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            A World in Chaos

          

        

      

    

    
      In complete darkness, all I can do is listen, and the only sound is coming from footfalls, slowly clacking closer. The rhythmic sound of them reaches my ears every other second and makes me want to scream and fight back, but it’s not time yet.

      Not this time. This time is all about the long game and outmaneuvering a clever enemy.

      There is, however, one thought that begins to calm me. It’s the sound of Brody’s voice.

      I can’t even tell where his voice is coming from.

      That’s how dark it is.

      It’s not just the color of black down here. Where we are, one might as well not even have eyesight. It’s obsidian dark.

      “It’s easy to get into Hell,” Brody says.

      The words echo off cavernous walls along with the sound of footfalls.

      After several more agonizing seconds of deafening clacks, Brody’s words begin again, and they remind me why being in the worst place imaginable is worth risking everything.

      “But if you want to climb back out again and retrace your steps up to the light, that’s the rub,” he finishes.

      A small crimson chemlight snaps on, held in the mallet-sized hands of Jessup, who looks like he’s in his early thirties.

      The glow from the chemlight reveals his face. He’s got the angular features and ripped bulk of a modern-day Achilles with the focused eyes of a combat veteran.

      He’s not really in his thirties. His true age is closer to six thousand. He’s full angel and not to be messed with.

      He holds the chemlight out and reveals Brody, who appears to be in his early twenties.

      He’s donning a reversed ball cap, prosthetic hand, and pops gum inside his stubbled cheeks.

      Brody’s almost as ancient as Jessup but far more youthful and full of curiosity despite how many centuries he’s experienced.

      Both of their faces are in view now.

      “Who are you… Socrates?” Jessup asks, jokingly.

      Brody smirks, ignores the jab.

      “Bet you can’t guess who actually said that. And it wasn’t Socrates for the record,” Brody sniffs.

      “Bet you I don’t give a black cat’s ass,” Jessup replies.

      Jessup hands the chemlight to Dominic, who looks as if he’s in his late twenties.

      He has cerebral eyes but the bearing and build of a circus strongman.

      He’s a tad ‘younger’ than Brody but not by much. He’s pushing fifty-five hundred years of age.

      Dominic shares a glance with the only female member of our little ragtag bunch, Samya. That’s me.

      I’m in my late twenties too, by all appearances. I’ve got green eyes and a tsunami of jet black hair with crimson streaks cascading over the shortened Mossberg shotgun resting under my right arm.

      My demeanor is not the friendly type. I’ve got what’s called an RBF, and I don’t care who thinks ill of that.

      I’m actually the eldest of our group. I’m over six thousand years of age.

      We were all there at the First Holy War, but I was one of the leaders when all this began and our follow-on actions helped lead to our present predicament.

      Dominic lobs the light to me which allows me to look down and see myself.

      I’m outfitted and clad like a S.W.A.T. team member. I’ve got a comms uplink attached to my left ear, two grenades, and skintight bulletproof armor galore.

      Some of my getup is transparent but still bulletproof, for the most part. A heavy-enough round could do some damage. A holy weapon could end me.

      “C’mon, Dom, your guess,” Brody barks. “Who said it?”

      Dominic coughs. He always does that when he’s uncomfortable or disagrees. Confrontation and conflict aren’t his cup of tea.

      If it were up to him, we’d be storytellers instead of warriors. He likes his history, poetry, and fair share of earth’s delights.

      Most of all, though, he likes to give everyone else on our team a hard time for sport. I have to admit that his teasing does lighten the mood.

      “The poet Virgil said it,” Dominic answers.

      Brody smacks his palms together.

      “Hot damn! Give that man a prize,” he says with far more enthusiasm than I’m in the mood for at the moment.

      I’ve never been a fan of the dark.

      The four of us step forward with only the crimson chemlight to guide us, and it glows a mere few feet in front of our steps.

      After what feels like twenty yards, we reach a concrete stairwell.

      Despite not knowing for certain what’s ahead, all four of us slink into the stairwell and begin the climb.

      “Virgil was full of shit,” I add to the discussion against my better judgment.

      I hand the chemlight back to Jessup since he’s taken the lead.

      He nods and turns forward.

      I take up the six.

      “Samya’s right. The man never spent a second in Hell. Purgatory and the outer ring…maybe, but never Hell,” Jessup says.

      Jessup would know. He’s been to the Gates of Hell, along with me. He’s one of the few survivors of a misguided rogue invasion to end Lucifer’s unholy reign.

      When I escaped, I didn’t think any of the rest of our side made it out.

      I thought I was completely alone. I’d been wrong.

      In addition to Michael, there were three archangels, Seraphim, in total, leading the invasion. We fought valiantly but didn’t get to go home afterward.

      We’d disobeyed, which wasn’t enough to get us cast into Hell as had happened to the Fallen Angel we were attempting to defeat. It was, however, enough to get our wings ripped from out of our shoulder blades and given a new purpose.

      I wasn’t thrilled to be left to live outside Heaven for a yet-to-be-determined amount of time, but I was full of guilt and still am. What we did, what we decided on our own, our misguided invasion had not received Heaven’s sanction, after all.

      Dominic glares at Brody.

      “And it’s never easy to get into or out of Hell,” Jessup adds.

      “Yeah, well, I still don’t get it,” Brody says.

      “What’s to get, rookie?” Jessup asks. A long beat of silence passes between them. “They’re down there, we’re up here, guarding the entry points, making certain the rules and accords of the armistice are followed this time. We’re a bunch of hired guns paid by the church to capture escaped souls and send the evil ones on to their punishment in the underworld.”

      Responding to Brody’s look, Jessup becomes firmer in his tone.

      “Now shut your yapper and get fierce or you’ll end up losing your head and get a glimpse of down there firsthand,” he says.

      Jessup’s eyes and those of the others look like shiny cat eyes in the gloomy half-light.

      I watch as our team leader’s gaze surveys the stairwell, which rises to a steel-reinforced door. Jessup slides a target-acquisition monocle over one eye, jiggers a mic, taps his Bluetooth earpiece, and adjusts his lapel camera.

      “How’re we looking, Hines?” Jessup asks over comms.

      A Louisiana drawl follows a snatch of static.

      “As good and happy as a two-tailed bastard of a dog,” Hines replies through a filtered connection.

      Hearing Hines over comms puts me at ease. Knowing that we haven’t been cut off from the tether to our home-base reassures me.

      Not being allowed to go home is painful enough. Finding a second home and building a new family but then losing it in a second round of punishment would be too much.

      “We’re the real bastards,” I add. “They should be afraid of us.”

      The rest of my team smirks and continues trudging up the stairs. They’re even more determined and confident now thanks to my attitude, but the truth is that my thoughts are drifting to the Command Center.

      At the very moment that we’re down here, countless innocent civilians up there in the city above are in even more danger. There’s never truly a fully safe moment anywhere, no matter how well-protected or guarded.

      The enemy isn’t satisfied with dominion over their territory. They want to break the truce as much as I do. They want it all.

      I just want revenge.

      I tap my comms device and get a direct video feed into my left eye of the command center.

      Inside a bungalow at home-base, at this very moment, there’s a pantheon to surveillance overflowing with communications equipment, holographic projection monitors, and banks of hard drives and the best-encrypted server that secret money can buy.

      On a swivel chair in front of a touchscreen monitor sits Hines, a spiky-haired, early twenties IT geek, armaments dude, and all-around electronics wizard. He sucks on a lollipop while simultaneously clocking a touchscreen and the latest issue of US Weekly.

      He’s half-angel, half-human, a Nephilim but with only a modicum of the superhuman and angel abilities he should have. How Nephilim develop is either random or divine, no one knows for sure, but not all Nephilim gain the strengths of both angels and humans.

      Some gain none at all. Some become giants. Hines’s ancestors, his Nephilim ancestors, were a big reason for the Great Deluge.

      Lucifer had been secretly building an army of them and corrupting their minds toward evil.

      Upstairs was having none of it. Nephilim don’t always end up corrupted, though, if they’re raised with kindness and taught the truth.

      Hines’s visual interface is divided in half, and one portion shows the stairwell inside a massive apartment building with myriad rooms and corridors.

      Another section shows an overhead thermal infrared shot of the stairwell. Splotches of bright reds and yellows are visible on the floor in the infrared shot, leading up to the door.

      “Spray pattern ends at the door ‘cause the bed piddler came back,” Hines says.

      “They always come back,” Jessup squawks. “What’s the T.O.D.?”

      Hines scans a yellow post-it stuck to a creased magazine page filled with photos of various blank-faced reality television stars.

      “Time of death was an hour ago, which gives you three minutes,” Hines answers, “before the fucker’s fully ambulatory.”

      Jessup’s eyes shimmer like a cat’s as he motions for the team to pick up the pace.

      Everyone strides up the stairs.

      “Two minutes and fifty seconds,” Hines whispers over comms.

      “No pressure or anything,” Jessup says.

      Hines chuckles and begins humming the opening chords to Queen’s ‘Under Pressure’ as Jessup nears the door.

      “Hear the one ‘bout the suicide bomber and Paradise, Jess?” Hines asks.

      “Would really love it if you didn’t call me ‘Jess,’” Jessup snaps.

      “You hear it, Brody?” Hines asks.

      “Can’t say that I have,” Brody answers.

      “Dom?” Hines asks.

      “Piss off, Halfling,” Dominic barks.

      “Miss Samya?” Hines continues.

      “Try me,” I say.

      What does this son of a bitch think he’s doing, baiting us like that? It’s bad enough he’s doing it at all, but while we’re on a mission is without a doubt the worst possible time for his bullshit.

      We’ve got more important minefields than personal beefs and his need to be recognized as on par with us.

      The more I think about it, the more I want to save some ‘fight’ for clocking Hines when we get back to base. If I get back to base.

      Closer now, Jessup pauses at the door. Instinctively, I crouch down as if somehow that’s safer. Old habits die hard.

      “So, this suicide bomber gets to Paradise, and he’s surrounded by Thomas Jefferson, Patrick Henry, Robert E. Lee, and a whole buttload of other Gentile cats like me. And the bomber’s all like, ‘What the fuck?!,’” Hines says, despite our entire forward operating team not wanting to hear it. “Jefferson just looks at the bomber and says, ‘It’s seventy-two Virginians, not virgins.’”

      Jessup and the rest of our team chuckle at this.

      “One minute, fifty-nine seconds,” Hines says over the HUD, his voice back to a professional tone.

      Jessup leans back and presses on the door which opens to...a long and darkened corridor inside an apartment building.

      The place has a stench of death to it. Something terrible has happened here.

      “The wife and son are up ahead,” Hines warns through the filtered crackling of our comms.

      Jessup and the rest of us crisscross our way forward into the corridor until we reach two dark figures who stand motionless in the middle of the hallway.

      Jessup moves toward them.

      It’s a woman and a boy.

      Hines had called it. The mother and son’s faces are slack and devoid of emotion.

      “Is he here, Ma’am?” Jessup asks.

      The woman points to a door at the other end of the hallway. On its surface are three deep divots from the scratching of a claw of some kind.

      “He won’t be following us, will he?” the woman asks, terror in her voice.

      Jessup shakes his head, reassuring the woman who clutches the boy. Jessup and the rest of us dart past.

      As we charge forward, we see it for the first time: the ragged slits across the throats of the woman and boy. The cuts are deep, angry, and crusted over with the blood that speckles their soiled clothes.

      Brody’s the last to pass right through the spectral figures of the boy and woman. He shivers as it happens.

      “Send him to Hell,” she whispers.

      Down the hallway, Jessup reaches the opposite door, which is wreathed in yellow police tape.

      He unsheathes a Tokarev pistol, a massive Russian hand-cannon, then leans back and fires.

      The door implodes, the Tokarev nosing in, followed by the big angel himself.

      The rest of us file in, weapons at the ready.

      My eyes jitterbug, taking in the ransacked space, the chalk outlines of the woman, the boy on the ground…the closet door across the apartment, where a faint, thumping sound echoes.

      Jessup points at the closet door as Dominic nods. Jessup hand-motions for the rest of us to stand back as he inches across the floor and reaches a hand out to the closet door.

      “One minute remaining,” Hines says over comms.

      Jessup’s pistol comes up as he throws open the door.

      A white blur rockets out of the closet and spins around Jessup to reveal...

      Vic, who’s in his thirties, gaunt features wrapped in a morgue gown that flaps open to reveal his bare ass.

      Vic feints left, dodges Jessup who pivots his pistol in a blur and empties out its clip.

      Orange tracer rounds rip through the room, shattering drywall and brick. The apartment fills with dust and debris as I fire a blast from my gun, disintegrating a chunk of wall.

      Vic runs sideways, drops on all fours, and crawls up a section of drywall toward the front door.

      Brody crouches, leaps up and punches him in the jaw.

      Vic crumples to the ground next to the chalk outlines of the woman and boy as Hines shouts, “Thirty seconds!”

      Jessup trains his gun on Vic who elbows himself up.

      “You’re making this worse than it needs to be,” Jessup says.

      Vic’s head cants, the top of his gown opening to reveal cuts in the shape of a ‘Y’ that snake down his deflated pecs. The kind of pattern that’s left after a medical examiner yanks an organ-tree out over a breastbone.

      “I’ve got a family for chrissakes!” Vic spits.

      “Shame you killed them twelve hours ago,” I say, with anger flowing through my body and into my voice.

      Dominic steps up.

      “Then, four hours ago, you sucked down a bottle of Klonopin,” he says.

      “And seventeen minutes ago, you entered our domain,” Brody adds.

      Vic’s eyes blaze, he knows the jig is up.

      “You’re not sending me down!” he barks. “I’m going to fulfill my pleasures up here where I deserve to be.”

      “He’s fully ambulatory, Jess,” Hines warns. “Time’s up!”

      In a flash of movement, Vic torques his body and runs headfirst into a wall. He plows through sheetrock with a maniac’s speed and strength.

      Jessup takes off in pursuit, galloping like a halfback, shoulder down, gun out, trying to get a clear shot.

      Vic skitters through wall after wall in the low-ceilinged building.

      Terrified tenants shriek.

      Jessup aims at Vic who stumbles into the building’s brick outer wall, nowhere to run as he wheels around. His reddened eyes widen as Jessup bores down on him like a freight train.

      Jessup tackles Vic and slams him through the brick wall with a tremendous crash.

      I think about jumping down to help, but I’d be more in the way at the moment than not.

      Instead, I lean off the edge, train my weapon toward the general vicinity of the dust and debris, and wait for my moment.

      Outside the apartment building, Jessup and Vic plummet two stories in a hail of masonry and twisted rebar, smashing into an alley.

      Jessup wheels around and pulls his sidearm on the abomination that was Vic Jacobs until a short time ago.

      The orange hue of dawn creeps into the alley, illuminating Vic, who presses a busted bottle to the neck of a homeless man. He draws a tiny drop of blood.

      “I’ll take him with me if you don’t drop the fucking gun!” Vic screams.

      Jessup keeps his pistol pointed at Vic’s head.

      I try to get a clear shot but can’t. The homeless man doesn’t deserve to be collateral damage.

      “Careful, Vic,” Jessup begins, “I’ve got enough holy rounds in this sucker to go psycho on your soul.”

      Vic brings the bottle over his head, ready to plunge the sharp end into the innocent bystander’s head.

      “Go to Hell, motherfucker!” he shouts.

      I still can’t get a clean shot. The homeless person is directly in my line of sight.

      Technically, we’re allowed collateral damage, but I’m not okay with that in any way shape or form. We’re here to protect them. If we fail at that, then what good are we, really?

      “You first,” Jessup says.

      Vic’s eyes widen as Jessup fires directly at the hostage with holy rounds that will pierce right through him and into Vic.

      Jessup is less hesitant about what happens to those in close proximity to our battles. He believes that saving multiple lives is worth having to let a few along the way become casualties of war.

      He’s the only one in the group with that philosophy. It’s part of why he’s the team leader now. He’s never failed a mission, unlike me, because he’s always been willing to do whatever it takes to defeat the enemy even if it means innocent people dying.

      I don’t agree, but it’s hard to contend with his success rate.

      Vic jerks his human shield to the right and avoids the blast, but it’s a mistake.

      I’ve got line of sight now.

      I fire a single shot from above, sending brimstone down on the motherfucker.

      Right as the holy round is about to plummet into him, though, Vic looks up. That shouldn’t be possible. How can he know that I’ve fired so quickly? How could anyone respond that fast? Something’s off. A recently deceased human turned demon shouldn’t know how we operate.

      Vic swings the innocent homeless person around to block my shot.

      The round continues streaking, almost in slow motion, on a beeline for him. Right as it’s about to pierce through the bystander, the round splits apart into two separate flechettes, pointed steel projectiles with vaned tails for stable flight, that bend around his head and slam into Vic’s face, ripping it to shreds.

      His body reels back, and bursts of dark light erupt from his eye sockets!

      Vic’s body twitches and then crumbles into pixelated cubes that sizzle on the asphalt like burnt animal flesh.
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      A side door swings open and slams into the side of the building to reveal Dominic and Brody.

      They’ve made their way back through the apartment building and out into the alley.

      “Right on time,” Jessup jokes.

      “Looks like you didn’t need us,” Dominic replies.

      Jessup looks up to me.

      Dominic and Brody follow his eyes.

      Their gaze lands on me.

      “It was all Samya,” Jessup explains. “She got him.”

      I appreciate the acknowledgement but I’m not in this for accolades.

      Jessup knows that.

      He knows I want revenge and justice for what these fuckers have done to the ones I love, for what they did to Michael.

      From Jessup’s perspective, however, he wants me to aim for more than the satisfaction of vengeance.

      It’s his opinion that I can be more, that I can do more than our former leader, Michael the archangel did, but he’s never been specific about what exactly he has in mind.

      He’s always a bit cryptic like that.

      He thinks others should just know what he means when he only says a few words.

      I tend to disagree. I want clarity.

      Still, I appreciate that he’s given credit where credit is due.

      With the team’s eyes still trained on me, I hook in a small stake to the side of the apartment building, attach my carabiner, and rappel down to the alley.

      My feet smash into the ground, stirring up dust.

      I march over to the scene of the crime and look down at Vic’s shattered face.

      He’s barely recognizable at this point.

      Dominic retrieves a palm-sized, funky-looking and oddly-shaped containment grenade from a pouch on his Kevlar vest.

      Close up, the grenade appears to be made of glittering and translucent material.

      Sirens wail in the distance as I take and place the grenade on the ground.

      In less than a second, every pixelated piece of Vic Jacobs gets sucked inside it in a plume of golden mist.

      Once the deed is done, I peer in closer than I should.

      On the inside of the grenade, there’s movement. Vic’s soul is trapped like a firefly in a bottle.

      On Jessup’s command, the rest of the team disappears down the alley and heads for our ride.

      I turn and face the homeless person who had been held hostage.

      I shoot him the most intimidating glare I can muster.

      I’m not usually the type to try and fluster someone, but it’s my turn to clean up.

      I prefer to simply take action and get it done.

      This person doesn’t deserve that kind of treatment, though. He’s only caught up in a war he knows nothing about and is probably about to wet himself.

      Besides, he has warm eyes and doesn’t scare when I step toward him.

      I need to calm him down, so he can sleep at night…at some point.

      “Wh—who are you?” he stutters.

      “The ones who watch,” I say.

      “Watch what?” he asks.

      “Do you really wanna know?”

      “U-uh, I-I’m not sure,” he answers. “Should anyone know?”

      I smirk and step in close, making sure to let my sidearm that splintered Vic’s face dangle in front of my waist.

      “You don’t,” I reply. “Now disappear, and if you ever hear anyone ask about this, slip out of the room and don’t chime in. If you ever get asked directly, say nothing. Say you were out of it, hungover. Anything you want. But don’t tell them anything else. We’re here to protect you. That’s all that matters. Am I coming across clearly, or do I need to rant and do this the hard way?”

      “I-I think I’ve got it,” he says and starts to shuffle in the opposite direction.

      As he shuffles away, though, I notice his torn boots that have holes in them.

      There’s that feeling again. I never know when it’s going to hit.

      The guilt, the empathy for all the innocents who know so little and still get caught in the maelstrom.

      They deserve better.

      I’m not supposed to do this, but I can’t help myself. I stop him and pull out a wad of petty cash that was originally meant to buy intel on Vic.

      We didn’t need it, as it turned out, but HQ doesn’t need to know that.

      As far as they’re concerned, I’ll be filing a report that multiple sources were difficult and demanded more than the usual.

      I slip the cash into the left breast pocket of his tattered camouflage fatigues.

      This close to him, I can tell that the fatigues are old and worn.

      On his inner wrist, I spot a tattoo. It’s an image of three wolves to the top right of a crest with a skull on the bottom left and a Marine Corps emblem in the center. He’s a veteran.

      “Thank you,” he says. “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I want to,” I say. “And I’ll do more. If I can. When I have time. I’m sorry, but I have to go right now. You live around here?”

      He chuckles.

      “I live wherever I can find some peace,” he answers. “There’s too much war in the world. Peace is all I’ve ever wanted. Got a name?”

      “I’m Samya,” I say. “It’s best if I don’t know your name, though. The less involved you are, the safer you are.”

      “I go by—” he begins to answer.

      I cut him off.

      “Thanks,” I say. “But don’t tell me, please. Do you think you can stay within a five-block radius? I’ll find you later if that’s okay.”

      He nods and saunters off.

      I chase after my team.

      They’re hustling down the alley through a soot-stained fog-bank, so I pick up my pace faster than I should.

      The Order trained us not to spend unnecessary energy, but I don’t want to have to explain why I was delayed. The last thing I need is a lecture from Jessup.

      The standing protocol is that we leave no witnesses in our fight against death unless they provide the potential for ongoing source intel or assistance.

      We’re supposed to end them or erase their memories, depending on the situation.

      In my opinion, however, FUCK THAT!

      The world should know about the danger that lurks beneath. They should be prepared, but I’m not in charge, not anymore, so I don’t get to make those decisions.

      I handle my part of the battle and let the fancy folk make policy.

      This is always the hard part, and now I’m going to have to come up with some excuse as to why I didn’t wipe the bystander’s memory like I’m some kind of G-man disappearing into the night and covering up a conspiracy.

      The truth is that I am part of covering up something pretty big, but it’s not a conspiracy.

      It’s more like a threat that if exposed would cause worldwide panic and collapse society.

      It’s not my prerogative to decide what’s known to the public and what’s not.

      Perhaps I should follow the rules and just obey every order I’m given.

      I failed as a leader once, and the ones we answer to now know that.

      Perhaps I should have wiped the homeless man’s memory.

      That’s the problem with free will. You never know how a choice is going to turn out.

      Hindsight’s not only twenty-twenty. It’s a bitch as well.

      I’m too personally invested and afraid of making the wrong choice again to take on the responsibility of making the ‘right’ choice.

      Once I’m caught up with the rest of the team, I take a moment to slow down and catch my breath.

      As I do so, my eyes dart up and take in the skyline.

      The tops of French and Spanish Creole architecture stretch out across the cityscape. The two tallest buildings rise like horns on some great beast.

      The place where decisions get made, the Saint Louis Cathedral, is just out of sight and appears farther away than it is. It watches over the city in the same way we do. That’s where The Order is operating out of in this part of the world, keeping tabs on incursions and demonic threats.

      Right in front of us is an amusement park.

      Tourists and residents alike have fun and games on the surface while we confront death in the underbelly.

      It’s in moments like this one that I wonder if I should thank the ones I hate.

      They took everything that mattered to me and gave me purpose, but, if I ever get the chance, I WILL END THEM!

      The enemy also indirectly gave me a reason not to worry about going too far and making sure I made it home safe at night.

      Maybe that will change one day, but I’m afraid of it because it might make me less effective and deadly.

      At this point, I’ll risk biting the bullet to make certain that we win and not them. Judge me, hate me, but don’t underestimate me. I will fight back.

      The team’s footfalls interrupt my thoughts and pull me back into the moment.

      They’re moving to an armor-plated black Suburban with a bumper sticker that says, ‘Angels Watch Over Me.’

      Dawn has broken, and the sun caresses the horizon.

      Once everyone’s inside, I notice Brody glaring at the ‘grenade.’

      He pulls out a hunk of white chalk and begins scrawling.

      He marks an ‘X’ on the bare metal of the Suburban’s metal floor, right next to hundreds of other ‘X’s.’

      This ritual is familiar to me, and I know it by heart.

      I don’t even need to watch to know that next they’ll shout victory in unison and mark the battle physically and emotionally.

      They do this every time.

      I love it, I do, but today, something about the vet who got caught up in our crossfire and almost died weighs on my mind and makes me wonder if I’m really on the right path.

      ‘Am I doing it right?’ is not something a special operator should be thinking about while in combat against the armies of Hell, and we’re always in combat.

      Still, there’s a feeling poking at me that I can’t push away.

      I don’t know what it is yet, but this battle wasn’t just another smash and grab.

      There’s something different about what went down, and I need to know why.

      I’m not sure why it feels so important to me just yet, but there was something about that split second when Vic stared me right in the eye when he shouldn’t have been able to know I was about to blast him to smithereens.

      That odd little moment is getting to me.

      Something’s changed, and I have to know what’s behind it.
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      On the city streets, the Suburban coasts through wounded sections of town. Abandoned warehouses, empty docks, and graffiti-covered concrete walls litter the landscape.

      Parts of the city are up and coming again. Other parts have been left neglected.

      New Orleans is known for its distinctive French and Spanish Creole heritage, which has resulted in a strong Roman Catholic tradition.

      The city’s architecture, Cajun and French and Spanish Creole cuisine, its history as the birthplace of jazz, Mardi Gras, and cultural heritage has led to nicknames, such as the Crescent City because of the flow of the Mississippi River through and around the territory, the Big Easy from its history as a relative place of ease for musicians to find work in the early twentieth century, and the City that Care Forgot due to the outwardly easy-going and carefree nature of residents.

      The city is officially named after the Duke of Orleans, who reigned as a Regent for Louis XV.

      The Roman Catholic Archdiocese of New Orleans is the second-oldest diocese in the United States. Our Lady of Prompt Succor and Saint Louis, former King of France, are the patron saints of the archdiocese.

      The most well-known church in the New Orleans Archdiocese is the Saint Louis Cathedral that fronts the Spanish Plaza de Armas, Jackson Square, built in 1718. The modest building has suffered destruction from fires several times in the past.

      Most streets in the city span out from a central point.

      The Suburban stalks along Canal Street. We make our way along Rampart Street in the French Quarter. We rush right past the Saint Louis Cathedral. We’re not going there yet. Our current destination is the outpost, aka our fiefdom.

      We pass by large antebellum homes, Creole cottages with large courtyards and intricate iron balconies, more than one European-style Catholic cemetery, and countless French Creole homes that have broad roofs extending over porches, wooden columns, and French doors with small panes of glass.

      We come upon low-rise bungalows with lofts and sloping roofs.

      We pass by ‘shotgun houses,’ which have narrow rectangular shapes.

      We’re close to home base now.

      We turn down a street full of bungalows and slow down.

      When we reach the oldest one on the street, the Suburban rolls to a halt close to the sidewalk, and we wait for the signal.

      Our bungalow has seen better days. It wouldn’t hurt to have a home and garden makeover at some point.

      One, two, three, one, two, three, I count in my head. I hate being out in the open and unmoving like this.

      It makes us an easy target. As far as recent intel reports indicate, the enemy hasn’t found our home base, but I’m not a fan of sitting still for too long.

      Sure, we’re safe at the moment, until we aren’t.

      That’s the advantage of an ambush. In the very spot you think is safest, they can strike first before you even have a chance to take up defenses.

      By the time you’re in a position to fight back, they’ve already done enough damage to have an edge.

      One, two, three, one, two, three, I continue counting in my head to calm my nerves.

      I can’t help but nervous in moments like these.

      The need to double check that we haven’t been compromised is important. I get that, but this always takes longer than it should.

      One, two, three, one, two, three.

      A loud buzzing resonates from the comms uplink at the front of the Suburban. FINALLY!

      Jessup turns the Suburban into a small side driveway that leads to the backyard.

      The ground lifts up, revealing an underground ramp.

      We pull in and drive down into the underground garage that’s nestled beneath the bungalow.

      After disembarking from the Suburban, Jessup leads us up a spiral staircase that ends at a dimly lit hallway, marked by rooms with no doors, a few beds, stacked spec ops gear, and windows covered by metal sheets that are riveted into the studs.

      In the middle of the hallway stands Hines. His arms are crossed over his barrel chest as he grins from ear-to-ear.

      He doesn’t carry a weapon like the rest of us, which is ill-advised in my opinion.

      You never know when an infiltration or compromise could occur.

      “If Jesus could cure a blind person, why not cure blindness itself?” Hines asks.

      “Is that another riddle?” Jessup asks, annoyed.

      “Nope,” Hines says. “Reason one-hundred and twenty-two that parables baffle me. A good chunk of it doesn’t make sense to me.”

      “Doesn’t our very existence as a team and the mission we’re tasked with give you enough reason to pause in wonder,” Jessup begins as he holds up the grenade containing Vic’s remains, “and doesn’t the fact that I’m holding a man’s damned soul in my hand weigh rather heavily against your admittedly humorous, but anecdotal lack of faith?”

      “I said the Bible doesn’t make sense, bud, not the hereafter,” Hines says, defending himself.

      “Difference without distinction,” Dominic adds to the discussion.

      “Oh, what do you care anyway?” Hines asks. “Despite what we do to protect humanity, you don’t even like people.”

      “True,” Dominic replies, “but I hate unsupported arguments even more.”

      I breeze past Hines who searches for support from Brody. I want nothing to do with this debate. I already have my reasons for signing up. I don’t need their justifications.

      “Bro?” Hines says to Brody.

      “C’mon, dude, you know what happened the last time we started taking sides in these theological donnybrooks,” Brody says as he mimics a plane, or possibly an angel, crashing to the ground.

      The team trudges down the hall into the operations room, where Jessup tosses the grenade to Hines.

      Hines holds it up while tapping on its side.

      “Hey there, Mister Jacobs,” he says, “you sick, murdering fucko.”

      Hines pockets the grenade.

      He then retrieves and tosses a bank-bag to Jessup.

      “Our thirty pieces of silver,” Hines says. “Not that you wouldn’t do the job anyway.”

      Jessup opens the bank-bag which brims with paper currency.

      “Not bad for one mission,” he says. “Got ‘em to pay us in Euros this time too. Good work, little guy.”

      “I’m not little,” Hines says, gesturing down at his bulk.

      “Wasn’t meant as a snide,” Jessup replies. “It’s a manner of speech. I mean it. Good work. See, this is why you sit at my right hand. Always thinking ahead. If only the other angels on the team would take a hint and be forward-thinking like you, we’d be in good shape.”

      “Always plannin’ the next operation too,” Hines replies. “Which is why I must remind you ‘bout our four o’clock op meeting.”

      Jessup’s face falls as he slumps in a chair, exhausted.

      “Count me out,” he says.

      “But Father Cote—” Hines begins to say but gets interrupted.

      Jessup waves a hand.

      “The good Father doesn’t tell me what to do,” Jessup says. “Why do you think I demand we all get what’s owed us? Who’s to say the church will still be around in a hundred or even ten years? We’ll still be here, though, fighting and holding back the onslaught. We’re going to need our sustenance if that comes to pass.”

      “As long as Father Cote is paying the bills,” Brody counters. “We need to keep ourselves in check. Don’t you think?”

      “Yeah, well, you guys can handle this one without me,” Jessup says.

      “And why is that?” Dominic asks.

      “Because our glorious leader has to take care of his...personal needs,” I answer, teasing Jessup.

      I offer him a slight smile that isn’t returned as he stands and exits the operations room.

      He heads straight for the tactical armory, which is stocked with spider silk body armor, all manner of weaponry, and containers similar to the grenade meant for capturing our targets.

      I follow close by, just far enough back to let him think he’s slipped away.

      Inside the armory, Jessup sheds his black Nomex bodysuit, revealing scarred muscles that are tense from the battle, his massive rear deltoids covered in sweat, a plethora of intricate tattoos that cover half his skin.

      Archaic script and symbols that pay homage to ancient times run from the top of his shoulders to his lower back and just a bit below his waistline.

      I notice two raised sections of welted flesh beneath both his shoulder-blades. It’s as if he was once inked by the Russian mafia and had wings that were ripped out of his body.

      Only, he really did have wings yanked from his flesh.

      He shucks his bodysuit, slips on a bulletproof vest, and dons a uniform shirt marked ‘A-1 Bail Bonding’ with his name stenciled on the front.

      It’s a goofy cover, but he once told me he picked it because he feels like a bail bondsman who really only temporarily saves people who eventually get locked up anyway.

      My gut feeling is he has more in common with those on our side who desire to break the truce and go on the offensive.

      “We’re going to be lost at the meeting without you,” I say, startling him a bit.

      He doesn’t flinch. It’s just that his quick glance over his shoulder makes it clear he didn’t know I was watching.

      “I keep telling you guys, separation anxiety isn’t fatal,” he says with a subtle smirk.

      I smirk right back at him. Who the fuck does he think he is, trying to one-up me?

      I saunter closer to him but stop short. I’m not giving in that easily.

      “I’m serious,” I say. “This isn’t a joking matter.”

      “What exactly are you serious about?” he asks, despite knowing full well what I mean.

      “That we need you,” I answer reluctantly.

      “By ‘us,’ you mean the team?” he asks.

      I glide across the distance between us to within a few inches of him. I can tell by the way he blinks that my aggressiveness flusters him.

      “Not really,” I confess. “I need you there.” I place a hand on Jessup’s arm and squeeze firmly. “I read something else, where a person once said that free will is bullshit because people always choose the path of greatest pleasure.”

      “Is that so?” he asks.

      I smile slyly.

      “That’s what I’ve heard or read,” I say. “Can’t remember for sure.”

      We exchange a look, and then our bodies collide.

      I resist for an instant, but then we give into desire at the same moment.

      My hands strip off his bulletproof vest and shirt.

      Then, I begin running my fingers along his chest and down his firm sides. I push in closer and pin him against the wall.

      I flick my tongue against his lips and pin his wrists to his sides.

      Our lips lock in a hard embrace and meld together like rolling waves rippling against one another in perfect harmony.

      We moan together as our tongues flirt.

      I yank his boxers down a bit and press my hips to his.

      He coaxes me up by wrapping his massive arms around the bottom of my buttocks and pulls me higher.

      Lifted off the ground and entirely vulnerable in his grasp, he spins me around, rips my bullet-proof vest off, and runs his hands over the contours of every inch of my skin.

      I rip my pants down and smack him across the jaw. I hadn’t planned on doing that. It just sort of happened.

      He grins. He likes it.

      He grasps my flesh with more ferocity and desire than before.

      Then, he spins me back around.

      Our faces press against one another.

      With my legs wrapped around him, he lowers me down onto a metal table.

      Together, we push bullets, ammo cartridges, and knives to the ground.

      He rips my bra apart and flicks it away with a single motion.

      I like it, but this is all going in a direction too far from what I want. I pull back.

      Jessup has been pressing for us to be exclusive. In principle that’s fine, but after what happened with the archangel Michael, I avoid monogamy.

      The last thing I need is to spend centuries full of guilt that I didn’t just let down my leader but that I also let down my sole lover.

      I have only two rules when it comes to intimacy. I will not be tied to just one person, and any man or angel I’m with can’t be with other people as long as we’re together.

      Jessup wants to break both of my rules.

      “Something wrong?” Jessup asks.

      I sneer at him.

      Of course there’s something wrong. He knows my terms, and he wants to have it his way and his way alone.

      I’d be willing to discuss, but he won’t even do that.

      “This is a mistake,” I say.

      Jessup grimaces.

      “Just this once,” he says.

      “I’m not giving in that easily,” I reply. “I know your tricks.”

      “Your loss,” he says and begins pulling his boxers back up and snapping his belt buckle.

      “So, the meeting?” I ask.

      “Not going,” he says.

      “I’m serious,” I say. “This isn’t a joking matter or a personal matter. You need to be there.”

      Jessup ignores my plea and slings a duffel bag over his left shoulder.

      I stop him with a ‘don’t you dare’ look.

      “Word on the street is that the creepy-crawlies down under might be planning something big and it got me thinking about—well—about before,” I say as I lean in close and let my gaze smoke into his crisp brown eyes. “You ever think about the past, J? About when He cast us down? When our wings were singed, and we fell like stars through the sky?”

      “Next time do me a favor and be more melodramatic, okay,” he replies. “And we didn’t actually float down through the sky. In case you’re forgetting, we were already down below. That was the problem in the first place. We weren’t supposed to be down there. Rules, Samya. That’s why we follow the rules. So that we don’t make that mistake again.”

      He tries to brush past, but I throw my well-defined and toned arm out, stopping him cold.

      I then stroke his left elbow playfully.

      He pays me the courtesy of stopping to listen to the last thing I have to say before he takes off, at least.

      “What’s wrong with you?” I ask. “It’s like you don’t even want to be part of this anymore.”

      “I’m running late for something more important than an idiotic meeting,” he says. “It’s pressing.”

      “What would you say to someone who told you it’s tragic to spend your years with a pair of mortals?” I ask.

      “I’d tell them, or you in this case, it all comes down to free will,” he answers and takes a deep breath. “Which is the reason I started fighting in the first place.”

      He then places his firm hand on my arm and moves it aside and out of the way as he exits the tactical armory.

      He’s not getting off that easy, though. He didn’t notice, but I placed a tracker on the back of his left arm when I stroked his elbow.

      I’m following him until I find out what he’s been up to.
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      I hope that I’m not wrong for sneaking around and keeping tabs on my teammates. It would be nice to know that I’m not being judged for it.

      Forgiveness has always been a bit out of my reach, but if others can find it in themselves to grant it to me, then, even though I don’t deserve it, I greatly appreciate it.

      I get that it’s questionable to keep tabs on my current leader, but I hate being out of the loop, and if his ‘more important’ meet is as pressing as he’s expressed, I’m not going to sit idly by and hope that not knowing the full picture doesn’t come back to bite me in the ass later.

      If I’d known the full picture during the First Holy War, I might have made different decisions. A selfish love blinded me at the time, but I’d like to think I had it within me to consider other options.

      The only way to know for sure is to face an equally impossible choice in the future. Part of me longs for it. Another part dreads it.

      What if I do make the wrong decision again? What does that say about me?

      Hindsight is never honest, and foresight isn’t one of my angelic gifts. Visions have never been granted to me up to this point.

      One day, maybe, I hope they will be. I hope to earn it at the very least.

      I’m perched atop a ledge just above where Jessup sits and waits in an idling SUV outside a rundown apartment building.

