
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    HYMN OF THE MULTIVERSE VOL. 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    © 2014-2018 Terra Whiteman 
 
    Cover Design by Terra Whiteman 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ~*~  
 
    This is a story about God and the Devil, but not how you were taught to believe.  
 
    This is also a story about love and hate, and the suffering both can bring. 
 
    This about rights and wrongs and all of the spaces in between—; 
 
    Revenge, courage, death, passion; with no villains, no heroes 
 
    Only those left scorned. 
 
    This is the story about Heaven, Hell and the Jury that holds them together. 
 
    This is The Antithesis 
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    “Death is, for many of us, the gates of Hell; but we are inside on the way out, not outside on the way in.” 
 
    —George Bernard Shaw (1856-1950) 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I 
 
    THE ENCOUNTER 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    JERUSALEM WAS ON FIRE.  
 
    Bludgeoned, bloated carcasses littered the field; stained with blood, left to rot as thousands of boots trampled them. The squelching of viscera and snapping of bones were drowned out by the clashing of swords and catapult explosions. Flecks of ash lingered in the air, drifting over the desert like snow. 
 
    It was 1180 AD, and Saladin was reclaiming the Holy Land from King Baldwin IV, his tens of thousands of soldiers sweeping across the desert, rushing at the walls like a black unrelenting wave of death. 
 
    No survivors, no mercy. That was how the game was played. 
 
    Among the swarms of soldiers, I battled; infallible, undetectable to the mortals surrounding me. Little did they know there was much more at stake here than just a stupid piece of land.  
 
    Something, somewhere, had requested my arms. My contractors wanted to ensure that Saladin would win. Why this mundane human war was so important to the Multiversal higher-ups, I didn’t know. 
 
    I didn’t care, either. 
 
    I wasn’t programmed to care. Just to kill. 
 
    My scimitars hacked, whirred, sliced into flesh; severing arteries, slitting throats, chopping heads. I looked human enough with these rags around my head that no one thought otherwise. I was just another soldier in this crimson sea of dying, bloody men. 
 
    A flaming, tar-drenched boulder hit the wall, finally bringing it down. A gaping crevice lay before us. We shouted, raising our swords, advancing into the city.  
 
    The enemy soldiers tried to compact the hole, stabbing their swords to keep us at bay. I’d endured two days of a stale-mated battle—; 
 
    And quite frankly, it was getting boring. 
 
    I strayed from my army, following the right side of the city gate, preparing to do what I could have done the moment I’d arrived.  
 
    I leapt onto the hundred-foot wall as if it were a shoddy, knee-high fence. The few archers that had been unlucky enough to see that didn’t even manage to croak before I slit their throats and sprinted back toward my army, about to make my forces’ jobs a lot easier.  
 
    From one hundred yards away, an archer shot at me. I tilted my head, feeling the arrow whir by, its breeze kissing my cheek. My arm swung out and the archer’s head soared through the air in a trail of crimson spray.  
 
    I cleared the wall of Baldwin’s defenses in a matter of minutes. My forces poured in like an exploding dam, killing everything in sight. Flaming towers, splashing blood, screams, smoke—; 
 
    So, so familiar. 
 
    My reverie was interrupted when I got a feeling. Someone was watching me. I turned, searching the chaos, finding nothing. But then a portion of the crowd cleared away from a toppled wooden tower. Through the smoke, came a woman.  
 
    Which was odd already, considering any woman I’d seen so far had been screaming and running for her life. She was holding swords.  Scimitars, like mine. 
 
    The woman was draped in a sari, head covered by a black, gold-embroidered scarf. She was probably half my size—if that—and was staring directly at me.  
 
    I froze, staring back. 
 
    She raised her swords. 
 
    Was she planning to fight me? Really?  
 
    I glanced around, wondering if anyone else was seeing her. Unfortunately, humans were oblivious to practically everything.  
 
    When my attention returned to the woman, I saw her running at me, and fast.  
 
    Too fast; her body began to blur. 
 
    I stepped back, shocked to find she wasn’t human. Right before she reached me, she vanished. 
 
    A breeze at my back made me spin. I barely had enough time to raise my swords as she descended on me; the metal on metal created sparks, singeing my eyes. She was strong. Too strong, and I staggered. 
 
    Before I could reclaim my balance, she rammed her foot into my stomach. I slid across the sand on my back, clenching my teeth. She waited for me to get up, and although her face was hidden, the smile reached her eyes. She was mocking me.  
 
    Despite my forces hacking away at anything that moved, I had standards. I didn’t really enjoy hitting women, but was about to make an exception. She’d had the element of surprise, I’d give her that much, but our fray had only begun. 
 
    I twirled the scimitars in my hands, shoulders forward, preparing to strike.  
 
    The woman and I circled each other, slowly, sizing one another up.  
 
    And then she lunged, sword stabbing at my stomach.  
 
    I side-stepped, swinging for her head.  
 
    She ducked, elbow ramming into my ribs. 
 
    I curled in response, stifling a groan. She brought around the hilt of her sword, catching me in the face.  
 
    CRUNCH.  
 
    That was the sound of my jaw fracturing. 
 
    Blood sputtered from my lips, soiling the sand around my feet. Before she could move in for the kill I’d caught her hand, wrenching it back, a sword clattering to the ground between us. She twirled like we were dancing, not at all concerned that she’d just broken her own wrist.  
 
    Her other blade sliced through the rags covering my face. Luckily it only managed to nick my cheek. I’d leaned my head back just in time. Then I brought it forward, head-butting her.  
 
    She stumbled back, but her recovery time was exponentially quicker than mine. Before I had a chance to charge again, she’d blurred to my right, kicking the scimitar out of my hand.  
 
    I jumped to grab it, but her foot caught me in the chest. I was thrown against the wall, the mud brick crumbling beneath my back. I looked up through a dazed wince as she threw her sword. It shot toward me like a speeding bullet. I rolled, but the blade caught my scarf, unraveling it and pinning me to the wall. She’d unmasked me; but more importantly, I couldn’t breathe. 
 
    I pried the sword from the wall, swinging at the chance the woman was nearby, preparing to finish me off. But she hadn’t moved. 
 
    She was frozen, staring at my face like there was something wrong with it.  
 
    Then she dropped her scimitar, taking a step forward. She reached for her face, tugging down her scarf.  
 
    Porcelain skin, large violet eyes, full pink lips. I had no idea what that gesture meant, but it almost seemed like she was expecting me to recognize her. And I did, kind of. I couldn’t really determine what I was feeling. All I did was watch her.  
 
    She took a step back. 
 
    I took a step closer. 
 
    I opened my mouth to speak, but she vanished. I stared at the place she’d been a second ago, trying to grasp what the hell had happened. 
 
    I knelt and swallowed the lump in my throat, wiping the blood from the corners of my mouth. My jaw was swollen and it hurt to scowl. That bitch had whaled on me and then took off, right as things got interesting. 
 
    But why was she so interesting? Why did I care? Why wasn’t I just shrugging and returning to my job? 
 
    There was a twisty feeling in my stomach and my legs were like lead. For some reason, none of this mattered any more. My mission, the war, the Nexus—none of it. 
 
    I wanted to chase her. I wanted to know who she was, and why she’d come after me. Who had sent her? And why did she spare me?  
 
    Without another thought, I wandered across the field, paying no mind to the fighting, dying crowd surrounding me.  
 
    And then I, too, was gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    II 
 
    REUNION 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWELVE HOURS AGO, I WAS ONE OF THE DEADLIEST Nexus agents the Multiverse had ever seen. Now I was a pathetic dog, lying helpless in a field somewhere. Rejecting the Nexus’ orders and abandoning a mission caused a purge. As I laid there wishing I was dead, the Nexus’ imprint began decaying. It erased my abilities, leaving me tired and frail. That was how they handled rogues. Without my transportation abilities, I was stuck here. Wherever here was, anyway.  
 
    I’d drug ass to a quiet ruin somewhere in the distant future. I knew couldn’t stay here long or risked losing everything. Without the imprint, finding that woman was impossible.  
 
    I forced myself on all fours, wincing as nausea savaged my stomach. I felt a lot better now than I had an hour ago, but I still couldn’t stop puking.  
 
    I grabbed at a crumbling pillar, getting to my feet. I couldn’t stand on my own yet and had to lean against it, shivering under my wet clothes. It was cold here; far colder than the Middle East.  
 
    “Okay,” I said aloud, trying to walk. My vertigo was gone and I wasn’t vomiting anymore, but with clarity came realization. I’d just been purged from the Nexus.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    What on earth had I been thinking? 
 
    I looked over my shoulder, as if someone was there to answer me.  
 
    But there was no logical answer, was there? I’d just abandoned the only thing I knew, left merely with the rags on my back and the knowledge of my name.  
 
    My personality, world view, thoughts, and decision-making skills (or lack thereof, apparently) had all been Nexus programmed. I was a shell; a program within a borrowed body. I had no idea who I really was. I never did. 
 
    But there was no going back. Might as well get the other foot wet.  
 
    I still had my honing ability. It wasn’t purged yet. That meant I could still track her.  
 
    Alright, I could do this. I had to do this. 
 
    My eyes closed, chin rose. Then, my body faded from view. 
 
    *** 
 
    Using my abilities during a Nexus purge was painful. Actually, painful was too weak a word. 
 
    I rematerialized, holding my aching head. It felt like I’d swallowed a lump of searing coal. My nose was bleeding, and I wiped my nostril, staring down at the blood on my fingertips with a grimace— 
 
    And then I noticed the giant, smoldering iron sphere sailing toward me.  
 
    I dove out of the way as a cannon ball hit the ground. Chunks of earth and body parts flew in every direction. The roaring of a battlefield blared in my ears. I was in the middle of yet another war.  
 
    It had taken my phase shift a lot more time than usual to adjust to my new surroundings. Because of this, the scenery only now melded into view. And not a moment too soon. 
 
    Hoards of men collided with each other over an open, fiery field; some in metal armor, some in leather. I’d been given extensive knowledge of human history. For whatever reason, the Nexus had found it necessary. Unmistakably I was in Asia, around 1800 AD.  
 
    Soldiers equipped with spears, nodachis and katanas covered the battleground in waves, becoming nothing more than cannon fodder the moment frontline artillery started.  
 
    …The woman was here? 
 
    My senses confirmed that, but why? 
 
    No time to think; I needed cover.  
 
    I sprinted across the field, ducking cannon balls and swords. Several people froze when they saw me, considering I was covered in filthy rags and looked slightly less than Asian (or human for that matter, since I didn’t have my scarf anymore).  
 
    I dove into the underbrush, collecting myself. Okay, now what? 
 
    Disguise. 
 
    From behind a tree, my eyes followed the many passersby. After a calculated moment, I swung my arm out and clotheslined a soldier running too close to the field’s edge.  
 
    I’d only intended on knocking him out, but the impact snapped his neck. Humans were way too soft.  
 
    Dragging the body into the tree-line, I stripped him and put on his  uniform. Then I pried the sword from his cold, dead hand. I bolted onto the field, hidden under black leather, a cloth mask concealing the lower portion of my face.  
 
    I cleaved my way through the crowd, awaiting a glimpse of the woman within this savage sea of warring men.  
 
    But I’d been too perceptive. Instead of the woman, I’d spotted something else only one hundred yards away. 
 
     Two warriors moved like wind. They slayed their victims with merciless tact, showering themselves in blood. Their bodies were emanating black smoke, and I appeared to be the only one who noticed. 
 
    The two men realized that I was staring. They turned in unison, red eyes gleaming through the shadows of their hoods.  
 
    More nonhumans? 
 
    Why the hell were all of these nonhumans showing up at human wars? 
 
    I didn’t have time to think about that. They lunged at me and I took off, weaving through the crowd. They were a fight I wouldn’t win.  
 
    They were faster than me and it wasn’t long before they closed in. But then another soldier sprang from the crowd, tackling the nonhuman on my right. They collided, disappearing into the warring masses in a blurry ball.  
 
    My senses went wild.  
 
    It was her. 
 
    Adrenaline boosted my courage. I’d been left with one pursuer, and the odds were even.  
 
    I slid to a stop, turning in place, sword swinging in an arc as the red-eyed soldier barreled into me.  
 
    He leapt over my blade, but caught my elbow when he landed. As his head whipped to the side, I moved in for the kill, stabbing my sword at his chest. 
 
    He rolled away, kicking my legs out from underneath me. 
 
    I slammed into the ground on my back; knifelike sensations coursed through my shoulders, knocking out my breath. I only had enough time to tilt my head as his katana pierced the ground directly beside my face.  
 
    I shifted, swinging at his legs.  
 
    The monster screamed, toppling over like a chopped tree.  
 
    My legless opponent retreated in a blood-soaked crawl, screaming a language that I’d never heard. It wasn’t any human language, that much was certain.  
 
    I limped after him, bringing my blade down on his neck. His screams stopped as his severed head bounced away, rolling a few feet.  
 
    Then, it erupted into a pile of white sand. Seconds later, so did its body. 
 
    The wind picked up, stirring the pile into a violent cloud. The grains hit me, some actually getting into my mouth. 
 
     …Salt?  
 
    I almost puked at the thought of eating that thing. Coughing violently, I limped into the crowd, looking for the woman. She had saved me this time. Interesting. 
 
    I made it back in time to watch her slice the other red-eyed soldier in two. His dismembered corpse didn’t even hit the ground before it exploded into salt. We stood there, side by side, watching as the pile was swept away with the wind.  
 
    Nope; no one had seen that either. Fucking humans. 
 
    “Did you kill the other one?” 
 
    The sound of her voice was startling. I wasn’t really sure why. It was a little lower than I expected; though still feminine, with a slight rasp.  
 
    I glanced down at her. “Care to tell me what they are, exactly?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    Then she walked away.  
 
    “Hey,” I called, bristling. 
 
    She stopped, not turning around. 
 
    “You’re really going to walk off?” 
 
    The woman glanced over her shoulder. “What else were you expecting me to do? Stand around and chat?” 
 
    I frowned. “Well…yes.” 
 
    She didn’t respond, staring. 
 
    “I want to know why you tried to kill me.” 
 
    Her eyes fell; she looked away. After a moment she continued walking, providing no response. 
 
    And then I lost my patience.  
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    She stopped, again. 
 
    “I asked you a question! Where the fuck are you going?” 
 
    “None of your business.” 
 
    “It is my business! You made it my business when you tried to kill me!” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Yes, because it’s all about you. I’ve moved on, if you haven’t noticed.” 
 
    “What’s your name?”  
 
    “What’s your name?” She sounded irritated. 
 
    “Alezair.” 
 
    Her eyes relayed confusion. She hesitated. “…Oh.” 
 
    I had no idea what that was about, but I kept her talking. “What are you? What’s your purpose?” 
 
    The woman arched her brows. “What’s my purpose? That’s a pretty personal question, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    Our conversation was taking place as the war continued around us. People were literally dying at our feet, but we’d somehow been removed from the environment. We could see them, but they couldn’t see us. 
 
    “How are you doing that?” I marveled, spinning in place. 
 
    “I need to leave.” 
 
    “You can’t leave.” 
 
    I could see a smirk, even through her mask. “Can’t I?”  
 
    And then she disappeared. 
 
    I threw my sword to the ground, screaming a curse. It’d be a miracle if I could track her again. That or I’d have an aneurysm.  
 
    But this ordeal had fueled my determination. Made my will even stronger. I would find her again, and this time I would make her talk. 
 
    No more games. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    III 
 
    SOLSTICE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “MOTHERFUCKER!” 
 
    Was the first thing out of my mouth when I rematerialized. It felt like a sledgehammer had collided with my face. 
 
    My eyes rolled into my head and I collapsed against a brick wall, covering my mouth to silence another scream. My back slid down it until I was squatting, hands encasing my face. I didn’t have to feel my nose to know blood was gushing from it; my lips and chin were soaked already.  
 
    I couldn’t shift again. It would kill me. I’d just used the last of my abilities.  
 
    It seemed like an eternity that I sat there, wiping the blood away with my sleeve. When it finally stopped, my eyes rose, absorbing the scenery. It was funny, really; I’d been expecting another war, but I was in an alleyway of some urban city.  
 
    Remaining in the shadows, the darkness of the early morning hiding my presence to passersby, I studied the area, trying to make sense of it.  
 
    Roaring aerial crafts soared overhead, the streets below packed with civilians clad in leather pants and trench coats. Several people had so many metal rings shoved through their faces that I wanted to hang shower curtains on them.  
 
    Square, brick blocks signified merchant stores—most of them closed for business. The thunder of a repetitive boom boom boom came from one of the buildings down the road. Neon lights flickered across a sign hanging directly over the entrance: 
 
      
 
    SOLSTICE 
 
      
 
    …Where was I now?  
 
    A cluster of papers with small ink print hit my boots, having been swept across the street by the wind. I kicked them away, rising slowly to my feet.  
 
    I needed to find some other clothes. Something told me walking around dressed as a shogunate warrior would attract attention.  
 
    Fortunately, there was a clothing store right across the street. But it was closed. 
 
    I supposed I’d chalk up thief to my newly-designed list of character traits, right under Nexus rogue and impulsive moron. 
 
    I darted across the street, hoping to god no one had noticed me. Once there, I slipped into the alleyway, moving toward the back of the store. There was a metal door at the side end. I tried the handle. It wouldn’t budge.  
 
    I glanced around.  
 
    Then with a grunt, I turned the handle hard enough to force the lock.  
 
    Snap.  
 
    The store interior was dark and I could barely see. I whirled in place, surrounded by racks and racks of clothes. I had to hurry; if I took too long, the woman might leave.  
 
    My eyes shifted to the large storefront window. I watched civilians walk by, paying close attention to their attire. Several minutes later I grabbed a pair of jeans, a black button up, and a white undershirt. It took another several minutes to find my correct size. 
 
    Before leaving, I checked the mirror. The new clothes would blend me in well enough, but I still didn’t look exactly like the inhabitants. There was nothing I could do about my ears; they were a little more triangular, the tips sharp points. If I kept my hair over them, no one would notice.  
 
    Alright, time to do this. 
 
    I slipped out of the store, walking through the alley and into the street. No one seemed to notice me, or my ears. Good. 
 
    Before the last remnants of my honing ability had vanished, I’d caught her scent in that place with the neon lights. Why she was in there, I didn’t know.  
 
    But I guess I was about to find out. 
 
    *** 
 
    Solstice was some kind of social gathering house. Crowds of people packed its walls like a sardine can, the air murky with foul-smelling smoke. The place was dark, though every once in a while fluorescent lights would blind me.  
 
    The boom I’d heard from outside was the loud, obnoxious music. It was weird; something I’d never heard before. The beat was a repetitive sound of thunder, accompanied by strange beeps and some guy screaming lyrics that I couldn’t understand because his voice was so distorted. I’d only been in here for two minutes and I already wanted to run out screaming. 
 
    Instead I waded through the crowd, squinting through smoke and lights. And just when I thought it couldn’t any get worse, someone tugged on my arm. 
 
    I froze, staring into the face of an adolescent girl. She wore so much makeup that she looked like a clown.  
 
    “Hi!” chimed the clown. 
 
    I didn’t respond, marveling at her skirt, wondering where the rest of it had gone to. My lack of a response didn’t seem to deter her any. 
 
    “My name is Celia!” she shouted over the music. Then she leaned into my face, eyes widening. “Wow, are those contacts?” 
 
    “…What?” 
 
    “Your eyes! They’re awesome!” 
 
    Hm. It seemed silver eyes weren’t typical here. 
 
    Celia turned, pointing through the crowd. “My friend over there asked me to come over. She thinks you’re hot.” 
 
     I followed her hand. Another clown sat at a table several feet away, sipping a drink. Our eyes met and she gave me a chiseled smile.   
 
    Oh, for fuck’s sake. 
 
    “You should go say hi to her,” Celia went on, grinning. The fluorescent lights made her teeth glow green. It was scary. 
 
    I was about to politely tell the kid to piss off, but a crowd cleared by the bar, and I spotted the woman. 
 
    Or, at least I thought it was her. I hadn’t seen her completely unveiled until now.  
 
    Pushing past the clown who was still squawking in my ear, I approached. 
 
    She was seated, a cigarette placed between her lips. Her eyes were raised ahead of her, staring at a television screen displaying a talk show host dumping some poor, screaming half naked man into a tub of ice water.  
 
    When I almost reached her, she looked over her shoulder. At the sight of me, she sank into her chair and rolled her eyes. 
 
    Yeah, it was her alright. 
 
    “Oh god,” she muttered while I took her side.  
 
    “Seems like you’re not too happy to see me. Gee, I wonder why.” 
 
    “So now you’re going to stalk me forever?” 
 
    I didn’t respond, looking her over. Her beauty angered me; I wanted to hate her, but found it impossible.  
 
    Her long, black hair was swept across her shoulder, violet eyes gleaming with condescension. A black quarter-sleeve shirt hugged her torso, her legs draped with patched denim. She was skinny. Too skinny. Someone that skinny shouldn’t have been able to kick the shit out of me. 
 
    And from the hem of her sleeves, I could see the tail ends of some kind of inked inscription painted across her skin.  
 
    “Actually, I walked out on my mission so I’m kind of stranded here now. Guess that means you’re stuck with me for good.” 
 
    She glared at me. I smirked. 
 
    The woman sucked on her cigarette, blowing smoke in my face. I squinted. 
 
    “What do you want, Alezair?” 
 
    “Hey, you remembered my name. I’m flattered. And you know what I want.” 
 
    “Yes, yes. But what’s the point of knowing now? You’re no longer a Nexus agent.” 
 
    My smirk faded. “How did you know that?” 
 
    “Because I know everything.” 
 
    “Who sent you to kill me?” 
 
    She glanced away, ashing her cigarette in a metal canister. “No one.” 
 
    “…No one sent you to kill me?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Then why—” 
 
    The bartender showed up, asking if I wanted anything. I figured if I didn’t order something I’d be considered a nonpaying customer. Unfortunately, I didn’t have any money. Before I could open my mouth, the woman said: 
 
    “Two forsics, one with extra olives.” 
 
    The bartender nodded, leaving.  
 
    I glanced at her, and she smiled.  
 
    “The single rule of this engagement is that you’ll keep drinking so long as you’re in my company. Deal?” 
 
    “Uh,” I began, brow raised, “this isn’t an engagement. This is me demanding some answers.” 
 
    “Anything involving two people communicating is considered an engagement.” 
 
    “Fine, whatever. Does that mean you’ll give me some answers?” 
 
    Her grin broadened. “As long as you keep drinking.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to repeat the first question, but she held up a finger, stopping me. 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    “We haven’t gotten our drinks.” 
 
    I scowled, eyeing the bartender as he prepared our orders. 
 
    When our drinks were finally placed in front of us, I opened my mouth again. And again, she held up her finger. 
 
    “What now?” I snarled.  
 
    She nodded to the drink. 
 
    I glanced down at it, sighing. I took a sip and my face soured instantly. It was fucking disgusting. “I’m not drinking that,” I choked.  
 
    “Then you don’t get any answers.” 
 
    “This isn’t a game, little girl,” I said through my teeth. “You don’t get to call the shots. You’re going to tell me what the fuck is going on, or I’m going to—” 
 
    “Going to what? Let me wipe the floor with your face again?” 
 
    I fell silent, staring. 
 
    She grinned. “Besides, the last thing you want is to make a scene, right?” 
 
    My stare hardened. Reluctantly, I took another sip. It was still gross. After forcing myself to swallow, I said, “What’s your name?” 
 
    She blinked. “Why would that matter?” 
 
    I held up my beverage, sneering. “Answer the question.” 
 
     Her eyes drifted away, lips pulling down in a sullen frown. “Leid.” 
 
    That was confusing. “Lied? What did I lie about?” 
 
    “No you idiot, that’s my name.” 
 
    …Leid.  
 
    That name didn’t suit her. It sounded ugly. “Why did you try to kill me?”  
 
    Her eyes trailed to the drink again, glaring expectantly. 
 
    I cursed under my breath, taking another sip. This time I couldn’t stifle the hiss that came after the putrid liquid burned the shit out of my esophagus. “I cannot believe people are paying for this.” 
 
    “You were involuntarily aiding in a Code violation.” 
 
    … 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Leid pulled on the skewered olives with her teeth. “The customer who contracted the Nexus is an Archdemon. He bought your arms with the intention of swaying the balance. It was his attempt at loop-holing the ‘no direct contact with your creations’ clause.”  
 
    I said nothing, gaping at her. She seemed oblivious to my stupor. 
 
    “Because of this, I had to step in and—” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, hold on,” I interjected, hand out.  
 
    She paused, waiting. 
 
    “An Archdemon?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “As in Hell?” 
 
    “…Yes?” 
 
    “Hell actually exists?” 
 
    “That’s surprising to you?” 
 
    I said nothing, staring at my drink.  
 
    “The mythos that humans and other lesser creatures portray Heaven and Hell as being is actually a fabrication,” she elaborated. “Angels and demons do exist, though. But they aren’t omniscient or ethereal. They’re simply like any other race, on any other world.” 
 
    “And so what exactly are you?” 
 
    “You haven’t had your drink in a while.”  
 
    I sighed, taking another sip. It was getting easier to stomach, at least. When I placed the glass down, Leid reclined in her seat. 
 
    “I work for them.” 
 
    “You work for demons?” 
 
    “I work for demons and angels.” 
 
    “You’re a mercenary like me?” 
 
    “Kind of. My service is bound by contract.” 
 
    “And your job is what?” 
 
    Leid smiled. “To keep everyone playing by the rules.” 
 
    I pinched the bridge of my nose, trying to absorb all of this. “Okay, so you chase criminal demons because they violate a code?” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    I squinted.  
 
    Leid lifted a brow. “What?” 
 
    “Stop fucking with me.” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    I glanced away, suddenly feeling weird. My skin was hot, tingly. I was also having problems moving my mouth. As Leid took another sip of her drink, I asked, “Then what are you? An angel?” 
 
    She sputtered.  
 
    Yeah, that was probably a stupid question. 
 
    “No,” she choked. “I am not an angel.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    Her eyes lowered. I thought this was my cue to take another sip. But even after I had, she still didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what I am,” she muttered.  
 
    “I’m the one asking the questions.”  
 
    “Then ask something else.” 
 
    Her eyes met mine; narrowed, threatening. I supposed it wasn’t that important. “You were going to kill me even though I had no idea what I was doing?” 
 
    “Casualties are a part of the job. You should know that firsthand.” 
 
    I finished my drink, and Leid immediately ordered us another round. I stared at the new one placed in front of me like it was an abomination. 
 
    The man beside her left to hit on one of the clowns from earlier. I snatched his seat, since I was swaying. 
 
    There was something about Leid that I couldn’t put my finger on. Every time I looked at her, she seemed so familiar. But we’d never met, so why this feeling? 
 
    Likewise, I couldn’t wrap my head around the idea that I’d just given up my entire life for her. A Nexus agent wasn’t normally capable of walking out on a mission. It didn’t make any sense. 
 
    …And god, she was so fucking pretty.  
 
    “How is it?” she murmured, breaking the silence. “Being out of the Nexus?” 
 
    “Painful, so far,” I said, recalling the purge. 
 
    I was starting to slur, and Leid noticed. “Drunk already?” 
 
    “Is that what’s happening to me? Because let me tell you, I was getting scared for a second there.” 
 
    Leid laughed. I liked the sound of it. “You’re alright, Alezair. I’m glad I didn’t kill you.” 
 
    Which led to my next question: 
 
    “Why didn’t you?” 
 
    Leid’s smile fell. She stared at her drink, conflicted. I waited patiently for her response.  
 
    But it never came. Instead, she slid from the chair and slapped two pieces of paper money next to her empty glass.  
 
    “That’s for both of ours,” she said. “I need to go.” 
 
    As she walked by me, I caught her arm. She froze. 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere,” I whispered, leaning in. Although our engagement had grown kind of friendly, I hadn’t forgotten my objective, and the look in my eyes said it all. “We’re not finished. Sit down.” 
 
    Leid wrenched from my grasp, snarling. “Get your hands off of me.” 
 
    I rose from my seat, blocking her path.  
 
    “Step aside, Alezair,” she warned. 
 
    “Or what? You’re going to wipe the floor with my face?” 
 
    She said nothing, glaring at me in defiance. 
 
    “Go ahead. Hit me. Take your best shot, but I’m not letting you leave until you tell me why you didn’t kill me.” 
 
    “I changed my mind. Nothing more.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit. You saw my face and then you ran. Why?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter why I didn’t kill you!” she hissed. “You should just be thankful that you’re still alive! Now get out of my way!” 
 
    I didn’t budge. And, even though she still hadn’t answered my initial question, another had circled my mind so relentlessly that I couldn’t help but blurt out, “What are you?” 
 
    Leid hung her head, looked away. Her hair slid over her face, shoulders sagging. 
 
    Something was happening around us. The environment was slowing, the blaring music becoming nothing more than a drone. I surveyed our surroundings as anger and confusion coalesced. Whatever she was, her power far outmatched anything I had.  
 
    Leid’s hand sprang out, clutching my forearm in a death grip. I hissed in surprise as her fingernails dug into my skin, but I couldn’t pull away. She was too strong. 
 
    Her head rose slowly, threads of ebony hair slid from her cheeks. I stared into her eyes, watching them cloud over, turning into desolate pools. My body felt hot and cold at the same time. I grew lightheaded, and my knees buckled. 
 
    I heard her voice, but her lips didn’t move: 
 
    Just remember; you asked. 
 
    Everything went black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    IV 
 
    FALLEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I AWAKENED IN AN AIRPLANE TERMINAL. Everything was tinted red. 
 
    I lurched, nearly falling out of my seat. For some reason there had been a briefcase sitting in my lap and it slid off my legs, hitting the ground with a loud thud.  
 
    Several heads turned, but I was too busy trying to figure out what the fuck was going on. Again. 
 
    “Settle down, will you?” 
 
    Leid sat next to me in a black skirt suit, eyes drifting over a collection of inked paper with black and white photographs. 
 
    “What the hell?” I whispered. 
 
    She merely tilted her head, turning a page. “How does your foot taste?” 
 
    “I don’t even know what that’s supposed to mean.” 
 
    “You will.” 
 
    “How did we get here?” 
 
    “One of the many mysteries you’ll never uncover.” 
 
    “Can you at least tell me why everything is red?” 
 
    She reached toward my face, pulling off a pair of sunglasses. I hadn’t even noticed them. “I thought this might look less suspicious. Couldn’t really do anything about your ears, though.”  
 
    I frowned and covered them with my hair. She was going to give me a complex. 
 
    The terminal was partitioned by clear plastic panels where inhabitants walked by, carrying luggage. Gift shops and restaurants were situated across the hall. There was a sign over one of them, the print illegible to me. 
 
    The people waiting in the terminal read articles of literature or fidgeted with their luggage. A woman sitting across the aisle looked up, and I caught a glimpse of her eyes. 
 
    No pupils or irises, filled instead with black flecks resembling television static. That explained the sunglasses. 
 
    “Where are we?” I whispered, shoving the shades back on my face. 
 
    “Caia,” she replied.  
 
    That didn’t help at all. “What are we doing here?” 
 
