to beat. Hell, I’m not even sure it can be beat. What’s the range on those things?”
 
                 The Cherubim’s expression scrunched up, then he shrugged. “I’m not exactly sure, Jake. It takes them a little while to whittle down the general vicinity from a big picture, so that might help. Remember, that’s never been my job. Hell, you probably know more about it than I do, truth be told. You were trained as one.”
 
                 “Yeah, the training for those things is about as in-depth as rent-a-cop training. ‘Do this, don’t do that, point the flaming-sword-of-death away from your face before igniting,’” Jake said, rolling his eyes. “It won’t help much when I’m trying to deal with them.”
 
                 Bob punched Jake on the shoulder lightly. “I have faith in you, kid. I mean, you got out from the quarters and all the way to Earth. I’ve never heard of anyone doing that before. You’re definitely a surprise to me, and I saw you when you died, remember, so not much surprises me.”
 
                 Jake pushed a bit of hair from his eyes and shifted his posture a little bit, as he heard a handful of cars driving up towards where they were standing. “Yeah, well, I think you can blame that on the therapy, plus that shitty last day I had on Earth. After everything goes wrong, and Heaven’s only worse, you start thinking there’s not really much in the way of things they can do to punish you. That’s sort of why I did it, y’know? Felt like there wasn’t anything they could do even if they caught me. It didn’t seem like they were going to send me to Hell, seeing as Tagger training mentioned that every soul who runs is just brought back, not sent off to the pits of fire and damnation. Just more of wherever it was that the runner got loose from. I mean, I don’t even know how Hell could be worse than that, really.”
 
                 The diminutive man nodded in reply. “I hear that. Either Hell has the best imagination, or it’s reserved for the truly horrible people and they invent their own torture. Either way, it’s gotta be brutal like no one can even dream of to be worse than those damn therapy quarters. I dunno how you ended up in one of those things, Jake, I honestly don’t.”
 
                 “I won’t be going back, I can assure you. They’ll have to cut me into tiny bits and send me back there as sand, and even then I’m only going to try and break out again. I’m already starting to think of other ways I could get out if they get me back again. I’ll be the king of break outs.”
 
                 “They haven’t got you back yet, kid,” Bob said. “Although I imagine it’s going to get out fairly soon that you’re on Earth. Three of the five angels left the therapy quarters to try and chase you down.”
 
                 “Which three?”
 
                 “There was a woman…”
 
                 “That’s Shelly,” Jake said. “She was the only female in the angels who were watching over us.”
 
                 “There was a sort of uptight guy who seemed like he was in charge. Hot tempered.”
 
                 “That’ll be Randall. He’s pretty easy to rile up, but he’s not a complete idiot, despite how he can come across from time to time.”
 
                 “And there was a big quiet guy, who they let do most of the talking. Didn’t seem like a half bad guy, honestly.”
 
                 Jake nodded. “And that’s James. That means they left Byron and Terence behind, which makes sense. Byron wouldn’t be any good in a chase situation and Terence… well, Terence is Terence.” (Byron, Jake thought to himself, was probably also terrified, and rightly so, that given the chance, Jake would beat the living shit out of him. Arts and crafts indeed. He’d have made hurting that mad angel an artform.) “Randall wouldn’t let James go on his own and Shelly would…” he trailed off, a look of confusion crossing his face. “Well, I’m not sure why Shelly would come along. She always seemed to be happier talking to the other angels than any of us wards. But James always struck me as the most capable of the five, and certainly the oldest. There was something about that guy that had gravitas. I’m almost surprised he didn’t come after me on his own.”
 
                 Bob shook his head slightly. “It’d look too suspicious, kid, an angel walking around Heaven all on his lonesome.”
 
                 Jake smirked wryly. “Not if they did it right, but okay, I take your point. I got a lot less flak when I was hanging around with Franco and Edward than I did when I was on my own.”
 
                 “Only the Cherubim move around Heaven on their own with any regularity, and you don’t much look like a Cherub, Jake.”
 
                 “Right,” he agreed. (Not enough donuts in his diet.)
 
                 The procession of cars pulled up to a spot not far from them, where there was a newly opened grave. The hearse pulled closest to the spot and people emerged from the cars to move over towards the back of it. They were all men, mostly in their fifties and sixties, looking even more solemn than people normally do at funerals. A handful of men and women moved out of even more cars and started to head over towards the grave site as the driver of the hearse moved to open the back of his car.
 
                 “Isn’t this… well, a little late for you to be picking’em up, Bob?” Jake laughed. “Unless you’re telling me the guy in the box isn’t quite dead yet, but’ll die during his own funeral.”
 
                 Bob chuckled quietly. “Even weirder than that, kid. Just watch.” He pointed over at the mob of people at the back of the hearse and their coffin.
 
                 All six pallbearers moved into their places as the coffin, a big and elegant monster of a thing, slid slowly out of the back of the black car, shifting their weight to hold onto their respective handle. They started moving slowly, carrying it over towards the platform designed to lower it into the grave, but about halfway through the short walk from the car to the grave, one of the men started to stagger. He steeled his face, as if there was a bit of pain he was trying to conquer, but eventually he couldn’t resist it any more, and his grip on the coffin slipped as he collapsed to the grass, clutching his chest, as the others lowered the casket onto the ground as quickly as they could. This, clearly, was not the kind of thing they were prepared for when carrying a casket.
 
                 “You’ve got to be shitting me,” Jake said. 
 
                 “Heart attack at his brother’s funeral,” Bob said, with a biting laugh. “Can you believe that? Absolutely not the kind of thing you expect to see. I guess he didn’t want to wait. Hang on a second, lemme go get him. Wait here, I’ll be right back.”
 
                 Despite the fact that he was solid, Jake could see a slightly luminescent form emerge from the collapsed body of the man, and stand up. It was almost like seeing double, except the dead body on the ground (as opposed to the dead body in the coffin) was surrounded by a handful of people, who were frantically trying to revive him while one of the bystanders dialed 911. Jake knew it was too late and almost wanted to tell the people not to bother, but he was sure that wouldn’t go over too well. (“Excuse me, sir,” he could imagine saying, “you don’t need to try and save his life. He’s very dead, I can assure you. Who am I? I’m a dead man who’s come back to Earth because I didn’t like Heaven.” He didn’t imagine the conversation would go anywhere positive from there.)
 
                 The Cherubim phased slightly, turning intangible entirely as he moved over to the ghostly form of the newly dead man. They were far enough from Jake that he couldn’t hear their conversation, but Bob seemed to be taking great delight in it, while the ghost seemed to be overwhelmed with confusion. (And gesturing a lot. Who knew dead people could be so lifelike?)
 
   It was somewhere in the middle of the conversation that Jake realized he could see Bob, who was intangible, even though Jake was not. Apparently he had the ability to see the celestial on Earth whether he was tangible or not. The only real differences were that Bob was ever so marginally transparent, and that Bob had a slight glow around him. The ghost had the same almost imperceptible glow as well, and Jake realized that was a marker of a celestial presence, rather than a terrestrial presence. Eventually, Bob seemed to be growing impatient with the newly deceased spirit, grabbing him by the wrist, pulling him over as he started to walk back to Jake. 
 
                 “Look, Jake, I would love to hang around and chat with you all day, believe me, but I have to drag this yahoo up to Heaven after we do a couple more pick ups. Still, we should definitely hang out,” Bob said as he phased back into tangibility.  He reached into his satchel and pulled out a small pad and a pencil, scrawling an address on the back of it, before tearing the top sheet off, holding it out to Jake. “It’s nice having someone to talk to who isn’t concerned with how many souls they have to cart around, or how they never get anyone interesting to talk to. Not that we generally do anyway…”
 
                 Jake took the sheet of paper from Bob’s hand and read it out loud. “‘San Francisco, Fillmore Theater, main hall, back right balcony, unscrew table top from base.’ What’s this?”
 
                 “So, we Cherubim, occasionally we like to get together and have drinks or something on Earth. Consider it our little paid time off,” Bob said in a stage whisper voice, a wry smile on his lips. It seemed the Cherubim had dirtly little secrets of their own to hide. “Obviously Heaven doesn’t want us partying in groups on Earth, because that would be bad for the moral of the rest of the angels, or some nonsense like that. So we figured out a little drop spot. What you do is you sneak in there after the theater’s closed, unscrew the table top and you’ll find a little hollow, and there’s one of those metal film jars that slots right in there. We leave notes to and for one another there. You want to get a hold of me, you leave a note in there marked ‘To Bob’ at the top, and it’ll stay there until I take it out. I check it more than any of the other angels, but there’s a couple of other guys who check it pretty regularly, so just sign it ‘J’ and I’ll know it’s you. That way if you want to meet up, we can.”
 
                 “You’re a pretty solid guy for an angel, Bob,” Jake said with a smile. He folded up the piece of paper and tucked it into his pocket. “I’ll try and memorize this so I’m not carting around the sheet of paper for too long.”
 
                 “Not every angel’s a lunatic, Jake…” Bob said as he phased back into intangibility. “Just most of them.” He turned to look at the ghost, who’d been watching the conversation with confusion. “Come on, Harold, it’s time to go.”
 
                 The ghost named Harold started to stutter, but before he could get a word out, Bob and Harold had faded and disappeared. Jake scolded himself for not thinking to ask how the Cherubim moved around on Earth without the jarring doors of light, but he took out the piece of paper with a smile. He would have something to ask him about when they had drinks for the first time.
 
                 Jake laughed privately. All it had taken was dying, going to Heaven and breaking out to make a new friend. (Good friends were so very hard to find.)
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 The idea of searching Jake’s belongings had seemed like a good idea at first, but after a few hours the three angels were about to lose their minds. The halls were seemingly endless, with shelving up to the ceilings, twenty feet up into the air, running down farther than the eye could see. There were boxes upon boxes upon boxes upon boxes. Worse still, the organizational system was perhaps the most useless thing ever placed on Heaven or Earth. Everything was filed in the order in which it came in, which meant each box was just placed one atop another until it hit the next deck, then the ceiling, at which point another column was started and the process was begun all over again. No rhyme or reason, just purely in order of appearance. And being that people were dying remarkably quickly, there were a lot of boxes to have to scan through. It also didn’t help that people took varying times to get through the lines and to the point where they turned in their earthly possessions, so when someone died was completely irrelevant to when they were placing their things into the bin somewhere down the line. It was, in the nicest of terms, a total mess.
 
                 Being optimistic, the angels had talked to one of the people filing boxes away, hoping they would have some idea of how to best find Jake Altford’s things. Of course, the reply given was “Why would anyone want to do that?” In fact, it seemed odd that anyone would want to find any earthly things, and when the questions started coming their way, the three angels politely excused themselves and started searching on their own. 
 
                 So rarely were people looking for things in lockup, and so much additional manpower would have been needed to make them easily locatable, that Heaven had apparently given up on the idea of keeping any kinds of records about what order things were placed when and whose they were. It was a miracle in itself that the boxes at least had peoples names written on the side in glowing gold text. (There was a picture of them there, too, but that wasn’t always helpful.) Most of the people carrying the boxes to the stacks looked as though they would have been just as content to be dumping everything into a very large hole in the ground somewhere, assuming they could find a big enough hole in Heaven.
 
                 And so the three angels combed through mile after unbearable mile of boxes, trying desperately to find Jake Altford’s things. Time had no real meaning in Heaven, but James felt like he was starting to know exactly how Jake must have felt when put through the daily rituals they’d confined him to. And James had to admit to himself that it certainly wasn’t a pleasant thing. It wasn’t horrible so much as… tedious. Frustrating. The sense that you were out of place, a nail that stuck out in need of hammering. 
 
   The other angels were starting to feel it as well. Even Randall had been softening up a little. Since they’d left the quarters, he’d seemed more and more directionless, as if this change in his routine had taken the wind from his sails. Where as Randall had been a man of purpose inside the quarters, the leader of five angels (who never really took him all that serious to begin with) in charge of keeping a few dozen souls in quarters and manageable, now he seemed downright mopey.
 
   At first James suspected that Randall was letting him take a more active hand simply because Randall had been in those quarters for quite some time, and didn’t really know much about the rest of Heaven, but now he was starting to think that Randall was starting to question their whole purpose. It was a dangerous thing indeed, or it would’ve been, if James hadn’t been feeling the same way himself.
 
   Shelly, on the other hand, was more active than he could recall her being in ages. It was as if the unknown had awakened something in her, and she was enjoying the pursuit as if it were an adventure, a game she didn’t really want to end and desperately wanted to keep playing. She had smiled more since they’d been on the hunt than James could ever recall her doing inside quarters.
 
   The five angels hadn’t really known each other before they’d been assigned to quarters together, given a block of their own to watch. They didn’t really know much about each other now, actually, as they always found other things to talk about, be it the quarters next to theirs, the latest Lucifer spotting from Earth, which of the Archangels had been seen in the hallways as of late… and if there wasn’t a topic handy for them to make chitchat about, they hadn’t really talked at all.  
 
   (‘Silence is always harmonious,’ he remembered some smug angel saying.) 
 
   They were there to do a job, not chitchat. They quietly went about their work, paid attention to their charges (or had pretended to, at least) and followed orders. And that was how they had been most of the time they were in the block.
 
   It was a change James had been glad to see fade away. (He had always liked talking to people when he was alive.) He felt like the further they got from the quarters, the more they were coming into focus with who they used to be, or who they wanted to be. Despite his dragging of feet, Randall was at least talking with them, rather than to them. As they wandered down the hallways of white boxes on white shelving, Randall was griping about the lack of organization and structure the place had, but he was still pleased it wasn’t their job.
 
   “I mean,” Randall started, “who thinks of carting boxes around all day as their idea Heaven anyway?”
 
   “Someone who wants to feel useful,” Shelly said, “although I don’t really see the use in keeping all of this stuff. It’s not like they’re going to want it back now, are they?”
 
   Randall stopped a moment, and the other two walked a few paces past him before stopping to look back at him. He was silent for a moment then spoke with a slightly cautionary tone. “What…” he started then stopped before starting again. “What if Heaven’s really just putting people in places to put them in places? What if it isn’t what they want to be doing but Heaven just needs a particular job filled, so they’re slotted into that, and told it must be what their idea of Heaven is? I mean, wouldn’t people just accept that since it’s what Heaven told them, it must be true?”
 
   Shelly walked back to him and put her hand on his shoulder. “Randall…”
 
   He shook his head. “No, I mean it, Shelly… I didn’t really want to be in charge when I got to Heaven. I… I saw a Runner when I was in the early stages of the lines, and I … I watched the Taggers tear him to shreds and send him back to where he’d been, and I realized that while I didn’t know what I wanted out of Heaven, I didn’t want that. So I acted all confident, like I enjoyed being in charge of people, and in charge of situations, so that I wouldn’t have to worry about Taggers ever coming after me.” The senior angel was definitely shaken. “But when you get right down to it, I’m not that different from this guy we’re chasing. I didn’t fit in, so I did what I had to, to survive…”
 
   Shelly smiled at him and then wrapped her arms around him, giving him a reassuring hug. “That just means you’re still human, under that big commanding façade you try and push on everyone, and that’s okay.” They held onto each other for a minute or so before she pulled back, and some of the harshness had left Randall’s face.
 
   “Thanks Shelly. I think I was starting to lose it.”
 
   “Well, pull yourself together,” she said with a laugh, and a shake of her head. “We need to find this guy and get him back into our quarters before they realize that he’s not in there and neither are we.”
 
   James had kept walking down the row a bit, but had stopped, turning to call to them. “I found it!” He slid one of the ladders on rollers over to the column of boxes and climbed up the ladder to grab a box near the very top. (He did, however, stop for a second to look at the front of the box, at Jake’s picture, and laugh. Why in Heaven did they have that as a picture for him?) He had to hold the two boxes on top of it steady as he struggled to pull Jake’s box out from the mess. He slowly moved down the ladder with the box in tow as the other two angels moved over to join him. “Let’s see what you have in here, Mr. Altford. Some clue about what made you into this grand master escape artist.”
 
   Randall pulled the top off the box and the three angels were surprised at how little was actually inside. Shoes, socks (with a bit torn off one of them), pants, shirt, boxers, wallet, some loose bills… but Shelly paused as she moved the socks aside and heard the sound of a small object rustling. She pushed the cloth aside and her fingers curled around something small and metallic. 
 
   “Guys, I think I found what we’re looking for,” she said as she held up the engagement ring. “This is a definite sign of a big change in his life.”
 
   Randall frowned a bit. “It’s an engagement ring. So?”
 
   James rifled through the box quickly then looked at the ring with the other two. “Ah, but you’re missing a few key details, Randall. The important one is that it isn’t inside of a box.”
 
   He cocked his head to look at James curiously. “What’s that got to do with anything?”
 
   The burlier of the two male angels let a slight smile crack on his face. “Well, if it were inside of a box, it would mean he was going to propose to someone. But it’s not in a box, which means…”
 
   “Which means he was taking it back from someone,” Shelly said in a quiet whisper. “Oh god. He was taking it back from his fiancée. His ex fiancée I guess.”
 
   “And it was still in his pocket,” James said. “Which means he had just gotten it back from her and hadn’t had time to sell it back, or even put it someplace in his home. God, he must have just found out and killed himself right afterwards.”
 
                 Randall shook his head as he put the lid back on the box. “No, I don’t think so. He doesn’t seem the type, even with all that.”
 
                 “You can never tell who’s the type to commit suicide, Randall,” Shelly said. “It’s just like you can’t tell who is the type to try and break out.”
 
                 He started carting the box back up the ladder. “I bet we could’ve if we’d paid more attention, but we were caught up in just going through the motions like everyone else. No, I don’t think he killed himself. Plus there’s no weapon in here. If he had shot himself or something, that weapon would be in here, along with everything else. No, I think maybe she broke it off and maybe he got careless or something and got into an accident, and that’s why he had the ring still on him.” 
 
                 He pushed the box back into the place that James had taken it down from. “And that very much sounds like unfinished business to me. It sounds like the kind of thing where he would want to go back and see what kind of impact his death had had on her. And that means he might have tried to go back to Earth.”
 
                 Shelly looked up at him with shock as he descended the ladder. “He couldn’t get back to Earth! How would he?”
 
                 James handed her the ring. They had kept it, for whatever reason. “Shelly, you need to stop thinking about what this guy can’t do, because apparently that’s not much. He broke out of quarters, something I’ve certainly never heard of anyone doing before. He wandered past security and he didn’t stand out. Most runners, they’re caught right away because…” he laughed softly, “well, because they’re running. Our guy wasn’t running. In fact, he was clear of head enough to bluff his way past a pair of guards and convince them he was their superior officer. I don’t know that I would have thought of that, and I’m a lot more familiar with wandering around Heaven than Jake is. At this point, if you told me he had grabbed one of the Archangels, beaten him up and forced the angel to take him up to meet God personally… let’s just say I wouldn’t put it past him. 
 
                 “This Jake Altford is smarter than we gave him credit for. He’s thinking, he’s planning, he’s doing all of this with some degree of forethought. He figured out right from the start that if he stood out, people were going to notice him, so he didn’t. Remember, not one person we talked to other than those halfwit guards even remember seeing the guy.”
 
                 “So?” Randall asked.
 
                 Shelly shook her head. “Don’t you see? He’s blending in, trying not to get noticed so that he can disappear. By now, I bet he’s not only on Earth, I bet he’s already got his next step figured out, God only knows what that is, and we’re going to have to start getting caught up to him. I imagine he’s probably been and gone from his ex fiancée and has moved onto whatever he’s going to do next. This guy is not the same guy they brought up to Heaven. Whoever he was on Earth, he is not that guy anymore.”
 
                 Randall took the ring from Shelly as he nodded. “That doesn’t mean he might not have left some indication of where he was going. Hell, he might have even tried to haunt her or something, for dumping him. Maybe he’s just standing around watching her, but I somehow doubt we’ll get that lucky.”
 
                 Shelly nodded. “We should be so lucky. So… uh… that means we have to go back to Earth.” She stared at both of them, worry lines creasing on her face. “How do we do that exactly?”
 
                 Randall sighed softly. “No idea.”
 
                 James waved his hand dismissively. “Follow me. Remember, I had to do this for a while. I know how to get down to Earth.”
 
                 Randall laughed bitterly. “Finally, some good news for a change. Maybe luck is finally starting to turn in our direction.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 “What the fuck do you mean, you ‘lost one?’” an angel named Carlos shouted. He was sizable and intimidating and clearly not happy. He was shaking a finger at Terence, who was trying to shrink down to invisibility with no success. “How the Hell do you lose a soul? There’s one door! One single door! No other way in or out! That means he had to walk right past you to get out, and somebody had to have seen it!”
 
                 “Er, yes, well,” Terence stuttered, trying to get a word in edgewise. Carlos was their weekly report officer, and when he had arrived to get their weekly report, he’d noticed that Terence had been acting rather strangely. When pressed, the bookish angel had cracked like an eggshell and admitted that one of their flock had gone missing.
 
                 Things had pretty much been in steady decline since that point.
 
                 “So you let a soul just walk past you and out? Did he just say ‘Don’t worry, amigo. I’m just going out for a stroll and I promise I won’t be long?’ And where the Hell are the other angels? I see Byron’s over there teaching pottery or whatever, but I don’t see Randall, Shelly or James. What, did he take them hostage on his way out? And why the Hell am I just hearing about it now? Why wasn’t the alarm sounded, the Taggers sent out and this little shit dragged back to quarters?” Carlos had a loud voice and it was only getting louder by the second, as the large angel was starting to border on hysterical. Terence wouldn’t have been surprised to see him foaming at the mouth at this point.
 