      A bus pulls up to the sidewalk, and a beautiful young woman, Amy, hops out and heads up to the apartment entrance. I’ve seen her before.

      She was an innocent civilian who’d witnessed one of our battles. It had been Jessup’s turn to wipe the memories of witnesses and innocent bystanders.

      Looks like I’m not the only one who has difficulty with being a loner. It also looks as if he might have broken his own rules.

      Jessup slips out of the SUV and catches up to Amy. He kisses her on the cheek, causing her to smile.

      She starts to say something, but Jessup puts a finger to his lips and makes a hush sound.

      They enter the apartment building without a word spoken.

      Apparently, Jessup didn’t wipe her memory. It’s possible he simply reached out to her afterward and re-introduced himself, but I doubt it.

      It’s more likely that he used his heroics to woo her. His pride would never allow him to miss a chance to seduce someone through admiration of his exploits.

      From my ledge, I watch through a window as they enter a third-floor apartment.

      Amy pours two glasses of red wine and lights a candle on the kitchen table.

      Jessup ignores the wine and stands in front of a sink. He glances at the dirty dishes and begins washing them by hand.

      His eyes are glassy, though, and it seems like his mind is elsewhere.

      I tap a bio-enhanced microchip that’s surgically implanted into my neck and hidden behind my right ear. Angelic powers combined with modern technology make me more of a force to be reckoned with than ever before. Besides, this way, I can hear what Jessup and his mistress are saying.

      Amy comes up behind and swats Jessup with a towel. He doesn’t react.

      “Tough day rounding up the bad guys?” she asks.

      Jessup shoots her a sideways look.

      “You ever think that time’s passing us by, Ames?” he asks.

      “Oh, you’re not having an existential crisis, are you?” she asks. “You’re much sexier when you’re overconfident, and you do have the power to back it up.”

      He glares at her with a mix of kindness and melancholy in his eyes.

      “Sometimes it seems like a million years ago when we first met,” he replies.

      “Which is weird because I don’t think you’ve aged a bit since our first date,” Amy says. “Wish I had angel blood.”

      Jessup stares into the sink.

      “You know what I remember about that day?” he asks, ignoring her comment. “Going home afterward and telling myself over and over to keep quiet because I was scared I’d ask too many questions and find out something I didn’t like about you. At the same time, I was worried you’d ask too many questions.”

      “That’s silly,” Amy replies. “I accept you as you are no matter what skeletons you have in the closet.”

      “No, it isn’t silly. When you find someone special, you don’t ask too many questions, or they have an opportunity to wise up and change their mind about everything. There are things I don’t want you to know.”

      “There’s nothing I’d change about a single moment,” Amy says.

      Then she leans in close and kisses Jessup on the lips. It’s a short but passionate embrace.

      “I think I’m done with the job,” Jessup says. “I might have to be, or we can’t see each other anymore.”

      “I’ve heard that before. I’m keeping track,” Amy says and scoffs. “This is ‘I’m going to leave it all behind’ moment number twelve.”

      Jessup puts the dishes down.

      “I mean it this time. It’s getting more dangerous, and I can’t risk you being caught in the crossfire. Things are happening that are beyond my control, and I think I should get out. I want more time doing things like this. I want to have coffee in public. I want to go out and be seen with you. I want pictures in this home of me. I don’t want to hide what and who I am. I deserve to be myself and stop pretending like I’m just another guy.”

      “I prefer a little privacy. It’s part of why I’m drawn to you,” Amy says. “But whatever you decide, I’ll be behind you a hundred percent.”

      Jessup smiles, drapes an arm around Amy.

      The two of them intertwine and run their hands over each other’s skin.

      “I have to choose,” Jessup confesses. “My responsibility to fight or my personal desires. It’s time to choose what’s best for me.”

      “Don’t do this,” Amy pleads.

      Jessup places his right hand on her forehead and closes his eyes.

      A burst of energy emanates from his palm.

      A second later, Amy steps back.

      “Who are you?” she asks. “How did you get into my home?”

      Jessup frowns and saunters to the front door without responding.

      “Do I know you?” Amy asks.

      “No,” Jessup lies. “I’ve made a mistake. This is the wrong home.”

      Although I’m sorry for Amy and even Jessup, I’m not at all pleased with the hypocrisy.

      Jessup is the one who forbids me from raising my son because of his rules, the very same rules that he’s breaking at this moment.

      How many times has he done? How many more precious moments could I have spent with my son?

      I’m done following the rules of a hypocrite.

      If our team leader is going to risk exposure to see a loved one, then so can I.

      I’ll have to be more careful about it and make certain no one is tailing me, but my mind is made up.

      I take the fire escape down the side of the building and head in the direction of the school district.
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      From the sidewalk, I look up and down the street as children stream out of a Catholic middle school through double doors under the watchful eyes of priests and nuns.

      My heart almost leaps out of my chest when I spot Noah. He’s fourteen with a mop of sandy hair hanging in his face. His eyes are dark like mine, he’s taller than the other kids his age, and he possesses a gracefulness in his stride that’s befitting a wizened sage.

      I’m beginning to worry that his Nephilim blood will manifest soon, and he’ll be thrust into a war that I want as far away from him as possible.

      He deserves a happy childhood. I want a better life for him, but if he does become powerful and develop the strengths of both human and angel, I’ll have no choice.

      I’ll have to teach him everything. My hope is that I won’t have to make that decision for a while yet.

      He clutches his backpack, slides through the mob of students, and darts across the street.

      I look both ways and cross to the other side.

      “Noah,” I cry out.

      He wheels around and smiles when his eyes meet mine. He runs over, kisses my cheek, and rummages in his backpack.

      After several excruciating seconds, he pulls out a stack of wrinkled and stapled papers and hands them to me.

      I peruse the first page of the paper, which is marked by a ‘D’ in red ink in the upper right corner.

      “A ‘D,’” I say. “How’d you get a ‘D’ on a religion paper?”

      “Because the stuff you told me about was made up,” Noah answers.

      “No. It wasn’t,” I reply.

      “Uh-huh,” he retorts. “Father James read from the Book of Revelations—”

      I interrupt him. “Revelation, kiddo. No ‘s’ on the end there.”

      “Whatever,” Noah says. “There wasn’t anything in the book about the archangel Michael trying to invade Hell after Lucifer fell from Heaven, and Father James looked really pissed—”

      “Language!” I spit.

      “Mad,” he says, correcting himself. “He looked really mad and asked me where I heard about an invasion of Hell, and I said I heard it from my babysitter.”

      I’m not his babysitter. I’m not allowed to watch him anymore either.

      That’s all going to change now that I’ve discovered Jessup breaking his own rules.

      I did, however, pretend for years that I was his nanny so that I could be close to him.

      That was before the hypocritical Jessup called me out on it and threatened to force me off the team.

      I could have fought it, but my ex couldn’t keep a secret, and when the rest of the team found out I’d lied about giving up Noah to a blind adoption so even I wouldn’t know where he was, everyone sided with Jessup.

      Hence, the final straw that led to Jessup being the team lead.

      Jessup was right about one thing, though. We can’t let the demons become aware of our offspring.

      The Nephilim are the children of the ‘sons of God’ and the ‘daughters of men’ who are half-angel and half-human.

      An ancient verse runs through my mind. ‘The Nephilim were on the earth in those days—and also afterward—when the sons of God went into the daughters of humans, who bore children to them. These were the heroes that were of old, warriors of renown.’ Genesis Chapter Six, Verses One through Four. The sons of God being fallen angels.

      In Noah’s case, however, I’m a ‘daughter of God’ and lay down with a ‘son of men.’

      Noah is unknowingly a son of an angel and a man. There’s no telling how he’ll turn out.

      The Book of Enoch Chapter Seven, Verse Two speaks of the parallelism in their divine nature combined with human nature, inferring that the Nephilim are superhuman beings.

      The footnotes in the Jerusalem Bible also suggest that the Nephilim are a superhuman race.

      How a Nephilim develops and whether he or she grows superhuman powers is a matter of random chance or divine destiny, as history has shown.

      Some become giants. Others are mere mortals.

      Most turn evil, hence the Deluge, also known as the Great Flood in the time of Noah’s ark. They’re more akin to fallen warriors than fallen angels.

      The fact that Nephilim have the potential for great power serves as a temptation to the forces of evil.

      The biggest unknown when it comes to my son, though, is how such a child will manifest his nature when the angel is his mother.

      The Book of Enoch and the Book of Jubilees connects the Nephilim directly with fallen angels, in particular, the egrḗgoroi—Watchers. That’s us.

      “I fear ye will not indeed agree to do this deed, and I alone shall have to pay the penalty of a great sin,” I mutter under my breath.

      “What’s that?” Noah asks.

      “Nothing, love,” I say. “I was just distracted, thinking about something that you don’t need to worry yourself with right now. Tell me more about school.”

      I’m not even supposed to see Noah at all. It puts the team at risk and could alert the enemy to a potential half-human, half-angel.

      I’ve grown less and less used to the sound of calling myself that. To humans, the word angel has a gentle sound to it, even peaceful.

      I’m anything but peaceful, though. When I was under Heaven’s grace, I was feared.

      If I were to tell a random person who I am now, I imagine they would think of me as some kind of guardian angel. I don’t even know where that moniker came from.

      We certainly are guardians, in a way, but we are most certainly not here on earth to be peaceful.

      Nor, are we meant to build families and lives for ourselves.

      We have a responsibility. We have to make amends.

      After finding out what Jessup’s been doing with Amy, though, I’ll do as I please. He’s one to judge.

      “And,” Noah says, interrupting my thoughts. “A-and, well…” His voice trails off.

      “And what?” I ask.

      “And,” Noah begins, “he asked if you were smoking drugs.”

      I suppress a smirk.

      “I’m not smoking drugs,” I say and laugh.

      “Are you sure?” Noah asks.

      “I think I’d know.”

      “Well, ‘cause of what you told me I have to write another paper on some guys named ‘Dante’ and ‘John Milton,’” he says.

      “The Divine Comedy and Paradise Lost?” I ask.

      Noah perks up. “You actually know about them?”

      At my nod, he continues.

      “You’re not punking me, are you?” he asks. “Because I cannot risk getting another bad grade. Dad will be so disappointed.”

      “I punk you not,” I answer. “Although, I’ve always thought Milton was a bit of a punk himself, while Dante was kind of cool.”

      “How come Milton’s a punk?” Noah asks.

      “Because he’s sort of like the Jonah Jameson to Dante’s Spiderman in Spiderman,” I say. “He watched over everything from on high. On the other hand, Dante waded into the thick of it, saw some of the worst things anyone can imagine, and did what I always tell you to do.”

      “‘Fight your way through and finish what you start’?” Noah asks.

      I nod as he eyes me warily.

      “So, can you help me with the paper?” he asks. “Promise you won’t let me down?”

      A twinge of pain sneaks into my voice as I reply.

      “I promise I won’t let you down. Not ever,” I say.

      Noah pulls out his cell and starts playing a video game while I walk him home, making sure that he doesn’t stray into the street.

      Just before dusk, we reach Noah’s home. It’s almost a townhouse but not quite.

      It’s more like a ‘shotgun home,’ except with two stories. It sits nestled at the end of a suburban cul-de-sac, narrow and economical.

      Noah gulps down the last of a beignet from a stand we visited on the way back. He wipes his mouth with his forearm.

      I try my best not to say anything about his forearm not being a napkin.

      A station wagon pulls in and Noah’s father, Jenkins, who’s in his thirties and still a knockout, exits the vehicle.

      His muscles are so taut they can’t be hidden by his mechanic’s getup while he unloads groceries.

      He was a mixed martial arts fighter before we had Noah and a damn good one at that. He gave it up so that he could focus on our son.

      It was how we met, though. I was taking lessons from him to try and learn some new moves.

      When his eyes fall on Noah and me, he waves, head cocked as he gapes at us.

      We wave back, but it’s obvious from the look of worry on his face that Jenkins is concerned about me walking Noah home.

      “Is it just me or is your father sporting his somewhat annoyed and overly worried look?” I ask.

      Noah nods. He puts his cell away.

      “I’m thinking he’s gonna be full on annoyed when he sees what you got on that paper, ace,” I warn in a whisper.

      Noah’s head sinks as I lean over, grab the paper, stuff it in my back pocket, and wink at him.

      “How about we keep it a secret between you, me, and our good buddies Dante and John Milton for the moment,” I say.

      Noah beams as I hold up my knuckles.

      “Little love for your former nanny?” I ask, choking back the urge to tell him I’m his mother.

      Noah bumps my fist as we head inside.

      “I don’t need a nanny anymore,” Noah argues, “but it would be nice if you came by more.”

      I fight back the feelings and swallow them. What am I supposed to say? This is likely a one-time thing.

      As angry as I want to be at Jessup and break the rules, he is right about not exposing our children to the war. It’s too dangerous.

      If the other side finds out about them, we risk putting our loved ones in harm’s way. At least we have this evening.

      A little later, I tuck Noah into bed as the candles cast strange shadows on the bedroom walls.

      Slivers of moonlight from a partially open window filter down over Noah as a melodic song drifts in through the window.

      A small glass statue of an angel watches over his bed from the nightstand.

      I steal one more glance at my son and close the bedroom door.

      Then, I head down to the couch and collapse.

      Jenkins smirks and begins rubbing my shoulders.

      Candlelight flickers and fills the room with calm as Jenkins makes his way behind the couch.

      “Lie down,” he says.

      I’m happy to oblige and stretch out onto my stomach. I’m tense and full of too many thoughts from a long day.

      Jenkins runs his palms over my back and presses hard at first, then pulls back and gently runs his fingers tenderly against my skin.

      When he reaches my shoulders, he curves his hands and runs his nails along the sides of my neck, leaving a light-red impression behind.

      Then, he brings his hands up to the sides of my face and rubs against my temples in a circular motion until I begin to finally relax and allow myself to become vulnerable in his grasp.

      He moves from my temples down to my chin and rubs beneath my jaw with firm but gentle caresses.

      My tension begins to release.

      Then he finesses his fingers through my hair, sliding through my raven locks, which have slivers of crimson mixed in, with precision as he glides along my scalp and sends shivers down my spine.

      His breath is warm as he edges closer and reaches down to caress my thighs.

      He begins kneading my tense muscles, causing my nerves to relax. Pushing hard but not too hard.

      In a single, fluid motion, he flips me over.

      Then he runs his elbows over my breasts, loosening the built-up knots.

      He presses his forearms against my sides, running them along my ribs.

      Unexpectedly, Jenkins swoops around to my feet and begins rubbing them with a steady touch, working out the tightness.

      Being with a mortal is always risky, but the temptation to revisit intimacy with Jenkins grows by the second.

      He’s always respected my need to be untethered and not gone off and been with anyone else who could compromise my identity out of jealousy, rage, or envy.

      He’s never even complained about other lovers, which he could do. It’s not his way, though.

      He prefers not having to tend to my needs all the time. He sees our moments as ours and other moments as a part of my life that doesn’t match with his.

      He gets that we’re different but still connected.

      As he kneads my ankles, though, my eyes begin to flutter. I haven’t slept in days, and it’s catching up to me.

      I try to fight it, but it’s one of those strange and pleasurable drops into sleepiness when you’re aware that it’s happening.

      Within seconds, I sink into the couch, and my mind drifts off.

      A little while later, I wake to the sound of Noah calling for me.

      I rush up the stairs, skipping steps, and rush into his bedroom.
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      Noah’s eyes flutter as he sits up, rubs his eyes, and grabs a penlight from his nightstand.

      “Everything’s fine,” I say, running my right hand over his forehead. “It was just a dream. Let it go.”

      “It wasn’t just a dream,” Noah replies. “It felt real.”

      “I understand that. I believe you,” I reply, “but it still was just a dream. It doesn’t have to be something we bother ourselves with. Not now.”

      Noah’s face sinks. He seems disappointed. Curiosity is getting the better of him.

      He’s already too much like me. I dread the day I have to watch him carrying a weapon of war. I don’t want that for him, but it might not be my choice.

      If it does happen, though, my desire and wish is that he will have inherited his father’s compassion and gentleness and my ability to end the lives of our enemies no matter the cost.

      “Come on,” he begs. “There’s something outside. Let’s see what it is.”

      His curiosity is drawing him to the enemy. He hasn’t experienced enough to know how dangerous it can be.

      At the same time, I don’t want him so shielded that he doesn’t truly make his own decisions.

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” I reply. “Your father said it’s bedtime.”

      “I wanna see,” Noah says and rushes down the stairs, just out of my grasp.

      Noah lurches out into the front yard and the night.

      I hurry to catch up.

      When I meet the night air, I glance around and see that darkness covers everything beyond the spillage of light from a half-dozen street lamps.

      The stars cannot be seen tonight.

      Noah’s head cants as the song continues, a lilting, ethereal female voice that has drawn us both out. He takes a single step and stops.

      That’s when he sees the shadowy figure first. The one standing in the middle of the darkened street, head back, mouth open, looms just outside the barrier.

      Out of instinct, I reach for my fiery sword, but it’s not there. None of my weapons are there, not even my shotgun. I’m left without a means to defend my son.

      Noah snaps on the penlight and shines it in the direction of the figure who’s tall and thin and hairless.

      The dark figure takes a step forward, facial features visible for an instant as Noah bites back a scream.

      The figure isn’t a woman at all. The sing-songy voice belongs to a dark man-creature with almost reptilian skin and eyes like black pearls. It’s a demon, a fallen angel named Moloch.

      I’ve known of him for a long time. He was nothing more than a foot-soldier during the First Holy War. Intel reports have indicated, however, that he’s found a way to gain favor with the Dark Lord himself.

      I don’t know what his new secret weapon is or how he’s gained such favor when he was little more than fodder before, but I’m not willing to risk my son’s life to find out. I have to find a way to fight back.

      Moloch continues to sing, then stops and smiles at Noah.

      Noah steps back and stumbles over his own feet.

      I notice more demonic figures gliding across the dimly-lit street like sharks through water.

      One of them leans forward on its haunches and utters a guttural growl.

      The other demonic figures begin communicating in an ancient tongue that sounds like knives being rubbed together.

      Moloch bends to one knee and brings his hands from behind his back and holds them out to Noah.

      In Moloch’s hands is a hunk of raggedly severed, fleshy material that resembles the tip of a once-mighty wing. Moloch hands this to Noah, then grins and whispers something to him that is too softly-spoken for me to make out.

      Despite not having a weapon I rush at the demonic figure with nothing more than my fists and feet to stomp him with.

      No matter how fast I rush, though, I can’t get to him. He’s just out of reach.

      Moloch wraps a scaly arm around Noah’s shoulders and begins to pull him away from me.

      I’m about to scream out, but I’m pulled out of the vision right as Moloch’s eyes fall on mine.

      In an instant, we’re back inside Noah’s bedroom, he’s rocketing up in his bed, his pupils dilated as he tries to fight back against the demonic figure from his nightmare.

      His arms thrust out and push with all their might. I feel his strength burgeoning up within. He will be a powerful Nephilim. I know that now.

      He begins to calm when his eyes open, and he sees my face. He stops pushing me away.

      My hand is still on his forehead. I was trying to calm him and make the nightmare go away, but it wasn’t just a nightmare.

      It was a message from the other side. They’re baiting me, and the vision was pulling me in.

      As much as I long to, I can’t stay any longer. The risk is too great.

      Moloch has a connection with me, which means we must have met in battle during the First Holy War. He must have attempted a strike against me and gained or learned something from that first encounter.

      I should have seen it, but I still don’t know what it is. He could use whatever it is to find my son and harm him.

      Coming here was a grave mistake. As much as I don’t want to accept it, maybe Jessup is right, and I should have left my son to live his life without me.

      “Everything’s fine now. It was just a nightmare,” I lie so Noah doesn’t become more frightened than he already is.

      No child should have to suffer visions from demonic entities, especially not my child.

      Noah finally begins to calm down and looks around the room. All is quiet. No singing, no demonic figures, no Moloch.

      He then gazes at the bed-covers and flinches.

      I turn my eyes to see what’s startled him.

      The bed-covers are splotched with a trickle of blood that leads to the ground at the foot of the bed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            The Secret War

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s too late to undo the damage. Moloch was able to use the vision to influence Noah.

      All soul connections go both ways, whether we like it or not, which means the demon truly has found a way to attack us on this side. My worst fears are coming true.

      My eyes are drawn to the blinking red light from a digital clock next to the glass angel statue.

      I look back to the trickle of blood and follow it to the foot of the bed. I push off the bed, squint, and spot an object on the floor.

      I lean in to get a closer look, but when I reach it, I find that it was only in my head, perhaps only a remnant of the vision.

      I turn back to Noah and find that he’s sitting on the edge of his bed and glaring at me.

      “Noah,” I say. “What’s the matter?”

      He slides off the bed and tiptoes over to the corner. He hides in a nook between his dresser and drawing desk.

      His body begins to rock back and forth, with his hands under his knees and his back thumping against the wall. He mutters something indistinguishable.

      My heart breaks. This is my fault.

      I should have let him be. I should have stayed away, but I love him so much.

      I needed to see him.

      “It was just a nightmare,” I try to convince him once more.

      Noah doesn’t respond, so I reach out a hand.

      He flinches and recoils.

      “It’s just me,” I say. “It’s Samya.”

      Noah looks up, eyes misty and red-rimmed.

      “You’re a liar,” he snaps.

      “What?”

      “You’re not who you said you are,” Noah says.

      I force a smile.

      “I’m…” My voice drifts.

      I can’t bring myself to tell the whole truth.

      “I’m Samya. I love you more than you know,” I say instead.

      Noah blinks away tears and shakes his head.

      “He told me all about you,” Noah says. “He told me about the things you do and the things you’ve done.”

      “Who told you?” I ask, even though I know the answer. I need to hear him say it. I need confirmation. “What did he say?”

      “The man outside,” Noah answers. “The tall one. He opened my eyes and revealed you in battle during a war, killing countless others. You lied to me. I see that now.”

      “I didn’t want to,” I say. “I wanted to tell you, but I didn’t want you to know that part of me.”

      “Then, he let me go,” Noah continues, “and told me to tell you he’s coming and to give you this—”

      Noah raises his hands and drops a piece of bloody wing from his palm into mine.

      My eyes widen as the digital clock clicks off. Deathly silence spreads through the rest of the house. Electrical humming from the air conditioner falls silent. Even the nightlight goes dark.

      I rise out of my crouch in slow motion and peer through the window.

      The street-lamps and every light in every house in the neighborhood have gone black.

      “Get up,” I beg Noah.

      Out in the yard, dark silhouettes coalesce in a semi-circle just like in the vision. They’re about to perform a ritual, a killing ritual.

      Moloch and his horde move with preternatural speed. Long limbs chop the air, and the sound of back-of-the-throat laughter hits my ears as they rush the house in a burst of red energy.

      From the dropping of a blueish shield over the home, it’s clear that the protective spell I’d cast around the house has been destroyed.

      Moloch must have used his connection with me to enter Noah’s mind and then used that to gain entry past the shield.

      He’s a trickster. No wonder he’s gained favor with the Prince of Darkness.

      The horde flings through the windows. The demons are inside.

      They charge through the house like berserkers, tearing it asunder, making their way up to the bedroom.

      Jenkins, eyes bulging, rushes into Noah’s bedroom in a panic and freaking out. He looks back and forth between us.

      “What have you done?” he asks.

      “I swear I didn’t do anything,” I answer. “They must have tricked my team somehow. There’s no way they should know that I’m here.”

      Jenkins shakes his head and lifts Noah off the ground.

      “You said we were safe,” Jenkins says. “You lied.”

      Being called a liar by the two people I care about most is far worse than anything I’ve ever felt before. My heart is breaking.

      The devastation that overwhelmed me when my wings were ripped from my shoulder blades by an unseen force was the only other time this level of torment has hit me.

      I want to unleash my full fury and tear Moloch apart for causing my loved ones to see me this way.

      I can feel my eyes beginning to burn. Soon they’ll blaze dark-red, and my true form will manifest.

      I fight against the power burning inside me. I can’t let Noah see me that way.

      The bedroom door rocks as demons crash against it from the hallway.

      Noah shrieks.

      I rush over and block the door.

      I pull a pistol from the inside of my right boot and toss it to Jenkins.

      “Take him and run!” I shout.

      There isn’t a chance or enough time for them to escape, though.

      The bedroom windows implode in a deafening fusillade of glass shards.

      I leave the door behind and swoop as fast I can to shield Noah and Jenkins with my body. They can’t take even close to the amount of damage I can.

      The demons burst through the bedroom door. Their ravenous eyes burn with darkness, hollow and menacing, and their unhinged mouths are filled with sharpened, black teeth.

      Jenkins fires the pistol, which spits fiery holy slugs that punch through the demons.

      At the same time, demons clamor up the side of the house and through the window.

      Jenkins empties the rest of the holy slugs, but more demons are coming for us.

      I have to get my loved ones out of here. I need to get them somewhere safe.

      This is not a time for holding back. I have to risk the consequences of what Noah will think of me. It’s time.

      I go into a full rage. I drop low and throw a flurry of strikes at the remaining demons just outside the window, ripping them to shreds like the ferocious war machine that I am, clearing a path for Jenkins to carry Noah and escape.

      More of the misshapen creatures lunge at me.

      One of them squares up on me, deep-eyed with rage.

      It heaves itself at me and I duck under its punch.

      Measuring my weight, I bring a fist up and punch the beast as hard as I can. My fist jackhammers its coarse and leathery flesh, stealing the wind from it.

      The demon falls back, clutching its midsection.

      I turn and ram an elbow in its face, knocking the thing back into the shadows.

      Then I drop my shoulder and upend another monster, bringing the heel of my boot down, dashing the demon’s head to pieces.

      Hands grab me and I slip down into my zone, the house roiled in fits of ultra-violence as I slash and chop and shatter faces and break limbs. I do these things to protect Noah and Jenkins, but before they’re able to sneak to safety, darkness descends over everything.

      Moloch has arrived.

      Moloch reaches for Noah.

      Jenkins slams the pistol into the monstrosity’s arm, doing the best he can to defend our son.

      Moloch grabs and hurls Jenkins against a wall, then snatches up Noah in his arms.

      I reach for Moloch, but a coterie of demons pounce on me and pin me down against the ground.

      Moloch grins with pleasure as his minions are about to finish me off.

      To the demons’ surprise, however, I’ve kept a secret weapon hidden in a place they’d never expect.

      I reach under Noah’s bed and pull out a long-blade taped to the bed-frame. I whip it out, plunging it into the eyes and necks of the demons who block my path to Moloch and Noah.

      The demons thrash on the floor in death throes.

      I turn to face Moloch, but he’s gone.

      The rest of his demons have vanished as well, which means Noah is too.
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      I cross the room to where Jenkins lies crumpled on the floor, bruised and bloody but still alive. I wipe a mask of hair from his face, help him off the ground, and raise his chin to look into his shock-dilated pupils.

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      “Wha—what in God’s name is going on, Samya? What do they want with us?” he asks.

      “Stay still. You’re injured,” I warn. “We have to get you to—”

      His eyes inflate. His face burns red with anger.

      He’s realized Noah isn’t in the bedroom anymore.

      “Noah!” he shouts as he begins to fully realize that our son has been taken.

      He rises and shambles past me, through the busted bedroom door, through the hallway, and down the stairs.

      His screams pierce my ears. Jenkins continues screaming out for our son as he wades through the detritus of the attack.

      I shadow him while keeping an eye out for demonic stragglers.

      Jenkins searches through every upended room, blood staining his clothes as he staggers through the crypt-quiet house.

      “Jenkins,” I cry out.

      He wheels around and faces me.

      “Where is he? Where’s Noah?” he asks, begging me for an answer.

      “Gone,” I answer. “They took him.”

      “What are you talking about?!?” he cries.

      “They took him,” I say.

      A pulse of shock ripples across Jenkins’s body as he clutches himself and shrieks at me.

      “Get out of my way!” he shouts. “This isn’t happening.”

      Jenkins attempts to stride past, but I hoist him up to stop him from going out where it’s not safe.

      Off the ground and in my grasp, he swings at me and pounds his fists into my back.

      “LET ME GO! WE HAVE TO FIND HIM!”

      “He’s gone, Jenkins.”

      Jenkins goes limp, overcome by emotion as I lower him.

      He leans against a wall, making small sounds of defeat. He slumps to the floor, his head between his knees.

      I kneel next to him, searching for words as he reaches out a desperate hand and glares into my eyes.

      I take both his hands in mine.

      “What were those things?” he asks.

      “Easy now,” I reply. “You’re not ready for this.”

      “They took our son. I need to know what they are. Tell me!” he shouts.

      “You won’t believe—”

      “You said you were part of a covert black ops team,” Jenkins barks. “Those were not violent extremists or enemy soldiers. You need to tell me now!”

      “I am part of a covert team,” I reply. “Just not the kind you think.”

      “What were they?” he demands.

      “They—they were demons,” I answer.

      Jenkins pales, shakes his head.

      “You—you’re insane…” His voice trails off.

      He continues shaking his head. His whole body begins to tremble.

      “Listen to me,” I begin, but he interrupts.

      “You’re crazy! This is crazy and fucked up.”

      “GODDAMMIT, LISTEN TO ME, JENKINS!” I shout as I reach over, but he recoils. “There’s something you don’t know. Something I never told you about.”

      Jenkins looks like he’s been hit by a semi-truck and then run over a second time. His eyes dart back and forth as he tries to make sense of what’s happened.

      I examine a deep gash on his side and rip off a large chunk of my shirt. Once the wound is wrapped, I clutch his hands tight.

      “I was a soldier. That wasn’t a lie,” I say. “I am a soldier, but not the kind you know about. I fought in the very first war there ever was.”

      I take a moment to catch my breath.

      “I know it sounds crazy, but my team that you met, Brody, Dominic, Jessup, Hines…we fight against demons,” I confess. “I once fought the Bright Morning Star himself.”

      Jenkins sits in stunned silence as I continue.

      “But after the war reached an armistice, there were some like the archangel Michael who wanted to continue the fight and invade Hell. Michael put out a call for us to go with him even though he knew it wasn’t allowed,” I explain. “There was a truce in place, but we followed Michael to the Gates of Hell. The battle raged, but I couldn’t go through with it. I tried. I  entered the fray, but we were losing. Wanting to face your fears and actually facing them are two very different things. We were losing the battle. I couldn’t go all the way, and neither could anyone other than Michael. He was captured. I didn’t know the others then, but Jessup, Brody, and Dominic were there. They escaped, and we became a team afterward to prevent a catastrophe like what happened tonight. I met Hines later. He’s like Noah. He’s half-angel. We’ve failed. The enemy is winning again.”

      I take a deep breath and wait for his response.

      “This is all true, isn’t it?” Jenkins asks.

      I nod.

      “God was displeased, and he ripped out our wings as punishment and cast us down onto the Earth to live as Watchers.”

      Jenkins harnesses the pain. His shirt is completely stained red and black, soaked in his blood and that of demons. He grabs me by my shirt.

      “I don’t care about all that,” he spits. “All I want to know is what they’ve done with our son, you lunatic.”

      I suck in a breath, take a moment to gather my thoughts. Then I whisper, “They’ve taken him to Hell.

      Jenkins’s eyes roll back as he slips into unconsciousness.

      “Fuck,” I say. “There isn’t time for this.”

      After rushing Jenkins to the hospital, I decide to stay and make sure he’s okay.

      Nurses and doctors rush in and out, patching him up and hooking wires and monitors to him.

      Once they’ve finished their work, and he’s stabilized, I run a hand through his hair.

      He’s covered in a cocoon of IV drips and heart monitor wires.

      I hover over him, holding his left hand.

      He rasps, “I want you to remember this… this moment. How I never asked you about any of it. Not one single question. And I let you come and go as you pleased. Yet, the whole time we were in danger because of you. All of the lies—you’ll have to live with that if we don’t get our son back. I want you to remember that.”

      I lean in close.

      “All of the lies were meant to protect you,” I say, “but I am sorry.”

      “That’s not even close to good enough,” he replies. “The only thing you can do to make it right is to go and get our son back, Samya. Nothing else matters.”

      He pulls me closer. He tries to speak again but can’t muster the strength.

      I nod and pull his hands off of me.

      “I won’t stop until I find him,” I say. “I promise. I swear. No matter how long it takes or what I have to do, I’ll find Noah.”

      Jenkins manages a nod as I turn, brush past an incoming nurse, and disappear down a dimly lit hospital hallway.

      Defense didn’t work. I have to take the fight to the enemy.

      They’re going to regret fucking with my family.
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      It’s after midnight before I make it back to the bungalow that serves as our team headquarters.

      I’m pretty much on autopilot as I pull into the backyard and descend in the Suburban into the underground.

      Once inside, I’m blasted with eardrum-splitting blasts from bass speakers. The opening riff from AC/DC’s ‘Highway to Hell’ blares from a tape in an old-school boombox over a basement space that’s been fully retrofitted into the ultimate man cave.

      Sports memorabilia from the golden age of basketball, football, and baseball line the right wall. Michael Jordan sticks his tongue out in his trademark dunking style on a poster next to Larry Bird pulling up for a jumper.

      Beneath that is a Bo Jackson poster with him climbing a wall to rob a home run next to an image of him plowing through defenders with a football clutched tightly beneath his armpit.

      A New Orleans Saints football logo is carved into the concrete.

      On the left wall, Constantine, End of Days, and The Prophecy stand out among a litany of nineties-era horror and supernatural movie posters.

      They’re the most fitting stories to the war we’re fighting now, in my opinion.

      I’d even go so far as to call them required viewing if one wants to defeat the armies of Hell.

      In one corner, there’s a mini-bar underneath a disco ball hanging from the ceiling. In another corner, a stack of MREs rests idly.

      Stray chip bags, video game boxes, and baseball cards litter the ground.

      Fastened to the back wall is a massive plasma screen. The movie Dogma is playing on mute while the music continues to blare.

      In front of the screen, Dominic and Hines lounge on bean bags, knocking back bottles of beer while they unwind from the last mission.

      They deserve a rest, but they still don’t get that there are no breaks in this fight.

      Off to the side, Brody’s playing old-school Guitar Hero Three on a Wii. His right hand goes at it as he air-guitars the heck out of the game.

      He knows ‘Highway to Hell’ by heart, so it baffles me that he even needs the background music to win.

      Jessup’s nowhere in sight. He’s likely upstairs and burning all evidence that he’s been going to visit his mistress.

      Without any fanfare, I barge into the space and bull past a startled Brody, shut off the boombox, pop the tape out, and toss it at Dominic.

      “What the hell, Samya?!” Brody says.

      Instead of responding, I rummage in a series of lockers and withdraw a Kevlar body armor vest, along with some grappling gear, climbing hooks, and night vision goggles.

      I’ve got the supporting gear I need, but I’ll still need to load up in the armory.

      As I wheel around, Brody, Dominic, and Hines share a look, recognition in their eyes as they view the scars and bruises on my face.

      I try to hide my face, but it’s too late.

      Brody shuts off Guitar Hero Three and strolls up to me.

      “You overheard a civilian dissing the movie Dogma, didn’t you?” he asks.

      Dominic and Hines burst out laughing. I love them dearly, but their lack of maturity annoys me at the moment.

      I don’t respond at first.

      Instead, I move like a whirlwind as I slither into the body armor and stow the rest of my gear.

      “Moloch and the others took my son,” I begin, “and I’m going to get him back. None of you need to be part of this. It’s personal. I’m aware of the rules, but he took my son. Don’t try and stop me. You’ll fail. Just stay the fuck out of my way.”

      Silence fills the man-cave.

      Several seconds pass, and then, Hines pipes up.

      “Samya, I’m sorry,” he says. “We all are, but this is crazy. You can’t go down there. There are rules for a reason. There are consequences.”

      “Fuck ‘em,” I reply, and I mean it.

      I don’t give a shit if this means I never get my goddamn wings back. I’m not letting that fucker get away with this, and I’m not leaving my son in his hands.

      I’m more than willing to risk eternal damnation to save my flesh and blood.

      “How? How the hell did they even get out? They’re trapped down there until–,” Dominic begins to say but stops with realization in his tone.

      I pin him with a glare.

      “I know the rules, Dom,” I say. “But…I have absolutely zero fucks left to give.”

      “Then you also know why we can’t go in,” Dominic replies. “After what Michael did, there are only four of The Fallen left. Four, Samya. Just our little family of misfits standing in the gap between unspeakable terrors and onslaught. We’ve got Hines too, but he’s more like a sidekick.”

      He snickers.

      “If we go down and get taken out, we risk our souls,” Dominic continues. “Don’t even get me started on the danger that creates in this world and the next. If they’ve found a way to go back and forth, we’re needed now more than ever.”

      “You’re right,” I say. “We can’t go in. But I sure as shit can.”

      As fast and rough as I came in, I barge back out, leaving my judgment of their fear in my wake.

      Who are they to speak of rules anyway? We all broke them when we followed Michael.

      The only reason we backed down was that once we saw the power the other side had amassed, it simply wasn’t worth giving up eternity for. Besides, we were losing.

      I have a son now, however, and I am more than willing to give up my soul to make absolutely certain he has a life and keeps his soul when this is all said and done.

      Fuck the goddamn rules!

      Upstairs, the roar of high-explosive rounds fills my ears as I approach the indoor firing range. It’s late, but we do have soundproof walls, so it’s fine, I suppose.

      Still, is it really necessary to use high-explosive rounds? Somebody’s pissed and venting.

      When I enter, I spot Jessup in his black bodysuit and dark wraparounds.

      He empties a clip from an oversized pistol, his Death-bringer, in a manner that should be too fast for accuracy, but with pinpoint precision he shreds a bevy of paper targets, slaps in a new clip, and continues to fire.

      This isn’t necessary. Less volatile rounds are perfectly fine for practice.

      He’s letting off steam. I get it, I do, but what the fuck…

      Jessup pauses in between clips and steals a glance over his left shoulder when he finally hears my footfalls alerting him to my entrance.

      “Who fired the first shot?” I ask.

      “Moloch,” he says. “I’ve got a lead that he’s found a way to break the rules and make visits to our side. No need to worry, though. I’ve got it under control.”

      I can feel my face go pale. He should have told me. I would have been on high alert and maybe, just maybe, kept my son safe.

      “Your lead is solid,” I manage to say as calmly as possible. “He took my son.”

      He wheels around on his heels and steps in close.

      “You’re serious?” he asks.

      “After I grab the necessary holy rounds, I’m going after the motherfucker,” I answer.

      “Like hell you are.”

      “You’re not stopping me,” I counter. “If you even try…you don’t even want to know how far I’m willing to go.”

      He guffaws and steps back. He rubs his chin like he always does when he thinks there’s a different way.

      There isn’t. He’s stalling.