    “I’m working.” 
 
    “But these aren’t humans.” 
 
    “Yes they are. There are over a hundred variations of humans across the universe.” 
 
    “…Oh. Why am I here?” 
 
    “Because you wouldn’t shut up.” 
 
    “I asked what you are. A verbal explanation would have sufficed.” 
 
    Leid sighed, leaning back with a yawn. “True, but I figure this will scare you off for good.” 
 
    I laughed under my breath. “Not likely, but okay.” 
 
    A loud announcement speaker blared, filling the terminal with a distorted female voice. I couldn’t understand the language; it sounded almost Arabic, with a lot of clicks and tongue rolls. 
 
    After the announcement was over, the people around us began searching their pockets and luggage. Leid pulled out two boarding passes, handing me one. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked. 
 
    Leid’s eyes drifted ahead, narrowing. “Nowhere.”  
 
    Before I could reply, she nodded to the crowd as they assembled into single file at the gate. “See that man, third from the front?” 
 
    I followed her stare.  
 
    We were looking at a middle-aged fat guy in a mustard button up, holding a black suitcase and carryon bag.  
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “That’s my newest target.” 
 
    “Since when is being overweight and having a terrible sense of fashion a violation of any code?” 
 
    Leid’s lips curled into a smile, but I didn’t think she found my sarcasm funny.  
 
    *** 
 
    An hour later, I was staring resignedly out of the window as our plane flew to only god knew where. I couldn’t read my boarding pass, let alone understand what anyone else was saying.  
 
    But Leid could. She spoke their language, however that didn’t help me one bit. 
 
    Clouds drifted by the window like white smoke; occasional pockets revealed the terrain below. Rooftops of cities, like tiny cubes. We’d passed a large body of water earlier on, and were now soaring across open green fields.  
 
    Leid was trying to kill me again; this time with boredom. If this was what she did on a regular basis—follow around otherworldly scumbags in desperate need of a jog—then count me out. 
 
    Our target read a journal, sipping from a soft drink on the small passenger table. He’d been doing that since we boarded. Leid stared at him with callous eyes. She’d been doing that since we boarded.  
 
    I leaned in. “Think you could make yourself look any more suspicious?” 
 
    Leid frowned. “We’re sitting behind him.” 
 
    “God forbid he gets up to take a piss.” 
 
    She glared, saying nothing. 
 
    “What’s going to happen, anyway? What are we waiting for?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    “Once again, a verbal explanation would suffice. This is the communication issue that I was talking about.” 
 
    “Quiet.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, leaning into a palm. “And to think I could be at the Nexus right now, adding more glory to my flawless reputation.” 
 
    Leid arched her brows. “Flawless? Funny, since you’d have died had I actually finished my job.” 
 
    “You still haven’t told me why you di—”  
 
    She clutched my arm, silencing me. Her stare intensified. 
 
    I followed her eyes.  
 
    The fat guy was emanating black smoke.  
 
    Our target leaned to the side, toward another man who was sitting next to him. He said something, pointing to a stack of journals that hung on a rack beneath the window. The guy beside him reached down, grabbed one, and handed it over. 
 
    Their fingers brushed. 
 
    The smoke vanished.  
 
    It reappeared a second later, surrounding the other man. 
 
    Our former target stood up and took several steps toward the restroom. He didn’t get very far, and his expression was sort of blank with confusion. He almost looked disoriented; scared. 
 
    …And then he brought both hands to his face, boring out his eyes with his fingers. The wet noises flipped my stomach.  
 
    Another group of passengers shot out of their seats, tackling the psychotic man. Our plane filled up with screams. 
 
    The smoke-covered man that our former target infected was leaning forward, reaching toward a mother holding an infant in the seat in front of him. He gently touched her shoulder and she didn’t seem to feel it, preoccupied with the struggle in the center-aisle. 
 
    The smoke disappeared from the man, reappearing once again around the woman. 
 
    The man immediately sifted through his carryon bag, removing a pen. He pulled off the cap, and then jammed it right through his head without so much as a moment’s pause.  
 
    I was frozen in my seat, mesmerized by the chaos  
 
    By now, the shadows had formed around an adolescent boy in the front row. And while everyone was still preoccupied with subduing the eyeless maniac in the aisle, the woman gleefully bashed her infant’s head against the window, creating a crimson smear across the glass. It became more pronounced with every thud, and each time I flinched. 
 
    “A-Are we just going to sit here?” I stammered. 
 
    “Do you understand what’s happening?” 
 
    “That thing is transferring through touch. It’s killing everyone.” 
 
    “Incorrect,” she whispered. “It’s making them kill themselves.” 
 
    Before I could respond, Leid leapt out of her seat, clearing the entire length of the plane in a blink.  
 
    Crunch.  
 
    Leid held the adolescent boy by the neck, his feet dangling off the floor. All life had drained from his eyes. She released him and he collapsed in the aisle, his throat crushed.  
 
    … And if everyone wasn’t screaming already, they sure as fuck were now. 
 
    An older man lunged at Leid, belligerent and teary-faced. Considering everyone else had wisely decided to choose one side of the plane to back against, I could only assume it was the kid’s father. Nothing propelled fearlessness like protecting your child. 
 
    Leid swung, taking his head clean off with a punch. Actually, his head exploded on impact, showering her with chunks of brain matter. 
 
    And that was the straw that had broken my back. I swallowed hard, looking away.  
 
    …Casualties, she’d called them. 
 
    But my inner turmoil was placed on ice as the dead kid suddenly stirred.  
 
    Leid glanced down, just as some kind of black oil sputtered from his bluing, post-mortem lips. It spilled across the carpet, congealing into a puddle. It rose; took form. A man. 
 
    An outline of a man; a shadow without a body. 
 
    Leid grabbed for it, but it surged past her in a blur.  
 
    I dove out of my seat, right into its path. I reached for its neck but the shadow ducked, crashing an elbow into my ribcage. A shadow with substance—corporeal. 
 
    And strong. The hit brought me to my knees, and all I could do was watch it disappear through the airplane emergency hatch. Through it. 
 
    …Had it just jumped out of the plane? 
 
    Leid ran by, pulling me to a stand. I choked as she dragged me toward the hatch. She kicked it in; bolts flew in every direction and I ducked. A groan ravaged the plane as her strength warped the metal. 
 
    The hatch tore open, door sailing away into open skies. People and other inanimate objects were sucked out like a vacuum. I cowered against the wall, watching the passengers surge past.  
 
    Too much excitement, even for me. 
 
    Leid tugged me forward while I tried to pry her fingers from my suit.  
 
    “Okay!” I shouted over the roaring winds and screaming, flailing passengers. “Okay! I am officially scared! You have scared me off for good, I promise! Just do—” 
 
    She threw me out of the plane. 
 
    ***  
 
    Holy shit 
 
    Holy shit 
 
    Holy shit!— 
 
    —was the only thought circling my mind as I plummeted forty thousand feet above sea level. 
 
    Freezing winds beat against my face. The pressure from falling at such an altitude nearly crushed my skull. I wondered if this had been Leid’s plan all along. Had she brought me here to kill me? 
 
    No, because if she wanted to kill me she would have done that in Jerusalem. 
 
    I forced my back against the wind, facing up. Leid fell, too, a hundred yards above. Arms out, hair lashing against her body, she watched the plane as it soared away. An ear-shattering groan split the sky. A surge of rippling waves shot out from her body, smacking the air with a sonic boom. A second later the plane shook, nearly bending in half before it erupted into a ball of fire. Smoldering plane shrapnel shot toward us; the force of the explosion adding more momentum to its descent than ours.  
 
    The next half-minute was spent avoiding smoking engine parts and chunks of searing hot metal, all the while screaming my fucking head off. I managed to dodge everything except for someone’s luggage. It rammed me in the head like a cinder block.  
 
    I blacked out for a second. When I came to, there was blood running down my face. 
 
    Leid was falling beside me, not a single scratch marring her. She grabbed my arm. 
 
    “Alezair, your wings!” she screamed. 
 
    … 
 
    “DOES IT LOOK LIKE I HAVE WINGS?” I screamed back. “PLEASE, PLEASE TELL ME YOU WEREN’T RELYING ON THAT NOTION WHEN YOU DECIDED TO THROW ME OUT OF THE FUCKING PLANE!” 
 
    She stared, unnerved. 
 
    The ground was getting really, really close.  
 
    Her attention shot below, and she emitted another blast of rippling air. Leid was firing at something. There were starbursts behind my eyes. 
 
    The injury from getting hit in the head was a lot more serious than it’d felt; adrenaline had numbed the fact that I was losing a lot of blood. 
 
    The ground was seconds away. Fortunately I wouldn’t see my death.  
 
    My eyes rolled into my head, and then I was out. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sky. 
 
    I would have shouted in delight that I wasn’t dead, but unbearable pain made that reality a nightmare. Every cough sent shocks down my spine, shaking my legs. I rolled on my side and stared vacantly ahead, savaged by agony.  
 
    I was on a cliff ledge; loose rocks and pebbles were scattered across the ground. A patch of strange yellow flowers lay several feet away amid an otherwise dry and barren terrain. Leid was here, too, fighting that black shadow creature. I could barely watch the fray. They moved too quickly. 
 
    Leid eventually pinned the thing, punching through its chest. It froze, curling, and then she ripped something from its body. 
 
    A small, shiny square.  
 
    She threw it on the ground, smashing it with her stilettos. How those shoes stayed on after everything was a mystery. The square sparked beneath her heel, and the outline materialized, his body flickering like television static before turning flesh and blood. It was a he. 
 
    Dark hair, black coat, skin so pale it was nearly the color of the clouds overhead. He fell to his knees, retching.  
 
    Leid spoke to him in a language I couldn’t understand.  
 
    He responded, his voice a shaking whisper. His eyes rose pleadingly to her.  
 
    They were surreal—gold and red, glowing in absence of any light. Was that a demon? I hadn’t expected them to look so… deific. Pretty. 
 
    Leid spoke, and then he hung his head. His hair slid away, revealing his ears. They were exactly like mine, and that sight hitched my breath. 
 
    The intrigue turned to horror when Leid’s hand suddenly exploded, gore splattering over the ground. From her mangled wrist slid a black, pincer-looking blade. Now her victim and I shared the same look. 
 
     He tried to scramble to his feet and flee, but only made it several steps before she decapitated him. His head flew from his shoulders and the rest of him collapsed. Everything erupted into salt a second later. 
 
    Leid watched the wind carry away the demon’s remains. Something in her eyes told me she didn’t like her line of work. She knelt at my side then, running her fingers over my head. Her touch was gentle. 
 
    “You’re injured,” she murmured, face etched with concern. 
 
    I barely heard her, staring at the blood-soaked blade. “What…what is that? What are you? Tell me what you are!” 
 
    Lifting a finger to her lips, the blade retracted into her wrist with a shhhhck. She snatched up several pebbles, enclosing them in her fist. Her severed hand reconstructed itself before my very eyes—bone, muscle, skin, all woven together in a heartbeat. When she opened her fist, all the pebbles were gone. 
 
    Leid helped me sit. I caressed my head, shutting my eyes as blood trickled from my hairline, beading warm down the bridge of my nose. “You killed everyone on that plane. Why?” 
 
    “They saw,” she said, but the steel of her words bent to the quaver in her voice. “No witnesses.” 
 
    Leid rose to her feet, shaking out her new hand. We looked ahead. 
 
    Beyond the cliff was a meadow, decorated in strange trees—white bark, crimson leaves. Neither of us said anything for a while, gazing at the scenery.  
 
    “What now?” I murmured.  
 
    She turned, heading for the slope. “I’m giving you two options; I can take you back to the Nexus, or I can leave you here.” 
 
    I watched her, wordless. 
 
    “Decide. We don’t have a lot of time.” 
 
    “Take me with you.”  
 
    “That isn’t an option.”  
 
    “I don’t want to go back to the Nexus, and I don’t want to stay here. I want to go with you, wherever you’re going.” 
 
    For some reason, what I’d said hurt her. I couldn’t fathom why. She pointed at the smoking plane wreckage that fouled the horizon. “That’s what you want? Believe me, the excitement gets old quick.” 
 
    “I don’t care about the excitement.” 
 
    “Then why?” 
 
    I looked away, unable to put feelings into words.  
 
    “You can’t come with me. It’s safer this way.”  
 
    I laughed under my breath. “You’re trying to protect me; is that it?” 
 
    “I’m trying to protect us both.” 
 
    What did that even mean? Our entire conversation felt like one giant deja-vu, and it was maddening. I struggled to my feet, staggering a step. She watched me rise, silent.  
 
    I stared at her, and she at me, and no words were spoken. There was something where our eyes met, something I knew yet couldn’t grasp long enough to substantiate. It was transcendental, harrowing. 
 
    “Take me with you,” I repeated, hoping she had waned. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You can’t just dump me here.” 
 
    “Why not? You seem perfectly capable of handling yourself. I didn’t make you leave your mission, Alezair.” 
 
    “You did!” I shouted, startling both of us. “I don’t know how, but you did!” She looked scathed again. “What was all this for, anyway? Why did you bring me along? What am I to you?” 
 
    “Nothing!” she screamed, but her eyes betrayed her words. “You’re nothing to me!” 
 
    “You’re lying,” I whispered, searching her face.  
 
    Leid turned, hiding. 
 
    And then it began to rain; the warm shower washed away all the blood and dirt, soaking us down.  
 
    “Please, take me with you.” 
 
    She didn’t object, didn’t say anything at all.  
 
    A moment later, she walked away. 
 
    Abandoned, I returned to the ledge and stared at the meadow trees. There was nowhere to go, nowhere to be. I was directionless, like a broken compass whose needle just spun and spun. The stirring of stones made me look over my shoulder. I caught a flash of Leid, and then a clear glimpse of her fist as it blurred for my face. 
 
    My head whipped sideways and I felt a crunch. Before I teetered off the cliff, she snatched me up and held me on my knees, another fist wound. There was fury behind her gaze, and again, I didn’t know why.  
 
    “L-Leid,” I choked, and my unhinged jaw sent shooting pains up my face, “I’m sorry. Leid, I’m sorry!” 
 
    I had no idea what I was apologizing for.  
 
    Her anger waned. She opened her fist and laughed, but the laugh was mirthless. 
 
    “No, Alezair, I’m sorry. I’m sorry for my pity, because someday you’ll regret this.” 
 
    I squinted, confused. She reached forward, cupping my face.  
 
    Gentle, burning. 
 
    My body convulsed and my vision blurred. A gurgled cry escaped my lips as my insides started to boil. The agony perpetuated, consuming me entirely. I’d swallowed the sun.  
 
    Leid released me and I hit the ground on all fours, breathing heavy. I battled consciousness through my teeth, failing miserably.  
 
    I looked up at her, conviction burning in my eyes. What have you done, they said.  
 
    The pain became too much.  
 
    I hit the ground, seizing, and everything went dark. 
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    THE INDUCTION 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I STIRRED AWAKE, FEELING LIGHT shining on my face. 
 
    I squinted, trying to open my eyes. They rolled back into my head on the first attempt. 
 
    I peered up at a white vaulted ceiling, lying on something soft and warm. My hands slid across it.  
 
    …Silk sheets?  
 
    Vertigo in full swing, I stared at nothing, waiting for my eyes to uncross. Pain radiated from my gut, shooting lava up my throat. It was so intense that I actually let out a startled groan, curling in response. 
 
    I was on a bed covered in white silk sheets, surrounded by bookshelves, a desk in the far right corner, and a nightstand. There was a circular window right above the bed, emanating eerie, silver light. Struggling to stand, I peered through the window. The sight beyond the glass sucked the breath from my lungs. 
 
    An abandoned city.  
 
    Marble sculptures of gargoyles and other winged creatures were carved into fifty foot towers along a white cobblestone path. Domiciles guarded by pillars framed the street. The place I was in was surrounded by an iron fence, protecting an impressive garden of neatly trimmed grass, red and white flowers, and a fountain. There was a strange ache as I looked at the scenery—a sadness taking form in my chest. Soon I had to look away, the ache too heavy. 
 
    I approached the bookshelves. My eyes trailed across the spines on the top row.  
 
    I slid one out, glancing over the cover. It was in a language that I’d never seen before. As I continued to stare at the illegible text, something happened, almost like a click in my head. And then to my astonishment, I read aloud: 
 
    Mannerisms and Mores of the Roman Republic. 
 
    Stunned, I rifled through the pages, able to read every word.  
 
    Tossing the book aside, I picked up another. This one was written in scripture different than the first. But yet again, I saw: 
 
    The Epic of Gilgamesh. 
 
    There was movement in my peripherals. I turned, staring at my own reflection in a full-length mirror hanging on the door. 
 
    I looked the same; silver eyes and dark brown hair cut jaggedly to my collar, loose strands falling into my eyes, shadowing the bridge of my nose. But I also seemed sick, with good reason. My stomach was threatening to eject its contents all over the fancy beige carpet. 
 
    Voices carried through the door; distant, yet profound. Holding my breath, I pressed my ear to the wood, but was unable to make out the conversation.  
 
    I reached for the handle. 
 
    *** 
 
    The aroma of spices and roasted meat cured my stomach ache. Now I was starving. 
 
    I crept down the hall, padding across red carpet. When I reached a winding staircase, I leaned over the rail and surveyed the lower level. The first floor mimicked a chessboard.  
 
    The voices were getting louder. One of them belonged to Leid. 
 
    The event on Caia’s cliffs came crashing back, and the sound of her voice quickened my pulse. She’d broken my jaw, that bitch.  
 
    But then I realized that my jaw was fine. So was my head. It was like I’d never been injured at all. 
 
    I descended the stairs too quickly, still reeling from confusion. Miscalculating a step, my foot brushed the edge of the stair and I slipped, grabbing for the rail to steady myself. To my utter surprise a portion of the rail snapped off and I tumbled the rest of the way, broken piece of wood in-hand. Landing hard on my tailbone, I gritted my teeth and rode the pain. A tingle in my hand forced my eyes down, and I watched the wood erode in my fist. Coincidentally, the pain was diminishing.  
 
    I threw down the remaining piece of railing, scrambling to my feet.  
 
    The room with the chessboard floor was a giant foyer, connecting several hallways. I followed the voices, but it was a difficult task since they seemed to carry through every passage. Light bled from a skylight overhead, immersing the room in silver iridescence.  
 
    Twin statues of lions watched my journey across the room, guarding an iron door that was marked with a scale insignia, and I had to step over a babbling brook that ran across the middle of the floor. This was the weirdest place I’d ever seen. 
 
    The door across the brook was open; without a doubt the voices came from there. I entered slowly, cautiously, out of the light and into shadow.  
 
    Leid was sitting at a long wooden table, draped with fancy white cloth. Despite the table’s pretty décor she had her feet up, leaning back in her chair whilst sipping pale yellow liquid from an oblong glass. 
 
    Across from her sat a man, his elbows resting on the table. He looked roughly thirty-ish, clean-shaven, with dark hair and eyes. His skin was a deep olive, like he’d hailed from the Mediterranean, but it was clear he wasn’t human—at least not the version of human I was familiar with. He was far too perfect-looking, like he’d been conjured from a magazine cover. 
 
    Leid was dressed in a red summer dress, oddly paired with black military boots. Her male companion wore a black collar shirt and chocolate brown slacks. A green bottle rested beside him.  
 
    I’d entered to laughter, but now the room was dead silent. I stared at them and they at me, until the unease was practically crushing.  
 
    “Hi,” I mumbled. “I broke your staircase.” 
 
    “How are you feeling?” asked Leid. Her friend stared me down like I was a convicted felon. 
 
    “I don’t know. My stomach hurts.” 
 
    “That’s normal at first.” She kicked a chair out. “Have a seat.” 
 
    I did. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, lifting a brow at her sudden acquisition of courtesy.  
 
    She nodded, leaving her seat. “I’ll be back in a second, Adrial.” 
 
    “Take your time,” the man said, shooting me a grin. He had a weird accent, genteel-sounding. Each word seemed to roll off his tongue. 
 
    Leid disappeared through a door at the back, grabbing a stack of dishes from the corner of the table on her way out.  
 
    Adrial stared at my burned, bloodstained business suit. “That’s an interesting choice of dress.” 
 
    “I fell out of a plane.” 
 
    “I know. She already told me.” He sized me up, battling a thought. “You’re not exactly special, are you?” 
 
    I bristled. “Uh, excuse me?” 
 
    “I’m just wondering why Leid chose you as her final guardian. It’s not every day that she brings home Nexus strays.” 
 
    My lip curled. “How about you shut your mouth before I break it?” 
 
    At my threat, Adrial smiled. “Careful, threats like that could get you hurt around here.” He picked up the bottle, holding it out. I eyed it. “Go on,” he said, “take it.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Wine. Which you’re going to desperately need after Leid has filled you in.” 
 
    Before I could respond, Leid reappeared with a steaming bowl. She placed it in front of me, stabbing its contents with a fork. It was some kind of pasta smothered in meat sauce. The aroma was fucking heavenly. 
 
    I dug in, barely chewing. The two of them watched me scarf the entire thing in a matter of minutes. When I was done, Leid handed me a napkin. 
 
    I took it. “Thanks.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Would you like any—” 
 
    “Actually, I’d like to know what the fuck is going on, if you don’t mind,” I cut her off, pushing away the bowl. 
 
    Adrial scoffed. “He isn’t special, but he sure is entertaining. Is that why he’s here? Comic relief?”  
 
    “Adrial, leave us please.” 
 
    He frowned. “But I’m not finished my wine.” 
 
    “Take it with you.” 
 
    Adrial sighed, snatching the bottle as he left the table. “Yes,” he muttered on his way to the door, “because what you’re going to tell him is so secretive; I’ve never heard any of it before.” 
 
    When he was gone, Leid took a sip from her glass. As her head lowered, her hair fell over her eyes. She wiped it away. 
 
    “Where are we?” I demanded. 
 
    “Purgatory.” 
 
    … 
 
    “Wait, what? Am I dead?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “You’re not dead.” 
 
    “I thought Purgatory was some lightless, empty place?”  
 
    “The mythos isn’t real, remember?” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    Leid hesitated, lowering her gaze. It seemed she was carefully analyzing what she was about to say. “We’re on The Atrium.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “A world in the Eversae Major universe. The world that holds Heaven and Hell.” 
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    I glanced at the table, trying to absorb this. “What happened to my wounds?”  
 
    “Gone. Healed by your transformation.” 
 
    “Transformation,” I repeated, blanching. “That wouldn’t have anything to do with snapping scaffold like a twig, would it?” 
 
    “I did what you asked. You wanted to be with me, so here you are. It was the only way.” 
 
    I squinted at her. “What did you do?” 
 
    “I turned you into what I am. What we are.” She eyed the door that Adrial had exited through. 
 
     “And what exactly are we?” 
 
    She finished her wine, sliding from the table. “We’ll get back to that, I promise. Why don’t you go change into the clothes I’ve left on your dresser?” 
 
    “My dresser?” 
 
    “The room you woke up in is now yours. Do you remember how to get there?” 
 
    “Uh, well yes, but—” 
 
    “Good. Meet me back here once you’ve changed. I need to clean up the kitchen.” 
 
    And then she walked off. I gaped after her. 
 
    Clean up the kitchen? Really? Because several hours ago she was exploding planes and decapitating people.  
 
    *** 
 
    Leid led me out past the garden, through black iron gates and into the city.  
 
    The bloodstained suit was gone, replaced by black slacks and a powder blue collar shirt that was choking the shit out of me. It was a size too small, but I’d been polite and hadn’t said anything. I wished I had now, since I was about to pass out from air loss. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked, unfastening the first two buttons of my collar. 
 
    “Sightseeing,” she murmured. 
 
    Breath left my mouth as steam. It was cold, but there was no wind, no sun; just a bleak, cloudy sky. It was if time had frozen and we were trapped in a black and white photograph. 
 
    I folded my arms across my chest. “It’s cold.” 
 
    She glanced back, wearing a grin. “You find it cold here?” 
 
    “Yeah, don’t you?” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    “What was that creature on the plane?”  
 
    We rounded a corner, traversing up a hill from the path. 
 
    “A demon.” 
 
    “Why was he killing people?” 
 
    “To sway the balance.” 
 
    “…What balance?” 
 
    “Heaven and Hell have decided to settle their qualms by instating something called the Contest. It’s a nonviolent competition that uses experimental design and scientific analysis.” 
 
    … 
 
    “Uh, sure, okay.” 
 
    “They’ve placed forty different intelligent species on forty different worlds around the Multiverse.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “The Contest exists around a single hypothesis, where intrinsic morality exceeds natural instinct. These various species and their worlds serve as a field for this study.” 
 
    “How exactly is that a contest?” 
 
    “Demons argue that natural instinct is the basis of all that which defines biotic species, intelligent ones included. The angels disagree.” 
 
    “…So they just decided to stop warring and embark on a field study together?” 
 
    “Yes, sort of.” 
 
    “What’s the point?” 
 
    Leid smiled, as if what I’d said had been funny. “The point is that not everything is as it seems, Alezair. I tend not to ask the complex questions; I only serve the terms of my contract.” 
 
    I said nothing, trying to make sense of that.  
 
    “Though, I imagine that method of research could benefit their own society. Understanding the inner-workings and psychology of a species is a useful tool for cultural progression. Watching societies rise and fall based on their choices seems like an effective way to assess one’s own, right?” 
 
    I frowned. “You talk like a textbook.” 
 
    She frowned back, picking up the pace. I followed her. 
 
    “The demons have been cheating as of late,” she continued. “They’ve developed some kind of technology that enables them to make direct contact with their creations, melding with their psi-essence and obstructing their rational thought processes.” 
 
    “Their what?” 
 
    “Their souls.” 
 
    “I thought the afterlife was a fabrication?” 
 
    “It is. Souls are actually packets of data stored within each and every cell of their creations. It’s in their DNA. The celestials made this part of their intelligent design. When an individual dies, the data is transmitted back here, and we’re able to recover the information pertaining to their death, along with a record of how they’d lived their lives prior to death.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We’re able to see their actions; whether or not it reflects the Archaeans’ viewpoint.” 
 
    “Archaeans?” 
 
    “The angels’ official species classification.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Honestly, none of this was making a bit of sense to me. I just smiled and nodded. 
 
    Leid stopped and peered ahead. “We’re here.” 
 
    I followed her stare.  
 
    We stood in front of a huge building of white marble and pillars. It was shaped in a dome, the exterior adorning more winged creatures. Large stairs led up to glass double doors. Across the entrance, a stone tablet read: 
 
      
 
    DIVINAS VILLA: VERUM, SAPIENTIA, RATIO 
 
    The Celestial Court: Truth, Wisdom, Judgment 
 
      
 
    “What is this?” I asked. 
 
    “This is where we work,” she replied quietly, her voice almost too soft for me to hear. “This is where the Contest is kept in check.” 
 
    We both fell silent, staring at the building. Eventually I glanced down at her. “You haven’t told me what we are yet.” 
 
    “Vel’Haru.” 
 
    Totally anticlimactic.  
 
    “You’ll find out soon enough,” she said, sensing my disappointment. I’d been expecting some great reveal, not a name that I could barely pronounce.  
 
    Leid turned around and trudged back up the path. I watched, blinking twice. “Was that it?”  
 
    “I wanted you to see this place,” she called. “Remember where it is, because I expect you to be there tomorrow morning at seven sharp for training.” 
 
    “Training?” 
 
    She paused, tapping a finger against her chin. “What’s your last name?” 
 
    “Czynri.” 
 
    “Zin-ree? Peculiar. Well in any case, you’ve just been inducted as the newest member of the Jury. Welcome to the Celestial Court, Justice Alezair Czynri.” 
 
    I froze, watching her walk away.  
 
    “Wait, so I’m a judge?” I called. 
 
    “Of sorts, yes.” 
 
    “And what are you?” 
 
    “My name is Leid Koseling, Justice Commander. A la your boss.” 
 
    My mouth practically hit the floor. “I didn’t sign up for that.” 
 
    She lingered at the bend, smirking over her shoulder. “You should get acquainted with Cerasaraelia.” 
 
    I didn’t even bother asking what that was.  
 
    “Our home,” said Leid, catching my confusion regardless of question. “I’ll come by your room later to drop some things off.” 
 
    And then she was gone. 
 
    I stood in the middle of the street, staring after her. Leid had just given me an entirely new life; brought me here, to her home—in Purgatory—and tossed me into a monumental holy conflict. What the hell had happened? How did I even get here? How had everything come down to this? 
 
    In any case, Adrial was right. Wine sounded amazing right now. 
 
    *** 
 
    Cerasaraelia was like a labyrinth in which death-row prisoners were dumped for entertainment. After spending an hour trying to find my room, I wandered into a giant library instead. But a library was always better than a Minotaur. 
 
    A seemingly infinite collection of books were stacked on shelves that nearly touched the ceiling. One of the walls was dedicated to a Latin map of the human world, another to a collection of paintings. Yet the most astonishing thing in here was the metal podium at the very back of the room. A sphere the size of my fist floated above it, covered in blue sparks. 
 
    I approached the podium, wearing an expression relatively identical to what I was thinking: 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    I reached for it, but a voice made me freeze: 
 
    “Don’t touch that.” 
 
    A girl emerged from one of the aisles, a book tucked beneath her arm. She was Asian descent—human, wearing a blue kimono and a stern frown. She looked young; younger than anyone else I’d seen here, but not young enough to be deemed a child. Teenager, maybe. 
 
    I didn’t know which was weirder: the electric sphere podium, or the geisha telling me not to touch it. “What is that?” 
 
    “Nothing , but I just dusted the place, so hands off.” 
 
    The girl sat behind a desk and opened her book. “You’re Alezair.” 
 
     “I am. Who are you?” 
 
    “Zhevraine. I brought you your clothes.”  
 
    “Thanks. Are you a judge, too?” 
 
    Zhevraine nodded. “We’re all judges.” 
 
    “How many of us are there?” 
 
    “Have you met Adrial?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Then that’s all. Has Leid already given you an assignment?” 
 
    “No. Well, I don’t know. She told me to look around, if that counts.” 
 
    “And how are you finding it?” she asked, bringing a steaming cup of tea to her lips. The sight was almost appalling. 
 
    Was she really just sitting there reading a book and drinking tea? Was everything really so mundane at its core? Is that what judges did after demon slaying and brutal airplane massacres? Drink wine and indulge in literature? Maybe spend an afternoon with some light cleaning? 
 
    The mediators that oversaw the eternal contest between Heaven and Hell were just as ordinary as everyone else, to an extent, and I could only surmise that angels and demons were the same. 
 
    “Weird,” I said. “Wasn’t quite expecting any of this.” 
 
    “No one does,” said Zhevraine. “It’ll get easier. I’d say hang in there, but you’re kind of stuck with us forever now anyway, so what’s the point?” 
 
    Forever, as in forever forever or just until I died? Did we even die?  
 
    I left the library in a haze, murmuring goodbye. By some act of a miracle I found the staircase, but was too preoccupied with the idea of spending the rest of eternity with three sociopaths to even care. I guess I couldn’t judge—pun intended—as just a day ago I was a sword for hire in service to the Nexus. Not exactly a shining example of amicability.  
 