                 “Now Carlos, try and stay calm…”
 
                 “Calm?! I’ll show you calm, you nitwit! I’ve never heard of anyone escaping out of the quarters, and of course you five screwups have to be the ones to do it, and on my watch!” He was pacing back and forth while Terence watched him, slouching into his chair, wishing he could just disappear. “I’m not taking the fall for you chuckleheads. You’re going to give me a full report on what happened and I’m going to go to the Taggers on overwatch and let them figure out what to do about it. Then I may pay a visit to our superior officer about your gross negligence. Me, I hope they give you idiots the worst detail they can imagine, and hopefully they won’t make me watch quarters because of your screwups.”
 
                  “Randall, Shelly and James have gone out to look for him, so I imagine they’ll be back any time now with the wayward soul in tow, so if you’d just relax…”
 
                 “Relax? RELAX? Are you out of your fucking mind? Okay, I want you to tell me exactly, exactly what happened?”
 
                 Over the next fifteen minutes or so, Terence related the events of Jake’s escape to Carlos, while the bigger angel went through fits of anger, disappointment, panic and back to anger again. Carlos eventually started scribbling notes on a piece of paper so he could get all of the details right. Most of the time, he was shaking his head as he was writing, trying not to scowl at Terence, even at the point where Terence admitted he was the one who was supposed to be standing outside during the shift change, which allowed Jake to rush past him. Terence also went through and filled in as much information they had about Jake Altford before his escape. Carlos was practically biting his bottom lip off by the time Terence got to telling him about the tunnel they had to dig, and Terence could see him writing Celeste’s name down an underlining it several times.
 
                 All in all, Terence was actually fairly impressed that they had held together this well. None of the other members of the flock had noticed anything gone astray, nor even noticed that Jake wasn’t around. The angels had covered up the tunnel before they had gone looking for Jake, so there wasn’t any difficulty in keeping it controlled as an exit. Besides, Terence pointed out, it only led to another set of cells anyway, and those cells were guarded by a different group of people, a group Terence had to admit were better at their job than they were. Carlos, of course, pointed out that they hadn’t notified senior staff, as per protocol, but Terence countered by saying angels in the working class had to look out each other.
 
                 Inside his head, Carlos was one step away from falling apart. No one had ever gotten out of the quarters before who wasn’t supposed to. It was one of those things that people always joked about because it was clearly impossible. The quarters were tight as drums, foolproof and unbeatable. Except, of course, that some schmuck had just beaten that system by running through a goddamned open door. The system, he realized, was fine; it was the people manning it who were flawed. (And why wouldn’t they be, he thought to himself. After all, this is Heaven.)
 
                 About an hour later, Carlos had finished compiling all the data for his report, and had inspected both sides of the tunnel to make sure it wasn’t another security risk. He yelled at Celeste and her team for a few minutes before he left the cell block and headed to the regional block of Taggers.
 
                 The Taggers weren’t all kept in one central location. It had been determined early on that people could try escaping Heaven from any number of places, so Tagger stations needed to be scattered about like fire stations, so there was a rapid response team handy at a moment’s notice. Still, there were small branches and regional branches. The small branches had Taggers that were the equivalent of mall security, often doubling as checkpoint guards. But the region branches had the more dangerous characters.
 
                 Carlos walked into the regional branch and nodded sagely to the receptionist, a big bulky man who looked like he could punch a rhinoceros in the face and eat it for breakfast raw. He was, of course, the scrawniest of the bunch. The receptionist nodded and opened the door for him to enter with a buzzer on his desk. Carlos opened the door and stepped through into the Tagger lodging area.
 
                 Tagger quarters were much more like military bunk quarters, with lines of bunk beds, each with a pair of footlockers at the end of them. As Carlos walked down the rows, he only grew more nervous. These Taggers were the kind of men and women who made anyone nervous. 
 
                 They were rugged, cut and deadly. The high end Taggers were recruited from the likes of the military and warrior elite throughout history – Spartans, gladiators, commandos, Special Forces from all walks of life and nationality. They were doing push ups, chin ups, whatever exercise they could think of to keep themselves fit and trim. They practice with wooden swords, in case they were ever called upon to do battle with demons or devils or the like. (Which had never happened that any of them could remember, but it didn’t hurt to be prepared, they figured.) They ran laps and practiced jumping over hurdles and crawling through tunnels, in case any of that might be necessary in the pursuit of a loose soul on the lam. (It rarely was. Most of the time, ‘tagging’ someone involved finding the person running around Heaven like a chicken with his head cut off and, well, cutting his head off…) The Taggers weren’t sure if exercise affected a soul post-death, but it didn’t hurt to spend the time regardless. For most of them, it was second nature already.
 
                 As Carlos reached the end of the row, he came to the office at the end of the barracks, a burly blonde man with a crew cut sitting behind the desk. The Taggers wore much more utilitarian clothing. Gone were the togas and replaced with white tunics and slacks, a white belt around the waist. The blonde man at the desk was busy writing something on a piece of paper, and it took Carlos a few seconds to summon the strength to clear his throat and make his presence known. The angel behind the desk looked up, and it made the halo on his head tilt so Carlos could read the words “BORN TO KILL” etched into it. “Help you?” the man behind the desk asked, his voice a low roll of ominous thunder. His voice sounded American, and those deep blue eyes implied that Carlos was bothering him. 
 
                 “Yes, I… I uh… I need to speak to the Erelim in charge of this branch,” Carlos said, his voice almost squeaking out. The Erelim were one of the classes of angels, and they were considered the most valiant class of angels. They were warriors by birth, noble and driven. All in all, they were the perfect choice to lead the Taggers. (And, as the Erelim had said on more than one occasion, it got them out of the house every now and then.)
 
                 The Taggers served multiple purposes in Heaven. On the most basic level, they were the police force, making sure there weren’t major conflicts in lines or in the cell blocks all souls eventually ended up in. They also made sure that people went to the residence they were supposed to, and that rules were followed once people were in their quarters. They also tracked down people who went running and ‘tagged’ them, using their swords of fire to send the person back to the appropriate section of Heaven. The term Tagger was chosen to help soften their image slightly, making their job sound a little less threatening. It failed on every level, of course, and the word Tagger carried with it a certain weight around Heaven. Because deep down, most people knew what the Taggers really were.
 
                 Heaven’s private army.
 
                 While it was difficult (if not impossible) to find anyone who had experienced it first hand, many stories were told about the last few Great Wars between Heaven and Hell. Times of great strife when angels fought demons, and celestial blood on both sides was spilt by the ocean’s worth. The tales were dramatic, epic and often downright terrifying. (Also, sometimes they were wildly implausible. So much so that people would joke, in very very hushed tones, that Paul Bunyan and the Archangel Michael were the same person.) But it had been a very long time since there had been a Great War, long even by Heavenly standards. That meant another one could break out at any moment. The Erelim would often tell stories to the Taggers about how close Heaven and Hell were to the brink of another Great War, just to keep them in a state of constant preparedness. 
 
                 And Heaven’s army was most certainly prepared. Here, men and women who were mortal enemies on Earth shared stratagems and tactics, discussed methodology and approaches. They taught and learned from one another, and no idea was dismissed out of hand. Those who were the brightest rose to the top, and those who weren’t still felt that they were meaningfully contributing to day-to-day training. It was a great dilution process, designed to make the best and brightest.
 
                 Still, without a war to fight, these soldiers grew restless from time to time. That was partially why they had taken on peacekeeping duties in Heaven, the Erelim told them. They would learn to be detectives as well as warriors. They would learn how to apply their ideas to times of peace as well as times of war. And they would find happiness in that pursuit.
 
                 Or it would keep them busy anyway, until Heaven had need for them.
 
                 The blonde angel behind the desk stared down Carlos for a long moment before he spoke again. Carlos looked away nervously then looked back to see the soldier still staring at him. “What is it you need to see him about?”
 
                 “We have an escapee he needs to know about, and I think he may want to talk to some people before deciding how to dispatch a Tagger team to find him.”
 
                 The warrior angel behind the desk grinned wolfishly. “Why didn’t you say so? Captain Diogenes will be eager to hear exactly what you have to say.” He rose to his feet and knocked on the door behind him firmly.
 
                 “Enter!” a voice called out from inside the room.
 
                 The Tagger nodded to Carlos. “He’ll see you now. Go on in.”
 
                 Carlos opened the door and stepped into the Erelim’s office, closing the door behind him. It was more cluttered than most areas of Heaven. The walls were mostly covered in maps (light silver ink on white parchment), with a variety of notations made on them in broad gold ink strokes. The handwriting on the maps was firm and authoritative, noting key points of control and weakness. There was a whiteboard that was covered in formations and maneuvers. The portions of the walls that weren’t covered in maps had handwritten reports on them, providing intel on which Cherubim had seen demonic activity on which part of the Earth and when. The Taggers, it seemed, were always on the lookout for when and where their next assignment might be. 
 
                 He turned to look at the center of the room, where there was a heavy desk, mostly clutter-free, with a solid swarthy looking man behind it, muscular and solid in build, with a black craggy beard, and a black mane of hair that seemed to go in all sorts of different directions. Directly above him on the wall, mounted on a small plaque, was his sword hilt, easily within arm’s reach at a moment’s notice. The Erelim didn’t look anywhere near as frightening as the other angels he’d seen on his way in, but Carlos knew that the Erelim was just as dangerous, if not more so, than anyone he’d seen on his way in. 
 
   Erelim, much like Cherubim, was simply a rank assigned to a human soul that had been given a duty in Heaven. Not every role had a rank assigned with it. In fact, there were very few actual classes in Heaven. The title of Cherubim was given to anyone who transported souls from Earth to Heaven, simply because it was an easy way to keep track of who had clearance to go to Earth on their own. (And it seemed that there was no such thing as a tall Cherubim. People even joked that maybe getting the title shrunk you a few feet.) The Taggers were technically all Erelim, but the term Erelim was reserved for the commanders and commandants of the brigades, a title of respect and honor. And unlike most military services, Erelim were voted up by the men and women they served with. Those Erelim were given wings for their service.
 
   When a new regional office was to be opened, there were open competitions, where the Taggers competed against one another until there were only seven candidates remaining, and then all active Taggers, from the lowliest hall guard to the highest ranking Erelim, each cast one vote in secrecy, which determined who the new Erelim would be. This meant the Erelim were the cream of the crop in the Taggers, the smartest and most capable the service had to offer.
 
   Captain Diogenes smiled at Carlos as he sized him up. Many of the angels in Heaven changed their names every few centuries or so, altering it to something that was more contemporary and easier for the new recruits to remember, but Diogenes would have none of that nonsense. He was proud of his Greek heritage, and he’d kept his name the same since dying thousands of years ago, a mark of pride and honor. “What can I do for you?” His voice was warm and inviting, yet still firm and disciplined. This was a man who was perfectly comfortable dealing with audiences ranging from one to thousands, Carlos felt. “Someone get loose from one of the lines somewhere and you need me to send a couple of boys after him?”
 
   “Well sir,” Carlos started, feeling as thought his voice might crack at any minute, “it’s a bit more complicated than that.”
 
   The Captain arched an eyebrow and then smiled a bit more mysteriously. “Then I think you’d better sit down and tell me all about it, don’t you?”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 In another regional branch of Tagger lodging, Bob had started looking for Franco and Edward. Bob had had to do a little asking around to find out which of the sections Franco and Edward were in, and Bob had been mildly delighted to find that Jake had managed to get a good distance from the quarters he’d been assigned to before wandering into a Tagger orientation session, and even further to find Tagger lodging. Franco and Edward were part of the forward guard, which explained why they’d been so friendly to Jake.
 
                 When a new regional branch of the Tagger forces was opened, a handful of the most genial and highly trained Taggers from an existing branch were shifted over to it for a time being, so that there was a team of trained members there to help bring the new recruits up to speed. After they had been there five to ten years, and a sizeable number of able bodies trained, they would return to their original posting if they so chose.
 
                 The branch that Jake had been brought to had only been opened a few months ago, and as such was running on little more than a skeleton crew. The Erelim in charge of the branch was rarely in his office, mostly overseeing the construction of the new cell quarters they were building for the next wave of souls to be filed in Heaven. While the Erelim weren’t in charge of building, they liked to make sure they had up-to-date blueprints and schematics of every area under their watch. Although no one had heard of demons attacking Heaven directly, that didn’t mean the idea was completely out of the realm of possibility. (The Erelim were hopeful, actually, that Hell would try and take a stab at a siege of Heaven. They were certainly ready for it, and wanted to show those bastards what for.) So for most of the first year in a branch’s life, the Erelim would be out taking notes and offering suggestions to builders working on the new wings of Heaven.
 
                 Empty bunks ran as far as the eye could see, and if Bob hadn’t known better, he might have assumed that the branch wasn’t even opened yet. But he could just barely hear the sounds of life way across the quarters, and started to walk that way. Sure enough, as he made his way down the less lit portions of the barracks he could see a handful of men and women laughing at a table down near the office. As new recruits arrived, they were assigned bunks slowly spreading outward from the Erelim’s office until the entire lodge was full of Taggers in a state of readiness. 
 
                 “Three aces! Beat that!” Franco yelled gleefully at another angel, as he tossed his cards down onto the circular table they were gathered around.
 
                 Of course, there was also a lot of downtime in the early months as well.
 
                 Bob walked slowly towards the table and looked over the ragtag bunch gathered around it. There couldn’t have been more than a dozen Taggers gathered around the table, and Bob wondered for half a moment if maybe this was exactly the kind of situation these angels liked to get themselves into – small quarters with little actual work. He could even see them bouncing from new quarters to new quarters in an effort to make new recruits “feel welcome” and thereby avoiding any actual hard work or training. (Still, Bob realized, he couldn’t be too judgmental of people who wanted an easier load to bear. It was exactly the kind of thing he himself was doing. Just because you worked in Heaven didn’t mean you worked in Heaven.) “Hey, I’m looking for Edward and Franco. Any of you guys them?”
 
                 One of the Taggers at the table looked up and sneered at Bob. “Aren’t you out of your turf, Cherubim? Shouldn’t you be looking for new dead people rather than Taggers to kick your ass?”
 
                 The Cherubim and the Taggers didn’t often get along. The Taggers saw the Cherubim as puttering busy workers, and the Cherubim saw the Taggers as brutal thugs. They didn’t typically invite each other to parties, and mostly tried to avoid contact with one another. The way the Taggers saw it, if the Cherubim kept better eyes on people, the Taggers wouldn’t have to go chasing them down in the first place. Of course, the Cherubim saw the Taggers as the kind of people who were simply looking for an excuse to be violent, so didn’t get into arguments with them about the matter, wisely. 
 
                 Franco slapped the clown on the back of the head. “Shut it, Tito, otherwise you’ll find yourself sent back for reassignment,” he growled. “You’re going to learn some respect even if I have to beat it into you.” He turned to look at Bob and offered him a warm smile. “I’m Franco. What can I do for you, Cherubim?”
 
                 Bob tried to put on his best smile, even as the Taggers were closing around him a bit. “Nothing for me, friend. I’m just here to deliver a message from another Tagger, a guy by the name of Jake. He sent me to tell you he was being paired up with another guy in your old sector, and that he’d be stationed in that set of barracks, so he wouldn’t be seeing you guys any time soon, but not to worry about him.”
 
                 Edward perked up, poking his head out from between two bigger Taggers. “Oh you have seen Jacob, have you? How is he? Doing well, I would hope?”
 
                 The Cherub nodded as he started backing away from them slightly. “Yeah, he seemed fine. It’s not as though I was hanging out with the guy. He was busy heading back down to Earth as I was coming up and he told me to come find you guys and deliver the message.” Bob didn’t want to tip his hand that he and Jake had actually had a real conversation, as that would make this seem even more suspicious. The less information he gave them, the better, and the story was certainly a plausible one. 
 
                 The Taggers had such disregard for the Cherubim that spinning a story turning Bob into a glorified errand boy only made it that much more believable. 
 
                 “Anyway, message delivered, so if you don’t mind, I’ve got my own work to get back to.” Bob tried to sound as annoyed as possible, hoping it would help sell the story. He turned and started to walk away from them, and he could hear a few of the Taggers snickering at him, but he put it out of his mind.
 
                 Taggers were assholes anyway.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Jake had spent much of the last day learning the limitations and extent of his abilities on Earth. He could indeed fly, although the speed wasn’t particularly impressive. He’d gauged he was really only moving about 70 or 80 mph when he was trying his hardest, but it was still a fun ability to have. He’d practiced shifting in and out of solidity and found that while it wasn’t hard to do, it wasn’t something he could do over and over again with no effect. In fact, all of his Heavenly abilities were, in some way or another, slightly tiring. Each time he used them, he felt like he was exerting a muscle he hadn’t used in some time, and that he was straining to get it back into shape. This was why he started developing a regimen in his mind.
 
                 He’d never been very good at going to the gym, working out on a regular schedule, which didn’t make him unique. That said, this workout felt different. And he liked doing it. This was a series of challenges he could build for himself, and he kept working on new and inventive ways to practice things. He wanted to be able to do all of the important things – turn visible or invisible, tangible or intangible, fly or not – on a moment’s notice, and under pressure. And since he didn’t have much in the way of pressure at the moment, or at least until the Taggers started chasing him on Earth, he had to invent some.
 
                 That was how Jake found himself falling from four miles up, a sensation he was certain wasn’t one he was familiar with.
 
                 He’d flown up until the ground below him was nearly unrecognizable, and he could see airplanes in the near vicinity. He was, of course, invisible and intangible when he did this. He could fly when he was tangible, but the effort involved was four or five times of that when he was intangible. Once he felt like he’d gotten high enough, he smiled to himself, opened his eyes, turned tangible and simply willed himself to stop flying.
 
                 This induced what is commonly known as a plummet.
 
                 Jake had a large smile on his face as he fell, simply because he knew the possible outcomes. The first and most likely was that he would slow his descent once he got close enough to the ground and land gracefully and without injury. The second option was that he would realize he wasn’t going to be slow himself fast enough, and would turn intangible, passing through the ground until he had slowed his descent and then simply rise up again before turning tangible once safely atop the ground. The third and least likely in Jake’s opinion was that he would neither be able to slow his fall nor turn intangible again, and would splat on the ground, before returning back to Heaven. 
 
   He hadn’t thought to ask anyone where souls that were forcibly sent back to Heaven ended up. He imagined there had to be some kind of special receiving area, since he couldn’t imagine souls returning to Heaven forcibly for any reason other than a Tagger sending them back. That meant he would doubly have to avoid taking any real physical damage on Earth. Caution would be important.
 
   It might have been better to realize this before deciding to throw myself at the ground from four miles up, he thought, but no risk, no reward.
 
   He had been falling a couple of minutes or so before he decided it was time to slow his plummet. He wanted to do it while tangible, which increased the difficulty significantly, but he could feel his mind starting to work and apply force against the speed of the descent. The ground was rushing towards him very quickly now, and he could feel the strain on his mind, and for a split second, he wondered if he was going to break a leg or something on impact, as he had slowed, but wasn’t sure it was quite enough.
 
   About four hundred feet in the air, he came to a complete stop.
 
   He beamed with a bit of pride, having chosen the middle of the Nevada desert for this experiment, and then slowly lowered himself back down to the ground. As his sandals touched the dusty earth, he bowed with a theatrical flourish, savoring the moment that he could control this.
 
   And then someone began to clap behind him, slowly.
 
   Jake spun quickly and saw a man walking towards him. The man looked to be in his mid-forties, with a neatly kept beard to contrast his long and stringy hair that hung past his shoulders. He wore a white button-up shirt that Jake noted was splattered with red, dried desert mud or bloodstains he couldn’t tell. He also a pair of frayed bellbottom jeans that sported more than their share of scuff. “Well done, young man,” he said in a scratchy voice, the sound of a million cigarettes. “Usually when they go up, they don’t come back down again, and if they do come down again, they go a lot further down.” Jake squinted at the man slightly and suddenly the slightly golden glow around the outline of him became visible.
 
   Jake was talking to a dead man.
 
   As he considered the man, Jake rolled his shoulder slightly, as if he was trying to work a kink out of the muscle. “Yeah, well, sometimes a man needs to learn what it feels like to fall a long way before he really understands what flying is all about, if you know what I mean,” he said to him. 
 
   The man’s attire confused Jake slightly. He wasn’t wearing any of the Heavenly regalia, but he certainly couldn’t imagine Hell having clothes that looked so respectable. (Although Jake did have to admit he could see bellbottoms being considered a kind of Hell for some people.) Jake also realized the man was slightly transparent, meaning he was intangible in the physical world, so Jake shifted slightly and moved into the intangible plane with him. “So what brings you to Earth, angel?” the man asked him. “What reason do you have for being here among the living instead of up among the clouds where your kind so often is?”
 
   Jake smiled a little bit cryptically. “I could ask the same thing of you, sir.”
 
   “This is where I always am, and is where I will always be. This is where I belong and no force on Heaven nor Earth will pry me from it,” he said, as he continued moving towards Jake, who moved slightly, eyeing the man carefully.
 
   “Well, Earth’s where I want to be as well, so I guess that puts us on the same team,” Jake replied. There was something unsettling about the man, and Jake realized that the man’s attire certainly didn’t make him feel any better. “Is that… is that mud on your shirt? Climbing or something and fell out here in the desert?” He turned to look at the region around them for just a moment, as it seemed like it might be an ideal vicinity for hikers and mountain climbers to go scaling epic walls of rock, what with the rocky terrain just off in the distance.
 
   He started to consider the man and the situation in his mind, though, and Jake realized that none of his clothes had blood on them when he had arrived in Heaven. In fact, none of the people he’d gone to Heaven with had had blood on their clothing. Which meant that it wasn’t the man’s own blood but someone else’s. The thought dawned on Jake just as he felt the man’s arm wrapping around his neck, grabbing on tight.
 