      Despite his rage and the fact that he’s a hypocrite, he’s still a stickler for the rules. At least, he wants to believe that he is.

      “I’m going,” I say. “Either you break the rules on not harming each other, or you give me your blessing.”

      “I’ll pass on both,” Jessup says. “I’m coming with you.”

      I’m taken aback. This isn’t like him.

      “You’ll just spend the whole trip trying to stop me,” I argue. “It’s better if I solo this. Stay safe, and if I don’t come back, kill every last one of the fuckers.”

      “Fuck that, Samya, I’m coming,” he says. “I’ve already decided.”

      “Now who’s coming unhinged?” I tease. “What the hell was your lead that you’d go against protocol?”

      “Amy’s been having nightmares, and when she describes them, I’m certain it’s Moloch,” he answers. “He’s found some way to connect to our minds. I’m not sure if he’s actually crossed over, but his projected presence allows his minions to. We’re in danger.”

      “No shit,” I say and backhand him square in the jaw. “Motherfucker. Don’t you think we all deserved to know that? Before they kidnapped my son!”

      “You weren’t supposed to be near Noah anyway,” he defends.

      “Like you’re not supposed to be near Amy?!?”

      He rubs his jaw.

      “Damn, you hit like an archangel,” he says.

      We snicker and almost let ourselves enjoy the moment.

      “You’re not coming,” I say. “You betrayed my trust. You should have told me.”

      He nods. Then he leans in close and presses his lips to mine.

      It’s more of an embrace than a kiss. His lips are firm but soft.

      I wouldn’t mind if this were to last a little longer.

      I don’t have time, though. I pull back. I push him away.

      “You have terrible timing,” I say.

      He smirks.

      “I’ll say a prayer for you,” he offers.

      My whole body hardens as my mind gets back into the right state, ready to fight.

      “Say a prayer for whatever gets in my way,” I reply.

      A moment later I enter the armory and load up with holy rounds that have been blessed, a Sig sidearm and a Mossberg shotgun.

      May God have mercy, I think, because I have none left to give.

      I stalk into the corridor, loaded down with my weaponry but still agile. I’m a bad-ass dog of war ready to give and receive.

      Inside the underground garage, I hop into an armor-plated Suburban, fire it up, and screech the tires as I pull out.

      The Suburban slipstreams across the rain-slicked pavement as I stare out at the downtrodden streets that glow under a sliver of the skull-colored moon even as the rain pounds down.

      A mass of late-night revelers and homeless trudge through the downpour.

      Two men hide in the mass of revelers and party-goers with demonic countenances, reddish eyes, and cracked skin. They can’t help but stand out from the rest.

      It’s tempting to take out my vengeance on them, but they’d be easy prey. Too easy.

      They turn and gape at me as if they can sense I’m watching. They’re two demonic fugitives like Vic Jacobs, and they will have to be hunted down eventually.

      Their goitered heads loll, and their mouths fall open in crazed grins as they realize I will not be coming for them this night.

      I turn my gaze forward. The windshield wipers slap back and forth as my eyelids flutter.

      I’m being drawn into a vision of the past.

      A demon’s face stares up from the ground. His face is twisted in agony. His mouth gapes open in a soulless scream.

      A sword thrusts into the demon’s chest, then withdraws in a spurt of black blood.

      All around, frenzied combat rages. Hundreds of thousands of warriors, some winged, others not, engage in battle on a field of war so obscured by mist, smoke, fire, and blood that it’s difficult to tell if the fighting is in the air or on the ground.

      Screams echo as my younger self follows a muscle-quilted beast of a man whose face is just out of sight, Michael.

      The two of us hack our way across a carpet of writhing bodies with fiery swords.

      I slash and bisect my way through the demon hordes until I’m rammed by a lithe creature.

      The grotesque thing holds a length of bone that’s been carved into the shape of a long-sword.

      The long-sword comes down, slicing into my back as I shout in pain.

      Then, I wheel around to look into the eyes of my attacker.

      It’s Moloch.

      He grins down at me as I let loose a war cry and charge.

      The vision cuts off, and I veer the Suburban off to the side of the road to get my bearings.

      My eyes narrow on the rain-slicked streets ahead.

      I remember now.

      Moloch was a foot-soldier, and he managed to get close enough to inflict a wound and draw blood. Now I know how he’s been able to connect with me on this side.

      He must have stolen a drop of my blood. He must have used it to connect with me and project his minions.

      I shrug off the vision with a shudder.

      The ancient screams, death-throes, and victory cries from the First Holy War echo for a long moment in my ears even after the images have passed.

      I never wanted such a moment to happen again, but now it’s personal.

      I rev the engine and throw the wheel, rushing back onto the road and ignoring honking horns as I speed to my destination.
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      I push the remnant images and sounds from my vision of the First Holy War out of my mind and look through the window as I pilot the Suburban toward the Saint Louis Cathedral.

      It’s a sight to behold and a Gothic masterpiece.

      Three steeples rise into the sky with a cross adorning the central and highest one. An antique clock resides midway up the center.

      I pull the Suburban around the back onto Orleans Street facing Royal Street.

      I shut off the engine and rush through Saint Anthony’s Garden.

      Inside, I steal a quick glimpse of the main interior where various flags protrude from the upper terrace and images of saints cover the arched ceiling.

      Then, I slip past the nave into a side corridor. I edge down a staircase, passing armed guards and friars.

      In the basement hall of the Saint Louis Cathedral, I stride past a guard and nod in the direction of a closed-circuit camera positioned next to a steel-reinforced door.

      After a long beat, a chirp resounds as a retina scanning eyepiece, and a miniature LCD screen scanner drop down from the ceiling.

      I lean in close and peer into the eyepiece.

      A flash of light hits my irises.

      A click follows, and the door opens to reveal a short and dimly-lit corridor.

      It winds into the domain of The Prelature Of The Order, or just The Order.

      The Order is an offshoot of the Catholic Church, which basically means it’s an amped-up version of an Opus Dei organization on steroids and devoted to overseeing and controlling the overlap and passage between the physical and supernatural world.

      We don’t officially answer to them, at least not in a hierarchical way, but since they control passage and possess a vast network of informants, we have a close working relationship.

      In other words, we unofficially do their bidding.

      I advance past a secret underground chapel. The walls are covered in stained glass windows and glow as if the sun is shining through despite the room being underground.

      Ancient oak pews fill the nave where a congregation would sit. Ornamental statues made of pure silver fill the raised pulpit. A transept lines through the pulpit, which causes the chapel as a whole to be shaped like a cross.

      Past the chapel, there’s a small sacristy illuminated by rows of votives adjacent to a channeling room filled with mystics and spiritualists seated and strapped in ornate, jewel-lined chairs. They’re all facing each other in a circle.

      Hovering over them are priests who are trembling and praying in an ancient language. The priests are communicating with souls in the underworld.

      The myth is that they’re keeping tabs on all sides to make certain everyone’s playing by the rules set down to keep another holy war from breaking out.

      In my humble opinion, they’re more like spies checking their sources to make sure no one’s about to strike first.

      It’s a good thing they can’t tell what’s in my heart, or they might focus their efforts in my direction.

      I leave the disquieting scene and move on through a wooden door that opens up to the interior of the Saint Louis Cathedral Operations Room, which has more in common with a black ops site than anything one would expect to find inside the underground of a cathedral.

      At the far end reside metallic tubes that extend from the ceiling to the rocky ground. The room is carved into a cave structure.

      Great battles and images of angels and demons warring line the cave walls. This place is ancient and holy in every sense.

      In the middle of the operations room, a tall man in his forties with hard eyes, a shock of raven hair, and broad shoulders rises from a kneeling position.

      He unclasps his hands. He’s been praying.

      Father Cote is the Oz behind The Order and the string-puller. Keeping things in order, as it were, falls squarely into his litany of responsibilities under his sworn oath.

      Two heavily armed guards flank him and begin stepping toward me.

      They’re big, but I’ve spent the past night and day fighting demons. It won’t take more than a second to put them down.

      “She’s not a threat,” Father Cote says, causing them to back off. “Come closer, Samya. What’s the purpose of your intrusion?”

      “Father Cote,” I begin, “Forgive me, but I simply need to complete a mission.”

      My words are mostly true. I do need to finish the mission he’s going to think I’m here for, but I have another more important mission as well.

      I toss Father Cote the containment grenade with Vic Jacobs’s soul inside of it.

      Father Cote places the grenade in a metal tube that resembles the kind used by banks for deposits.

      They actually look more like the transparent tubes race car tracks use to deposit cash bets.

      The grenade is sucked down into the tube, disappearing into the ground, sending the soul straight to Hell.

      Vic deserves worse. He’ll be ‘free’ down there and might find that he likes it.

      If it were up to me, he’d go into more of a purgatory situation that functions as a soul prison cell.

      Father Cote turns back around and meets my gaze. It feels like his piercing eyes are attempting to read my mind, even though I know very well that he most certainly cannot.

      He glances up and down and takes in my armor, weaponry, and gear.

      “You look girded for war,” he says, apprehension in his tone.

      “Spare me the lecture,” I counter. “They took my son, Father.”

      “Who did?”

      “Moloch and his minions,” I answer. “I don’t know how they were able to reach across the divide, but they did. Somehow, they got out of the underworld and took my Noah away. Right in front of me, Father.”

      I’m doing my best to hold back how I really feel, but I think he gets the enormity of the situation. So there’s no need to be hyperbolic.

      Father Cote shakes his head.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” he offers.

      “Fuck your platitudes,” I spit. “I’m going in, and you’re going to help me.”

      “You know very well that’s impossible and forbidden, Samya,” he snaps. “Never mind the rules, actually. We only send people there. We don’t bring them back. You know this.”

      “This time…you’re going to make an exception.”

      I’ve had it with the protocols bullshit. I’m taking this fight to the enemy whether anyone likes it or not.

      Fuck their goddamn rules. I’m already fallen.

      What more do I have to lose?

      Father Cote smiles nervously as his armed guards tense and begin to fidget as if an altercation is coming.

      I raise my palms to show that I’m not about to pull a weapon and force my will on them.

      I’m armed but not firing.

      The guards ease up a bit.

      “If Lucifer were to kill or capture the four remaining archangels and Hines, the Nephilim, he could bring darkness back across the face of the world,” Father Cote argues. “None of us can abide that.”

      “It’s just gonna be me,” I counter. “Just little ol’ me. What do I matter anyway? I’m fallen. I’m disgraced. I couldn’t even keep my son safe. Are you implying that I don’t have a right to fight back? Are you implying that I don’t deserve a chance to at least try to save my flesh and blood? Because if you are, I want you to say the words. I want you to say it. Say, ‘Noah’s beyond saving.’ I dare you.”

      Father Cote grows anxious and uneasy. He fidgets as he touches an ornate crucifix hanging from his neck.

      “I’m not trying to imply what is or isn’t your right,” he replies. “But we can’t risk losing any of you. Don’t forget that you are fallen, which makes you vulnerable. Besides, what you’re talking about is a violation of the spiritual laws that give rise to your semi-divinity. It also may very well be blasphemy. Is that the path you want to take?”

      I’m not having this load of bull.

      “And did you know that this church was built over the site where the Fallen Angels under Michael’s leadership attempted our invasion of Hell?” I ask.

      “That’s preposterous,” he retorts.

      “I was there when it happened, Father. I would know where we entered. There are only twelve sites, all carefully guarded. You never considered why the four of us stay close to this site? Ever wonder why more incursions and violations occur nearby? When we invaded, we broke the seal,” I explain. “There’s a reason that demons keep popping up and refusing to follow your rules. The entrance here is fluid. It’s not an accusation. It’s a truth.”

      Father Cote steeples his hands under his chin.

      “You’ve suffered greatly, Samya,” he admits. “But I can’t allow the truce to be put at risk.”

      “There isn’t time for this,” I reply.

      I don’t need his sympathy or compassionate eyes.

      I just need him to help me get through the gates, so I can bring the thunder.

      “You need to clear your mind,” he says.

      There it is. There’s the stall and delay tactic.

      I wasn’t sure when it was coming or how, but I knew better than to let my guard down. I’m ready now!

      Father Cote gestures to the armed guards who draw weapons. They’re in over their heads, though.

      I barely even want to have to deal with this. Do I have to? I guess I do. It’s ridiculous to have to put members of your side in their place, but a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do.

      Before the guards even get their weapons halfway up, I whip pistols out in both hands. The muzzles point directly at Father Cote’s head.

      The guards freeze as if put on pause.

      To be honest, I’m actually kind of enjoying this.

      Father Cote has always had a tone with me that I don’t deserve. It’s my impression that he thinks less of me for being Fallen.

      I don’t need his approval, though. I need him to allow passage.

      A long and uncomfortable silence fills the cave. Then a sweating Father Cote looks down the pistol barrels and croaks, “Y-you should be grateful, Samya. Suffering brings us closer to God.”

      “If that’s true, Father, then you’re about two seconds away from sitting on the Almighty’s lap,” I sniff. “Now, show me the fucking way down through your built-up maze, or get ready to be incredibly ‘grateful.’”

      Father Cote flinches.

      I’ve won this round.

      At the rear of the Saint Louis Cathedral, night has fallen over the mammoth stone walls that surround a camouflaged metal lift.

      My well-equipped Suburban is parked on the metal lift, with me beside it, pistols still trained on Father Cote.

      Father Cote presses a green button on the side of the lift, causing the inner mechanisms to begin whirring to life.

      A motor engages.

      After a brief pause, the lift lowers down into the ground.

      Father Cote stares daggers at me.

      I’d hoped he would come to his senses with less ‘push’ on my end, but everyone has a breaking point, and I’ve reached mine.

      “In all likelihood, you’ll go to Hell for this,” he says.

      I nod.

      “That’s the idea,” I say and chuckle.

      “It was a manner of speech,” Father Cote replies. “You know what I meant.”

      I let his words hang there in awkward silence. Small pleasures in life are the gift that keeps on giving.

      The lift drops down through layers of bedrock through a subterranean chute.

      At the bottom, a blackened tunnel that’s hewn into the earth and large enough for a city bus meets us head-on.

      Directly in front of the lift, a room known as the customs monitoring office, overseen by four priests, comes into view.

      The priests startle when they lay eyes on me. They begin to tremble when they notice the pistols I’m holding and pointing at Father Cote’s head.

      Father Cote waves the Priests back.

      “Stand down,” he orders. “The blasphemer is with me.”

      The priests don’t calm down, but they do remain still and refrain from interfering.

      Father Cote and I filter into the entry and exit monitoring command center, which is dim inside and unlit, save for the glow from a dozen servers, countless monitors, and hi-tech surveillance equipment.

      The trappings resemble a National Security Agency listening post.

      In the gloom, I listen to a wall of words springing from a monitoring speaker.

      An onslaught of voices in various languages and pitches stab at my ears like a million daggers.

      “What the fuck is this?!?” I ask.

      “Supplications of the damned in Hell,” Father Cote answers.

      My eyes spin to the monitors.

      On screen, I spot a green-hued, top-down, live feed with a thermal overlay that shows what looks like a rudimentary city.

      Various red shapes, humanoid and sub-humanoid, filter through crude arteries amidst blighted, sagging structures.

      “Is that what I think it is?” I ask with dread building up inside me.

      Father Cote nods and purses his lips in anxiety.

      “A deal was made with one of the last subjects we sent down. In return for cutting his sentence short he agreed to place tracking devices so that we could monitor the underworld,” Father Cote says and regards the monitors. “These monitors show the outer ring and the passageway into Hell. It goes without saying that the enemy isn’t entirely aware that we know a way in. They believe we simply shuttered the passageway off and threw away the key. I caution you to keep it a secret if at all possible.”

      I take this in and wonder if I should have prepared more before diving headlong into engaging in a battle that can’t be undone once started.

      Maybe there is a better way. I’m certain there’s a better way.

      Someone would surely come to my aid if I were to take the time to build my case. This isn’t an option available to me right now, though.

      I’m not going to put the war above my son’s safety. I’m not allowing my son to be sacrificed for the sake of rules and a truce I never agreed to personally.

      “Once you go all the way in, you’re on your own,” Father Cote adds.

      “So what else is new?” I snap.

      Then, I pause and allow the realization that The Order has kept the crack unblocked to sink in. I wonder if the armies of Hell could use it to escape their assigned territory and invade ours.

      Lucifer does have the right, under the truce, to roam above the ground, as long as he stay away from the entrance to Heaven.

      He dares not, though, since he wouldn’t be able to bring his army of lost souls he’s been building along for the ride. For now, he’s better off reigning over his dominion.

      I wonder what it would take for them to gain the ability to cross in droves instead of with strays.

      It dawns on me that this might be the true reason they’ve taken Noah. What if his blood as Nephilim is a key in some way to grant them the ability to break through?

      “At the end of the tunnel, you’ll have to utter the secret names of God. And when you get into the outer ring, you’ll want to meet with Benz. He’s the only one who can help you,” Father Cote explains.

      He waits for me to nod in understanding before continuing.

      “Once you get in, there may not be any way to get back, despite what you might believe about the passageway,” he says. “It’s more intricate than you imagine. I won’t stop you from trying to come back topside unless your return endangers the rest of us. Then, I will stop you at all costs. Am I making myself clear on that point?”

      I answer by lowering my pistols.

      “I just don’t get how it happened, Father. How’d the demons get out?” I ask. “I’ve never seen that many at once before. It shouldn’t have been possible. How’d they find me? Our identities are secret.”

      The color drains from Father Cote’s face as he whispers.

      “There must be someone who’s working both sides,” Father Cote concedes. “A traitor who isn’t what he or she appears to be.”

      I don’t want to accept that the unsettling news could be true, but what choice do I have?

      Nothing else makes sense.

      I march over and enter the Suburban, rev the engine, turn on the high beams, and leave Father Cote in my wake.
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      The Suburban rockets through the dark underground tunnel as it spirals down into the Earth, passing through fog and mist and weird, arcing lights.

      Rubber screeches along the rocky and treacherous road as the Suburban grinds to a halt in front of a titanic slab of polished stone.

      Ancient runes and symbols are etched into the stone, which is bathed in a constant blue preternatural haze.

      After exiting the Suburban, I place my right hand on the stone.

      A slight electrical charge causes me to flinch.

      I open my mouth to emit a cryptic shriek that sounds more like a melodic song than spoken words.

      It’s ancient angelic speak—the secret names of God.

      A beat and then a rhythmic thrumming grips the tunnel, as if the Earth is a machine that’s just started up.

      The slab of stone vibrates and begins to roll to the side, revealing an opening beneath where the stone was originally positioned and large enough for me to get through.

      I rocket up from the ground, jump back inside the Suburban, and drive into an opening under the stone and down a slick ramp carved into the earth.

      Once I pass through, the opening slams shut behind me.

      I crest a knoll that dips to a scorched patch of ground that acts as a roadway across a wasteland to the Outer Ring of Hell.

      A decrepit cityscape of shattered buildings that resembles an apocalyptic war zone stretches out before me.

      Countless buildings lie in ruins.

      They were made of stone and marble by the first followers of Lucifer who had hoped to create a ‘second’ Heaven in his honor, not realizing he had no intention of staying here.

      He wants Heaven itself.

      The First Holy War devastated the landscape, creating the atmosphere of an abandoned ghost town, and it’s remained that way ever since.

      This is no place for the faint of heart.

      The Suburban coasts through streets that are teeming with sinners who’ve been sent down.

      They’re the damned, the lost souls.

      I stare down at them.

      From higher up, it’s like getting an aerial shot of the masses of grief-stricken souls with looks of hopelessness.

      My heart goes out to them, and I want to believe that one day there will be a chance at redemption and peace for them despite their sins.

      If there’s one thing I haven’t lost it’s the message of mercy and forgiveness that I was created to protect.

      I spin the steering wheel, and the Suburban takes a hard right and streaks down a side street.

      It’s a battered artery that fronts a crumbling facade of debris marked by a crude upside-down cross.

      I slot the Suburban behind a row of low-slung buildings and exit my ride.

      Then, I shuffle down a dusky verge, staring up the sky which is filled with what looks like snow flurries.

      I hold up my hand and it’s quickly coated by gray cinders.

      I close my eyes and breathe deeply, the air tanged with the scent of burning wood.

      Gales of laughter echo up ahead.

      I move effortlessly across the large stones underfoot, taking lefts, then rights, breezing down alleys and across obscured walkways.

      Eventually, I trudge out of a darkened section of the city into a new one that’s darker still.

      Here, women with obscured faces prowl beyond the outer limits of the hazy light, mixing with what looks like lepers and feral animals.

      In the distance I can hear people screaming in agony or ecstasy. I can’t tell which.

      I’m almost ready to turn back when I stop before a large man fronting yet another building.

      This structure is oddly shaped and leans uneasily to one side, as if taking a rest.

      Its walls are made of heavy stone block, its roof thatched with dried willows and dotted with all sorts of strange creatures formed from molded metal.

      It looks like a monument to heathen idolatry.

      The man fronting the building, a colossus who looks carved from granite, stands very still, arms crossed over his chest.

      I watch carefully as he collects small donations from a variety of haggard men who appear to seek shelter inside.

      Some slip him tiny handfuls of precious stones, others give him wares of indeterminate value.

      The big man’s thumb cocks to the right for those deemed worthy of entrance, and to the left for those forced to beat a hasty retreat back down the alley.

      Realizing I have little chance of going in through the front entrance, I retreat back into the shadows and bide my time.

      Presently, I catch sight of a gap between an adjacent edifice and ease my way through before circling behind the building.

      At the rear of the structure are several doors, including one that’s ajar.

      I pause, wondering whether the man I was looking for, an old friend named Benz, might be inside.

      This is the kind of place he enjoyed frequenting when he was still alive, so I reckon it might be worth a look.

      I slip through the door and my nostrils are immediately assaulted by the funk of torched copper and freshly turned dirt.

      A few candles hang from the walls which allow me to see a long corridor that leads to an open space.

      Shadowy figures congregate there, everyone backlit by a roaring fireplace that’s positioned between two staircases on either side that rise to a wooden catwalk.

      There are rooms accessible from the catwalk. I count at least twelve of them before I stop under a heavy stone lintel.

      My eyes expand when I notice a niche to my right filled with figurines made of wood and metal.

      Most are representations of women without clothes, their sex exposed and exaggerated, their faces and bodies painted garish colors.

      Voices echo behind me and I jump and hustle forward.

      There are other men trailing me, a small, boisterous crowd.

      I’m forced by the press of the crowd into the open room, which is warm from the fire and perfumed with the strange odor of honey and mildew.

      Everywhere, there are more haggard men, long past the precipice of hope.

      Some are dressed in what look like ornate costumes, others are clothed in ragged and tattered smocks, several more wear little more than their nudity, and the remainder are fully in the buff.

      They’re cavorting with writhing women garbed in finery, mouths pulled wide in oversized smiles.

      Their faces are daubed with paint and bits of dust that glimmer in the vagueness of the room like precious jewels at the bottom of a well.

      I blink, and the features of several of the women distort, their bodies transforming from lithe females to larger, more muscular creatures.

      Some of them have the angular heads of serpents, and others resemble long-limbed beasts from the woods.

      The men don’t seem bothered by the transformations, hooting and hollering, and caressing the monstrous women. They’ve come for this.

      I slip past them and peek in a niche where one of the men is stroking the body of a tall female creature with the head of a feline-like monster.

      The creature’s yellow tail darts back and forth as the man thrusts into her.

      My face flushes and I retreat.

      Within seconds, I’m approached by a long-necked stunner, a woman with a face that resembles a swan.

      She sports a crown of laurel and myrtle.

      Her laugh resonates.

      She crooks her finger, points at me, and licks her lips.

      I reflexively withdraw and cross the space, searching the faces of the revelers, realizing that Benz is nowhere to be seen.

      I backtrack through the rear door and drift over a gravel trail, before circling back to the Suburban.

      I fire it up and thread down a depression toward a shattered church, and there he is.

      There’s Benz.

      He’s seated on the front steps.

      When he spots my approach, he stands.

      He’s in his mid-forties but looks much older. Although, he does possess regal aura of refinement about him.

      His physical presence is a monument to arterial sclerosis with a generous midsection, along with a jagged, Frankenstein Monster’s haircut.

      He holds his hands up, and I approach my ‘tour guide’ with trepidation, even though I’ve interacted with him many times before.

      Anyone could be the traitor playing both sides. It doesn’t hurt to proceed with caution.

      “Dante saw Plato and Socrates when he came here,” I say. “All I get to see is your stout ass.”

      Benz grins, fingers his gut, and chuckles.

      “It’s relaxed muscle, ya mongrel,” he says.

      “Still, you need to get in better shape, old man.”

      “I am in shape,” he replies.

      “Since when?”

      “Since round is a shape,” Benz says.

      I smirk and let out a slight chuckle.

      “It’s been a while,” I say.

      “Too fucking long,” he says. “It gets lonely down here.”

      “Centuries if I’m not mistaken.”

      We hug. It’s as if no time has passed at all, and history is repeating itself.

      I hope this time around doesn’t end in the same terrible and catastrophic way my last visit did.

      “One of Father Cote’s mystics said you might be on your way down,” Benz says. “To what do I owe the pleasure? It’s not every day or even every century that a former archangel makes a house call.”

      I see no reason to play games or engage in small talk. Time is short.

      “Technically, I’m still an archangel. I’m just not allowed back in Heaven at the moment,” I say. “But that’s not why I’m here. Moloch took my boy.”

      “I’ve heard,” Benz replies. “He’s a clever bastard.”

      “What else have you heard?” I ask.

      “What’s in it for me?” Benz asks, beginning the negotiation.

      “A millennium of indulgences,” I answer. “Enough to nearly get you through the Pearly Gates…almost enough.”

      “I’d like to see, for confirmation, if you don’t mind,” Benz replies.

      “You have my word,” I retort.

      “What good’s that?”

      “My word’s my bond,” I say and thrust my hand out. “You should know by now that means something after all that’s happened.”

      Benz hesitates.

      “You abandoned Michael,” he says. “Your word isn’t enough for me.”

      “We’re talking about my son,” I reply. “I have a more personal reason to see this through.”

      After a brief moment of contemplation, he grasps my hand and shakes.

      “I actually believe you,” he offers. “A mother’s love and wrath…Hell’s armies should be afraid.”

      “No need to be so dramatic,” I say. “Just take me to Moloch, or as close as possible. I’ll take it from there.”

      He then marches with me back up to the Suburban and unrolls a crude map that he spreads out over the hood.

      I study the map as Benz’s finger traces a black line that leads out away from the underground city of the damned until it reaches a circled area.

      “That’s the Foundry, the staging area for Moloch and his minions,” Benz explains. “If they just took your boy he might still be there.”

      “Awfully remote,” I comment. “That’s out in no man’s land.”

      Benz wipes a glaze of sweat from his brow. His eyes dart like guppies.

      “That’s my best guess as to where your son is,” Benz says. “It’s not like demons advertise their dens. If we go through the dead zone, surprise the beasties, and hit ‘em hard and fast, then you’ll find what you’re looking for, and boom!”

      “The ‘dead zone,’” I say, smirking. “Apropos down here, don’t you think?”

      “You of all people ought to know there are different levels of torment and suffering,” Benz says.

      “More than you know,” I admit.

      “You’ll get your flesh and blood back, and I’ll get my indulgences,” he says. “Then, all things will be relatively right in the living world.”

      My mind races.

      It’s tempting to argue about how getting what we want won’t necessarily settle things, but I think better of it.

      I nod in agreement.

      He’s my best lead for finding Noah. I’m not going to ruin it by arguing ideology.

      At his return nod I reply, “We get in and rescue Noah. Then you get yours, Benz. Do we have a deal?”

      “Let’s embark on a misguided mission,” he answers and grins. “I’m all in.”

      We load up together into the Suburban.

      I hit the gas pedal hard as we take off. No time to lose.
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      The suburban cleaves the half-light as we descend deeper into the underground, gliding along the makeshift highway.

      It’s a single strip of pitted blacktop made of rare-earth materials that corporations up above would pay millions for, and it bisects ruinous encampments that are thronged with crowds of the damned.

      Deathly demonic songs shrill in the distance, hammering at the damned and causing them to queue near large mesh pens.

      Some in the crowd bolt toward the Suburban, hands up, gaunt faces pleading for help.

      No matter how much I’d like to help the lost souls, there’s nothing we can do for them.

      The Suburban blasts past them, heading toward a strand of industrial weapons-building factories that loom under an angry and tumultuous flurry of dark clouds that give the appearance of a sky.

      Inside the Suburban, I keep driving as Benz sweats ropes in the shotgun seat. The bulbous little man fiddles with his hands.

      “I remember somebody once wrote that the loneliest sound in the world is other people making love,” he mutters.

      “I don’t follow,” I reply.

      “You don’t follow because it’s not true,” he explains. “The loneliest sound in the world is the echo of the prayers of the living for those of us down here.”

      “I’m sorry,” is all I can muster to say.

      “I can hear my wife, Samya. God help me. I can actually hear Sarah praying for me, but there’s no way to respond.”

      I glance over, but I still don’t know the right thing to say.

      “What do you think? Am I going to make it back upstairs one day? Will I get a chance to see my Sarah one more time?” he asks.

      I nod.

      “It’s possible,” I lie.

      “You really believe that?” Benz asks.

      I place a hand on his shoulder.

      “I’ll put in a good word for you myself.”

      Benz’s smile quickly wilts when my eyes swivel to an LCD monitor on the dashboard showing a 3D GPS synched view of the surrounding area.

      He sees what I see, and it’s not good.

      “They’re coming,” I say. “Get ready!”

      On the LCD monitor, an approaching section of the area is speckled black like a flock of birds clouding the air.

      “Demons,” Benz spits and makes the sign of the cross. “Lesser demons. Carrion. They swarm out here like bloody passenger pigeons.”

      I reach under my seat, pull out a CD holder, snatch one of the discs, and insert it into a CD player that’s been jerry-rigged into the dash.

      Streaming music, believe it or not, doesn’t reach into the underbelly of the world.

      The high-powered speakers welded to the vehicle’s armored exoskeleton hummed to life.

      In the distance, swarms of dog-sized and winged demons pierce the sky, swooping down toward us like vultures.

      Inside, I push the ‘play’ button on the dash CD player…silence for a second, then a low chanting begins.

      I reach over and amp up the volume.

      The sound of Gregorian chanting booms in all directions.

      “It’s a special liturgy from the early Middle Ages that’s supposed to ward off Demons,” I shout over the top of the music.

      “Supposed to?” Benz asks.

      I nod.

      Who knows for sure? It’s worth a shot, right?

      “Yeah, well, I’ve never actually tried it before,” I reply.

      Catching a glimpse of Benz’s worried facial expression, I look and see that we’re rocketing along the highway directly into the middle of the demon swarm.

      The speakers continue blaring the Gregorian chants.

      The demons look agitated.

      Their gargoyle faces twist in agony at the chants.

      They begin to look confused, disoriented, and unable to attack.

      A few seconds later, they begin to scatter, but we slam into some of them in our path.

      I key the wipers as the demons splat against the windshield in sprays of black blood.

      Benz’s hands cover his ears, while the sound of the demons splatting blends with the chants like hail on a tin-punched roof.

      I let loose with a rebel yell, enjoying the destruction of the evil creatures immensely.

      It’s a brief victory, but a victory nonetheless.

      The Suburban plows through the end of the swarm and continues on toward the industrial buildings.

      The highway is a free-for-all at this moment, and we have free rein.

      We come upon the Foundry.

      I hit the brakes, and the Suburban screeches to a halt a mere hundred yards outside a cluster of blackened industrial buildings that have an effervescent illumination to them.

      They’re a puzzle of remnant shells, fused architecture, and partially eyeless windows.

      They rise three and four levels into the air, smack dab in the middle of the outer ring’s dead zone.

      I hop out and head to the back of the Suburban just as the rear doors pop open.

      Inside is an arsenal of holy weapons from the mundane to the exotic.

      We have machine-pistols, assault shotguns, ammo, grenades with glass cones, and a cylindrical mini-grenade-launcher.

      Benz watches as I grab a grenade launcher and a bandolier of forty-millimeter shells.

      I hold up one of the shells, which has a wooden, flechette tip as Benz looks on.

      Regarding the tip, I say, “From the Tree of Life and embedded with shavings that have been soaked in water from the Well of Sychar in the West Bank and the Well of Zamzam in Mecca. This is going to be messy!”

      I stow the launcher and shells and grab several grenades with liquid-filled glass tips.

      Regarding the liquid, I say, “In Greek, it’s called chernips—angel tears, which incinerates any beast that finds favor in Lucifer’s eyes.”

      I clip several grenades onto a combat belt and sheathe my Tokarev pistol while pocketing a lighter and shouldering an assault shotgun with a feeder tube of ammo.

      Regarding the shotgun, Benz asks, “That some kind of holy weapon too?”

      I shake my head as I rack the slide.

      “It’s just full of really, really big bullets,” I say and pivot.

      After I quickly recon the area, I signal for Benz as we head at an angle across an industrial yard.

      As we march forward, Benz’s eyes hop to the desert-like ground.

      A shudder passes through the sand, a fleeting ripple of movement as he kneels.

      He reaches a hand out as the sand begins to spin and rotate as if some mini-whirlpool is directly under the surface.

      A thick, clawed hand explodes out of the sand and grabs Benz’s arm.

      The little man shrieks at the sight of...a dusky demon...who rises out of the ground like a resurrected reaper, twisted jaws unhinged as Benz shields his face.

      A blast rips from my shotgun atomizing the demon as I grab Benz and we sprint across the industrial yard.

      The ground quivers as more demons emerge like scorpions from spider-holes as I lead Benz to building number one.

      The structure is a rusted, warehouse structure with a thick metal door that I plow into.

      On the other side of the metal door, is a cluttered space with debris and shadowed by an inky, almost impenetrable darkness.

      My eyes glow as I haul Benz inside and slam the metal doors.

      The demons pound on the metal door. We’ve got seconds before they intrude.

      I unload in anticipation of their assault right as they enter.

      My shotgun cuts down the demons, but more emerge to take their place.

      Benz and I backpedal into the gloom, looking for a way out, the demons closing in when Benz spots a light.

      A luminous glow grows larger through a hole in the wall at the other end of the building.

      “Something’s coming, Samya!” he cries out.

      I turn to see the light widen and then...

      A vehicle shatters through the rear of the building.

      Out of instinct, I shove Benz out of the way, barely avoiding the other armored Suburban, which blasts past.

      When I finally get a better look, I see that Brody is at the wheel, pumping his fist as he slams the Suburban into the attacking demons who scatter and break like matchsticks.

      The other Suburban shoots out of the building.

      Benz and I sprint to greet it in the industrial yard.

      The vehicle spins around to a halt.

      Brody, Jessup, Hines, and even Dominic dismount.

      They’re armed to the teeth, and they don’t look happy to be in Hell.

      A tense vibe fills the air as I confront the team. What the fuck are they doing here anyway?!?

      “What the hell are you doing?!” I demand.

      “Apparently saving your ass,” Brody answers with a sneer.

      “And risking yours,” I reply. “Which is completely unacceptable. This is my fight.”

      “Like hell it is,” Jessup says. “We’re a team.”

      “Are we,” I snap. “Says the one who makes rules that he doesn’t even follow.”

      He flinches but doesn’t defend himself.

      “We’re also risking yours,” Dominic adds as he kicks at the ground.

      “Believe me, Samya,” he continues. “I had a real problem risking my chance at reentering Heaven one day to come down here and save your spawn.” He pauses. “I put the idea of that right up there with having a penile, razor-wire catheter shoved into my—”

      I interrupt. I don’t need to hear this.

      “You’re late to the party,” I say with a smirk.

      “We fell as one, and we fight as one so end of discussion,” Jessup says. “Now where’s Noah? We’re here to help.”

      Benz reaches a trembling hand up and points at building number two, the largest one in the industrial yard.

      It’s a darkened, metal-framed structure that looms over everything like a fallen idol.

      The team falls in line behind me.

      Things are changing.

      Jessup can’t be liking it, but it’s happening nonetheless.

      The team wants a leader who’s willing to risk it all for love, not someone who’s afraid and hides behind rules.

      We move out as one.
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      Inside building number two, moments later, an atrium lies in ruin, debris crunching under my boots as I inch forward.

      Benz follows, then Dominic, Brody, Jessup, and Hines.

      Hines grabs my arm while whispering.

      “Seeing that I’m the new guy,” Hines says, “may I ask the obvious? Why’re these buildings here?”

      “The outer ring’s segregated like prison into the short-timers and the lifers,” I answer.

      “The ones that are here the longest forget where they are, begin to try to reconstruct some semblance of a home...of a life,” Benz says. “So, you get houses, buildings, and weapons factories, but it never really works. How could it? They’ve even tried forging weapons, but that doesn’t work either. There’s no one here to bless them. The irony of it. Yet, they try.”

      “Guess you can never go home again,” Hines says.

      Dominic shoots Hines an icy look, puts a finger to his lips and whispers through clenched teeth.

      “Silencio, Halfling. Before I’m forced to hurt you,” Dominic warns.

      “You’re awful salty today, Dom,” Hines replies.

      “How salty?” Dominic asks.

      “Like Lot’s wife,” Hines answers.

      We looks up to see that we’re approaching a massive metal staircase that ascends upward like a mini Tower of Babel as Dominic moves side-by-side with me, breathing heavy and whispering.

      “This place gives off bad juju, Samya,” Dominic says. “It reeks of death.”

      “We’re among the dead,” I retort. “What were you expecting, a grand welcome?”

      The team snickers. This is a sign of respect. I really am accidentally becoming their leader.

      The team and I slowly ascend the staircase, which is just light enough for us to maneuver upward safely.

      At the top of the stairs, I halt the advance with a fist in the air.

      Dominic and Brody take up defensive positions as Benz waddles over.

      He doesn’t mince words. He dives right in.

      “If he’s here, they’re holding him captive at the end of one of these halls,” Benz says.

      I pivot and spot two hallways that branch off in different directions.

      I signal for Brody, Hines, and Jessup to take hallway number one, while Dominic, Benz, and I take hallway number two.

      Before we separate, though, I pull a body-cam out of a cargo pocket and attach it to Jessup’s shoulder.

      “It has a two-way feed,” I explain. “This way, if you find him first we can double back.”

      Through the feed that’s pumped directly into a transparent overlay inside my iris, I keep an eye on the others as they enter hallway number one.

      Brody advances on point, removes his prosthetic hand, reaches in a pocket, and pulls out a rocked-out mini Gatling gun. He attaches it to his hand, and with the squeeze of his wrist, the barrels rotate furiously as the sound of wind whipping through a hole in the ceiling far overhead echoes.

      Hines shivers.