    Leid stood at my bedroom door, holding a black bag. When she saw me she held it out. “Here are some more clothes and a few toiletries. If you give me a list of other things you need, I can get them tomorrow.” 
 
    I took the bag. “From where?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Places.” 
 
    I nodded at the bag. “I hope those clothes are larger than the shirt I’m wearing.” 
 
    Leid looked embarrassed. “I had to guess your size, since you were unconscious. Try them on and let me know which ones don’t fit. I’ll replace them when I can.” 
 
    She was about to leave, but I grabbed her arm. She froze.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “For everything, I mean.” 
 
    There was a change in her expression. Conflict. “You’re welcome,” she murmured, pulling away. “Do you need anything else before I head in?” 
 
    “Yeah, actually. Could you point me to the shower?” I’d been picking blood out of my fingernails for hours. 
 
    “Of course.” She nodded at the end of the hall. “This way.” 
 
    Leid led me to a room made completely of white tile. A steaming pool lay at its center. I cast an uneasy glance at the hall, trying to allude to the absence of a door.  
 
    “Individual showers are around the corner,” she explained, having read my face. “But no one will be around here tonight, so you can take a bath if you want.” 
 
    I knelt beside the pool, dipping a finger into the water. A little under scalding. Leid headed for the exit, and I glanced over my shoulder. Here went nothing.  
 
    “Hey,” I called.  
 
    She turned.  
 
    “Care to join me?” 
 
    She smiled. “Goodnight, Alezair.” 
 
    I watched her disappear into the hall with a smirk. Oh well; at least she wasn’t easy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    VI 
 
    ERGO 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    AN ENCYCLOPEDIA SLAMMED ON THE DESK, missing my head by an inch. The thunderous boom that followed shook the entire library. 
 
    I shot up in my seat.  
 
    Leid stood over me, arms folded, foot tapping. 
 
    Tap tap tap  
 
    Oh, no. 
 
    “If you’re not going to pay attention to our lesson, I’d be more than happy to toss you into Tal Ayen and let you fend for yourself.” 
 
    I frowned. “I was paying attention.” 
 
    “To the back of your eyelids.” 
 
    I sighed, looking away.  
 
    “Do you find cartography and world studies boring, Alezair?” 
 
    Who wouldn’t? “I’ve had less than three hours of sleep in two days.” 
 
    Leid shook her head and returned to the map of Tal Ayen, sprawled across the wall. “Whose fault is that?” 
 
    “Uh, yours, considering our lessons run past midnight.” 
 
    “That leaves you with six hours to sleep.” 
 
    “Yeah, because I’m perfectly fine with spending every day working and attending private tutoring.” 
 
    “So raiding our liquor cabinet all night fills that empty void?” 
 
    That didn’t merit a response. The longer we argued, the longer I’d have to sit here, so fuck it. Instead I forced a smile. “Sorry, Commander. Next time I’ll sew my eyelids open.” 
 
    And thus had been the story of my life for a hundred years.  
 
    Being a judge-in-training entailed a ten hour a day desk job and four hour a night class session that never broke for summer. There was much more to the Jury than executing contract violators. We had to be geniuses, too.  
 
    Since the Contest spanned across forty different human worlds, I was forced to learn about each world, each society in that world—their literature, architecture, psychology, theology, along with other things Leid thought would boost my character, like logic and verbal reasoning, physical sciences and (ugh) public speaking. 
 
    Although most of that crap wasn’t interesting at all, I’d found one area of study that I could tolerate: physics. In fact, I was the equivalent of a doctor of philosophy in particle physics. Yeah, me.  
 
    That wasn’t a difficult achievement, given the fact that I’d studied physics for a century. Each of us had a specific area of expertise. Adrial was a philosopher, Zhevraine was a poet (how that was useful, I had no idea), Leid was a biochemist, and I was a physicist. Together, we were quite a team. 
 
    Seldom was that the case. Each judge usually worked alone on the field, relying on stealth. Being able to perfectly blend in with any environment (a la any world) somehow gave merit to the fact that I had to sit here at ten o’clock at night, listening to Leid drone on about Tal Ayen. 
 
    “The southwestern continent has been relatively peaceful after the War of the Nine Towers, which occurred more than two centuries ago. It was a decade-long conflict involving everyone here—” 
 
    Leid’s finger slid from a portion of the map labeled Teyorni Citadel to one labeled Ukea. 
 
    “—to here. At the moment, each area is separated into provinces, controlled by different rulers. The inhabitants are human, and their theology is based primarily around nature deities.” 
 
    “What’s their technology level?” I asked, feigning interest, all the while fighting to keep my eyes open. 
 
    “Medium,” Leid said. “The west is more advanced, having some forms of mechanized equipment, along with automatic firearms.”  
 
    She paused, looking toward the door. Adrial was leaning on the frame, folder in hand. 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt,” he said. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Leid replied, eyeing the folder. “What is it?” 
 
    “We need to go over Commander Raith’s proposal of infiltrating Junah’s underground psi-essence research facilities for tomorrow. He’s sending his two generals for an answer at eight, if you’ve forgotten.” 
 
    “I haven’t,” she said, eyeing the clock. “Alright. Alezair, we’ll end it here tonight.” 
 
    Thank god. 
 
    As I slid out of my seat, snatching the notebook from the desk, Leid began rolling up her map. 
 
    “I’ll be with you in just a moment,” she said to Adrial. 
 
    “I’ll wait for you in the dining room.” 
 
    I slipped out of the library, Adrial at my side.  
 
    He smirked. “Thought you might need some rescuing.” 
 
    “Sly,” I said. “That briefing isn’t important?” 
 
    “Oh, it is, although it probably could have waited until tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Thanks, then.” 
 
    “You have two of hours of freedom. Whatever will you do with them?” 
 
    I grunted, making beeline for our liquor cabinet.  
 
    He watched me with a disapproving frown. “Of course.” 
 
    I frowned back, swiping a bottle, pulling out the cork with my teeth. “Don’t be judgy.” 
 
    “You’re lucky Vel’Haru can’t die of liver failure,” he remarked as I drank straight from the bottle. 
 
    He wouldn’t bait me into a lecture. All I did was wave and head for my bedroom, bottle in hand. 
 
    But he was right. To my knowledge, Vel’Haru couldn’t die of anything. We didn’t even age. We never got sick, had godlike strength and speed, and we could regenerate lost limbs and other fatal wounds by touching matter and absorbing it through our skin. 
 
    And then there were our scythes. Those black blades that I’d seen Leid use were actually a retractable part of our skeletons. The others called them scythes because they were sickled.  Like bees and other insects with stingers, we tended to use our scythes reservedly. For one, releasing them hurt like a bitch and took our hands clean off, and then we were left without opposable thumbs for about twenty minutes until they regenerated. It was also messy. Twenty years ago, I’d gotten into an argument with Leid at the dinner table, and the next thing I knew my scythes were out, while the gore of my former hands decorated our plates. Nothing screamed causality quite like that. 
 
    My room was filled with books. A collection of astrophysics, biophysics, geophysics and particle physics lay in rows across shelves, some stacked on the floor due to insufficient space. I hadn’t read any in a while, probably thirty years. I knew each book front to back, but they stayed here in case I forgot anything a thousand years from now. Although they’d probably be outdated by then.  
 
    These weren’t human books, either—in fact humanity’s stake in the physical sciences domain was primitive. That was a given, since they were still an early civilization. Beyond their cosmos were galactic confederations and interstellar space voyages; wars between worlds, and even talks of nova-netting for energy and terraforming. It was a huge multiverse out there, far beyond the window of my room, but I had yet to see any of it. Instead I read about it all in books. 
 
    I sat at my desk, flipping through my decades-long research on atomic resonance. This was a private study, something like a hobby. Knowing so much about the Multiverse and its different physical laws had made me wonder where the constant was.  
 
    If the Multiverse was actually a web of universes attached merely by loose threads in the space-time continuum, so different from one another in almost every way in terms of entropy and arrangement of particles, then where was the one variable that made everything constant? How were we able to travel to these different worlds via tears in their realities, if hardly any of their chemical designs were identical?  
 
    I sat back, reviewing my notes, idly sipping from the bottle of wine. Newton’s pendulum swayed at the edge of my desk, its ever-motion like a physical idiom of my life. It was my first gift from Leid, received when I’d told her my chosen field of study. She’d seemed happy then, and seldom was she happy. 
 
    Alcohol was my crutch. Having to go so many years with barely any rest made sleep nearly impossible when I actually had the chance. Without alcohol, my mind was a never-ending circuit. Passing out in a liquor-induced haze was typically how each day ended. 
 
    Someone knocked on my door. 
 
    “Come in,” I said, not bothering to turn. 
 
    Zhevraine stepped inside, a book tucked beneath her arm. She sat on the edge of my bed and I shot her look. 
 
     “Nope.” 
 
    “Please?” she insisted. “I want to hear what you think. I’m releasing this on Caliora next week.”  
 
    Zhevraine was an anonymous poet across several worlds outside of The Atrium’s reach. She went by the pen name Ink Lotus. I was hardly a poet, nor did I read any poetry, so I could only assume Adrial had turned her out if she was here asking for my opinion. 
 
    “I don’t see why my critique would matter,” I muttered, setting my notes aside. “I’m not exactly your target audience.” 
 
    She made a face. “Many of my readers are men.” 
 
    “I bet they pitch for the other team.” 
 
    Zhevraine sighed. “Fine.” 
 
    She pouted and moved to leave, and I felt guilty. “Fine, fine, go ahead. But is it really long?” 
 
    “No, just a page.” 
 
    I reclined, waiting. 
 
    As she read, I watched her. Zhevraine was centuries old—millennia even, all depending on the universe and its gauge of time—entombed in the body of a seventeen year old girl. The daughter of a warrior king in Ancient Asia, her people were killed by a rival clan and she was left for dead in their burning village. Somehow Leid had found her, but I didn’t know the details. Zhevraine was her first guardian, and despite her appearance, she was smarter and stronger than Adrial and I put together. Misogynists need not apply here, where two little girls ran the show and could beat your ass in a heartbeat. I’d said that once as a joke and Leid was quick to remind me that misogyny was a human trait. I then reminded her that I was programmed human and thus ended the argument. 
 
    Zhevraine finished a minute later, and I fumbled for a critique that at least sounded like I had any clue of what she’d read. Poetry was intentionally vague and full of metaphors. My logical, to-the-point brain had difficulties understanding it. The blank cluelessness of my face gave me away, and she frowned. “It’s about a woman who lost her lover in war.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “You weren’t even listening.” 
 
    “I was so. I was sitting here looking at you the whole time. It sounded pretty, Zhev. I’ll admit I have no idea what any of it meant but I’m sure the more poetically-inclined will eat it right up.” 
 
    She closed her poetry book, staring at me. There was a measure of uncertainty in her eyes. “Why were you in the Nexus?” 
 
    I was surprised by that question, as she hadn’t ever inquired about my previous life. “Don’t know.” 
 
    “Why don’t you know?” 
 
    “They erased my memories.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Why so curious?” 
 
    “The Nexus is a multiversal prison. Not for petty criminals, either. Only the most dangerous ones are sent there—ones that pose a threat to the outside. Too powerful and evil to be free.” 
 
    I glanced away, entertaining that thought. It made me grin. “You got me. Dangerous, evil, criminal mastermind, right here.” 
 
    Zhevraine laughed. “Hence my question.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine.” 
 
    She rose from the bed, patting me on the shoulder. “Thanks for your thoughts, as unhelpful as they were.” 
 
    “’I’m here all night.” 
 
    The door behind me closed with a click. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    VII 
 
    THE WRETCHED 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ISSUES WITHIN THE CELESTIAL COURT could only be described as a cluster fuck. 
 
    Today marked the first time that I stood in on one of Leid’s private meetings, and was already sweating the day when I’d become an official member of the Jury. And by official, I meant being able to do my own work in my own office, without Leid hovering over my shoulder every second. On the bright side, the meeting had given me a single piece of insight:  
 
    Celestials were just as flawed as their creations. When the human bible relayed the idea that ‘God made man in His image’, it wasn’t joking. 
 
    Naberius Uhnem, Archdemon of Lohr—the third layer of Hell—and Seyestin Trede, General of the Argent Court, had come to a disagreement over Hell’s method of dissuading their code violators. 
 
    In order to understand how the contest worked, one would also have to understand the level of influence each realm had over its creations. So, let’s talk about murderers.  
 
    Psychology provided evidence that murderers were often created through life experiences. Serial killers were molded into placid, violence-seeking shells after enduring years of identical trauma.  
 
    John Locke, a human philosopher from the sixteenth century was among the first to explore human development. He coined the phrase tabula rasa, which referred to the minds of the young. It was Latin for empty slate, signifying that intelligent beings were plastic; shapeable in personality depending on how and what they learned. 
 
    The Obsidian Court (Hell’s Parliament) argued that despite plasticity, natural instinct was a force stronger than societal influence. Within each individual, a strong presence of natural aggression laid in waiting for the right moment, whether it was to get what one wanted, an act of self-defense, or an act of passion. Ultimately, these were things that were uncontrollable by any moral means. 
 
    But sex and lust for resources was a pattern seen in all intelligent life, no matter how peaceful a society tried to make itself. Nothing seemed to deter their creations from these factors; not the idea of eternal suffering nor the promise of eternal bliss. As of right now, the angels’ hypothesis was unsupported. 
 
    The angels argued nurture, while the demons argued nature. And neither of them seemed to be totally right, but one thing was clear: the Obsidian Court had an enormous lead over the Argent Court, code violations aside. So, I was a little confused as to why the demons were so eager to break the Code and get themselves executed. 
 
    The most recent code violation had been from a demon living in Lohr, belonging to a faction known as the Sanguine Court. This court worked secretly, its leader still unidentified, and orchestrated violations using the psi-essence trigger technology that I’d witnessed firsthand before I was recruited into the Jury. 
 
    Adrial caught the perpetrator, but only after a massive amount of collateral damage. The demon had managed to trigger a powerful man who convinced twenty-five people (along with himself) into ending their own lives. I didn’t know how, as I’d stopped reading the indictment after the first paragraph. It’d been lunchtime and it wasn’t like this was my case or anything. 
 
    Although Obsidian Commander Lucifer Raith had promised to crack down on the Sanguine Court and its activities, nothing had happened so far, and the latest violation capsized the Argent Court. Their Commander, Yahweh Telei, had sent his First General to demand immediate action against Lohr’s leader, Naberius Uhnem. 
 
    It was the first time I’d ever seen a direct member of the Obsidian or Argent Parliaments. Before now, only their representatives were sent.  
 
    Things got ugly, fast. It was easy to see why angels and demons rarely occupied the same room. 
 
    Once we’d received word that General Trede was on his way up, Leid shoved aside her collection of folders and massaged her head. I’d never met Seyestin Trede, but heard from the others that he was a force to be reckoned with. “Don’t say anything,” she warned me. “Not a single word, no matter what he does. Do you understand?” 
 
    My silence served agreement. I was a little confused about the ‘no matter what he does’ part of her warning, though. 
 
    And then the door flew open, hitting the wall with a bang. 
 
    I almost jumped out of my seat. 
 
    Seyestin Trede stepped inside; ice blonde hair, gleaming cerulean eyes, lips curled into a scowl. He was tall—well over six feet, dressed in a white suit. Without a doubt he was the grumpiest angel I’d ever seen. If his career resembled Leid’s even remotely, I reckoned he hated his job so I wouldn’t judge. 
 
    He glanced at me, and then at Leid, crossing his arms. “Do you know how I spent my morning?” 
 
    Leid leaned into her hand. “No, but I figure you’re about to tell me.” 
 
    “Sitting in my Commander’s office while he chewed me out for not being persuasive enough.” 
 
    “Yahweh is incapable of chewing anyone out.” 
 
    “He doesn’t shout, no, but his never-ending lectures always take little bites out of my sanity, Justice Commander.” 
 
    “Touché. Tell me of your toils, General Trede.” 
 
    “This is the fourth violation from Lohr in two months. The Argent Court is beginning to see a leadership flaw. We’re motioning to impeach Naberius Uhnem.” 
 
    Leid arched her brows. “On what grounds? He isn’t part of the Sanguine Court.” 
 
    “Even so, he’s doing a piss-poor job of stopping their activities in his layer.” 
 
    “You can’t impeach an Archdemon,” Leid sighed. “That’s a decision reserved only for the Obsidian Commander.” 
 
    Seyestin smiled, but there was anger behind it. “Commander Raith wouldn’t dare take action against such a lucrative crime.” 
 
    “We’ve already questioned Naberius. He’s clean. He can’t account for every one of his subjects.” 
 
    “You know, it’s beginning to sound like you’re protecting him. The demons are sodomizing the Code while you sit here pushing paper all day.” 
 
    Leid’s eyes narrowed. There was a moment of silence as they glared at one another. Then she looked at me. 
 
    “Justice Czynri, tell Nephilim to get Naberius up here.” 
 
    I left my desk, slipped between them and headed for the door. 
 
    *** 
 
    Nephilim Shoen was our angel secretary. Purgatory was considered neutral ground for demons and angels, and we were an equal opportunity employer.  
 
    I crept down the steps, approaching her desk. She didn’t notice me, her attention drawn to our digital calendar splayed across the computer screen. Her hair, like Seyestin’s, was ice blonde and hung clear down her back. Today it was twisted in a braid that she kept over her shoulder. Nephilim’s sense of fashion was eccentric, eccentric being a gross understatement, as she tended to pair professional attire with casual attire on the level of evening gowns with galoshes. Right now she wore a purple skirt suit and red boots, a gold scarf to top it all off. At first it was weird, but I barely noticed anymore. Nephilim was Nephilim, from her spunky yet amiable personality all the way down to her horrible wardrobe selection. 
 
    I cleared my throat and she finally looked up, smiling. “Justice Czynri. Is the meeting already done?” 
 
    “Far from it. Leid wants Naberius up here.” 
 
    She frowned. “Getting messy?” 
 
    “Not yet, but we’ll see.” 
 
    She placed her finger on a rune across Hell’s switchboard, located on the left side of her desk. Heaven and Hell communicated by telepathic technology called Aeon. It worked through brainwave frequencies, networking them like telephone lines.  
 
    Nephilim said nothing for a moment, staring ahead. Then she blinked, removing her finger. “He’s on his way.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    As I left her desk, she called, “Wait, Alezair.” 
 
    I stopped, turning back. 
 
    Nephilim was holding something out to me. My heart sank. 
 
    “No thanks.” 
 
    “I only gave you two hundred,” she said. “It’s the lightest load because you’re my favorite.” 
 
    “Only two hundred? It’s three in the afternoon.” I snatched the folder teeming with soulcases, trying not to scowl.  
 
    Nephilim sighed. “Don’t get miffed with me; I just work here.” 
 
    “What are we even paying our processors for?” 
 
     “We’re short a few. The Courts are filling their positions, but for now we’ll just have to make do.” 
 
    Processors were angels and demons hired to analyze psi-essence data the Court received whenever someone died. Each case was converted into batch data files and reviewed by them, who then determined where the tally went. Print form went to us after analog searches of key codes were siphoned out, making the results crystal clear. We were only supposed to receive unverified soulcases if the processors couldn’t decide which domain earned the tally; when the mark wasn’t so cut and dry. But I’d had to do over a thousand singlehandedly this week. It was bullshit. 
 
    Adrial appeared then, and Nephilim handed him another folder. He opened it up, and his eyes almost popped out of his head. 
 
    “Five hundred?!” he exclaimed.  
 
    Ouch. Adrial must have been her least favorite.  
 
    Nephilim got up from her seat with a stack of files, sauntering off to the fax machine. “I need to send these documents to the Argent Court. Can someone watch the door for me?” 
 
    “Certainly,” he sneered, staring daggers at her back. When Nephilim was gone, he smacked the folder on her desk. “She doesn’t actually expect me to complete all that by five, does she?” 
 
    “Probably not.” 
 
    He eyed my folder. “How many did you get?” 
 
    “About the same,” I lied. 
 
    He sighed, leaning on the desk. “So, who are we watching for?” 
 
    “Naberius.” 
 
    Adrial grinned. “Seyestin’s calling him out, eh? Pity I won’t be there to see it.” 
 
    I had no idea what he meant. 
 
    “Is this your first Court squabble?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    Adrial scoffed. “Prepare to be entertained. And frightened.” 
 
    “Why frightened?” 
 
    “You’re about to witness professionalism and diplomacy degrade into elementary school behavior.” 
 
    Before I could respond, Leid invaded my mind. 
 
    Are you coming back sometime today? 
 
    We didn’t need Aeon to communicate telepathically. Vel’Haru could have mental conversations with each other any time they wished. I’d never wish for that, though. I found it extremely invasive. 
 
    “My slaver is calling,” I muttered. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll watch the door.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Naberius Uhnem resembled a circus ringmaster. He’d pranced in ten minutes later, wearing a pinstripe black and purple suit, complete with a tophat and a feathery scarf. 
 
    The Archdemon bowed to Leid, removing his hat as strands of raven black hair swept across his forehead. “So sorry for the wait, Justice Commander. I was caught up in some business.” His eyes rose; they were the color of burning coal, ringed with crimson. 
 
    Leid gestured to the seat next to General Trede. As they sat side by side, I noticed that although demons and angels were phenotypically very different—angels having fair hair, fair eyes, fair skin, demons having none of that—there were other things that marked them as identical. Wings, pointed ears, similar facial structure, and they all spoke Archaean. But something about the demons always made me stare. That weird, deep ache returned and I found it strangely comforting.  
 
    Leid delved right in. “Thank you for coming on such short notice. I’d like to ask you some questions regarding the most recent code violation. The demon’s name was Dromolech; he worked as a collector for you in Lohr, did he not?” 
 
    As she spoke, the Archdemon’s face fell with confusion. When Leid was done, he shot Seyestin an irritated look. “Are you really going to waste my time with this again?” 
 
    “Four code violations, all from demons that either directly or indirectly worked for you,” said the angel General.   
 
    “Indirectly worked for me?” Naberius repeated, smirking. “Every demon in Lohr indirectly works for me, you idiot. I’m the Archdemon.” 
 
    “A poor one, at that. Can’t even keep your subjects in line.”  
 
    “You should pick your battles more wisely, General Trede. You’ve already lost this one.”  
 
    “My Commander sent me down here, actually. The issue has gained a bit more momentum than you think.” 
 
    “You know what I think? I think what all this is really about is you having to rub your raw, red ass after your Commander spanked it good for letting the Sanguine Court claim a few tallies.” 
 
    Zing. 
 
    That remark propelled Seyestin from his seat, and the Archdemon rose to meet him. As the altercation grew, I reclined in my chair, brows arched, twirling a pen in my fingers. Leid and I shared a look, before she also rose to diffuse the situation. 
 
    “Sit down, both of you,” she ordered. “There will be no brawls in my office. You are court officials, so start acting like it.” 
 
    They took their seats. 
 
    “Naberius, you’ve already told Justice Trisyien that you’ve no involvement in the code violations. That part is clear. But is there anything else you could tell us? Any other information you haven’t stated?” 
 
    “About?” Naberius asked. 
 
    “The Sanguine Court.” 
 
    He sighed, crossing his legs. “The only thing I can tell you is that Commander Raith has assembled a special team of investigators who are perusing Hell, trying to identify its members. They’re under the suspicion that a Parliament official is leading the cause.” 
 
    Seyestin rolled his eyes. “As if that wasn’t already evident.” 
 
    Naberius glared at him. Then to Leid, he said, “I don’t know what else you want. I’ve done everything I can to prove my innocence.”  
 
    “You’ve done nothing to prove your innocence. All you’ve done is dance around our investigation,” snapped Trede. 
 
     “If you recall, I was the one who called the Celestial Court to report the criminals. I also helped with their arrest.” 
 
    Seyestin looked away, shaking his head. 
 
    “I find it amusing that you’d claim I was a traitor. Forcing my subordinates to break the Code only to turn them in is an accusation worse than high treason. The Sanguine Court would string me up, and believe me when I say that’s a fate far scarier than anything your Commander could dish.” 
 
    “Did I just hear you admit that you sympathize with code violators?” 
 
    Naberius massaged his forehead. “No, that isn’t what I—” 
 
    “You just said you wouldn’t betray your own. Does that count for code violators as well?” 
 
    “I specifically said that I’d given the code violators up, you deaf, incoherent cad!”  
 
    They were up again; this time their chairs even hit the floor.  
 
    Before either could take a swing, Leid blurred between them with her hands on their chests. The scene looked like an eleven year old trying to break up a fight between two gladiators. Needless to say it was getting really difficult not to laugh. 
 
    “Gentlemen, please,” she huffed.  “I have a more reasonable solution.” 
 
    The two stared each other down.  
 
    Finally they backed off, and Leid’s shoulders sagged with relief. 
 
    “I agree with you, Naberius, but I also see the point Seyestin is trying to make.” She retreated to her desk, writing something down on a pad of paper. “I’m going to set a hearing in motion for the Courts to come together and discuss these violations. We’ll find a way to deal with this once and for all, without fists. One of the discussion topics will be about devising a new law to deal with the tallies unjustly collected by violations.” 
 
    The surprise on their faces was mutual.  
 
    “Okay?” pressed Leid. 
 
    “A new law hasn’t been added since the Apsularis was written,” Naberius said.  
 
    “Desperate times call for desperate measures.”  
 
    “And I assume this law will be unprejudiced?” he demanded, shooting Seyestin another look. The General only smiled.  
 
    “Your panel can vote on it,” said Leid. “The law will be of your choosing; I have no part in its creation. I’m only proposing the idea.”  
 
    “I’m just an Archdemon, Justice. That’s a decision for Commander Raith.”  
 
    “And Telei,” added Seyestin.  
 
    “I’ll leave it up to you two to convince them to have a sit-down. You’re both dismissed. Don’t kill each other on the way out, or I’ll smack you so hard with demerits that your heads will spin.” 
 
    They shuffled for the door, saying nothing.  
 
    Leid returned behind her desk. “And don’t forget to sign out at the front. Nephilim gets grouchy about that.”  
 
    The door closed. Leid put her elbows on the desk, sighing into her hands. I watched her, smirking. 
 
    “Well,” I said, “that was horrifying, wasn’t it?” 
 
    *** 
 
    “How many do you have left?” asked Leid.  
 
    My eyes flew to the clock. “Forty-six. You?”  
 
    “Twenty-eight.” 
 
    It was almost five. We weren’t going to make it. 
 
    The room filled with the sound of fervent scribbles. Leid had volunteered to take half the soulcases so we could get out on time. She was a faster reader than me. 
 
    “Looks like we’ll be eating late,” she muttered. “What do you want for dinner tonight? Leriza or fish?” 
 
    “Don’t care.” 
 
    “Leriza it is.”  
 
    It was always leriza. She only pretended to give us a choice. 
 
    “When is that hearing happening, by the way?” 
 
    “Three weeks.” 
 
    “Is that enough time?” 
 
    “Not sure, but something has to happen soon. The Courts are crumbling. The hearing will at least make everyone shut up for a while.” 
 
    I noticed the quaver in her voice and glanced up from my case files. Leid was trembling, pen wobbling in her hand. Her attention was cast to the stack of case files in front of her, but her expression was pained, scared. 
 
    “Leid?” 
 
    She didn’t even look at me. 
 
    I leaned forward, concerned. “Hey.” 
 
    She spun and her eyes widened. “I’m… I’m fine. I just need some fresh air.” But when she tried to get out of the seat, her knees buckled. I caught her before she hit the ground. 
 
    And then something confusing happened: she hugged me tightly, burying her face into my neck. I flinched at the embrace, unsure of how to react. Her breath was warm and deep against my skin, and I shuddered.  
 
    This was the closest we had ever come. I was partially convinced there was something wrong with me, because Leid was always so friendly with the others, but never me. She looked at me differently, always had, like I was the unwanted child of the family. Comparing our relationship to a child and parent felt a little awkward, especially given the situation, but there was always a type of cool reservation in her eyes whenever she looked at me. Leid was never outright frigid, but she was never warm, either. Until now. 
 
    In the subsequent minutes, her pulse began to slow. I could feel it like it was my own. Her breathing softened, and she stirred in my arms.  
 
    “Are you alright?” I whispered. 
 
    Leid went rigid at the sound of my voice, as if having woken from a nightmare. She recoiled, terrified. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to—”  
 
    “What happened?”  
 
    Leid hesitated with a response, getting back on her feet. “Nothing, I’m fine now.” 
 
    I shot her an incredulous look. “Bullshit. You almost fainted.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said sternly, heading for the hall. “I just need some air.” 
 
    I whirred in front of the door, blocking her. “Tell me what happened.” 
 
    “Alezair, stop.” 
 
    “Why won’t you tell me?”  
 
    “Because it’s none of your business!” she cried, near shout.  
 
    “I’m concerned.”  
 
    My response soothed her chagrin. She sat on the edge of her desk, swallowing hard. “A panic attack.”  
 
    “For real?” 
 
    “I get them sometimes.” 
 
    “What triggered it?” 
 
    “Not sure,” she said, lowering her gaze. “Sometimes they happen for no reason at all.” 
 
    “Maybe you should take it easy for a while.” 
 
    “Take it easy? How? How the hell am I supposed to take it easy when Seyestin just barged in here demanding that we impeach Naberius?” 
 
    “So that’s what this is about? Fuck him. He seems like an idiot.” 
 
    “Whether he’s an idiot or not doesn’t make a difference. Our job is to keep this Contest running. It’s to keep these idiots from entering another war. Right now we’re not doing such a great job.” 
 
    “I think you’re making this out to be a bigger deal than it is.” 
 
    Leid laughed in spite of me. “Right, of course you’d say that. You traipse around here, naivety in full-swing. You would very much prefer to piss on the wall than study, or care, or even show up to work on time. So yes, I can see how this wouldn’t be a big deal to you.” 
 
    “Hey, don’t start taking your shit out on me.” 
 
    “Well perhaps if you’d take your job a little more seriously then I wouldn’t have the added stress of constantly looking after you.”  
 
    “Looking after me? What, you mean taking it upon yourself to keep me prisoner in the library all night?”  
 
    “That wouldn’t happen if you’d retain your lessons the first time around.”  
 
    Keeping my anger in check was getting really tough. Something else was going on, too. My skin was all tingly and my pulse was getting quicker, heavier. I wanted to hit her. And fuck her. I wanted to hit her and fuck her.  
 
    “You’re a real cunt, you know that?” 
 
    The anger on her face evaporated. Leid stared at me as if I’d struck her.  
 
    “I’ve done everything you’ve asked. For a hundred years you’ve deprived me of sleep, made me your office bitch, and I’ve eaten it all with a smile. A forced smile, but a smile nonetheless. And yet you still treat me like a derelict. Why? What gives you the right to treat me like I’m the laziest piece of shit ever when all I do is try to make you happy?” 
 
    She didn’t respond. The look she wore reminded me of Jerusalem. There was fear—no, reverence—in her eyes as they held me, and it gave me a high. Right then the ache returned, but it fizzled out and gave way to an even deeper feeling. Anger, lust, dominance, coalescing all at once, and the resulting force was strong enough to relieve me of my sanity.  
 