   “Liar!” the man shouted as he started trying to choke Jake. “You’re here to drag me to Hell for my crimes, just like all the others! They lied and said they were going to take me to Heaven, but I know what I’ve done, and I know that murder means I’m bound for the fiery pits of Hell, but I won’t go, do you hear me, demon?” The voice was barking in his ear as Jake was struggling to breath, thrashing in a desperate attempt to get the man to loosen his grasp. “You will find no lack of fight in me!”
 
   Jake coughed and sputtered, trying to toss his head back into the man, but the man’s grip was too firm. Jake’s fingertips dug into the burly man’s arm around his neck and tried to pull it away, but the man was much stronger than Jake, and they both knew it. Jake started to panic, realizing he didn’t have long before he blacked out, and that wouldn’t be good. His hand leapt down from the man’s arm and pushed inside the folds of his tunic, wrapping his fingers around the hilt of his blade. Jake shifted his left hand behind him to hit at the man’s hip, but the man ignored it, simply pulling more tightly on Jake’s throat with his arm. He didn’t have an option left and he knew it. His right hand hung down, hilt in hand, and his thumb moved onto the gem, snapping the blade on at the same time Jake whipped his arm inward, twisting his wrist up.
 
   The fiery sword cut into the man from the hip and Jake could feel the man’s arm slack up immediately. Jake spun around, keeping his hand locked around the sword hilt, moving the blade as he did. There was resistance, but certainly not anywhere near as much as Jake had expected. The fiery sword cut through celestial flesh with about as much pushback as moving an arm through water. He had cut a wicked set of lines into the man’s form, and Jake could see the aghast look on the man’s face as his form collapsed into a pile of white dust as Jake backed away from it.
 
   As he expected, the white dust began to swirl in a tiny sphere floating a few feet above the ground, grains of it whipping inwards and then disappearing once they hit the nova-like center. A few moments later, all the white sand had been gathered up and the white star blinked out of existence. (Jake idly wondered if he’d sent the man to Heaven or to Hell, and if there was a way to tell the difference.)
 
   The white dust had taken a moment or two longer than when Franco had sent that runner back to Heaven not so long ago, and Jake considered for a moment whether or not that was because of how long the man had been here on Earth.
 
   He sat down and coughed a bit more, catching his breath, his eyes closed as he cursed his carelessness. He had let his guard down for only a moment, and he had been only seconds away from being sent back to that Hellish Heaven. He should have been more careful. He should have been more suspicious. He should have remembered the blade sooner.
 
   Jake didn’t find himself full of regrets about his actions, though. He’d done what had needed to be done. The man had changed gears on a dime, going from almost politely doddering to radical psychopath in seconds. And the man had attacked him without provocation. Jake hadn’t been threatening towards the man, but apparently the man had been living with his paranoia long enough that it had become second nature when it came to dealing with anyone else who happened to be dead.
 
   Who was the man, Jake wondered? Judging by his attire, he had to have been on Earth for several decades. Why hadn’t Hell’s forces dragged him down yet? Or, barring that, why hadn’t the Taggers come and taken him up to Heaven?
 
   Jake started to construct possible scenarios in his head, much like he had when he’d been falling. It was possible the man was supposed to go Hell or Heaven, and had simply attacked the person responsible for escorting them there. It seemed the most likely option, he figured. Bob had been completely unarmed, and while he had implied that he would be dragged up to Heaven if he hadn’t gone along with him, he wasn’t sure how that would have happened. Bob had simply coerced him to come along. 
 
   He wasn’t sure how Hell did its gathering, but he wouldn’t have been surprised if they used similar tactics. The newly dead were generally in a state of shock, and it seemed easy enough to manipulate them. Had Jake gone with Bob straight to Heaven after he’d been picked up, he might not have noticed, but they had picked up the other man, Melvin or Marvin or something, and they had stopped to pick up the other two men, only to be met by the other Cherubim who took them instead.
 
   He’d been so busy worrying about his own fate, he really hadn’t thought much about that until now, and now he realized it genuinely bothered him. The two men the other Cherubim had taken had killed one another in front of Jake’s very eyes, and murder was the kind of thing that had been fairly explicitly forbidden in just about every religious text he’d ever heard of. And the man Jake had just fought, he’d mentioned that he’d committed murder as well. Unless the process of going to Heaven and going to Hell were exactly the same (which he supposed they could be, although it seemed unlikely), the man he’d just killed had gone to Heaven also. Which meant murder wasn’t the big deal it had been made out to be.
 
   Or it meant something even worse.
 
   Something Jake didn’t even want to imagine.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Captain Diogenes had gathered up a particular contingent of Taggers, a group that was made up of seven of the meanest, toughest and most deadly members the Captain had serving under him, and had called them into his office. 
 
   Platoons, called choirs, were made up of exactly seven Taggers, and were generally reserved for training exercises. Every Tagger was assigned to a choir, and that choir was his unit. Each choir was ranked based on their level of preparedness and skill, and this choir was the very finest in the Captain’s service. It included a former member of Israel’s elite Special Operations Division of the Mossad, a British colonial solider who had killed over two hundred American revolutionaries single handedly before being murdered while he slept, a Zulu warrior, a Spartan and three other trained soldiers just as lethal, including the blonde ex-Delta Force commando who spent much of his time guarding the Captain’s office and screening visitors, who had grilled Carlos before admitting him earlier. 
 
   Being called into the Captain’s office was very exciting for the men and women, because it was extremely rare for an entire choir to be called in there. Usually if there was a loose soul running around Heaven, one or two Taggers from a unit would be brought in and set on the trail, because that was all that was needed. And they knew it was not a drill, because those were done in the barracks with all Taggers present. Typically, it meant there was some kind of wargame going on, and one choir was being pit against another choir, to see which barracks had the most capable members, but there was always the slightest, most remote chance that it was to see real action on Earth, in combat with demons. None of the members of this barracks had ever had the privilege, and so each of them was yearning that that’s what it was going to be.
 
   The Captain’s office was cramped to begin with, but with the seven members of the choir, and Carlos still standing quietly in the corner, it was downright claustrophobic. The Captain never unfolded his wings even the slightest in the tiny room. The Israeli, a woman named Yael, spoke up first. “Why have you called us into your office, Captain?”
 
                 “Yeah,” the ex-Delta Force man named Max interjected. “Which sector are we playing against today?”
 
                 “No games today, troops,” the Captain said, as he leaned his hands against his desk. “Young Carlos here has been telling me we have a runner which we’re going to need to apprehend.”
 
                 Max waved his hand dismissively. “You don’t need a full choir for some random guy, top. So someone goes running from the lines somewhere. Get one or two people and they’ll have him tracked down in a couple of hours.”
 
                 Captain Diogenes chuckled a bit, shaking his head at them. “He didn’t escape from the lines, Max. He actually broke out of the quarters.” Suddenly, none of the Taggers were laughing, and all of them were paying attention to every word the Captain said. “That’s right boys and girls, we have ourselves an escapee who successfully got out of the therapy quarters and is loose somewhere in Heaven. Three friendlies are in pursuit, but they have not reported back, and it’s been one week since the man’s escape.”
 
                 “A week?” Yael said. “Why are we just now hearing of this? He could be anywhere by now.”
 
                 “As I said, we have three friendlies who thought they could track the man down on their own. Seems some of our young Mister Carlos’s crew wanted to try and keep their fat from the fryer, so they struck out on their own to prove that they could do our jobs better than we can.” The soldiers laughed, and the Captain offered a soft smile as he waved a hand at them to quiet them down. “Now now, let’s not be too hard on the angels. Their ward had a few days headstart on them, as he locked them in the quarters. As Yael said, our target could be anywhere by now, but first, let me tell you all something I know about this man. No matter what his file said, no matter what his mother would say about him or nice things they said at his funeral, this man is a much smarter opponent than the kind of runner we’re used to dealing with.”
 
                 “How you figure, top?” Max asked, crossing his arms over his chest as he leaned back against the wall. “A runner’s a runner.”
 
                 The Captain shook a finger at him. “This man is something different. He may not even be what we normally call a runner.” The soldiers looked at him curiously, trying to figure out the point he was obliquely trying to make. “Runners, on the whole, are stupid. They’re running, and therefore stand out. Our guy isn’t standing out, and so no one noticed him. We have no idea where he got to or how he got there, but he did so without attracting attention to himself. He’s not running anywhere. He’s gone native, blending in, disappearing among the crowd. He got out of quarters, which no one, I repeat no one, has ever done before, in the history of Heaven. He got past at least two or three checkpoints without anyone so much as batting an eyelash in his direction. He’s up and vanished like a fart in the wind. This guy is our proverbial nightmare. He’s smart, and that makes him someone we respect. Follow?”
 
                 The soldiers around the room all nodded.
 
                 “Good,” Diogenes said. “Now, just because we’re respecting him doesn’t mean we aren’t going to take him down. People get into places where they’re not supposed to be all the time, and it’s our job to get them back to where they belong. Polydorous, I want you and Max to get us a compass, and Nhlanhla will head down to lockup to get us our target’s personal effects. The man’s name is Jacob Altford, and as of this moment, he is Heaven’s Public Enemy Number One, which means we are going to hunt, subdue and return Mister Altford to the loving care of Heaven, which he has so ignorantly denied in his foolishness. Your choir also needs to be ready to move, in case you have to go topside.”
 
   Carlos peered at him, his eyes wide, from his corner, and his voice was a squeak among the lions. “Do… do you think that’s really possible? All the way from the quarters down to Earth?”
 
                 “We’re not going to put anything past him at this point. It’s rare for a runner to get out of Heaven, but it does happen with enough regularity that I wouldn’t put it past our Mister Altford here. Yael, I want you to get to records and read through Mister Altford’s case file. Also, see if you can track down the Cherub who brought him up to Heaven. Maybe he can tell us something about Mister Altford’s last few weeks on Earth that will be of some relevance to our hunt. And get a copy of the portrait the scanner took of him when he turned his things into lockup when you’re down there, Nhlalha. It’ll help us to have an exact picture of what this guy looks like. The rest of you, I want you to do a preliminary sweep of the checkpoints between Mister Altford’s former quarters and the nearest thoroughfares. Talk to the guards at the checkpoints and anyone who happens to be clerking a desk near a door our target could’ve moved in or out through.” The Taggers were whispering quietly to one another until Captain Diogenes clapped his hands with a start. “Let’s go, people! You going to waste all day lollygagging around?”
 
                 The Taggers filed out of the single exit to the room quickly, leaving Carlos alone with Captain Diogenes.
 
                 “Don’t worry, Carlos. We’ll get him.”
 
                 “I hope you’re right, sir. Because sooner or later, word of this is going to get up to the Seraphim, and I certainly don’t want to be the one taking the blame for it.”
 
                 Diogenes walked around his desk and patted Carlos on the shoulder, escorting the man to the door of his office. “The Taggers are just like the Mounties, Carlos. We always get our man. I’ll let you know when it’s done.” He politely pushed Carlos out of his office, closing the door behind him.
 
                 Carlos sighed, looking back at the door as it was almost closed in his face, turning to walk away. “Either it’ll be done, or you will, I guess…”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 James looked back at Randall and Shelly as the three of them walked along one of Heaven’s endless corridors of doorways. “It’s been a while since I’ve done this, so you’ll have to forgive me if I don’t get the exact right exit door. I can’t say that Omaha was ever a hotbed for runners to go when I was doing this,” he said before turning back to look at the doors, as if he was trying to find some mental landmark to give them an idea of where they were. 
 
                 To Randall, all the doors looked exactly the same, and he wasn’t even sure how anyone could tell them apart. “Hey, you’re definitely the expert here when it comes to these kinds of things. I would’ve probably just ended up picking a random door and then had to make my way across however much endless space before I even found… whatever state it is Omaha’s in.” He laughed a bit as Shelly looked at him, curiously. “What? I’m from the Bronx, hon. Anything west of Chicago’s all one big blur to me.”
 
                 Shelly forced a smile, but Randall could see she was slightly uncomfortable. “Yeah, I think this is going to be a little bit harder for me than it is for you, Randall. How long ago did you die?”
 
                 Randall shrugged slightly. “I dunno. Fifteen, maybe twenty years ago now, why?”
 
                 “Not that much changes on the planet in twenty years, and James here was chasing runners down, both here and on Earth for a while, so he’s seen some of the changes. Me… well, I haven’t been back to Earth since I died, and that was a few thousand years ago, at least. The world’s not going to look anything like I remember it. I’m not going to have any idea what anything is,” she admitted nervously. “I don’t want to be dead weight down there.”
 
                 Randall tried to offer her a warm smile, patting her shoulder. “We’ll be around to help you make sense of it all. It’ll be a lot to take in at first, but you’ve always been a quick study. I’m sure you’ll figure it out all quickly enough.”
 
                 Shelly turned and hugged Randall again, holding him for a moment before James cleared his throat, and she released him so the two could turn again to face him.
 
                 “I think this is the door,” James said, “but I certainly wouldn’t want to stake my life on it.”
 
                 Randall looked at him and waved a hand in the air. “Nothing much left for us to lose,” he said before he placed his hand on the doorknob, turning it and pushing the doorway in, the doorframe filling with white light. “So let’s go.”
 
                 One by one, the three angels stepped into the doorway of light and left Heaven.
 
                 As he emerged on the other side, Randall looked around him curiously, taking a few steps forward so he wouldn’t have the other two bumping into him when they came through. He was, however, absolutely perplexed, and his head swiveled and craned to let his eyes scan around them. “Okay, so this doesn’t seem right,” he said to himself. James stepped through next and Randall turned to look at him. “Are you sure you were even in the right vicinity, James?”
 
                 James looked at Randall with a slight frown on his face. “Sure? No. I thought I was going to end up pretty close, why, what seems…” he trailed off as he started to look around them. 
 
   Shelly stepped in after them and nearly bumped into the back of James, the door closing shut behind her, then disappearing. She looked around and smiled. “Oh, so the world really hasn’t changed that much at all. That’s a relief,” she said.
 
   The three of them found themselves in the middle a jungle-like area. It was dark, and the sounds of primal wildlife were all around them. It was a little disconcerting to James, and Randall was one step away from panicking.
 
   James paused a moment, then started walking a little bit before looking back at the other two. “Wait here a minute.” Then he took off at a quick run into the trees, vanishing into the night.
 
   Randall knew, deep down, that he was intangible and that nothing in here could harm him, but he was a city boy who’d never much liked the wilderness, and being in the middle of a rainforest jungle wasn’t exactly soothing his nerves. Shelly could see that Randall was jumpy, and she put her arm around his shoulder. “Don’t worry, you silly man, nothing here can hurt you,” she told him.
 
   From the darkness, there was a slight rustling, and Randall let out a soft sigh of relief. “Oh thank god. James, what did you fiiiIIIYAAAH!” he shouted as a large howler monkey came barreling at him, running straight through him as Randall stood there, arms out in shock. The monkey passed through him without so much as a scratch to either the angel or the primate, carrying on his run and disappearing again into the jungle.
 
   Shelly couldn’t help it. She began to giggle. And the giggle bubbled over into a laugh. And the laugh boiled up into uncontrollable fits of cackling amusement. 
 
   “Oh, VERY funny, Shelly!” Randall said, stomping his foot as he closed his eyes and shook his head quickly, trying to snap himself back into focus. “How the Hell am I supposed to be prepared for a charging monkey?”
 
   “Randall,” James’ voice said, right behind him.
 
   “AHHH!” Randall shouted, as he jumped again. (If he still had functioning bowels, he probably would have soiled himself twice by now.) “Don’t do that James!”
 
   James looked at him with a slight smile. “What’s the matter, got a monkey on your back?”
 
   “Oh, ha fucking ha. Everyone have a good laugh at me? We done? Good. Now what did you find?”
 
   “Seems I wasn’t that far off in the first place. Come on,” he said as he started to walk towards the jungle. “It’s not far.”
 
   “Not far?!” Randall said in shock. “Look, I don’t know much about Omaha, but I’m pretty sure that there aren’t any rain forests in North America!”
 
   “You’re right,” James said as he paused on the edge of the trees, looking back at Randall. “You don’t know much about Omaha. You coming or what?”
 
   Shelly looked at Randall, shrugged and then moved over to James, and Randall sprinted immediately after them, as the idea of moving deeper into the jungle with his friends was less frightening than the idea of staying along in the jungle. With the howler monkey.
 
   The threesome didn’t have far to walk. After twenty paces or so, they passed through a rock wall and found they were in a much more brightly lit area that looked, well, less jungle-like. (Most jungles didn’t have tiny signs.) “What the hell?” Randall asked, looking around him.
 
   “Keep up,” James said, as he continued walking.
 
   They kept moving and a few minutes later, they had passed through a handful of walls and were outside, where James turned to look back and point the direction they’d come from, making Randall and Shelly turn to gaze behind them.
 
   Directly behind them stood a large domed structure, and a sign that read “Lied Jungle.” They stopped and took stock of the area, and Randall turned to look at James. “We came out at a zoo?”
 
   “Looks like it. I suppose it is a relatively out of the way location, and it’s not exactly like people are hanging around zoos at night,” he said, waving his hand up at the nighttime sky which was littered with pinpricks of light. 
 
   Randall peered at him curiously. “Why would it matter if they were? It’s not like anyone can see the doors, right?”
 
   The senior angel swayed back and forth a little bit. “We-ell, technically, that’s supposed to be true, but there are reports of people seeing them throughout history, people who are still alive. I always chalked it up to cosmic coincidence, but I’ve heard stories that there are people who possess some kind of sensitivity to these things, so the doors are designed to appear in areas that currently have a low concentration of people around them, just to be on the safe side.”
 
   “I guess a little extra security never hurt anything, but damn if it didn’t give me one Hell of a fright,” he said with a laugh. (Stupid monkey, he thought to himself.)
 
   “Now we have to figure out how to track down Jake,” James pondered as he rubbed his chin. “He may have fled from Omaha already, but his friends and family might know where else he might have gone, so we should probably start there.”
 
   “Sure,” Randall agreed, “but how do we find out who those people were? I mean, I know it’s been a while since you’ve done this, James, but how did you used to track them down?”
 
   James frowned a little bit. “When I was a Tagger, we were given a compass that would point their direction, and then we simply closed in bit by bit. Seeing as we can’t tell the Taggers what we’re doing, and that I don’t even know how they got the compasses, that’s not going to work for us.”
 
   Randall snapped his fingers and pointed at James with a grin. “Got it. They used to run obituaries when people died, so I’m betting they still do. And I’m betting they still keep records of all of those in libraries. So let’s find us a phone book, figure out where a library is and…” he said, trailing off in midsentence as he turned to look at Shelly, who was standing directly beneath a lamppost, staring up at it. She’d apparently been doing so for some time, and was now starting to float upwards towards the light itself. “Shelly, what are you doing?”
 
   “How… how do they keep fire in such small globes?” she said as she peered at the streetlamp’s bulb. (Were the wires she could see enchanted?) She frowned at herself and then turned to look at the other two as she floated back down to their level. “I’m sorry. It’s something commonplace, isn’t it? It’s something that’s been around for a long time and I’m weird for thinking how absolutely amazing it is, aren’t I?”
 
   The other two angels smiled at her warmly. “It’s okay, Shelly,” Randall said. “You’re allowed to be amazed by whatever you want.” He paused for a second then turned to look at James. “You know, something just dawned on me… how is it you both speak perfect English? You’re both, like, thousands of years old!”
 
   James laughed a little bit, his eyes twinkling with mischief at knowing something Randall clearly didn’t. His mouth opened again, and words poured out of it, but they clearly weren’t in English, although Randall understood it perfectly. “You can understand any language we speak,” James said in Italian before shifting to Russian. “So I can use any known dialect on Earth,” he said before transitioning into Latin, “alive or dead,” then into Welsh, “and you’ll understand it perfectly.” He grinned at them, saying to them in Japanese, “they apply the effect when they run the golden rings on you, after they take your clothes, and it never goes away.”
 
   Both Randall and Shelly looked astonished, staring at him. They had understood everything James had said, and they had been consciously aware that the language was shifting, but they had still understood it without effort. Shelly realized that this had probably been this way since the moment they died, but because they’d never thought about it until now She decided to try, and willed herself to think that she wanted to speak in Sumerian, and opened her mouth to say “This is perhaps the weirdest thing I’ve ever done.” She gasped, slapping her hand over her mouth and then started to giggle.
 
   “So I just hear it in English, because that’s what my brain grew up with?” Randall asked. “But you’re not normally talking in English, are you?”
 
   James nodded with a sheepish smile. “That’s entirely true. I’m natively speaking and hearing and thinking in Egyptian, although a lot of words don’t have ancient Egyptian equivalents, so I tend to hear those words in whatever language the speaker is using natively.”
 
   Shelly nodded. “I’m speaking in Latin, because it’s what I grew up with in Rome.”
 
   “Good lord, we really do know so little about each other, don’t we?” Randall said with a sigh. “We should fix that.” He turned to James, cocking his head with a slight smile. “The, uh, language thing… that apply to the written word too, or am I going to be doing all of the reading on this little field trip?”
 
   James laughed slyly, shaking his head. “Don’t worry, it’s written as well as spoken. We’ll all be fine.”
 
   Randall nodded, pleased at the progress that had been made. “Okay, let’s get ourselves to a library, then…”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   As Bob walked back from the Taggers quarters, he felt as though he was seeing Heaven for the first time. Only this time it seemed so very different. Bob couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but Heaven had changed. 
 
   Or, he had to admit to himself, he had.
 
   Normally, Bob was the kind of Cherub to move from point A to point B without too much lollygagging around (that kind of thing could be done at point A or B, but rarely between) but now he found himself taking a more leisurely path, observing Heaven more than he ever had before. And he found himself coming to one inevitable conclusion...
 
   Jake was right. 
 
   Heaven sucked.
 