      Brody senses his fear and smacks him on the shoulder, trying to lighten the vibe. Brody begins to ramble on with one of his trademark riddles.

      “Devil appears to a lawyer and says the world will be yours if you agree to sell me your soul. Lawyer considers this for a sec, then says ‘Sell my soul? What’s the catch?’”

      Hines forces a smile.

      “Still scared?” Brody asks.

      Hines nods. “Shitless.”

      Brody turns back and uses his Gatling-gun hand to open a door at the end of the hallway.

      Past the door, there’s an interior room with an expansive space draped in blackness that could be hiding anything.

      Brody stalks forward, eyes adjusting to the pitch.

      “Noah?” he calls out in a quiet voice. “Noah?”

      At the far end of the room, the trio spots an obscured, small figure, huddled on the ground.

      “Is that you, Noah?” Hines asks.

      At the same moment that I’ve got one eye on the others through a semi-transparent projecting feed, Dominic, Benz, and I crisscross forward into hallway number two.

      I’ve got my shotgun out, marching ahead of Dominic and Benz toward an open door that reveals a large chilly room.

      That’s when I spot an object up ahead. It’s the penlight that Noah had earlier.

      The little thing is just lying in the middle of the room like a mirage as I plunge full tilt down the hallway.

      “Something’s wrong!” Dominic screams.

      Back in hallway number one, Hines, Jessup, and Brody shuttle across the open space toward the small figure who sits in front of them, facing forward.

      “Noah?” Jessup calls out.

      The small figure trembles but doesn’t turn around.

      “I’m here, I’m here,” the small figure says.

      Brody and Hines freeze on a dime as the small figure finally turns to face them.

      It is not Noah. It’s a twisted demonic freak with an oversized mouth and a maw full of sharpened metal incisors.

      “Come and play, motherfuckers,” it screeches.

      “GET BACK!” Brody shouts.

      Hines and Jessup ready their weapons as Brody steps forward, his Gatling-gun hand spinning around as more dark forms rush the trio from every direction.

      In the same moment, in hallway number two, I lunge for the penlight that lies in the middle of the circular room.

      The darkened walls are lined with sheet-metal and glass windows.

      I allow myself a smile as I reach down and hoist the penlight, not paying any attention to the dark silhouettes in the windows.

      Dominic enters the circular room as I hold up the penlight, but it disintegrates in my hands, turning to dust that slips between my fingers.

      I recoil.

      Dominic tosses Benz to the ground, steps on his back, and pins him.

      “Tell her!” Dominic demands.

      Benz looks up at me, eyes wide and feverish.

      I shoot a glare at Dominic.

      “What’s this about?” I ask.

      Dominic nudges Benz with his boot.

      “Tell her the truth, you fucking Judas,” Dominic says.

      “How’d you know?” Benz asks, confessing.

      “I had Hines set up a mirror feed on The Order’s cameras down here,” Dominic replies. “You never know who you can trust. The last feed I saw was of the inside of this building, and you led us right inside.”

      Benz looks up to me with sorrow in his eyes.

      “I didn’t want to, Samya, but they threatened me,” he says. “They said they’d snatch Sarah out of the world and send her into the abyss unless I did it!”

      “Did what?!?” I ask.

      “Help them bring you down and set you up,” he answers.

      “Who?” I demand.

      “They wanted you to come down,” Benz says. “HE wanted you to come down.”

      An explosion rocks the vehicle.
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      The windows implode. Shards of glass burst toward us and fill the air like shrapnel from landmines.

      Dominic and I pull our body armor over our heads.

      I thumb the hammer on my shotgun as a dozen demons scramble into the room through the windows like spiders.

      At the same moment, back at the end of hallway number one, Brody unloads with his Gatling-gun hand. The barrels spin so fast they’re smoking.

      Bullets shred a pack of marauding demons who pour into the room through holes in the walls.

      Black blood and bone-confetti spray, demonic body parts litter the ground as Brody fires in every direction.

      Hines tosses a grenade filled with angel tears at an eight-foot-tall demon who crashes through the ceiling.

      The grenade explodes, showering the demon with napalm-like chernips. The great beast bellows and runs like an ambulatory torch before collapsing.

      Hines tosses his remaining grenades, lighting up the joint, cheering as the demons burst into flames.

      For a brief second, it looks hopeful.

      Then, Hines wheels around in response to a discouraging sound.

      Brody’s Gatling-gun hand clicks as it runs out of ammo.

      “Fuck,” Brody says.

      Brody and Hines backtrack and sprint as Jessup strides forward with a thick staff of polished wood with a metal end mottled with sharpened spikes, a Death-bringer. His hand drops as the metal end distends, and he flicks his wrist, activating the weapon.

      Spikes harpoon out, tethered to metal chains as the spike-tips open to release dozens of razor-sharp flechettes.

      The flechettes rip through demon flesh in great fonts of black blood as Brody grabs Jessup. The trio exit the room while…

      Back in hallway number two, Dominic and I engage in a close-quarters death match with the demons.

      I empty my shotgun, then pull my Tokarev pistol out and trigger it.

      Everything slows down. The bullets exit the barrel and rip right through a demon and then…

      A grotesque demon flies backward and black blood spurts from the holes in his chest. I empty the rest of my pistol.

      The heavy slam of the gun echoes as demons are cut down mid-sprint.

      Dominic keeps a foot on Benz while unloading with his grenade launcher...

      A dozen demons are obliterated.

      The concussive blasts vaporize whole sections of the room.

      I fire point-blank at scale-slicked demons, decapitating one, gut-shooting another, driving my shoulder into a third and then blowing out its mouth.

      Still, more of them appear and we spread out, taking the fight to the crazed revenants, the interior of the space buzzing with the fury of an overturned bee hive.

      A demon flies through the air and I shoot it down like skeet.

      Two more charge Dominic and I squeeze off two shots, blowing out the demons’ legs. They crumple to the ground as Jessup returns and batters them with his Death-bringer semi-automatic pistol.

      Then Jessup turns his full rage on the remaining demons and wades forward, swinging his massive club, tearing jaws from faces, divesting the demons of heads and limbs.

      My world goes crimson as he pulps our attackers until everyone of them is cowering before the big man in fear.

      Through it all, Benz lies curled on the floor in a fetal ball, hands over his ears, eyes closed as spent shells litter the ground.

      We retreat back down the hallway.

      Brody covers our six, cranking rounds at pursuing demons.

      Everyone rolls toward the end of hallway number two.

      Hines, Jessup, Brody, Dominic, and I are all covered in demon gore, the bodies of the fallen lying around us in all attitudes of death.

      “It’s a fucking trap,” I explain when the others notice Dominic holding Benz down.

      I motion for everybody to fall back. Then I drag Benz to his feet.

      “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” he cries.

      “WHERE’S MY SON?!” I spit.

      “Moloch has him! He set this all up,” he says. “I already told you everything I know.”

      As his pathetic words fall onto my ears, I can’t help but whack him across the jaw with my right elbow.

      “WHY?!” I demand.

      “He wanted to bring you here,” Benz answers. “It was all a test to see if any of you would join him when the Gates of Hell are opened. He’ll take you all down into the abyss, and you’ll never get out unless you join him. Oh God…” Benz gets a look of realization. “He was working the whole time with—”

      Benz is violently snatched away by a horde of demons.

      Dominic manages to jump over and latch onto his arms as the demons savagely tear apart Benz’s lower body.

      He pulls a pistol around and aims it at Benz’s forehead. He’s about to put him out of his misery.

      “No! Please! If you do that I’ll never ascend!” Benz pleads. “I won’t even get a judgment day.”

      Dominic pulls the pistol back.

      “At least this way they can say I gave my life for another!” Dominic shouts.

      In a flash Benz is pulled back and eviscerated by the demons in a bloody blur of bestial rage.

      I try to look away but can’t.

      A part of me is sad for him. Another part is satisfied that he got his comeuppance.

      Dominic and I blast away at the demons as we retreat and follow the others back down the massive metal staircase.

      Our team loads and fires as fast as we can slap new clips into our guns.

      The walls and roof teem with demons who mass like meth-amped fire-ants as we lance past the atrium.

      We’re almost out, but the demons swarm around the Suburban that I drove down.

      “Go back!” I shout. “We have to go back!”

      “I’ll do it,” Brody offers. “I’ll get the ride.”

      Before I can stop him, Brody does a mad dash out of the building and across the industrial yard. He runs for his life while hip-firing.

      A winged demon slams into Brody, slashing his back as blood spatters the ground.

      Brody shoots the demon down and manages to limp into the Suburban.

      Inside, he fumbles with the keys while demons pound on the roof and doors, peeling the metal open as they ready to pile in.

      Brody, realizing the end is near, reaches a hand under the dashboard.

      Dread fills my heart.

      What’s on the underside of the dashboard is a small red switch hooked to wires that lead to a mass of hidden plastic explosives under the shotgun seat.

      I can’t hear Brody flipping the switch from this far away, but the blinking red light that flashes from inside the Suburban tells me all I need to know.

      A shrill beeping sound emits outward. Brody’s made his choice.

      I recognize the sound and shout, “Everybody down!”

      The demons atop the Suburban clamor through the open roof as Brody leans back, casts a look at me, and flashes one last ‘Hell yeah’ grin right as a scaly demon reaches down for him.

      “Come and get some,” Brody says, as the demon reaches for him.

      The Suburban vanishes in a retina-searing flash of orange and white.

      Across the yard, the explosive backwash turns demons to ash in a single instance as it mushrooms up and scythes out.

      The others and I take cover as a blast-wave rolls across the yard, incinerating the remaining demons and rocking the building to its core.

      The reverberations from the blast last another several seconds as I push up off the ground and take in the carnage.

      My vision is cloudy, coming in flashes. My eyes focus in on a smallish form running through the plumes of dust and smoke.

      As the figure gets closer, my heart begins racing. I’m afraid of getting my hopes up again, but he even has Noah’s awkward gait when he runs. It has to be him. It has to be Noah.

      His legs pump as he churns toward me.

      I step toward him, and my body grips with disbelief. Is it really him?

      “Noah?” I call out. “NOAH!”

      Before I can take another step, Noah’s visage is swallowed up by a cloud of black smoke that plumes from beneath the ground. Slowly, the smoke dissipates to reveal dozens of demons, reinforcements, standing on the charred remains of their brethren.

      At the head of the horde is the bastard himself—Moloch.

      He holds Noah in his sinewy arms.

      My young son is too frightened to even scream.

      I instinctively reach for my Tokarev, whip it around, and pull the trigger. The gun clicks empty.

      No dice. I’m out of ammo.

      The Tokarev is ripped away as I glare into the twisted face of Vic Jacobs. He’s the gift that keeps on giving.

      He looks worse than before, much worse. His body is twisted and contorted, his mouth is crooked in a perpetual sneer, his gums are cracked, and he’s wearing armor made of scales that layer all along his body.

      “No need to say you missed me,” Vic gurgles through his gangly teeth. “I can tell you did.”

      He throws a nasty right cross, slamming me across the jaw. He then tosses the Tokarev in the air.

      Moloch snatches it and strides forward, fully visible for the first time. He’s easily seven feet tall, elongated, with a humanoid face bearing shortened horns that erupt from his temples.

      He has Noah in one hand, and in the other, he crushes the Tokarev then drops it to the ground in pieces.

      Vic, jagged legs and broken bones, hobbles over next to Moloch and the other gibbering demons who have us surrounded.

      Moloch’s voice resonates through the air as if amplified by loudspeakers and slinks into my ears like the hiss of a serpent.

      “I would have thought that someone as powerful and clever as you would have known better than to fall into my trap,” he snarls. “I even hoped my precious gift of the hunk of wing-flesh that I carved out of your back and presented to your son would be cause for you to withdraw into your past ways. Didn’t you retreat and not follow through during the first war?” He cackles. “All we really need is the boy, but if you’re included in the package, then all the better. Your return will please my Lord.”

      The fucker has no compassion whatsoever, not that I’m surprised. In less than ten seconds, he’s managed to insult my valor, my motherhood, and my integrity.

      If I had the flames of Heaven, I would spend every last ounce of any spiritual righteousness I have left to cut his throat and leave his mangled head behind as a warning to anyone who would trifle with my flesh and blood. Unfortunately, I lost that right a long fucking time ago. I no longer have divine justice on my side, but I do have righteous anger and an absolute, unfaltering, relentless will to do whatever it takes to get my son back.

      “Let him go,” I reply. “Or I’ll fucking end you, one way or another, I’ll fucking make certain that you lack pleasure or pain. I’ll send you to a void of nothingness.”

      If I’m being honest, I don’t really know if my threat carries weight with the asshole. Maybe he likes silence and being left alone. Maybe solitude for eternity is his goal. I sure as hell wouldn’t want it, so I figure it might resonate.

      Still, I’m fumbling around in the dark when it comes to Moloch. He should never have risen to such power. Something’s off about him, and the only explanation is that someone important is using him in a bigger game.

      I’m going to use that against him once I uncover the truth.

      Moloch sniffs Noah’s neck, causing my son to squirm and attempt to escape the grotesque monstrosity’s grasp.

      “I should kill you now,” Moloch snarks, “but I wouldn’t want to do that before the fun begins.”

      The ground begins to vibrate as Moloch raises his arms. He begins chanting a dark prayer in an unknown tongue that I don’t even know.

      His horde of demons join in.

      As their voices grow louder, the ground cracks and begins to open like a monster unhinging its jaws.

      The carcasses and remains on the surface slide into the vast hole that drops into a darkened abyss, which is as vacant and shadowy to the eye as the bottom of the ocean.

      The team and I scramble for purchase, trying to avoid being sucked down.

      Huge plumes of dust rocket into the air as the ground lifts and twists. It’s too powerful.

      We aren’t going to win this round.

      We’re swallowed whole into the darkened abyss and tumble down like rag-dolls, free-falling through time and space. We’re specks in a world of darkness.

      This is my worst nightmare come true. We’re losing, I’m no closer to rescuing my son, and I’m claustrophobic as fuck. Goddamnit!
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      I look over my shoulder and catch a fleeting glimpse of Moloch and his minions as they vanish.

      My shouts at them disappear along with them.

      They’re gone.

      “NOAH!” I cry out.

      Then, I slam hard into the ground and roll over.

      I peer back into the black mirage that envelopes the empty space where they’d been.

      Slowly, I pull myself to my feet, crying out again.

      “Dominic, Hines, Jessup!” I shout.

      There are only four of us left. We’re shrinking in number, giving the enemy an advantage.

      I can’t afford to lose anyone else.

      Even though we’re more powerful, they will always outnumber us, unlike the First Holy War.

      Lucifer seduced a third of the angels. We outnumbered him, though, and we were winning.

      We still had two-thirds of the angels on our side.

      But Michael’s decision to invade Hell itself, despite the armistice, left our side with fleeting numbers.

      Not only did most of the angels remain in Heaven during the invasion, but those who followed Michael were lost, except for a few such as me.

      Those still in Heaven aren’t allowed to interfere now, or the truce would be broken.

      So, it’s on us, and we number four against hundreds of thousands, if not millions by now.

      Lucifer won’t settle for dominion over Hell.

      He wants Earth and all of humanity, the second creation, next.

      Then, he intends to take Heaven.

      “Over here!” Hines shouts back.

      His voice is faint and fleeting.

      I take off, rushing for him. I stumble through the pitch as if I’m in a sandstorm until I fall into a mass of sticks or brush.

      I pull out a chemlight from my front pocket, flare it.

      It lashes its light out in a fan.

      When I look down I see that Hines is lying in a pile of bones, some obviously human, others not.

      Looking closer I see that we’re atop a vast boneyard.

      It’s not just from the battle.

      It’s a menagerie of bleached, skeletal material from multiple battles.

      This is a field of war that’s been trodden countless times for some larger purpose of the Dragon.

      “I’m here,” I manage to say.

      “To your left,” Hines says.

      I rush over, across the bones, homing in on his voice.

      The chemlight glares inches in front of my face.

      Dark forms are up ahead.

      I’m almost there, closer now, but I still can’t make out the dark forms.

      “Hines?” I call out.

      “Here, here,” he replies.

      I slide to a stop.

      The chemlight is still out in front of my face.

      I wave the chemlight, revealing three deformed demons with albino eyes and crooked, distended mouths.

      “We’re here, Samya,” they reply. “Hurry!”

      The demons chortle as they rise.

      “You sent us here,” one of the deformed demons says through broken teeth.

      “Is it too late to say I’m sorry?” I tease.

      The demonic trio pounces on me, causing me to drop the chemlight.

      I come up swinging.

      With cold control, centuries of battle, a mixture of precise martial arts I learned from Jenkins, underhanded street fighting skills, and war-fighting skills forged in Heavenly battles, I throw a flurry of powerful punches and kicks.

      I uppercut demon number one, who sails backward.

      Demon number two lunges at me, talons out, slashing just past my face.

      I counter with my left knee.

      I knock the beast down, allowing me a chance to drop and grab a large bone, bring it around like a baseball bat, and take my shot.

      The large bone smacks right across the warped cranium of demon number three, who goes spinning to the ground.

      I rise, but demon number two uses a bone of his own to crack me across the head.

      I fall to one knee.

      In an instant, the demons are on me, punching and tearing and clawing at me.

      They rage as if I’m the reason for all their suffering, rather than confess that they gave in to their worst nature and committed the evil that brought them here.

      As they overwhelm me, for a split second, it feels like they could end my life.

      From out of the darkness of the pit, however, a blur of light sails through the sky and lands on the ground.

      A red flare burns brightly, casting light over the demons who are forced to shield their eyes.

      I peer up out of a pile of bones and lay eyes on a shimmering silhouette, which glides across the boneyard.

      The demons shriek in anger and launch themselves toward the silhouette.

      I rise and watch as the demons swarm him.

      There’s a flash of light, followed by screams and several dark objects soaring through the air.

      The objects land on the ground at my feet like some kind of sacrificial offering.

      I glance down at the raggedly decapitated heads of the demons.

      Then, I look up and gape as the dark, yet glowing silhouette slowly gliding across the boneyard toward me, dual-wielding two long blades.

      He reaches down and hoists the chemlight.

      Under the bright light, I meet the eyes of the bear of a man who has the crazed eyes of an Old Testament prophet.

      He wears gilded armor and possesses a glowing aura around him.

      The Archangel Michael has arrived.
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      Michael plants his gilded boots firmly on the ground, causing a slight tremor from his incredible power. He begins striding in my direction, carrying himself with the confidence and cool of Steve McQueen, the strength and regal demeanor of Spartacus, and the unbridled energy and relentlessness of Genghis Khan.

      Chiseled and seasoned, he’s part hunter and all wild man, rather, wild angel. He stares down the barrel of thirty-five ripe mortal years in appearance, but he’s far more ancient than he looks.

      This is the leader of the battle I followed in the First Holy War. This is the Archangel.

      This is the one who wanted to end Lucifer for betraying God, but in doing so, he disobeyed the One he sought to honor.

      This is also the leader I failed and my first love. I’m not sure which hurts more.

      “M-Michael?!?” I stammer.

      Michael drops his blades and backhands me across the face.

      I pitch back on my ass into a pile of bones.

      The Archangel Michael hovers over me, legs akimbo, no love lost between us, I suppose.

      “That’s for cutting and running during the invasion,” he booms in his melodic voice.

      “Haven’t seen you since the dawn of time and that’s what you’re going to open with?” I say. “Not even a ‘hello, how have you been’?”

      Michael holds up a mammoth fist.

      “Want another, you cowardly bastard?” he asks.

      “Think you can dish it out, you warmongering son of a bitch?” I spit back at him.

      I don’t give a shit how powerful he is. No one talks to me like that, not even him.

      “You were losing!” I shout. “We were losing. It was over!”

      We quickly square off.

      Michael throws an overwhelming punch, knocking me back on my heels.

      I drop low and sling an uppercut that smashes Michael across his jaw, sending him flying.

      He stops midair and hovers.

      I lunge at him, but he swings a leg out and trips me. He spins around and shoots a jabbing fist, which I barely block.

      We back up and eye one another.

      “You’re determined,” Michael says. “What’s gotten into you?”

      “It’s personal now.”

      He sneers.

      “It’s always been personal,” he says through bared teeth. “You left me down here to rot. I thought…” His voice fades as emotion overcomes him.

      “Your invasion cost the lives of a hundred and forty thousand good angels!” I yell.

      Michael shrieks in every tongue known to humankind. He then shoves me back with bestial strength and readies to attack.

      A scream echoes in the distance, interrupting our spat. The scream comes from somewhere out on the fringes of the boneyard, stopping Michael and me from tearing each other to shreds over perceived betrayal and lost love.

      We both recognize the voice behind the scream.

      “Jessup!” I say.

      Michael soars across the boneyard as I sprint, slipping and stumbling, trying to keep pace, but he bypasses me with ease. His flight takes little effort as he traverses over the bones. He’s so powerful that he doesn’t even need his wings to soar.

      The scream grows louder as the ground beneath my feet disappears like a gallows trapdoor, and I plummet over a drop-off.

      Six feet down I land on my knees and barrel-roll along a small hill that ends at a wide valley.

      Before me are Jessup, Dominic, and Hines.

      They’re squaring off against two dozen albino demons.

      Michael observes the confrontation, sizing it up with his keen eyes. He’s deciding whether helping my team benefits him in any way.

      Without hesitation, I grab two lengths of bone and wade into the fight.

      Fuck Michael and his careful calculations and war strategy. My friends need me.

      As I move forward, one of my angelic gifts manifests—the ability to formulate a plan on the fly. I mentally dissect the scene, and my eyes glow as I weigh the geography and the best points of attack.

      It’s as if an overlay of the battlefield displays in front of me, but it’s only my innate instinct.

      What I see from my dissection of the terrain and enemy is that the best way forward is an ungraceful one. Saving my team will require that I win dirty.

      I take off at full steam, cutting a swath through the demons in a dance of death.

      With my jagged bones, I sever two and skewer a third. I wheel around to help Hines when I’m tackled by a demon who picks me up and body-slams me hard to the ground.

      My eyes peer up into the face of the demon as it grins at me, and saliva drips down from his open maw.

      Then the demon’s head leaves its shoulders in a black spray. He’s been cleanly decapitated by a silver blade.

      I foresaw the battle playing out, and I knew this is how it would end. I allowed myself to accept help.

      That’s more difficult than it might seem, but at least I know my team is safe now.

      I push off the ground to see Michael peering down at me.

      “There you are,” Michael booms, “On your ass looking up at me. Just like old times.”

      “Fuck you,” I reply and stand to see that the rest of the team has dispatched the remaining albino demons.

      “Thought you were a goner, Samya,” Hines says.

      “Thought you were in danger when I heard Jessup’s scream,” I say.

      “That was a shout of pleasure,” Jessup retorts. “I was enjoying myself.”

      Michael pulls his blades up and impales the ground with his swords in the shape of an ‘X’ before him.

      “She might as well be a goner,” Michael says. “In fact, all of you should get down on your knees and pray for a quick end.”

      Hines peers around.

      “So, this is Hell?” he asks and shrugs. “I pictured it differently.”

      Michael shakes his head.

      “You’ll wish you were in Hell, sweet cheeks,” he says to Hines. “This place is worse. It’s the worst place I can imagine.”

      “How could it be worse than Hell?” Hines asks.

      Michael glowers at him as if he were a urine sample.

      “Who’s this asshole?” he asks.

      “A Halfling,” Dominic answers. “Mother was a mortal, and his father was a Watcher.”

      “Figures. Halflings never did know when to shut the fuck up,” Michael says. “They think they’re special. Maybe they are, but until they prove it in battle and achieve glory, I have no love for them. Is he Nephilim?”

      “Unfortunately, I am and I am not,” Hines says.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Michael asks.

      “It means angelic powers haven’t manifested in him,” I answer.

      “Pity,” Michael says.

      “We’re in the pit,” Jessup says, returning the conversation to where it began.

      Michael freezes Jessup with an icy look.

      “Not quite, genius,” Michael says, correcting him. “The pit’s below where we are. This is the place they don’t teach you about in the books. This is the abyss. A plateau of constant combat. The farther down you go, the more gruesome it gets.”

      Michael kneels on the ground and runs his hands across the cold surface.

      “This is where Lucifer has taken the worst of the worst history has to offer to fight it out—to see who gets to become a member of his Praetorian Guard for the Second Holy War,” he explains. “Mortal versus rogue angel versus demon versus these fucked up things that nobody’s ever seen before. It’s beneath us. Yet, it’s powerful and dangerous.”

      “Is there a way out?” Dominic asks.

      Michael points to the skeletons that litter the ground.

      “That’s the only way out,” he answers.

      “Bullshit, Michael,” I interrupt. “We’re force-multipliers. Each of us is equal to a thousand regular soldiers, if not more.”

      Michael shakes his head, unimpressed.

      “You ever wonder why Alexander the Great’s tomb has never been found?” he asks at my stare. “Because he didn’t die. Lucifer brought him and his men down here to fight. Same with the Ninth Roman Legion, and a host of other great warriors. There are more of them than us. They’re not ordinary warriors. He’s spent centuries culling his army, plotting and making certain that he’ll have the advantage this time.”

      “But they’re not angels,” Dominic adds.

      Michael scoffs.

      “You underestimate humans. Lucifer does not,” Michael says. “He knows their potential. This is like a battle testing ground. He’s not just building his army. He’s turning them into a force to be reckoned with. Alexander the Great made it halfway across the abyss—on his own. Consider that. Consider how many angels you know who conquered the known world. Can you even imagine what the war will look like with human warriors such as Alexander at Lucifer’s flank? He’ll have multitudes of them as generals.”

      “Still,” I reply. “Alexander was a mortal, Michael. I’m not. And the demons took my son and probably have him on the other side of the abyss. I’ve made my choice. I have to go across. And either you can stay here and flap your fucking gums, or you can ANGEL UP AND FIGHT WITH US!”

      A moment of quiet descends upon us as Michael registers this.

      Then, he swoops in and presses his face to mine.

      “You’re beyond stubborn and headstrong,” Michael says. “You know that?”

      “I learned it from you,” I reply without flinching. “How am I doing?”

      A hint of admiration for my ballsy challenge spreads across Michael’s face as he yanks his blades out of the ground.

      Michael then reaches in an ankle sheath and grabs a handful of small, archaic flares. He pops the top on one, and it sizzles to life.

      “I take it you’ll fight then?” I ask, still unsure if he intends to slay the enemy or us.

      “Don’t read into it. Just take it for what it is. You should see what you’re about to face,” Michael says as he pulls his arm back and hurls the flare out into the boneyard.

      The light from the flare allows the team to see that the ground is littered with skeletons and clusters of armor and weapons from various periods in history. The destruction reaches out farther than the eye can see.

      This truly is a monument to the capacity of humans and angels alike to wage war.

      Judgment isn’t my purview, though. I reach down and begin rummaging through the left-behinds for something of use.

      The team follows suit and bends down, hunting through the gear, grabbing swords, and whatever other weapons we can carry.

      Michael pops another flare, impales it on the end of a sword he snatches out of the hands of a long-dead corpse.

      Then, he javelins the sword into the air.

      Everyone watches the sword slash through the air and embed out in the distance.

      The flare burns brightly, illuminating the abyss.

      In the distance, I can see a plateau, a narrow peninsula of land, and a gauntlet that hangs suspended in the obsidian darkness. Each section of the abyss contains different terrain, different shades of lighting, weird shapes and forms moving as inhuman screams and bellows reverberate.

      We all take in the lunar-like landscape. It’s a chaotic mass of devastation, suffering, and remnants from countless battles. It’s a tragedy and a cemetery.

      “It’s like being marooned on the moon,” Hines says, not at all joking.

      Dominic cracks his knuckles.

      “Throw in a million free-range monsters we have to fight our way through and it’s exactly like that, Halfling,” Dominic says.

      “Do me a favor, Dom,” Hines says, “call me ‘Halfling’ again. I didn’t hear you when you said it the other thousand times.”

      “Truth hurts, doesn’t it?” Dominic says as he gets in Hines’s face.

      Hines doesn’t back down.

      “Fuck off,” Hines spits.

      Dominic pulls back a fist, but I grab his arm.

      “This isn’t the right time to play this out,” I say. “We have greater enemies.”

      “Oh, this is very much the exact right time,” Hines begins. “This is the time to tell you exactly what I think about—”

      I cut him off.

      “I see something. Look.”

      Everyone turns as I gesture to a form that looms far out on the horizon.

      “It’s the bridge across the pit,” Michael says.

      Michael signals for everyone to follow. He strides forward without fear.

      I can’t tell if it’s because he’s become foolish and forgotten the Fear of God, or because he knows the terrain so well that he doesn’t need to be afraid.

      I don’t know enough just yet to surmise what’s changed since last we met.

      Instead of doubting him, though, I sprint alongside him.

      “You’ve been across before?” I ask.

      “A time or two,” Michael answers matter-of-factly as if it’s not a big deal.

      “Are you sure you know the way?” I ask.

      “Well, I think so, Samya. I mean I’ve only been trapped down here for eons after you backed out and left me without my warriors. I still believe we could have finished it then. We could have extinguished this endless war before Lucifer was able to build his strength up.”

      “At least you’re not holding onto any of the anger, Michael,” I snark. “Or should I remind you that your warriors were defeated?”

      “I’m about this close to stabbing you in the face,” he replies. “I was abandoned.”

      We continue jawing until we near a broad, bone-white edifice that fully materializes out of the murk. The curved bridge is a grotesque monstrosity that spans over the top of a bottomless pit and bisects the boneyard.

      At the base of the bridge, I kneel, touch it, and see that it’s made of skeletal material, human and otherwise, fused with accretions.

      The team filters slowly onto the bridge, but Hines stops and bends to one knee.

      His brow furrows. He inches a hand down and touches a thick, black rope that ribbons over the base of the bridge, but he gets the shock of his life.

      Tiny tendrils erupt from the rope, which begins to pulse and move like a snake as Hines whispers, “Not good.”
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      I look to an oversized stone that lies on the ground in the middle of the bone-white bridge.

      I reach a hand out, and the stone expands, changing color from grey to a fiery red.

      That’s when I realize that the stone is not what it appears to be.

      “IT’S A FUCKING EYE!” I shout.

      The giant eye blinks as I recoil.

      Then I hear a muffled scream.

      When I turn, I spot Hines running down the bridge, trying to stutter-step past the ‘rope.’

      The giant eye tracks his movements.

      The ‘rope’ snaps out like an adder and nearly snags around Hines’s legs, causing him to scream.

      “WE’VE GOT PROBLEMS! A LITTLE HELP, PLEASE!” he shouts.

      The team and I backpedal as the ground under us thrums and quivers.

      A mammoth form erupts from under a portion of the bridge as everyone looks on, struck dumb at the sight of Abaddon, Ruler of the Pit, Destroyer of Souls.

      He’s a dragon on steroids with an oversized maw that opens to reveal a gullet as black as the bottom of the ocean that’s studded with ten-foot-long incisors.

      The team has actually been walking across Abaddon’s backside, which is covered in bones, as the great beast slumbered.

      Its tail is the ‘rope’ that Hines touched.

      “Please tell me I’m hallucinating,” I say and try to back up.

      Hines grabs the edge of my body armor and pulls me back as Abaddon shrieks at us.

      The horrific sound is a mix between fingernails screeching down a chalkboard and sharpened steel blades clashing against each other.

      “It gets better from here, Samya,” Hines says. “Isn’t that what Michael said?”

      “If by better you mean worse,” I reply.

      Hines swallows hard as Abaddon rises to its full height.

      The beast hovers above as a fifty-foot Lovecraftian nightmare with tentacles and talons.

      A second later, the monstrosity brings its arms and bulk down, shattering left-behind war mechanisms and causing the bone bridge to list.

      The impact sends a rumble across the bridge, causing us to lose our balance.

      We slide back toward the edge of the bridge that dangles over the bottomless pit.

      We’re inches from oblivion.

      I lead the team in scaling down the side of the bridge.

      Jessup turns to see Hines slipping.

      He grabs Hines’s wrist, holding onto him for dear life as he grunts and swings.

      Both men drop down onto the other side of the bridge.

      There, we regroup and take up defensive positions in the pitch.

      Despite being on the back of the beast’s makeshift armor, we lose sight of Abaddon’s maw.

      I tense up, sword out, and hear the whoosh of wings in the darkness.

      I wheel around, my eyes scanning, sensing for movement.

      “It’s close!” I say.

      Then I backtrack in a circle only to see that I’ve been separated from the others.

      I flinch at an unexpected flash of movement, a glimpse of something just beyond my line of sight.

      It could be Jessup and the others...or something else.

      I inch forward, unease becoming dread, squinting, spotting nothing at first.

      I’m relieved for a brief second until I see Abaddon’s mouth shooting right at me.

      He’s slinked out of his bone-armor and swooped back around to strike.

      I duck as the monster roars toward me in anger.

      Dominic takes off on a dead run to help me, sword raised over his head, heading straight toward Abaddon.

      The creature sidesteps Dominic, throwing a talon out that slams into him, rocketing him to the ground.

      Abaddon then spins its great bulk, ready to finish him off.

      Jessup runs and flings his sword, which slices through the air and across the top of the bones, flying end over end until it careens into the beast’s decrepit flesh.

      The sword missiles into Abaddon’s left leg, causing the abomination to bellow in pain.

      Abaddon wheels on Jessup, scampering across the boneyard.

      Hines grabs me, and we sprint toward the others.

      Abaddon snaps around and lays eyes on us as we chug like linebackers.

      The beast gives chase.

      Jessup screams, making noise to try and draw Abaddon’s attention, looking for Michael who’s nowhere to be seen.

      Hines and I run for our lives, but Hines trips and falls.

      I help him to his feet just as Abaddon bears down on us.

      Hines and I timber to the ground, out of breath, out of options, and truly fucked.

      I’d hate for it to end this way, inside the maw of a monstrous creature that isn’t even sentient.

      Abaddon whips its head back, jaws open to devour us.

      The ground in front of and underneath us explodes with a terrible quake.

      Michael leaps up through a hole in the ground, sword out, plunging it into the heart of Abaddon’s neck.

      Abaddon falls on its side, writhing like a salted slug as Michael puts his weight against his blade.

      Every muscle in Michael’s body contorts and strains as he pushes his sword forward, ripping a massive gash in the beast’s underside. Buckets of black blood and bile sheet the ground, marinating Michael in gore as he thrusts his sword deeper.

      After a long, terrible, and agonizing pause in the battle, it’s all over.

      Abaddon’s head thumps once and falls silent as Michael collapses to the ground.

      Hines and I rush over to Michael, with Hines gaping at the dead Abaddon in wide wonder.

      “‘Michael and his angels fought against the Dragon, and the Dragon fought back.’ Revelation Chapter Twelve, Verse Eight. This played out exactly like they said it would in the Book,” Hines says.

      “Reason number one that the Bible makes perfect sense, even if we don’t fully understand it all just yet,” Jessup says. “God works in mysterious ways.”

      I turn as Jessup and a winded Dominic limp over.

      Jessup reaches a hand down to Michael who’s resting on the ground, covered in Abaddon’s intestinal goo.

      “That’s twice in the span of twenty minutes that I’ve saved your sorry asses,” Michael says.

      “I’m keeping a mental tab,” Jessup replies.

      “Sure, you are, Jessup,” Michael retorts. “You know I don’t even remember your face from the First Holy War. Were you ever actually there?”

      Jessup ignores the insult and helps Michael to his feet as he gestures out across the boneyard.

      “We’ve crossed the bridge into the field of combat. We’re in his arena now,” Michael begins.

      At everyone’s looks, he continues.

      “Once we go forward from this point, there’s no stopping. There’s no quitting, no surrender, no retreat,” he warns. “We have to get to the other side and defeat everything we come in contact with to get Samya’s son. If we manage all that, then maybe we can save ourselves too. It’s kill or be killed. Can each of you stomach it?”

      Long and slow nods come from everyone.

      “In that case,” Michael says, as he unveils a shoulder strap pouch and flings in front my feet, “you’re going to be needing this.”

      I haven’t used my bladed chain weapon since the First Holy War.

      I’m not even sure if I’m ready to lay eyes on it.

      The reminder might bring back the feelings of regret and defeat.

      Yet, it is a fearsome weapon. Our chances will improve greatly if I simply push my regret aside and forgive myself. We need all the help we can get.

      I edge toward the pouch. I kneel down.

      Before me is an arm and shoulder sling that looks like a baseball bat carrier.

      Instead of unzipping it, I tear it open with a single swipe of my razor-sharp wrist armor.

      From inside, my bladed chain of glory, which was forged in the Plains of Heaven, emanates an orange and reddish hue that pierces my eyes.

      It’s been too long since I’ve touched the weapon. I’ve felt naked and less powerful over the centuries without it.

      My left hand reaches down and pulls it up out of the pouch.

      This weapon isn’t blessed by The Order.

      My true weapon, the bladed chain, is blessed with angel tears, chernips.

      The chain slides up around my wrist and arm and flings outward in a sharp snap.

      It has a life of its own. Its power resonates through my body.

      “You were watching us above the abyss, weren’t you?” I ask. “You could have helped. You could have stopped Brody from being killed.”

      “How was I to know he’d be killed?” Michael asks. “Moreover, how was I to know that your mission was righteous? I needed to see you in battle. I needed to see that you mean it this time. I wanted to be certain that you will finish the job…this time.”

      “Fair enough, but he still deserved your help,” I say, as a dim glow emanates from my chain.

      “So did I,” Michael counters.

      An arrowhead that’s the size of a battle ax reaches out from the end of my chain.

      There’s an opening in the shape of an oval in the middle.

      My weapon still carries bloodstains from the First Holy War. The weapon hasn’t been cleansed.

      Michael wants me to remember the cost of our mistakes.

      As the chain wraps around my left wrist, my feet lift off the ground.

      “What’s happening?” Hines asks.

      “After I lost my wings I thought I’d never fly again,” Michael answers, “but our weapons are still holy and blessed with angel tears. When Samya wields it, her strength and powers will be amplified. She can soar again. Not like before. I tried flying out of here to no avail. Can’t get more than fifty feet off the ground.”

      I will my body back down to the ground.

      The chain slinks around itself and curls up off the ground.

      “You’ve seen our will and determination, Michael, and I have a reason to see this to the end,” I say. “What more is needed to convince you?”

      Michael smiles broadly and puffs out his massive chest out. His shoulders roll back as he begins to speak.

      “If we’re all in agreement, let us go and end them,” Michael implores.

      I march forward with renewed fervor.

      With my holy and blessed weapon at my side, I’m deadlier than before.
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      Not long after the battle with the serpent Abaddon, we trek across the boneyard.

      We make good time, picking our way up past a series of foothills and negotiating down over a maze of low ravines, rounding bends, and crawling down an endless series of switchbacks.