    The change must have been apparent on my face, because Leid started backing for the door. But she didn’t run, even when we were nearly nose to nose against the frame. Leid looked up at me, cool, but there was a storm brewing in her eyes.  
 
    “You’re familiar,” I whispered, searching her face. “So familiar, every time I look at you. Why?”  
 
    Leid said nothing still, but her breaths quickened, and then it was clear that I was not alone in this. Our nearness was doing something to her, too. 
 
    “You like being against the wall with me, don’t you?”  
 
    I brushed my hand against the side of her face and she shivered, closing her eyes. I began to entertain the idea that she’d pushed me away all these years because she was attracted to me. But then, why was that so wrong? Why would she push me away rather than just act on her feelings? It’s not like I would ever say no. 
 
    I couldn’t hold back any longer, and as my logic screamed nooooo from its tiny corner of my mind, I leaned down to kiss her.  
 
    Leid shoved me away with a snarl, and I was sent crashing into her desk. Before I could recover, her fist crushed the side of my face. I collapsed on all fours, spitting teeth. 
 
    A second later I heard the door slam, and half the paintings on the wall fell to the floor. The strange feeling subsided, and then I was left there, surrounded by documents and broken glass. I stared at the ground in utter disbelief, feeling the throb of my heart. 
 
    I’d just backed my Commander into a corner and tried to have sex with her. Wow.   
 
    I hadn’t a clue why I’d thought that was a good idea, nor could I recall what had even brought that idea on in the first place.  
 
    It was a well-known fact that Leid held grudges, and I was sure to be on her shit list for another hundred years after that stunt. 
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    THE QUEEN AND THE VIOLIN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    UNSURPRISINGLY, LEID GREW DISTANT over the subsequent weeks. She cancelled my lectures three nights in a row, and then began taking extended midday breaks, sometimes lasting until three o’clock. She hardly said a single thing to me, and when she did, her eyes stayed on the ground.  
 
    I wanted to talk about what had happened that afternoon at the office, but not only was I too embarrassed, she’d made it impossible to catch her alone. 
 
    I understood why she pushed me away, but I didn’t understand her disappearances at night. After dinner Leid would vanish, not showing up again until well past midnight.  
 
    The others were beginning to notice this as well, and apparently she wasn’t talking to anyone. Adrial spent the entirety of dinner trying to make idle conversation, using tactfully placed questions that might bait Leid into revealing where she was sneaking off to. But it didn’t work. 
 
    And surprise, surprise; she cancelled that night’s lecture as well. 
 
    At first I’d been kind of okay with it, considering I got an incredible amount of sleep. But now it was starting to concern me. 
 
    I spent the evening reading in the library, catching up on my studies since I could actually focus now. After an hour or so, Adrial walked in. He took a seat across from me, grinning.  
 
    “Well look at you; studious even when your mentor is MIA. Your mother would be proud.” 
 
    “I don’t know who my mother is.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. That’s probably for the best. I never liked my mother.” 
 
    I just read my book, not knowing what to say. 
 
    “So, how are you and Leid lately?” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I had the sneaking suspicion he was trying to use the same tactic on me as he had at dinner.   
 
    “How are your lessons going?” 
 
    “Barely had any in two weeks.” 
 
    “Have you noticed anything strange about her lately?” 
 
    Eyebrow. “…Have you?” 
 
    He waved. “Well it’s already fact that she’s been running off, but I was wondering if you’d noticed anything else that might, you know, give me some insight as to where she’s going?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I remarked, laughing, “as if she’d tell me anything.” 
 
    “You’re with her ninety-five percent of the time. You’ve noticed nothing?” 
 
    “Not ninety-five percent of the time. Lately more like ten. She’s still pissed off at me.” 
 
    Adrial tilted his head. “Pissed off at you?” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “About what?” 
 
    I sighed, not really wanting to talk about it. “Something happened a couple of weeks ago.”  
 
    “Something?” 
 
    “I went crazy and almost…” Okay, that wasn’t how I’d wanted to explain it. “I called her a name and then tried to kiss her.” 
 
    “What did you call her?”  
 
    “A cunt.”  
 
    His mouth almost hit the table.  
 
    “We were having an argument.”  
 
    “I can’t believe you’re still alive.” 
 
    “I know. She clocked me good, though. Broke a few teeth. Thank god we can regenerate or I’d be toothless.” 
 
    “You called her a cunt and then you tried to kiss her?”  
 
    “Yeah, I… It made more sense to me at the time.”  
 
    “You need to work on your moves.”  
 
    “Moves?”   
 
    “Yeah, you know, moves.” He made a circle with one hand and put his finger through it.  
 
    I made a face. “What are you, five?”  
 
    “I’m not the one calling a woman a cunt and then trying to bed her.”  
 
    “It wasn’t like that. I just… I can’t explain it. Something took over me and I lost all self-control.”  
 
    Humor left his face. “Oh,” he mouthed.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Did you feel all hot and tingly?” 
 
    I grimaced, surprised by the accuracy of his question. “Yeah, actually.” 
 
    He nodded, glancing off.  
 
    “You know what happened?” 
 
    “I’m sort of surprised Leid hasn’t already told you this, considering you spend so much time with her. You know; just for discretion.” 
 
    “Spit it out.” 
 
    “Leid’s the Queen.”  
 
    I stared at him, saying nothing for a while. “Queen of what?”  
 
    “She’s the Queen of our race.” 
 
    “Our race has a Queen? You mean like ants, or bees?” 
 
    “Just like that. Leid’s the only sexually reproductive female of our generation.”  
 
    “So we can die.”  
 
    He reclined, staring at me weird. “Of course we can die. Not easily, but we can.” From the look he was giving me, it seemed like there was something else Adrial wanted to say, but instead he smiled. “Queens release pheromones that mess with our heads sometimes.” 
 
    “You’re saying she sprayed me?”  
 
    He laughed again. “Sort of. I don’t think she has control of it, though.” 
 
    “Where do Vel’Haru hail from, anyway? I know they’re not from The Atrium.” 
 
    The smile withered from his face. “Exo’daius.” 
 
    “Where’s that?” 
 
    “Another universe; far away. We’re exiled.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Leid did something.” 
 
    I leaned in. “What?” 
 
    “That’s not for me to say. She’ll tell you when she’s ready.”  
 
    “I doubt she’ll ever tell me anything.” 
 
    The smile returned, but it was thin. “Probably for the best.” 
 
    There was no point in pressing him. I knew when to throw in the towel. “If Leid’s the Queen, and she can’t return to Exo’daius, does that mean one of us will have to…?” 
 
    Adrial shook his head. “We can’t mate with her. We’re guardians.” 
 
    “Guardians. I’ve heard that word a million times but still have no idea what it means.” 
 
    “Guardians are Vel’Haru who were turned from lesser beings. Only true born Vel’Haru can reproduce with the Queen. They’re called nobles.” 
 
    “…Oh.” 
 
    “There’s only one noble still alive. He’s in Exo’daius, serving as King in Leid’s absence.” 
 
    “How many of us are there?” 
 
    Adrial counted in his head. “Twelve.” 
 
    “Only twelve?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Only twelve of our entire race?” 
 
    “We’ve never had a large population. Our biological characteristics don’t allow it. Think of it as a food chain—” 
 
    I had a feeling this wasn’t going to make any sense whatsoever. Adrial’s metaphors seldom did. 
 
    “—where prey is the most abundant. The top of the food chain has the least individuals. If you look at it in terms of power, then that explains our small numbers.” 
 
    Wow, impressive. “Are Vel’Haru the most powerful beings in the Multiverse?”  
 
    “Don’t let it go to your head, but yes, as far as we can tell. Anyhow, I was asking about Leid’s strange behavior because I thought you might know more than me.” 
 
    “I don’t even want to know anymore, really.” 
 
    “Oh? Because I know something you don’t know.” He’d sung that last part like a taunt. 
 
    My façade shattered. “Spill it.”  
 
    “I followed Leid to the cephalon several nights ago; she took the portal to Lohr.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense. Why would Leid go to Hell so late in the evening?” 
 
    Adrial shrugged. “No idea, but with all the heat going on between the Courts and that hearing coming up…” 
 
    “Yeah. You think she’s meeting Naberius in secret?” 
 
    “Doesn’t really sound like her, but who knows.” He glanced at his watch, cringing. “Ouch, I’m late.” 
 
    I lifted a brow. “For?” 
 
    He slid out of the chair, heading for the hall. “There’s a festival on Southern Alacontre. They’re celebrating their goddess’ rebirth.” 
 
    “…So?” 
 
    “So there are a lot of drunken, beautiful women, and I’ve got several hours to spare.” 
 
    Adrial’s hobbies were limited to reading, drinking, and pagan orgies with otherworldly women. I opened my book, rolling my eyes.   
 
    “Don’t be judgy,” he mocked. “Can’t afford to be picky these days.” 
 
    As he left, I called, “Wait.” 
 
    He paused, glancing back. 
 
    “What were you before a guardian?” 
 
    “A prince.” 
 
    I had always known he was royalty. “No, but what?” 
 
    “Erkhan, though you wouldn’t know anything about them. They’re not associated with The Atrium.”  
 
    “You ever miss your home?” 
 
    “Sometimes, but Home’s gone now. Hit by an asteroid.”  
 
    I winced. “Sorry.”  
 
    “See you in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    My eyes swept across the weekly wine selections in the cabinet. My favorite brand was out—probably because it was everyone’s favorite—and it was taking me a lot longer to decide. After fifteen minutes of grazing, I’d narrowed it down to Pelo Segua or Keristani. Pelo Segua was a dark wine from the Calabian Steppes, rich and sweet, like a chocolate-fruit combination. It was good, but I had to be in the right mood for it. Keristani was made in Media, one of The Atrium’s first field-prototype planets.  
 
    The Celestials had selected forty uninhabited worlds and placed animals/proto-humans, their genetic material specific only to each planet, on them. With influential factors and a genetic predisposition for metaphysics, their evolutions were swift and faith-oriented. The Contest took five hundred years to design, or so I was told.  
 
    The idea that intelligent beings followed similar paths to progression wasn’t difficult to assume when you looked across these worlds— even ones outside of The Atrium’s reach. Should these humans ever transcend their worlds and find each other, they would discover that a lot of their genetic material matched. But there were more obvious indications, such as bipedal formation, eyes at the front of their heads, placed closely together, opposable thumbs (this one was very crucial) and traits for language/communication. Of course there were very different features as well, since each world had led them on a unique evolutionary path, but the larger-scale direction was always the same. 
 
    Even using us as a comparison would suffice; Adrial, Zhevraine, Leid and I looked more alike than not, even though all of us hailed from different worlds. Ear formation, eye formation, skin pigment, height, facial structure and other microtraits were unique between us all, but again we all head noses, eyes, skin, feet, hands, etc.  
 
    We all had genetic material, we all had blood, we all had organ systems. The similarities went on and on and on, and thinking about it made my head spin. But in light of this deduction, the fact that I resembled the inhabitants of The Atrium more than anyone else in the Jury hadn’t eluded me. All I lacked was their wings. 
 
    I didn’t feel like heavy wine tonight, so I snatched the Keristani. Its potency was slow-working so I’d have a bit of time for my research.  
 
    On the way to my room, I noticed Leid had left her door slightly ajar, and I froze. Leid always locked her door before vacating her room. That was practically a rule. She was a very private person, and even though I’d been more or less surgically attached to her hip for a hundred years, I hardly knew anything about her.  
 
    But why didn’t she lock her room tonight? Had she left in that much of a hurry?  
 
    As I stared, the discussion with Adrial slowly crept back into my forethought. Entering her room was like digging my own grave, but I couldn’t shake the curiosity over her late-night trips to Hell.  
 
    Holding my breath, I pushed the door open the rest of the way. It swung slowly, revealing the interior: a black leather couch in the center of the room, a glass coffee table and scarlet throw rug, a bookshelf in the corner, a bed draped in silver sheets and black duvet. There were a thousand pillows strewn over it; I had no idea how she had any room to sleep. Leid was tiny, but not that tiny.  
 
    Once inside, I moved to her wardrobe. Opening each drawer, I rifled through her clothes, careful not to unfold them or else she’d know someone was here. I had a feeling she’d know anyhow, but better to leave less evidence than more. I lingered in her underwear drawer, lifting a pair of laced panties with my little finger. Then I realized how creepy I was being, and continued on my search. There were no clues in Leid’s wardrobe.  
 
    On to her bookshelf.  
 
    I froze halfway across the room when dishes clattered downstairs. I hadn’t heard the front door open, so it was probably Zhevraine making tea. Sometimes I forgot she lived here. Thinking better of the situation, I closed Leid’s bedroom door so Zhev wouldn’t walk by and see me. She wasn’t a snitch, but then again I’d never broken into our Commander’s bedroom before. There were quite a few boundaries I was crossing here.  
 
    There was a package of cigarettes on the top shelf, resting beside an oil burner. Nothing was burning in it, but the residual scent was flowery. Lilacs, maybe? No, not lilacs, but like lilacs. Probably a flower I didn’t know.  
 
    The second shelf was dedicated to a collection of texts, ranging from biochemical sciences all the way to philosophic and historical accounts of apocalypses. Interesting combination. For a second I imagined Leid sitting on that leather couch, cigarette in hand, reading about apocalypses. Didn’t seem like her, but then again I had nothing to compare that image with. 
 
    Resting atop the row of spines was a tiny, gold giftbox, wrapped in red ribbon. Its strange placement alone merited further investigation, and I opened the lid. There was a little card inside, handwritten. 
 
     ‘Take the Lohr cephalon at eight. There will be a craft waiting to pick you up.  
 
    —S.’ 
 
    Bingo. 
 
    Leid was secretly meeting with a demon in Lohr.  
 
    I raked my memory, trying to think of who S might be. There were more than a few demons whose names started with the letter S, yet none of them were important enough to meet with Leid. Why meet with a demon at all? Why keep it a secret from us?  
 
    One mystery at a time.  
 
    I had something now, though, and perhaps Adrial could uncover more if I told him of my discovery. Time to go.  
 
    I placed the note back into the giftbox, careful to set it exactly as it had lain on the spines. On my way out, something caught my eye—a flicker in my peripherals—and I turned toward the wall near Leid’s bed. Light from the windowpane cast an eerie glow against a fracture in the paint. No, not a fracture, an indentation. A doorway. 
 
    A hidden closet. It, too, was left cracked. 
 
    Don’t do it, warned Logic. Grab your wine and go to sleep.  
 
    Good advice, but I wasn’t going to take it. 
 
    Approaching the closet, I cast a quick glance at my watch. Eleven; Leid wouldn’t be home for another hour at least.  
 
      
 
    I pulled the door open, revealing a dusty storage space. It appeared empty, but as my eyes adjusted to the darkness I caught a glimpse of objects resting at the very back. The space itself was only ten feet deep, and I crawled halfway in to retrieve them. Coughing, I pulled out two black, dust-covered cases, setting them on the floor. At first I thought they were huge briefcases, but they were instrument cases. A violin and cello.  
 
    I knelt beside them, eyes lingering on the violin case. Then I wiped the blanket of dust away, placing my wine bottle beside my feet. My hands shook as I reached for the latches, and while I worked to open the case something stirred inside my chest. That empty ache returned full throttle, and I froze, trying to determine why.  
 
    The latches popped, and the lid opened. Inside, a white violin was nestled within a velvet interior. The case had protected it from dust and abandonment. Perfect, shiny, brand new. I picked it up, feeling its weight in my hands, thumbing its strange Q engraving at the base. I closed my eyes, encumbered by a thought.  
 
    Play.  
 
    My eyes opened, and I knew.  
 
    I knew I could play it. 
 
    I removed the bow and tucked the base of the violin underneath my chin, placing my fingers across the strings of the neck. I played, and it sounded professional. More disturbing was the fact that I had no idea what song I was even playing. My hands and fingers moved on reflex, gliding up and down the fingerboard. Again I closed my eyes, overwhelmed by the cadence of the song and rapid-fire beat of my heart.  
 
    And then the warm, tingly feeling fell away, replaced by warning pangs that I was being watched. Startled, I spun.  
 
    Leid stood in the doorway, staring.  
 
    I recoiled, dropping the violin and knocking over my bottle. It spilled across her white carpet, and I winced. All I did was look at her, waiting for the explosion.  
 
    But nothing happened. She didn’t move, didn’t say a thing. In fact her stare relayed fear, and then my fear fell to confusion.  
 
    “I-I’m sorry,” I stammered, trying to soak up the spilt wine with my coat. “Your door was open and I thought—” 
 
    My apology reanimated her. She exhaled, appearing relieved. Her eyes trailed to my sopping coat. “Don’t. Wait a second.” 
 
    I stopped and she disappeared into the hall, returning a minute later with a rag and spray bottle. I moved aside as she knelt beside me, scrubbing the floor. “I can do it,” I offered. “It was my fault.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine. Can you put those away?” She nodded at the cases.  
 
    I put the violin back into its case, returning both to the closet. Leid continued to clean the stain in her carpet, her messy, disheveled braid slithering across her back. She’d gone to Hell dressed casually: a black skirt, cream tank covered by a light blue cardigan as long as her knees. Whatever that meeting had been about, it definitely wasn’t business-oriented.  
 
    “We need to talk,” I said. 
 
    “Do we?” she asked, head tilting. “Well, you’ve got my full attention now.” 
 
    “You’re the Queen.” 
 
    She stopped scrubbing. “Zhevraine told you?” 
 
    “Adrial.” 
 
    Leid didn’t say anything and resumed scrubbing. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “I didn’t think it was any of your business.” 
 
    “It sort of is, considering you’ve been pissed off at me for weeks over something I had no control over.” 
 
    “I’m not pissed off at you.” 
 
    “You are so.” 
 
    “Am not.”  
 
    “Then why are you avoiding me? Why did you cancel all my lectures?” 
 
    Leid sighed, tossing the rag down beside her. “That has nothing to do with you. I’m not angry, Alezair.” 
 
    “So I have nothing to do with you avoiding me?” 
 
    Leid didn’t respond, staring at the floor.  
 
    “Could you maybe try a better excuse?” 
 
    Still nothing. Leid just sat there like her batteries had run out.  
 
    I shook my head, heading for the door. “Alright, whatever. Good night.” 
 
    “No, wait.”  
 
    When I looked back she was already across the room, standing at her wardrobe. “Come, sit with me. We’ll talk.”  
 
    My stare lowered to the silver lighter and glass-blown pipe that had magically appeared in her hands. She cozied on the couch, head against the arm. “Come,” she repeated, and I shut the door and followed.  
 
    I sat on the other cushion, trying to keep as much space between us as possible—for her sake. Leid stretched out her legs, digging her toes into my thigh. I watched as she put the pipe to her lips, lit the top and then sucked, hard.  
 
    “What is that?” I asked, unnerved. The idea of her doing hard drugs didn’t sit well with me. I wasn’t one to talk, though. My weekly consumption of alcohol would have killed anyone.  
 
    “Elesium. Want to try?”  
 
    Not really, but I wasn’t about to say no to my boss. I took the pipe from her, our fingertips brushing. I mimicked how she’d done it, inhaling deep. But I could only hold it in for a fraction of a second before I coughed so hard that I nearly retched. My lungs felt like they were on fire.  
 
    Leid had found that funny. She was smiling. “Careful.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to assure her that I was fine, but then my heart started pounding, each throb like thunder in my ears. Panic exploded up my throat, choking me.  
 
    I shot out of my seat. I couldn’t sit still. 
 
    Leid watched me pace the length of the couch. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “No,” I said, shaking. “I am the opposite of okay.” 
 
    She frowned. “Oh, so you’re one of those.” 
 
    “I think my heart is going to explode.” 
 
    “It won’t, sit down.”  
 
    I ignored her, pacing faster.  
 
    “Even if it does, so what? You’re Vel’Haru.” 
 
    “How are you not feeling like this?” 
 
    “Because it’s all in your head, sit down.” 
 
    “I can’t!”  
 
    Leid grabbed my arm and yanked me back on the couch. I leaned over, placing my head between my knees. She rubbed slow circles on my back, and my pulse began to slow as I concentrated on her touch. 
 
    “You’re fine,” she whispered. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize it would do that to you.” 
 
    After another moment, the panic was gone. Now there was a strange floaty sensation in my stomach. I leaned back, exhaling. “I’m good.” 
 
    Leid smirked, taking another puff. “Good.” 
 
    How weird was this? Doing drugs with Leid. Not exactly how I expected the night to turn out. 
 
    Each of us had a vice. Except for Zhevraine, unless it was torturing us with her poetry. Chemical and other behavioral escapes were another constant seen throughout most intelligent life; and I could only conclude that reality sucked no matter what or where you were.  
 
    “I’ve been visiting Hell,” she confessed. 
 
    “We know. Adrial followed you to the cephalon.” 
 
    She frowned. “He’s been spying on me?” 
 
    “We were concerned.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to be concerned about. I’ve been trying to gather some information based on a tip from Belial Vakkar.” 
 
    Belial Vakkar was the Archdemon of Tehlor, also Hell’s biggest socialite. He was their most famous playwright and controlled ninety percent of their entertainment business. His celebrity status gave us an advantage; he heard a lot of Parliament gossip. He’d been a Celestial Court informant for ten years. I’d never met him, but he’d contact Leid through Aeon whenever he had any information worth mentioning. 
 
    “What was the tip?”  
 
    “He heard that a few Obsidian Court officials had scheduled private meetings with collectors, some of whom are under suspicion for aiding code violations.” 
 
    “Have you found anything out?” 
 
    “Belial showed me a copy of the logs at Avernai’s Parliament. A secretary had asked him about an unscheduled meeting that took place after hours. Turns out it was off the book, and he suspected that it was held by the Sanguine Court.” 
 
    I waited for her to mention who she had been meeting with each night, but she didn’t say a thing about it. There was no demon whose name began with the letter S in her explanation at all.  
 
    The story seemed disingenuous, too. It was like she wasn’t telling me everything, because surely following up on a tip from Belial didn’t merit sneaking around. I had half a mind to demand the truth, but that would have gotten me nowhere. You couldn’t force Leid into doing anything. 
 
    “For a while I was just running in circles, but these last several days have proven well.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    Leid tapped her chin. She always did that whenever she was thinking. “You’ll see what I mean tomorrow. I wasn’t in Hell tonight. I was in Heaven, speaking to Commander Telei and General Trede. We’ve got a solid case for the hearing.” 
 
    Oh, shit, that was right. The hearing was tomorrow. “I thought you were going to stay out of that affair? I didn’t realize we were building a case.” 
 
    “The Obsidian Court will refute everything otherwise. If we don’t have something to dangle over their heads, the entire night will be spent arguing in relentless circles. They’re winning the Contest, Alezair. They don’t want any of their tallies shaved, even if the means through which they get them is a crime.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything, only sucked on the pipe. Its floaty feeling was growing on me.  
 
    In the following minute of silence I caught Leid staring at me from the corner of my eye. Her look was conflicted, like she wanted to say something but didn’t know how. I pretended not to notice. 
 
    “You play well,” she said. 
 
    I was confused by her random comment, but then realized what she was talking about. “Thanks, but I don’t.” 
 
    “I heard you.” 
 
    “I don’t know what I was playing. I can’t read any music.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, glancing away, seeming disappointed. “You can have that violin if you want.” 
 
    “It’s not mine.” 
 
    She hesitated with a response. “Take it anyway. I don’t play it.” 
 
    “There’s a cello in there, too. I saw the case.” 
 
    She smiled thinly. “Well, that I do play.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard you.” 
 
    Leid’s eyes searched the space in front of her, marveling at something I couldn’t see. “I used to. A long time ago. …A different life ago, almost.” 
 
    “Hey,” I said, pulling her from that dream. “I’m really sorry for what happened in the office. I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault. I never blamed you for it.” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    Leid stretched, stifling a yawn. “It’s late. I should probably go to bed, and so should you. We have a big day tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, taking that as my cue to leave.  
 
    She saw me to the door. I lingered in the hall, looking down at her. She wore a sadness that I couldn’t understand. Leid’s beauty was damning. I’d been in love with her since I’d arrived in Purgatory, and she knew it. She was like an exquisite piece of art in a display case; you could never get too close, only admire from afar.  
 
    I almost reached out and touched her face, but refrained. Instead I murmured a goodnight and crept down the hall. There were several seconds before her door clicked shut.  
 
    The elesium made me tired enough that I forewent the wine and just lay in bed. Right as I was about to fall asleep, I heard something and jolted awake: sobs. 
 
    My eyes opened. I waited, holding my breath, trying to determine if I’d been dreaming. 
 
    Another sob.  
 
    I sat up and pressed my ear to the wall.  
 
    It was Leid. She was crying. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    IX 
 
    COERCION 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE FOLLOWING WORK DAY WAS AGONY. 
 
    Leid’s sobs kept me up until the early morning. I should have been able to ignore them—they weren’t that loud, being three rooms away—but I hadn’t. Instead I’d sat with my research splayed across the bed, working to the music of her sorrow. Three times I’d almost gone back, but decided it was better to keep my distance. I knew her well enough to also know that she wouldn’t have wanted me there. It would have been embarrassing for her.  
 
    Leid couldn’t have gotten any more sleep than me, but she was completely alert and focused, like last night had never happened.  
 
    By the afternoon I was brain dead, and the thought of having to attend the hearing directly after work almost made me sob. I spent the final hour of work signing soulcases and indictments without even giving them a glance over. Unprofessional, but it wasn’t like I could read coherently even if I’d wanted to. 
 
    Finished, I swept my folders aside and put my face on the desk. Leid shot me a look. 
 
    “You need to go home and change.” 
 
    “Why?” That question was rhetorical. In the scramble to get to work on time this morning, I’d thrown on anything that I could find. 
 
    Glaring at my wrinkled, half-buttoned shirt, she said, “I won’t have the courts thinking I recruited a hobo.” 
 
    Ouch. 
 
    I had half a mind to tell her why I’d been too tired to dress properly today, but kept my mouth shut. One thing I’d learned here was that you didn’t poke a tiger with a stick. “Whatever.” 
 
    “You look emaciated,” she went on, continuing her work. “You might want to eat something before you return.” 
 
    “Anything else? I don’t think my self-esteem is dead yet.” 
 
    “Don’t forget to give your case files to Nephilim on your way out.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    I sprinted home, showered, threw on a new outfit and then shotgunned as much caffeine as I could in the ten minutes I had to spare. 
 
    By the time I returned to the Celestial Court, demons and angels were already congregating around the entrance, packing the front steps and lobby. None of the upper-echelon Court members had met me yet. My gait slowed as butterflies danced in my stomach. 
 
    I’d forgotten my briefcase in the mess of racing home, so I slipped through the crowd, into the foyer, up the stairs and unlocked the office. I snatched it off my desk, turned around— 
 
    And saw someone standing in the doorway. A demon. 
 
    He was frozen in the threshold, glaring at me. It was the kind of glare one might reserve for a feral, rabid beast about to rip your nuts off. 
 
    “Uh, can I help you?” 
 
    The demon’s glare filled with confusion. He tilted his head, tipping his top hat. “Who are you?” 
 
    “…Who are you?” 
 
    The demon smirked pretentiously, adjusting the collar of his long, beige coat. “I’m Belial Vakkar, the Archdemon of Tehlor.” 
 
    Oh, him.  
 
    “Alezair Czynri, Judge.” 
 
    Belial scoffed, his vibrant green eyes looking me over. “You don’t say? Where’s your Commander?”  
 
    “I don’t know. Downstairs somewhere.” 
 
    He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “If you see her before I do, could you tell her to find me?” 
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
    Belial turned to leave, then paused. “How are you finding Purgatory?” 
 
    I shrugged, wondering why he’d care. “It’s cold.” 
 
    The demon smirked. Without another word, he vacated. I watched his exit, baffled.  
 
    What the hell was that about? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The lobby was too crowded. I felt claustrophobic. 
 
    I moved outside on the stone platform near the entrance. There was a crowd out here too, but not as heavy. I spotted Zhevraine leant against the railing and joined her. We stood side by side, observing our guests like two social rejects at a high school prom. Unlike Celestials, we seldom found a reason to mingle unless it pertained to our job. 
 
    “You cleaned up nicely,” Zhevraine remarked, eyeing my pressed black suit. “But Leid’s going to say something about your earrings.” 
 
    “I’m not taking them out. She’ll have to meet me halfway on a few things.” 
 
    I didn’t understand why Leid was so adamant about removing my earrings. It wasn’t like the Fallen or Archaeans weren’t wearing any body art. Half of the men walking around here had piercings on places other than their ears. Sometimes I thought Leid just demanded things of me at random, seeing whether or not I’d actually do it. I wouldn’t bend for her on this. 
 
    I caught a glimpse of Nephilim standing with Naberius and a few other demons. They were laughing about something. It was a strange sight.  
 
    “Have you seen Adrial?” I asked. 
 
    Zhevraine shook her head, the chains hanging from the chopsticks holding her bun in place clinked. She wore a black oriental dress with gold embroidered seams, covering her from neck to knees. “He hasn’t left his office today. I assume he’s still there.” 
 
    Leid hadn’t come home either. She and Adrial were probably going over the presentation for tonight. 
 
    The crowd cleared for a second, and a demon approached us. She wore a long scarlet coat, a white laced dress and black knee-high boots. Her hair was bone straight, ice blond, stopping at the middle of her back. Her gold, red-rimmed eyes were locked on me. 
 
    She looked like an angel, all except for her eyes. Beautiful, but in a different way than Leid. Sliding through the crowd like silk, she stopped in front us and paid me a half smile. Her full, ruby-red lips parted. “So, this is the newest member of the Jury?” 
 
    Zhevraine shifted an uneasy glance between us. “Yes, this is Alezair Czynri. Alezair, meet Samnaea Soran, Archdemoness of Junah.” 
 
    Samnaea tilted her head, holding out her hand. “Pleasure is all mine, Justice.” 
 
    I couldn’t tell whether she was into me or acted like that to everyone. If the former, the idea of attracting a pretty woman made this night seem a little more worthwhile. Not to mention it revived my self-esteem that Leid had mercilessly stomped to death earlier this afternoon.  
 
    “The psion,” I said, shaking her hand. “I’ve heard of you.” 
 
    She gave a little laugh, looking humble. 
 
    Samnaea Soran was the ruler of the sixth layer of Hell, and was renowned for her psionic ability of mind control and pain-inducing psychokinesis. Adrial had said that she was able to give someone an aneurysm with only a look.  
 
    Her appearance was surprising—petite frame, an airy, gentle voice and a smile that could melt even the most frigid heart. Samnaea didn’t seem at all like the sadist that rumors made her out to be. 
 
    “This is the first time I’ve seen you here,” I said. “Court delegations must keep you busy.” 
 
    At my sudden shift of demeanor, Zhevraine lifted a brow. Neither of us looked her way.  
 
    “Yes, quite. I tend to let others handle our judicial affairs.” 
 
    “I’m going inside,” Zhevraine said. “Keep an eye on the time. You have ten minutes until you need to be in the courtroom.” 
 