   Sure, it wasn’t a horrific place, but it wasn’t good either. When he’d first been offered the assignment of Cherub, he’d leaped at the opportunity, simply because it would shake the monotony of his life. Bob hadn’t been in the type of section Jake had been in, but he hadn’t found all that much joy in the section he had been in either. 
 
   When he’d first arrived, it had completely seemed like paradise. Sunshine, beaches, tropical drinks (no alcohol in them, naturally), pretty girls walking around everywhere... but after about a decade of that, it had grown stale. The drinks never got him buzzed, the beaches never really changed, and he certainly wasn’t allowed to do anything with the pretty girls he saw walking everywhere (not that they generally talked to him anyway), so he didn’t honestly see the point. (Shouldn’t someone in Heaven, well, put out? He’d quite liked sex on Earth, and was hoping to do that for the rest of eternity...)
 
   One of the angels watching his section, a rather nice Brazillian woman named Yaritza, had sensed his growing ennui and recommended to the local Cherubim leader that Bob be considered for a position relaying souls back and forth between Earth and Heaven. And Bob had been ecstatic. 
 
   Because it was change.
 
   Now he realized that change was the thing Heaven was most against. For decades, he’d been bringing people back and forth, and every sidestep of the rules, or of protocol, had never gotten him in trouble, because, it seemed, nobody cared. (Or, more often, could be bothered to actually do anything about it...)
 
   He walked along the lines, no real destination in mind, simply observing all the angels at work, trying to see something that would make him feel better about all the people he had ferried up here. Angels moving back and forth, people standing in lines, forms being passed out... he even went to a few of the more closed off sections (he wasn’t supposed to be in there, but no one told him not to, so he just walked in) looking for someone in Heaven who looked genuinely happy.
 
   And he didn’t see it.
 
   All of the people in line were like sheep, just souls being herded and railroaded into lines to keep them busy until Heaven could find (or carve) some place to stuff them. They were given paperwork that was needlessly complex, just to keep them busy. And no one ever seemed to stop and just ask how they were doing. They weren’t being treated as people – they were simply numbers to be filed and forgotten about.
 
   Bob stood amidst the lines and frowned, scratching his head as he wondered why he hadn’t seen it before. Sure, Bob thought to himself, he was no great fan of the process, but somehow it hadn’t seemed this bleak before. It was almost as if the blindingly white walls had distracted him from looking at what was within them.
 
   He wasn’t alone in being distracted, it seemed. The people who were passing out the forms, manning the lines, working the desks... they all seemed completely content to just continue about their day without a care about any of the people they were tending to. Even the angels themselves didn’t seem to pay much attention to people, unless there was a problem, or the angels wanted something.
 
   How could he have missed this? 
 
   The Cherub felt slightly angry with himself, then let out a soft sigh. His problem was that he couldn’t think of how to fix it, or more accurately, where to begin fixing it. Any one string he pulled would cause a dozen other things to come off the rails. And more importantly, no one else seemed interested in fixing anything. He hadn’t been around Heaven since the beginning, but he was no spring chicken here either, and he found himself wondering how long this had been going on. How had Heaven gotten itself here?
 
   Clearly, this couldn’t have been how it all started... could it? Surely things had to have gotten worse over the years, and simply no one said anything, because the decline was slow but steady. Or maybe no one noticed, because of the scale on which things changed. It’s easy to notice changes when you have only fifty or so years in your life. Move that to centuries, or millennia, and things got a little harder to judge.
 
   It was something Bob intended to give a bit of thought to. Perhaps, he considered, he could follow a few of his cases from the moment he picked them up all the way to the end of the line, just to see if there was happiness at the end of the rainbow for people he was bringing up.
 
   He certainly hoped so, but time would tell.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   It took James, Randall and Shelly some time to find a library, simply because they didn’t even really know how to look. Randall had convinced James that they should simply find a pay phone, and look in a phone book. But it seemed like something had happened to make pay phones virtually forgotten, because as much as they searched, they simply couldn’t find one. So eventually they simply started going into local businesses (all of which were closed for the night) and searching for a phone book.
 
   And Shelly had been asking a lot of questions.
 
   So far, Randall had explained to her the following things: telephones, electricity, automobiles, gasoline, light bulbs, photographs, printing, airplanes, computers, newspapers, television and skyscrapers. He had also simply given up on explaining a handful of things, such as the concept of a “buffalo wing.” (They had gone into a closed restaurant to find a phone book, and she’d decided to read the menu.)
 
   The library, however, had been like Christmas morning to her. While Randall and James were doing their research on Jake, Shelly had been picking up books and reading as much as possible. In fact, it was to the point that the two angels were having trouble seeing her behind the walls of books she’d inadvertently erected around herself. Every so often, she would shout at one of them from behind the books about her newest discovery. “Did you know people are flying?” she called at them once, not waiting for an answer before continuing. “I mean, it looks like it’s in these great big chariots, but still! How long ago did they figure out how to do that?”
 
   The world had certainly changed while they had been gone, and Shelly felt like it was a brand new beginning, one she was reveling in. She wanted it all. She wanted to know all about modern times, the technology, the people, the religion... she’d been fascinated by the stories about Jesus Christ. And Mohammed. And Buddha. Hitler. Churchill. And she was starting to read about the entertainers of the last thousand years now.
 
   “It’s all so amazing,” she said quietly. “So unfamilar and yet... so exciting...”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Jake had decided he needed to get away from everyone and everything he was familiar with. His run in with Bob at the graveyard had been nice, but it had also been bothering him ever since. He had been predictable. He had done all the stupid things that people who have come back from the dead would do. See people who used to be important. Visit your tombstone. And he could kick himself for it. Because it was only dumb luck that he hadn’t gotten caught by angels or Taggers while he was doing any of those things. So he needed to stop doing traditional ‘back-from-the-dead’ experiences and do something completely alien to him.
 
                 That was how he ended up on the streets of London.
 
                 As he’d started experimenting around with things, he had decided to make a large scale jump to some place he wasn’t familiar with. He knew a bit about London, having grown up on British comedies and the like, but he’d never actually been there, nor had he ever given the idea much thought really. So he found a recent picture of the London streets using the Internet, and he did his best to memorize as many of the details as he could.
 
                 Then he cut himself a hole in the world and stepped on through.
 
                 It was a radically different place then where he’d grown up. (Of course, saying Omaha and London were different was a bit like saying that pygmies were having trouble with their basketball team being competitive.) The first thing he’d noticed was that the streets were so much narrower, and that all the buildings went up so much higher. Omaha had been doing a great deal of growing up during his lifetime, but there was still an endless amount of space to expand into. (Head ten miles in any direction, barring straight at the city of Lincoln, and a person would end up in a dramatic recreation of the nerve-wracking documentary “Children of the Corn.”) London clearly didn’t have that option, and as a result, he rarely saw a building that wasn’t at least three or four stories. The streets always seemed to have at least a handful of people on them at any time, day or night, and when you were wandering through the twisted back streets, people would occasionally wave down from their apartments overhead. 
 
   He’d seen a few loose souls wandering around, but after his encounter in the desert, he’d decided to say nothing to them. He had wondered, however, why there were celestial beings moving around on Earth without guidance at all. They seemed to be traveling aimlessly, and none of them paid Jake much mind. He wondered when the last time they had spoken to anyone was. Perhaps they had run from the Cherubim sent to bring them up to Heaven. Perhaps they had simply wandered loose from the lines of Heaven and no one had seen them go. There were many options, and he wanted to stop and ask them who they were and why they were on Earth still. But he knew he needed to keep his mind on his own life. He just wanted to enjoy being on Earth again and lay low and hope that no one noticed him, like all the other nomad souls he’d seen.
 
                 He was walking down the streets in the Notting Hill area in tangible form when everything went pear-shaped.
 
                 (A local expression he had heard.)
 
                 It was late afternoon, and the weather was, as someone told him, “typical London innit?” Grey overcast, somewhat gloomy, as if rain was threatening to attack at any moment, but was waiting just to make people anxious and to force them to grumpily carry umbrellas everywhere.
 
                 Jake hadn’t had a particular goal in mind when he’d gotten to London, other than to wander around and think. He figured it would be a good place to lay low in, and there was no reason for angels to be looking for him here, which explained why it was such a shock to him when they did.
 
                 In the sky above the streets, Jake heard a ripping sound, like cloth being torn apart, and looked up at the sky to see a tear had appeared, a white rupture of light, and seven angels poured out of it at high speed, the rift closing behind them. They were still some distance from Jake, and Jake could see they were all crowding around one of the angels, looking down at something he was holding.
 
                 The rest were holding flaming swords, naturally, already drawn and ready.
 
                 Jake could put two and two together, and he shifted to intangibility right away, simply so he could move faster and cover more ground. His Earth clothes collapsed into a pile on the ground below where he stood. He also drew the sword hilt from his belt, although he didn’t put his thumb over the jewel, so the blade didn’t spring free. He simply wanted to have it at hand.
 
                 He was fairly certain the angels were here for him, intent on sending him back to Heaven, but that didn’t mean he would need to make it easy for them, he figured. He was done with giving in without a fight. (A voice in the most cynical part of his mind told him, “Give’em Hell, kid.”)
 
                 Jake ducked into a building on his left, a hotel of some kind, and moved in, heading up the flights of stairs. He could have just floated up and passed through the ceiling, but he figured sticking to traditional human movements might confuse them a little. (Or lull them into a false sense of security.)
 
                 He reached the fourth floor of the building and passed through a door into a hotel room, which appeared to be empty. He stepped into the bathroom and waited. He figured they would stick to similar tactics that he’d seen Franco and Edward use, which meant they were going to send someone straight at him to flush him out. 
 
                 The flaming swords gave off no heat, but there was a very slight hissing sound that they gave off. Jake was listening for that hissing sound, and he could hear it approach. He waited inside the bathroom, the lights off, and that singular hissing sound closed in on him, moving closer and closer. He could see the light given from the sword filling part of the hotel room now, and he smirked a little bit, shifting his posture some. He felt certain these Taggers had prepared for a great many things when it came to him, but he was pretty sure they hadn’t prepared themselves for this. Jake continued to watch the doorway of the bathroom, and the minute he saw the point of a flaming sword visible through the left side of it, he acted.
 
                 Jake raised the sword hilt up and behind his head, his thumb just off of the trigger as he leaned his face against the wall and peeked through it, his eyes seeing the angel, an Italian looking woman, who didn’t see him. His thumb pushed onto the jewel and his blade snapped to life midswing as he brought the sword down through the wall and through the angel, cleaving off her head at the neck in a fierce strike. 
 
                 The angel’s form collapsed into dust, but Jake was already moving, floating downward a floor as his thumb moved off the gem to let the blade disappear again. An optimistic part of him thought, “One down, six to go.”
 
                 “I saw a flash!” Yael shouted from somewhere outside of the hotel. “Did we get him?”
 
                 “The compass is still pointing,” Max yelled back, also from the outside. “He’s still here!”
 
                 On the third floor, Jake had found himself in another empty hotel room, and he turned tangible and crawled into the bed, pulling the covers up and over his body, trying to will in his aura as much as he could. As he saw the body of another angel flying up through the floor, moving up towards the room he’d just been in, he turned intangible, let his thumb turn the sword on again and cleaved across the angel’s torso, cutting him in half.
 
                 As the sword cut into him, the angel Nhlanhla shouted “He’s got a sword!” just before he turned into dust, and Jake was on the move again. (Jake wasn’t even sure how the Tagger had done that. Everyone else had fallen deathly silent the minute the blade touched them.)
 
                 There was no denying Jake had been doing well, but he was pretty sure he’d simply been getting lucky thusfar. They hadn’t known he was armed until now, he realized, so they’d been a bit less cautious then they should’ve been. He decided to keep the blade live and ran through a wall, starting to make his way across the floor.
 
                 Polydorous, the Spartan Tagger, tackled him from behind, plowing into him and Jake instinctively stopped floating, so the two began to fall rapidly through the floor. Polydorous had one arm wrapped around Jake’s neck and his right hand extended out, as the blade snapped to life. When they were halfway between the ceiling and the floor of the first floor, Jake could feel the Tagger’s body weight shift as he started to whip the blade around towards Jake’s front. 
 
                 As the Tagger’s blade come around to the front of him, Jake suddenly snapped back to tangibility, and Polydorous and his live blade kept falling and moving, the blade continuing its path right into the Tagger’s own body as he fell through the floor below him. Jake’s form collapsed onto a table and he could hear the sound of another dust vortex below him as Polydorous dispensed himself. Jake rolled off of the oak top and back onto his feet, turning intangible again as he started to head towards the street.
 
                 “Partner up,” Yael yelled, “so he can’t pick us off one by one!”
 
                 That, Jake figured, was his cue to leave. Better to run out before his luck did.
 
                 He sprinted into the street and saw two angels hovering in the air above him, the Israeli woman Yael and the blonde man Max. To his left he saw a male Caucasian angel, the Brit named Benjamin, and to his right an Arabic angel, named Mustafah. Both men were closing in on him rapidly, and both had their blades drawn, as Max and Yael started flying downwards towards him. So he took the best option available to him.
 
                 He dropped downward again, passing through concrete and layers of all sorts of mess before he reached his destination, the London underground transport system. He was intangible and invisible, so the various commuters lingering in the tunnels never even saw him as he passed through them. He turned and flew towards the nearest tunnel, passing through the protective guards and into the tunnel itself. 
 
   He glanced back and could see the light of flaming swords down the tunnel behind him, illuminating the tunnels as they pursued him. And they were gaining.
 
                 He shifted left suddenly and then upwards, moving back to the surface, panic starting to grip his mind. He couldn’t outrun them, and he certainly couldn’t take them in combat. He’d gotten far luckier than he expected he could, but Jake knew they were approaching an endgame and fast. His mind was desperately rattling for some option, some idea he hadn’t thought of, some last ditch…
 
                 Oh.
 
                 He turned and passed through several walls then stopped as sharply as he could, somewhere inside one of the terminal pedestrian tunnels between the subway and the surface. His mind concentrated, although he didn’t have to think that hard, and then he started cutting a hole into the air, hurrying the motions as fast as he could. He probably had more practice at making these doors than most people, he thought to himself, trying to keep his mind out of a state of panic. He stabbed the sword in the center and turned it as fast as he could, and the instant the doorway was live, he ran through it.
 
                 “The compass went dead, but the last direction was that way,” Max told the other three angels as they flew in the direction they’d last seen Jake go. “Maybe he’s got some way of blocking the compass!” The angels had been very close behind and they arrived to Jake’s former location fast enough to see the glowing door and all four rushed into it seconds before the door closed behind them, only to find themselves back in the halls of Heaven.
 
                 Jake had opened a doorway back to the long corridor of doors and run back into the arms of Heaven, albeit ever so briefly. He had run down the hall and opened three doors, jumping into the second one, with no idea where it would lead him, and no real care either. He had opened the other doors to get them to split their forces up, and he hoped that shortly, he wouldn’t have anyone behind him at all.
 
                 He stepped through that second door, knowing the angels would be hot on his trail, and found himself somewhere in a jungle where he immediately set about to cutting another door in the air in front of him. Less than a second later, he stepped through the new doorway, running back into Heaven a second time. This time, however, he had aimed more for the lines of new souls. Franco and Edward had shown him around Heaven a bit when they had thought they were training him, so Jake had built up a fairly good mental map of the layout of Heaven. Jake immediately moved through the lines, not running, but in a brisk walk, maneuvering through the people back to the corridor of doors. He wanted to get moving quickly to his destination, but he didn’t want to stand out too much, and with all the Cherubim coming and going, he figured he might stand a chance at just blending in with everyone else.
 
                 As Jake strolled quickly through the lines, Bob saw the familiar form and stopped to peer over at him, as if double-checking his vision. Jake hadn’t seen Bob, but Bob had certainly seen Jake, plain as day, moving quickly past the lines and over towards one of the door corridors the Cherubim used to get to Earth. It had been unusual for a door to open inside the lines. In fact, Bob couldn’t recall it ever happening. The two souls with Bob had looked at him expectantly, but were still rattled enough that they didn’t find it too unusual when Bob asked them to wait there, as the Cherub moved over towards the doorway. If Jake had come back into Heaven, he figured, there had to be a good reason for it.
 
                 Seconds later, Max came barreling through the doorway and right into Bob, knocking both of them to the ground, the compass pinned beneath their combined weight crunching as they collapsed on top of it. The door winked shut behind him and was gone.
 
                 “Whoa!” Bob exclaimed as he pushed himself back to his feet. “Need to watch where you’re going there, man.” Bob saw the words “BORN TO KILL” etched into the Tagger’s halo as the bulky ex-commando stood up and peered down at him angrily.
 
                 “Did you see someone run through here, Cherubim?” Max asked Bob, trying his best to stare him down.
 
                 Bob had to force himself not to chuckle. He saw exactly what was going on here, and knew that Jake had had more than enough time now, so he nodded. “Sure did.” The Cherub was pleasantly surprised by Jake’s actions, and his opinion of the kid grew in leaps and bounds every time they ran into each other. (Or past each other, as the case might have been.)
 
                 Max grabbed Bob’s tunic and lifted him into the air. “Where. Did. He. Go?” he asked through gritted teeth.
 
                 The Cherub did his best to look intimidated, sputtering as he pointed over towards the door corridor around the corner, “Th-th-that way, sir.” Best to sell the act as much as he could, and Bob’s recent encounter with the Taggers had reminded him exactly what their kind thought of his kind, so fuck’em, he figured, let him look scared and shivering, and the jerk won’t even consider why Bob was standing in front of the doorway in the first place. And of course he didn’t. The angel had other things on his mind.
 
                 The Tagger tossed Bob to the ground and started running, rounding the corner before stopping suddenly, looking down the long hallway, seeing a dozen doors open and glowing on either side just for an instant before they all snapped closed in succession of twos, like rows of dominos.
 
                 “FUCK!” Max shouted angrily, as he slammed his fist against the nearest door.
 
                 Bob, on the other hand, had a grin from ear to ear, as he dusted himself off and moved back to his feet, pausing to look down at the shattered remains of the compass, seeing the tiny bit of cloth that had been at the center of them. He picked it up, looking at it a second, then nodded for a moment, as he considered it. It only confirmed something Bob had been guessing at for a long time, and it meant bad news for Jake in the long run, unfortunately.
 
                 One of the two souls he had been escorting tapped him on the shoulder. “Are you alright Bob?” the man asked the Cherub.
 
                 “Fine fine,” Bob said, not looking at them as he waved a hand dismissively in their direction. “Apparently someone just got someplace they weren’t supposed to be.” He balled up the bit of cloth and tucked it into his pocket, as an idea occurred to him. He started to mull it over in his mind as he saw the Tagger storm back out from the door corridor and head in another direction. 
 
                 Max was heading back to what they called the “landing area,” or, more formally, “Reformation.” When any soul was forcibly sent back to Heaven, it always reappeared in one particular spot, and the Taggers had set up a detention center around the area. It took about six hours for a body that had been dispersed to reappear in Heaven, so it was time to go and wait for his team members to reappear there. He figured the rest of his team would regroup there as well after they figured out they were chasing empty doorways. Once their team was back together, they were going to go to the Captain, give their report and get a bigger team. This man was dangerous as hell, and they were going to give him both barrels.
 
                 The other of the two souls shook Bob’s shoulder, as the Cherubim had been standing in mid thought for a long minute. “Where are we supposed to go now, Bob?”
 
                 Bob turned and looked back at them, then waved a hand over towards one of the lines. “Just go that way and get at the nearest end of the line you find.” Bob turned and started walking in another direction, his plan gelling in his head. He looked back over his shoulder at them and waved at them with a big smile. “Oh yeah, welcome to Heaven!”
 
                 The two men looked at each other for a moment before one of them finally spoke.
 
                 “What the Hell just happened?”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 The three angels had done their homework and found that Jake hadn’t had any living relatives, but he did leave behind a fiancée and a few friends. They had done their research, then gone to a local hotel and found an empty hotel room that they could use as a base of operations.
 
                 “Look,” Randall said, “I agree she’s probably our best bet to find Altford, but I honestly don’t know if that’s any bet at all. If he was crazy enough to go and see her, he would’ve done so already, y’know?” He moved over to sit down on the king-sized bed and slid backwards to rest his back against the headboard. The three had turned tangible in the hotel room, figuring they needed to adapt to what Jake might be doing, to best understand him, or at least, that was why they claimed they had done it.
 
                 Shelly smiled at him softly. “That doesn’t mean he won’t be back. Or that he won’t have left some kind of clue that’ll lead us to him. They were engaged, which means she knows more about him than anyone else alive. She knows where he liked to go, what he liked to do… searching her apartment might yield all sorts of information.” She moved to sit down in one of the chairs at the table in the corner of the room. “We need to watch her place and when she’s gone, we can search it.”
 
                 James paced a bit and then stopped near the window. “I’m going to go talk to her,” he said quietly.
 
                 “What?” Shelly asked. “That doesn’t seem like a good idea, James.”
 
                 The large angel waved his hand in her direction. “Don’t worry, I’ll get some human clothes, and I’ll be tangible the whole time. I can claim I’m an investigator or something, and I’m looking into some loose ends with his death,” he said. “It’s going to be our best option, and who knows, maybe she’s even a sensitive or something. Or he’s haunting her place. I don’t know. But it’s the smart play at this point.”
 
                 Randall nodded. “Alright, but we can’t all go. I guess Shelly and I will just wait here for you while you go play Sam Spade.”
 
                 “Who?” Shelly asked.
 
                 James chuckled. “I’m sure it’s not important. Try not to get into too much trouble while I’m gone.” He turned intangible and invisible again and flew through the wall, disappearing. 
 
                 Randall had no doubt that James was capable, and he wondered what kind of results the old angel would come back with. He glanced over and saw that Shelly was looking out of the window into the city. “Don’t worry, Shelly. We’ll get him.”
 