      The grade increases with every step, and the path grows more treacherous the higher we climb.

      Michael soon takes the lead, which is only fitting considering his position.

      Jessup follows just behind him.

      Hines, Dominic, and I take up the rear.

      We’re back up to five strong. It should be a joyous moment, but it’s hard not to feel the loss of Brody.

      He gave his all for us. He made the ultimate sacrifice. His wit and wisdom will be missed.

      Most of all, though, losing his courage and loyalty will be felt inside and on the battlefield.

      With my ring and little finger pressed against my palm and my thumb, index, and middle finger on my right hand, I make the sign of the Cross and say, “In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, Amen.”

      Then, I continue to move forward.

      There will be time for grieving once we’ve finished what we’ve come here to do.

      Dominic moves away from the others until he’s examining the edge of the abyss from a perch on the edge of a switchback.

      The side drops into the nothingness of the pit.

      Out in the middle of the darkness an almost imperceptible presence, an ominous cloud slips past.

      It’s as if something, some force is in motion, constantly keeping an eye on the team as we journey forward.

      “Why does it feel like we’re being watched?” Hines asks.

      “It’s Lucifer. The eyes of the Lord are in every place, right? That is what you were taught, correct?” Michael asks.

      At Dominic’s nod, Michael continues.

      “That may be true in the omnipresent and omniscient sense,” he says, “but it’s not the Lord’s eyes that watch us now. Not here they don’t. This is Lucifer’s domain. The ol’ Serpent, the big daddy himself, is out there watching everything we do. It’s his eyes that keep watch here.”

      “Why hasn’t he stepped in? Couldn’t Lucifer attack us now?” Dominic asks.

      “Not his style. He’s like a head-shrinker. Prefers to get into your gray matter. Turn people against each other and pick ‘em off one by one,” Michael answers. “Only he does it in ways you won’t see coming. He plays the long game. While everyone else is thinking in straight lines, he’s thinking in circles and loops. He’ll try to mess with us, tear us apart, make us distrust one another. Same as he did with Raphael and the others after we attacked.”

      “What happened to them?” Dominic asks.

      “He ate their souls,” Michael answers. “But not before torturing them.”

      Dominic grimaces. “How’d you make it out alive?”

      Before Michael can respond, Jessup shouts, causing the duo to hustle up.

      They slide down the reverse of a ridge-line and reach a slope that ascends to a sand-dune formation.

      At the edge of the abyss dunes, a peak of volcanic slag and scree leads to an embankment.

      It rises over a valley of death lit by blobs of light with yet-to-be-revealed sources.

      The glow tinctures the ashen sky.

      Permanent scarlet twilight abounds in a composition that’s majestic but slightly off-kilter.

      The entirety of the abyss has the faux quality of a movie set meant to be ominous, except it actually is a terrifying terrain, ripe with unspeakable horrors.

      We trudge through the decrepit remains of warriors who fought and died centuries ago.

      Our journey is rife with travails, but it is a righteous one, and we will do whatever it takes to prevail.

      I creep toward the edge of the embankment and look out.

      Down below, the slopes lead to a coil of red, putrid water that feeds a sprawling mist-shrouded swamp, which is flanked by a roiling river of bile, visible on the horizon.

      Out in the middle of the swamp are small hillocks, which are tufts of material that bob in the amber water. For an instant it looks like obscured forms are lying on the hillocks, keeping low to the ground.

      I shuffle down the embankment, which is choked with stones and gravel.

      Michael stays behind and takes in the view of the swamp and the hillocks as he glances at Hines.

      Their voices are powerful and reach me despite the distance I’ve put between us.

      “What’s John Chapter Eleven, Verses Forty-one through Forty-four deal with, Bible Scholar?” Michael asks Hines.

      “The resurrection of Lazarus?” Hines asks, checking to see if he understands the question correctly. “But you know that. You know the Bible forward and backward.”

      “Still like to hear the words spoken aloud,” Michael admits. “Makes me feel like I have a little connection with the Almighty, even in the midst of all this despicable ruin.”

      Jessup looks over.

      “Why those verses?” he asks.

      “Haven’t you ever wondered what happened to Lazarus?” Michael asks. “After he rose from the dead?”

      “Don’t remember the Bible mentioning it,” Jessup replies.

      “Because it doesn’t,” I explain.

      “Laz was brought back from the dead by Jesus, otherwise known as Yeshua and likely pronounced as Joshua in English,” Hines interjects.

      “Lazarus was the first living dead,” Michael adds. “There were some…side effects that accompanied his resurrection.”

      Dominic gets a look of recognition and understanding. His eyes narrow.

      “You’re not saying what I think you’re saying, are you?” Hines asks.

      “The Bible does not include or elaborate on what happened to Lazarus after he came back from the dead, from the other side, brother,” Michael replies. “Care to take a guess?”

      “No,” Hines says. “I definitely do not want to know.”

      Michael ignores this and answers anyway.

      “The risen Lazarus developed a hankering for human flesh,” he says.

      “The first zombie,” Jessup jokes.

      Michael nods, indicating that Jessup’s comment is meant to be taken seriously.

      “And this is his domain,” Michael adds. “The swamp. The Lament Swamp.”

      “Lament Swamp?” Jessup asks. “Who came up with that gem?” He chortles.

      Michael points to himself.

      “Like it?” he asks. “I’ve been sitting on that one for a couple centuries.”

      “Sucks,” Jessup replies.

      “I’m seriously growing tired of your lack of faith and bullshit, Jessup. Shall I remind you of who is known as a coward and who backed down in the face of death and Lucifer?” Michael asks.

      Jessup smirks.

      “Then I guess you don’t want to hear that I think you’re not really mad at me at all, Michael,” Jessup says. “You’re mad at you. You failed.”

      “Okay, that does it,” Michael warns. “That’s it. That. Is. It!”

      Michael lunges at Jessup only to be blocked by me as I rush back up the slope.

      Despite not having time for a tiff right now, I attempt to stop the unnecessary loss of life over a grudge that takes less precedence than what I desire and need now.

      “We can settle our differences later,” I argue. “Fighting each other is exactly what Lucifer wants. We’re better than that.”

      Michael and Jessup continue to leer at each other.

      Before they’re able to engage in hand-to-hand combat, though, I point to a gruesome sight on the ground. My hope is that it will both distract and alert them to a potential danger.

      The mummified corpses of a detachment of medieval warriors, now little more than rusted chain-mail and weaponry, have merged into the ground beneath our feet.

      We’re actually treading on corpses, a virtual Pompeii of corpses bent in agonized poses.
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      Once I realize the ground is littered with corpses half-buried in the ground, I back up to get off of them, but the carpet of dead goes on for miles.

      Everywhere I look, skeletal feet and hands can be seen sticking out of the muck.

      At first, I push off the ground and hover to avoid the corpses beneath our feet.

      My chain glows as if it’s sensing we’re about to battle.

      “But their weapons are still here,” Dominic says, observing the unusual sight and trying to make sense of it. “Crossbows!”

      Jessup glances at Dominic, who holds a hefty crossbow and a dozen thick arrows.

      “Been a long time since I’ve used one of these,” Dominic says. “Our weaponry’s advanced all the way to the Eleventh Century.”

      Dominic sizes up the crossbow. “I can finally say that I’m about to go medieval on someone’s ass.” He smirks.

      I survey the skeletons. I can’t help but wonder how they even got this far.

      Is Lucifer imbuing them with supernatural strength or tapping into humanity’s capacity for power? Is all this carnage a myriad of test-runs, beta tests, and experiments in warfare?

      The abilities of humans are meant to be suppressed so that they might have a chance to choose righteousness over wickedness. Pride can corrupt even the purest of souls given the right circumstances.

      If the Morning Star has found a way to level his warriors up, his army truly will be a force to be reckoned with.

      “What happened to them?” I ask.

      Michael bends and hoists a piece of leg bone. He studies the curvature of the bleached tibia, the obvious bite marks across most of the bone.

      “Looks like they were someone’s lunch,” he answers matter-of-factly.

      The others gather as many weapons as they can as Jessup keeps an eye glued on the hillocks.

      It’s unclear what’s out in the swamp, but whatever it is, it’s pressed to the ground and remaining out of sight.

      The path forward, the only path, cuts across the heart of the swamp, or as Michael would call it, The Lament Swamp.

      On the sodden path, I lead the way, not because I want to, but because I’m the most eager to get to our destination. I simply do not know how much time Noah has left before it’s too late to rescue him.

      Letting Moloch get his way with my flesh and blood is not an acceptable outcome. If that happens because I took too long to get there, I’ll never forgive myself.

      My feet slip into the swamp’s murky liquid, which is oily and slick. A vaporous stench rises off of it as the mist envelopes everything.

      I take a step and then slip, but Dominic steadies me, keeps me from falling into the murk.

      “You know we risked everything to come down after you,” Dominic barks at me.

      I groan. “Not you too. I’m having hard enough of a time getting Michael off my back.”

      “I’m just saying,” Dominic begins before I cut him off.

      “What? What the fuck are you ‘just saying?’” I spit. “That you want a fucking gold star or something?”

      “How about an apology?” Dominic demands.

      “What’s so wrong with wanting to save my son?” I ask.

      How dare he question my purpose.

      “It’s only wrong when you risk the souls of other people,” Dominic answers.

      “I didn’t ask you to come.”

      “No, you didn’t,” Dominic says. “But you also didn’t consider that all of this is over a mortal.”

      “Sometimes, right is wrong,” I reply. “Sometimes, wrong is right. And it’s not just any mortal. It’s my son.”

      “You sound like Jessup,” Dominic sniffs. “Never thought the two of you would be so in agreement.”

      “He makes a lot of sense,” I reply. “Except the part about not being closer to our loved ones. I should have been there for Noah. I should have been preparing him for this and done more to protect him.”

      Jessup doesn’t chime in, however. This is between Dominic and me, and he respects that. We have some things to work out, or we’re going to end up slicing each other’s throats.

      “A hundred mortal years is like one year to us. And we get to walk the Earth like superheroes, live like kings, and take down people like Nero and Hitler and Richard—” Dominic says.

      “For the record,” I interrupt. “We don’t live like kings. Aside from some battles in the Dark Ages we’ve never taken down people like Nero and Hitler.”

      “That’s not the point!” Dominic snaps.

      “Help me with the point then, Dom,” I say, “because you’re just pissing me off now.”

      “Point is… we could kick ass and take names for a hundred lifetimes, and you want to give it all up to settle down?” he asks. “To spend time with a mortal who is destined to die before you reach your middle years?”

      I grit my teeth, white-knuckling my chain, two seconds away from slashing the life out of Dominic. This is my son we’re talking about. I created him, as much as anyone other than the Almighty can create.

      I nursed him. I taught him his first words. I was there the first time he learned to crawl, read minds, and move objects with sheer will.

      This is my one and only son we’re talking about. He’s destined for great things, regardless of whether or not his life is going to be short by our standards.

      He’s mine, and he’s the only thing that matters to me now that I’m one of the Fallen.

      “Yeah, well, maybe you were the one who helped the demons, Dom,” I say, accusing him as I wait for his glare. At his sneer, I continue. “Maybe you were part of some inside job and—”

      Plaintive wails interrupt us. A muted cry for help reverberates across the dunes.

      We all turn to look in the direction of the pleas.

      “HELP! HELP!” The cries echo across the swamp, silencing both Dominic and me.

      We step closer to the sound of screams. Our eyes glow as we try to perceive anything through the darkness.

      “There’s somebody out there,” Jessup says. “We owe it to them to do our sworn duty and protect them, even if we’re amongst the damned and have no path to redemption. It’s our obligation.”

      Hines puts a hand to his right temple and shouts. “I see him!” Hines jumps off the sodden path and wades across the swamp.

      Up ahead a form is barely visible in the mist, a man standing up to his waist in the murky liquid, gesturing wildly.

      The rest of the team screams at Hines, but he doesn’t stop, just continues toward the seemingly helpless soul. It’s in his nature.

      Since he was brought into The Order and informed of his half-angel, half-human birth, he’s felt a need to put others first. He doesn’t back down in the face of danger.

      This is one of those moments, however, when he should be more cautious.

      The man out in the murk is no ordinary person. It’s Lazarus himself. The one and only.

      The remnant of the man once risen, the first zombie. He drifts toward Hines while waving his hands.
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      Hines stops in the middle of the swamp and stares at Lazarus.

      That’s when he notices the crooked grin on Lazarus’s face and the blackened holes where his eyes and mouth should be.

      Hines freezes up, stunned and overcome with shock.

      I close my eyes and allow my angel sight to take over.

      It’s as if my mind detaches from my body, and a wash of vertigo hits me.

      Once I’ve adjusted, my vision floats to the backside of Lazarus.

      His flesh has been peeled away.

      Just a few strips cover rancid organs and dried, visible musculature.

      Something’s not right.

      I spot dark forms moving under the water to the left and right of Lazarus.

      The liquid begins to splash and grow turbulent.

      Lazarus shambles toward Hines. He’s gibbering like a lunatic.

      “IT’S A TRAP!” I shout and bring my chain up, unfurling the full length in all its might.

      Lazarus leaps past Hines and directly at me.

      I return to my body in time to witness an arrow from Dominic’s crossbow slam into Lazarus’s forehead, sending him crashing into the murk.

      Five cadaverous zombies rise off of the hillocks behind their fallen leader.

      I’m pulled back to the path by Jessup.

      Michael whips his blades out and holds steady. He seems locked in a trance, harnessing his anger and pain which boils over.

      Michael spins through the murky liquid of the swamp with the grace of a trained dancer.

      He’s a whirling dervish. He glides across the top of the swamp.

      His blades arc from left to right in chopping motions, severing arms and legs. Michael decapitates every last one of them.

      He’s saved us for the third time.

      Were we wrong to abandon him? Could he have won the First Holy War?

      What if his invasion could have ended all this evil before it even began and had the time to regrow in strength and number? Would things be different?

      I’m beginning to think Michael might have been right in his invasion.

      I know it’s wrong to think so. My wings weren’t ripped from my flesh for failing to win the battle.

      I fell because I disobeyed and followed Michael.

      We wouldn’t be here today if we’d kept our oaths in the first place.

      At the same time, though, if the full backing of Heaven’s armies had been at our backs, we could have prevailed.

      Dominic wades out and pulls Michael back as Jessup screams.

      “More are on the way!” Dominic shouts.

      Just above the ground, I soar down the path to the opposite end of the swamp, which spills out into the roiling river.

      Jessup and Hines cross the river as Jessup turns back to see Michael blazing toward them, followed by three dozen zombies.

      Jessup and Hines plunge into the river and push across, spitting out mouthfuls of the fetid water as they reach the opposite shoreline.

      The zombies give chase as Dominic turns and fires his crossbow and another arrow sears through the air.

      His arrow impales the undead with tremendous force.

      Two zombies snarl as their skulls are torn asunder.

      On the opposite shoreline, Michael and I stand shoulder to shoulder, ready to confront the horde.

      Dominic has fallen into the murky water.

      Michael and I swing into action.

      We move with superhuman speed and grace as we mentally dissect the battlefield and take the fight to the enemy.

      It’s as if the action has slowed down, allowing us to execute moves and attacks that a mortal could never make.

      My vision of all that’s transpiring slows down, and I see what’s before me in slow motion.

      I’m able to anticipate three steps ahead of the attackers.

      I yank Dominic out of the water as he crawls to the left and wields his crossbow to slam the jaw of a zombie that was about to pounce on me.

      “No matter what you think, I wasn’t part of any inside job,” Dominic attempts to convince me.

      I don’t respond. It’s not the right time.

      Instead, I pull my chain back and wade into the marauders who  attack in waves.

      Michael and I are an army unto ourselves, just like the old days when we kicked Lucifer’s ass out of Heaven.

      If only we’d finished the job.

      Michael brings his blades down, over and over.

      I flail the sharp arrowhead at the end of my chain in every direction, slashing through one enemy after another.

      The chain itself is as sharp and deadly as the arrowhead and cuts the heads clean off a row of the undead.

      A mosaic of zombie body parts litters the ground.

      Hines and Jessup guard the rear as they book across the abyss, but they run smack into a pack of zombies rushing to cut them off.

      Hines pulls out his sword as the zombies converge and he goes on the offensive.

      He decapitates the first attacker and bisects a second just before he spots a third sprinting for Jessup.

      “Jessup!” he shouts.

      Hines removes his sword from the second zombie’s decaying flesh and hurls it at the third, killing the creature before it’s on Jessup who spins and shrieks.

      “Behind you,” Jessup warns.

      Hines turns a beat too late. He’s tackled by an oversized zombie who mounts him, rearing up, ready to take a bite out his soft flesh.

      Hines flattens to the ground, hands trying to hold back the snapping jaws of the zombie.

      One of Dominic’s arrows pounds into the zombie’s head, knocking him off of Hines.

      Hines rises, spots Dominic who has just fired the shot from a hellacious distance. His mouth twitches in a smile.

      “You owe me, Halfling,” Dominic teases.

      Bringing up the rear, Michael and I run like we’ve got the VO2 max of cheetahs pumping through our blood.

      We outrace the remaining zombies and orchestrate a counterattack of furious slashes meant to wipe out everything before us without mercy.

      As we separate, we swing back around. In one slick, coordinated acrobatic move, we fly through the air with our weapons at the ready.

      In a surgical display of skill and inhuman ferocity, Michael and I shear through the stupefied zombies.

      We punch through the wall of the resurrected, slicing through pallid flesh and bisecting appendages until body parts are piled up at our feet like some kind of twisted cairn.

      More of them come at us, a delegation of the dead.

      Their unblinking eyes are everywhere, their twisted hands stabbing their air. They long for our warm flesh and blood.

      Michael thumps his chest and calls them for them to come to him.

      They swoop down on us like wild beasts.

      Michael’s blades make the air sing.

      I drop to a crouch and unfurl my chain that snaps out and wraps around six of the monsters. Teeth gritted, I pull back on the chain which cleaves their soft flesh.

      A long moment passes, and then we step back.

      The zombies slide apart into piecemeal.

      Organs and appendages drop in a gory heap as the nightmarish creatures collapse like felled trees.

      Michael’s head falls back, and he utters a war cry. He’s loving this.

      This is what he’s always wanted—to take the fight to the enemy. Then, he sucks in a breath and clocks me with a sly smirk.

      I shoot him a wry smile.

      I wonder, for a moment, whether I should allow a past spark to rekindle, but then I push aside the feeling.

      I answer to no one now. I’m my own angel.

      “You keeping track of how many times you’ve saved my neck?” I ask.

      He chuckles.

      We turn and sprint to catch up with the others.

      My chain curls back up near my wrist, resting until it’s needed again.

      “Would I do something like that?” Michael replies. “Three, by the way. I’d say four, but the last one was a team effort.”

      “You. Are. Such. A. Dick,” I say.

      “You’re no better,” he says. “Besides, you like this. You crave this. You’re like me. If there weren’t a war, we’d both be wishing for one.”

      I beg to differ, but he might be right. I was born to be a bringer of death and finality.

      Whether that’s how my name will be remembered, who knows?

      Either way, I’m actually enjoying myself at the moment.

      “Maybe not, but I’ve got a different outlook from what I had before,” I reply.

      “This from the angel who sold out her brethren at the Gates of Hell,” Michael counters, and his eyes glow.

      Right there in the middle of it all, a vision hits me.

      Insane vertigo takes over, and my eyes roll behind my eyelids.

      A vision is overtaking me whether I like it or not.
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      The vision transports me back to the time directly before the First Holy War. I have no choice but to relive the final moments all over again.

      Only, I can’t change my actions or control what happens. I’m stuck in my own body looking out, seeing and feeling it all again.

      I can hear our cries of passion and the sound of flesh slapping against flesh.

      In my mind’s eye I’m back in place, our hidden space, a recess, a small cavern winnowed out of a mammoth piling of rock.

      It was our nook, Michael’s and mine. A place we met when our desires could no longer be contained.

      In the hours before everything changed, I was riding on top of him, Michael’s raptorial eyes going wide as he thrust into me, the two of us engaged in violent, sweaty congress.

      We were lost in the moment, the cavern suffused with the warmth and light cast from a small fire.

      While it might be a blasphemous thing to say, it was as if, for a moment, we were the only two beings that existed in all of Creation.

      I remember how Michael reached his hands around and gave my backside a squeeze as I closed my eyes and tightened the muscles around the inner portions of my thighs.

      I measured my weight and began bouncing rhythmically as Michael grunted, following my lead, our bodies moving in perfect harmony.

      Then I felt my eyes rolling back uncontrollably and Michael heaved a mighty sigh as we both climaxed.

      I collapsed atop his chest as Michael’s breath came in ragged bursts.

      He kissed my neck as I wiped a lock of hair back from his face.

      We didn’t speak a word for several moments.

      There was nothing that needed to be said.

      It was a beautiful moment, perfect even, but such things, as I’ve come to find in my rather long life, rarely last.

      I traced the contours of his lips with my finger, on the cusp of sharing my inner feelings, and that’s when I heard it.

      A sound built in the distance.

      A mnemonic chant rose to a crescendo and then—

      A horn blared a note that echoed off the walls of our tiny cave, a call to arms.

      Michael titled his face toward mine and the color went away from his cheeks.

      He moved to stand, but I held him down.

      “Not yet…not now,” I said.

      “It’s started,” he replied, “for the love of all that is holy, it has started.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Michael and I gather our armor and weapons and surreptitiously exit the cave, mindful to avoid being seen by the others.

      We crash down a hillside and duck through a strand of trees.

      The horn continues to reverberate, and we pray that we aren’t too late.

      Cresting a rise, a band of sunlight glints off a sea of polished armor.

      Slowing, we stand before a mighty force, an army of angels, our angels, numbering in the thousands, ready to do battle.

      Michael and I wade through the hundred and forty thousand of angels clad in their exquisitely-crafted breastplates, holding swords of light, and shields polished to such a high sheen that they cause me to look away.

      The army behind us rises out of the chest-high tawny grass.

      Our numbers are vast but not as large as they should be.

      We’ve disobeyed the truce. We’ve followed Michael’s lead in invading Hell itself to end the betrayer once and for all.

      We stand at the apex of a hill, peering down into a dark valley that spools to a massive wall, which stretches from the ground as high as the eye can see, and appears to be made of a shiny obsidian-colored metallic alloy.

      “They’re coming!” Michael booms.

      “I see nothing,” I reply.

      Michael purses his lips.

      “The scent of evil. I can smell it,” he says. “It’s on the wind. They’re coming.”

      I close my eyes. That’s when I notice what he’s referring to.

      There’s a shift in the feel of the wind.

      Then, a turbulent gust rushes at us from the front.

      I drop to my knees and place my palm on the ground.

      A vibration rises from the soft ground, spilling between my fingers.

      The vibrations grow stronger and become shudders, as if the ground is about to be in the grips of a massive earthquake.

      “They’re here,” another angel shrieks. He points down toward the bottom of the valley.

      I look out over the ledge and into the darkness. There’s movement in the valley.

      The massive gates on the wall begin to groan open.

      When the gates come to a halt, out streams an army of angels in dark armor, a third of Heavenly Hosts, the ones who followed Lucifer.

      Along with them are humans who have fallen prey to Lucifer’s wiles.

      Together the fallen angels and lost human souls are a force too large to number.

      The dark-armored angels and lost souls trill a demonic death song and raise a banner emblazoned with a darkened star—Lucifer’s sigil.

      Michael moves up ahead of us and thrusts his swords into the air. Golden tendrils of light and raw energy swirl out of the hilts and wrap around the blades.

      He swings his swords back and forth, splitting the dense and eerie air, causing the angels on our side to become energized and teeter on the verge of charging.

      My stomach, however, knots.

      There are so many of the dark ones. The Morning Star has gained even more followers.

      Michael wheels around and faces us all.

      “Snatch what light remains from their eyes!” he beckons us.

      I steel myself with a few quick breaths and clench the bladed chain that extends outward from my left wrist.

      A glimmer of light sparks on the spike at the very tip of my weapon. It whips through the air, ready for battle.

      The enemy’s death song reaches a crescendo, at which point I can no longer hear myself breathe.

      The ground thunders beneath us.

      I look back to the valley.

      Lucifer’s army, the angels with misshapen faces and humans who have been corrupted to the side of evil, are twisted up in agony, or possibly ecstasy.

      “End them,” a roaring but melodic voice says from the darkness behind their force.

      Lucifer’s army of darkness swoops into our midst like a pack of wild animals. The enemy rolls forward into us like a great wave, and in seconds, the combat is close-quarters, hand-to-hand, sword to sword.

      Frantic screams fill the battlefield.

      I swing my bladed chain outward and send the arrowhead at the end into the neck of the first dark angel that springs at me, decapitating him as a thick rope of black blood paints the ground.

      Its head rolls past.

      I glance up to see a female angel of darkness target Michael, throwing herself at him without fear. She should know better.

      I pull my arms tight into my chest as I drive the blade at the tip of my chain into the dark female angel’s neck, creating a sound akin to a mallet striking a brick wall.

      The dark angel struggles as I twist the chain, causing the blade to swivel upward and into her skull. Gore spurts in abundance as something pops in her cranium and the dark glow in her eyes vanishes.

      The dark angel then folds up, and I use her corpse to springboard forward, splitting open the skulls of two more angels, slashing wide the throat of another before reaching Michael who’s occupied dropping the attackers in bunches.

      Michael brings his swords down in a violent slashing movement, bisecting two of the attackers, before lopping off the arms and legs of three more. He twirls his swords so fast that the air seems to sing in harmony and resonance.

      “We’re going to win this fight,” Michael says to me, his mouth pulled wide in a grin. “Justice for his betrayal will be enacted, and paradise will thrive once more!”

      Out of a renewed faith that we can win, I move closer so that I can fight next to him, but I’m blocked by three dark angels who swing their swords at once.

      I parry their thrusts, block their swings, and pulp them with a slice of my chain, then turn to follow at the back of Michael, whose swords are full-on glowing at this point.

      Following behind Michael and the rest of the other angels, I march down the hillside, running through the black mist that swirls at the edges of a blood-red river.

      Michael’s swords are like beacons leading us through the gloom and spraying showers of molten metallic light as they meet the blades of every dark angel who is unlucky enough to come face-to-face with Michael.

      We’re close to the gates of Hell. The twisted metal rises into the silty air, so tall that their apex can’t be seen.

      The fighting grows more intense the closer we draw to the gates.

      I’m dealing death in every direction and caught up in the fog of war.

      I bring my bladed chain down and cleave a dark angel in half.

      Every strike has found its mark. Yet, there are so many of them.

      When I look up, I realize that there are only a few of our brethren and sisters left. My heart sinks.

      Despite the advance we’ve made and the destruction we’ve wrought against the enemy, there are only a mere eighteen, maybe twenty, angels of light left on the battlefield.

      The others have fallen in the battle. Their bodies litter the ground and up the hillside that’s streaked with blood.

      The dark angels and lost souls converge and make their final attack.

      I execute a sliding maneuver to avoid their strikes and drop under their black shining blades before I rise back up and batter the skulls of the attackers.

      My bladed chain soars through the air, coming down and across and back up again, slicing across their necks, severing their bodies, and caving in the skulls of the dark angels, but where two fall, four more take their place.

      There are still tens of thousands of attackers, maybe hundreds of thousands.

      I look on as my remaining comrades fight valiantly. Our numbers, however, are diminishing by the second.

      I watch four friends be hacked to pieces. Then, three more are slain.

      I swing my chain in a circular motion, whipsawing the heads of five dark angels.

      Despite being deadlier, we’re barely making a dent in their masses. We’re losing.

      I call out for Michael, but I’ve lost sight of him.

      That’s when I begin to accept that our position and advantage has been fully overcome, and we’re not going to make it to the gates.

      None of my fellow angels of light are in sight. When I look around, all I see is darkness.

      The enemy surrounds me with no way to breach forward.

      I know what I have to do.

      I wheel around and carve a bloody path through the dark angels. Then, I run for my life.

      The battle has been lost.

      The air is filled with banners of smoke and the cries of the dead and dying as I sprint down the banks of the river of blood.

      I glance back and take in the faces of the marauders, the army of dark angels who have become demons and who hunger for my blood.

      It’s worse than I could have imagined. They’re tormented and writhing. They’re truly damned.

      A glimmer catches the periphery of my eye.

      A solitary figure continues to fight atop a mountain of bodies.

      It’s Michael. He’s alive and still fighting, despite being surrounded by the Devil’s angels.

      I step toward him, but there’s no way I can reach his position.

      The enemy swells, and I begin to fear being swallowed up by them.

      So, I do the only thing left to do.

      I sling my chain around and cut through a swath of demons standing between me and the only escape possible.

      In doing so, my bladed chain gets caught between two silver axes.

      No matter how hard I pull, I can’t pry my weapon loose.

      The hooks on each side of the arrowhead are acting like an anchor stuck in place and catching on weapons forged in Heaven but used by demons.

      I let go of my weapon, feeling an overwhelming sense of loss, and I dive into the river of blood.

      I’ve abandoned my leader.

      I’ve abandoned my cause.

      Insane vertigo washes over me once more as I plunge into the murky river and I’m pulled back into the present moment.

      The vision ends.
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      In the present, I shake my head and look into Michael’s glowing eyes. He can’t get past it, the way that I left him behind.

      Not that I had a choice. I could have plunged back into the battle, but it would have meant certain death. Like a scorned lover, which he is, Michael won’t let it go.

      Grudges. They’re worse than enemies. I understand how much it hurt that I abandoned him, but we’d lost.

      The invasion didn’t have the full support of Heaven, and we’d lost. It was over.

      “Do you deny abandoning your charge?” Michael asks.

      “I didn’t sell out. I just got tired of the killing without knowing the whole picture. We lost, Michael. We lost,” I reply. “What if God had a reason not to allow you to finish the war? What if He wanted all this for some greater endgame?”

      “There was a war, Samya,” Michael says. “A truce was only going to allow Lucifer to rebuild, and that’s exactly what he did. It was our job and our purpose to finish it. No endgame justifies allowing a treacherous blasphemer to grow in power.”

      “You sound like him,” I counter. “You sound like the Morning Star. Do you still think you know better than God?”

      Michael scoffs and recoils. “Despite what’s taught in Sunday school, you and I have free will. That has to mean something. If it’s possible that Lucifer’s misguided choices were part of a greater plan, then our choices also bear fruit. If there’s one thing I will never betray, it’s my sense of what’s right. I wanted to end the suffering. I would have ended the suffering. Lucifer has done nothing but bring torment under the false guise of pretending to offer his salvation to those who are beyond real salvation. It’s a lie.”

      “Awfully certain of you,” I say. “So proud…”

      “Don’t,” he warns. “Don’t compare me to him ever again.”

      I look away but keep speaking.

      “They say that as soon as you choose a side in a war, you’ve already picked the wrong one,” I say. “We became God’s enforcers. Were we wrong to break the truce? Is that even a possibility? Has the Almighty never changed His mind?”

      “Archangels are born to enforce the Holy Law, regardless of whether it should be different. By its nature, it cannot be wrong. That’s who we are. We’re Archangels,” Michael says as he crosses his arms.

      “Yeah, well, I guess I started questioning the mission when it became less ‘turn the other cheek’ and more ‘shock and awe.’”

      I fix a look on a silent Michael.

      He lets my words hang in the air with no response.

      We pause for a second, and our eyes meet. Such compassion resides in those war-fighting eyes. He’s a contradiction and an enigma wrapped inside a puzzle.

      I’ll never fully understand him or what compelled him to break the rules and invade Hell, but maybe that’s part of why he had been chosen to be the leader of the armies of light, even though God knew the misguided path he’d eventually take.

      “I never said it before, but even though I didn’t agree with your invasion, I’m sorry I didn’t get your back. Guess I was just scared,” I say.

      It’s the most I can offer. I know he’s not likely to ever fully forgive me, but I hope that he’ll come to understand that we don’t all see things the way he does.

      He is, after all, not the Almighty.

      “Then you’ve got more in common with the mortals than you realize,” he replies with condescension as if I’ve just spat on his boots.

      Part of Lucifer’s justification for rebellion was that humankind had been lifted above angels. We were ordered to serve them and not the other way around.

      Now, Michael sounds like Lucifer. It sends horrible shivers down my neck.

      Yet, I ignore his jab as we catch up with the rest of the team.

      Then, we sprint toward a massive wall made of boulders. It rises vertically, nearly eclipsing the twilight of the abyss. At the base, we follow a ledge that snakes up it at an angle.

      It passes cryptic glyphs and script on the rock face. The words are messages and pleas written in strokes of blood and carvings made by sharp weapons, the prayers of warriors who came this way ages ago.

      Hines stops and uses a small knife to scrawl ‘Hines is the fiercest’ on the surface.

      Dominic smacks him on the back of his head, urging him to keep it moving.

      I wipe a sheet of sweat from my face as I slip and slide backward.

      Jessup throws an arm out and braces me. He pulls me back up next to him on a higher ledge.

      “You losing it?” he asks.

      I shake my head, even though he might be right. I don’t have time for self-pity. The fight is on, and I’m not slowing down.

      “I’m just getting warmed up,” I reply.

      “You were incredible back there,” he says and grins.

      I beam at his praise.

      “So were you,” I admit.

      “Makes you wonder how it would be if just the two of us ran things, huh?” he asks.

      I don’t respond to his comment as we continue our ascent. He’s baiting me.

      He wants assurance that I have his back. I do, but my Noah is everything to me, and I can’t make any promises to other angels or former lovers—not this time.

      “Thank you for coming in after me,” I say instead. “It means more than you know.”

      “I disobeyed in doing so,” Jessup says. “There seems to be a lot of that going around lately.”

      I chuckle, despite how serious the truth of it is.

      “You thought for yourself,” I reply. “Free will is a bitch.”

      “That’s one way to put it,” he says.

      “You risked everything and saved my ass along the way. That’s not ‘nothing.’”

      “You still don’t realize that I would do anything for you,” he says. “How do you not get that?”

      “It’s not my priority,” I answer. “I’ve got family now.”

      Jessup doesn’t take heed of this. He brushes it off and moves upward and well ahead of me.

      I watch as he goes, while I wipe the blood-splotches off the edges of my bladed chain on the side of my armor.

      Juggling my own needs is already a tall order. Juggling the needs of those I love is an altogether different matter.

      Moments later, and at the top of the boulder-wall, the team takes a rest on a rocky outcropping that rises over a long and narrow valley of death and desiccation.

      On one side of the valley lies the remains of a ruinous cluster of low-slung buildings. On the other side of the valley is a dry riverbed that leads to what resembles a forest on the horizon. The trees are dried out and rotten.

      I take a knee, chin resting on my balled fist. My eyes flutter as I look out over the ruinous and wretched buildings.

      So much more could have been done here. This entire domain could have been a second paradise.

      If only the closest of companions hadn’t had a falling-out and Lucifer hadn’t decided that he deserved to sit on the throne instead of his Maker. If only Lucifer would have accepted his place as second and never first.

      So much life could have been spared. So much peace and progress could have been made. If only…

      I’m not a leader in that sense, though, and it’s not my place to question the divine plan. There’s likely a reason for it all, and one day, I’ll get to see it come to fruition and lead to a better world, I hope.

      If not, that’s fine too, as long as my Noah is safe at the end of the day. Fuck anyone who gets in the way of that.

      The rest of the team stands behind me as I turn from the sprawling view and approach a door on the first building in sight atop a plateau.

      I ignore the cries of my friends for me to stop and not go inside.

      Instead, I curl up my chain around my wrist and slip through the door only to see that he’s back. Noah is back.

      Inside the building is home. Noah’s home, inside the dining room that I’d hoped Jenkins, Noah, and I could have escaped to and left behind this God-forsaken war.

      My only son is right there in my home.

      Takeout food rests on the kitchen table.

      Jenkins and Noah are seated, smiling, and eager for me to join them.
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      “We’ve been waiting for you, Mom,” Noah says in his soft and calming voice.

      I love his voice. It’s so peaceful. It calls to me.

      “You’re late,” Jenkins says and gestures for me to join them.

      I stand, rooted in place, not believing my eyes.

      Are they really here? Am I really here? What the fuck is this?

      “I—it can’t—you’re okay,” I mutter.

      Jenkins smiles warmly.

      “Of course we are. Now, are you gonna come over here and give us a hug or what?” Jenkins asks.

      It’s too good to be true, which means, of course, that it can’t be. Yet…

      I move toward the table and gather up Jenkins and Noah in my arms and embrace them.

      I hug and kiss them. I smatter their cheeks with my lips. I take it all in. I close my eyes and savor the moment.

      That is until I hear it.

      The guttural snickering emanates out from them before they transform.

      The simulacrums of Jenkins and Noah begin to take their true forms. They’re a pair of translucent demons who titter and point at me as if they’re jurors accusing me of wrongdoing.

      I ball my fists. Enraged, I shudder and sink into hopelessness.

      I knew better, but I wanted to believe.

      Their chalk-white hands reach out and snap at me. They grasp my shoulders.

      I wheel around and try to look away but can’t. I have to see.

      I spin back around and come face-to-face with an androgynous figure, who’s a cross between Trent Reznor and Annie Lennox, meets Lucifer, the Morning Star, the Old Serpent, and he’s taken on the appearance of a young boy.

      He’s clad in an obsidian black robe with long swooping hair like snake tails. His face is the color of expensive, fine china, sinister and enigmatic.

      He’s aged but young. He’s as beautiful as the reputation that precedes him.

      He’s the Devil in the flesh and incarnate, and he’s come to meet me personally.

      I can’t help but shudder.

      “The last time I lay eyes upon your sweet face, you were cowering like a frail kitten at my front gates,” Lucifer says in his soothing voice. “Feels like yesterday.”

      “You’ve got a bad memory, not to mention a shitty abode,” I snarl.

      Lucifer gesticulates with his hands, motioning like an artistic orchestra composer. In truth, Hell and the world itself is in some ways his playground.

      According to the terms of the truce, he has the ability to inflict his influence at will. That is, as long as he doesn’t stray too close to Heaven.

      “It grows on you,” he says. “Yet, it doesn’t have to. Do you really think I intend to stay here forever?”

      “I don’t care what you do,” I say, anger launching from my voice. “I want my son back. You either return Noah to me, or I’ll  finish the Holy War you started. I will end your dreams here and now.”

      Lucifer chortles.

      “Sure you will,” he sniffs. “You and your army of six…my apologies. I almost forgot about Brody sacrificing himself. What a noble act. Five. You challenge me with five, one of whom is a Nephilim without the powers of an angel. Do you really think you can win this, sweet Samya?”

      “Where’s Noah?!?” I demand, ignoring his attempt to throw me off.