    I nodded and she disappeared into the lobby. Samnaea took her place at my side. Zhevraine didn’t seem to like that I’d made a new friend.  
 
    We said nothing for a moment, eyes drifting over the many demons and angels clad in business attire, conversing in smaller groups across the stairs. Seeing so many Fallen and Archaeans in the same place—actually speaking to one another—left me baffled. Things weren’t at all what they seemed. 
 
    Samnaea reached into the satchel around her shoulder, pulling out a package of cigarettes. These weren’t the cigarettes I’d seen in Leid’s room. They were lavender and burned floral-smelling smoke.  
 
    “So,” she began, smoke escaping her lips in a hazy purple stream, “how are you finding your job so far?” 
 
    “It’s alright.” 
 
    She smiled at my lack of enthusiasm. “That bad?” 
 
    “Not bad, just… I don’t know, boring.” 
 
    “It sounds exciting if you ask me. Being able to leave The Atrium and see all the other worlds out there.” 
 
    “Well I haven’t really made it that far yet. I’m still in training.” 
 
    Samnaea held out a cigarette. I hesitated, remembering my adventure with elesium. It was probably better if I didn’t pace the stairs screaming that I was going to die in front of everyone. 
 
    “No, thanks.” 
 
    “Good for you,” she said, slipping the cigarette back into the pack. “Never give into peer pressure, I say.” 
 
    I smirked. “Isn’t that how you collect your tallies, Samnaea?” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    The crowd began to thin, heading into the lobby. That was probably my cue to leave. “I need to go.”  
 
    She nodded, looking at the sky. “I’ll be inside in just a moment. It was nice meeting you, Alezair. Hopefully we can meet again soon.” 
 
    “Likewise,” I said. “Though you might have to make an appearance here more than once every century.” 
 
    She laughed again, and I headed inside. 
 
    *** 
 
    The courtroom was the size of an amphitheater, lavish with Greco-Romanesque sculptures and rows of black velvet seats. Circular second-tier balconies and scarlet curtains loomed over the crowd of angels and demons as they awaited the hearing. I’d been here a hundred times previously, yet never before had it looked so vast. 
 
    I moved toward the stage where Zhevraine and Adrial were waiting. To my left, the Argent Court and their officials sat; chattering among themselves, filling the auditorium with the buzz of collective anticipation. The Obsidian Court did the same thing on my right. 
 
    A collection of eyes followed my journey to the stage. The majority of people here tonight had never seen me before. 
 
    Adrial and Zhevraine were seated at podiums arranged in a line across the stage. At the end of the row, a vacant podium sat with a placard on the front, reading: 
 
    JUSTICE ALEZAIR CZYNRI 
 
    Wow, it had my name and everything. 
 
    I slid behind the podium, taking a seat on the stool.  
 
    Zhevraine filled me in. “When your name is called at the beginning of the trial, you have to stand.” 
 
    I gave her a nervous look. “Just stand?”  
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “I don’t have to say anything, right?” 
 
    “God no.”  
 
    At her retort, Adrial scoffed. 
 
    Able to relax, my gaze drifted across the crowd, finding its way to the second-tier balconies. The Commanders had entered the building. 
 
    My stare froze on Commander Yahweh Telei, and a gasp caught in my throat.  
 
    Shocked I was to discover that the leader of the angels was a teenager. 
 
    Black suit and navy tie, the Argent insignia pinned to his breast—that was the only reason I was forced to accept that he was Commander Telei; insignias were strictly reserved for leaders. A long, red scar ran across one of his eyes, stopping midway down his cheek. Tendrils of ice blond hair fell across the bridge of his nose, hiding most of the scar in their shadow. 
 
    His face was absent of expression and his gaze was directed ahead, seemingly at nothing. He looked incredibly bored. I’d heard Yahweh Telei was a genius; a man whose intelligence stood unmatched. Despite his youthful appearance, I knew there was some truth to that just by the look of him. 
 
    Beside Commander Telei stood Cereli Trede, Seyestin’s twin sister and Argent Court Second General. Her brother and Leid were discussing something backstage.  
 
    On the next balcony sat Lucifer Raith, who seemed to fit the part a little better. Long black hair, white suit, red tie, a gloved hand curled around a silver cane resting against the edge of his seat. His eyes were strikingly blue, rimmed with scarlet like the rest of the demons. Two men stood sentry beside him, one blonde, one brunette, both in black suits. I assumed those were his generals.  
 
    Commander Raith appeared a little older than me, though by how much I couldn’t tell. Demons and angels aged, while Vel’Haru did not. The members of the Jury (me included) would forever appear the age of which we’d changed. 
 
    Suddenly, Commander Raith’s eyes met mine.  
 
    Then, they widened.  
 
    Startled, I looked away.  
 
    There was a heavy thump in my chest as I averted my gaze. Tingles of anticipation ran up and down my spine, but I had no idea why. And before I could think any more on that, the lights dimmed and the crowd grew quiet. 
 
    A spotlight flickered over the podium center stage, a luminescent pillar in the darkness. Leid emerged and took her place behind the podium, a cluster of documents in her arms. She cleared her throat, splaying the sheets across its surface. “All rise.” 
 
    The crowd stood in unison. I was about to as well, but Zhevraine stopped me by grabbing my arm. I looked at her, and she shook her head. Adrial was trying not to laugh. Silly me for thinking all rise meant everyone. 
 
    “I would like to thank you all for coming tonight. For the new members of the Obsidian and Argent Parliaments, I will introduce the Jury of the Celestial Court.” Leid paused, stepping aside. “Justice Adrial Trisyien.” 
 
    Adrial stood, and I counted five seconds before he took his seat. 
 
    “Justice Zhevraine Khrost.” 
 
    Zhevraine followed suit. 
 
    “Justice Alezair Czynri.” 
 
    I stood, counted to five, and then sat. When my name was called, there were murmurs among the crowd. Commander Raith was still looking at me. I wondered if he’d looked anywhere else since. 
 
    “And I am Justice Commander Leid Koseling. Parties of the Argent and Obsidian Courts, you may be seated.” 
 
    The crowd took their seats as Nephilim walked across the stage, in her arms was a leather-bound book, covered in silver ink. The Apsularis. 
 
    The Apsularis held the rules of the Contest; Heaven and Hell’s compliance was sealed by blood-bound signatures.  
 
    Leid took the book, nodded to Nephilim who departed backstage, and then placed it atop the podium. She flipped to a blank page. 
 
    “The Celestial Court presents Argent General Seyestin Trede.” 
 
    Seyestin moved into the spotlight, his gaze cutting into the audience like glass.  
 
    “General Trede, please explain your proposal for a new code to the Court.” 
 
    “Thank you, Justice Commander,” he said while Leid gave him the stage. “I’ve brought the Courts together tonight so that I may propose a new addition to the Code.” He let the sentence linger. “The issues regarding demon code violations have gotten out of hand. Perhaps the Fallen here tonight may disagree, or they may not; regardless of the fact, it is apparent that the members of the Obsidian Court are no longer abiding by the first law of the Code of Apsularis. “ 
 
    He began to pace. 
 
    “In case any of you have forgotten, the first law states ‘neither angel nor demon may use direct contact to influence their creations’. This includes force, coercion and possession. That statement is pretty clear, wouldn’t you all agree?” 
 
    The audience’s inactivity was confirmation enough. 
 
    “So then tell me; if we consider ourselves intelligent, logical beings, and suffice to say we clearly understand what that first law entails, why do we keep breaking it? 
 
    “Because there aren’t any real penalties, of course. We can break the code all day long, ladies and gentlemen, and while the direct perpetrators are executed, the real party pulling the strings just sit back and watch their tallies rise.” 
 
    Seyestin paused, center stage. A grin formed across his face as he directed his eyes downward. Several front row Obsidian Court officials were feeling the heat. He reached into his coat, pulling out a sheet of paper. I couldn’t read it from where I was sitting. 
 
    “It has been brought to my attention that certain members of the Obsidian Court have been holding private meetings with their subordinates, specifically those who have been suspected of using the psi-essence trigger technology that was outlawed across Hell.” 
 
    He held the document up, and I shot glance at Raith’s balcony. I noticed the blonde general leaning over the sill. His Commander looked questioningly at him, and the demon quickly recomposed himself. 
 
    Hmm. 
 
    “In my hand is the ledger of demon participants at the latest Sanguine Court meeting, which happened a day prior to Dromolech’s prosecution. Ironically enough the document has come from the Obsidian Court itself. Now, will I read the names on this list?” 
 
    Seyestin let the question hang, malice gleaming in his eyes.  
 
    “Of course I won’t. What good would it do? We’d have to force the Obsidian Court to remove many of the more important names included here, which would result in them losing a great deal of officials. Despite popular belief, I’m a reasonable man. Instead, here is my proposal: 
 
    “I’d like for all of us to start again; let us wipe the slate clean, followed by an addition to the Code. A new law. One that includes a fair penalty not only to the violators themselves, but those who oversee these violators; the very people who should be making an effort to prevent crimes from happening in the first place.” 
 
    …Was that what Leid had found in Hell? Had she been talking about that ledger last night? How the fuck did she even manage to get that?  
 
    A wave of murmurs swept across the crowd. Seyestin let the tension linger. 
 
    “Obsidian and Argent Courts, the new law: souls gained by code violations will be automatically redirected to the contending realm.” 
 
    The crowd went wild.  
 
    Demons stood and shouted at Seyestin, barring their teeth, their faces contorting by fury. The angels also stood, applauding.  
 
    Lucifer and Yahweh eyed each other from their balconies. I could have sworn I’d seen them nod. 
 
    Leid definitely had her case. There was no way that Hell would ever have gone for the new law, but with that ledger, they faced the ultimatum of being exposed in front of the Archaean parliament. The Age of Cheating Bastardry had come to an end. Maybe my job would get a little easier, too. I was really hoping the demons would refute that law. I wanted to know who was on the list.  
 
    The blonde demon general still looked out of sorts, his gloved fingers gripping the rail. I could almost taste his fury, but there was also pain in his eyes—the heartsick kind, like he just got dumped. It twisted the features of his otherwise perfect face. I’d thought at first he was on that list, but it seemed Seyestin’s proposal wasn’t what upset him at all. In fact, he wasn’t looking at the Archangel. He was looking at Leid. 
 
    “Order!” she shouted over the screaming crowd. It did little to shut them up, and they only grew louder. 
 
    Lucifer and Yahweh stood, raising their hands. The crowd instantly hushed.  
 
    Leid nodded her thanks to the two Parliament leaders and her attention shifted to the audience. “I call upon the Obsidian Court officials. If there are any objections, you may say so now.” 
 
    Whispers. Murmuring. The front row huddled, speaking quietly among themselves. After a minute, Samnaea stood; dainty smile, warm eyes.  
 
    “The Obsidian Court has no objections, your Honor.” 
 
    Leid glanced at us. “Judges, have you any objections?” 
 
    Adrial raised his hand.  
 
    She arched a brow. “Justice Trisyien, are you objecting?”  
 
    “It’s less of an objection than a question, Commander.” 
 
    “… Go on.” 
 
    “The new law states that the contending realm receives the souls that are gained through violations. So are we still executing the violators?” 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    “But then what if the violators were coerced into breaking the Code? There are official statements of demons having their debts erased if they volunteer for violations. Given the poverty level in Hell, perhaps we—” 
 
    “That’s circumstantial, Adrial.” 
 
    Adrial smiled. “Everything is circumstantial, Commander.” 
 
    Leid paused, tapping a finger against her chin.  
 
    “The new law acts as a deterrent for code violations,” Seyestin interjected, seizing the spotlight. “This goes for both realms. I’m not strictly placing the law on Hell.” He looked over the audience. “And although we can’t nullify the first law, the new one should mend any coercion.” 
 
    Adrial sighed, reclining in his seat. “I have nothing more to add.” 
 
    Leid’s attention rose to the balconies. “Commanders Raith and Telei, have you any objections?” 
 
    They shook their heads, wordless. 
 
    Leid reached beneath the podium, pulling out a dagger. Glints of light reflected off the silver handle, hitting my eyes like pinpricks. 
 
    “I will now ask Yahweh Telei and Lucifer Raith to approach the stand,” she beckoned. 
 
    Like puppets animated by a single puppeteer, Lucifer and Yahweh stood together, retreating from their balconies. They reappeared side-by-side, moving down the center aisle toward the stage. 
 
    They took opposite sides of the podium, Leid standing between them. She handed Lucifer a pen. He signed the law written in the Apsularis, and so did Yahweh.  
 
    Then they both held out their hands.  
 
    Leid took Lucifer’s first, sliding the edge of the  blade across the soft flesh of his palm. As she made a deep gash through his skin, the vacancy in his expression was unfaltering. He didn’t even flinch. 
 
    After she did the same to Yahweh, the two locked hands, creating a single fist, mingling their blood which flowed out the bottom, splattering across the pages. 
 
    Above, the Obsidian Generals were arguing about something. The blonde stormed off and the brunette grabbed his arm, stopping him.  
 
    Hand flailing, snarling.  
 
    The brunette conceded and the blonde left. That had been more entertaining than the main act. Leid kept her attention on the Commanders, but I didn’t believe for a second that she’d missed the commotion on the balcony. Leid saw everything. 
 
    The Commanders’ hands separated, and they began to leave the podium.  
 
    Someone screamed, “No!” 
 
    All heads turned toward the center aisle. A demoness was running down it, gun clutched in a shaking fist.  
 
    “I won’t let you do this!” she screamed, tears streaming down her face. “I won’t ever be a slave again!” 
 
    She aimed her weapon at Seyestin Trede, and fired. 
 
    Leid caught the bullet, whirring in front of him just in time.  
 
    Adrial and I were on our feet, preparing to protect our noble. Zhevraine, for whatever reason, had chosen to sit this one out. 
 
    Before either of us could move, a pulse erupted through the auditorium, and a surge of rippling air shot through the aisle. The demoness was thrown clear across the room, hitting the doors of the court. The impact was like thunder, echoing several loops. The armed demoness crumpled to the floor, unmoving. Whether she was dead or just out cold, I couldn’t tell. 
 
    The hall was silent. No one moved. No one said a single thing. 
 
    Leid’s eyes drifted over the audience.  
 
    “Anyone else?” she challenged, blood oozing from the bullet hole in her chest. In case it wasn’t obvious, bullets couldn’t kill us.  
 
    Argent guards took Seyestin backstage while court officials dragged the dead/unconscious demoness out of the courtroom. Leid, Lucifer and Yahweh were speaking quietly to each other. 
 
    The crowd began to leave while Adrial and I sheepishly took our seats. Now I knew why Zhevraine hadn’t bothered getting up. 
 
    *** 
 
    One would think an assassination attempt might kill the evening’s mood, but nope.  
 
    Although many of the Fallen had left, several of the Archdemons and Archangels stuck around for the booze and drugs that had followed.  
 
    I sat in the corner of Cerasaraelia’s larger guest hall, rarely used except on occasions like this, slowly working on a bottle of Pelo Segua. Adrial was sitting beside me, smoking one of those lavender cigarettes. Apparently you weren’t cool without one. 
 
    Demons and angels were scattered across the hall, talking, laughing, drinking. It was if the hearing hadn’t happened, although it was probably easy to forget after a hefty amount of chemicals and alcohol. They still hated each other, yet so did all bureaucrats of different houses. Politics was politics, nothing more. 
 
    Yet one thing was certain: Celestials really knew how to party.  
 
    “That was something, wasn’t it?” Adrial remarked as we watched Naberius and Nephilim dance around the hall together, loaded beyond belief. 
 
    “They were talking earlier on, too. Since when do angels and demons mingle?” 
 
    “No, not them. I was referring to that crazy bat at the hearing.” 
 
     “Oh. What did she mean, anyway?” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “She said she wouldn’t be a slave again.” 
 
    Adrial stared at me like I’d spontaneously combusted. “Dear god, you don’t know about that?” 
 
    I glanced away, frowning.  
 
    “How don’t you know about that?” he repeated, marveling. “That’s like Jury one oh one.” 
 
    Apparently Leid wasn’t as great a mentor as she’d prided herself on being. Likewise, I couldn’t understand why she kept leaving certain pieces of information out. This wasn’t the first time I’d asked about something that I should have already known. Actually, I lost count of the number of times it had happened. 
 
    “Hold that thought,” Adrial said as I opened my mouth. He was looking ahead. 
 
    I followed his stare, then straightened up. 
 
    “Hello again,” said Samnaea, saluting us with her glass of wine. “This crowd is insane.” 
 
    “It seems to be getting a little chaotic in here, doesn’t it?” I said. 
 
    She nodded to the lavender cigarette in Adrial’s hand. “How are you finding it?” 
 
    Adrial frowned, thoughtful. “They’re very good, but cigarettes aren’t supposed to make you see things. What is this laced with?” 
 
    “Malay.” 
 
    His frown deepened. “Ah. Shame on you for feeding hallucinogens to a judge.” 
 
    She giggled. “Are you going to arrest me?” 
 
    “I suppose I won’t if you give me another,” he said, taking another puff. 
 
    She reached into her satchel, handing him the entire package. “I’ve got plenty at home. You should come to Junah one day; I can get you the finest—oh, that reminds me!”  
 
    A white business card suddenly floated in front of my face. I took it from Samnaea’s fingers, reading the back: 
 
      
 
    8:00 PM, DURN MANOR 
 
      
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “A masquerade,” she said. “All of the Jury is invited. It’s being held at Belial’s home, of course.” 
 
    Nephilim and Naberius twirled by, laughing. 
 
    “A shame I can’t invite that little angel,” Samnaea said, sulking. “She looks like so much fun.” 
 
    Adrial scowled. “You wouldn’t be saying that if she handed you five hundred soulcases at the end of the day.” 
 
    I laughed. “Still sore about that?” 
 
    “I’ll never forgive her.” 
 
    Samnaea glanced at her watch, wincing. “Sorry, but I need to get going. Will you come tomorrow night? Both of you?” 
 
    I looked away from her pleading eyes, settling my gaze on Leid across the room. She spoke with Seyestin and Cereli at the refreshments table. None of them were smiling.  
 
    I could hardly imagine her wanting to attend any Hell-bound social functions, let alone a masquerade. And if she didn’t go, neither would I. She was my chaperone around anywhere that wasn’t Purgatory. Leid’s reasoning behind that was my lack of training, as walking on other worlds required a sort of diligence and reservation I didn’t have yet. She let the others go wherever they wished, yet I was treated like a prisoner rather than her student. Slave, nearly. Adrial once called me her pet. 
 
    I didn’t like thinking about that. It made my blood boil. 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” I muttered, plotting how I’d persuade Leid into going. 
 
    “Great!” she said. “Well, I’ll see you there.” 
 
    Samnaea curtseyed and then retreated into the crowd.  
 
    Adrial sighed. “Oh, the things I’d do to her.” 
 
    I smirked, taking a sip of my drink. 
 
    “Don’t get any ideas,” he said, reading my face. 
 
    “I don’t have any ideas. You’re the one who just announced you want to bed her.” 
 
    “Intimacy with a Celestial is a code violation. For obvious reasons.” 
 
    I frowned. “What isn’t a code violation?” 
 
    “Touché.” 
 
    Samnaea was striking, undeniably, but she didn’t hold a candle to Leid—although the Archdemoness seemed like a lot more fun to be around.  
 
    My stare resettled on my noble. She was laughing, a rare occasion. The dress she wore showed the strange ink inscriptions across her arms, and the scarlet fabric danced across her hips whenever she moved.  
 
    Leid turned, and for a moment our eyes were locked.  
 
    Her smile waned, and then she looked away. 
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    TRIFLES 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    HELL WAS CERTAINLY SOMETHING. What that something was, I didn’t know. 
 
    The four of us stood at the gate of Tehlor’s cephalon, dressed in ballroom attire. I’d been a little self-conscious about our clothes, but in the end all my concern was for nothing. 
 
    In Tehlor City, ballroom attire was the norm. Everywhere we looked there were top hats and canes, corsets and fans. Giant zeppelins soared overhead, flashing advertisements of products and upcoming theatrical performances. Classical music blared from speakers somewhere in the distance. The others moved down the steps, unfazed. They’d seen this all before.  
 
    I lingered at the gate, mesmerized. 
 
    It was dark; Hell was lightless almost all day long, as it was located in the lowest levels of The Atrium. The world was tiny strips of land suspended above a gaseous ocean core. Closer to the core was further from the sun, and light was a luxury reserved only for Heaven. Purgatory, our home, rested somewhere in the middle.  
 
    I followed the others, rubbing my arms. I wish I’d brought a jacket.  
 
    “Where to now?” I asked after we’d all stopped at a refuel port. 
 
    “There,” she nodded, and I followed her eyes.  
 
    Belial’s manor could be seen on a floating island above the city. There was a narrow, rocky ledge that led up toward it from the mainland. Very narrow. Like, three-feet-wide narrow. 
 
    “Isn’t there another way? Can’t we hitch a ride on a zeppelin?” 
 
    Leid ignored me, crossing the port. The others followed, and Adrial glanced over his shoulder. “They don’t exactly accommodate wingless guests often,” he said, smirking. 
 
    I gave him a nervous smile, having no other choice but to walk. 
 
    I had spent all night and morning trying to come up with a flawless plan of getting Leid here. When I had mentioned the masquerade, my tongue was at the ready to whip out a counterargument at her refusal. But she didn’t refuse. All she’d said was, “That sounds fun.”  
 
    It was a bittersweet moment. I’d gotten my wish, but had wasted hours of my time. 
 
    And then Zhevraine said she wanted to go as well. Considering those two were about as social as a pair of starving lionesses in a herd of zebras, it was all very shocking. I wasn’t too shocked about Adrial coming, though. He never missed a party in any world. 
 
    And here we were, traipsing down a docking station of Tehlor City. Leid wore a scarlet gown, strapless, the fans of her dress leading to black, feathery tips. Zhevraine wore a blue sequined dress that was less fan-like, showing her curves in a way that I’d never noticed them. Adrial and I were dressed in black suits and ties. Men never had to be flashy, thank god. Well, unless you were a demon. 
 
    When we reached the ledge that began the narrow upward climb toward Durn Manor, I hung back while the others pressed on. I was floored by their confidence; none of them seemed the least bit concerned that one wrong step would send them plummeting to their deaths. And Leid was wearing four-inch heels, for god’s sake. 
 
    “You coming?” called Adrial. 
 
    Swallowing hard, I stepped onto the ledge.  
 
    Don’t look down, don’t look down. 
 
    Silhouettes of demons flew over us, probably laughing at the flightless assholes having to take the unstable, crumbling ledge below. I would have traded my scythes for wings any day. 
 
    “It isn’t a tightrope, Alezair!” Adrial teased, the others already across by now. “Want me to toss you a pole?” 
 
    “Fuck you,” I shouted back.  
 
    Everyone laughed, even Leid. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Put that on, my dear! There’ll be no full-faced individuals beyond this point!” 
 
    I glared at the demon guarding Durn’s front entrance. At that moment I couldn’t decide which was more disturbing: him calling me dear or his peacock costume. 
 
    Exhaling, I slid the silver sequined mask over my eyes, feeling it scratch the bridge of my nose. Leid, Adrial and Zhevraine also wore their masks. I’d sort of hoped the whole mask bit was optional. Guess not. 
 
    “Anonymity is key,” Adrial murmured, leaning in. 
 
    My brow raised. “Why?” 
 
    He laughed. “What are three things you’d expect to find at a demon masquerade?” 
 
    I hesitated. “Alcohol, drugs and …orgies?” 
 
    Adrial considered that. “Shit, I hope so.” 
 
    Leid shot us a warning look.  
 
    He raised his hands. “Well it isn’t a violation to watch, right?” She shook her head and moved inside with Zhevraine, and Adrial sighed. “So much fun, she is. You complain about being around her for a hundred years? Try three.” 
 
    I smirked, following. 
 
    Pillars lined the foyer, their tops set ablaze like torches. A scarlet rug served as a walkway toward another set of demons dressed as hares guarding the ballroom. They were holding clipboards, asking people their names. Apparently this was an exclusive event. 
 
    “Names!” the hare on the right barked when we approached, not even bothering to look up.  
 
    Leid said nothing, removing her mask. Eventually the demon’s eyes rose, and widened.  
 
    “Dreisel, look! It’s the Justice Commander!” His attention drifted to the rest of us. “The entire Celestial Court has graced us with their presence! What an exciting evening this is turning out to be, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    “Quite!” the hare on the left agreed. 
 
    …Seriously? 
 
    They stepped aside, allowing us entry. “Please, go in!” the hare on the right urged. “Master Belial will be very pleased to see you all! This’ll be great publicity for us!” 
 
    I didn’t see how; The Atrium’s police had just shown up to their party. 
 
    “Where is Master Belial?” Leid inquired.  
 
    The hare turned and pointed somewhere in the ballroom.  
 
    “Oh, and don’t forget to pick up a ticket by the hors d’oeuvres for a chance to win some prizes!” 
 
    “Thank you,” she muttered, moving through the door. 
 
    The ballroom was an open circle of sparkling marble floor, red velvet drapes that hung from second floor verandas, white scaffolds and demons in masks, suits and gowns, gliding across the room. They laughed and shouted while non-dancing groups crowded around the wall and near the refreshments table by the entrance.  
 
    All of this would have been a delightful sight, if not for a string quartet sodomizing their instruments. The music was like nails on a chalkboard, and I winced, covering my ears. Adrial slapped my arms down, warning not to insult anyone. 
 
    Confusion led me to wonder how these demons were dancing to this. How could they? There was no rhythm. In fact the crowd moved out of synch; each pair had a rhythm of their own. 
 
    Zhevraine and Leid had vanished. I didn’t even notice them leave. 
 
    Adrial nudged me, nodding toward the refreshments table. Fuck yeah; maybe alcohol would make this music hurt less.  
 
    He handed me a glass from a tray that one of the servers was carrying. He was dressed as a tree. I was getting the idea that there was a theme going on here, but couldn’t really decipher which.  
 
    “So, what are you going for tonight? A gentle buzz or something that’ll knock you flat onto your ass in two cups?” 
 
    Before us was an infinite amount of punchbowls containing liquids of various shades. I had a feeling none of these were wine. I really wanted to stay away from the black stuff, so I nodded at the green. 
 
    Adrial grinned, dipping the ladle. “Bravo. I commend you for your courage.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “Let’s just say at the last social gathering, Naberius Uhnem woke up naked in a hedge from only two rounds of that.”  
 
    “Pussy.” 
 
    He handed me the glass. I looked into it, wary. 
 
    “Cold feet?” Adrial asked, smirking. 
 
    I frowned. Bombs away. 
 
    At first the taste was surprisingly pleasant; green apples spiced with cinnamon. Soon to follow was a bitter, propanol aftertaste packing so much heat it was like some jerkoff had spiked it with tabasco sauce. I doubled over, coughing violently. Adrial clapped. 
 
    Meanwhile, a demoness in a violet gown and silver mask walked up to us, an enormous reel of raffle tickets hanging from her arm. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” she addressed us, curtseying, “please take a ticket courtesy of Durn Manor.” 
 
    Adrial shook his head. “Thank you, my dear, but we can’t accept any prizes you have to offer.”  
 
    “What prizes?” I asked.  
 
    “Only a single night with the most beautiful maidens from Belial’s Court, handpicked and the most pleasurable of servants.”  
 
    Ah. “Can’t do that, sorry.” 
 
    The woman gave a confused pause. “Well, we do have some male servants if you—” 
 
    “Totally not what I meant.”  
 
    Adrial laughed. “We’re judges.” 
 
    “Heterosexual judges,” I added.  
 
    The demon gasped, placing a gloved finger to her lips. “Oh, my apologies. I didn’t recognize you beneath your masks. I hadn’t any intentions of soliciting a code violation.”  
 
    “Of course,” Adrial said, winking. 
 
    When she sauntered off into the crowd, he glanced at me. “No one is judging your sexuality, Alezair. There’s no distinctive fence between pastures here, if you know what I mean. Celestials are surprisingly open to anything.” 
 
    “Good for them, but I’m not.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize you were a homophobe.” 
 
    “I’m not. If a guy wants to shove his dick into another guy’s ass, that’s dandy. What’s not dandy is people thinking I’m like that.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I honestly don’t care what other people think. And to these people I might as well be a fucking eunuch.” 
 
    “Wow, I’m speechless.” 
 
    “A first.” 
 
    I caught sight of Leid and Zhevraine with Belial across the room. He had his arm around our noble, guiding her to a staircase leading to the second level balconies. They were laughing about something. I knew Leid well enough by now to know her laughter was forced. Something was up. 
 
    “What’s Leid doing?” I asked, watching her disappear up the stairs.  
 
    “Working, of course,” Adrial sighed. “You honestly thought she came here to drink and dance?” 
 
    I frowned, guilty as charged.  
 
    Another demoness in a black dress sprang at us from out of nowhere. We jumped, and I spilled my drink, cursing. She viciously waved her fan, peering up at Adrial through her mask. 
 
    “W-Would you care to have this dance, y-your Honor?” she asked him. “I know this may seem forward of me, but I couldn’t help asking. I’ve always wanted to dance with a judge.”  
 
    “Why of course, my dear!” Adrial exclaimed, shoving his drink into my free hand. “I would never think of turning down an offer from such a lovely creature!” 
 
    “Code violation,” I muttered. 
 
    “Dancing is not a code violation,” he remarked, wagging a finger.  
 
    “What does he mean?” his groupie asked, glancing between us. 
 
    “Nothing. Please excuse my partner, he gets very upset when I dance with anyone else.” 
 
    The demoness giggled as Adrial took her hand and led her to the dance floor. “He’s awfully cute, isn’t he? Are you two open to voyeurism?” 
 
    Adrial looked back at me, laughing on mute. I gave him the finger.  
 
    “Bad time?” asked a voice to my left.  
 
    Samnaea.  
 
    She wore a black strapless dress covered in silver sequins; a matching mask hid her eyes, lined with long black feathers. I tried very hard to keep my attention on her face, but quite frankly her cleavage was screaming at me.  
 
    “No,” I said quietly, tossing Adrial and his groupie another disdainful look.  
 
    She sipped her drink, crossing her arms, shoulder brushing mine. “How are you enjoying the party so far?” 
 
    “It’s weird, to be honest.” 
 
    She smiled. “Not a fan of demon culture?” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just…a little unfamiliar.”  
 
    “And what’s Vel’Haru culture like, then?”  
 
    I laughed. “Finding dark corners to lurk around, or libraries to read in. I haven’t been very social lately.” 
 
    Samnaea pouted, ladling me another drink. I was too polite to tell her that I hadn’t planned on getting seconds of that green apple propanol shit. “It sounds like you’re a little past due for some fun.” 
 
    I took the drink, cautious. “And what do you have in mind?” 
 
    She took my hand, tugging gently. “Come on; let’s go someplace a little quieter.” 
 
    Danger, danger.  
 
    At my hesitation, she laughed. “What, you honestly want to stick around here with this atrocious music?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess not.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Samnaea and I had found a hidden balcony ledge. We’d wandered through Durn Manor, getting lost for a little while. We’d spent the last hour talking, and in my rapidly decaying sobriety, I’d grown comfortable enough to tell her how I became a member of the Jury. Our masks lay on the marble floor between us; neither of us thought they were very comfortable. 
 