                 “That’s just it, Randall,” she said, looking over her shoulder at him. “I don’t know that I want to anymore.” Randall cocked his head to the side, and she continued. “Being back here on Earth, surrounded by all this life, all of this color, even with all of the things I don’t recognize or understand… I remember why life was so wonderful, so precious that Jake wouldn’t want to give it up, why no one should want to give it up.” She looked back out the window. “I don’t even know what I’m looking at half of the time, but it’s certainly more interesting than anything we have in Heaven.”
 
                 Randall slipped off the bed and rose to his feet, walking over towards her. “Is it really so different from when you were alive? People are still people. The buildings look different, I’m sure, but the people inside of them aren’t really all that different than how they used to be.”
 
                 “They’re certainly taller, that’s for sure,” she said with a smile. “And they’re wearing much different clothes.”
 
                 He looked out the window and could see cars driving by on the street below. “Who were you, before you died?”
 
                 Shelly smiled warmly. “I was a priestess for a fertility goddess in Rome. Is Rome still standing?” she asked, curiously.
 
                 “The city’s still there, but if you’re asking about the Roman Empire, it fell long, long ago,” Randall replied. “Like most things in life, it just eventually ran out of energy and died.”
 
                 “We don’t have to,” she said, in a hushed voice.
 
                 “Don’t talk like that, Shelly,” he chided.
 
                 “It’s true. We don’t have to go back. We can just stay here on Earth. We can wander around and see things and do things and never once worry about dying, or where our next meal is going to come from.” She fell quiet for a moment. “I don’t want to go back any more, Randall. Let’s just forget about this guy and run away on Earth.”
 
                 “James will come looking for us,” he said with a soft laugh, although the idea was starting to spin in his head. “Unless you’re meaning to take him with us.”
 
                 “Of course!” she answered brightly. “You, James and I can explore the world together, and do all the things we never had a chance to do while we were alive.”
 
                  “Do you think he’d go for it?” he asked her, as she stepped a bit closer to him.
 
                 “I’m surprised he didn’t suggest it first, actually. The minute we were outside of quarters, I thought he might make a run for it himself.”
 
                 “Maybe… I don’t know, Shelly. I just don’t know.”
 
                 “Think about it, okay? That’s all I ask. We have time.”
 
                 “Yeah,” he said. “I’ll think about it. I did miss this in particular. The view of city lights at night time, like a field of stars out and among the ground.”
 
                 “That’s not what I missed most of all,” she said.
 
                 “Oh no?” he said. “No, I guess it wouldn’t be. They didn’t have much in the way of lights at night back when you were around. What did you…” He turned and noticed she was practically pressed up against his body.
 
                 “This,” she said before she pressed her lips against his, kissing him fiercely, as she pushed him back towards the bed. “And all the things that come with it.” He didn’t resist as she shoved him and he fell backwards onto the bed. She crawled over him, her legs straddling him, while her hands drew her tunic up and over her head. “I used to be pretty good at this. Want to see if I still am?” She leaned down and pressed a kiss against his neck, while his hands slowly moved up her sides, cupping her breasts.
 
                 “It’s just like riding a bicycle,” he said with a lustful smile as his fingertips toyed with her nipples while she worked to pull his tunic off.
 
                 “Riding a what?”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 James had left from the hotel and headed across town towards Kelly’s apartment. He was no longer sure why they were pursuing Jake, although he felt like it was something they still needed to be doing, he just couldn’t put his finger on why. 
Maybe he did need to apologize to Jake, for all the things they’d done to him. Heaven had been rather cruel to him, and although they’d just been doing their jobs, James didn’t feel like it was an adequate excuse. 
 
                 How had it all come to this?
 
                 Why hadn’t they seen it sooner?
 
                 Who let Heaven come to this?
 
   
 
  

              The angel walked around the apartment complex and found a unit that wasn’t currently occupied, and found some clothes inside that fit him. He pulled on a white button up shirt with blue pin stripes on it, and a pair of khaki slacks, as well as a pair of shoes that were a bit looser than he liked. Still, walking around with golden sandals wouldn’t help him blend in, and he wanted to look like a normal man when he talked to Altford’s ex-fiancée. He tucked his most of his angelic clothes into a backpack (keeping the shorts and tunic on for modesty’s sake), and slung it over his shoulder, leaving the apartment, locking the door before closing it behind him. He hoped he hadn’t taken anything with sentimental value.
 
                 He walked down the hallway towards Kelly’s apartment then stopped at her door and rapped his knuckles on it. It was early enough in the evening that James figured she would not have been asleep yet, although she might have been eating dinner.
 
                 He waited patiently and after half a minute or so, the door opened and Kelly peeked her head out. She looked considerably better than she had when Jake had visited her, having had a good night’s sleep for the first time since his death. 
 
                 “Yes?” she asked, as she looked over the man standing before her.
 
                 “Hello,” James said, offering her his best smile. “My name’s James Wallace, and I’m a private investigator. I’m looking into Jacob Altford’s death and I was wondering if I could come in and talk to you for a few minutes? I just have a few questions.”
 
                 She sized him up then nodded as she pulled the door the rest of the way open. “Sure, come on in.” She waited until he was through the door then closed it behind him before walking out into the main room, moving to sit down at her dining table. “What can I do for you? I don’t imagine there’s a lot I can tell you that you haven’t already heard.”
 
                 As James moved into the apartment, he was taking stock of the things around him. The place had obviously been cleaned, today even, and there were several trashbags full of garbage in the kitchen, as if she was waiting until she had finished before carting them out to the dumpster. There were still a lot of pictures of her and Altford on the walls, but he could see that there were several tiny holes in the wall where other pictures had been hanging until very recently. The air was thick with air freshener, and he could see the laundry basket was full with folded clothes. He could distantly hear the sound of the washer and the dryer running from another part of the apartment. “Doing some tidying up?” he asked. He moved to sit down at the dining room table with her.
 
                 “Yeah, well,” she said, “it’s been pretty hard on me since Jake died, and I haven’t really felt the need to do basic things to take care of myself. I decided it was time to start putting the pieces back together this morning, though, so I called into work and took the day off, and I’ve been cleaning ever since. Laundry, dishes, trash… my place had really gone to hell. I’d really gone to hell, actually.”
 
                 “The loss of a loved one can do that.”
 
                 She smiled at him, almost a touch pityingly. “You haven’t lost anyone important to you, have you?”
 
                 James shook his head quietly. “No, not for a long time, ma’am.”
 
                 She nodded. “It’s… you take people for granted when they’re around all the time. You don’t think much about what they do for you, what light they bring into your life. And then, one day, they’re gone. And you look around and realize how much darker your life is for it. So you hate yourself. You hate yourself for not appreciating it more. You hate yourself for not saying thank you more. You hate it for not treasuring how good it could be at its best. But eventually you realize that in trying to hold onto the light, you’ve forgotten all the dark that came with it. So when you finally get your head back into the right place, and you understand the good and the bad the person brought into your life, you’re ready to start moving on with your life.” She paused, looking down at her folded hands for a moment. “And I think I reached that point yesterday.”
 
                 “What happened yesterday?” he asked.
 
                 Kelly looked up and then suddenly looked away, as she moved to stand up. “Oh. Nothing in particular. I guess it was just time for me to accept everything. Can I get you a coffee or something?”
 
                 “No, I’m fine.”
 
                 “I think I’ll get myself some water, then,” she said, moving around the corner into her kitchen.
 
                 “So nothing specific happened? You just decided to move on?”
 
                 Kelly opened her fridge and took out a bottle of water from it, closing the door behind her. “Something like that.” She moved back into the main room, twisting the top off the bottle.
 
                 “Why don’t I believe you? It’s okay, Miss. You can tell me, whatever it is.”
 
                 She laughed bitterly. “You’d just think I was crazy.”
 
                 “I promise you, I won’t think you’re crazy.”
 
                 A long silence hung in the air between them before she spoke again. “I think I saw Jake’s ghost. Except he wasn’t a ghost. I could touch him. He… well, I’d always thought Jake committed suicide the day he died. But he’d come back from Heaven to tell me that he hadn’t, and that he’d gone to Heaven.” She stopped for a moment, and James just waited until she spoke again. “That wasn’t the craziest part, though.”
 
                 “What was the craziest part, Kelly?”
 
                 She bit her bottom lip nervously, looking out her window before looking back at him. “The craziest part was that he said he’d left Heaven. That he hadn’t been happy there, and so he’d escaped, and he didn’t want to go back. So he was going to try and stay on Earth. And he said they were…” she trailed off then looked at him suddenly. “You’re one of them, aren’t you? You’re one of the people who wants to drag him back to Heaven!”
 
                 James sighed softly. “I… I used to be, Kelly, but I don’t anymore.” He rubbed his forehead with the palm of his hand. “It’s… it’s complicated, but the thing is… Jake was right. Heaven wasn’t a good place for him. And it’s not a good place for me either. And while I left Heaven to try and find Jake and bring him back, now I just want to stay on Earth myself. And so do the other angels who are with me.”
 
                 She turned her head and backed a few steps away from him. “You’re… you’re an angel?”
 
                 James chuckled and slowly stood up from the chair, and shifted from tangibility to intangibility, the Earthly clothes falling away from him to reveal his white tunic and  shorts beneath, and he let his halo fade into visibility above him. “Yes, I am.”
 
                 “Have… have you always been an angel?”
 
                 He shook his head as he turned back to tangible once more, sitting back down in the chair. “No, almost all the angels were human at one point or another. I mean, technically, Jake’s an angel too, even if he doesn’t have a halo.”
 
                 “Oh, he has a halo,” she said with a smile. “I saw it. It was kind of hard to miss.”
 
                 James peered at her, a surprised expression on his face. “Really?”
 
                 Kelly giggled a little bit. “I think I know a halo when I see one.”
 
                 He nodded. “Fair point. But yes, anyone who’s dead and gone to Heaven is an angel. There are a small number of them that were there before man was created, but the rest are just people like you and me, human souls doing a job because it’s what they want to do with their eternity.”
 
                 “So if it’s what you want to do, why don’t you want to go back?”
 
                 “It’s… it’s not what I want to do anymore,” he sighed. “The thing about Heaven is that when you’re there, it seems great, but that’s only because you don’t have anything else to compare it to. If all you ever ate was the same thing, from the moment you were born, you wouldn’t crave anything else because you wouldn’t know it. You get to Heaven and you assume… this is it, this is the best there possibly can be, because it’s Heaven, and it has to be. And everyone buys into it, because it’s what everyone around you is saying. They tell you Earth was bad, and how glad you should be to be rid of it, and after a while, you start to buy into it, you start to believe it, you start to think Earth was a terrible place, and how right everyone was for telling you to learn to enjoy Heaven.” 
 
                 “So what happened?” Kelly asked.
 
   He chuckled throatily. “Then someone like Jake Altford comes along and fucks it all up.” He looked up at her with a wry grin. “I don’t know why Jake was so different, but he didn’t accept that Heaven was the best that it could be. I mean, normally we drug people a bit to make them more receptive to the idea of Heaven’s greatness.” Kelly gasped at that. “Oh, we tell ourselves it’s for their own good. And they inhale the air that’s designed to sooth them, and we give them sweets designed to lull them into complacency. But the air didn’t affect Jake, and I don’t think he ate the sweets. And when he saw his opportunity, he left. And once we got outside to start chasing him, I think we started to see that the cage wasn’t designed to just hold people like him in… it was holding us in too.”
 
                 “Why keep chasing Jake then?” she questioned. “Why not just run away here on Earth and never look back?”
 
                 James scratched the back of his head with a sheepish smile. “Because I feel like we owe Jake our thanks. I know he didn’t do it intentionally, but if we hadn’t started chasing him, we wouldn’t have seen Heaven with an outside perspective. We wouldn’t have come back to Earth and seen all the color and life again. So I feel like we owe him. We’re not going to be the only ones chasing him, and I want to talk to him, see if maybe if his mind put together with ours can think of some way to keep him on Earth too. He’s the one who led us out of the darkness of Heaven. It doesn’t seem right that he should have to go back while we stay free.”
 
                 “Why should I trust you?” she asked, taking a sip from her bottled water. She hadn’t taken her eyes off the angel since the halo had appeared, and her conversation with Jake was already replaying in her head. “He said people would come looking for him, and you’ve already admitted you’re one of those angels who’s supposed to take him back. I think Jake deserves to stay on Earth, too, but I don’t know that you really feel that way. You could just be telling me that so I’ll lead you to him.”
 
                 “If I were one of the worst people sent after him, Kelly, I wouldn’t need you to tell me where he was. I’d have a little compass that would always point in his direction, and I could find him that way. And I certainly wouldn’t be here talking to you. The dead aren’t supposed to interact with living. That’s why they’re in Heaven. When I was part of the police force they have to track down people who’ve fled from Heaven, they’re called Taggers, we never talked to anyone. We just came to Earth, hunted down our prey and sent them back to Heaven. So what I’m doing right now is already the kind of thing angels just don’t do. And Jake’s the one who taught me to think like this, whether he meant to or not. Please. Let me help him. If you have any ideas of how I can get ahold of him…”
 
                 She stared at James for a good moment, and then nodded, as if she was making up her mind. “Wait here…” She moved into the other room and pulled a shoebox out of her closet, opening it up to rifle through it. The box was filled with pictures and she scanned through them quickly until she came across the one she was looking for. She put the cover back on the box and pushed it back into closet, then carried the picture into the main room, holding it out to James. “That was taken when we were camping about four years ago, up in the Rocky Mountains of Colorado. I have no idea where we were, but Jake seemed to know that portion of the mountains like the back of his hand. That’s us, just about a quarter of a mile from a cave where he took me to, said his folks used to take him to when he was young. He said it was one of his favorite places on Earth, because it was off the beaten path, and hard to find. I imagine he might be going there to hide out or something.” James took the picture from her nodding. “I’m not sure how you’ll find it, but maybe the picture will help.”
 
                 “The picture will help, thank you Kelly,” he said as he looked at the picture, studying the details in it. “I’m going to try and help him, I promise you. He’s a very special man.”
 
                 “Yes,” she said, nodding back at him. “He is. I hope you can help him.”
 
                 “Me too.” He smiled at her as he rose to his feet. “I can see myself out. Thank you again for the help.” James opened the door and moved out into the apartment complex, closing the door behind him. He took about five steps then looked at the picture again, examining each and every detail in it. 
 
                 In the foreground were Kelly and Jake during happier times, his arm around her waist. They were a cute couple, and it seemed like the picture was from their early days of dating, both dressed in summer hiking gear, with a partial view of the Rockies behind them, some of the trees encroaching on the scenic overlook. The area didn’t have many distinguishing features, but James had been doing this long enough, that he felt confident in his abilities.
 
                 He reached into the folds of his toga and pulled out a sword hilt. None of his fellow angels had one, but James had kept it from his days working as a Tagger. When he’d left the Tagger squads to join a quarters team, no one had asked for it back, so James had simply kept it. Good thing he had, too, he thought to himself, or he would’ve had a much harder time finding Jake.
 
                 James sliced the blade into the air, focusing on the location he’d seen in the picture, taking his time with each cut, even though he was tangible and visible to anyone who might stumble into the hallway. He jammed the blade into the center of the carved doorway of light and then turned it, as every inch within the three lines filled with light. He took a deep breath, hoped he’d gotten it right, then stepped through the doorway.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Bob had been a busy boy since he’d left the two souls in line. Bob had always been one of the most perceptive of the Cherubim, and so he was always on the look out to see what other angels were doing. When the Tagger Max had plowed into him, and the compass had crashed down onto the ground, he knew Jake had several hours before they could get him again. 
 
   A few years back, Bob had struck up a friendship with a Tagger named Yoshiki. The two men had made it a habit to sneak off to a sake bar for a few years and talk business. Bob would talk to Yoshiki about all the various problems dealing with being a Cherubim (most of which were related to bureaucracy) and Yoshiki would complain about the various problems the Taggers had (most of which were related to boredom).
 
   The two drifted a part after a few years of weekend drinking, but Bob had learned a lot of things about the Taggers that he was sure Jake didn’t know, all of which were acting in his favor. The most important thing Bob knew was that the compasses took about half a day to get a lock onto a target, and that the compasses were considered valuable enough that Taggers were only given one at a time. In fact, Bob was certain Max would endure a bit of a yelling for breaking one. Still, he’d never known how the compasses get their lock onto a target until this day, and now that he did, he could do something about it. 
 
   From the Tagger’s disposition, Bob guessed that Jake had sent at least one of the Taggers who were after him back to Heaven forcibly, which was an incredible stroke of luck, because without it, all of Bob’s ideas would have been worthless. The Taggers had to report back as a group, which meant that Max would be sitting around for at least an hour or so, and that was all the time Bob knew he needed.
 
   His first stop had been back to the regional Cherubim barracks, to visit a friend of his. He’d hurried there quickly, not so much that he seemed out of place, but not wasting any time in his walk either, using every shortcut he knew to make haste. The Cherubim barracks Bob was part of were a lot less military than the Tagger barracks, but they were still relatively sparse. Everyone got a small room, not unlike a college dorm, with their own bed and a desk built into the wall. Cherubim were encouraged to keep themselves busy with other pursuits when they weren’t working, and so many of the Cherubim took up hobbies, and often had to be creative in unusual ways. Some of the Cherubim had taken up writing poetry, or carving stone, of which there was always plenty. (The Cherubim would get some of the rock dug out when new wings of Heaven were being dug out and use that.) But it wasn’t those hobbies he was interested in today.
 
   Bob sprinted down the hallways, heading towards the room he wanted, hoping his friend would be in and that he wouldn’t have to go stealing without asking. The doors of many of the rooms were open, as the Cherubim were a chatty bunch, often liking to stop and talk with one another, but if someone was darting past, they were generally polite enough not to interrupt them.
 
   As he came to the door, Bob slid a little on the ground, grabbing onto the doorframe. “Roddy!” he said, panting slightly. “I’ve got a deal to make with you, if you’re interested.”
 
   Inside the room sat a slender Cherubim, which was uncommon in and of it self. His name was Roddy, and he was Scottish, although the accent had receded after several hundred years in Heaven. He wore his white hair long, and had a big scraggly beard. On his lap he had a quilt, and was sewing in it carefully. “Oh, aye?” Roddy said, looking up from his sewing at Bob. “Well, out with it, lad.”
 
   “I need a scrap of your quilt, about two inches by two inches,” Bob said, moving into the room.
 
   “What would ye need something like that for?”
 
   “Never mind that. In return, I’ll give you about a hundred articles of clothing for your project.”
 
   Roddy leaned his head back in surprise. “All tha’ for just a bit of cloth? I kin do that, lad!” he agreed eagerly, pointing a finger upward. “Y’need any particular bit, or will any ol’ bit do?”
 
   “Give me the bit that uses the most different threads,” he said, as he watched Roddy pick up his scissors.
 
   “Doesn’ matter if it’s from a rather ugly bit, then?” Roddy asked as he started to shift the massive quilt on his lap over, tracing his eyes along the edges, looking for a bit he didn’t care for, before he stopped, holding it up to show a section with thousands of different threads woven together into a prismatic, garish mess. “Say, this bit here?”
 
   “Good enough. Give it here. I’ll have your bags for you in about an hour, okay?”
 
   Roddy nodded, cutting out the section then handing it over to Bob. “S’ok, Bob, I know yer good for it. Just soon as y’can.”
 
   Bob grinned from ear to ear. “You’re a lifesaver, Roddy. I owe you one!” He tucked the scrap of cloth into his pocket, picked up a couple of Roddy’s big empty laundry bags and started moving. The Cherubim hurried down about a dozen or so doors and opened the door to his own room, looking around quickly before grabbing a large handwritten manuscript off the top of his desk and darting out of his room, kicking the door shut behind him.
 
   About ten minutes later, Bob had made his way to the entrance to the large warehouse like area where all the personal belongings people had on them were dropped off in Heaven. The area normally didn’t see very much action, but had been one step shy of Grand Central Station the last few days. Bob strolled up to the guard at the doorway casually, offering her a slight wave. “Hey Bolormaa, how’s it going?”
 
   The Tibetan woman rolled her eyes at Bob. She was a massive woman, egg shaped and huge on every level. “Busy for us, boring for anyone else. Six different Tagger groups have been in here in the last week! You’d think the lines weren’t doing their jobs,” she said with a distasteful sigh. “Roddy talk you into getting more clothes for his big project again?”
 
   Bob laughed softly, trying to look as casual about it as he could. “Yeah, he did, but I also need to go through a specific guy’s things, because I think he had some of my paperwork in his possession when I brought him up here.”
 
   Bolormaa shook her head at him. “That’s pretty careless Bob. I probably should report you to your supervisor, y’know.”
 
   The Cherub tried to offer an embarrassed smile up at her. “I figured maybe you could tell about where I was heading, and then forget I was here, so I wouldn’t have to explain it to her.”
 
   The large Tibetan woman smiled knowingly at him. “And why would I do that?” If there was anything Bob was known for in Heaven, it was being the guy who knew how to keep his friends happy, and she liked to think of Bob as her friend.
 
   Bob pulled the handwritten manuscript from behind his back. “Because I’ve got Edith’s new manuscript here, and I know how much you love her books.” Edith, one of Bob’s fellow Cherubim, had become something of a minor celebrity in Heaven, writing wonderful novels filled with action, romance and drama. Because she handwrote them, there was only one copy of each manuscript floating around at a time, and people had been known to wait months, even years, before getting a turn at her newest works. Bob, of course, was one of the first people in line each time a book was nearing completion, because they were great trading commodities. “If you can give me a hand in locating where the box might be, and forget you saw me here, I can give you this manuscript right now, bypassing the months you’ll have to wait to get on it.”
 