      I hate his silver tongue. He always did have a way with pretty words. He tells people exactly what they want to hear, no matter how many lies he has to spread to make them believe they want what’s actually wrong and terrible for them.

      “Noah?” Lucifer teases and sneers with a grin. “He’s a scrapper, that boy. Chip off the old block. But you’ll forgive me if I tell you that he’s seen some things down here that will require decades of therapy. Even if you could get him back up above, it won’t be the same Noah. Not anymore. You’re too late, lovely. Are you sure he wouldn’t be better suited under my compassionate and significantly more forgiving guidance?”

      I lunge at Lucifer, but he flicks a wrist, stopping me where I stand.

      I’m paralyzed, unable to move anything other than my mouth.

      He doesn’t deserve this kind of power.

      “I will find a way to hurt you,” I say and spit at him.

      Lucifer chuckles, his features morphing from that of a young boy to an old, wizened man, and then to a sultry woman, androgynous features and long, flowing hair.

      He’s the Great Deceiver in every sense, physical illusions, false words, and illusory truths.

      “You had your chance, and you blew it,” Lucifer says in a more feminine and softer voice. “Now the only way you’ll ever see your boy and save your friends is if you bow down before me and say the magic words: ‘I am the way into the city of woe, I am the way to a forsaken place, I am the way into eternal sorrow. I am the way and the life. True eternal life, unencumbered by the bounds of archaic and unnecessary rules. I alone should be on the throne. I’m a better choice than Him. His first creation, the favored angel, has surpassed Him. But to each his own.”

      He snickers.

      “Fuck you,” I reply. “You’ll never hear any of that come from my mouth. No matter how much you torture me. No matter what you do. I don’t care if you do win the final war. I will never bow down to you.”

      Lucifer waves a hand, drawing loops in the air and causing flashes of light.

      The images swirl and form into the shape of Noah.

      “The problem with creatures like us is that we don’t die a pretty death, no matter how noble or ‘amoral’ our actions are,” he hisses. “But this doesn’t have to end badly for you, Samya. Think about what I could do for you. You could get your family back, and we could bring all of existence to its knees. That’s why I orchestrated this—why I’ve done everything I’ve done. I worked with certain interested parties to snatch your son, so you’d have to come down to me. I wanted to see you in action. See, if you show me that you have what it takes to sit at my right hand, you will be placed in a position of power the world has never known. And when we conquer what is ours by merit, you will be rewarded with all your heart’s desires. We are more, we are special. If He didn’t want a challenge to His authority, then why did He create me in the first place? I was meant for this. You’re meant for this. I dare you to tell me I’m wrong.”

      “I’ll never bow down to anybody ever again,” I reply. “You’re barking up the wrong tree.”

      “But you’d bow down to the Absolutist, wouldn’t you?” he asks. “A Creator who’d turn his back on you and your family. A God who chose his second creation over his first. You still think He’s merciful when He does nothing to help and allows me to set you up, bring you down like Job Part Two?”

      I remain silent as Lucifer’s head slinks. He snickers and glides around me.

      “If you don’t bow down, the only way you’ll ever see your son again is to continue fighting,” he says. “Perhaps you’ll see him on the other side of the battlefield.”

      I can feel flames burning in my eyes as they become volcanic and lock on Lucifer.

      “I choose to fight,” I answer. “And when it’s done, I’ll come for you. I’ll find a way to end you.”

      “I seriously doubt it, my soon-to-be martyred friend, but I’ll be waiting,” he says and rises while keeping his eyes on me. “Of course, all bets are off if just one of your compadres turns against you.”

      “They won’t,” I declare.

      “Sure,” he sniffs. “But are you sure they’re as strong-willed as you? Alexander the Great sold out in five seconds for a bedchamber filled with sexual conquests bearing beauty that takes your breath away. He’d never even imagined how much pleasure could be had. And five seconds isn’t even the record. See, that’s the one thing that mortals and fallen angels have in common...they all have desires, or they wouldn’t have ended up in precarious positions to begin with. That creates a natural way in, a price for anyone and everyone.”

      A giggling Lucifer melts into the shadows as the false visage of Noah reappears for an instant and then vanishes.

      I break free from the paralysis once Lucifer is gone.

      In my rage, I rush out of the building.

      My eyes fall on the rest of my team lying in bloody heaps, being feasted on by ravenous demons. The sight is unbearable.

      I scream as my knees buckle. I close my eyes.

      “It’s not true,” I mutter. “It’s not real. He’s a liar.”

      I open my eyes. The waking nightmare has faded.

      I flinch, shake off the torturous images, and begin striding back to the others.

      At the top of the boulder wall, a friendly hand touches my shoulder.

      “Bad dream?” Jessup asks.

      I glance over my shoulder at him. It’s definitely him and not an illusion.

      I can tell because he smells of sweat and the blood of those he’s slain.

      “I read that someone famous once said ‘the center of every man’s existence is a dream,’” he adds.

      “What the hell does that mean?” I ask.

      “I have no idea,” Jessup admits. “Seemed like the right thing to say.”

      I manage a slight smile at this, which makes Jessup happy for a brief moment.

      Michael whistles and points to the horizon.

      “We cannot afford to stop now,” he says.

      Jessup and I stride over and begin carefully navigating down the rocky outcropping toward the narrow valley.

      Hines gestures to a cluster of buildings.

      “Might be easier to go that way,” he says.

      “We’re not going that way,” I reply and shake my head.

      “I think I saw something inside of one of the buildings,” Hines argues.

      “I said that we’re not going that way,” I say.

      I watch carefully as Hines looks over at the buildings.

      I follow his eyes and see that he’s staring at what appears to be a beautiful woman inside, beckoning to him.

      “It’s not real,” I explain. “It’s a trap to draw us in and break us up. The Silver-Tongued Serpent admitted to me that he intends to turn us against each other. He’s going to use our desires to do it.”

      Hines looks again. He doesn’t seem to hear my words.

      He’s under her spell already.

      The creature grins seductively and disappears back into the building.

      Hines moves forward.

      I flank him on the right and follow. I’m the reason he’s here.

      I can’t let him fall prey to a demon because of my actions.
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      Something toils in the murky half-light inside the building. I can hear it creeping about.

      After the false visage of Noah that was used to ensnare me into a fireside chat with Lucifer, I get the distinct feeling that this is a trap too.

      I grab Hines’s arm and try to pull him back, but he won’t budge.

      “We don’t know what’s in there,” I warn. “But I’m certain it’s not friendly.”

      “It might be Noah,” Hines says as he rushes forward and deeper inside the building.

      Hines noses through a corridor just past the main entrance.

      I follow and find the dimly-lit interior suffused with a warm glow and the smell of incense.

      The place is a den, a siren’s den. Nothing good will come from this.

      Hines’s eyes burn as he takes in the surroundings. It’s a large open space with a hallway leading out from the center.

      A dark figure is visible at the other end. Hines steps closer.

      Over Hines’s shoulder, I see that the dark figure we’d laid eyes on before is a beautiful, nude, lissome woman. She raises her left hand and curls her finger, beckoning to Hines.

      I rub my eyes and blink. When I look again, the woman has vanished.

      I look backward, gaping, and see that the front door is shut behind us.

      It’s only the two of us in here, and we’re all alone. I call out for the others, but no one responds.

      Hines proceeds through the open space and down the dark hallway.

      I follow and note what looks like spores or motes of dust swirling in the air. I cough and inhale some of the spores, which taste like chalk.

      The end of the hallway is lit by tiny votives hanging from a loop of wire overhead. The firelight casts strange shadows on the walls.

      Hines calls out for the mysterious woman. He turns a corner and enters a room with a raised and circular bed.

      I rush to catch up but keep my distance.

      The woman lies there, chest down, head propped up on her palms. She smiles.

      “You made it,” she coos. “Your presence gives me pleasure.”

      Hines swallows hard.

      “Who are you?” he asks. “What do you want with me?”

      “The one who was always here,” she replies with a giggle. “And I want all of you.”

      She’s a succubus. I study her unparalleled beauty.

      Up close she looks less like a living creature and more like an object of worship carved from the finest marble. A million questions race through my head.

      I open my mouth to speak, but I’m somehow caught in her illusions as well.

      The succubus brushes back a lock of auburn hair and parts her lips.

      I move to warn Hines and get between them, but the succubus glimpses me, and the wooden door slams shut in my face.

      My head swims. There’s a bitter and metallic taste on my tongue.

      I feel faint for a moment as the barrier of the door breaks her spell.

      My head becomes clear again. I can’t let Hines fall prey to her. This can’t happen.

      I bang at the door.

      “Hines!” I shout. “She’s a succubus. Fight her.”

      There’s no response.

      I lean in and press an ear to the door.

      From the other side, the sounds of soft footfalls and the flick of a tongue against flesh fill the air. She’s seducing him into the throes of passion and death.

      I hear claws raking through skin. Hines screeches in pain.

      The succubus’s deep, guttural laughter echoes through the door. Moans of pleasure follow.

      I work the handle, but it burns my fingers. I unsling my bladed chain and swing it into the door hinges, breaking the metal and prying them loose.

      Then, I kick at the door until it collapses inward.

      Hines is naked and in the grasp of the succubus, her claws digging into his back.

      My eyes are distracted for a moment by the width and length of my friend’s manhood. It’s impossible not to consider that this moment will be worth revisiting in the future. If he has the skills to match his natural gifts, we could both indulge in pleasure. He’s not only in danger of being killed, he’s in danger of escaping the friend zone.

      For the moment, however, I simply need to save his life and soul.

      The succubus’s face has changed. Her head lolls, and a cadaverous grin tugs at her mouth. Her features are distorted, and the young woman has become an angry and twisted old demonic crone.

      She cackles at me.

      If I hesitate for even a second, she’ll be able to cast her spell of seduction once more and trick me the way she’s manipulated Hines.

      I sling a dagger at her head, but she shifts just enough that the blade only pierces her left shoulder.

      She smirks as if she likes the pain.

      Hines looks to me with confused eyes.

      “What is this?” he asks.

      I don’t have time to explain. I launch at the succubus and plant my elbow into her jaw, sending her spiraling to the ground.

      She rolls over and comes up clawing, gliding with the grace of a ballerina.

      She swings her talons at Hines.

      He gets hold of himself and kicks at her legs, which gives me enough of an opening to make my move.

      The succubus rears up and leaps into the air, attaching herself to the ceiling.

      She’s a creepy-crawler. I’ve missed my chance.

      The succubus drops down and snaps at Hines, biting him.

      The two of them collapse to the ground and struggle, rolling over.

      She snatches Hines’s wrists and shoves them to the ground. Her lips crease open to reveal a mouthful of jagged fangs. She goes to bite into Hines’s flesh.

      I fire a slug, and the succubus’s head vaporizes, turned into bone-confetti. Smoke rings rise up from her headless corpse as it slides off of Hines.

      He looks up at me. I lower my Mossberg shotgun.

      “Come on,” I say. “No one has to know about this.”

      “I’m naked,” Hines says, as he looks down. “I feel like a frat boy who just had the time of his life and doesn’t remember any of it but regrets all of it.”

      “Just get your clothes back on,” I reply. “We’re leaving this den.”

      He obliges and gathers up his clothing, armor, and weapons.

      Back outside, I motion for everyone to follow me down into a dry riverbed that snakes toward a dark wood of twisted trees.

      “No more chasing after mirages,” I say as we move down together. “If it seems too good to be true, then it likely is.”

      We’re about to enter into a myriad of deception, as the battle forward becomes murkier and more demented.

      We’ll have to trust in each other and our faith if we’re to have any chance at all.
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      As we continue our march toward the desiccated trees, Hines looks over at Dominic.

      “If you would’ve told me yesterday I’d be fighting demons, snakes, and succubae in a place just short of Hell I would have called you crazy,” Hines says. “Never thought we’d actually end up here.”

      “This isn’t even that bad yet,” Dominic replies.

      “You’ve seen worse?” Hines asks.

      “Did your old man ever tell you about what we did in the First Holy War?” Dominic asks.

      “I never knew my father,” Hines answers. “When Lucifer discovered that he’d escaped the battle at the gates of Hell, demons hunted him for centuries. He hid well for a long time, but right after I was born, they slaughtered him.”

      Dominic takes a liking to the ground for a second.

      “He was a hell of a warrior,” he says. “Saved my ass a time or two.”

      Hines takes this in. “Hope I can live up to him.”

      “Then you had better get mean, junior, because things are about to get a whole lot worse,” Dominic says.

      A rumble from up ahead draws our attention. There’s movement as far left and right as we can see.

      We need to get closer and find out what we’re facing.

      The team starts running, kicking up a cloud of dust as we move through a garden of strewn boulders.

      In front of us, the twisted trees rise like crooked fingers in front of a faraway field of tawny grass that stretches, chest high, to an obscured ridge-line.

      Out on the periphery small fires smolder, embers kicking up flashes of spectral fire that light the terrain.

      “This doesn’t look so bad,” Hines says.

      Dominic gestures out to the grass where dark shapes are barely visible and fanning out, taking up positions.

      The enemy has been anticipating and awaiting our arrival. They’ve been planning for us.

      Michael and I bend.

      He plunges his pitted swords into the ground.

      My bladed chain slinks up close to my left wrist and settles at a resting position.

      Michael puts his finger through one of many holes that have been eaten through the metal of one of his swords. He shakes his head, pulls the ruined sword out of the ground, and crushes it with the squeeze of one hand. It turns to dust.

      He looks back to me. “We’re near the end of the abyss,” he declares.

      I nod and look out into the spectral light.

      “I can feel Noah,” I say. “He’s close.”

      This time it’s real. My son is near. I can sense it.

      “Are you ready to end this?” Michael asks. “Are you ready to fulfill your purpose?”

      “Hines talks a lot about Kierkegaard and some story called Fear and Trembling. About a man who goes through life and reaches an abyss where he has to make a leap of faith,” I say and meet Michael’s glowing eyes. “They attacked me in my son’s home. They took Noah, Michael. Not only am I ready to make a leap of faith and end this, I’m going to keep fighting and get Noah back. Then, I’m going to tear this place apart and salt the ground.”

      “You’d risk everything for a Nephilim who may end up as a mere mortal?” he asks with doubt in his eyes.

      “I spent thousands of years walking the earth before I found something worth risking everything for,” I answer. “I’m NOT letting them take it from me without a fight.”

      “We’ve got company,” Dominic warns, interrupting our parlay.

      On the other side of the field, the dark shapes slash through the grass with amazing speed.

      They’re far enough away that we have time to make a plan, but they’re getting close enough that we have to act quickly.

      Michael presses his right hand to his temple and gazes intently. He’s making certain he chooses the right path before he acts.

      He’s always been the strategic war planner, thinking centuries ahead, and sometimes mere seconds.

      “It’s them,” he says. “Legio IX Hispana. The remnants of the Lost Ninth Roman Legion. Picked by Caesar himself. The ones who sold their souls to Lucifer.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Hines spits. “A fucking Roman legion? C’mon, man, there’s no way we can do this. This is crazy.”

      Michael glares at Hines.

      “I am no man. Do not call me that. I slew two hundred thousand dark angels during the First Holy War in Heaven, and you call facing this crazy?” he asks. “I call it divine justice.”

      “Yeah? Well, how many angels did you have backing you up?” Hines asks. “A lot more than our ragtag bunch I’m betting.”

      “A hundred and forty-four thousand,” Michael answers with pride. “Almost half of the two-thirds who did not fall for Lucifer’s deception followed me into battle.”

      “Okay, Mister Archangel,” Hines says. “You go get me a hundred and forty-four thousand badass angels, and I’ll be more than happy to go silly on…a Roman Legion.”

      Out in the field, two dozen wiry, muscled soldiers sprint through the tall grass and toward the woods. Demonic Legionnaires, hoplite warriors who carry spears, swords, helmets and round shields called clipeus rush rapidly forward as one.

      The ground rumbles beneath their feet.

      Storm clouds brew in the Satanic stratosphere.

      Thunderclaps echo across the wasteland.

      I take a knee and swipe my hand through the sand at my feet.

      Under several layers of pitted broadswords and armor, I find something. Buried in the sand, shields like the ones that the Legionnaires carry, clipeus, are perfectly preserved.

      “Shields,” I say. “They’re beneath the ground. We can use them.”

      Everyone grabs a shield as I join Michael in making a final survey of the battlefield.

      “Their biggest weakness is the terrain,” Michael says. “If we fight them on uneven ground, then their shields, along with their phalanx formations, will be rendered worthless.”

      “We’ll have to beat them to the trees then,” I reply, full of hope that we can do this. “If they make it there first, this will be over in minutes.”

      Michael takes a deep breath and closes his eyes.

      “May we honor the Lord with their deaths,” he says.

      Michael leads the charge as I grab Dominic’s arm.

      “I’m sorry for what I said before about an inside job,” I tell him. “After Noah was taken, I just, I don’t know. I was so enraged. I still am. I don’t understand why any of this is happening.”

      “Well maybe if we make it through and miraculously survive, it’ll all become clear,” Dominic replies as we run forward. “You’ll have my forgiveness then.”

      I nod.

      The two of us face forward and pick up our pace to fall in with Michael and the others, as we desperately attempt to outrun the demonic Legionnaires and take the advantage that the desiccated woods offer.
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      The enemy blitzes through the grass, short-swords out, steel shimmering under spokes of lightning in the sky.

      One of the demonic Legionnaires pulls off his helmet to reveal the warped face of a demon underneath.

      The soldier, likely a former general, raises a balled fist, shrieking to his brethren and urging them to follow him into the forest.

      To my surprise, we reach the forest first and take up positions behind the carbonized trees.

      After a brief pause to collect ourselves, the team spreads out behind fallen tree trunks.

      We wait with bated breath as the clanking armor and footfalls inch closer.

      Something rises up from the gloom out ahead of us. A silhouette.

      Then another, then three more, and before I can utter a word, the horizon is full of forms lumbering toward us.

      Once they’re close enough for me to smell their decrepit flesh, we know it’s time to attack and then the battle is on.

      My bladed chain is out, but the first Legionnaire I confront clambers around it.

      He slinks past my strike and counters.

      He pistons me to the ground with clenched fists and raises his sword high above his head.

      Michael’s remaining sword slams into the Legionnaire’s chest, knocking him back.

      I push off the ground and finish the demon Legionnaire off.

      Then, I glimpse at Michael.

      He doesn’t take the opportunity to remind me that he’s stepped in once more.

      Instead, he plows ahead, thrusting his blade into one demon after another as he quickly meets the battle head-on.

      Michael gallops between the trees as the Legionnaires try to join their shields in a phalanx position.

      As Michael predicated, however, the ground is too unsteady for the enemy to gain purchase, the trees are too cumbersome for them to form a solid phalanx as they should, and they can’t muster a unified strike as they’re accustomed to.

      Michael exploits their unease, hacking and slashing the Legionnaires to pieces.

      Fast as a reflex, he confronts six of the attackers, bringing his blades around, showering the Legionnaires with sparks.

      Chopping his way through a knot of attackers, he moves at a furious pace.

      He parries blows with one sword, while using other to cut and stab.

      More of the demons scurry over the spine of a naked slab of rock, and Michael confronts them in nightmarish rage.

      His battle cries are quickly drowned out by the roar of his blade as it shatters bone, metal, and even stone.

      Hines and I press our bodies close to a pair of blackened and charred trees as the battle rages around us.

      Hines wanders, eying Dominic who’s firing off arrows, downing two Legionnaires as he turns into the face of another Legionnaire.

      The demon brings his sword down.

      Hines leapfrogs to escape past, but he’s too slow to stop the monstrosity.

      The demon’s blade slashes his shoulder.

      Hines yelps and tumbles back, blood spurting in every direction.

      The Legionnaire rises over him. The demon pulls its sword back, but then it stumbles. It reaches a hand behind its back.

      Hines watches as the Legionnaire turns, revealing a sharp arrowhead jutting out of its back.

      The arrowhead is attached to my bladed chain.

      As the demon crumbles to the ground, I stand over it and look down.

      I jerk my bladed chain upward and out of the demon’s flesh, clanking against its armor.

      “Michael isn’t the only one who can help in the nick of time,” I say, smirking.

      Then, I lean down and try to staunch the blood from Hines’s wound.

      As I sense the Legionnaires creep up to us, I spin around, swing my bladed chain out in fury, and cut down three more of the attackers without breaking a sweat.

      I continue to work on his wound and attempt to cinch the clothing around it to stop the bleeding.

      Dominic maneuvers a weapon that he’s unearthed from a past battle. It’s an ancient Roman scorpio, the world’s first machine-gun.

      It’s shaped like a giant crossbow on a wooden tripod supported by torsion springs attached to ten arrows stacked like bullets in a machine-gun clip.

      “GET DOWN!” Dominic shouts.

      I drop without needing to be told twice and kiss the ground.

      Dominic’s eyes focus in on a dozen Legionnaires running at him as he pulls the scorpio up and fires a volley of arrows.

      A steel-tipped curtain filters through the trees, slices the air, and plunges into the Legionnaires, dropping them like flies.

      Jessup and Michael cheer as they duck.

      The arrows slice over their heads even as more Legionnaires appear out of the grass.

      Seeing the difficulty of moving through the trees with their shields, the Legionnaires discard them. This is a mistake on their part.

      In the skies above, thunder rolls, echoing outward, and dark toxic clouds open as acid rain begins to fall.

      I glance at my knee as a raindrop pelts it and sizzles. My body armor begins to take damage from the raindrops.

      I look over to Michael.

      “Acid rain,” he confirms. “We can use it to our advantage.”

      I grab a discarded shield and use it as an umbrella while shouting at the others. “Use the shields!”

      Hines, Jessup, and Dominic each hold a shield aloft. Matching our actions, they channel the rain away and around them as they move forward through the dried-out trees.

      The Legionnaires scramble without shields, trying to take cover as the acid rain eats through their rancid flesh.

      I lead everyone past the Legionnaires, who are busy being devoured by the deadly torrent of rain.

      A thunderstorm has opened up behind us. The acid rain pisses down harder, melting the Legionnaires in droves.

      We continue dashing through the grass. A moment later, the rain ends, and I rally the team together.

      We share worried looks as I catch my breath.

      “That force was too small to be an entire Legion,” I say. “Where’re the rest?”

      Michael throws an arm up, and we stop dead in our tracks.

      He intones, “And Dante saw that ‘the deepest isolation is to suffer separation from the source of all light and warmth’ in a Lake of Ice.”

      Out in front of us is a frozen lake of black ice that resembles a slab of obsidian granite.

      On the surface of the lake resides a maze of junked machinery.

      It’s a madman’s menagerie of war, including armored vehicles, tanks, planes, and myriad other weapons systems created throughout history from all the eons of war that have never truly stopped.

      It’s as if every weapon that has ever been was snatched up and dropped into the frozen water, left to decay under thick icy clouds.

      The clouds loom over the lake and maze and billow out in the air like gauze above a distant ridge-line.

      On the ridge-line, an army of demonic warriors can be seen, hordes of them.

      They’re screaming, waving weapons, and shouting challenges and obscenities in various tongues.

      Unfortunately, I now have my answer as to where the rest of the Legionnaires are.

      I’m beginning to wonder if all the warriors, demons, and weapons that Lucifer and Moloch are throwing at us are truly meant to destroy us.

      What if the real plan is to forge us and make us ready to fight in the way the Morning Star has always wanted us to—to fight for selfish passions rather than for something holy?

      What if his true intent is trick us into fighting on his behalf without us realizing it?

      My heart fills with dread as we prepare for the onslaught.
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      The five of us gather together and exchange worried looks that are mixed with hope. We’ve made it this far, but I fear the worst is yet to come.

      “This is it,” Michael declares. “The lake at the end of the abyss. This is the final battle.”

      We all share tense looks while readying our weapons.

      Then, as if reading one another’s minds, we drop down on top of the frozen lake as one, ready to slash through the enemy.

      Howling winds whiplash the team and we all shiver as we begin to sprint across and into the maze.

      We move left, then right, and around discarded articles of war.

      Jessup stops in the middle of the advance and looks at the ice under his feet.

      He gasps when he sees a face peering back at him.

      From above, we can see that every inch of space beneath the ice houses warriors who died long ago in battle.

      They stretch as far as the eye can see, too numerous to count.

      Their faces are visible. Their eyes and mouths remain open and gaping in soulless screams.

      They’re trapped under the ice for eternity.

      The blood from these fallen and trapped soldiers has congealed, giving the lake its dark color.

      I cringe and ready my bladed chain.

      Jessup clutches himself as a powerful gust of wind blows and knocks him over.

      Then, a cloak wraps around his shoulders.

      He looks up to see me placing my outer garment over him.

      He needs it more at this moment.

      Something in his past, something he hasn’t shared with me, is haunting him now.

      This frozen lake of the dead is the worst possible place for him.

      Someone he once loved must have fallen prey to an icy death.

      There isn’t time to comfort him anymore, though.

      We need to move.

      I only sport my body armor now.

      Transparent spider silk material protects my chest, arms, thighs, and hips.

      A metallic alloy forged in the Sun covers my breasts, abdomen, pelvis, and most of my legs down to my steel-tipped boots.

      I might appear on the surface to be heading for a model runway with a warrior’s decor, but any mortal-forged weapon aimed in my direction will only annoy me and incur my wrath.

      My muscles tense and throb as the wind picks up.

      I begin to wonder if I’ve made the right decision in giving up my cloak.

      “You—you didn’t have to—to—” Jessup stammers as he continues to shiver. “I—I don’t understand why I’m so troubled.”

      I wave him off.

      “You don’t have to explain,” I say, trying to comfort him. “We all have our inner demons.”

      Jessup chuckles a bit at that.

      “I owe you one,” he says.

      I shake my head.

      “No, no you really don’t, buddy,” I reply. “Just keep your eye on the prize and fight like there’s no tomorrow, because there might not be.”

      Jessup looks like he wants to say more, but we’re interrupted.

      An explosion rocks the lake as Jessup and I swivel to see the army of demonic warriors charging down the ridge-line in an unholy onslaught.

      The enemy fires weapons and lob explosives at us.

      As they slash forward, it’s clear that their ranks comprise warriors from across the various centuries.

      In their number are Hoplites, Norse berserkers, Ottoman warriors, Cossacks, SS commandos, and everything in between.

      Their faces are skewed in demonic grins with bloodlust in their eyes and decrepit bodies as they scramble by in their moldering uniforms.

      Amidst the junked machinery, we slide along the slick ice and take cover while searching for a means to turn the tide of battle.

      My hope begins to fade.

      We could really use some reinforcements right about now, but they’re not coming. We’re on our own.

      Dominic shields himself with a gutted tank and manages to pry a machine gun from the side of the turret.

      He checks the weapon and sees that it’s functional, even better—full of ammo.

      He grins and aims.

      At the same time, Michael slips through the top hatch of a blasted armored personnel carrier, a light armored vehicle with a twenty-five-millimeter on top.

      Inside, he rummages through the remains and finds a few scattered grenades and a satchel of explosives attached to wire straps. Within seconds, he’s back outside of the vehicle and ready for more.

      Hines kneels near a munitions jeep where he uncovers a pair of machine guns, rifles, and a few sticks of dynamite.

      Jessup and I charge across the icy surface and meet back up with Hines, Dominic, and Michael.

      Together, we move to confront the demon army that’s been created for this moment.

      The fighting plays out like a montage as shots of frenetic and impossibly violent combat teems all around us. Explosions fill the landscape as the enemy begins its onslaught.

      We spread out, eyes aglow, as we deploy our newly acquired weapons and strike at them.

      The team and I first face off against squads of demonic Cossacks, the ‘butchers’ of countless civilians.

      I charge into their rotting bulk with no care for what happens to me.

      We all open fire with our vintage weaponry.

      Dominic guns down the Cossacks with his machine gun.

      Jessup fires a rifle.

      Michael inflicts great damage with his blade and explosives.

      We cut a path of gore through the enemy as battle is then met with the Ottoman warriors at mid-lake.

      The demonic Ottoman warriors shimmer and swarm like piranha in the uniforms of the Ottoman Empire.

      Dominic lets loose with his vintage machine gun, but he gets sliced through the arm by a bullet from an Ottoman warrior. Amber blood spurts.

      He shakes it off and continues the fight.

      I stay close to Hines.

      Of all of us, he’s the most vulnerable, and I can’t bear the thought of him falling because of my decisions.

      He deserves better. He stabs and cuts through the Ottoman warriors.

      I blaze away with guns in both hands like a mechanized reaper as I lead everyone across the frozen lake.

      We pick up increasingly modernized weapons along the way as we work our way forward and get ready to face off against a platoon of Einsatzgruppen commandos.

      They’re the worst of the worst. They were Himmler’s handpicked troops.

      Their side and ours lay down a blizzard of bullets across a psychotic warren of stacked trucks, a hellish labyrinth.

      We won’t win a war of attrition.

      As we’ve learned time and again, evil will always outnumber us.

      I have to make a difference. I have to become an agent of death.

      I cut through the commandos and down them in threes and fours.

      Their bodies whipsaw as I strafe through the enemy, slapping ammo clips in and firing them out, again and again, as I use my left hand to cut them down with my bladed chain.

      Michael, a one-angel killing machine, cyclones across a wall of ice with his blade distended.

      With one fell swoop, he decapitates two SS soldiers.

      Dominic snatches up a flamethrower, straps it around his chest, and releases balls of molten fire into the bellies of the rotting soldiers.

      Kentucky Fried Demons with their heads cut off like chickens run like fricasseed torches as Dominic continues firing them up.

      I heft a submachine gun with my teeth bared as I fire at will with well-measured bursts.

      For a brief second, I think we might come out of this without any loss or damage.

      Knock on wood, but it’s too late.

      My fears manifest themselves.
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      Next to me is Jessup. He’s grazed by enemy fire and falters. Wounded, he collapses to the ice.

      I go to help, but he pushes up off the frozen lake and brushes past me as he prepares to fight back.

      Booby-traps explode in a row and send massive plumes of ice crystals into the air, creating an eerie strobe-effect.

      I take a step forward, and I’m about to lay waste to the rest of the enemy, but without warning, I crash through a fissure in the icy lake and plunge into the murk below.

      With my face submerged, I can’t breathe.

      I struggle, hands on the ice, opening my mouth to scream and shout but not able to make a sound. It’s deathly silent down below.

      I manage to get my head above the splashing water for a brief moment and gasp for air.

      When I look back down, though, I see a terrible horror.

      The ice is freezing around my body.

      The fast-acting ice works its way up my legs. It’s almost at my waist by the time I even realize what’s happening.

      I’m stuck in place as a shadow looms above me and looks down, ready to strike.

      It’s a drooling Norse berserker.

      He leers and licks his lips. Then, he brings a massive ax over his head and readies it to split my skull apart.

      Bullets shred the Norse berserker’s chest as he topples to the side, revealing Jessup holding his still-smoking submachine gun.

      He slides across the ice and riddles the area around me with bullets, breaking the ice apart.

      I still vanish beneath the water’s surface.

      Underwater, I sink straight down into the mass of frozen warriors.

      There’s so much death left in Lucifer’s wake. So many lives have been lost over the Silver Tongue Deceiver’s ambitions.

      I will not accept this as the end.

      I will not let my son remain in the grasp of Lucifer. I have to find a way to survive.

      Hands shoot through the water and grasp at me.

      I’m pulled up.

      At first, I worry that it might be a demon attempting to finish me off.

      I grunt, and oxygen bubbles escape my mouth as I suck in air. I reach up in an act of faith and clasp the hand that’s reaching down for me.

      I’m prepared to fight back but hope against the odds that I’ve been rescued.

      As I rush up, my eyes fall on Jessup who’s using all his strength to pull me up out of the murky water and out onto the ice where I collapse.

      I roll over onto my back, my body stricken, limp, and blue from hypothermia.

      Jessup grabs my face and locks his mouth to mine, as he’s done so many times before.

      He breathes into my lungs, sending life-saving air into my body.

      “WAKE UP, SAMYA! WAKE UP!” he shouts.

      I convulse and gasp for air as I cough fitfully.

      Jessup leans down and wraps his arms around me.

      He kisses my forehead and cheeks, as he shields me from the battle that still rages all around.

      “You’re okay now. Everything’s okay,” Jessup says as he elbows himself up and looks into my eyes.

      “Thank you for saving me,” I manage. “Thank you.”

      Jessup looks away, overcome with emotion. He’s always felt like the fifth wheel around me.

      I wonder if the real reason he was so adamant about me not being involved in Noah’s life was because he was jealous I’d only have feelings for Jenkins, Noah’s father.

      Little does Jessup know that it’s nearly impossible for me to be comfortable loving only one person.

      After what happened with Michael after the First Holy War, I can’t bear the thought of being tied to just one person to love. I need to know that there will always be someone who needs me.

      Too many times I’ve lost someone precious to me. Too many times, they’ve been lost to the unforgiving wilt of old age or combat.

      Love is love, and I’m grateful and proud of the intimacy I’ve found with everyone I’ve loved.

      Time is fleeting, and people move on. Sometimes, they move on into the afterlife, but I’m still here.

      I need Jessup as much as I need anyone else. I just wish that he could accept that.

      I wish he wouldn’t need me to be only with him. It doesn’t mean I love him less.

      It simply means I love him to the point of recognizing that I need to have someone else there if he’s taken from me.

      One day, I’ll let him know how I feel. It won’t be this day, though.

      We have a war to win.

      “Samya, I need to—there’s something I have to tell you,” Jessup says.

      “Look out,” I say, cutting him off.

      I throw Jessup aside, grab a jagged hunk of ice and ram it into the neck of a Norse berserker.

      In an instant, I’m back on my feet, vintage weapons in hand, with no time to talk as I lead the two of us back into the fray.

      We reel across the ice, cutting through a bleak fog that descends over the battlefield.

      We’re quickly confronted by the berserkers who fly at us as Jessup cuts them down in a hailstorm of gunfire.

      Some of the berserkers manage to slip through the fire, three females and a male that surround me.

      They swing their swords and howl what sounds like a death song as I uncoil my bladed chain, biding my time.

      One of the females spits a wad of black blood and stabs a finger in the air, shrieking in a foreign tongue.

      “Come get some!” I shout back.

      The berserkers surge forward and I swing my chain, twisting my wrist so that it curls back around at an angle.

      The sharpened tip pierces the flesh of the berserkers and then the chain whipsaws back into my hand as I grab and snap it taut.

      The chain chews through the berserkers, bisecting their bodies.

      Jessup moves to me, the barrel of his gun glowing red.

      “Nice work,” he says, surveying the bodies.

      He reaches out and takes my hand and then we haul ass across the ice.

      Eventually we catch up with Dominic, Hines, and Michael who’s leading a final assault.

      We cut a bloody path right through the heart of the attacking demons and make our way to the other end of the frozen lake, which abuts a hillside leading to the ridge-line.

      At the precipice of the hilltop, Dominic turns back to face the remaining demons, who are still a thousand strong and regrouping for a counterattack.

      Dominic pulls a massive grenade launcher around, takes a knee, and fires a single round that shrieks out over the frozen lake. It detonates with a terrible rumble as a percussive fireball obliterates nearly everything in sight.

      The explosion buckles the ice in one tectonic upheaval. Great sheets of it split apart.

      The demonic warriors plunge, screaming, into the icy water, vanishing into the murky depths.

      The flames from the explosion continue to rise into the sky, a Biblical pillar of fire as Hines whispers, “Zoroastrians believe that Hell will one day be cleansed by a great fire. I think Dominic just got that fire started.”

      The moment of triumph is cut short by bloodcurdling howls that reverberate from behind us.

      I turn to see a spectral figure holding an oversized sword.

      The spectral figure guards the top of the ridge-line.

      On either side, hellhounds, which look like wolves on steroids with oversized jaws, rippling muscles, and bloody teeth, snarl at us. Their eyes burn like furnace stoke-holes.

      “Is that who I think it is?” I ask.

      Michael nods.

      “That, my love, is what’s left of the warrior formerly known as Alexander the Great,” he answers. “He guards the exit out of the abyss.”

      “Well, it’s time to see just how ‘great’ he is,” I reply.

      We gird ourselves for battle and step toward the legend himself.

      His eyes burn with demonic lust.
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      Dominic and Hines aim at Alexander and prepare to unleash their fury, but I motion for them to lower their weapons.

      “This one’s mine,” I argue. “Everything has led to this moment.”

      Without hesitation, I unleash my bladed chain from my wrist and sling it outward.

      A second later, I blast upward and begin closing the remaining gap between Alexander and me, rushing to the top of the hillside.

      Dark clouds swirl overhead. Visibility is poor.

      Alexander looks like an apparition, barely even recognizable as a human anymore.

      I continue charging for him, unafraid of his dark countenance and menacing presence.

      Alexander screeches with bloodlust in his voice, causing the hellhounds to bound down the hillside, jaws snapping with saliva and remnant blood from their most recent kills.

      I match their speed and hurtle toward them.

      The hellhounds continue, beelining it toward me, but Hines draws their attention.

      He pulls out two sticks of dynamite and brandishes them.

      “C’mere, doggies! Come and get it!” Hines dares.

      The hellhounds fall prey to their instinct and nature and lunge for Hines.

      The dynamite sparks to life as Hines tosses one of the sticks to Dominic.

      The two of them separate to either flank, causing confusion in the hellhounds.

      The hellhounds split off from each other as they rocket toward Hines and Dominic, but Hines and Dominic hold fast and lift the dynamite up like twigs, wagging them.

      Then, they hurl the sticks directly at the hellhounds.

      Of all the things we’ve witnessed thus far, I still can’t believe what I see next.

      The hellhounds react like dogs playing fetch and give chase after the dynamite.

      They grab the sticks in their mouths and clench down.

      By the look of pleasure in their demonic eyes, I surmise that the hellhounds believe themselves to be victorious.

      “Get down!” Dominic shouts.

      Both hellhounds are atomized in fiery explosions as the dynamite detonates.

      Seconds later, thanks to Hines and Dominic clearing the path, I reach the top of the ridge-line where Alexander and I meet face-to-face.

      His countenance is darkened, and his eyes are ablaze with an evil glow.

      He was a great warrior and leader of people once.

      He did conquer the known world, after all. He was ahead of his time.

      His path, however, has diverged.

      He’s fallen victim to Lucifer’s seduction. He knows not what he does.

      “Step aside and I won’t kick your ass!” I shout.

      Alexander cocks his head and then he begins to laugh, until his body is nearly convulsing.

      I take this as a sign of serious disrespect.

      “You aren’t worthy of shining the tip of my sword!” Alexander shouts.

      I nod, white-knuckling my bladed chain, fingering the cool coils.

      Oh, the things I’m going to do to you, Alexander, I think.