    “You have no idea who you really are?” she asked.  
 
    I shook my head. “Never will, either.” 
 
    “Doesn’t that drive you insane?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    She laughed; I looked at her.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing; you’re just so nonchalant. Not a care in the world it seems.” 
 
    “Leid thinks that’s my biggest flaw. She says I piss on the wall too much.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “Oh, no. It’s just a figure of speech.” 
 
    “No, I mean do you not care about your job?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Maybe I’d care more if I was doing something meaningful. I’m a desk-jockey for the foreseeable future. Hard to give a shit about that.” 
 
    Samnaea said nothing at first, glancing out into the evening sky. It had grown much colder as the evening progressed, but the alcohol left me immune to the weather. 
 
    “It’s an important job,” she said quietly. “I should know.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Without the Jury, there would be war. Chaos, like how it used to be.” There was a twinge of sadness in her voice. I didn’t respond, studying the halcyon of her face, the way her eyes seemed to stare longingly up at the sky. “If not for the Contest, I wouldn’t be alive.” 
 
    “Wait, what?”  
 
    She looked toward me, surprised.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” I asked. 
 
    “The demons were the angels’ slaves before Lucifer set us free. We were their property for centuries, forced to do their bidding—no matter how atrocious and disgusting.” 
 
    My stare hardened.  
 
    “I’d been placed into the ‘supervised care’ of a wealthy official for twenty years.” Her eyes trailed away, to the floor. She seemed ashamed. “Though my official job title was tending to household chores and preparing meals, I did less of that than servicing him and his son when the rest of his family went to bed.” 
 
    I looked away, stung. I really didn’t want to hear this. Not right now.  
 
    “It was like that for many of us. Lucifer formed a revolt against Heaven’s Parliament. We orchestrated an uprising. So much violence…so much death. But in the end we won; their former Commander was killed and Yahweh Telei took over. He and Lucifer negotiated our freedom, and they formed the Argent and Obsidian Courts.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I had no idea.” 
 
    “Should we lose the Contest—turn in less tallies than Heaven—we’ll be placed back into slavery. Those are the terms.” 
 
    I’d always considered the Celestials—angels especially—as rational and morally ambivalent creatures. I couldn’t really see them permitting the kind of slavery that Samnaea described. Was it an exaggeration? Her eyes said otherwise.  
 
    “Why do the angels hate the demons?” 
 
    Samnaea laughed sadly, shaking her head. “They’re afraid of us. Fear perpetuates irrationality. You have no idea how it motivates malice.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I whispered, overwhelmed by the urge to down the rest of my drink.  
 
    When I finished, Samnaea was smiling. “But let’s change the subject. I don’t want to ruin the night by dredging up the past.” 
 
    “I concur.” 
 
    …And then she crawled in my lap.  
 
    The alcohol had made my response time really slow. Once I realized what had happened, she was already tonguing my neck. Luckily we were on the other side of the manor, about two floors above everyone else. The chance of being caught was slight. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I whispered. Shoving her off would have been easy, but I didn’t.  
 
    I couldn’t deny how good Samnaea felt—the warmth of her lips on my skin, the bulge of her breasts against my chest. I gave up, leaning back on the rail, tilting my head to give her better access.  
 
    Her hand slid down my chest and to the crotch of my pants, massaging the erection I couldn’t fend off. I exhaled, closing my eyes. Her tongue traced my jaw, and then she whispered in my ear, “Please, can I put it in?” 
 
    Damn, she really knew how to work me. 
 
    My hands found her thighs, hiking up her dress as she fumbled with my belt, our lips locked. She tasted like candy. 
 
    We were just like any of their creations. Execution couldn’t deter lust; we were breaking the Code, and we were loving it. 
 
    Point, Hell. 
 
    *** 
 
    The ballroom crowd was a lot drunker than before. Damsels staggered, their partners bellowed with laughter, and now Zhevraine and Adrial danced together across the room, executing a flawless tango. The music was still insufferable.  
 
    As Samnaea and I ventured through the door, Belial Vakkar watched us from a corner of the frame. He leaned on the wall, malay cigarette ablaze, his cane spinning slowly in his hand. Something in his eyes relayed that he knew we’d been up to no good. 
 
    “Evening,” he said, and we stopped. His gaze settled on Samnaea, turning to daggers. “Lady Soran, a pleasure. I must have you to thank for inviting the Jury.” He didn’t seem pleased. 
 
    “Belial, it’s a lovely party,” she said. They stared at one another, and there was ice where their eyes met. 
 
    “Thank you.” He puffed his cigarette, cuing Samnaea to pull one out as well. He lit it for her. Despite their attempt at propriety, the animosity was easy to detect. Belial was handsome, with bright green eyes and sandy brown hair all the way to his shoulders. His vainglory presented itself as a glimmer in his eyes and a crooked smile that never faded. Belial always looked to know a secret that you didn’t. 
 
    As he and Samnaea spoke about bureaucratic things, I decided it was time to rejoin my company. Two steps across the floor, I caught a glimpse of Leid by the refreshments table. She was with a demon—the blonde general from the hearing. They were having an argument. 
 
    A heated argument, by the looks of it.  
 
    “Who is that?” I called to Samnaea and Belial, pointing at the general.  
 
    They followed my hand. Samnaea looked surprised, while Belial looked angry.  
 
    “You invited him too, I see,” muttered the Archdemon. “Why not turn my masquerade into a political brawl?” 
 
    “I didn’t invite him,” she said, near-whisper. “I had no idea he was here.” 
 
    “Hello,” I waved, reclaiming their attention. “Who is he?” 
 
    “My brother,” said Samnaea. “Samael.” 
 
    Click went the final piece. Hello, S.  
 
    By now the argument had earned a bit of attention. A few guests had given them some space, all the while Naberius kept a close watch from the punch table. He and Belial shared a look across the room, and Belial shook his head. On the floor, Adrial and Zhevraine had stopped dancing, both turned toward the commotion. I upped my audio perception, catching a few words of the altercation.  
 
    Scheming bitch.  
 
    Liar. 
 
    Leid leaned in close.  
 
    I never felt a thing.  
 
    He slapped her, and she hit the banister. A few people shouted their surprise.  
 
    And then I was across the room, throwing Samael off. He turned, surprised, and I punched him so hard that his head whipped back and he was off his feet. Drinks and hors d’oeuvres exploded everywhere as the demon general crashed into the refreshments table. Everyone started screaming, but I barely heard it. I’d always been considered an easygoing guy. Carefree, Leid had said. No one would recognize me now.  
 
    My anger was like a storm gathering momentum, and even though Samael was subdued, I couldn’t stop. A line had been crossed and all I saw was red, red, red.  
 
    He hit the floor, doused in refreshments, and I was on him with another fist wound. Again and again I smashed his face, shattering his mask until it was dust. Suddenly I was yanked away by a strong hand, its pull so fierce that I nearly fell.  
 
    As Samael was helped to his feet by a group of demons, Leid held me back. Adrial stood sentry beside her in case I tore loose, but she was more than enough.  
 
    The general’s face was a bloody mess, mask fragments wedged deep beneath his skin. He spent a while coughing and wiping his nose. Naberius spoke quietly at his side—I couldn’t hear what was said because my heart was like a war drum, but judging by his expression he was trying to diffuse the situation. Surely Samael Soran wouldn’t stand still for long. 
 
    The crowd was getting angry, now shouting things at us. In their eyes I’d just assaulted one of theirs, on their turf. Hardly anyone had seen the events leading up to my attack.  
 
    As tension escalated to danger, Leid ordered Adrial to get me out. No sooner had she given her charge, Samael ripped from the group and came at me. Anger had fuddled self-preservation; a demon against a Vel’Haru was like a lion against a mouse. I’d only used half my strength the first time.  
 
    I braced myself, wrenching from Leid’s grasp at the chance that I needed to fight. Before Samael could reach me, Naberius, and the group snatched him back. It took four of them to keep him contained. Stronger than most. 
 
    Insults were thrown, obscenities aplenty. We snarled and threatened each other, all the while Leid screamed for Adrial to get me out. 
 
    I was dragged out of the ballroom, through the foyer, and thrown on the front steps. As we left, I heard Belial shouting for order. Samnaea had watched the fight from the door, abashed. I imagined our friendship would be complicated from here on out.  
 
    The fresh air caused my anger to deflate. I sat on the steps, holding my head. Adrial stared at me from the bottom of the staircase.  
 
    “What the fuck got into you?” he demanded. 
 
    “He slapped her. You didn’t see that?” 
 
    “Of course I did. Leid can handle herself. You nearly killed Raith’s First General. Have you any idea of the fall-out that would have brought?” 
 
    “I barely hit him.” 
 
    “You rearranged his face! There’ll probably be permanent damage, Alezair. Clearly you don’t know your own strength.”  
 
    I didn’t say anything, recalling the look Leid had given me before I was dragged out of Durn. Shame, anger—but there was something else as well. Something not as bad as the other two. 
 
    In the subsequent silence, Adrial gazed at me, conflicted. I’d just shown him a side he’d never seen before. Honestly, I had no idea where that fury originated. The normal me would have only stood there and waited for Leid to kick Sameal’s ass herself. 
 
    “Sorry,” I mumbled. “I fucked up, I’m sorry.”  
 
    “Come on,” he said with pity in his eyes. “You’re beyond drunk. Let’s get you home.” 
 
    He offered his hand, and I took it. Halfway to the cephalon, things got all fuzzy. The scenery blurred and Adrial’s voice was incomprehensible. Placing one foot in front of the other grew practically impossible. Naberius had passed out after two drinks. How many did I have? Five? Six? 
 
    The last thing I saw was a close-up of Adrial’s shoes as my knees buckled and I hit the pavement. You’ve reached your limit, warned my brain, just before I blacked out. 
 
    Naberius wasn’t such a pussy after all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    XI 
 
    THE EYE OF EVERY STORM 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    MY EYES SHOT OPEN, SEARCHING THE COLD DARKNESS. 
 
    Silhouettes of people surrounded me, their features caliginous, like cardboard cutouts painted black.  
 
    There was a stage a dozen rows down. It was vacant, save for a cello resting next to a chair, illuminated by a single spotlight. I was in some sort of concert hall. 
 
    I couldn’t move. Although my hands and feet weren’t bound, they felt like heavy like cement. I tried again, to no avail. 
 
    Applause erupted through the hall, but the silhouettes weren’t clapping.  
 
    A woman walked on stage; violet gown, long black hair tied in an ivory ribbon. As the applause died, she slid into the chair and placed the cello between her legs. I leaned forward, trying to get a good look at her. Once I did, I wished I hadn’t. 
 
    Her face was covered by a mask of skin. No eyes, mouth or lips.  
 
    She began to play, and I recognized the song. It was the same song I’d played in Leid’s bedroom. Despite my horrifying situation, the music was ataractic. My body melted, erasing all fear and confusion. The song was beautiful and ugly. Despair and bliss coalesced. Here I knew what the song entailed; I knew what everything meant. 
 
    The bow suddenly fell across the strings, killing the music with a screech. The cellist stood, cello shooting from her legs, hitting the stage in an explosion of wood splinters. She raised the bow, pointing into the crowd. 
 
    At me.  
 
    She shouted a name that I’d never heard before. And then the audience combusted; the concert hall was now a sea of flames.  
 
    The silhouettes were motionless as flames licked their bodies, but the hall erupted in screams. Agony lifted in a deafening crescendo as I struggled to break free of the chair. The fire reached me; singeing my clothes and hair. I could smell my own flesh burning, and I tried to scream but no sound came from my mouth. And over the roaring flames, the cries turned into a chant. They shouted a single word, over and over again: 
 
    Savior. 
 
    In my peripherals, a figure burst through the smoke. A silhouette too, but he was holding something. 
 
    …A bucket? 
 
    He pitched it forward, and water— 
 
    *** 
 
    —splashed across my face. I shot out of bed and fell to the floor, tangled in my sheets. I wrenched myself free of the sheets, wiping water from my eyes. A boot tapped beside my head. 
 
    Tap, tap, tap 
 
    My gaze shot upward, murderous.  
 
    Zhevraine stood over me, holding an empty bucket. 
 
    “What the fuck was that for?!”  
 
    She dropped the bucket and it clanged against the floor. “Commander’s orders.”  
 
    My eyes flew to the clock. It was noon. Shit. 
 
    I bolted to my feet and searched for a towel. “Why didn’t someone wake me sooner?!” 
 
    “We all took turns trying. Leid told me to come back here and throw a bucket of water on you. Last resort.” 
 
    As she explained I threw piles of clothes across my room, still searching for that towel. “Shit, shit, shit!” 
 
    She watched, amused. “You should tidy your room.” 
 
    I found the towel and sprinted out the door. “Tell her I’ll be there in half an hour!” 
 
    “You owe me a lunch break!” she shouted back. A minute later, Cerasaraelia’s front door slammed shut. 
 
    Despite the rush, I paused in front of the shower room mirror. My face was gaunt and pale; dark circles plagued the spaces beneath my eyes. I looked like a zombie. 
 
    Fluctuations in metabolism for Vel’Haru could be seen in real-time. If we didn’t eat a certain amount each day, it would show the next. That said, alcoholism was taking a toll on me. The hangover I suffered had reduced my body to a withered mess. I’d need to eat something before heading to the office or else I’d scare the shit out of Nephilim and the processors. 
 
    I was about to step into the shower, but a fierce pain shot across my upper back. The sensation was so intense that it brought me to my knees.  
 
    Hobbling back to the mirror, I turned around and saw protrusions from my shoulder blades. They looked like fingers tearing at my flesh from the inside, trying to escape. 
 
    I screamed.  
 
    As I was about to telepathically call for help, the pain vanished, and I was left gasping and huddled on the floor. Recomposing myself, I stood and looked in the mirror again.  
 
    Nothing. My shoulders were fine. 
 
    I leaned over the sink with a wince, massaging my temples. That demon juice really fucked with my head.  
 
    *** 
 
    I burst through the front doors of the Celestial Court with half a pastry dangling from my mouth, nearly dropping my briefcase. 
 
    Given what had happened last night, paired with the fact that I was really late, I tried to look my best. Maybe Leid would reconsider getting blood all over my pristine blue shirt and black tie.  
 
    Nephilim greeted me as I raced by, and I only mumbled in response. When I reached the first step, I heard, “Alezair!” 
 
    I froze, glancing back. Nephilim pointed  to an object sitting on her desk. It was a giftbox. Gold, scarlet ribbon. 
 
    I said nothing, nor did I move. All I did was glare at it. 
 
    Nephilim tilted her head. “Are you alright? You look terrible.” 
 
    “What is that thing?” I demanded, ignoring her question. 
 
    “Not sure. I found it sitting in front of the court after lunch. It’s addressed to Leid, so I was wondering if you could take it to her.” 
 
    I approached the desk, picking it up. Like the one I’d found in Leid’s bedroom, it was the size of my hand.  
 
    Suspicion. “You don’t know who sent this?” 
 
    Nephilim shook her head.  
 
    “I don’t think we should give it to her, then.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Well given what happened last night, and—” 
 
    Oh-shit-no— 
 
    She leaned forward, brows arched. “What happened last night?” 
 
    Me and my stupid mouth. There was probably a good reason why our secretary knew nothing about the fray at Durn.  
 
    “Never mind,” I fumbled. “I’ll take it to her.” 
 
    Nephilim blinked as I sauntered away. “Are you sure you’re alright?” 
 
    “A perfect ten,” I muttered, waving her off. “Don’t you worry about me.” 
 
    The office was dead silent. I crept in, glancing at Leid’s desk. She sat there; glaring, finger tapping her chin.  
 
    Maybe if I acted like nothing had happened, she wouldn’t— 
 
    “Finally decided to show up?”  
 
    Abort, abort. 
 
    I sank into my seat, saying nothing.  
 
    For some reason, that was the only thing she asked. She was back to her paperwork by the time I’d sat down. I frowned at the stack Nephilim had left for me. It was nearly two feet tall!  
 
    Oh, the giftbox. I’d almost forgotten.  
 
    “Hey,” I said, holding it out to her. “This was—” 
 
    “I don’t want it,” she muttered, not even bothering to look. 
 
    “Uh, but—” 
 
    “It’ll take more than a smart outfit and a fancy gift to fix what you’ve done, Alezair.” 
 
    “No, wait. This isn’t—” 
 
    “You have absolutely no idea of the mess I had to clean up after you left. We’re lucky Belial was able to keep things under wraps, but even he can’t promise that that fight won’t make the front headline of every journal across Hell.” 
 
    Anger. “He hit you, and you did nothing about it.” 
 
    “You didn’t let me do anything about it. I barely had time to blink before you were over there, kicking his head in. The first time I bring you out, you get into a drunken fight with a court official. What am I going to do with you?” 
 
    “It had nothing to do with me being drunk.” 
 
    “You’re drunk too often lately; you need to cool it.” 
 
    “Why am I in trouble for standing up to the scumbag who was groping you in the corner? You say what I did was humiliating, but letting a demon handle you like that in front of everyone isn’t?” 
 
    “Alezair, that was none of your business. I can handle myself.” 
 
    “Could have fooled me,” I said under my breath. 
 
    Leid whirred to my desk, pulling me over it. Before I could even yelp in surprise, she slammed my face into the stack of documents, holding my head there. She leaned in. “You don’t think I can handle myself?” 
 
    I lashed out, wrenching away. The moment I tried to sit up, I was eating my cases again. “Get off me!”  
 
    “Is this humiliating, Alezair? Are you humiliated by the fact that a helpless little girl is overpowering you?” 
 
    I stopped struggling and laid there. She had made her point. 
 
    Leid released me and returned to her seat. In the altercation, most of the files on my desk had fallen across the carpet. 
 
    Adrial burst in, looking at a document in his hand. “Leid, you need to see this. I think one of the psi-essence data files is corrupt—” 
 
    He froze two steps across the threshold, looking at the floor, then at us. Leid and I ignored him, staring daggers at each other. 
 
    “Never mind,” said Adrial. A nervous smile, and he was gone. 
 
    Okay, now I felt humiliated. I wanted nothing more than to storm out of the office, but pride kept my ass glued to the seat. I leaned over and collected the files from the floor.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I shouldn’t have done that.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    “You made it sound as if I can’t protect myself. I’m not a damsel in distress.” 
 
    “I never thought you were. But I’m sorry; I can’t let someone touch you like that, no matter what you think.”  
 
    Leid stared at me, conflicted. Eventually she glanced away, returning to her work. I did the same. Five minutes later, I heard, “So, what did you get me?” 
 
    I eyed her, confused. “Get you?” 
 
    “The box.” 
 
    “Oh, that wasn’t me. And you would have known that if you’d let me get a word in edgewise.” 
 
    Leid tilted her head.  
 
    “Nephilim asked me to bring it up here. It was left on her desk while she was out to lunch. It’s addressed to you.” 
 
    Leid stared at it, darkening. She held out her hand. “Let me see it.” 
 
    I tossed it to her.  
 
    She shook it, placing it to her ear. I could have told her it wasn’t a bomb. She unraveled the ribbon and lifted the top. Her expression melted.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked.  
 
    “I …This is…?” 
 
    I leaned over her shoulder, looking for myself. The box held an orange flower, freshly picked. 
 
    “That’s it?” Wow, anticlimactic much?  
 
    She removed the flower from the box, holding it up. “It’s a phalasia.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “A flower found in—” 
 
    The Aeon chimed, and both of our heads turned toward the sound. Before Leid could press a rune, Adrial’s voice invaded our minds: 
 
    We just received reports of trigger activity in Najudis, Tal Ayen. Over one hundred demons have taken the city!  
 
    Leid and I looked at each other, our horror mutual. 
 
    Leid, answer me. Zhevraine and I are on standby. We need your orders to move! 
 
    The phalasia slipped between Leid’s fingers, drifting slowly to the floor. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    XII 
 
    CONTRIVANCE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LIGHTNING STRUCK A NEARBY TREE, setting it ablaze. I watched the flames lick the gnarled, dead branches. The ground was absent of grass, everything charred black. This was a terrible place to be standing, but I didn’t think anyone was in the mood for my two cents.  
 
    Beyond the cliff, a city burned. Screams and gunfire echoed into the sky, carried by the wind.  
 
    I crouched on the ledge as Leid stood beside me, watching the carnage below. She was draped in a long gray coat, the red Jury insignia patched onto her shoulder. The rest of us wore black. We’d been here for half an hour, unable to move until the watchers returned. 
 
    Watchers were demons and angels assigned to otherwordly patrol. They used something like psi-essence trigger technology to create a link to sub-intelligent species. Those demons and angels were actually sitting in a chamber back at the Celestial Court, strapped to chairs and covered in headsets and circuitry. Wouldn’t want that job. 
 
    Through the smoke, a group of ravens soared toward us. We watched their approach, sharing a look. Twelve had gone to Najudis; only four had returned. One landed on Adrial’s shoulder, another on Leid’s. The remaining two perched on a log a few feet away.  
 
    Leid threw down her cigarette, mashing it with her boot. “Status?” 
 
    The entire city has been overrun, just as the report said, informed the raven on Adrial’s shoulder. We had to wear Aeon technology because birds couldn’t speak, so telepathy was our only form of communication. Most of the civilians are triggered. I counted at least ninety demons in physical form. 
 
    Leid looked back at the city, dismal. “You think it’s worth saving?” 
 
    Depends, said the one on Zhevraine’s shoulder. But it’s not my place to say, Justice Commander. 
 
    Orders from Lucifer Raith and Yahweh Telei have just been received. They’re telling us to spare the city; do what we must but ensure the survival of the untainted. 
 
    “Easy for them to say,” muttered Adrial.  
 
    “Demons first,” Leid began, tapping her chin, “then the triggered. If we kill the source of the triggers, we might not have to kill the lessers.”  
 
    “Oh, we’ll be killing plenty of lessers,” Zhevraine said, watching the city burn. “There is no avoiding that, Commander.” 
 
    “Adrial, Zhevraine, take the upper city levels. Exterminate any gunmen you can find. Alezair, you’ll be covering me on the ground. I’ll go after the demons.” 
 
    Great. “Cover you with what?”  
 
    “Find a gun and use it. Make sure you keep the infected out of her target line,” Zhevraine elaborated.  
 
     “I was never trained in Tal Ayen’s firearms—” 
 
    “Same as the human world,” Adrial said.  
 
    “So uh, how dangerous is this going to be?” Everyone looked at me, even the birds. “Like on a scale of one to ten—ten being the most dangerous, how—” 
 
    “Twelve,” Leid snapped. “You’re the one who wanted to come. Backing out now?” 
 
    I frowned. “Just asking.” 
 
    Judges usually worked alone, but this was a situation that required all of us. Leid hadn’t wanted to bring me, but there was no choice. The Jury had never faced an entire demon legion before. 
 
    “Why?” I asked, standing. 
 
    “Why what?” asked Adrial. 
 
    “Why are all of them here?” 
 
    “We won’t know until we contain them. We need at least one of the demons alive for interrogation,” said Leid. “No more questions. Let’s move.” 
 
    The raven watchers left us, disappearing into the clouds. We bolted down the cliff, blurs across the smoking, black terrain.  
 
    As we closed in on the city, my eyes sharpened with enhanced vision. Leid had upped her resonance and passed it onto us. As guardians, we shared the same resonance as our noble: violet. Resonance was like an energy link, a web that connected us, sharing strengths and abilities.  
 
    Humans described the way they perceived stimuli by a phenomenon known as the Law of Specific Nerve Energies. The five senses humans experienced—touch, taste, sound, smell and sight— were all received by different neural pathways in the body. But the real difference between any stimuli was the sensation. For them, touch was always touch, sound was always sound; they couldn’t taste pain or feel smells.  
 
    We could.  
 
    Vel’Haru received stimuli in any way that we wanted. We saw wavelengths outside the visible spectrum—heat emanating from bodies, rays flying through the air as explosions let loose radioactive particles. Essentially if an object had kinetic energy, we could see it. And thanks to Leid, we now could see every enemy position without obstruction. 
 
    Leid pulsed, blowing open the gate. It sent a crowd of infected hurling into the air, some too close to the magnetic field. Clouds of entrails and body parts rained on us.  
 
    Alarms sounded off. Gunfire commenced, a thousand bullet tail sparks whipped in every direction. The gunmen at the gates had left their weapons. I grabbed a rifle, chasing my Commander.  
 
    Adrial and Zhevraine leapt to the rooftops. Clouds of white sand covered the streets below, a hurricane of powder and blood.  
 
    Bullets felt like a million toothpicks. It was annoying and kind of painful, but I regenerated too quickly for them to bring me down. The bullets were stripped to their basic elements and recycled to heal my wounds. It was pointless, but the idiots kept firing.  
 
    Crowds upon crowds of infected circled the streets, their shadows lurking in alleyways and rooftops, screaming to each other as we cleaved our way through them. Leid shoved past as many as she could, but sometimes they wouldn’t move as easily as we’d hoped. 
 
    Unload, reload. 
 
    Unload, reload. 
 
    I used a rifle like others would a submachine gun. 
 
    Soon fear was smothered by adrenaline. I was too focused on trying to keep up with Leid. Between sniping rooftop gunmen, showers of blood and salt from Adrial and Zhevraine’s upper-sector massacre, smoke from the fires wreaking havoc on the city, and all the unmarred civilians rushing into the streets screaming for help, I could barely see her. 
 
    A bullet tore through my ankle and I fell, slamming my face into the road. I tried to stand, but my Achilles tendon was severed.  
 
    “Leid!” I shouted, but she kept running, unable to hear me over the chaos. 
 
    I grabbed at rubble, trying to regenerate, but was shot in the chest with an arrow. I ripped it out, snarling at the pain. Blood seeped from my lips, dribbling down my chin. I wiped it away, looking at a building across the street. That cocksucker was about ready to shoot me with another. 
 
    I was out of bullets and snapped the rifle in half across my knee, throwing it. The butt nailed my assailant right between the eyes, two stories above. He fell off the roof, dead before he hit the ground. I stood, surveying the mobbed street. Leid was gone. 
 
    A young girl covered in blood and burns collapsed into my arms. I flinched, surprised. 
 
    “Help me!” she sobbed. “Please, help me!” 
 
    I tried to pull away, but she wouldn’t let go. “I can’t. I have to—” 
 
    “Please!” 
 
    “Lady, let go of me!” 
 
    Before she could beg again, a gunshot broke the air and her brains splattered across my face. I recoiled, wiping her off. 
 
    Zhevraine darted into view, slaughtering a group of infected gunmen emerging from an alley. When done, she looked at me. “What are you doing here?”   
 
    “I lost Leid.”  
 
    “Then stop standing around and find her!”  
 
    She leapt off.  
 
    I threw my hands up. “Thanks for the advice!”  
 
    *** 
 
    I wandered into a park.  
 
    The ground was chewed up, transformed into heaps of rubble. I still hadn’t found Leid. 
 
    I was covered in blood and salt; a crowbar I’d found along the trek scraped across the ground, making a terrible shhhrrrrrkkk. 
 
    There was a group of infected lessers crowded by a fountain, water leaking in a stream between my feet. They saw me and scattered, all except for one. A small boy, crouched in front of a dead woman. I stopped, staring at the back of his head. At first I thought he was crying, but then I heard an awful wet noise. Chewing. 
 
    He turned; lightless, clouded eyes peered into mine, lips stained with gore. He raised his arm, offering up a handful of meaty pulp with a crooked smile.  
 
    I twitched, raising the crowbar. 
 
    Before I could follow through, something hit the back of my head, and hard. 
 
    I dropped the crowbar and collapsed on all fours. Blood gushed from my nose, soiling the ground around my hands. I couldn’t see, could barely hear.  
 
    Brain damage. The worst kind of injury. 
 
    I scrambled away from my invisible attacker. Footsteps crunched over gravel, following me.  
 
    A foot kicked my stomach in, cracking a few ribs. A pair of hands grabbed my coat and pulled me up, sending streaks of white hot pain across my back. I held in a cry, not giving them any satisfaction. Warm breath crawled along my face.  
 
    “Miss me?” someone whispered.  
 
    Samael Soran. 
 
    I spat blood in his face and he threw me down, smashing my head into ground. My fingers dug into gravel as he laughed. My hearing had returned, but I’d have preferred sight. 
 
    “I didn’t want this,” he said. I heard him grunt, followed by the activity of stirred ground. “And this isn’t about last night either, in case you’re wondering.”  
 
    I didn’t believe that for a second.  
 
    My vision was slowly creeping back in, and I caught a blurry image of Samael approaching me with something in his hands. Something huge. 
 
    I sent out a warning ping to the others, hoping they could find me. I didn’t know where I was, so I forewent any words and only gave them a little taste of my pain.   
 
    My vision reached full-clarity. Samael was dressed as a Najudis civilian, face hidden in shadows beneath the hood of his jacket. His golden eyes gleamed with malice, wisps of ice blond hair sweeping over them. He was holding a giant chunk of cement over his head. 
 
    Before I could move, he dropped it, crushing my chest.  
 
    I screamed, blood erupting from my throat as all of my organs ruptured at once, leaving my chest concave. I had no idea how I was still alive. The pain was so intense that I actually wished for death. Black veins wriggled beneath my skin as my body desperately tried to repair itself. Black veins was a bad sign—a sign that warned of imminent death.  
 
    Samael picked up the cement chunk again, this time holding it over my head. I wouldn’t survive that.  
 
    I closed my eyes, waiting for oblivion. 
 
    ka-tink. 
 
    Samael fell backward, dropping the cement block. It missed my head, flattening my legs instead.  
 
    Another scream erupted from my throat. I was unable to feel anything at this point, but the sound of crushing bones and the sight of my lower limbs reduced to puddles was horrifying enough. 
 
    A pair of hands hooked my arms, pulling me back. The sinew and tendons still attached to my ruined legs ripped away. Someone shoved a handful of dirt into my mouth. At first I vomited, but he kept shoveling it in. 
 
    “You’re alright,” Adrial whispered in my ear. “Come on, eat.” 
 
    I relaxed, forcing the dirt down my throat. 
 
    Leid was beating Samael with my crowbar, and he was on his knees with his arms shielding his head.  
 
    I was too messed up to follow what was happening. Adrial kept shoveling dirt into my mouth, and I kept choking it down. I thought back to the time when I’d asked Leid what she was. That night in the bar, she hadn’t answered me, yet the look in her eyes had revealed torment. She’d hated what she was, whatever she was. 
 
    And now I knew that torment, too. 
 
    Vel’Haru couldn’t necessarily die from irrevocable trauma to our bodies, but that didn’t mean we didn’t feel any pain. We probably felt more pain than anyone else, given our advanced nervous system. But I would have much rather died than endure another minute of this. 
 
    “Is he alright?” Leid asked, keeping her eyes on Samael. She was referring to me. 
 
    “He’ll live,” Adrial said, patting me on the back. 
 
    “And the demons?” 
 
    “All dead,” reported Zhevraine, eyes on the Obsidian General. “Except him.” 
 