   Bolormaa’s eyes were wide and she was pinching her fingertips together eagerly as she stared at him. “Tell me who it is and we can go look for it together if it means I can have that book. I love Edith’s writing. The ending of The Last Consort had me weeping for days. I have to have it!”
 
   “The guy’s name is Jake Altford.”
 
   The Tibetan woman smile broadened, and then she chirped in glee as she snatched the manuscript from Bob’s hands. “HA!” she shouted in excitement. “I know exactly where that is! Come!” She motioned for Bob to follow her and she thundered along the rows, counting in her head before turning. “Bunch of people have been looking for this guy, so your odds of the paperwork being there are pretty slim, but you’re welcome to look all you want.” She lumbered down the row for five minutes or so before stopping in front of a section, pointing to Jake’s box. “After the second time they were here, I figured I’d better learn where this box is, in case they come by again. The second bunch was pretty scary.”
 
   Bob tossed the empty bags down on the ground as he started to climb up the ladder to get Jake’s box. “Thanks Bolormaa. While I’m here, I’m going to grab a bunch of stuff for Roddy’s collection. You don’t have to hang around while I’m here. I’m sure you’d rather be reading.”
 
   She had been holding it against her chest from the minute she’d gotten it, her arms folded over it, as if someone might try and take it from her. She nodded with a big smile. “Sure sure, Bob. Doesn’t matter what you take, as long as you leave the Tagger sample in each box.”
 
   The Cherubim was carting the box down to the ground, setting it down as he waved her, while she started to walk way. “No worries, Bol, I know the rules. I won’t forget.” As soon as she heard that, her walk turned into a sprint, or as much of a sprint as her massive form would allow, and seconds later, she was gone from Bob’s view.
 
   He looked down at the box, peering at the picture on the front of it for a good moment before he started laughing so hard he was nearly crying. Heavy fits of laughter wracked his body, and he started banging his fist against his thigh, trying to force himself to breathe as his eyes watered up. “Oh, man, that’s rich.”
 
   After he caught his breath, Bob grinned to himself and opened Jake’s box. He took all the clothes from it immediately, stuffing them into one of the bags he’d gotten from Roddy. Attached to the inside of the box lid was a smaller box marked “TAGGER SAMPLE – DO NOT REMOVE” in heavy block print. It would be easy to overlook the box if you weren’t looking for it, but Bob knew immediately what it was. He opened the smaller box and inside was a scrap of clothing about two inches in size, which had been cut from Jake’s boxers when they’d been turned into collection. Bob fished the scrap of cloth out of the tiny box, then took the scrap of quilt he’d gotten from Roddy, putting it back in its place, closing the smaller box up, then the big box itself.
 
   Over the next half an hour, Bob looted every box he could reach on the ground level, and took all the clothing from within them and stuffed it into the two large laundry bags before returning the box to the shelves. As he did, he tried to find clothing that was about Jake’s size, and set aside a few shirts, a few pairs of jeans that matched the size of the ones he’d taken out of Jake’s box and a few pairs of shoes that matched Jake’s size. He kept those separated and when he came across a backpack in one of the boxes, he put those clothes inside of it, slinging it over his shoulder. When the bags were just about full, he pulled the drawstrings closed tightly, and checked again to make sure all the boxes were back on their shelves.
 
   He grabbed each of the bags by the drawstrings and started to drag them back to the entranced. As he walked past Bolormaa, he saw she was already deeply engrossed in the manuscript, reading it intently. “Thanks Bol,” he said as he dragged the bags past her. “Remember, you never saw me.”
 
   “Silence!” she barked, not looking up. “Reading!”
 
   Bob left her and maneuvered through the corridors and stopped back at Roddy’s room, tossing the two massive laundry bags inside of it. The Scottish angel wasn’t there, so Bob grabbed a bit of paper from his desk and scribbled “Thanks” on it and left it atop of the two bags, closing the door behind him. 
 
                 After he departed the dormitory, he reached into his pocket and fished out the earbud headphones, popping them into his ears as he pushed play on the tiny MP3 player in his pocket. As the Stones burst to life in his head, he grinned, heading to the Fillmore to see who’d leave a note for whom first.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Jake was already at the Fillmore and had snuck in, despite the fact the place was closed. He passed through the doorway intangibly and then pulled his sword out, lighting it to use it as a torch to see by. He moved up the stairs and then down the hall and up the second set of stairs, before wandering around a little bit until he found the location Bob had described to him. The room had enough ambient lighting that Jake turned off his sword and stuck the hilt back into his belt, to free up his hands. 
 
                 He unscrewed the top of the table from the stem and sure enough, the stem itself had a hollow near the top, and there was a small metallic film canister inside. Jake opened the canister and there were four notes in there already. He scanned through each of them quickly to make sure none of them were from Bob, and none of them were. He searched the area, and found there was a door on his left that lead into a small light and sound room, and there was a pad and pen there. In fact, he recognized the pad as being the source of paper for the other notes in the canister.
 
                 The paper made a soft ripping sound as he tore off a sheet from the top of the pad. He grabbed the pen and scribbled a quick note that read: “Bob: 8 a.m. Golden Gate Bridge. -J” He rolled the note up and put it into the canister with the other notes, then popped the cap back on the small black tube. Jake dropped it back into the hollow and screwed the table top back on, praying that Bob would come by soon. 8 a.m. was six hours away, and he wasn’t even sure he’d have that long, but it would have to do. He somehow had a feeling that Heaven might be chattering about the crazy loose soul who’d sent a few Taggers packing back to Heaven. If not, he would just have to keep out of Heaven’s grasp as many days as it took for Bob to get the note.
 
                 He sighed and headed back down one flight, moving to stand in the middle of the empty hall of the Fillmore, looking around him, glancing up at the dimly lit balcony, the walls lined with framed posters, so much history contained within, so many wonderful musicians over the years. He could see why Bob liked the location. It had history, grandeur. And the place just had class. There was a low purple glow from the lights, which weren’t completely off but set to very dim. It seemed like the kind of place the goth kids he knew back in high school would’ve held the senior prom, if they had made the decision.
 
                 His fingers moved back to his belt and slid inside to bring out the hilt once more, snapping the blade to life as he cut into the space, opening a doorway in the familiar motion. He had made the decision that he needed to stow the halo somewhere. It was possible they were using the halo to track him, and even if they weren’t it made him stand out a lot to anyone who could spot celestial beings on Earth. None of the loose souls he’d seen had halos, which meant he needed to ditch his somewhere. Still, he wanted to place it somewhere he could go back and get it again if he needed it.
 
                 Jake stepped through the portal and breathed that rich Rocky Mountain air with a smile. He looked up at the sky, stretching his neck as he started to move across the terrain over towards the cave.
 
                 “Hello Jake,” James said, stepping out of the woods.
 
                 Jake reacted immediately, pushing his thumb back on the gem of the sword to make the blade whip out suddenly as he spun to look at the voice. “You.”
 
                 “Easy! Easy Jake, I’m just here to talk,” the angel said, raising his hands in the air. “I give you my word, I’m just here to talk, nothing more.”
 
                 Of course, Jake didn’t lower the sword, keeping it leveled at the angel. “You’ll have to forgive me if I don’t believe you. You angels held me hostage and tried to brainwash me with an endless array of self-help manuals and arts & crafts. I think it’s understandable that I’m a little paranoid, don’t you?”
 
                 James nodded. “Absolutely. Keep the sword on me as long as you like. I don’t blame you one bit.” He looked around a bit before he spied a rock about waist height off a few feet to his left. “You mind if I sit while we talk?”
 
                 Jake looked over quickly, peering behind it, and saw there was no way the angel could have hid anything easily accessible, so he nodded towards it. “Sure. Sit.”
 
                 James moved towards the rock and sat down on it. He inhaled a long breath, looking around at the mountains, then turned to look back at Jake, not sure exactly where to start. “I’m not here to try and take you back to Heaven, Jake.”
 
                 “A handful of your boys already tried that, and I’m sure they’re bitching about it in Heaven right now, planning another assault any minute now.”
 
                 “You fought off Taggers?” James said with a surprise. “Your ex said you had a sword, but I wasn’t sure you knew how to use it. And you’ve got a halo too,” he added with a laugh. “What did you do, beat up an off-duty Tagger in the halls of Heaven, steal his sword, his halo and his lunch money?”
 
                 Jake moved over to a tree near James and leaned his back against it, lowering his arm and taking his thumb off the blade. If he needed to, he could whip it up again without hesitation, but keeping his arm raised and the blade pointed at James was making his arm tired. “Heaven gave it to me, actually. I wandered into a Tagger orientation and they just assumed I was a new recruit,” he said with a laugh. “You’d think they would have a list of names or something, but nope, just had to say that was where I was supposed to be, and next thing you know, I’m an armed felon.” He looked at James carefully. The angel was calm, his hands folded over one another in his lap. “If you’re not here to take me back to Heaven… what do you want?”
 
                 James closed his eyes with a laugh, shaking his head. “I don’t think you’re going to believe me. This was such a bad idea.”
 
                 Jake cocked his head to one side, peering at the angel cautiously. “Try me. I’ve had a hell of a few days, and I’m learning anything’s possible.”
 
                 The angel nodded sagely. “I’ll bet.” He bit his bottom lip, mulling over where to start for a minute or two before he spoke again. “Okay, look, I should probably start by saying I’m sorry.”
 
                 He squinted at the angel curiously. “You’re… sorry?”
 
                 “I don’t know what to tell you, Jake.” He looked down at his hands then forced himself to look back up at the man. “What we did was wrong. We shouldn’t have been forcing you to do all those things you didn’t want to. It’s supposed to be Heaven! People are supposed to be happy! Somewhere along the line… I don’t know where it happened, but someone in charge forgot that. And it turned from making people happy to keeping them busy. And we didn’t notice! Or, even worse, we did, and we just told ourselves that someone above us knew better!”
 
                 “Isn’t that the kind of thing soldiers have been saying since time began? ‘All of these horrible things, they aren’t my fault, because I was just following orders.’ That doesn’t make you any less guilty.”
 
                 “Oh God, Jake, I’m as guilty as you think I am. Probably a lot more. We all are. You’re completely right. Our complacency doesn’t excuse our actions. We should’ve asked questions, we should’ve spoken up, but we didn’t, and look where it lead us – drugging up souls in Heaven just to keep them from realizing the shit we surrounded them with,” James sighed.
 
                 “Yeah, I never took those sweets Byron kept trying to give me. I hid them and then disposed of them, or gave them to other people there, and just pretended I was doped up, so I could watch all of you. I’m kind of glad Terrance screwed up when he did. I don’t know how much longer I could’ve kept up the act. It… it was torture, you know that?”
 
                 “I don’t know how many times I can you how sorry I am, Jake, but I assure you, I’ve been miserable about it for days now. We were so angry when we started chasing you, but once we got away from the barracks… it was like we started thinking on our own again. We’d been on autopilot as much as the people we were taking care of. Once we were out, we… well, we started talking to each other. I don’t know if you noticed, but we angels never really talked to one another while we were in the quarters.”
 
                 “I noticed. It was kind of creepy, actually. For a while I thought you must have been telepathic or something… then I figured it out.”
 
                 James cocked his head. “Figured what out?”
 
                 “You’re clerks,” he said. “I mean, you’re office workers, drones, the kind of people who do a job day in and day out and never really give it much thought, until you’re completely on autopilot.” He inhaled a breath and then let it out. “What I’m saying is… you’re just like me. Or just like I used to be. ‘Do this. Go here.’ I used to go to a job I hated every day simply because it’s what I thought was expected of me. I mean, I had to pay the bills somehow. And I dated a girl for a long time after I stopped liking her… because I thought it was what was expected of me. And on my last day on Earth, the day I died… everything went wrong. I got laid off from my job, I found out my fiancée was cheating on me with my best friend… and then I died, and there was some part of me that thought to myself, ‘Well, thank God that’s over with. Now I can enjoy things.’ Except that I didn’t. I mean, there I was in Heaven, the afterlife, the eternal resting place, and it was just like Earth. People in dead end jobs. People doing what was expected of them instead of what they wanted. And I just decided, ‘Y’know what? Fuck it. What’s the worst they can do to me?’ So I ran. I ran from Heaven and back to Earth, and suddenly I’m seeing things in a whole…” he trailed off before he started to look at the angel oddly. A weird smile crossed Jake’s face. “You don’t want to go back,” he said, as it dawned on him.
 
                 The angel nodded. “We’re not going back. Three of us came out in search of you, and the longer we were away, the more we remembered how much we liked things on Earth. The air, the lights…”
 
                 “The colors,” Jake interjected.
 
                 “YES,” James gushed. “The colors. My god, did it bug you that everything in Heaven was white as far as the eye could see?”
 
                 Jake laughed. “Seriously. Why couldn’t they hire an interior decorator or two?”
 
                 The angel chuckled with him and nodded. “Exactly. And this is because of you, Jake. You taught us to question things, whether you meant to or not, because you did, and that rebellious spirit… it infected us. We want to stay on Earth… and stay with you, if you don’t mind.”
 
                 “With me?”
 
                 “Come on, Jake. We’ve been gone so long, we couldn’t blend in like you can. We just don’t know how any more. I mean, I was a Tagger for a while, but the last time I was on Earth and living, I was cutting stone to help build a giant tomb for someone claiming to be a God king in Egypt.”
 
                 “You helped build the pyramids?” Jake asked.
 
                 “I helped build a pyramid. One was more than enough. Those things take a long damn time, believe me,” James said as he rubbed his hands together to warm them. “It’s me, Shelly and Randall who came down looking for you, and none of us want to go back.”
 
                 “You’re sure?”
 
                 James laughed, a dusky laugh that exposed how long he’d been watching people. “Let me put it to you this way, Jake… I left Randall and Shelly alone together and came out to find you myself mostly to give the two of them some alone time.”
 
                 “Oh,” Jake said. “OH. You mean they’re…”
 
                 “Having their first sex in several lifetimes?” he replied with a laugh. “Correct. I don’t even want to go back there for a couple more hours. I can’t even imagine how many times they’re going to end up doing it before they start to run out of energy. They started flirting with one another even before we got out of Heaven, even though they’ve never so much as smiled at one another when we were in the barracks. I’m almost wondering if we were just as drugged as the people we were watching over.”
 
                 “I wouldn’t put it past Heaven,” Jake agreed. “Aren’t they going to send someone out to look for you guys, though? I mean, they sent out a hitsquad for me, so I can’t imagine they’ll just let you walk away.”
 
                 James smiled. “See, that’s my point, Jake, and I think that’s how I can convince you we’re on your side. If they don’t catch you, they’re going to assume we’re still looking for you. Hell, even if they catch you, they may just figure we never heard about your return, and they’ll simply let the Cherubim know that we should be told to return to Heaven if they happen to see us. But if we don’t come back, I don’t think they’ll ever get particularly nervous about it. They’ll consider us failures and figure wandering around on Earth for a hundred years or two to be ample punishment. And then they’ll just forget about us, because Heaven is a complete nightmare when it comes to details. Still, now I’ve told you this, if you get sent back to Heaven, you can tell them all this, and they’ll know we’re actually hiding from Heaven. And they’ll dig out our files from the archives, even if it takes a decade or so to find them, and then they’ll send Taggers out to try and get us. So we’ve got a vested interest in helping you avoid going back.”
 
                 “You do, don’t you? And you just gave it away by telling me that, so you can’t back out of it.”
 
                 James shrugged his shoulders with a smile. “See what I mean? I’m putting my faith in you, because my heart’s telling me it’s the right thing to do, and I should’ve started listening to my heart again a long time ago. You’re one hundred percent crazy, Jake Altford, but you’re also the best shot any of us have at remembering what it’s like to be happy.” He paused for a moment, watching Jake’s face as he mulled it over. It was a lot to take in, and Jake was clearly running through all the options in his head, all the possible outcomes, what could go right and wrong before he closed his eyes, inhaled a deep breath then let it out once more, the look of a decision on his face. “So what do you say?”
 
                 Jake shoved the hilt of the sword into his belt and moved over towards James, holding out a hand. “You’re on.”
 
                 James laughed warmly, grabbing Jake’s hand in a handshake as the man helped the angel to his feet again. “Oh thank God. I had absolutely no idea what we were going to do if you said no.”
 
                 “Thankfully it didn’t come to that. Now all we have to do is figure out how to get Heaven to stop chasing me and leave us all alone,” Jake said, rubbing his eyes with one hand wearily. “And as far as I can tell, that’s pretty much impossible.”
 
                 James patted him on the back as the two started to walk into the cave. “I’m sure you’ll think of something. Maybe we can even help. Why’d you come back here anyway? I found the clothes you’d stashed in the cave, and I wasn’t sure you’d double back, but figured it was my only shot at finding you.”
 
                 He reached over his head and grabbed onto the halo. His fingers closed firmly around it and he pulled. The halo resisted slightly but then reluctantly gave way, sliding off of his head as Jake held it before him. “Well, I needed to get rid of this, but I figured I might need it again later, so I wanted to put it here with my clothes. I figured they might have been tracking me with it.”
 
                 James shook his head. “I don’t think it works like that, but you never can be too sure, I guess.”
 
                 The two men stowed Jake’s halo with the bundle of clothes, and then hid it beneath a handful of leaves and rocks, at James’ suggestion.
 
                 “We should probably go and get your two friends then,” Jake said. “We’ve got a meeting tomorrow morning.”
 
                 James turned to look at him with a sense of surprise. “A meeting? With who?”
 
                 Jake laughed softly. “My man on the inside.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Max and his team were more than a little ticked off. This Altford guy had made a fool of them, and they were going to make him pay for it, even if it was the last thing they did. The blonde Tagger had had plenty of time to stew in his anger and he was itching to take it out on someone or something.
 
                 While he’d been waiting for his team to rematerialize, he and the rest of his crew had been taking flak from all the other Taggers around the reformation cell. None of them could ever recall a Tagger reforming inside of the cell, and certainly not more than one at once. They endured the jeers and taunts and tried to stay focused. Two hours later, the seven of them were walking back down to the lockup to get what they needed for another compass.
 
                 “Did you see his face?” Yael asked Maria, who’d been the first Tagger Jake had cleaved with his sword.
 
                 “No,” she replied, her voice thick with an Italian accent. “It was too fast.”
 
                 “There is no way this man could be who they claim he is,” Polydorous said. “He had a sword of his own. And he shifted into the solid plane without so much as batting an eyelash.” The seven had been discussing the encounter on the way down to lockup, and none of them were pleased with their performance or the intel they’d been given on the guy.
 
                 “And a halo,” Max agreed. “And none of us got a good look at his face. Either this guy is the luckiest S.O.B. ever, or there’s something they aren’t telling us about him. How the Hell would he have gotten a sword and a halo? Did they send another team after him before and he took one of their swords and one of their halos?”
 
                 Yael shook her head as they turned the corner into another seemingly identical white hallway. “Not possible. It is possible he acquired a sword from some other Tagger, but the halos can’t be taken away from you. You can give yours to someone else and then it becomes theirs, but if someone tries to take yours from you, it will very shortly disappear from them and return to you.”
 
                 “So someone gave this guy a halo?” Max asked her. “How does that happen?”
 
                 She sighed softly. “The only thing I can think of is that may he stumbled into a storeroom where they keep unassigned Tagger gear and stole a halo that wasn’t keyed yet. He could’ve gotten a sword at the same time.”
 
                 “I believe how he got them is irrelevant to our discussion,” Nhlalha said. “What is important is that it will make him much easier to recognize on Earth. There are several loose souls wandering around, but none of them have a halo or a flaming sword.”
 
                 Max nodded, pinching the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger. “Right, unless he ditches them, which he might. We can’t underestimate this guy. Can. NOT. We sold him short ourselves, even when we were specifically told not to.”
 
                 “C’mon Max,” Polydorous interjected, “how were we supposed to know the guy had a sword?”
 
                 “Moving forward,” Yael said, “I think we should assume he’s got the full legions of Hades behind him. That way if he doesn’t, we can be pleasantly surprised. Because at this point, I would not put it past him.”
 
                 “Are we sure he isn’t Lucifer?” Polydorous asked.
 
                 “I certainly hope not,” Max sighed. “But let’s not go betting on these kinds of things.”
 
                 The Taggers walked past Bolormaa, who was still engrossed in her manuscript. She glanced up as they were approaching, saw that Nhlanhla was with them and then looked back down. They were cleared to go in and she had much better things to be doing, like making her way through the fantastic story on the pages in her hands.
 
                 They walked into the lockup and down towards the place where Jake’s box was stored, being led by Nhlanhla. When they reached Jake’s box, he climbed up and pulled it from the shelf, a worried expression crossing his face. “This feels a lot lighter than it used to be,” he said, tossing it down to Max. 
 
                 Max lifted the lid off the top and shouted. “Dammit!” he shouted. “His clothes are gone!”
 
                 Yael pulled another box out at random, lifting the top off, finding it empty as well. “So’s this one.” Then another. “And this one.”
 
                 “Altford,” Maria snarled.
 
                 Max growled, looking around at the boxes, then caught the upturned box lid from Jake’s box, seeing the small box attached to it marked “TAGGER SAMPLE” and he chuckled. “No, I don’t think so. This would’ve taken way too much time for him, and there’s no way he would’ve taken clothes from a bunch of other people. And anyway, it doesn’t matter…” He crouched down and popped open the inner box, taking out the two-inch scrap of cloth. “We still have our sample.” He fished out his sword and shaved off a small corner the size of his thumbnail, putting the rest of the sample back inside the box in the lid, then placed the lid on the box. He shoved the box into the first open space he could find, tucking his clipping into his pocket with his sword, before moving back out the way they came.
 
                 When they got to the guard station, Yael stopped and snapped her fingers at Bolormaa, who looked up from her manuscript with a scowl. “Yes?”
 