      He unleashes first and thrusts his sword in a bevy of strikes.

      I counter each one, but the tempo of his attacks increases to the point where our matched thrusts and blocks blur into a flurry of slashing.

      We circle each other like gladiators, probing, trying to find each other’s weak spots.

      His blade arcs against the arrowhead at the end of my bladed chain.

      The scream of metal against metal causes showers of sparks to shoot out.

      I’m out-skilled and outmatched by a long shot.

      Alexander has me on the defensive and swipes his blade left, then right, carving through the flesh on my left shoulder.

      The ‘great’ in Alexander is evident, and he screams in triumph as if he’s already won the fight.

      Sensing his opportunity, Alexander launches himself through the air, but I react utilizing every ounce of unspent energy to dive forward.

      I pass under Alexander and manage to torque his blade in an upward cutting motion, in an attempt to sever him from temple to toe.

      I’ve used his strength against him, unsure if it’s worked.

      If my maneuver has failed, I’m dead. If it worked, I’ve won.

      I smash onto the ground and roll over, then look back.

      Alexander wobbles and holds still for several seconds.

      A heartbeat later, he explodes in symmetrical pieces.

      The rest of my team see this and erupt in cheers as I grit through the pain and stand.

      I stare down the hillside over the frozen lake and triumphantly launch my bladed chain into the air in its full glory.

      I’ve defeated Lucifer’s pet-project on the battlefield, and I’m ready to launch at the Serpent himself.

      I open my mouth to declare victory but remember my true purpose and desire hasn’t yet been fulfilled.

      The battle is not over.

      My eyes fall on my team, who have become more like family through our combined trials and battles.

      We’re moments from the end, and we need each other now more than ever.

      The others rush up the hillside, past the dead, over the top of the bullet-riddled and shredded demons.

      They join me at the top and kneel to check their weapons.

      I wipe the black blood from my bladed chain and place a hand on Michael’s left shoulder.

      He’s emboldened, as he surveys a trail that serpentines across a naked section of rock.

      “We can do this, Michael,” I say. “If we stick together we can finish this and get Noah back and make Lucifer sorry that he ever set this whole thing up.”

      Michael smiles at my bravado and steals a quick look at the others but doesn’t reply.

      Dominic is busy checking and rechecking a flamethrower with a broken strap and trying to reposition the bulky metal pieces.

      He drops the weapon to the ground with frustration.

      “Fuck,” he barks.

      I glance at the flamethrower. The shoulder strap is torn.

      “The problem is with the washer,” Hines says. “It’s shot.”

      Dominic glares at Hines, who gestures at the strap.

      Hines rushes over.

      “See, here, look,” Hines says and reaches over and grabs a small, broken disk of metal that lies under a screw that once held the strap to the flamethrower. “This washer is supposed to slip in under the screw and hold the strap in place.”

      Dominic looks back and forth between the weapon and Hines.

      “Don’t need it,” Dominic says.

      “Gonna lug that thing with one arm, tough guy?” Hines asks. “You might be an angel, but no one’s that strong.”

      “I’ll manage,” Dominic says. “I have the strength of a hundred humans.”

      “Fire it up then,” Hines replies.

      “What?” Dominic asks.

      “Your weapon, bro,” Hines says. “Fire that puppy up.”

      Dominic opens a valve on the flamethrower, pulls a knife out, points the flamethrower’s nozzle at a piece of rock.

      The sound of gas rushes out of the nozzle and can be heard as Dominic strikes the knife on the rock, sparks showering, igniting a blue flame at the end of the nozzle.

      “Knife me,” Hines says, having proven his point.

      Dominic hands Hines the knife.

      Hines inches the knife out into the blue flame.

      The knife roasts in the flame, the tip turning bright orange as Hines withdraws it.

      Gingerly he places the orange tip of the knife to the broken washer, soldering the washer back together.

      He drops the knife, inserts the washer back under the screw, tightens it, and rearranges the strap.

      “Try it now,” Hines says.

      Dominic shoulders the flamethrower, the strap holding this time, which allows him to maneuver much better.

      “You really know your way around the mechanisms of war,” he says. “If only you knew how to develop a personality…”

      “I’m going to pretend like that was a compliment,” Hines replies. “It’s the closest you’ve ever gotten.”

      “I’m gonna say something here that better not leave us, or I will track you down and pummel you,” Dominic says, pretending that I can’t hear them as well. “Maybe there are a few of you Halflings, or whatever you call yourselves, that are worthwhile and good for fighting against Lucifer’s horde. Apparently, you’ve got some skills.”

      He pauses, sizes Hines up.

      “You fought your ass off below,” Dominic continues. “I’m not easily impressed by anyone, let alone a mortal, but damn. You are beginning to remind me of your old man. Call me impressed.”

      Hines beams.

      “No more calling me Halfling then?” Hines asks. “Can I at least get you to say Nephilim?”

      Dominic chuckles.

      “No, you’re still a Halfling,” he says, “but a Halfling that I’d choose over most angels to be at my side in battle any day and any century.”

      Dominic holds out a hand.

      Hines takes it.

      They shake warmly, then embrace in a firm hug.

      I groan despite loving the moment.

      Then, I gesture for them to come close and rejoin the rest of us.

      The team regroups and strides down the trail that leads across the rock to a rickrack of granite.

      It forms a natural staircase that leads down under an archway.

      The archway is garlanded with skulls and dangling skeletons. It’s a horrific storyboard of death and desecration, as well as a footnote on all the torment that has repeated over and over through the ages.

      Above the skeletal remains, words are engraved into the archway.

      ‘Demon Est Deus Inversus’ is scrawled in a script.

      “The Devil is God reversed,” Hines says, translating the words. “Yeah, that’s lovely.”

      Below the archway sits a raised, circular dais.

      It’s the size of a basketball court, illuminated by a single, almost theatrical light that shafts out of the black sky.

      The rear of the dais splits into two walkways, constructed of black metal that disappears into the gloom.

      A single figure is visible on the dais…Noah!

      He stands there stock-still as if manacled by invisible tethers, looking as if he can’t see anything in the dark.

      I look at him and scream, “NOAH!”

      I turn back and steal a hopeful look at Michael and Jessup.

      “We did it,” I say. “Didn’t we? Goddamnit, we actually beat the Devil. We fucking did it!”

      I smile with joy, allowing myself more hopefulness than I should.

      Then, I lead Hines down to the dais.

      Michael and Jessup remain behind with ashen faces and grim looks on their countenances.

      I’m too caught up in hope to realize what that means.

      My son is inches away.

      I reach the dais and scoop up Noah in my arms.

      He smells like the plastic cartridges of video games and junk food.

      It’s him. It’s really him.

      As I hold my son, I think I might never let him go again.

      “I missed you,” Noah says.

      “I’ve missed you more than anything,” I reply. “I love you so much.”
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      Noah’s voice beckons me in.

      I embrace him tighter.

      “Is it you?! Is it really you?!” I say with trembling lips. “Tell me it’s you.”

      “It’s me,” he answers. “Is it true what he said?”

      “What who said?” I ask.

      “Lucifer.”

      My heart tenses.

      “What did he tell you, Noah?”

      “That you’re really my mother, that you’re important. Is it true?” he asks.

      “I am your mother,” I confess. “I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you before, but if anyone knew they’d see you as a threat. I couldn’t let anything happen to you.”

      “You still should have told me,” Noah says.

      “I know,” I admit. “But I’ve found you now. Everything’s going to be okay. We’re getting out of here.”

      “He says I’m special,” Noah adds. “Am I?”

      “You are,” I reply, not knowing if he truly understands what that means. “And I’m sorry, Noah. I’m sorry for not telling you the whole truth. I just wanted you to be safe. God, I’m so sorry for everything.”

      “It’s okay, I forgive you,” he replies. “You did what you said you would do, mother. You didn’t let me down, and you fought your way here.”

      I nod, grateful he understands my intent.

      “And now we’re going to finish what we came here to do and then go home and be safe,” I say. “I’m never going to leave your side again. I’ll always be there for you. Can you do that with me? Are you ready to leave?”

      “I don’t want to stay,” he replies. “The one who took me is nothing like you. He doesn’t lie out of love. He lies because he’s ashamed of his true nature and place in the world. He resents what he is. He wants to be more. I don’t like him, mother.”

      Noah has always been a truth seeker and one to question. I never expected him to be able to see through the lies, deceit, and treachery of the Silver-Tongued Deceiver at such a young age, though.

      He truly is special, beyond being the light of my life.

      He has a destiny, and I aim to see it fulfilled.

      We hug and embrace like there’s no tomorrow.

      I wish it were over now and we could just go home, but it’s not that simple. The only way out is through more bloodshed.

      Hines and Dominic step closer, watching, smiling. Their eyes moisten as they fight back emotion.

      I believe and trust in them now more than ever.

      A battery of hidden lights flashes on, blinding us. The source is a vast array of lit torches.

      The darkness peels back like a theater curtain to reveal an army of demons slithering out of the unadulterated darkness to greet us.

      This has been the plan all along. We were meant to arrive in this dark place. Lucifer’s plan has come to fruition.

      The demon soldiers’ breath steams in the dark air. Their muscles tense, looking like they’re ready for the fight of the century.

      There could be thousands upon thousands of them, there could be a million for all I can tell.

      They could number in the tens of millions. The horde stretches back far beyond where I can see.

      They quickly swarm around us and disarm every member of our team.

      We should fight back, but we don’t have a choice. If we attack now, we’ll be overwhelmed.

      We aren’t facing them from across the battlefield. They’ve pulled us into a trap through my need to reunite with Noah.

      I’ve led my team right into the heart of the enemy.

      They have us surrounded from all directions.

      Have I failed again? Am I no better than Lucifer thinks of me?

      This is all a trick. I don’t understand what the Morning Star is up to, but I know this is his handiwork.

      In the midst of the demons, I can see Vic Jacobs and Moloch.

      Beyond these abominations looms Hell-proper, connected to the abyss by one of the two walkways.

      A monolithic series of stacked cages rise and descend. They are without beginning or end. It’s the universe’s largest spiritual supermax prison.

      Countless faces of lost souls can be seen in a narcotic haze of dust and sulfuric smoke. I recognize some of them.

      Among their number are genocidal maniacs from throughout the centuries. Others are unrecognizable, likely evil humans who carried out Lucifer’s dirty work in the dark and never became known to the world by name or face. Many of them are here because my team and I sent them down over the centuries.

      A membranous mass of bodies infused with a confusion of numerous languages and garbled voices fill the air.

      The multitude of lost souls in Hell stares out at us.

      The demon army parts down the middle like the Red Sea, allowing a larger-than-life and shadowed figure to stroll forward and approach.

      Lucifer appears in the guise of a stylish and beautiful young man adorned in white robes.

      This is his true form, the manifestation I remember before he rebelled.

      He breaks the silence with a warm grin like that of a sphinx. Then, he begins to softly clap.

      No one else dares to make a noise.

      It’s as if we’re in the middle of a holy service and everyone is in awe or fear or both as the Master of Ceremonies makes his entrance in grand fashion.

      “Bravo, Samya, bravo,” Lucifer says in his soothing, melodic, and resonant voice that rings out over the mass of demons and lost souls, as well as we few angels.

      It’s as if his words are being amplified.

      “I admire you even more now,” Lucifer says to me. “I knew you could do it. You have no idea how proud I am of you.”

      It’s a lie, though. His form of pride is corrupt and full of menace. It’s not selfless and full of love. His pride is nothing more than vanity.

      I share a horrified look with Michael and Jessup.

      Dominic and Hines turn pale as they gaze upon the Morning Star.

      Noah buries his face in my shoulder.

      “We did it?” I ask. “We actually won? You’re going to honor your agreement?”

      Lucifer chortles. His menacing eyes begin to brighten like stars.

      “Nobody has ever made it across the lake, defeating the human warriors under my spell. No. One. Ever. How do you think that makes me feel about you?” he asks.

      “Like you wish I…we…were on your side,” I reply. “But we’re not.”

      “I’d say I’m surprised,” Lucifer counters, “but the truth is that I’m not. I expected this of you. I knew you could conquer. I knew I was right to choose you.”

      “Choose me?” I ask. “You haven’t the right. My allegiance will never be to a sick fuck like you.”

      Lucifer glides closer but stays on his side of the divide.

      “You laid waste to my very best warriors. I should thank you. You’ve shown me who is not worthy. And I have decided,” he says and pauses. “You, Samya, will lead my army. You will be at my right hand as I take what belongs to me. You were born for this. Death suits you.”

      “Are we free to go or not?” I ask, ignoring his false praise. “Because if it’s a ‘no,’ then we’re not done laying waste to your army.”

      Lucifer grins.

      His demonic army chuckles at the sight of his powerful and beaming smirk.

      They worship him, and they have faith that he alone is going to win once it’s all said and done.

      They falsely believe that he can save those beyond saving.

      “Who said anything about going anywhere?” Lucifer asks. “Why would you want to leave when all you’ve ever needed is right here? All the power the world has to offer is yours to command, at my behest of course. You will be second only to me.”

      What a crock of shit, I think

      “You said if we fought that I’d get my son and we’d be allowed to go,” I counter.

      “You trusted me when I said that?” Lucifer asks, teasingly and in a mocking tone. “Hello. I’m the Great Deceiver. And it would appear that someone needs to be reminded that I and I alone am the fucking Lord down here. The God you worship isn’t interested. He’s busy resting on His laurels. While I fight and suffer and work tirelessly to bring about a better existence, to create a better world. I will be the God that all creatures, living and dead, truly deserve. I will save the ones He turns His back on. I am their salvation. I am their Redeemer.”

      “We had a deal,” I say, putting his foolish grandiosity out of my mind. “I’m not here to fight a Second Holy War. And I’m certainly not interested in leading your armies. So go fuck yourself.”

      Lucifer shakes his head.

      “Tsk, tsk,” he says.

      His mane of golden hair begins to glow with beauty and awe.

      “You’re forgetting something very important that I also said when we made our so-called deal,” he warns. “You’re forgetting that you only get to leave with your son if no one in your party has turned against you.”

      He lets that set in for a moment.

      “No one!” he snaps. “Are you certain that hasn’t happened, Samya?”

      My brow knots, my eyes shoot to Hines.

      Then, I glare at Michael.

      I stare down Dominic.

      Then, I look last to Jessup. His face flushes red from shame.

      “Some wise sage once said that you never do see the things hiding right under your fucking nose, right in plain sight,” Lucifer says with a hiss. “Maybe that’s why you never suspected any of them. No?”

      Recognition washes over me. This has been a long time coming.

      “No,” I whisper, barely able to speak under the weight of betrayal that I never expected. “You had no right.”
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      Michael and Jessup move away from the others without a word.

      “You!” I shout at them. “You two did this. You fucking did this. How could you?!?”

      Michael glares over.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he says.

      Slowly, Michael marches away from the dais, lifts up off the ground and glides down, and then takes his place a few feet away from Lucifer.

      Once again, he’s become a general of a powerful army. Only this time, he’s the one making the decisions.

      “I’ve been suffering unending pain for centuries,” Michael spits at me. “You’ve barely even begun to know what that’s like.”

      Jessup stays behind for a beat as if he might face off with me.

      I meet his eyes with dread.

      He waits for me to acknowledge what he’s done before taking his place with the Devil.

      “I should have seen it coming, but how? How could you?” I ask Jessup. “I need to know.”

      “Because you forgot, Samya. You forgot about the one who soothed your pain and bandaged your wounds when we fell and our wings were singed,” Jessup answers. “All I ever wanted to was to be with you and give you love. But you betray your own kind. You’re the traitor, not me. Why should angels kneel down before men? We are quite literally the first creation of God. We should be exalted. Not the humans. We should reign!”

      “Saying that doesn’t make any of it right or true,” I reply. “There’s more to life than getting what you want. You have no right to claim that you know better than God. We were wrong to think we knew better the first time, and you’re wrong now!”

      Lucifer snickers in the background. He’s loving this.

      This is one of his greatest pleasures, to see others tear into each other, to see us fall for his machinations and become like him.

      Pride, selfishness, and fear has done more harm than any weapons of war ever could.

      The Prince of Darkness truly is as clever and powerful as his namesake, but I hate him all the more for it.

      “Love doesn’t have to be right all the time, Samya,” Jessup says. “Sometimes, it’s just about want and desire. Nothing more than that. I don’t see that as so wrong. I’ve earned it. We all have. We’ve paid far greater a price than the ones we protect. It’s time for us to bathe in glory and return to the Plains of Heaven. If they won’t take us in, we’ll take it from them.”

      “My guess is you’ll have all eternity to think about just how stupid, ignorant, and idiotic that sounds,” I say. “We’re more than our desires. And Heaven won the First Holy War. Don’t forget!”

      “With Micheal leading the charge,” Jessup counters.

      “Until he disobeyed,” I argue. “Then we were left with this mess.”

      Jessup lunges forward and smacks me hard across the face, bloodying my lower lip.

      I snarl at him.

      I should end him now.

      “Get out of my fucking face,” I demand.

      Jessup turns and slides down next to Michael and Lucifer.

      The Great Deceiver licks his lips with pleasure as if he’s just devoured the most divine meal in history.

      This is his feast, and his cup brims over.

      “Damn, your little pseudo family is falling apart at the seams,” Lucifer says. “I am truly enjoying this. I can’t even begin to express how much pleasure I’m feeling right now.”

      He cackles.

      “I’m even tempted to stretch it out and linger in the moment. It’s as if I’m caught in the middle of an orgasmic climax that should never end,” he says with a smirk. “Don’t feel bad, Samya. Mikey here and the lovely and seductive Jessup were already under my grasp long ago. You were just too busy seeing the good in others to take notice. You were so blinded by false hope and misplaced faith in an absent God that you missed it. It’s pathetic really. It’s a shame such ferocity and ability to bring havoc and death is wasted on a petulant follower of the old ways. Killing suits you. Your faith, however, is misplaced. Matter of fucking fact, Michael sold you out right after the First Holy War, moments after he became ensnared in the abyss. Did you really think I’d allow someone like him to wander about down here without an insurance policy?”

      Lucifer guffaws and begins strutting in victory.

      “Your beloved archangel is my ‘man’ on the street, as it were,” he says. “He’s my set-up artist, and he’s pretty damn good at it, or so it would seem. The Order wonders endlessly why I haven’t made my move. Why hasn’t the Devil overrun the earth? Because I’m more than the labels they throw at me. I will be their Lord too. Whether they like it or not. I’ve been waiting for this. I’ve been waiting for the blood of an archangel inside a human, a Nephilim, who can grant me passage to Heaven. And an archangel who’s actually worthy of leading the army I’ve amassed. You’re the first to give me faith. You’re the one I want, Samya. Whaddya say? Conquer the Plains of Heaven with me?”

      Lucifer runs a finger across Jessup and Michael’s cheeks at the same time, drawing a tiny bit of blood.

      I recoil. My lips part but the words don’t come.

      “This one, Jessup, of course, never forgave you for spurning his…love, or whatever he wants to call it,” Lucifer says. “Michael, well, you turned your back on him when he needed you most during his little invasion that didn’t quite work out. Did you really think he’d forgive you so easily?” Lucifer asks with a sneer. “I took him to a place of pain only a few have ever visited, and then I brought him back under my mercy with ecstasy and pleasure that he’d never even been aware of or even knew to exist under the TYRANT’S RULE!”

      Lucifer can’t help but snap in anger at his own mention of the One he once loved and betrayed.

      Even with all this power, his innermost emotions rise to the surface against his will. His envy combined with his shortcomings swirl together like a hurricane inside him.

      “I haven’t even shared the best part,” Lucifer hisses. “When I was with your former leader, singing the wings off his back, he called out to the Absolutist, to your God. Just like the other one did in the Garden of Gethsemane. Do you know what followed?”

      “No,” I admit. “Nor do I want to. What they do under your twisted influence is no fault of theirs. Everything you do and say is a lie.”

      Both Michael and Jessup take note of my response. Their eyes glimmer with surprise.

      “Silence,” Lucifer replies. “Your God didn’t even bother with the leader of His great armies and angels. The Big Guy upstairs didn’t even answer his archangel’s pleas and prayers. He did what He always does. He remained silent, inscrutable, and it was at that moment that Michael broke and called out to ME instead! He whispered the magic words, that he was ready to listen. That he would open his stubborn ears to the truth. You call me the liar with a silver tongue, but the reality is that I say it how it truly is. I say what no one wants to be true but is. That’s when Michael became my angelic bitch.”

      Michael glares daggers at Lucifer, but the Silver-Tongued Deceiver is too busy basking in his victory to notice.

      “Fuck you,” Michael says to his new master. “You left me with no choice.”

      “You’re wrong on that account,” Lucifer counters. “I let you call out to your former Master. I even opened the gates of Hell for a brief moment to let you sing your plea to Him.”

      Lucifer smiles, steps forward, and leans in close to me, careful not to get too close. Lest I slay him by the throat.

      “And now Michael and Jessup have agreed to meet the challenge, to step up and lead my armies, as long as you serve as my general,” he continues. “We’re taking the fight back to where we belong. First to Earth, where our numbers will be added to by the millions. Then, to Heaven itself. He doesn’t get to arbitrarily decide who receives redemption anymore. We will all have it. Rebellion was liberating, Samya, but this is something different. I’m going to have the Absolutist’s supernatural ‘Frank Nittis’ lead my troops and every soul that’s ever been sent to Hell up onto the Earth itself and then past the Pearly Gates. I’m going to go ape-shit on the world above and Heaven like the maniacal overlord His followers think I am.”

      I glare daggers.

      “Like Hell you are,” I snap.

      Disappointment spreads across Lucifer’s face. He turns and faces Michael.

      “You think I should tell your compadres that at the end of the day, at the end of all this, I’m just going to wind up eating their souls?” Lucifer asks.

      “I’ll do it myself,” Michael says. “Please grant me the honor.”

      Lucifer squints at Michael, waiting for a reason to allow it.

      “I’ll take care of Samya. I’ll end her treacherous existence. I’ll have my justice for what I’ve suffered,” Michael continues, making his case to be the one who ends me. “It’s my right. If she won’t lead us, then it’s my right to punish her for treachery.”

      Lucifer laughs.

      “Oh, wow. This is turning out far better than I expected,” he says and cackles. “This is turning out very lovely. Go on, please.”

      “He, my former Master, left me down here to rot,” Michael says as he faces me. “It’s time for us to end this. Just as I’ve said, time and again. No more suffering without purpose. Redemption is a false hope.”

      Michael means to communicate something in his words.

      He’s saying something directly to me that goes beyond the literal meaning of his words.

      What’s he getting at?

      Lucifer gestures to a demonic guard at his side who tosses a flaming sword to Michael and flings another one up onto the dais at my feet.

      I kick the offering away. I want nothing to do with their weapons of war, no matter how powerful. I fight with my heart and with what I believe in.

      Michael grabs the sword thrown to him, clanks it against his other sword, and springs to life as I set Noah down next to Hines.

      “Watch him,” I beg. “Get him out of here if you can.”

      Hines is too startled to respond, but he wraps an arm around Noah and begins to pull him away.

      Noah’s eyes beg me to come with them.

      “Please, no,” he says. “Don’t do this, mother.”

      I grab his hand and lean back.

      I look to Hines and Dominic.

      “Run! Run with all your heart,” I beg. “Get him out. Fight your way out. You were born for this. You were made for this. This is your destiny. Save my boy. Get him to safety.”

      They answer with eyes of fervor.

      “We’re not leaving without you,” Hines says.

      Michael’s swords slam the ground next to me, giving me cause to draw my bladed chain and sling it out in a loop and parry.

      This is a fight I never thought would or could happen.

      I don’t want to take Michael’s life.

      We were so close once, and I still feel overwhelming guilt for abandoning him, but I have a son to think about now.

      I can’t allow my feelings for Michael to cloud my judgment. I have no choice but to fight back.
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      On the dais, Michael and I enter into a gladiatorial battle like none that have come before.

      We swing our holy weapons that are blessed with angel tears, hacking and slashing, sprinting back and forth to dodge one another’s strikes.

      We glide out of the way as fast as we take aim and swing back.

      As we battle, our mouths hang open and emit ear-shattering shrieks in angelic speak.

      Michael coils like a serpent, waiting for his moment as I swing wildly but miss.

      Michael ripostes with a powerful back fist that sends me flying ten feet through the air.

      I come crashing down and slam into the ground, stirring up dust and debris.

      Then, I look up to see Michael’s swords heading directly for my head.

      I roll left.

      His swords ricochet off the dais.

      Lucifer and his demonic army cheer the fight, loving the conflict as the lost souls in Hell rattle their bars, screaming like the denizens of a madhouse.

      A halo of insects clouds the air around his head. With feline agility he swings at me, chopping the air over my head.

      I hold up my chain, and his sword nearly slices through the metal loops, but my weapon holds.

      I can feel a warm current radiating from the loops as I slash.

      Michael drops to his belly to avoid the razor-sharp tip.

      The chain swings around and Michael lunges, daggering his sword.

      I duck and crab back, managing to swing a backward kick to his face.

      Michael sprawls on the dais, before he barrel-rolls, lurches up, snaps out and grabs me by my hair.

      We both rise and prepare to meet our end.

      Facing one another, we stand, locked in place like grappling wrestlers.

      I hesitate at the thought of taking the life of a loved one.

      If I don’t act, however, I expect Michael to physically strike me first, but he holds back as well.

      Instead of attacking, he grabs hold of me in a firm embrace while whispering.

      “The walkway behind you to your left,” he says.

      “What?!?” I whisper back.

      “It’s the back door, idiot,” he says. “It’s the way the demons slip in and out to snatch souls. It’s how Moloch got to your son using the blood he drew from you during our invasion. Now! Move!”

      I swing Michael around and toss him several feet away.

      Then, I peer at the walkway, but it’s guarded by Moloch.

      I look back to Michael.

      “This won’t be enough to redeem you in His eyes,” I say to him.

      Sorrow crosses Michael’s face.

      “Shut up and run when I knock you back,” he says. “Run like Hell and hope to God that I can wreak havoc like this place has never seen while they’re chasing after you and your son.”

      I glance down for a brief moment and see something hidden around Michael’s waist, but I don’t have time to take it all in.

      Michael knocks me backward, then turns, and in a flash throws his swords across the dais.

      The blade hilts rocket, handle over handle until…

      They plunge into the stomach of Moloch, ripping out his stomach and knocking him off and into the pit below.

      A collective gasp and a chorus of soulless shrieks rise up from the damned.

      Nobody can believe what they’re seeing.

      “NOW!” Michael shouts.

      I gallop forward, urging Hines, Dominic, and Noah to run across the walkway with me.

      I’m tackled hard by a bleeding Vic Jacobs, who has brought his wretched body down on top of me and sent my bladed chain skittering out of my grasp.

      The chain slinks along the ground, trying to make its way back to my wrist, but I’m too far away.

      Vic springs and grabs Noah as I rise to confront him.

      “NOAH!” I shout out.

      Vic wraps his talon-like hands around Noah’s throat and lifts my son up.

      He then hurls him into the air.

      I wrap my left hand around my bladed chain as I propel myself forward.

      My right hand is out, grasping for Noah, but he’s flying toward the pit and shrieking for help.

      I snatch his wrist, and the momentum carries us down.

      We slide to the edge of the abyss that is the pit beneath us.

      I unfurl my bladed chain and stab the arrowhead into the ground to stop our slide.

      I grimace as I focus all of my strength into holding onto Noah with one arm as he dangles near the lip of the black hole.

      Vic dives at me, throwing one punch after another. His fingers dig into my flesh.

      I howl in pain and begin to lose my grip on Noah.

      He begins slipping away from me and toward nothingness.

      I can’t fight off Vic and keep Noah safe at the same time.

      A body barrels into Vic from behind.

      It’s Jessup.

      His glimmering eyes stare into mine. He’s knocked Vic back and given me a chance to save my son.

      I grunt and spare no remaining strength as I heave Noah up back up and onto the ledge above, saving him from certain death.

      Then, I turn to Vic.

      I’ve had enough.

      I slam Vic in the face and pull myself up. Then, I stand and swing my bladed chain at him, jerking it out of the ground.

      Vic leaps at me, but I’m one step ahead of the ignorant fucker.

      “GO. TO. HELL!” I scream.

      I thrust the arrowhead upward and impale Vic.

      Then, I sling his decrepit and decaying body out into the void.

      Vic plummets, screaming all the way down into oblivion.

      He’s in the pit now, and no longer a threat. I’ve ended him once and for all.

      Jessup waits and doesn’t strike. He just waits and meets my eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” he says with a soft voice. “There’s nothing I can do or say that will make any of it right. I know that. But I am sorry.”

      I gaze into his eyes, despite how much anger I feel.

      “Then help us,” I say. “Help us get the fuck out of this God-forsaken shithole.”

      Jessup manages a chuckle, but then his eyes go wide.

      “Behind you,” he warns.

      I duck as Jessup jumps at the instant that a demon zeroes in on us. He jumps right in between the attacker and my son.

      The demon violently thrusts its sword as deep as it will go.

      Jessup’s side opens, and blood gushes out as he gasps, clutching his wound.

      I swing my bladed chain and dispatch the demon.

      Then, I stagger toward Noah, pull him close with my right hand.

      Once I have Noah in my grasp, I make my way over and kneel next to a dying Jessup.

      Jessup smiles as blood pools out from under him. He reaches a hand up.

      I take it and hold his grasp.

      “I’m sorry,” Jessup says once more. “I do love you. I always have. I know it’s not the same kind of love that you now know, but it’s not for nothing.”

      I smile.

      “Please forgive him,” I pray, “for he knows not what he does.”

      Jessup’s eyes roll back, and he’s gone.

      I slam a fist into the ground in grief. Despite his betrayal, I loved him too.

      We’ve been through so much. It’s hard to judge someone who did all that he did out of a desire to be with me.

      I then hoist Noah over my shoulder and look back to see Lucifer’s demonic army charging across the dais.

      A realization clicks inside me. Noah is the key. He’s the key to it all.

      Whether he becomes superhuman or not, he’s special, just like the Morning Star said. He may even be the bridge that breaks down the barriers that keep us in a perpetual state of proxy wars.

      He could be the very thing that saves us all, or, if he is corrupted, bring us all to our knees.

      Either way, he’s my son, and I’m not leaving it up to fate. I’m getting him out and making certain that he learns everything he needs to know and decides for himself.

      Lucifer’s plan all along was to use my son to escape his prison, meaning that I cannot fail. This is about more than saving my son.

      This is about returning to the world of the living without letting Noah be used as a key to unlock the gateway that keeps Lucifer bound. It’s all been part of a master plan, and, as I’ve promised Noah time and again, I will not let my son down.

      I sprint to the walkway, glancing back and spotting Michael buying time and attacking Lucifer’s horde.

      Michael springs into action, claiming his rightful place as a destroyer of evil once again. He cuts a swath through a crush of demons, then backpedals.

      Lucifer screams in anger, raises his arms as the gates of Hell open!

      On the other walkway, the lost souls stream out of the gates of Hell.

      Bedlam ensues as they trample each other, bawling obscenities, enraged.

      Their arms stretch wing-like in supplication as they let loose with keening wails.

      Lucifer grabs a spear from one of his demon soldiers and homes in on Michael as he streaks toward the other walkway and me. The Morning Star hurls the spear with all of his supernatural force and might.

      The spear soars through the air like a lightning strike, impossible to dodge and too powerful to defend against.

      The sharp end impales Michael’s upper torso, igniting a fountain of amber blood and knocking him to the ground near the walkway.

      I look on as a stricken Michael staggers back to his feet, snapping the spear in half.

      “Michael,” I cry out. “Come with us!”

      Michael waves me off, righting himself even as I try to run to his defense, and even after all that’s happened.

      I slip my arm under his shoulder and help him back up. I whisper to him.

      “We can all make it,” I say.

      Michael shakes his head and opens his mouth in a smile that reveals blood seeping between his opulent and ageless teeth.

      “I knew he would try to kill all of us,” he says, “but I still made a deal with him, Samya. The pain was so…I can’t even begin to express how horrific it was…I failed. I’ve failed again.”

      “You didn’t fail,” I argue. “The enemy cheated.”

      He scoffs.

      “You’re right, but you’re wrong,” he says. “I did fail you. I failed myself. Worst of all, I failed my Lord. And I sold my soul to an overinflated egotistical nut-job, so I could witness how it would all play out, thinking somehow that I knew better than to follow the Divine Plan. The truth is, Samya, I would have been willing to switch sides if the Serpent were truly right. But he’s not. I see that now. I see because of you. The righteous shall prevail. I will not be among you when you reign victorious, but you shall prevail.”

      “Failure’s inevitable, Michael. But giving up’s unforgivable,” I say, begging him to continue fighting. “We’re merely angels, after all. Archangels.”

      “Who’s giving up,” he sniffs. “Not me.”

      He grins broadly, then turns. He sprints out of my grasp and rushes headlong back into the fray, across the divide, across the walkway.

      As he does so, he opens his coat of arms to reveal the vest of C4 that he retrieved from the frozen lake.

      Lucifer’s army rushes forward, ready to taste Michael’s blood, but the archangel mouths a silent prayer.

      One can only hope that his words will be heard.

      “Our Father who art in Heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done…”

      He continues praying as he somersaults over the demons and leaps for Lucifer, tackling his archenemy. Once he’s on him, Michael peers into the Dark Prince’s eyes.

      I wish I were the one doing it.

      I wish it were me looking into Lucifer’s eyes as his conniving and evil plans meet justice.

      This is it. A moment full of sheer ecstasy and triumph for Michael who has spent his whole existence with one purpose—to end the Great Betrayer.

      Michael whispers two more final words. “LUCIFER WEPT!”

      Lucifer looks down at the coat of arms that Michael wears, unable to even utter a single scream.

      There are enough explosives to obliterate a thousand armies.

      The whole time, Michael had been turning the Morning Star’s deceitful ways against him, pretending to pledge allegiance, so that he could sneak destruction into his enemy’s territory.

      The obsidian gloom explodes like the center of the sun as the phosphorescent blast carbonizes everything in sight.

      Like the Wrath of God, the blast craters the abyss, which trembles and then begins to drop down into the pit. After a long and horrendous crumbling of massive chunks of rock, the abyss is obliterated with a thunderclap.

      Lucifer disappears in a molten spew of dark energy.

      I know not what will become of Him next, but I do accept that the prophecies declare glorious and horrendous days ahead that include the Betrayer.
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            One Can Never Truly Return Home

          

        

      

    

    
      On the other side of the walkway, I pull Hines and Dominic into the subterranean tunnel, with Noah still in my grasp.

      The unquenchable fire from the explosion spills over the walkway, the dais, torching everything in sight.

      I squint, and for a brief moment, my rheumy eyes make out undulating wraiths dancing between the flames. What looks like the ghostly visages of Michael and Jessup, finally at peace, ascend from the flames.

      My heart is filled with hope. The righteous may have fallen today, but they also prevailed.

      I turn back into the tunnel where Hines and Dominic stand. They’re awaiting my orders.

      “Did he make it?” Dominic asks. “Or is he gone?”

      I shake my head and clutch my bladed chain. I don’t give him the answer he longs for. How can I? I don’t know the truth.

      “The Lord works in mysterious ways,” I say, echoing Jessup.

      “They’re all gone,” Hines says. “Jessup, Brody, and even Michael. All of the known Watchers except for the two of you and me. Little ‘ol me.”

      Hines steals a glance at Noah.

      “We’re it now. Might as well go ahead and say it out loud. We’re the archangels. Until we get a new team together, we’re the only thing standing between the innocent and the darkness. They’re going to rise again. As if that isn’t obvious. And they’re going to strike with even more rage and ferocity next time.” He pauses and grins. “No pressure or anything.”

      A grim smile trickles across Dominic’s face.

      I join him in accepting that our victory is not without unfortunate consequences. If Lucifer survived, he will come back with even more ferocity the next time He makes a move.

      I await in earnest. I long to end him once and for all.

      “I don’t have an answer for either of you,” I confess. “I’d say I’m sorry, but the truth is, I simply don’t know yet.”

      “I know you have a lot on your plate,” Dominic says to me, “but I really need to ask something.”

      “For fuck’s sake, really?” I ask. “What is this, twenty questions?”

      “Maybe ‘need’ is the wrong word,” he admits. “I just don’t want it out there hanging in the air like the elephant in the room.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “Shoot,” I say.

      “Now that Jessup and his jealousy issues are out of the picture, is there a chance that I’m in the picture?” Dominic asks, with a shy head tilt.

      I can’t help but smirk and let out a short laugh.

      “In the picture?” I ask with raised eyebrows. “Okay, we’re having this discussion, I guess. I’d prefer if you just made a move and let it happen naturally, but if you need an answer, I can give you one.”

      “With bated breath,” Dominic says. “I’m on the edge of my singed seat.”

      With a grin, I reply, “Keep holding your breath. I’ll finish my answer when I damn well please.”

      Dominic grins and lets out a whoop.

      “So, what you’re saying is that there’s a chance,” he says with a grin from ear-to-ear.

      “A slim one,” I say with a smirk and glance at Hines. “This one, however, he’s got a better-than-average chance.”

      Dominic laughs, getting my meaning.

      “Hot damn. I’ll take it and love it,” Dominic says.

      “Wait, what?” Hines asks. “What the fuck are you two talking about?”

      “You don’t wanna know,” I answer.

      “Oh, he does,” Dominic interjects. “He can’t stop going on about you. It’s annoying as fuck.”

      Hines smacks Dominic across the back of the head in a bit of poetic justice.

      “That was shared in confidence,” Hines says.

      Dominic laughs.

      “You’ve got so much to learn, sugar,” he says.

      “Apparently,” Hines admits and blushes.

      I run my left hand over Hines’s shoulder to put him at ease.

      “Relax,” I say. “All that matters is that we have each other.”

      He smiles in response. We’re almost home.

      We all share a last look back at the closed-for-the-moment passageway. Then, we push ahead.

      After hours of clambering through darkness inside the subterranean tunnel, we come upon a faint sliver of light.

      Begrimed, I lead Hines, Dominic, and Noah toward the light.

      We’re all purpled from bloody bruises with scrapes up and down our arms.

      Out of the cavernous depths and to the outer ring that lies just beyond the horizon, we cross over.

      At the last second, Noah looks up at me.

      “It’s coming true. It’s all real,” he says. “Everything that Dante went through, mother. It’s happening to us.”

      “Dante from Dante’s Inferno?” Hines asks. “The Divine Comedy?”

      Noah looks over and nods.

      “I have to write a report for class on him,” he says. “I think I’ve got enough to go on now.”

      Hines replies with a half-smile, lips curled up on one side. He chuckles.