    Leid nodded, sucking on a cigarette that she’d plucked from her squashed, bloodstained package. The others had taken some serious damage as well. The entire left side of Zhevraine’s face was covered in third degree burns. A trail of dry blood caked Adrial’s ears, leading all the way down his neck. Leid was covered in ash and salt; one of her brows was mangled and hung over her eye. 
 
    She knelt in front of the general, held on his knees by Zhevraine. “What was this worth?”  
 
    Samael’s eyes narrowed. “Stop pretending you don’t know.” 
 
    “I’m not pretending anything. But, really, what was it worth?” She gestured to the carnage around us. Explosions ravaged another sector of the city, and the hum of helicopters broke the air. Najudis’ military was crashing the party. “You accomplished nothing, other than your execution.” 
 
    “I might as well play the part you’ve written for me,” he said, a crooked smile crossing his busted mouth. “I can’t go back to Hell now; they’ll hang me for what I’ve done.” 
 
    Adrial was staring at Leid, suspicion in his gaze. “What is he talking about?” 
 
    She didn’t answer him. “Why would they hang you? No one knows—” 
 
    “My sister knows!” he shouted. “She knows it was me! If she knows, then they all do! Nowhere is safe for me now!” 
 
    Leid looked surprised. “How does Samnaea know?” 
 
    He laughed, spitting blood across the ground. “It doesn’t matter anymore, does it?” 
 
    “You could have come to me, or Lucifer, you could have—” 
 
    “And told Lucifer what?! That I was sitting on that ledger the entire time?! That…that I gave it to you instead of him because you seduced me!?” 
 
    Adrial snarled, getting to his feet.  
 
    My wounds were healing, but the pain came second to my surprise as I sat there and listened to their conversation. So far, I didn’t like what I was hearing. The scene at Durn Manor came to mind: right before Samael had hit Leid, she’d leaned in and whispered, “I never felt a thing.”  
 
    Ouch. Poor bastard. 
 
    “You promised to find a way to get Samnaea out of this!”  
 
    “I did,” she said through her teeth. “After that hearing, the Sanguine Court is finished.” 
 
    “You gave up their names to the angels! Yahweh Telei has that document in his hands! Do you know what that means?! That means I’ve committed treason!” 
 
    “You act like there was a smooth procedure for this. Your sister committed a crime, and you asked me to forfeit my job to keep her neck out of the noose. I did that—all of that. I don’t work miracles, General Soran. Samnaea was not arrested, nor were you, nor was anyone else.” 
 
    He laughed. “You think it matters whether or not anyone was arrested? The Obsidian Court won’t be able to protect me when they come. Commander Raith is nothing but a sock puppet; they’re the ones really pulling the strings.”  
 
    Leid stared at him, lost. She didn’t say anything. 
 
    I put a hand against my head, looking away.   
 
    Adrial was angry too, but for a different reason. “You fucked an Archdemon.”  
 
    Her stare was frigid. “I needed that ledger.” 
 
    “And fucking him was the only way to get it.” 
 
    “Without a mess.”  
 
    “Have you given any thought to the mess this will cause—?” 
 
    “We can kill him,” Zhevraine interrupted. We looked at her, and she smiled. “Your secret will die with him.” 
 
    Samael only looked at the ground.  
 
    Leid didn’t move. The borders of her eyes were wet. 
 
    “Go on,” he whispered. “I’m dead already.” 
 
    She dropped the crowbar. “I-I didn’t mean what I said at the masquerade.” 
 
    Samael smiled, but it was thin. 
 
    Adrial glared at them. “Stop dancing around the bush, please.” 
 
    She turned her back, fingers combing through her tangled, windblown hair. “I can’t do it.” 
 
    Leid didn’t have to. In a blur I was behind the general, plunging my scythe through his back.  The Archdemon let out a surprised cry, craning his neck. He looked up at me, and I down at him, watching as the light faded from his eyes. Anger, unrefined, burned behind my gaze. It was the same anger that I’d felt at Durn. Unexplainable yet… familiar. 
 
    Staring at my face, Samael looked like he’d come to some sort of revelation. His eyes widened, lips trembled, and then he said something that I couldn’t understand.  
 
    A second later he exploded into salt. I closed my eyes, avoiding the cloud. Zhevraine and Adrial stared at me. Leid was already vacating the park.  
 
    Targets eliminated, she reported to the watchers. Najudis is clean.  
 
    Zhevraine followed her, while Adrial just kept staring. “What did he say?”  
 
    I shook my head. It had sounded like a language I didn’t know, but that was impossible. Vel’Haru were able to speak any language in the Multiverse. It was our innate.  
 
    If I had to guess, Samael had said something like:  
 
    Sanctum dor Veruya.  
 
    *** 
 
    I hid in my room for the rest of the night.  
 
    Leid, Zhevraine and Adrial spent the day handling all the messy paperwork and delegations. With the damage that I’d taken, I was forced to sleep.  
 
    I awoke hours later with a pit in my stomach.  Cerasaraelia was quiet; it was early in the morning and everyone had gone to bed. I was a little crestfallen to discover no one had fetched me for dinner. Maybe they’d thought I needed the rest. 
 
    Adrial was sitting on the kitchen counter in the dark, holding a bottle of wine. I frowned at his knowing grin, not exactly in the mood to chat, but I’d already seen the wine so now he had me; hook, line and sinker.  
 
    I leaned against the counter beside him, smoothing my hair. 
 
    Adrial popped the cork and poured himself a glass, handing over the bottle. There was a piece of casserole left in wrapping paper next to the sink. Leid had saved it for me. I unwrapped the plate and ate with my hands; I was even hungrier than I’d thought. Adrial watched as I ate, a look of uncertainty crossing his face.  
 
    “Let’s talk about today,” he said. 
 
    “Let’s not,” I replied, mouth full.  
 
    “It’s necessary.” 
 
    My lip curled. “Yeah?” 
 
    “You’re upset.” 
 
    “Mind your own business.” 
 
    Adrial smiled. “You think I don’t know?” 
 
    “Mind your own business.” 
 
    “You’re acting different lately. Have you noticed?” 
 
    “Nope,” I lied. 
 
    “Emotional distress tends to skew our judgment.” 
 
    I laughed, gulping wine. “You’re not my shrink.” 
 
    Adrial rolled his eyes. “As if I’d ever want that gig.” 
 
    “Well don’t worry about me. I’m fine.” 
 
    Adrial nodded, sipping his wine. “She meant well, you know.” 
 
    “Sure she did.” 
 
    “Leid has a track record of bad decisions,” he went on. “I suppose that’s what I’m here for. Cleaning up her messes. It’s been that way since Exo’daius.” 
 
    “And making excuses for her,” I pointed out. 
 
    He frowned. “I’m not making excuses. I’m telling you how it is.” 
 
    I said nothing, placing the half-eaten casserole aside. My appetite was gone. “You two argue more than anything. How do you put up with it?” 
 
    “Because I owe her my life. In more ways than one.” He looked away, troubled. I waited for him to explain, but he didn’t. Instead he laughed quietly, shaking his head. “I understand why she did it. Leid was desperate. Things were escalating.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. She’s been a mess; even had a panic attack. But something still doesn’t make sense. I thought Belial told her about the ledger?” 
 
    “Told her, yes. You actually think he’d give it to her? He probably pointed to who had it and the information it contained; but at the end of the day, demons protect their own. Same goes for angels. That’s why our job is so tough.” 
 
    I took another sip of wine, lost in thought. Samael had hoped for light at the end of the tunnel, but nothing ever came free with Leid. “Poor idiot.”  
 
    “Totally left field. Samael was a law-abiding man, but I think you and I both know what love can do.”  
 
    “Not really,” I said, eyeing him. “Care to explain?”  
 
    Adrial gave me a look, saying nothing. 
 
    I finished the bottle, wiping my mouth. “Fucking demons.” 
 
    “Don’t think angels aren’t the same,” Adrial said, wagging his finger. “There’s been more than a few times that they’ve violated the code. You should have been here for the Spanish Inquisition. Boy was that a laugh. It actually ended up working in Hell’s favor. We didn’t even know how to handle it; their humiliation was practically punishment enough.”  
 
    I smirked. “Ah, the hypocrisy of religion.” 
 
    He raised his glass. “Hear, hear.” 
 
    My attention wandered to the window. “Do you think she loved him?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “She didn’t want to kill him. Since when has Leid ever hesitated over killing a violator?” 
 
    “Since she realized she’d destroyed a good man.” 
 
    “What happens now?” 
 
    “Nothing. This’ll all blow over in a week or so. Hopefully Samnaea doesn’t know too much, or else we might be fighting another storm.” 
 
    I had a feeling we wouldn’t hear much from her. No one knew about what had happened at the masquerade, but I was sure Samnaea understood that if she revealed Leid and Samael’s indiscretions, there was a good chance I’d reveal ours.  
 
    Assuming she even knew about them, that is. 
 
    It was hard to cast any judgment when I, too, had fucked a demon—one much sordid than the one Leid had picked. In my defense, I’d been drunk and she was dry humping me. But in the end all the creases and folds had smoothed themselves out. I’d obtained something that just might save us yet. 
 
    Leverage. 
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    THEREFORE, REPENT 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     ‘With impetuous recoil and jarring sound 
 
    Th’ infernal doors, and on their hinges grate 
 
    Harsh thunder, that the lowest bottom shook 
 
    Of Erebus. She opened, but to shut 
 
    Excelled her power; the gates wide open stood—’ 
 
    THE CLOCK STRUCK NINE. The obnoxious clang, clang, clang jarred me from my book. I thought libraries were supposed to be quiet. Why the hell was that stupid thing in here?  
 
    ‘The first sort by their own suggestions fell, 
 
    Self-tempted, self-depraved: man falls deceived 
 
    By the other first: man therefore shall find grace, 
 
    The other none—’ 
 
      
 
    “Alezair.” 
 
    I looked up, spotting Zhevraine at the door. 
 
    Giving up on peace and quiet, I closed the book with an aggravated sigh. “Yes?”  
 
    She was dressed in business attire. That was pretty unusual, given the time. “You’re being summoned to the court.” 
 
    I blinked. “What for?” 
 
    “Commanders Raith and Telei are here.” 
 
    I stood. “What’s going on?”  
 
    “Nothing yet. Settle down, please.” 
 
    “I sure wish someone would have told me sooner. I just drank an entire bottle of curosh!”  
 
    Zhevraine grimaced at the empty bottle on my desk. “That’s disgusting. And we didn’t know until five minutes ago. They showed up unannounced.” 
 
    The first conversation I’d ever have with The Atrium’s leaders, and I was practically cross-eyed. “Fantastic.” 
 
    Zhevraine frowned. “I really don’t see how this is different than any other day.” 
 
    “I don’t show up to work drunk.”  
 
    “What about yesterday after lunch? Or a couple days ago, when you—” 
 
    “Okay, whatever. Give me a minute, will you?” 
 
    *** 
 
    The walk to the Celestial Court was the longest I’d ever taken. Although most of the time I ran there because I was late. 
 
    What did the Commanders want? Zhevraine said they’d come to speak to us about the Najudis infestation, but even she didn’t know what the conversation entailed. It seemed a little suspicious that sworn enemies would ambush us in the middle of the night. Together. Over something we had already filed, no less. 
 
    By the time we reached the court, my pulse was erratic.  
 
    The place looked so different in the dark, without Nephilim here to greet us. Zhevraine guided me through the hallway and toward the conference room. She tugged me aside, leaning in. 
 
    “Pull yourself together,” she whispered, sensing my unease. “You need to be as composed as possible or they’ll suspect something. Do you understand?” 
 
    “A little hard,” I whispered back. “The room is spinning and I’m about to be interrogated.” 
 
    “This isn’t an interrogation. They probably know nothing. If they did, they wouldn’t be here, would they?” 
 
    She was right. 
 
    I glanced at the door, smoothing my hair. “Let’s do this.”  
 
    The conference room was a circular table, black leather chairs, a projection screen seldom used, and paintings of abstract art. I’d always thought it looked out of place with the Court’s usual décor. 
 
    Yahweh Telei and Lucifer Raith sat across from each other, while Adrial and Leid sat at either end. Their eyes rose to watch our entrance. 
 
    “Everyone is here,” Zhevraine said. “We can begin.” 
 
    She took a seat on Yahweh’s side, so I took Lucifer’s.  
 
    Big mistake. The moment I sat, he stared at me. And this time, I stared back.  He wore the same expression as the one at the hearing, but this time it was much more awkward because he was doing it from only a foot away. I was half inclined to ask what his problem was, but that wasn’t a good idea. Maybe he knew I was drunk. 
 
    I glanced away, staring at the table. 
 
    Yahweh cleared his throat, shuffling through a stack of documents. The folder read: NAJUDIS INFESTATION.  
 
    “Commander Koseling,” he began, his voice, like his appearance, light and youthful, “could you start with what happened when you arrived at Najudis? I’d like an account of what you and your judges saw upon arrival.” 
 
    Leid glanced at the folder. “The statement is in your hands.” 
 
    He smiled. “I know, but I’d like to hear it directly from you, if you don’t mind?” 
 
    The kid had a cunning air about him. Teenager or not, he at least had the demeanor of Commander. 
 
    “The demons had taken the city. I couldn’t see anything from where I was; nothing but fire and explosions.” 
 
    “You waited for the watchers’ report?” 
 
    “I did, yes.” 
 
    Yahweh’s eyes drifted over her face, studying her expression. Well, one eye did. The other was useless, cloudy and gray. The scar looked to have been caused by something sharp and clean. No doubt the injury was one made with intention. Assassination attempt? “And then what?” 
 
    “We moved in. The four of us contained the situation in an hour. One hundred demons.” 
 
    “Including Samael Soran,” interjected Lucifer. His voice was deep, smooth. 
 
    Leid reconsidered. “One hundred and one.” 
 
    Yahweh grazed the files. “It says here you believe it was a trap devised by General Soran?” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He attacked Alezair. Obviously he was following my guardian, waiting for the perfect time to strike.” 
 
    All attention shifted to me. Great. 
 
    “What did Samael do to you, Justice Czynri?” asked Yahweh. 
 
    “Turned me into mush with a cement block.” 
 
    Yahweh stared at me. There was something behind the stare, but I couldn’t decipher it. “Was anything said during that time?” 
 
    “He said he was protecting his sister.” 
 
    “From what?” 
 
    These basic questions were grating on my nerves. “We gave you that ledger, right?”  
 
    “You did.” 
 
    “So why are you asking about things you already know?”  
 
    “Alezair,” Leid said, warningly. 
 
    Yahweh smiled. “Sarcastic, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Sarcasm is my veil, as I’ve been told that telling people to fuck off isn’t socially acceptable.” 
 
    “Alezair!”  
 
    Beside her, Adrial hid his face in his hands. 
 
    I stared at the table, shutting my mouth. 
 
    Yahweh reclined in his seat. “I understand everyone’s frustration. I’m only trying to grasp exactly how and why Samael did what he did.” 
 
    “I could tell you that,” said Adrial. “He gave Leid that ledger. His sister was among the list of names.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. I’ve seen it.” 
 
    “Leid failed to mention her plan of handing it over to the Argent Court. He thought she was going to somehow disseminate them with a more…quiet approach.” 
 
    Yahweh leaned into a palm, appearing bored. “Yes, I understand that too.” 
 
    Adrial paused, confused. “Er, so what—” 
 
    “Justice Trisyien, Samael just gave Heaven fourteen thousand tallies. That’s how many Najudians were killed. I hardly believe his plan was formulated out of rational thought, do you? Even if he were seeking vengeance for his sister, that wasn’t the way to do it.” 
 
    The kid totally had us.  
 
    Lucifer’s eyes returned on me. “Why don’t you tell us about what happened at Durn  Manor  three nights ago, Alezair?”  
 
    I glanced at Leid. She nodded. 
 
    “Samael got physical with Leid at the party,” I said. “We fought.” 
 
    “Physical how?” 
 
    “He slapped her. Made a huge scene.” 
 
    Lucifer’s attention switched to Leid. “He slapped you?” 
 
    She nodded again, shame marking her face.  
 
    Commander Raith said nothing else. Assaulting a member of the Jury was a violation in itself.  
 
    “What was Samael hoping to achieve by giving you that ledger?” asked Yahweh. “What did you tell him you would do with it?” 
 
    “I told him I didn’t know what I would do with it. I…I told him I would somehow find a way to keep Samnaea and the others on that list from being executed. But the Sanguine Court needed to be stopped.” Leid paused, battling a thought. “I thought I was doing exactly as I’d promised. I didn’t realize—” 
 
    “You did,” Lucifer noted, his tone gentle. “And I’m really sorry that this happened to you.” 
 
    Yahweh looked at Lucifer. “Commander Raith, could you do a background check on the demons who were sent to Najudis?” 
 
    Lucifer eyed him, saying nothing. 
 
    “Many of your subjects are being forced into breaking the code because they can’t pay their taxes,” Yahweh explained. “Perhaps if you had the Archdemons lower their taxes, that might not happen. It seems to me these demons are committing crimes unwillingly.” 
 
    Lucifer’s stare hardened. There was a moment of silence. Then, he leaned forward. “Yahweh Telei, the wealth of any Archdemon doesn’t even touch that of a common angel, and you know it. Our economy is none of your business, and you’d do well to stay out of it.”  
 
    The three of us exchanged wary looks, while the two Commanders engaged in a stare down. 
 
    But something was up. Their show seemed…fake. They were trying too hard to hate each other. At any second I imagined they would burst out laughing. 
 
    Yet the laughter never came, and Yahweh only smiled. “My apologies, Commander Raith.” 
 
    Lucifer slid from his chair. “That’s all on my part.” 
 
    Yahweh did the same. “Meeting is adjourned. Thank you all for your time.” 
 
    As Commander Raith headed for the door, he paused and looked back. “Justice Czynri, would you care to walk me out?”  
 
    I was beginning to wonder if this guy had a thing for me. “Uh…” 
 
    He tilted his head, waiting. 
 
    I cleared my throat, standing as well. “Sure, no problem.” 
 
    As we left our seats, Leid watched us. She looked scared. 
 
    *** 
 
    I hadn’t realized how tall Lucifer was until he was beside me. The Commander of Hell stood over six and a half feet tall.  
 
    Our trip to the cephalon was quiet at first, but when we reached the portals, he stopped. Lucifer leaned against a pillar, pulling a malay cigarette package from his coat. As he lit one, I rolled my eyes. Hell was in a permanent state of famine, but it never seemed to run out of designer drugs. 
 
    “I heard you’re from the Nexus,” he said.  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And you have no memory of who or what you were before?” 
 
    I gave him a sidelong glance. “Why?” 
 
    “I like to know about our employees. I’ve never met you, even though you’ve worked here for a century. It’s almost like Leid was intentionally keeping you from us.” 
 
    I stared at him. Where was he going with this?  
 
    “From what I can tell, you aren’t like the others.”  
 
    “So I’m told. Repeatedly.” 
 
    Lucifer smiled, holding out a cigarette. I hesitated. 
 
    I took it, not exactly being in the position to refuse an offer from the Commander of Hell. As I slipped it between my lips, he handed me his lighter, and then I saw his hand. Before now he’d always kept his right hand hidden in his coat or covered by a glove.  
 
    It was malformed, wrapped in bandages; brown leathery fingers with long black nails. I couldn’t stop staring. 
 
    “Ugly, isn’t it?” he asked. 
 
    I caught myself, averting my gaze. “What? Oh…that. I, uh, didn’t even notice.” 
 
    He laughed. “It’s okay. It’s a funny story.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “How I lost my hand.” 
 
    “Your hand is right there.”  
 
    “Yes, this hand; but not the hand I used to have.” 
 
    I said nothing, confused.  
 
    Lucifer’s crystal, red-rimmed eyes rose to the bleak sky. “How do you like The Atrium?” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “How are you finding this world?” 
 
    He was the second person who’d asked me that. Both demons. “Okay, I guess.”  
 
    The malay had taken effect, having snuck up on me. One second I was wondering why everyone kept asking for my opinion of The Atrium, the next the pavement was green and there was hazy light swirling around my head. 
 
    As I stared stupidly at my feet, Lucifer entered the cephalon. “Namah Ipsin.” 
 
    I looked up, squinting. “What?” 
 
    “Namah Ipsin was the name of the Archdemon who contracted you from the Nexus. Code violations threaten our alliance, but keep in mind that that single crime is the entire reason you’re here.” 
 
    I stared, speechless. 
 
    He smiled. “And you might want to take it easy on the liquor. I could smell it the moment you entered the conference room. Goodnight.” 
 
    And then he disappeared into Hell’s portal system. 
 
    Yahweh appeared on my right, and I jumped. Contrary to Raith, the Angel Commander barely passed my shoulder. 
 
    He looked up at me, brows furrowed. “Are you alright, Justice?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered. “Dandy.” 
 
    Yahweh looked at the malay  cigarette between my fingers. He frowned. “Careful with that. Malay rots your brain; I’ve seen its plight firsthand.” 
 
    Without another word, he stepped into Heaven’s portal system. 
 
    Well, that was weird. 
 
    I headed back to Cerasaraelia. My head felt light, but in a good way. Strange colors filled my eyes, making everything so bright. I wanted to cartwheel all the way home. 
 
    But then I noticed someone standing on our veranda. The shadow of the sill overhead left their features obscure. I stopped at the first step. The visitor spun.  
 
    It was Samnaea. She was crying. 
 
    “What have you done to my brother?”  
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    I WAS ON MY KNEES IN OUR SOLARIUM. My shirt was bloodstained and torn, face coated in a sheen of sweat.  
 
    For the last twenty minutes, Samnaea had taken control of my body. I did anything she willed me to. Right now she willed me to run a jagged piece of glass across my cheek, and had made me swallow one before that.  
 
    “You better kill me,” I rasped, blood seeping from my lips. “Because if I get free, you’re fucking dead.” 
 
    Samnaea smiled coyly. “I don’t plan to kill you, Alezair. I didn’t want to hurt you at all, but you’re not cooperating. Whether or not you walk out of here with your intestines still in your body is up to you.” 
 
    “I’m not cooperating because I don’t know anything,” I said through my teeth. “Do you need me to spell that out for you, you stupid bitch?” 
 
    “You’re a terrible liar,” she sighed, approaching me. She grabbed my chin and licked the blood from my lips. I forced my head away and spat. “Samael would have never done what you all said he did. Not even for me. There’s a piece of this puzzle missing and I want to know what it is. Now tell me about Leid and Samael. I know they were meeting secretly at night. I know she told him about the statue in Atlas Arcantia.” 
 
    I said nothing, keeping my eyes ahead.  
 
    “I already know, Alezair. All you need to do is confirm it.” 
 
    “Okay, fine. You want to know the secret?”  
 
    Samnaea waited, eyes widening with anticipation.  
 
    “The secret is that your brother is a sore loser and couldn’t get over the fact that I beat the piss out of him at Belial’s party. Right before he died I told him you were the best piece of ass I’d ever had, too.” I grinned, showing her a row of bloodstained teeth. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed to slits.  
 
    And then I was sprinting toward one of the glass panels on the wall. I slammed my head through it, peeling off a chunk of my face. I collapsed, screaming. There were over a dozen shards of glass wedged into my skin. 
 
    Rage devoured the pain. I lunged at her and she backed up, looking very surprised. Apparently her little mind trick wasn’t working anymore.  
 
    I tackled her and we hit the wall of the solarium with a boom. Samnaea flailed and clawed at my face as I wrapped my hands around her neck and squeezed. She choked, struggling harder. The whites of her eyes turned bloodshot and her skin blued. We stayed like this forever, until the pain crept back into my skull. It escalated until I couldn’t see anymore and fell atop her, a line of pink drool trickling from the corner of my mouth. Samnaea pushed me off, leaving me writhing at her feet. 
 
    “Tell me what I want to know!” she cried. “I don’t want to kill you! Please!” 
 
    Here was the Samnaea that everyone had warned about; eyes smeared with black mascara, arms covered in self-inflicted cuts, tears streaming down her face.  
 
    “Blow me, you cunt.” 
 
    I snatched up the closest piece of glass, bringing it to my crotch. Icy fear plummeted down my spine. 
 
    “Don’t!” I screamed.  
 
    The glass sliced the fabric on my inner thigh, pausing at my groin. I fought her, hand shaking. 
 
    Samnaea crouched in front of me, mesmerized. “Sing, little bird.” 
 
    The glass nicked the space between my thigh and right testicle. 
 
    I couldn’t do this. I wouldn’t castrate myself.  
 
    “T-They were having an affair! Samael w-was in love with her!”  
 
    I threw the glass away and fell forward on my hands and knees. Samnaea wiped the tears from her eyes, looking off.  
 
    “I didn’t want to do that,” she whispered. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    I stayed down, panting, waiting for my body to regenerate. If Samnaea knew what was good for her, she’d start running now. 
 
    The solarium door suddenly flew open. Leid entered, scythes unleashed. 
 
    Samnaea had severed my telepathic link. It had taken the others half an hour to realize I was missing.  
 
    The demoness turned, fury twisting her face. “You.” 
 
    Leid’s knees buckled as Samnaea speared her with psychokinesis. My noble grabbed a metal beam, staying on her feet. She gritted her teeth and her eyes flashed red. 
 
    A pulse rocked the solarium, the shockwave so fierce that it actually threw me against the wall. The Archdemoness was flung through one of the panes before the whole structure collapsed; glass and metal beams rained everywhere. 
 
    I coughed, ejecting debris from my lungs. Leid dug through the wreckage and pulled me out. She laid me on the ground, kneeling at my side. Her expression relayed that I looked as bad as I felt. “Are you alright?”  
 
    “She knows,” I said, trying to sit up. Leid pushed me back down. 
 
    “No, rest a second.” 
 
    “Samnaea knows! She made me tell her!” 
 
    “She’s gone,” Adrial announced from somewhere nearby.  
 
    “Probably on her way to the cephalon,” Zhevraine said.  
 
    “Zhevraine, take Alezair back to Cerasaraelia. Adrial, you and I are going to—” 
 
    I grabbed Leid’s arm as she rose. “No.”  
 
    She looked back, confused.  
 
    “No more. I can’t do this shit anymore!”  
 
    “Alezair, stop—” 
 
    “I quit!” I screamed. “I fucking quit! I hate you!” 
 
    She backed away, stung. Adrial stepped into the wreckage, watching uneasily. He placed a hand on Leid’s shoulder. 
 
    “She’s probably gone by now. There isn’t anything we can do.” 
 
    “Right,” Leid murmured, looking away. 
 
    But moments later, as Adrial and Zhevraine helped me to my feet, Leid had vanished. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Stop scowling.” 
 
    “I was almost castrated. I have a right to scowl.” 
 
    Adrial and I sat on the couch in the living room. I looked out the bay window while he leaned against the arm, hands resting behind his head.  
 
    “Hell hath no fury like a psion scorned.”  
 
    I glared. He smiled.  
 
    “You look like you need a drink,” he ventured. 
 
    “I already drank everything.” 
 
    “You drank fourteen bottles in three days?” 
 
    “Hasn’t exactly been an easy week.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Where did Leid go?” 
 
    “Not sure. Probably out doing some damage control. How is anyone’s guess.” 
 
    I felt bad for freaking out on her. In my defense I’d just nearly castrated myself and wasn’t in the right state of mind. I knew I couldn’t quit. The Jury wasn’t something you could simply walk out on. Then again, neither was the Nexus. 
 
    “What are you staring at?” he asked.  
 
    “The road. Waiting for the Obsidian Court to march down it and skin us alive.” 
 
    “It’d take more than the Obsidian Court to achieve that.” 
 
    Adrial was right, but still. “I can’t believe you’re being so calm about this.”  
 
    “What else can I do? Worry? You’re doing enough of that for the both of us.” 
 
    The incisions on my face had faded to pink lines. Another half an hour and they would be gone. In the meantime the itch of them was driving me crazy. 
 
    Zhevraine emerged from the kitchen, carrying a silver tea tray. She placed it down on the coffee table, handing us cups. We were too polite to decline, even though neither of us wanted any.  
 
    “Leid isn’t back yet?” she asked. 
 
    I eyed the clock. It was two in the morning. “I guess we’re not going to work today.” 
 
    “Zhevraine and I will go in. Not sure if it’s safe for you or Leid to, though. You’ve been marked. I imagine every Sanguine Court member will be out for your heads.”  
 
    “Thanks for the comforting words,” I muttered, scratching my face. 
 
    “Good luck convincing Leid to stay home,” Zhevraine said, sipping her tea.  
 
    I caught movement in the window from the corner of my eye. Leid was sulking up the steps to our front door. 
 
    “She’s here,” I announced, straightening. 
 
    Leid stepped into the living room, surprised by all of us staring at her. 
 
    “Where were you?” asked Adrial. 
 
    “Walking around, clearing my head.” She nodded at me. “You look better.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said.  
 
    “I was just telling Alezair that it would be best for you two to take a day off. In case things get hairy.” 
 
    Leid frowned. “Things are already hairy.” 
 
    “Okay, hairier.” 
 
    “Adrial, it would look even more suspicious if I didn’t show up to work.” 
 
    He sighed, eyeing Zhevraine. She cleared her throat. “With all due respect, Commander,” she began, “as your guardians, I think it would be best to listen to—” 
 
    Leid fell stern. “We are no longer in the Court of Enigmus. Your formal duties as guardians are null.” 
 
    The Court of what?  
 
    Adrial bristled. “Then what’s your plan?” 
 
    Leid sat on the floor, chin on her knees. “Don’t know.” 
 
    “We should come clean to Yahweh. We don’t have any choice,” Zhevraine advised. “He’d be the more lenient of the two.” 
 
    “Forget it. I’m not listening to Seyestin’s shit again.” 
 
    “Alright, so we’ll just sit here and wait for the war,” muttered Adrial. 
 
    Leid looked at me. “Alezair?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “What exactly did Samnaea say to you? What were her questions?” 
 
    I glanced away, thinking. “She kept screaming at me to tell her about you and Samael. Actually, she wanted me to verify it.” 
 
    The others exchanged looks. 
 
    “She already knew,” Adrial sighed, running a hand through his hair. “Fucking lovely.” 
 
    “Samael must have told her,” Zhevraine said. 
 
    Leid shook her head. “No, he didn’t. He wouldn’t have told her.” 
 
    “Then who?” Adrial asked. 
 
    “What about that other general?” I asked. “What’s his name?” 
 
    “Caym Stroth,” Zhevraine replied. 
 
    “Could Samael have told him? When Seyestin showed that ledger to the courts, it looked like they were arguing about something.” 
 
    “That’s not important anymore,” Leid said, returning to me. “Did she say anything else? Anything that you can recall?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah actually. She said something about a statue.” 
 
    The room went dead silent.  
 
    Leid’s eyes filled up with dread. “Oh, wonderful.” 
 
    “A statue, you say?” Adrial inquired, casting our noble a venomous look.  
 
    I was getting the idea that I probably shouldn’t have said that. “Yeah.” 
 
    “What did she say about the statue?” 
 
    “Something about a statue being somewhere. I can’t remember what she called it. Uh… Attis Arcane?” 
 
    “Atlas Arcantia,” Adrial finished, shifting all attention to Leid. “Care to tell me what that thing is doing there?” 
 