                 “What happened to the clothes in lock up?”
 
                 She shrugged. “One of the angels probably came and took them for one of the sections with souls of fashion designers to work with. They know not to touch the Tagger samples from the boxtops, so we let them take whatever they want generally. Why, there some kind of problem?”
 
                 Yael scowled for a moment, then shook her head as she moved to rejoin the rest of the group, heading back towards their barracks. 
 
                 “Don’t worry,” Max said. “In eight hours, we’ll have another compass or two live and ready to help us track him down. And when the Captain hears about this… Hell, he might just get every available Tagger he can to bring this guy down. And I’d like to see this Altford guy stop that.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Bob had found Jake’s message about two hours after Jake had left it, having gone to leave Jake a message himself. He somehow figured Jake was going to like the surprise Bob had cooked up for him, and he had several hours to kill, so he did a few more pick ups, just to make sure he wasn’t standing out from the other Cherubim too much. 
 
                 He liked how it made him feel, living a double life. Bob had been suffering from a lack of excitement over the last few decades, and this was exactly the kind of thing he’d wanted more of in his life. Adventure and excitement. He went about his deliveries without paying too much attention to the actual souls he was ferrying up, but that didn’t mean Bob wasn’t doing the best job he could – he just knew it well enough to do it all on autopilot.
 
                 When 8 a.m. rolled around on the West Coast, Bob appeared near the south side of the Golden Gate Bridge and started walking slowly across it, the backpack slung over his shoulder. As he got part way across the bridge, he could see a handful of Celestial forms, mostly talking to one another, and Bob’s eyebrow arched nervously.
 
                 One of the forms turned and started walking towards him, and the others turned to move behind him. Bob fought a fight-or-flight response for a few seconds until he saw Jake at the forefront of them and then let out a slight sigh of relief, only to gasp again the minute he saw Shelly, Randall and James walking behind Jake.
 
                 Bob’s mind was frantic, trying desperately to explain the situation in his mind, but he couldn’t come up with any possible reason why the three people who had left Heaven to get him would not have dragged him back right from the start.
 
                 Then he saw that Jake was smiling.
 
                 “Hey Bob,” Jake said, with a grin. “How’s it going?”
 
                 “Uh, kid?” Bob asked.
 
                 “You!” Randall said, stunned. “You’re helping him?”
 
                 “Wait,” Bob replied, waving his hand. “You don’t mean?”
 
                 Jake laughed. “Okay gang, welcome to the resistance. It seems like you all know one another. Now let’s go get some coffee.”
 
                 The five of them walked down a ways and stopped at nice little coffee shop not far from the bridge. No one said much of anything during the walk, as it seemed like everyone was waiting for Jake to fill them in on what was going on.
 
                 It was a Thursday morning, so the commuters were starting to come out, and cyclists were whipping along the streets of San Francisco. The city was busy, but not so busy that they couldn’t find a nice table out on the sidewalk to sit and enjoy their coffee. Jake and the three angels had been tangible and wearing civilian clothes when Bob had shown up, but Bob decided to enjoy his coffee in his toga and tunic. San Francisco, he figured. He didn’t stand out all that much, comparatively. And no one so much as said a word about it.
 
                 Jake was the first one to speak. “So why don’t you tell me how you guys know Bob, James?” he said, picking up his Irish coffee.
 
                 “We went to ask him how to find you, right when we started our search to look for you. He sent us off to Gilbert, the guy who you suggested get some new magazines,” James said. “He’s still talking about that, by the way, so apparently you did him a huge favor.”
 
                 Jake paused for a second then smiled. “D’y’know, I had forgotten all about that.”
 
                 “Were you already helping him at that point?” Randall asked the Cherubim.
 
                 Bob chortled. “I didn’t even know he was out until you told me he was, actually. When you told me that he’d broken out, I sort of figured he might go back and look at his old life, see what had happened since he died. Of course, Jake had done me a square one himself, and so I felt like I owed the guy one. So I tried to throw you as far off the trail as I could,” Bob said with a smile. “Sorry.”
 
                 James waved his hand and returned the smile. “It’s understandable, Bob. Nothing to forgive. So when did you meet up with him? We’re just trying to fill some holes in for our own understanding.”
 
                 The Cherubim nodded. “By coincidence, actually. I figured Jake would’ve done all that traditional stuff and been long gone before I could catch up with him, so I just went about my business, carting souls back up to Heaven. And, as fate would have it, I had to pick up a guy who was dying in the exact same graveyard where Jake was buried, and where he happened to be visiting, er, himself. We talked, and I told him how to get in contact with me if he needed. What about you guys? What brought you over to Team Altford?”
 
                 Shelly had been leaning against Randall since they’d gotten to the coffee shop, and his arm was around her shoulder, her head resting on his. “We were chasing Jake,” she said, “and somewhere along the line, we realized he was right. We would’ve broken out too, if it had been us. Pretty soon, we figured out that it was us. We were prisoners, just like Jake, and we liked Earth. We didn’t want to go back to Heaven.”
 
                 James nodded. “Eventually I talked to Jake’s ex fiancée and she told me where I might be able to find him, if I got really lucky. As it turned out, I did, and I talked to him.”
 
                 Jake sighed. “They’re just like me, Bob. Just like you. People doing a job, only one day they wake up and realize they don’t like their job very much, and then they realize their job isn’t the only thing they don’t like very much. So they change one thing, then another, then another, and pretty soon, well lookee here, you’re an enemy of Heaven.”
 
                 James glanced at the clock, nervous, like he’d been doing since they arrived. “Speaking of which, I’m surprised we haven’t had to fight off an army of Taggers yet. We should be on the lookout just in…”
 
                 “Don’t worry about that,” Bob interrupted. “Right now, they couldn’t find Jake if their lives depended on it.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 The Tagger barracks were a bustle of activity. For the last few hours, any number of Erelim had been examining the two compasses they’d set up to track Jake after their last one had been broken.
 
                 Captain Diogenes had met up with several of the other captains of Tagger barracks, and they had assembled a small army of Tagger contingents, all just waiting for the order to head to Earth and bring Jake back to Heaven, by any force necessary. Diogenes and the other Erelim Captains were already nervous. No one wanted to be the one to have to go and tell the Seraphim about this whole mess. The Archangels were a touchy bunch, and the Erelim reported to Michael.
 
                 Michael was considered the field commander of the armies of God, and Michael took his job incredibly seriously. He had an intensity to him that scared all of the Erelim, because unlike them, Michael had never been human. He and the other Archangels were the direct creations of God, and had been in Heaven since its formation, long before the dawn of humanity. They were the only ones who spoke to God directly these days, and as such, talking to an Archangel was more than a little frightening. So telling the Archangel who had the nickname “The Sword of God” that they had screwed the pooch was the last thing any of them wanted to do. That was why the Erelim had gathered a full host, 77 choirs of 7 Taggers each, and that army was going to bring in this one man, this Jake Altford, before Michael heard so much as a whisper about this mistake. 
 
                 All the Taggers had been told to take no chances when they found him, and Max and his team had relayed all the information they had about Jake while they waited for the compasses to be ready.
 
                 They had taken the scrap of fabric Max had brought back from the lock up and split it into two, placing each section into a different compass, then closing them shut to let them get configured.
 
                 Normally, the compasses would be closed, they would wait eight hours and then the compasses would make a pleasant “ding!” noise. A Tagger would open the compass and there would be a small gold ring inside it, which meant the target was on Earth, and the lock would complete as soon the target was sent back to Heaven. If the target was still inside of Heaven, the ring would be silver, although it was rare for Taggers to get a compass to hunt down loose souls when they were still in Heaven. Most of the time, runners were easy enough to find in Heaven, wandering into someplace they weren’t supposed to be, and buckling under the very first question they got. And it wasn’t as high of a priority, because as long as they were Heaven, many times, that was enough. But the option was still there. Gold for Earth, silver for Heaven. The rings inside the compass were, in essence, region locks, helping to narrow down the vastness of all of Creation into two groups that were easier to parse.  
 
                 This was why Max and his team had begun to panic the minute they’d followed Jake back into Heaven. The compass lock had been reset, and would have taken another eight hours to reacquire him before it would’ve been able to track him again. They didn’t know how Altford had figured it out, but it was something they were planning for now. They weren’t going to give him enough time to open a door, even if it meant thirty or forty angels went back to Heaven with him.
 
                 If the target was still in Heaven, there would be a glowing needle, pointing the direction they were in. This was how Taggers were able to pinpoint people when they were simply loose among the halls of Heaven.
 
                 It was a simple system that had never failed them.
 
                 Until now, of course.
 
                 This time, the two compasses hadn’t acted the way they were supposed to. In fact, they acted in a way none of the Erelim or Taggers had ever seen before. While some of the Erelim were arguing that it meant Altford was in Heaven, others argued that he had done something to break the compass system. But none of them really had any idea what was going on.
 
                 After the eight hours, the compasses did ding, as they were supposed to, but when they were opened, there was no gold ring. The rings were silver, which meant that Altford should be in Heaven, but that wasn’t the part that bothered the Taggers. There was a glowing needle, but the needle was spinning around and around wildly, never stopping in any one direction for even an instant. Both compasses were exhibiting this erratic behavior.
 
                 “Altford,” Max spat with venom dripping from his voice.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 “We Cherubim have never really known how the Taggers’ compasses work,” Bob said, “but when you ran into Heaven, the Tagger who had their compass plowed into me, and we both fell. On top of the compass, actually. When he took off after you, I looked at the wreckage of it, I found this.” Bob took out the scrap of cloth he’d picked up after the incident.
 
                 “What is that?” Jake asked, curiously.
 
                 “This, Jake, is a piece of the boxers you had on you when you came to Heaven,” Bob answered with a chuckle, tucking the fabric back in his pocket. “That’s one of the reasons they strip you naked. All of your clothes are put into storage, and if they need to track you down, the Taggers come, take a bit of cloth from it, toss it into one of their compasses and away they go. The compasses take eight hours to get a lock, as I’m sure James told you, and they reset when you’re back in Heaven.”
 
                 Jake shook his head. “I don’t get it, Bob. So you’ve got the bit of cloth they used for them to get a lock on. Can’t they just go and get another?”
 
                 Bob laced his fingers together, lifted them and pressed them against the back of his head as he leaned his chair back. “Nope.”
 
                 James snapped his fingers and pointed at Bob. “You took all of his clothes out of lock up.”
 
                 “Even better,” Bob grinned. “So I took all your clothes, and a bunch of other clothes from the same area, but there’s also a little box on the inside of each lid, that holds a small cutout they make right when they put your clothes into lockup. I replaced that.”
 
                 Randall shrugged. “So? They’ll just go grab some other guy in Heaven and realize it’s not Jake. What’s so clever about that?”
 
                 The Cherubim nodded. “That’s what would have happened if I just put some other guy’s sample in Jake’s sample box. But I didn’t.” He paused for a long moment and when Jake rolled his hand for Bob to continue the story, he cackled throatily. “So I have a friend, Roddy, another Cherubim, and he’s got a project. We Cherubim get bored when we’re not working, y’see, so we all pick up hobbies. Ol’ Roddy’s is quilting. Except he’s, well, a bit more intense about it. Each single thread of Roddy’s quilt is taken from a different article of clothing from a different soul we’ve brought up to Heaven. He weaves them all together, and that’s how he makes his quilt. So I traded him a few hundred pieces of clothing for a small bit of that quilt… which I stuck in Jake’s sample box.”
 
                 James’ eyes widened as he slapped the table with a laugh. “The compass would go mental. It would have hundreds of different leads from even the tiniest of samples. It would never stop spinning!”
 
                 The Cherubim kept smirking as he sipped from his cappuccino. “They’ll realize the samples are bad eventually, but it’ll keep them busy for at least a few days, give us some time to think.”
 
                 “Sure,” Jake agreed. “I mean, eventually they’ll just send hundreds of angels to Earth to comb the surface looking for me.” That started Bob laughing all over again. “What’s so funny, Bob?”
 
                 “Oh, kid, you don’t get it,” he said, trying to catch his breath. “They don’t know what you look like!”
 
                 “What the Hell are you talking about, Bob?”
 
                 “So you remember when they brought you up to Heaven, they made you take off all your clothes and they gave you your toga and tunic, right?”
 
                 “Sure,” Jake agreed.
 
                 “Well, you remember when they scanned you with that bright golden ring of light, to make sure you didn’t have any of your old clothes on you?”
 
                 “Yeah, so?”
 
                 “Well, the second time, after you had your toga on, you covered your eyes, so that bright light didn’t get in them.”
 
                 “Bob,” Jake said, starting to sound a little annoyed. “I don’t see where you’re going with this.”
 
                 “When that second ring goes over you, Jake, it takes a picture of your face, and that picture is what they put in your file, in case anyone needs to go looking for you. Except in your case, there’s not a picture of your face…”
 
                 “There’s my two arms blocking the shot,” Jake said with a laugh. “They don’t know what I look like?”
 
                 “Not unless they got a look at you the last time they were chasing you,” Bob said. “But judging by the look on that Tagger’s face when he bumped into me, I don’t think he did.”
 
                 “They didn’t,” Jake said. “Holy shit. They don’t know who I am. They don’t know what I look like.”
 
                 James nodded. “True, but I don’t think that matters all that much. You’ve pissed them off something fierce. If that means they have to come down to Earth and send every loose soul they see back to Heaven, just to get you, they will,” the senior angel said. “You certainly know how to make enemies, Jake.”
 
                 “Let me think,” Jake said.
 
                 The fivesome sat in silence for a bit, before the other four started to talk to each other, chatting about odds and ends. Shelly and Randall were in the “new couple” phase, and were trying to learn as much about each other as they could. James and Bob found they could talk to each other on a professional level at first, but found out not long after that Jake and Bob had become friends because of Jake’s suggestion about music, and got heavily engaged in a discussion about music.
 
                 They all talked and talked, and Jake sat there quietly, and thought and thought. 
 
                 Morning turned into midday, and the group ordered lunch, even going so far as to order a sandwich for Jake, who nibbled at it, but didn’t say anything to anyone while he did other than a brief “Thank you” when the sandwich was brought to them.
 
                 Midday started to push into afternoon, and early evening wasn’t far in the horizon when Jake snapped his fingers, and the whole table immediately fell silent, turning to look at him.
 
                 “You’ve got it?” Bob asked.
 
                 “Think so,” Jake said, cautiously.
 
                 “Tell us,” James asked quietly.
 
                 “I have a few questions, and a few observations, and I want to make sure you all agree with me on these first.”
 
                 “Sure,” Randall agreed. “Lay’em on us.”
 
                 “So the first thing I think is that you three are basically in the clear, no matter what happens,” he said as he pointed to the three angels. 
 
                 Shelly nodded. “We sort of came to that conclusion ourselves. They’re just going to assume we’re lost on Earth looking for you.”
 
                 Jake nodded back, then looked at Bob. “And you, Bob, you can come and go whenever you want, so as long as you poke your head in everyone once in a while, they’re not even going to notice you’re missing.”
 
                 “Also true, kid.”
 
                 He turned to look back at the three angels. “How did you know it was Bob who brought me up to Heaven?”
 
                 James laughed softly. “Not that I blame you for forgetting, but you told us. Early on in your time in…” he paused searching for the right word, then frowned, “in our imprisonment of you, you demanded we ‘go get Bob’ to check if some mistake had been made in your assignment. I remembered it because I thought Bob was a funny name for a Cherub.”
 
                 “Yeah, well, I’m a funny Cherub,” Bob interjected.
 
                 “So there aren’t records of who brings up who?”
 
                 Bob shook his head. “We destroy all of those after we get you back to Heaven.”
 
                 “What about the people who are still walking around Earth?”
 
                 Bob shrugged slightly. “What can I say, kid? Shit happens. Sometimes the soul doesn’t want to come to Heaven. Sometimes they run from the Cherubim in fright. Sometimes they even attack us. If they really piss us off, sometimes we’ll tell the Taggers about them, but most of them, we just forget we ever saw them.”
 
                 “I think I’ve got a plan, but I’d have to give up my sword and my halo. I don’t give a damn about the halo but I don’t know that I want to give up the sword,” he said with a sigh. “It’d leave us defenseless.”
 
                 “We can use mine,” James interrupted. “I haven’t taken mine out with you around, Jake, but I have one with me as well.” He turned to the other two angels, and nodded at them apologetically. “Sorry. I just kept it on me from when I was a Tagger. I didn’t think it was particularly relevant.”
 
                 “You shouldn’t have to give yours up either. Ideally, we should all have one.”
 
                 The Cherubim smirked. “Kid,” he said with a mildly offended tone. “I can get you a hundred swords, if that’s all. Look at who you’re talking to. What do you have in mind?”
 
                 “Okay then… here’s the plan…”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 As Jake and the angels headed back to the Rockies to pick up his halo, Bob headed back to Heaven. Jake’s plan was sound, although it required a little bit of luck. Of course, as Jake pointed out, every plan did.
 
                 Bob wandered back into the Cherubim barracks and tried his best to look a little shaken. He walked through the corridors and over to a door he knew rather well. The door was open, but he knocked on the doorframe anyway. He tried to do it as timidly as possible.
 
                 “Hey, uh, Lenny? You in?” Bob asked.
 
                 Lenny was at his desk, chipping slightly at a statue he was working on. Lenny wasn’t a bad sculptor, but he certainly wasn’t good, and it seemed no matter how many years he spent working on it, he wasn’t going to get much better. So people generally told him they thought his work was “nice” but they didn’t tend to display it anywhere prominent.
 
                 Despite their squabble in front of Jake, Lenny and Bob were fairly decent friends. They simply had a very brassy friendship, and tended to razz each other a lot. The fact that Bob was being timid was enough to make Lenny nervous to start.
 
                 “Sure thing, dirtbag,” he said, trying to take the edge off. “C’mon in. What’s on your mind?”
 
                 Bob groaned. “I’m a in pickle, Len.”
 
                 Lenny chuckled slightly. “Something you can’t handle? I doubt that.”
 
                 “I think I can handle it, but I need a favor.”
 
                 “A favor? How big a favor?”
 
                 “You remember that thing with the guy and the monkey I covered for you on?”
 
                 “It was an orangutan,” Lenny winced. “Oof. Yeah.”
 
                 “We’ll be square.”
 
                 “Heaven’s sake, Bob, what happened?”
 
                 Bob moved into the dorm room and sat down on Lenny’s bunk. “So I was escorting a couple of souls up to Heaven, and I’m about to drop these two guys off in their line, right?”
 
                 “Sure sure.”
 
                 “And then a doorway opens up.”
 
                 Lenny swiveled his chair around to look straight at Bob. “A what?”
 
                 “A doorway! One of ours! And this Tagger comes running right through it!”
 
                 “A Tagger? Running through a doorway?”
 
                 “I know!”
 
   “You’re sure it was a Tagger?”
 
   Bob frowned. “Lenny, I know a Tagger when I see one. The guy had a flaming sword and a halo. If that isn’t a Tagger, I don’t know what it is. He was sprinting at a dead run.”
 
   “A Tagger running into Heaven through a doorway in the lines? That’s surreal.”
 
   “Not as surreal as what happened next.”
 
   “Why, what happened next? What did you do?”
 
   “I didn’t know what to do, so I went over and looked at the door.”
 
                 “And what happened?”
 
                 “Another Tagger came running right through and plowed into me!” Bob said.
 
                 “Jesus!”
 
                 “Exactly! And the two of us fell to the ground and we fell on top of his compass, then he took off running a minute later after the angel who came through the door in the first place.”
 
                 “A Tagger chasing another Tagger? That’s crazy. That doesn’t make any sense!”
 
                 “I know! I can’t make heads or tails of it either!
 
                 Lenny looked at him for a moment. “So what’s the problem? How are you in trouble?”
 
                 Bob groaned again. “I blocked the guy, Len. And I shattered the compass!”
 
                 “That’s not your fault, Bob!” Lenny said, patting Bob’s knee reassuringly. “How were you to know?”
 
                 “Still, I feel like shit about it. And I got this little bit of cloth from the wreckage,” Bob said as he pulled out the swatch of cloth from his pocket. “I want to give it back to the Taggers, but I don’t want them to know it was me. I don’t want to stick out, y’know? Hopefully he’s forgotten what I look like at all, and the less he thinks about me, the less likely he is to report me to Control. I was hoping…”
 
                 “What, Bob?”
 
                 “I was hoping you could take it to them for me, and tell them you saw the Tagger bump into me, and saw the compass shatter, and after he left and I left, you picked up the cloth and thought they might want it back, rather than it getting thrown out.”
 
                 “Why me?”
 
                 “Lenny,” Bob pleaded. “If you tell them you just saw the whole thing, then they’ll know I was just being a clumsy idiot, and won’t think I had something to do with that first Tagger getting away from the second one!”
 
                 “Jeez… Bob, I dunno.”
 
                 Bob pointed a finger at him. “You want me telling Control about the guy and the monkey?”
 
                 Lenny raised his hands in surrender. “Okay! Okay! I’ll do it. How am I gonna recognize the Tagger who bumped into you?”
 
                 The Cherubim rolled his eyes. “You can’t miss him, Lenny. He’s got ‘BORN TO KILL’ carved into his halo.”
 
                 It was Lenny’s turn to groan. “Max. I should’ve figured.”
 
                 “You know the guy?”
 
                 “I know of the guy. Hell, I’m more surprised you haven’t heard of him. He thinks he’s Billy Badass up here,” Lenny grunted. “I know where to find him, too.” Lenny closed his fingers on the scrap, but didn’t take it from him yet. “And after this we’re square about the guy and the monkey?” He closed his eyes and scrunched his face. “I mean the guy and the orangutan?”
 
                 “We’re square. Consider it the biggest debt in my favor bank paid in full.”
 