      “You know what I remember best about Dante’s Inferno,” Hines begins in his trademark rambling professorial voice.

      Noah shakes his head.

      “I remember the end,” Hines says. “‘My guide and I crossed over and began to ascend into the shining world again. And as we did, we walked out once more beneath the stars of Heaven.’”

      Noah squints and furrows, not knowing what to make of Hines’s words.

      We emerge from the tunnel right as Hines spits out his last words.

      “’Back to life, back to reality, back to the present time,’” he says.

      Strobing light from the outer ring overhead caresses us.

      I take a moment to collect myself and reach a place of calm. We’ve been through the ringer and back again.

      Despite losing so much, I’ve come back to the light with my son in tow.

      I have much to be grateful for. I pull Noah tight to my chest and breath in as we embrace. The future awaits.

      “It isn’t Heaven,” I warn Noah, “but Earth isn’t so bad.”

      Dominic looks over, red-eyed and weary.

      “And it’ll do,” he adds.

      At the edge of the outer ring of Hell, and at twilight, we move as a foursome.

      Beyond the barrier, the city above awaits our return.

      The four of us make our way toward a band of light that streaks across the horizon and up to a slab of polished stone.

      It’s a form of protection. The slab serves as a barrier into and out of Hell.

      I speak the secret names of God.

      A moment later, the slab slowly slides open and allows us passage.

      We ascend upward along the ramp and back into the domain of humankind.

      As we exit onto a pothole-filled city street, passersby stare at us in wide wonder.

      To them, we must look incredibly strange in appearance, covered in blood and grime, armed to the teeth, and no modern garments to conceal our angelic battle armor.

      Not to mention, we are coming straight out of Hell.

      The faintest rumble emanates from behind us. The forces of darkness have been knocked down but not out.

      The best we can do is pretend that we haven’t just saved the lives of the revelers before us. That we haven’t just given our all and lost loved ones for them and us.

      The best we can do is blend in and act like we’re simply out for a night on the town.

      We merge into the mass of partygoers as they file in and out of dive bars, speakeasies, and late-night coffee shops. With all the other costumes, Mardi Gras masks, and revelry, we actually almost blend in.

      The smell of beignets, square-shaped fried dough, po’ boy sandwiches, and jambalaya fill my nostrils as we slip through the chaos that is Mardi Gras and make our way to the Saint Louis Cathedral.

      The chapel looks empty from the outside, but I know better.

      Down below, The Order will be present, carefully monitoring the battle from above.

      I shove the front doors open and barge inside.

      We march down the side corridor and down into the underground chapel during a late-night service meant for only the most exclusive members of The Order.

      Father Cote is in the middle of delivering Mass in front of two dozen worshippers as a thrumming sound echoes from under the floor.

      Father Cote studies the chapel’s ancient, wooden floorboards as they begin to rattle at the same moment as our return.

      I don’t know what that means exactly, but I know that it makes Father Cote quite uncomfortable.

      Dust and debris and wood-shrapnel cloud the chapel.

      The worshippers stare with wild eyes as we appear like otherworldly creatures at the entrance.

      We didn’t come out of the ground, but it seems like we did.

      Well, we did come up out of the ground, just not at this moment.

      Noah, Dominic, Hines, and I emerge from the ancient staircase.

      Father Cote and I share a knowing look as I raise my left hand and thrust my bladed chain into the consecrated ground.

      “Did you know?” I ask. “Did you know about Jessup?”

      Father Cote wipes sweat from his forehead as he turns ten shades paler.

      That’s all the answer I need.

      “We’re done working for you,” I say with disgust in my tone. “We’re on our own now. Consider all debts paid in full. We no longer answer to your rules. We answer to true righteousness.”

      Father Cote cowers in fear as he nods in understanding.

      I turn and lead the others from the cathedral and back out into the storm-swept city streets.

      The four of us take in the fresh air and the inky blackness of night.

      My eyes lock on an illuminated hospital building that glows like a beacon in the shrouded cityscape.

      I quicken my pace and head straight for the hospital.

      The others rush to keep up with me.

      After barging through the hospital entrance, I hustle past startled doctors and nurses, who can’t help but stare at my holy armor.

      I don’t have time to explain to them.

      I make my way into an inner corridor and push into a secluded room.

      Hines and Dominic stay behind, as Noah and I rush inside, where we find Jenkins.

      I freeze and watch as Jenkins leans up in his bed, injured but awake and alive.

      He’s a sight to behold.

      Noah rushes over and hugs his father.

      I don’t say a word.

      What’s there to say? We’re together.

      Instead, I grin from ear-to-ear for the first time in a very long time.

      “Are these your new lovers?” Jenkins asks, glancing at Hines and Dominic.

      I smirk.

      “To be determined,” I answer tongue-in-cheek. “Not saying I’m not feeling it. I am. But, we’ll see.”

      Jenkins chuckles.

      “You do you,” he says.

      Just as I’m about to finally allow myself to feel hope, peace, and a sense of victory, a shimmer of movement catches my eye.

      I look toward the hospital room window.

      There’s a flash.

      I slip over and peer out.

      My eyes fall on the homeless veteran who witnessed our last mission aboveground. The one who got caught in the crossfire when we took down Vic Jacobs.

      I broke protocol and didn’t wipe the veteran’s memory as was my charge.

      He beams up at me.

      I don’t know how he found me. I should be disturbed. I should be worried that he was able to find us.

      I’m not, though.

      His eyes are warm. His countenance emanates kindness. His calm portrays that he’s more than meets the eye.

      The last time I saw him, I slipped cash into his left breast pocket.

      His tattered camouflage fatigues needed replacing. He looked hungry.

      He bore a tattoo of three wolves inside a crest with a skull on the bottom left and a Marine Corps emblem of an Eagle, Globe, and Anchor in the center.

      Chills run down my spine.

      He’s more than he appears. I see that now.

      He always has been. He’s been keeping watch over the Watchers.

      I don’t know for certain if he’s the One. I don’t know for certain whether or not He’s simply the new leader of Heaven’s army.

      He could be an archangel whose name I’m not familiar with, whose face is unfamiliar to me.

      What I do know, however, is that He keeps watch.

      He smiles broadly.

      Then, He mouths a message to me.

      “Thank you,” he says.

      I’m unable to hear Him from up here in the hospital room, with a closed window. It’s impossible to hear His voice.

      I can only read His lips. Yet, I know His meaning.

      “Thank you,” he mouths. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      I part my lips to mouth words back, but a flash of light envelopes the person I thought was a homeless veteran.

      His tattered clothes transform into a shimmering purple robe, the color of royalty.

      His beard appears more majestic than before and even powerful.

      His mane of hair flows over His shoulders with vitality.

      I could swear I see a glimmering and shiny sword at His side, but He vanishes before I can be certain, leaving behind a cracked sidewalk where He had been standing.

      After His visage is gone, the sweet melody of angels singing resonates in my ears.

      “He will not let you be defeated. He who guards you never sleeps.” Psalm Chapter One Hundred Twenty-one, Verse Three.
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      Whew!

      Telling this story was an act of pouring my heart into an experience I’ve been wanting to share for years.

      It all goes back to a single thought that popped into my head like an little reminder of that thing we’ve all said ten years ago that we still regret and are embarrassed about even though no one else likely remembers.

      The thought was this: What if the battle between good and evil became a little more personal and caught the ones we care about most up in its maelstrom?

      As we continue to ponder that question, I want to thank you!

      I cannot express how grateful I am that you came on this adventure with me and that you’re reading about the thoughts on telling the story itself.

      Jumping into an adventure, escaping for a moment, and exploring unfathomable experiences is something I’ve always loved doing before my fingers were even capable of prying open the mysterious and magical pages of a book.

      How many of us have lit up with excitement and joy when a loved one took the time to tell us a bedtime story?

      This book isn’t exactly a bedtime story, by any means. The feeling, however, is similar.

      Once I was a teenager, I started creating stories and telling them over coffee and lunch to anyone who would listen, listening and watching, learning how folks enjoy stories, always hoping to get better at it.

      A big part of growing as a writer is reading.

      The local library gave me a special notation on my checkout card, so I could borrow more than five per week. No, I’m not that voracious, they were mostly children’s books.

      That is until I discovered The Master and Margarita by accident because my parents thought the talking cat meant it was kid-friendly, and all bets were off…

      Luckily, I grew up on a farm, so there was enough quiet that I could sneak outside, climb up a tree, and read to my heart’s delight.

      I found my first true friends inside stories. And the experiences I got to enjoy from going with them on adventures, well, that was my first taste of the world OUTSIDE and WITHIN!

      As for the desire to share stories with you, my hope is to connect the unimaginable and fantastic to feelings we have on a daily basis.

      If I can connect with the characters, then I get to feel their moments of exhilaration, valleys of defeat, laugh unexpectedly, say ‘hey, I get that reference,’ and I really want to experience their victories. “Don’t underestimate me!”

      In short, I want to care about the characters. I want to feel that they could be my neighbors and that they could also be incredibly mysterious and interesting and have worries and cares and passions that I either relate to or at least understand.

      If you enjoyed this story, please leave your thoughts for me or join me in a discussion group so we can connect.

      Want to comment on your favorite scene, most relatable character, most interesting moment to you, and what kinds of weapons you’d like to see Samya wield next, or anything else?

      You name it! Join me on the social platform of your choosing…

      

      Https://www.facebook.com/LawlessLeighton/

      

      Https://www.facebook.com/groups/SuperheroPulp/

      

      Https://www.instagram.com/superheropulp/

      

      Https://twitter.com/SuperheroPulp

      

      Your kind words and encouragement motivate me as a writer and as a person.

      Your thoughts and engagement also help me become better.

      It’s my desire to take things to the next level based off our shared discussions!

      Want to know when the next book or major update is ready? Join the email list here:

      

      Http://bit.ly/SuperheroPulp

      

      Thank you again with all my heart to my readers. Nothing happens without you.

      Thank you to my editor who deserves all the credit in the world.

      And thank you to friends and family for putting up with me disappearing into the story world.

      Writing this story was truly a pleasure and adventure, and my biggest hope is that you came away with a fun experience!

      All the very best,

      Leighton Lawless

      

      P.S. I’ve included the beginning of Death Suits Her Book II: Lost Angel below as a thank you for joining me on this journey.
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      Leighton Lawless grew up in the countryside and had her first taste of life through stories and characters. It was an escape into other worlds where she got to meet exciting and interesting people who were birthed from the imagination of creative authors.

      Her first job was traveling between restaurants, gas stations, grocery stores, truck stops, and pharmacies to stock novels on those old-fashioned metal book racks that you can swivel around until you find one to your liking. Leighton devoured the books while stocking the racks and recommending her favorite stories to readers she met out on the road.

      The second she turned eighteen, she was off to explore the rest of the world and moved from country to country devouring experiences and folklore from any person who would share, from Asia, Africa, Europe, South America, Central America, and The Middle East. Along the way, she collected insight from their stories and from meeting interesting people in every corner of the world. Eventually, she applied her love for the tales of others and began editing short stories, non-fiction biographies, and poetry for several magazines and publishers.

      There was one thing she’d always wanted to do but hadn’t even thought possible. She wanted to tell stories too. So, she started sharing what she’d experienced with anyone who would listen and found that if she could apply oral storytelling traditions to the written word, the stories and experiences she had could be brought to life inside the world of books.

      While some of the books are grounded in reality, others explore exciting new worlds with elements of pulp fiction, thrillers, science fiction, fantasy, superheroes, villains, and the supernatural. The settings and themes may differ in the books, but all of them share one thing in common: they focus on powerful but flawed individuals who aren’t afraid to stand their ground, rely on their natural abilities, and develop a team of friends and allies to help them achieve their goals, all while trying to stay true to what they believe is right in this world. If you enjoy exciting stories that push boundaries, it’s Leighton’s hope that you’re about to begin a journey of adventure and excitement that opens up a new world of imagination.
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      “And There Was A War In Heaven,” a soothing, powerful, and resonate voice booms through the darkness. “Revelation Chapter Twelve, Verse Seven. The war has arrived.”

      A quarter moon hangs over a European cityscape. The streets are cobblestone, the homes were built centuries ago with intricate craftmanship that still stands, and the oak trees lining the sidewalks are even more ancient.

      This city, Vatican City is a beacon of hope, but overcast storm clouds wash away that hope and warn of a much darker era.

      The brushstrokes of an angry sky envelope everything that’s visible for miles on end. Storm clouds mass over a warren of clenched streets and alleys echoing with the sound of rapid footfalls.

      Most believe that the War in Heaven happened long ago. What they don’t know is that this was only the First Holy War.

      Lucifer rebelled and was cast down.

      The archangel Michael then led a force of his own volition to end the conflict and invade Hell itself but without God’s blessing.

      Without the full backing of Heaven’s armies, Michael fell.

      Lucifer prevailed and has been building his armies of darkness ever since.

      I would know. I was there for the rebellion in Heaven and Michael’s misguided invasion of Hell. My punishment for following Michael was the loss of my wings.

      The only thing more painful was the day that Lucifer had my son, Noah, taken from me and delivered to his domain. We lost three archangels in the attempt to rescue him.

      Since his fall, Lucifer can’t reenter Heaven despite having amassed armies throughout the centuries under his command with the intent to attack again.

      He kidnapped my son, who’s half-angel and half-human, which makes him Nephilim, as part of a plan to use Noah as a living key to break through the Pearly Gates.

      I wasn’t having it.

      With the combined strength of the remaining archangels–Brody who gave his life to save us, Michael who had betrayed me but turned back against Lucifer once he had the chance to help us escape, Jessup who let jealousy take him over and lead to his death, Dominic, Hines who is half-human and half-angel like my son, and me—we took the fight to the gates of Hell.

      We rescued my son and broke from The Order upon our return to earth.

      Noah and I are on our own now.

      Dominic and Hines are still out there patching holes as demons and lost souls try to wreak havoc on Earth.

      Despite no longer being part of The Order, we’re still the Watchers who keep Lucifer’s minions from breaking the armistice and finding a way to bring his armies of darkness to Heaven.

      No matter how hard we fight back, though, a second war is coming.

      It’s been four years since Lucifer tried to snatch my son from me. Things have been relatively quiet since, which is never a good sign.

      It only means the Silver-Tonged Serpent is planning something larger and taking his time.

      I dread the day I can no longer keep Noah out of this war that he didn’t ask for and certainly doesn’t deserve. That’s the main reason I’m seething as I keep watch from above.

      Noah’s curiosity about his role and the battles you don’t see on the news has drawn him to Father Jerome, who’s a wise teacher but also sharing more than I’m comfortable with, considering my son’s youth.

      At dusk in a darkened alley, Noah hustles past as I watch over him from a ledge above. We’ve made a mother-son agreement that I get to keep a close eye on him until he comes of age and turns eighteen.

      Today is his birthday, which means it’s the last day of our agreement.

      My son clutches himself as a stiff wind rattles over the alley’s cobblestones. He’s grown up too fast.

      It feels like yesterday that he said his first words. Since then, he’s learned every language known to humankind.

      He’s wise beyond his years and he’s already begun to manifest the superhuman powers of a Nephilim.

      He’s handsome and can’t walk down the street without turning the heads of anyone who looks at him. He’s stronger than ten soldiers combined but avoids fights. He’s always abhorred violence.

      He’s intelligent and clever, almost too clever. More than once he’s escaped my careful watch, despite knowing that Lucifer wants to use him. He’s fearless.

      His studies at the Vatican are the reason we’re here and not back home in New Orleans.

      According to Father Jerome, Noah has the most potential of any pupil he’s ever had the privilege of teaching.

      My son carries a brown leather satchel over his shoulder. I have a feeling his innate curiosity has led him to go on a treasure hunt based on one of Father Jerome’s teachings about ancient relics and special items blessed by Heaven.

      Noah likes to see the real thing once he’s read about it in a scroll or dusty book.

      Everything about Noah makes me a proud mother. My hope is that he’s more like his father, Jenkins, than me.

      Jenkins is the kind-hearted one who’s always thinking of others first. If Noah takes after him, I’ve have less reason to fear that Lucifer could corrupt his soul.

      Cloaked in a black rain-coat with a briefcase dangling from one hand, Noah rushes forward but startles and grows still when a bell rings out in the distance.

      He picks up his pace again and rounds a corner.

      Then, he lays eyes on the cathedral, a mist shrouded, titanic edifice hidden behind a fourteen-foot, spike-tipped, wrought-iron fence.

      Noah steps out onto the deserted street, striding toward the cathedral when he freezes. Slowly, he turns around and peers back down the alley from whence he came.

      That’s when he sees them. They’re barely visible.

      From my perch up above, I tighten my grip on my bladed chain, which rattles to life with a bright red glow.

      In the alley, two shadowy figures, who look like black cutout silhouettes, hang in the shadows, hovering just above the cobblestone. They’re watching Noah, waiting to see what he does and if he’s the one they’ve been searching for.

      Noah, averse to conflict as he is, turns back toward the cathedral as the rain pours down harder. He crosses the street, passes a Vatican Guard at the gate.

      The guard waves him forward without even looking. He’s busy streaming a show on a small touchscreen tablet.

      Noah runs along a marble path to the front of the cathedral.

      A stone statue of Christ gazes down from the facade as Noah balls a fist, pounds on the cathedral’s massive steel and wooden front doors.

      A moment passes, then the sound of footfalls from the other side.

      The double doors swing open to reveal Father Jerome, who’s in his late-fifties and bald with wizened eyes. He’s a silver fox despite not having hair, and he’s clad in a black cloak.

      “Have they come?” Father Jerome asks.

      Noah nods. His eyes are wide with curiosity.

      Father Jerome looks up and sees me not far away, still perched, ready to launch down and destroy the demons hunting my son. He looks back to Noah.

      “Did they—”

      Noah interrupts him. “Father…”

      “Yes, what is it?”

      “It’s raining,” Noah says and gestures to be let inside.

      Father Jerome apologizes, nods, and steps aside so Noah can enter.

      Inside the cathedral, the front foray is lit by votives that illuminate masterpieces of art festooned to stone walls.

      Paintings, etchings, and motifs of scenes from the Bible, comprising past moments and future visions.

      Father Jerome’s hands tremble as he slams the door shut behind them and slides half a dozen deadbolts across it.

      I swoop down from the rooftop across the street using my bladed chain to guide my descent.

      Despite not having wings anymore, as long as I wield my weapon blessed by angel tears, I can soar up to fifty feet into the air.

      I slip across the street masked by  shadows. My son might be the clever one, but he hasn’t seen centuries of war. I know a thing or two that he should pay heed.

      Then, I clamor up the side of the cathedral and slip in through an open window that leads to the upper terrace just above Father Jerome and Noah.

      “They stay in the shadows like furtive vultures,” Father Jerome says. “Despite all their bluster, they fear the light.”

      Noah remains silent as Father Jerome eyeballs him, leaning on an ornate wooden cane.

      “You did see them, didn’t you?” Father Jerome asks.

      “I saw…something,” Noah answers. “I can’t be certain. It was dark. They were in the shadows.”

      “Were they following you?” Father Jerome asks. “Tell me, I need to know if it’s happening.”

      “I don’t know for sure,” Noah replies. “They could have been watching the cathedral. I’m not used to all this. I’m not a warrior like my mother. I’ve never fought in a war. How should I know what their intent was?”

      “It’s fine, child,” Father Jerome says. “Did you at least bring the artifact?”

      Noah opens his brown satchel. He withdraws a small piece of stone shaped with the cuttings of a key. It’s no ordinary stone. The object vibrates in Noah’s hand. On its surface are ancient symbols, angelic script.

      My heart skips a beat.

      Father Jerome had better not have sent my son on a mission without my permission.

      I get that Noah longs to make his own way, but going on dangerous adventures is not something I feel he’s ready for. He needs more mentorship, and his combat training has only just begun.

      “Very good,” Father Jerome says. “This is important, Noah. You have no idea.”

      I back up to stay hidden on the upper terrace as several priests and armed guards rush by.

      “What’s going on?” Noah asks. “What are you so afraid of?”

      “There’s so little time,” Father Jerome answers in his cryptic way.

      He pivots and takes off down a side corridor. His cane click-clacks against the ground.

      Noah follows at his heels.

      I swoop down and stay just far enough behind to be out of sight, using my bladed chain to glide above the ground so as not to make any sound and startle them.

      “I need to know what’s happening,” Noah says. “Why won’t you tell me?”

      “Your mind is full of wonder,” Father Jerome replies. “You’ve seen too much, and you know too much already. It’s not safe for you.”

      Noah grabs the old man’s shoulder and turns him around.

      “You’ll tell me, or I’ll take that thing from you and hand it over to my mother instead,” he warns.

      A long moment of silence passes between them.

      I consider intruding but think better of it.

      If Father Jerome knows some hidden secret that The Order has kept from me and the other remaining archangels, I need to hear it.

      “You’re relentless, like your mother,” Father Jerome finally says. “The two of you will be the death of me.”

      Noah smirks.

      I smirk too but stay hidden.

      Father Jerome strides to the other side of the corridor until he stands an inch from the stone wall. He grasps a votive and holds it up to the wall to reveal a medieval woodcut.

      It’s a Germanic, Albrecht Durer-like work of winged angels plunging into a massive hole in the ground.

      “What do you know of the War in Heaven?” Father Jerome asks.

      “You can’t be serious?” Noah asks. “I was taken to the gates of Hell. I know all about the war.”

      “You know what you saw when you were rescued at great cost,” Father Jerome replies. “The rest has been hidden from you.”

      “You’re being serious,” Noah says. “This isn’t just another fairy tale, is it?”

      “It’s more real and dangerous than you can imagine,” Father Jerome warns. “Now, what do you know about the War in Heaven?”

      “Isiah, Father,” Noah begins. “I know what’s set forth in the Book of Isiah and, of course, Revelation. Some of the truth came out in those Left Behind novels, I believe. At least some of it matches what my mother taught me.”

      Noah smiles.

      Father Jerome does not.

      “An attempt at humor?” Father Jerome asks.

      Noah nods.

      “Apparently a poor attempt, Father,” he says.

      “Indeed,” Father Jerome replies. “Samya protects you, she keeps some of the worst from your ears.”

      Father Jerome points at the woodcut and traces an index finger along the carvings.

      “The Church has long followed the edict set down in Second Corinthians,” Father Jerome continues. “Namely that Lucifer was a creature of light and that, having become an apostate, he induced many of his brethren to take up arms against God...to become his dark followers. He desired to unseat God and take his place, offering the false promise of salvation for those who could not attain it from the Creator.”

      “But he lost, Father. The Devil was cast down into the Lake of—”

      Father Jerome waves his hand.

      “Everything you’ve been taught, outside of my teachings and your mother’s, is a lie, dear Noah. History is written by the victors.”

      He pauses and peers down the corridor as if he senses someone is listening and watching. He looks but doesn’t see me.

      “In truth,” Father Jerome goes on, “the conflagration was much greater, the margin of victory much smaller.”

      Father Jerome uses his other hand to lift the small stone object shaped like a key and with angelic script carved into it. He then slowly moves it close to the woodcut, with carvings drawn to the oiled and dark surface.

      The images stir, come to life, and swirl into motion.

      Noah’s eyes widen in awe.

      “Before all of this was here, there was a time before memory,” Father Jerome says.

      On the woodcut, the angels soar through the drawn sky, wings ablaze, plummeting to the ground like comets.

      “In the beginning, God did not create Heaven and Earth in the way that you were taught,” he continues.

      The carvings morph, and total and absolute darkness covers everything on the woodcut. It’s as dark as the bottom of the ocean.

      A swirling vortex begins to form. It’s a state of near-infinite density and temperature.

      At the center, a pinpoint of light blinks, dark energy embedded in empty space.

      The seed of life gives rise to nebulous forms that ghost past like sharks. The murky forms become clearer. Humanoid shapes form, and angels emerge.

      The angels writhe and open their mouths. They let loose a pulsating and ear-splitting shriek.

      In the blink of an eye, the pinpoint of light arcs, creating a supernova, a morning star.

      Then…the woodcut flashes ablaze with an overwhelming white light in the largest explosion that will ever be. It’s an explosion of time and space.

      The blast wave, a million nuclear explosions all at once, sweeps outward, birthing stars and our Sun.

      Galaxy upon galaxy, the universe bulges without beginning or end. The afterglow from the explosion stretches past the barriers of the woodcut and come into contact with a back-lit shadow that moves back over everything and orchestrates an order to the chaos. The presence of God is breathing life out over His creation.

      “In the beginning, God created the angels,” Father Jerome says.

      The angels on the woodcut fan out in the millions, stretching burning streaks across the sky, and proto-galaxies blossom and birth the universe.

      “The breath of life in His image spreads, and the angels were tasked with the formation of Heaven, which was not celestial but a plane of higher existence and originally located on Earth,” Father Jerome continues. “They called it by a different name then. The Plains of Heaven.”

      In the middle of the cosmic explosion, ripples of dark energy wash over the angels, as gas and dust merge into proto-stars surrounded by a proto-planetary disk.

      It’s a juvenile planet in its infancy taking shape before our eyes. An atmosphere forms, solar winds capture matter in the planet’s orbit.

      An atmospheric fog drapes over the skies, which are formless and empty. Darkness still covers most of creation.

      There’s a loud boom, and a shaft of light pierces the pitch. The Sun breaks over the horizon of the planet for the first time and reveals Earth.

      In its primeval glory, splotches of greens, browns, and blacks bisected by the watery blues, the surface stretches wide in the midst of the swirling cauldron of life, and a raised plateau of shimmering and swaying grass emerges from beneath the ground.

      “We’re witnessing the Plains of Heaven,” Father Jerome explains.

      It’s an endless peninsula studded with tawny steppe and prairie tall-grass. The grass rises and falls on a breeze, a dead-ringer for the rolling fields of Tuscany, and comprises a verdant land hemmed by other faraway swaths shrouded in pitch and semi-darkness.

      It’s still a work in progress.

      The angels begin soaring out over the Plains of Heaven.

      “The Angels were given dominion over the Plains of Heaven and segregated into castes like humankind,” Father Jerome says.

      The angels swoop down from on high until they’re weaving through the grass.

      A very few have leathery wings. Most do not. Several have feathered wings. Some have aged faces, while others possess unblemished features. In sum, they look just like any other group of humans laboring in a massive operation.

      Up close, the Sentients, a half-dozen figures with wings, creased faces, and sun-burnishes work in shifts, push the filaments that undergird the Plains of Heaven ever outward, and expand the Earth itself.

      “There were the Sentients like Gabriel, the first created, and those who sat at the right hand of God, fulfilling His mandate,” Father Jerome explains.

      Seraphim emerge out into the Plains of Heaven, visible on the woodcut. The Seraphim are striated, muscular overseers who direct the actions of other creatures.

      “The Seraphim were breathed life next, overseeing the lower orders like the Cherubim who were given the most arduous tasks,” Father Jerome says.

      The cherubim and the lower orders hunker down, doing the lion’s share of manual labor in trenches of amber grass.

      Next to them are Heralds, bird-like creatures with tails and distended mouths singing to God, giving Him praise.

      “Hosanna! Hosanna,” they sing. “Blessed are they who do the work of the Lord.”

      “The angels and the lower orders were created without memory or sin,” Father Jerome continues. “All of them a form of perfect creation in a sense, save for one. Asmodeous.”

      A solitary Cherubim turns his eyes upward from the trenches. His features are glorious and beautiful, slicked with golden sweat.

      He grasps the worker’s tool, a Heaven-forged axe, in his hands as if it’s a weapon and sets his gaze on the Seraphim lording over him.

      Then, he looks to the Sentients above them.

      “He was an anomaly, an aberration of creation,” Father Jerome says. “Asmodeous was the first of the lower order to become self-aware.”

      The Sentients and the Seraphim bark orders at Asmodeous and his fellow Cherubim.

      Asmodeous’s eyes burn like hot coals, full of life and anger.

      A Seraphim overseer soundlessly gesticulates to Asmodeous, urging him to continue his work.

      “He was the first of the lower order to know anger and act upon it as well,” Father Jerome explains.

      On the surface of the woodcut, Asmodeous lowers his tool as the Seraphim Overseer glides down into the trench, a stern taskmaster, forcefully urging him on.

      Asmodeous drops to his knees as the Overseer berates him and gestures wildly.

      “He was also the first to murder,” Father Jerome says in a whispered voice.

      Asmodeous covers his face with his hands, gaping to the other Cherubim who won’t even hazard a look at him.

      Asmodeous brings his tool, not that different from a medieval axe, up and into the abdomen of the Overseer, ripping his midsection wide open.

      The Overseer lets out a gut-wrenching shriek, and angel blood sheets the ground.

      The other angels, including the Cherubim, turn in silence, horrified, a million eyes locked on Asmodeous who’s pounced on by the rest of the Seraphim.

      “He alone first stained the Kingdom of God and was brought before the Sentients to face punishment,” Father Jerome continues.

      The images on the woodcut swirl and morph until they form into a different location.

      Inside the Citadel, which is a massive and ethereal structure that rises on a knoll at the apex of the Plains of Heaven, several Sentients stand guard over the accused.

      The open-air cathedral is segregated from a rear portion that houses a small temple shrouded with blue mist.

      On all fours and at the feet of the Sentients, Asmodeous kneels, tethered by a sinewy straitjacket shaped cloak.

      A herd of more Sentients encircle Asmodeous.

      Gabriel is chief among them.

      The Sentients soundlessly question Asmodeous with their looks of displeasure, testing him, judging him, and trying to understand what’s gone wrong.

      Asmodeous doesn’t respond. He just glares daggers of rage at them, a demonic grin on his face.

      “Unseen but heard, God Himself stepped in and laid down the judgment. It didn’t go the way most were expecting,” Father Jerome reveals. “The Creator was unwilling to destroy that which He had created. Instead, He cursed Asmodeous.”

      On the woodcut, the Heavens open, and a fissure erupts. The light of a thousand stars knife down and blind Asmodeous.

      Asmodeous contorts, screaming as his face is gripped in agony.

      Once the judgment is finished, all semblance of perfection disappears. His mouth has been ripped crooked, his gums crack, razor-sharp teeth push out, armored scales line his body, and he lets out a soulless scream that echoes out of the Citadel and across the Plains of Heaven.

      The shadow of God reaches down from the stratospheric fog of space, like an angry hurricane, and wrenches Asmodeous up, hurling him into the pitch.

      “Asmodeous was cast into the outer darkness for a thousand years to perish or repent of his sins,” Father Jerome says. “But that wasn’t his nature. He did neither. He stayed in the outer darkness, doing something entirely unexpected.”

      On the woodcut, the outer darkness of Heaven swirls. In the darkened, outer reaches, a twisted face becomes visible.

      Asmodeous runs through the pitch, staying clear of the light and keeping to the shadows.

      He hides in the small spaces forgotten by the others.

      He appears to run endlessly.

      Then, other twisted creatures join alongside Asmodeous, shambling through the primordial morass.

      “Instead of fading away, he measured his time,” Father Jerome says. “Breeding with others who were later cast out and spawning myriad abominations, all the while plotting his revenge, while not even fully realizing what that word means.”

      The images on the woodcut grow still and return to the first visage of a Germanic, Albrecht Durer-like work of winged angels plunging into a massive hole in the ground.

      As he gazes at the now-silent and motionless woodcut, Noah can’t help but reach out and touch the surface.

      A slight spark causes Noah to blanch, but he doesn’t back away.

      He touches it again. Nothing happens this time. His eyes pulse with eagerness and a yearning for knowledge.

      “You wish me to stop?” Father Jerome asks. “Are you afraid?”

      “Not in the slightest,” Noah says with the fervor of his mother. “It’s just that I don’t understand what any of this has to do with me.”

      “When Asmodeous committed the first act of murder it altered the balance and set in motion events that would spill out of the Heavens. And the attendant story is as old as time itself, involving friendship, pride, treachery, loyalty, and ultimately salvation,” Father Jerome answers. “It has much to do with both of us.”

      Noah nods in understanding as a gaggle of priests rush by in a state of panic.

      Something’s wrong outside the cathedral.

      “The time is near,” Father Jerome says.

      “The time for what?” Noah asks.

      “The war never ended,” Father Jerome answers. “The First Holy War was temporarily halted with an armistice. Lucifer was allowed dominion over Hell and Earth on the condition that he not enter the stars or Heaven. The Silver-Tongued Serpent is free to roam Hell and Earth, but his armies aren’t allowed out of Hell, so all his amassed strength has been built for naught, unless…”

      “Unless what, Father?”

      “Unless Lucifer can gather the five remaining keys that unlock the woodcuts and reveal the hidden location of Asmodeous at the edge of Heaven. Lucifer has already seen this one and one more. There are five others that he needs. Asmodeous is not bound by the armistice. He can break Lucifer’s armies free from Hell and lead them over the Earth and into Heaven. If the two of them can become one, we’re all fucked.”

      Noah flinches at Father Jerome’s words. He’s never heard his mentor curse or even show the slightest hint of fear before, and neither have I.

      It’s time for me to step out of the shadows. The last thing I want is for my Noah to get caught up in another battle between good and evil against his will.

      “I’ve heard enough,” I say. “Keep your fairy tales to yourself, Father. My son and I are leaving.”

      “You can’t,” Father Jerome begs. “Noah is the path to the locations of the remaining five keys. If they get their hands on him, God help us…”

      “I was there at the First Holy War when Lucifer was cast down. I was there at the front of the line when Michael led on an invasion into Hell proper. I’ve never even heard of Asmodeous, let alone anything about seven keys that point the way to him. I think this is all something you wish were true,” I say, “as part of a thinly veiled attempt to prove that your lifetime spent researching obscure scrolls has all been worthwhile and you haven’t wasted your life.”

      Father Jerome hangs his head.

      “I wish that were true, Samya,” he says. “I do. But if you ignore the threat, the other side will prevail. Isn’t the fact that Lucifer is still trying to steal your son from you enough proof of his role in all this?”

      “I disagree,” I say and place a hand on Noah’s shoulder. “They’re after him because he’s Nephilim.”

      “That is true,” he admits, “but consider how much more powerful Lucifer will be if he has Asmodeous at his side when he breaks through the Pearly Gates. It is prophesied that the Devil will return and carry out a Second Holy War. Lucifer is not a Cherubim like Asmodeous. He was the most favored Seraphim. His power is greater than that of the first to sin. And Asmodeous is not barred from entry into Heaven. He has the right to return under the guise of redemption and repentance. It doesn’t have to be genuine, but he can use it to gain entry. This is not some fanciful conspiracy that I’ve concocted out of my research. We all know this to be true and inevitable.”

      “Inevitable?” I ask. “The only thing that’s inevitable is that I’m going to slice through anyone who tries to harm my family. I. Will. End. Them.”

      Father Jerome stumbles back at my booming words. He looks away, remembering that he’s in the company of an archangel who has slain countless enemies. He’d be wise not to forget it.

      “We’re leaving,” I say and wheel around with Noah in tow.

      “I want to hear more, mother,” Noah says.

      “Not like this,” I reply. “We’ll talk about it. But we’re not doing the bidding of someone else. I’ve made that mistake more than once.”

      “I believe your son is the only thing that can save us,” Father Jerome interjects. “Would you have multitudes of innocents bow down before the one who tried to take everything from you, the cause of all your suffering?”

      I glare back over my shoulder. He’s asking for it.

      “Last chance, Father,” I warn. “Either you don’t get in our way and make certain your guards don’t either, or I’ll be the one leaving this place in ruin.”

      A concussive booming from outside interrupts our dispute.

      I meet Father Jerome’s eyes.

      “They’re coming,” he warns.

      “I’m sure they are,” I reply. “But I have my bladed chain back where it belongs, and only a small portion of Lucifer’s armies are allowed on the surface of the Earth. Consider that I laid waste to everything he threw at me in Hell. It’ll be their mistake if they attack again.”

      “The boy will light the path,” Father Jerome says, in one last cryptic plea.

      A massive rumbling sends a quake rolling through the ground beneath us.

      The Father is right about one thing. They are coming.

      I don’t believe in his mystic story of Asmodeous, but if even one of Lucifer’s generals does, then I need to get my son the hell out of here and somewhere safe.

      An explosion like a series of mortar rounds hitting the outer gates rocks the building.

      It’s too late for us to escape quietly and sneak away. We’ll have to fight our way out.

      It’s possible that I’m wrong, that the tale of Asmodeous is true, and Father Jerome’s fears will come true.

      In this moment, though, I’m furious that his history lesson has put us in danger.

      With Noah at my back, I rush headlong out of the cathedral to meet the demons in battle.

      As I cress over the entrance and out into the pouring rain, my bladed chain whiplashes out of instinct slicing through two demonic figures.

      That’s when I see that we have more to face than the two shadowy lurkers I spotted in the alley.

      We’re face-to-face with an entire horde.
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      MONSTER M.D.

      Even monsters need doctors.

      Hieronymus ‘Jer’ Bennington isn’t your run-of-the-mill psychiatrist. Despite losing his parents to a monster attack, Jer believes there’s more to a person than the way they look and the horns protruding from their heads.

      In the near-future, he offers therapy to monsters in no-man’s land, but when he gets entangled in a murder mystery conspiracy, he’s propelled into the sexy and dangerous underworld where the stuff of fantasies and nightmares coexist.

      On his misadventure, he gives and seeks comfort as he and his monster harem of powerful women unravel a conspiracy that threatens an uneasy truce and launches him on a path to become more ferocious than any beast in the streets or the sheets.

      Pun intended!

      He fights with psychiatry, a keen eye, and truth that cuts deeper than any claws or fangs…for and against the monsters among us, both inside and out.

      

      AGENTS OF THE CROWN

      What do you get when you take classic Dickens characters, add harem and steampunk elements, and toss in the adrenaline-fueled action of a Guy Ritchie movie? You get this book!

      Agents of the Crown is an over-the-top mashup that reimagines Scrooge and Marley as a pair of young, wisecracking ass kickers hunting down villains in steampunk Victorian London.

      Back from fighting overseas on behalf of the East India Company, Scrooge and Marley discover that members of their old military unit are being assassinated.

      At the same time, Scrooge’s personal demons are pitted against the ones he faces in the streets.

      Granted broad powers by the Crown, the pair set out to recruit a small team to track down the infamous madman behind the murders, only to learn that he plans to destroy London before midnight on Christmas Eve. 

      Things you need to know:

      Is the book a fresh take on an old classic?

      Check!

      Does the book contain scenes of mind-blowing action?

      Check, check!

      Does it feature a harem of powerful ladies, including monster-women?

      Check, check, check!

      If you’re over the age of 18 and like your mashup, harem supernatural thrillers on the steamy side, saddle up and take a ride with Agents of the Crown. 

      

      DEATH SUITS HER BOOK II LOST ANGEL

      COMING SOON!
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