                 Lenny nodded then took the cloth from Bob as he stood up. “Okay. I’ll go do it now.”
 
                 “Thanks,” Bob said, getting up with him, rushing to hug the other Cherubim. “You’re the best, man.”
 
                 “Yeah, yeah, yeah… now get off me,” Lenny said with a laugh. He walked to the doorway as he pocketed the scrap of cloth. “Worry about it no more. It’ll be done faster than you know.” Then Lenny left, heading towards Max’s barracks.
 
                 Bob sighed a deep breath, shaking his head, muttering to himself. “Sure hope you know what you’re doing, Jake.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Jake sat in the empty apartment, looking at his hands, trying not to look at the halo over his head or the sword hilt lying in front of him. It was Kelly’s apartment, but she had gone to stay with her family for a few days, leaving the place empty, and silent. The light from the streetlights outside of the apartment complex glowed quietly in through the window, and the only sound in the apartment was the sound of Kelly’s refrigerator humming in a low, ominous rumble. 
 
                 The toga itched, and the tunic wasn’t much better. He wasn’t sure how long he was going to wait here. He didn’t much care for waiting. He certainly hadn’t when he was alive. He’d been an impatient man, with a wicked temper if he was rubbed the wrong way. 
 
                 But this was what had to happen.
 
                 Or so everyone said.
 
                 He picked up the sword hilt, examining it, pushing his thumb over the gem to let the blade spring to life. He swept it through the air a bit, getting familiar with it in his hands. It seemed such a strange thing, but here it was, a sword of fire.
 
                 His thumb moved off the gem and the blade disappeared. He set the hilt down then his left hand lifted up to feel the halo hovering over his head. It didn’t feel like metal. In fact, it almost felt alive. It had no sense of temperature to it, but it almost crackled to the touch, the sense of presence imbued in it. He smoothed a fingertip along its surface, and it occurred to him that he didn’t have any idea what the thing was made of. It wasn’t gold. It wasn’t any kind of metal at all. It wasn’t stone or rock. It wasn’t flesh. Perhaps it was wood, Jake thought, underneath some kind of lacquer. But it didn’t do anything. It didn’t serve any purpose. It just… hung there.
 
                 There was a roll of thunder outside of the apartment, and Jake scooped up the sword hilt quickly, more out of reflex than anything, and rushed to the window. The sky was filled with Heavenly light, a hundred doors open in a ring around the apartment building, and Jake looked up at the sky with wide eyes, his left hand raised to shield his eyes from the overwhelming flood of luminescence. 
 
   The doors didn’t close, as they were supposed to after several seconds, as the angels had left blockers in them. The doors were designed not to close while anything was passing through, and so if something was halfway through, they stayed open until they were clear. The upshot of this was that the light from all the doors was continuously pouring onto the ground below, almost blinding Jake, who was franticly glancing from door to door to door, as Taggers poured out of them.
 
                 Without warning, three Taggers plowed into the back of him, knocking his intangible form through the wall and out into the parking lot outside of the apartment complex. The angels didn’t let go, tumbling with him, clinging to his body and his arms, knocking the sword from his hands with a forcible wrenching of his arm.
 
                 As the four celestial forms fell three stories from Kelly’s apartment, even more Taggers descended from the sky, dogpiling upon the mass of bodies, Max flying down to kick the sword hilt away. All of the Taggers were watching as Max and his team closed in around Jake as he struggled and twisted, trying to wrench free of the two burly angels who were trapping him by his arms. Jake felt like if he turned or twisted any more, he might pull his arms out of his sockets, but maybe that would be better than this. He continued to struggle as Max walked up to him.
 
                 “This is for making me have to come after you a second time, Jake,” Max said as he balled his hand up into a fist and punched Jake in the face.
 
                 Jake groaned as he took the punch then turned to look back and Max, who punched him in the face again. “This is for cutting Maria with a sword.” Again. “And Nhalha.” Again. “Polydorous.”
 
                 Around that point, the angels stopped waiting for Max, and a dozen or so of them circled around him and just starting punching and kicking him. Jake fell to the ground, screaming in pain and agony, trying to shield himself from the relentless assault of blows the angels were raining down upon him.
 
                 For once in his life, Jake Ragar was truly miserable, and for the life of him, he didn’t know why the angels were so mad at him.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 From the field across from the apartment’s parking lot, hidden under the shade of a tree and beneath a tarp designed to camouflage their position, Jake Altford winced as he watched the man they had set up to take the fall for him come plummeting out of the window and onto the black top of the parking area.
 
                 The angels had surrounded the apartment complex with a small force before they opened all the doors in a shock and awe tactic designed to draw him to the window, which it had done. Once they knew exactly where he was, they struck from behind with speed and ferocity so he wouldn’t have a chance to get away.
 
                 Jake flinched as he saw Max punch him the first time, muttering beneath his breath. “Quit showboating, Tagger,” he whispered to himself. “Just do it already.” Max punched him again and again and eventually the angels crowded around and started pummeling the guy they had gotten to take the fall for him, and Jake couldn’t help but feel a little guilty. “Why can’t you just use the sword? Send him back.” The man collapsed into a pile on the ground, and they were still thundering blows down upon him, taking bits and pieces out of his celestial form, but not doing enough damage to send him back yet, simply inflicting as much pain as they could. Jake clenched his hand into a fist and tensed up.
 
                 Bob, who was beneath the tarp with Jake and James, grabbed Jake’s shoulder, holding him still. “Forget it, Jake,” he whispered quietly. “It’s Heaven.”
 
                 The angels took their sweet time, beating Jake Ragar for almost ten minutes before one of the angels descended from the sky, a man of some importance it seemed. Wings unfurled from his back, white and majestic, although they seemed to be more for show than anything, as Jake knew the angels could fly without them. 
 
   The Erelim, Diogenes, closed his wings in behind him, walked over towards the mound of angels and then whistled sharply. The angels backed away although two of them remained, each holding a gnarled mass that had once been one of Jake Ragar’s arms.
 
                 Diogenes looked at the man, who was bleeding Heavenly smoke, no actual blood shed, but it made him look like his body was on fire from the inside. The Captain shook his head. “I wish it hadn’t come to this, but examples have to be made, and I can’t have other people getting ideas in their heads,” he said, matter-of-factly. “We’ll see you in Heaven, Jake, and you can stay there.” His hand brought his sword hilt out, his thumb moving onto the gem with one fluid motion as his arms whipped around, the blade springing to life midswing. The flaming weapon came down in the center of Jake Ragar’s head and cleaved him in half, as the body collapsed into white dust and began to swirl into a void before popping as it disappeared. Diogenes looked at Max intently. “You and your team are going to be there when he gets to the reformation chamber, and you’re going to make sure he’s so doped up, he can’t even so much as spell escape, much less plan and execute one.”
 
                 Max nodded, offering a salute. “Yes sir.”
 
                 Diogenese looked up at the angels, shouting out in a massive voice. “Okay! Everyone back to Heaven! Show’s over!”
 
                 One member of each team began cutting doorways in space, and as quickly as they had arrived, all 77 groups of 7 angels, plus the five Erelim that had come with them, returned back to Heaven. The doors closed behind them one after another, until the entire area was dark once more, with the only light in the area coming from the streetlights in the parking lot, and some various lights on the side of the apartment building.
 
                 The group beneath the tarp remained still for a good fifteen minutes or so after the angels were gone before they pulled the tarp back and rose to their feet, walking out to the parking lot.
 
                 Jake was dressed in civilian clothes, as were Bob and James. With the exception of their slightly glowing auras, they looked like three normal people. Bob had taken a collection of clothes in their sizes from the lockup in Heaven and brought them down. It was nice not to be in togas and tunics, Jake thought, and these clothes had the distinct advantage of turning tangible when they did. 
 
                 Bob and James kept in step with Jake, who walked to the area of the parking lot where the angels had beaten the other Jake for what seemed like ages. “And you’re sure the guy was scum, Bob?”
 
                 Bob nodded, raising his hands. “I can assure you, Jake. It was the worst guy I could find with the same first name as you on such short notice, but he was horrific. He thought he was entitled to everything in the world, so he beat anyone who disagreed with him, he harassed every woman he could find, even raped one…” Bob said with a shiver. “You ask me, he deserved it.”
 
                 Jake sighed softly, crouching down at the area where the other Jake’s form had lain as the angels had kicked it, running his fingertips over the blacktop, unable to take his eyes off of that spot. “I hope so, because they beat that man to death a dozen times over and didn’t let him die.”
 
                 James placed his hand on Jake’s shoulder. “A rapist deserves even worse.”
 
                 Jake nodded. “You’re right.”
 
                 Thirteen hours earlier, Bob had picked up Jake Ragar, a horrific man who just happened to die at a convenient time and share a first name with Jake Altford. Bob had given the man Jake’s toga and tunic, as well as his halo and sword. While halos could not be taken from a person after they’d been placed on someone’s head, they could be given freely, so Jake had given the halo to Bob, and Bob had given it to the other Jake. Then Bob and James had brought Jake Ragar to Kelly’s empty apartment, and told him to wait. 
 
                 Bob had to run some other errands, the Cherub had told the new Jake, and angels would come and get him soon to take him up to Heaven. The loathsome man seemed more bothered by the fact that he had to wait, seeing nothing wrong with his actions over the years. They insisted that he had to wait, otherwise there would be problems, and the man reluctantly accepted this. They had chosen Kelly’s empty apartment to help sell the story just a little bit more. It would give the Taggers the kind of thing they were expecting to see.
 
                 The Cherubim had then taken a bit of cloth from Jake Ragar’s old clothing and given it to Lenny, who had taken it to the Taggers. The Taggers had plugged the scrap into a compass, and eight hours later, they had Jake’s location, simply the wrong Jake, not that they would ever know that.
 
                 Jake had hoped they would consider him so dangerous that they would send him to Heaven and then drug him up so massively, there would never be a chance for Ragar to tell anyone there had been a mistake, because the Taggers considered him too much of a liability in any other state. And he’d been right. The only part Jake hadn’t foreseen was the vicious beating, and he didn’t like how the aftertaste of the violence lingered on him, no matter how much the man had deserved it. The Taggers had been as cruel as they could, lashing out at Ragar with a ferocity that even disturbed James, who had seen more than his share of brutality over the millennia.
 
                 “What now, boss?” Bob asked Jake.
 
                 Jake lifted his fingers from the pavement and moved slowly to his feet, turning to look at them. “Let’s go meet up with Shelly and Randall. I want to discuss a few things, and frankly, as much as that sight made me sick to my stomach, I need to eat something.”
 
                 James offered a weak smile. “Then let us go and partake.”
 
                 Jake nodded. “Bob?”
 
                 The Cherubim lifted part of his shirt and pulled the sword hilt loose. Bob had stolen enough swords so that each of them carried one now, including Bob himself. They had been teaching Bob how to make doors and transport people, and the round little man was a quick learner. They had him do it to get his practice in.
 
                 James and Bob stepped through the door and Jake moved to the door, pausing to look back for just a second. “Damn you, Heaven, for what you’ve made us into,” he sighed, then turned and walked through the door.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Up in Heaven, Max and his team waited in the reformation area for Jake’s body to reform. There was a twenty-minute period between the time a body was completely reformed and when the person woke up, and Max intended to make sure they used it well.
 
                 The reformation area looked like a combination of a cell and a bubble, a semi-transparent dome with gold bars inlaid in it to make it even more durable. Surrounding the bubble was the main Tagger barracks, and many of the Taggers had turned out to watch Jake’s body reform in Heaven. This one man who had given them so much trouble, they all wanted to get a look at him before he was gone for good.
 
                 Smoke swirled and floated inward, tightening in and in until it was distinguishable as the form of a person. Ten minutes later, Jake Ragar’s body lay in the middle of the reformation area. Max and Polydorous lifted the body up and laid it down on a gurney, wheeling it out of the bubble as Yael held the door open for them.
 
                 The body had been strapped to the gurney, and it was surrounded by the seven angel team as they moved it down the corridors, two of the angels holding onto an arm each, another two holding onto a leg each.
 
                 “Amazing how much trouble one man can be, isn’t it?” Yael asked as they nodded to two Taggers who were guarding a very sturdy set of doors. The two guards stopped the group, and two more guards moved out of concealed spaces in the wings to examine the group, and the body they were moving.
 
                 “Let’s not take all day, guys,” Max told them. “We need to get him in there before he wakes up.”
 
                 “I understand that, sir,” the lead guard said, “but you’ll appreciate that to let you do your job, you have to let me do mine.” The guards checked underneath the gurney and checked each member of the team carefully. “All right,” he said, “two of you can escort the body in with two of my men. The rest of you can wait here.”
 
                 “But…” Max started to say.
 
                 “No buts,” the guard replied, cutting him off. “People making exceptions and breaking rules is how we got into this mess in the first place. Now either we do it my way, or you can keep that body for as long as you like. Seeing as he should be waking up in four or five minutes, it’s up to you.”
 
                 Max grumbled, then nodded to Yael. “Alright, let’s go.” The rest of the Taggers stepped back and away, almost glad to distance themselves from the mess this whole situation had snowballed into, as if being even near the unconscious form of Jake disgusted them to their very cores.
 
                 Max and Yael moved with the gurney, and the two guards who had stepped out of concealment moved with them. They pushed Jake’s body into the darkest area of Heaven, one that simply wasn’t very well lit. Everything around them was still white, but the lighting was simply turned down, as the area didn’t see a constant flow of traffic all day every day, like almost every other area of Heaven.
 
                 They looked at the wall as they moved down one corridor then another, before one of the guarded pointed to a section over to the side. The Taggers wheeled the gurney over, and then brought it to a stop.
 
                 The section of wall they moved towards had a number of square doors along its surface, with clear crystalline glass allowing insight to the section’s contents. The guard looked into one, shook his head, moved to the next, looked again and then he nodded affirmatively. “Here’ll do,” he said, as he opened the door. 
 
                 Max moved to the open section of wall and pulled out a metal tray from inside of it, sliding it outward before moving back to the gurney. “On three,” he told Yael. “One, two, three!” They lifted Jake Ragar’s body up and transferred it over to the metal tray, before Max pushed it back into the wall. “You’re a bastard, Jake,” Max said, “and I’m glad you’re in here.” 
 
   He closed the door and then looked to the dial next to it, which had golden numbers written on it ranging from zero to ten, the needle currently pointing to zero. He turned the dial until the needle pointed at ten, and there was a soft hissing sound coming from inside of the chamber. Max leaned his head down and looked inside of the chamber. The air around Jake’s body was slowly being filled with a gold mist. After about five seconds, the mist was so thick, it was nearly impossible to see the top of Jake’s head.
 
   “Ten’s a bit excessive, isn’t it?” Yael asked him.
 
   Max stood upright again and looked her dead in the eye. “You heard the Captain as well as I did. He wanted this man so heavily drugged, he wouldn’t ever be a threat. So we’ve got him on max sedation and he won’t ever bother anyone again.”
 
   One of the two guards nodded at them. “He’ll be safe and sound in here, don’t you worry. You won’t be hearing from Jake Altford again,” he said, as the two guards started to usher them back the way they came.
 
   Yael stopped for a second and looked over her shoulder, down along the walls. There were tens of thousands of chambers just like the one they had put Jake into, running down as far as the eye could see, dozens of rows, one after the other, each with a soul trapped inside of them for all of eternity. This was an area that almost no one ever saw in Heaven. 
 
   The Eternal Slumber.
 
   “We’re nearly full up,” she said. “We’re going to need to build another sleeper block.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Jake, Bob and the three angels had met up in a nice little sleepy café overlooking the Pacific Ocean in a small town called Pacifica, on the outskirts of San Francisco. They were sitting on the patio, looking out as the sun was starting to come up behind them.
 
                 “You think they bought it?” Jake asked, as Bob motioned for the waitress to bring him another cappuccino. 
 
                 “They did,” Bob said. “I doubled up to Heaven real quick while you guys were finding the coffee shop, and nearly every Tagger in Heaven was gathered up in Tagger central, waiting for you, er, him to re-form. They said they were going to put him into cold storage, so he won’t be talking about me, you or anything else.”
 
                 “They must really be afraid of you,” Randall said, his fingers running through Shelly’s hair. “I’ve never even heard of that kind of a processional.”
 
                 Jake shrugged slightly. “They’re not afraid of me, they’re afraid of what I represent. If one guy shows it’s possible to get out of Heaven, they’re worried about more and more people trying it. But if they make a big point about how anyone who leaves Heaven is brought back, the illusion’s safe.”
 
                 “Illusion?” Bob asked, sipping from his cup.
 
                 Jake closed his eyes, let out a deep sigh then opened his eyes once more to look at them. “Okay, let’s talk about the elephant in the living room, then. I think it’s pretty clear that Hell isn’t taking new applicants any more, yeah?”
 
                 Bob bit his bottom lip, then nodded. “I was wondering if you were going to ask about that.”
 
                 James and the other two angels turned to look at Bob with surprise on their faces. “What’s he mean, Bob?” Shelly asked.
 
                 The Cherubim laughed a little bit, looking out at the ocean waves, feeling the cool breeze blowing into his face. “Nobody goes to Hell any more. Not that I can tell, anyway. It’s the big thing the Cherubim just don’t talk about. In my time doing this, I’ve seen all sorts of people. Saints and sinners, saviors and psychopaths, martyrs and mass murderers,” he said, before falling silent for a long moment. “And every single one of them, I’ve been told to bring back to Heaven. I’ve watched the last hours of people who would make you sick with disgust. And not just every so often. A lot more than I think anyone is comfortable admitting. That’s why I told Jake the other Jake was such a horrible person… because I knew that he was. His file told me that much. And I know that for every horrific thing there’s listed in the file I’m given, I can go back and read up on the guy or gal, and there’s a million things more not even listed.”
 
                 “How long has this been going on, Bob?” James asked him.
 
                 Bob shrugged slightly. “As long as I’ve been doing this. I started being a Cherubim in 1967, so it’s been going more than a little while now, obviously. We Cherubim just don’t talk about it. We can bitch and moan to each other about how much of a pain so-and-so was to get up to Heaven, or how paperwork changed where we were supposed to take them right as we were about to drop them off, but nobody says word one about whether or not these people actually deserve to be coming up to Heaven. The entire matter goes unspoken. The answer’s clear to me, though. A lot of them don’t. Way more than I think anyone even realizes.”
 
                 Randall chuckled bitterly. “Maybe Hell’s full.”
 
                 “Maybe,” Jake agreed. “Or maybe it’s something else.”
 
                 “What are you saying, Jake?” James asked him.
 
                 “I don’t know, James,” Jake sighed. “I don’t know what it means, but I know it means something. It’s something we can think about, though, I suppose, what with all the free time we have on our hands now.”
 
                 “Aren’t we going to have to get jobs or something?” Randall said. “I mean, we still need to make money to pay for things, don’t we, unless we want to be sleeping in stolen hotel rooms for the rest of our existence.”
 
                 Bob laughed, waving a hand at him. “I’ve got that covered, kid. See, the Cherubim keep a list.”
 
                 “A list?” James asked.
 
                 “Sure,” Jake said. “The Cherubim may be relaying souls back and forth most of the time, but they sneak off to Earth every now and then, kick back and relax. And they have to pay for all of that somehow.”
 
                 “A Cherubim named Viktor, about three hundred years ago, started compiling a list. Any time he picked up a new soul, he asked them if they had buried treasure or anything they had left behind. Since they weren’t using it, would they mind terribly telling him where it was?”
 
                 Shelly grinned. “No!”
 
                 Bob nodded. “Since then, the Cherubim have been keeping a master list for hundreds of years. Buried treasure, Nazi gold, lost art masterpieces, Swiss bank accounts… we’ve got it all. But we barely touch any of it. Anyway, about twenty years ago, Viktor got tired of compiling the list and having to dispense it any time the Cherubim wanted to have a party down on Earth. So he gave it to me. And since I’ve only had to organize one whole party in that time, I figure we can pretty much use it without worrying about anything.”
 
                 “How much…”
 
                 “Billions. Billions upon billions. We don’t ever have to worry about money, believe you me, sweetheart,” he said to Shelly, that infectious grin spread from ear to ear. 
 
                 James nodded. “That’s good. We have a lot to learn about the how much the world has changed since we’ve been away. And, if the rest of you don’t mind, I would like to travel some. I would like to see this modern world in every way we can.”
 
                 “Oh, I think we’re going to be doing a lot of traveling,” Jake said, as he looked at them, a newly forming smile lighting up his face. “If you guys still want to stay with me, that is.”
 
                 “Kid,” Bob said with a laugh, “I think we’d pretty much follow you to the end of the world. Why, what did you have in mind?”
 
                 Jake slowly rose from his chair and started walking across the street over to the beach. Bob tossed a pair of twenties down on the table, and the four of them moved to follow him, as he moved to a gap in the fence and onto the beach area.
 
                 “Kid?” Bob asked, trying to keep up with him.
 
                 Jake kept moving until he was nearly at the edge of the cliff, a steep drop down to the beach and the water beneath, not that the fall would do anything to him. He looked out at the crashing waves, the smell of tide shifting, his eyes twinkling, turning back.
 
                 “You sure you wanna follow me on this one?” he asked them, that grin almost playful now. “Not too late to back out now.”
 
                 James scratched his chin with a smile. “It’s far too late for us to change our minds now, Jake. We’re with you ‘til the end. Why, what are we doing?”
 
                 Jake turned to look back out at the ocean, then leaned his head back, feeling the breeze blow into him full force. The cool ocean air was refreshing, invigorating. He felt absolutely alive again. He inhaled a deep breath again, then let it out. He looked over his shoulder, and with a wry grin, he told them.
 
                 “Isn’t it obvious? We’re going to go find Lucifer. And we’re going to ask him what the Hell is going on…”
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