    Leid said nothing. 
 
    I lifted a brow. “Wait, so there is a statue? What the hell does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    Adrial gave a bitter laugh. “There was a statue, or so we’d all thought. You see, that statue should have been destroyed centuries ago. But for whatever reason, it’s in Atlas Arcantia.” 
 
    Leid looked up at him in tired defeat. “I couldn’t destroy it. Not after—” 
 
    “Not after what?!” he screamed, taking a step toward her. “You promised Calenus that you’d destroy it!”  
 
    Zhevraine and I jumped. Never had Adrial shouted like that before. 
 
    “I couldn’t go near it!” she screamed back. “I wasn’t going to risk an infection again! He should have destroyed it himself! He was being cruel to me! It was my punishment for something I had no control over! He was always punishing me!” 
 
    Zhevraine grabbed the tea tray and fled the dining room. I didn’t blame her. If I’d had somewhere to go, I would have bailed too. Instead I sat there, staring at them like a deer in headlights. 
 
     “And you told Samael about it?!” 
 
    “I needed his trust.” 
 
    “So you told a demon about private Vel’Haru affairs?! One of which could get us killed if anyone else found out?!” 
 
    “I didn’t think that was going to happen.” 
 
    Adrial laughed in spite of her. “Yes, absolutely right; key phrase being that you DIDN’T THINK. I’m starting to wonder if you ever do!” 
 
    Leid whirred in front of him, clenching her teeth. “Careful with that wagging tongue, Adrial. You might lose it.” 
 
    Adrial leaned in. Had Leid not been five foot nothing, their noses would have touched. “I dare you to try.” 
 
    Whoa, whoa. 
 
    I forced myself between them. “Hey, chill out.” 
 
    Adrial shook free of me. “Chill out? You know nothing.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I totally wouldn’t mind being clued in if either of you have a fucking second.” 
 
    “That statue is the reason why we’re here. It nearly caused our extinction.” 
 
    I blinked. “A statue nearly caused our extinction?” 
 
    “It’s not a statue.” 
 
    “Uh, but you just said—” 
 
    “The threat is in the statue. The one Leid failed to destroy. And now the Sanguine Court knows about it. If that thing is unleashed again, it could mean the very end of us all.” 
 
    Eyebrow. “So there is a monster in the statue, then?” 
 
    Before he could respond, Leid left the room. 
 
    “Where are you going?” barked Adrial. 
 
    “To change,” she muttered, heading for the stairs.  
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “I’m going to Atlas Arcantia to destroy the statue so everyone will shut up.” 
 
    “You can’t go now. It’s too dangerous. Who knows how many demons are crawling around there, trying to figure out how that thing works.” 
 
    “All the more reason to go sooner than later.” 
 
    “Leid, you’re not going. I forbid you.” 
 
    She paused on the top step, brows arched. “You forbid me? Funny.” 
 
    And then she left. Five seconds later we heard her door slam. 
 
    Adrial kicked the table over, cursing. Tea and shattered porcelain covered the floor the floor. “I can’t fucking stand that woman! Nothing but problem after problem!” 
 
    I wisely kept my mouth shut, sinking to the couch.  
 
    “I’m not going with her this time. I can’t. I won’t ever go near that thing again. She’s on her own.”  
 
    Without another word he disappeared into the hall, leaving me alone in our trashed living room. I looked at the stairs, recalling their fight. The things they’d said didn’t make any sense. I’d been dying to know more about us—where the Vel’Haru came from, what had happened to them. Why were we stuck in Purgatory, playing police to a bunch of incompetent, winged sociopaths when we were the cream of the Multiverse?  
 
    I supposed there was one way to find out. 
 
    *** 
 
    Leid left Cerasaraelia in a tan duster, black leather pants and knee-high boots. I was waiting for her on the steps. 
 
    “Where’s your horse?” I called, grinning at her attire. 
 
    She wasn’t amused. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I want to come with you.” 
 
    “Don’t you think you’ve been through enough for one day?” 
 
    “Nope,” I said, following her. 
 
    “Alezair, this is dangerous.” 
 
    “So is playing with broken glass.” 
 
    “No. Go inside.” 
 
    I grabbed her arm. She spun.  
 
    “You think I can’t handle myself?” I asked. 
 
    “That isn’t it.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    She glanced away, saying nothing. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered. 
 
    She still said nothing, but her expression softened. 
 
    “I didn’t mean what I said in the solarium. I wasn’t thinking straight. Let me make it up to you by doing this. I know you don’t want to go alone.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Leid pulled away. “Fine, but you have to do everything I say. Is that clear?” 
 
    Victory. “As crystal, Commander.” 
 
    We walked to the cephalon, side by side. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    XV 
 
    COLLEA 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I COLLAPSED WITH A GROAN, HITTING the sand face-down. Leid stopped twenty yards ahead.  
 
    “Get up. We need to keep moving.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything. My mouth was too dry.  
 
    For two days we had walked through a desert that never seemed to end. I was going to die before we ever reached that statue.  
 
    Atlas Arcantia had two suns, the furthest one about to go nova. The planet was slow-cooking in solar radiation, leaving half the world in desert. The other half I hadn’t seen yet. 
 
    “Alezair, come on.” 
 
    I winced, getting to my feet. “You know, a warning would have been nice.” 
 
    “A warning?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe a ‘by the way, the world we’re going to has sandstorms every twenty minutes so you might want to bring a jacket’ could have been helpful.” 
 
    “You made fun of my clothes.” 
 
    “Since when have you cared about my opinion?” 
 
    “We’re almost through. We can find a place to rest, but not here.” 
 
    The days were too hot and the nights were frigid. Sandstorms raged at random. I’d seen three so far. My lips were blistered and cracked, my face so dry that my skin tore whenever I cringed. Being Vel’Haru was the only reason either of us was alive. 
 
    Atlas Arcantia wasn’t an Atrium controlled world. This place had never even heard of angels or demons. Heaven and Hell controlled only a tiny sliver of the Multiversal Expanse. There were thirteen known universes; each universe held hundreds of worlds. The Atrium only surveyed forty planets. Do the math. 
 
    I staggered around while Leid was perfectly fine. It was humiliating. I’d gotten over the fact that she excelled me in practically everything, but this was a hard one to swallow, especially since I was supposed to be protecting her. I bet she’d laughed at that one. 
 
    Since The Atrium wasn’t established in Atlas Arcantia, there was no cephalon link. We had to use the Apaeria Minor portal system to a place called Sylon, and then take an actual continuum tear.  
 
    Vel’Haru could move through tears in the space-time continuum. Angels and demons later developed a teleportation system called cephalon that wasn’t connected to the tears. Adrial once told me that the space-time continuum tears were how non-Jury Vel’Haru traveled on a regular basis. The cephalon was just convenient tech.  
 
    The tears didn’t simply take you anywhere you wanted to go. It brought you to the world, but the exact location was random. We’d landed on the other side of Atlas Arcantia, a four day trek from where we needed to be. 
 
    Leid eventually found an underbrush of thorny vines. I crawled into the shade and Leid sat beside me, knees to her chest, surveying the landscape. 
 
    “Twenty minutes is all we can afford,” she said. “We need to reach the west by nightfall.”  
 
    “I didn’t realize we were on a time limit.” 
 
    “We’ve been MIA for two days. I’m sure the courts have noticed.” 
 
    I caught a glimpse of something through the underbrush; a silhouette. I leaned in, squinting. 
 
    A corpse. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, nodding. “Look.” 
 
    Leid glanced over, dismissing me seconds later. “A dead person. Exciting.” 
 
    I crawled toward it. The corpse was propped against a vine, mummified by the heat. It appeared human, surprisingly. A worn duster draped its withered figure, flapping in the wind like a flag. A hat lay several feet from him. It seemed the clever fool came dressed. 
 
    Leid was staring at me. “Are you going to put those on?”  
 
    “Gross. I’m not wearing some dead guy’s clothes.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I don’t know. On fucking principle?” 
 
    “Are you trying to look nice for the sand?” 
 
    She was right. It was either wear those clothes or spend another day getting sodomized by sandstorms. I stripped him, reluctantly, threw on the coat, then the hat. I noticed two metal contraptions strapped to each of his legs. I held them up to my face, unable to believe my eyes. “Hey, he has pistols.” 
 
    She blinked. “Really?” 
 
    “Well sort of. The design’s a little different.”  
 
    “Let me see one.”  
 
    I tossed her the one from his left leg.  
 
    She caught it. “Interesting. I don’t remember Arcantians using firearms.” 
 
    “Evolution, baby.” 
 
    She tossed it back.  
 
    “You don’t want it?” 
 
    “I don’t need it. Neither do you.” 
 
    “If I can use something other than my scythes, I will. I’m not exactly up for having to regenerate.” 
 
    Sand was a shitty regenerative source. The best source was metal; heavy atomic weight, more sub-atomic particles to render, purer, easier to break down.  
 
    “Yes, poor you. Are you ready move?” 
 
    “It hasn’t been twenty minutes yet.” 
 
    “Well with your new clothes, I think we can go now.” 
 
    “We’ve been walking for sixteen hours. Why can’t we rest here for a bit?” 
 
    Leid got up, dusting herself off. “The sands are a dangerous place to rest. If your friend over there was still alive, I’m sure he’d tell you the same.” 
 
    She crawled out, disappearing up a dune.  
 
    “I hate my life,” I muttered, following her. 
 
    *** 
 
    We cleared the desert a couple of hours later. I was about to get on my hands and knees to kiss the non-desert ground, but my heart sank when I peered up at the jagged cliffs we’d have to endure next. 
 
    “God, this world sucks.”  
 
    Leid decided to take pity on me for once. “There’s a path that leads directly through. We’ll rest there for a while, okay?” 
 
    I didn’t think I could take another step. “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    A single crevice split the giant canyon wall in half. It led us into a gorge. The suns had gone down, and night painted the scenery black. I was cold and my sweat-drenched clothes were making everything worse. 
 
    Leid froze ahead. When I caught up to her I followed her confused stare, presenting a similar one seconds later.  
 
    A pack of large black birds circled a cluster of dilapidated shacks. Smoke was coming from one of them. I took a step forward, squinting. Was that really what I thought it was? 
 
    “Strange,” Leid murmured. “I don’t remember that being here.” 
 
    I glanced around. “The canyons must protect them from the weather. I’m surprised to see any life at all.” 
 
    There was a sign next to us, carved into a wooden plank. The scripture was strange; a Russian-Arabic looking combination on first glance.  
 
    COLLEA 
 
    Two things occurred to me just then. The first was if they had a post outside, it meant they intended others to see it—which also meant that they weren’t the only ones around. The second was that I might actually be able to get out of these disgusting wet clothes. “Let’s check it out.” 
 
    “No,” she said. “We’ll go around.” 
 
    I glared at her. “Are you fucking serious?” 
 
    “That sign is written in Sheken. They’re not friendly to outsiders.” 
 
    “We need rest. And food. My stomach is eating itself.” 
 
    She didn’t respond, staring at the village.  
 
    “These are lessers, Leid,” I pressed. “They can’t hurt us.” 
 
    “We could hurt them.” 
 
    I held up my hands. “I’ll behave. Promise.” 
 
    She sighed. “Alright, but if they don’t want us there, we leave. Understood?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The town was about a block wide, the street completely empty. Shadows moved across the windows of shacks that framed the road. We were being watched. This wasn’t looking good already. A man emerged from the shadows of a rickety porch, cocking a gun.  
 
    I raised a hand, while Leid stepped back. 
 
    Alezair, let’s leave, she thought to me. 
 
    Wait. Just give it a second. 
 
    “Who are you?” demanded the man. 
 
    “Travelers,” I replied. “We’ve come from the south, hoping to take shelter for a night.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence as the man studied us. “Come closer, boy. Let me see you.”  
 
    Once I was close enough, we saw each other, and our surprise was mutual. Although he’d looked human in the shadows, he was anything but. The pupils of his eyes were thin black slits and his nose was practically nonexistent; two small holes above paper-thin lips. He wore a duster and a wide-rim hat. A lizard cowboy, no shit. 
 
    My entire plan was built around being able to blend in. The other worlds I’d been to had beings that looked almost like us, which made sense since the Celestials created them. That wasn’t the case here, so things weren’t going to work out like I’d hoped. 
 
    “What’s wrong with your eyes?” he marveled. 
 
    I lifted a brow. “What’s wrong with your eyes?” 
 
    “Where did you say you were from again?” 
 
    “The south.” 
 
    “There’s nothing in the south except for desert. It’s unlivable.” 
 
    I hesitated, running out of ideas for civil conduct. Now I was plotting to take that gun off him.  
 
    “How do you know our language?” he demanded. 
 
    I couldn’t answer him, and he raised the gun. I heard it click.  
 
    Leid lost her cool, reaching for the gun on my belt and aiming it at the man. Alezair, we’re leaving. Now. 
 
    The other townspeople had barricaded the entrance during our conversation. A dozen more guns were aimed at us. That wasn’t a huge deal, but I didn’t really feel like slaughtering an entire town. It was funny, really; they had no idea how close to the monster’s mouth they were. 
 
    “Tell your female to put the gun down,” ordered the man. “And throw yours over here, too.”  
 
    “There was a colony in the south, before the desert; in the plains,” I began, surprising everyone. “A disease wiped out our group a couple years back. We’ve been traveling nonstop and this is the first we’ve seen of anyone else.” 
 
    I gestured to Leid. 
 
    “She’s pointing that gun at you because she’s scared. We lost our family and I’m all she has left. She’s frail and means you no harm.” 
 
    Leid frowned, not seeming to like my story much. 
 
    “Please, just for one night. We’ll be out of your hair—er, town—by tomorrow. We know your language because there was a Sheken who lived with our group. He taught us it. His name was… Henry.” 
 
    … Henry? Is that really the best you could do? 
 
    I was thinking fast. This isn’t easy. 
 
    You’re an idiot. 
 
    The man stared. The townsfolk awaited his verdict. 
 
    He raised a hand. “Lower your weapons.” 
 
    They did. 
 
    I closed my eyes in relief. 
 
    “How did you make it across the desert?” he asked. This time his tone was less demanding, more curious. 
 
    “We almost didn’t. We had to travel by night and almost froze to death. During the day we took whatever shelter we could. Saw a corpse out there; one of yours, I think. It led us here.” 
 
    He slung the gun over his shoulder, nodding toward one of the shacks down the road. “I’ll take you to our inn. It isn’t much, as you can probably tell from just taking a look around, but it’s warm and we might be able to find you two something to eat.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    He smiled. It was horrifying. “I’m glad I didn’t have to kill you.” 
 
    I almost laughed. “Me too.” 
 
    Leid followed behind us, suspicion in her gaze. Her paranoia was putting me on edge. 
 
    “What’s your name?” the man asked as we traveled down the road. 
 
    “Alezair,” I said, pointing to my noble. “That’s Leid.” 
 
    Leid said nothing, staring at us. 
 
    The man leaned in. “Is she mute? Or delayed?” 
 
    I almost said yes. “No, she’s just nervous. Scares easily.” 
 
    “I guess pointing a gun at you wasn’t the best introduction,” he admitted. “But there’ve been some undesirables around here lately and taking care of this town is my first priority.”  
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “The name’s Brigan, by the way. My mate, Lucrecia, runs the inn. We don’t get too many visitors.” 
 
    At one point this dump might have been something spectacular. Rubble and uninhabited abodes lay in ruin beyond the edges of Collea. There were even traces of pillars, long eroded. It looked like they’d built their village over a bigger city. What had happened here? 
 
    Leid moved by me, briefly glancing over her shoulder. “Something wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” I muttered, giving the block a final look over before following her inside.  
 
    The inn was pretty gross. Tables that seemed to have been scrapped together from trash lined the walls while a scratched, dusty bar-stand stood left of the entrance. Behind it a ‘woman’ stacked large filthy cups on top of one another, pausing to wipe sweat from her grimy forehead. 
 
    Groups of ‘men’ sat at tables, talking and laughing. The place fell dead silent when we entered. 
 
    “You didn’t kill them,” the woman said. “I’m surprised.” 
 
    Brigan gestured to us. “This here is, uh, Al…?” 
 
    “Alezair,” I said. 
 
    “And Leid,” he finished. “They seem like good enough people and need a place to stay for a night. You got any of that stew left?”  
 
    “I was about to scrape the pan, but I think I got enough for ‘em.” 
 
    I almost grimaced, but hey, food was food. 
 
    Lucrecia nodded at us. “Come on back; I’ll get you some bowls.” 
 
    As we followed her around the bar, I heard her whisper to Brigan, “What’s wrong with their eyes?” 
 
    *** 
 
    “This is kind of exciting. Been a while since we’ve had any visitors. I was startin’ to think no one was left but us.” 
 
    Leid and I said nothing, eyeing the grey-orange globs that were just dumped into our bowls. If I was susceptible to food poisoning, I wouldn’t have touched it. But I wasn’t and so I did. I was just thankful to have anything other than sand. 
 
    I tried it first; Leid watched me closely.  
 
    It wasn’t that bad. Not great, but okay. It tasted like wet bread, or something.  
 
    After seeing me take a bite and not keel over, Leid tried some as well. “How long has this town been here?”  
 
    “Ten years or so. We moved from the west. It used to be an Iyze city but they’ve moved on now.” 
 
    Eye-zee? 
 
    “What’s that mean?” I asked. 
 
    Lucrecia gawked at me. “Precious boy, you’ve never heard of the Iyze?” 
 
    “Reavers,” Leid muttered, swallowing another spoonful.  
 
    Lucrecia nodded. “That’s right. Those bastards used to pillage towns when there still were some around. If they touch you they’ll suck your life out through their hands.” 
 
    I leaned forward, intrigued. “Are there any Iyze around here?” 
 
    “No. Some further west I think, but we haven’t seen any for six years or so.” 
 
    I glanced at Leid. “Aren’t we heading west?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Don’t head out too west,” Lucrecia advised. “No one’ll ever see you again.” 
 
    “Thanks for your concern,” Leid murmured, spooning another glob of orange crap. “We’ll manage just fine.” 
 
    Lucrecia shrugged. “You may not even run into any. Maybe they all died out, too. Sometimes I wonder how long we have left.” 
 
    With that nova sun, no more than a decade. I didn’t tell her that, though. 
 
    “When you two are done eating I’ll show you where you can sleep,” she said before leaving the bar and walking over to a group of men at the back of the room.  
 
    I nudged Leid when we were alone, grinning. “See? It all worked out.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure yet.” 
 
    My grin fell. “So what apocalypse awaits us now?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” she sighed, looking over her shoulder. “This all seems off.” 
 
    “Off how?” 
 
    “Not right.” 
 
    I sighed. “Nothing’s ever right with you. If it were, you’d gain the ability to be pleasant and I’d stop drinking.”  
 
    “They bought your story too easily.”  
 
    “Hey, my story was genius.”  
 
    “It was stupid, and there’s no way they believed it.”  
 
    “I think someone’s jealous that I saved the day.” 
 
    “Sheken are segregated. They never let outsiders among them. This is completely out of character, Alezair.” 
 
    “How long has it been since you were here?” 
 
    “About four hundred Atrium years. Probably closer to a millennium for them.” 
 
    “And you think after a thousand years their society wouldn’t change?” 
 
    Leid didn’t respond, staring into her bowl. 
 
    “Hey, Al!” Brigan bellowed from across the room.  
 
    I turned around, resisting a cringe.  
 
    “You and your female should come join us!”  
 
    “Your female,” Leid recited quietly, rolling her eyes.  
 
    “Join you in what?” 
 
    “A game of kelk!” 
 
    I didn’t really feel like socializing but didn’t want to be rude, either. I slid from the stool, nudging Leid. “You coming?” 
 
    She shook her head.  
 
    I shrugged and left her. I didn’t know what her problem was, and quite frankly I didn’t care.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The bar was cleared out by the early morning. I’d sat there and played kelk for three hours before calling it quits and heading to the room upstairs. I sat on the bed against the wall, sipping antiseptic-tasting alcohol out of a filthy glass jar, watching Leid sleep. Dirt and grime were smeared across her cheeks, but she was still beautiful. 
 
    The alcohol was boosting my courage. I almost reached out and touched her, but froze with my fingers inches from her face. I let my arm drop and sighed, looking away. 
 
    This obsession was pathetic and all it did was leave me heartsick.  
 
    Why did I even like her? Most of the time she acted like a bitch, and her kindness screwed with my head. When I first arrived in Purgatory I thought maybe I’d had a shot with her, but not anymore. I needed to stop torturing myself.  
 
    There were whispers coming from outside. My ears pricked, and I looked toward the window. The conversation was taking place on the other side of the inn.  
 
    I slid out of bed and crept down the stairs, drawing back the curtain in front of the window. A group of men stood on the porch, Brigan among them. I could recognize his voice, but couldn’t make out what he was saying.  
 
    Another group of men came from somewhere inside the ruins at the edge of town and met with the men on the porch. They shared words for about a minute before all of them returned to town.  
 
    When the coast was clear I opened the door and stepped onto the porch, eyes scanning the darkness. I sensed movement in my peripherals and spun. There was a little lizard girl standing in the shadows. Her large eyes stared into mine as she fidgeted with her tattered, dirty dress. She beckoned me down, and I knelt. 
 
    “Not safe,” she whispered in my ear. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You gotta go.” 
 
    Before I could make the girl explain, a voice echoed across town: 
 
    “Corinth! Where are you?” 
 
    Lucrecia. 
 
    The girl darted off into the night.  
 
    So, it looked like Leid had been right, but she didn’t need to know about this. Not yet. I wasn’t going to stir up anything until I saw an actual threat.  
 
    I walked back inside, shutting the door behind me.  
 
    I slept like shit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    XVI 
 
    IN CONSEQUENCE OF ALTRUISM 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I AWOKE LATE IN THE MORNING, MY back stiff as a board. It felt like I’d slept on a cement block, and that couldn’t be any closer to the truth. There was barely any padding in our mattresses. 
 
    I stretched and surveyed the room. Leid was gone, her bed already made. I straightened the sheets and grabbed my hat, heading for the stairs.  
 
    The inn was packed with the same people as last night. Everyone sat in the same places, too. Did they do anything else? I supposed not, considering Collea was a shithole and you couldn’t do much with shit.  
 
    But how did they get food and other supplies? Did they trade with other towns? Lucrecia had said that they were the only ones around. I didn’t see any fields for crops or whatever else, so— 
 
    “Hey Al!” shouted one of the men from last night’s game, and I winced. “More kelk?” 
 
    “Not this time, thanks.” 
 
    Lucrecia was at the bar, wiping down the counter with a filthy rag. It was like I woke up yesterday—time stood completely still here. I sat on a vacant stool and she gave me a crooked, reptilian smile. “And he’s alive! Did you sleep well?” 
 
    No. “Yeah, thanks. Have you seen Leid?” 
 
    “She headed out just a few minutes ago. Said she was going to scout for where you two were headin’ next.” 
 
    She slid me another bowl of mush. It looked even more disgusting than last night, but it tasted better. Go figure. 
 
    “So where are you two goin’ anyway?” 
 
    “Not sure.” That was partly true; at least on my end. “We’ll know when we get there.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like much of a plan.” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    I scarfed down the rest of my breakfast and she took the empty bowl. Nodding thanks, I stood and headed for the door. Just as I was about to step outside, Lucrecia said, “Oh, I almost forgot. Brig was lookin’ for you.” 
 
    I turned. “What for?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Didn’t say. He’s around here somewhere though.” 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye out,” I said, walking out into the sweltering heat. 
 
    I found Leid standing at the edge of town near the ruins, looking out at the multilayered peaks of mountains in the distance.  
 
    I came to her side, following her gaze. “Is that where we’re heading next?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “When are we leaving?” 
 
    “Now. Do you have everything you need?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    She eyed me.  
 
    I smirked. “But I have everything I came here with.” 
 
    Leid didn’t smile. “Whatever would I do without your incessant comic relief?” 
 
    “Probably shrivel up and die.” 
 
    “You think I’m boring?”  
 
    “You actually care what I think?” 
 
    She looked away. “No.” 
 
    “Then yeah, you’re boring.” 
 
    Leid opened her mouth to reply, but we heard, “Al!” 
 
    Sigh. 
 
    I turned, spotting Brigan approaching us.  “You two leavin’ already?” he asked, winded from the four steps he’d run. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. 
 
    “I hate to ask since I know you two are in a hurry, but I was wonderin’ if either of you knew anything about generators?” 
 
    “What makes you think we’d know about that?” 
 
    “Don’t know; you guys talk all smart and stuff. Thought maybe you might know somethin’ about it.” 
 
    I grinned. “You’re right. I do.” 
 
    Leid glared at me. I ignored her. 
 
    “Well ours broke down about a month back and the mechanic that used to live here died. I was hopin’ maybe you could take a look and see if you can figure out what’s wrong. I hate to trouble you folks but without the generator we don’t have any heat in the evenings, and our young ones catch ill often ‘cuz of it.” 
 
    Wow, he played the child card. Nicely done. 
 
    I glanced at Leid, relaying my sympathy.  
 
    “Fine,” she muttered. “Make it quick.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The generator was hidden in a roofless shack that looked like it was about to collapse at any second. The contraption itself was pretty rusted; and it wasn’t even a conventional generator. 
 
    It was a rudimentary direct current circuit, connected to a battery. I found the battery, but I couldn’t find the source of its power.  
 
    “Where’s your power source?”  
 
    “Where’s the what?” Brigan asked, confused. 
 
    “What do you use to power this thing?” I talked really slow this time, as if he was retarded. 
 
    “Uh, the generator?” 
 
    I clenched my jaw. “This isn’t even a generator, you know.” 
 
    “Whaddya mean?” 
 
    “…Nothing. How does the generator work? What powers it?” 
 
    “Oh!” Brigan exclaimed. I pictured his brain as a flickering light bulb. “The suns, of course. That’s the only way it can be done.” 
 
    Ah, so it was a solar powered battery. That actually didn’t help me at all, since now I needed to figure out why it wasn’t working. I dug through the wires, looking for the source of the short. I found it only a minute later. One of the wires was frayed. Holding it up to my face, I inspected it.  
 
    Not frayed. Cut. Someone had cut this and wanted it to look frayed.  
 
    “Do you have anything to bind these wires with?” I asked.  
 
    “Like tape?” 
 
    I was surprised that this world had any. “Yeah, that’s exactly what I need.” 
 
    “One second.”  
 
    Brigan scampered off. He returned several minutes later with a roll of black tape. I began binding the wires, deciding it was time to pry. “Lucrecia said there was no one else living around here.” 
 
    “Yep. No one’s been around here for a decade.” 
 
    Alright, so I’d already established that he was lying. 
 
    “Not a single person?” 
 
    “No one.” 
 
    “So no one might live north, toward the ruins?” 
 
    This time Brigan hesitated with a response. He was beginning to get the idea that I knew something. “As I said, no one lives around these parts anymore.” His tone had been a lot colder than before. 
 
    I nodded and rose to my feet, brushing the dirt from my pants. “Well, it’s done.” 
 
    As if on cue, the machine began to whir.  
 
    Brigan clapped. “I can’t thank you enough!” 
 
    Honestly I had no idea why he was thanking me. He was the one who had cut the wire. When he left to fetch the tape, I remembered seeing smoke and lights last night before we’d arrived in town. But that didn’t make sense. Why had he broken his own generator and then asked me to fix it?  
 
    Unless he was stalling for time. 
 
    I moved by him, muttering you’re welcome, and returned to the street.  
 
    “Hey, wait!” Brigan called after me. I didn’t stop. “Why don’t you stay for lunch at least? It wouldn’t be right if I sent you two off on empty stomachs.” 
 
    “No thanks,” I said.  
 
    Townsfolk began emerging from their homes; all of them were armed. I knew what was about to happen. I kept walking as the crowd formed a semi-circle at my back. Leid was in view, looking behind me. I didn’t need to glance over my shoulder to determine what was going on. It was written all over her face. I heard a click.  
 
    “Stop right there.” 
 
    I froze, still looking at Leid. She saw the darkness on my face and shook her head, like that would stop me from what I was planning to do.  
 
    Alezair, no.  
 
    Sorry, Leid. I wasn’t going to let this one go. 
 
    I turned around, my expression a façade of surprise, and held up my hands. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I haven’t really been honest with you,” Brigan said, taking several steps closer. His gun stayed on me. “You two are good people, but I have to do this.”  
 
    My eyes drifted over the silent crowd. “And what exactly do you have to do?”  
 
    “Reavers are coming to pick you up in half an hour,” he explained. “Believe me, I never wanted this, but if it means another day that my daughter won’t be their lunch then so be it. Like I said, this town’s priority.” 
 
    Ah, so the Iyze were still around. I figured as much. 
 
    “Is that how you gather your supplies? Trading off your own people?” 
 
    Their silence was confirmation enough. 
 
    Alezair, Leid pleaded. Let’s just leave. They can’t hurt us. 
 
    I ignored her. She was right; they couldn’t hurt us. But I could hurt them, and I wanted to. 
 
    To their surprise, I began to laugh. It even surprised me, since I’d never laughed like that before. It sounded sinister.  
 
    Brigan stared at me while the townsfolk shared worried looks.  
 
    “Since you just claimed moral ambiguity to your crimes, I’m going to give you the chance to put down your guns,” I announced, feeling my lip curl. “You have twenty seconds.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Brigan challenged. “What happens after twenty seconds?”  
 
    “Why don’t you hold on to that gun and find out?” 
 
    The courage in Brigan’s eyes waned. “How are you expectin’ this to play out? You won’t have time to draw your gun before I pull my trigger.” 
 
    I smirked, walking toward him. “My gun could be fifty feet away and I’d still be able to pull its trigger before you could pull yours.” 
 
    There was no trace of confidence left on his face. I didn’t know if he thought I was insane for moving toward the barrel of his gun, or if he actually believed me, but the moron still didn’t lower the weapon. Hey, at least I tried. 
 
    “Stop right there!” he shouted, shaking the gun.  
 
    I kept walking. 
 
    “If you don’t stop, I’ll shoot! Don’t be stupid, boy!” 
 
    I shrugged. “Then shoot.” 
 
    And he did. There was a deafening crack as the bullet left the chamber. It hit me in the center of the chest, puncturing my heart, pushing blood up my trachea. I staggered, crimson fluid oozing from my lips. For a second I feigned mortal fear, but then stopped and smiled. 
 
    Brigan dropped the gun. 
 
    “Nice shot,” I commended. 
 
    “W-What…?” he cried, backing up. “H-How?!” 
 
    Alezair! Leid screamed in my head. Stand down now! 
 
    I spun to her, snarling. “WILL YOU PLEASE, PLEASE SHUT THE FUCK UP?!”  
 
    Leid said nothing else, abashed. The others watched on, horrified. They didn’t know she’d been squawking in my head this whole time. They probably thought I was crazy.  
 
    I looked back at Brigan. “I should apologize.” My scythes unleashed, spraying fingers and gore across my boots. “I haven’t really been honest with you, either.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to scream, and I lunged at him in a blur. Before he could make a sound, his head was soaring through the air in a spray of blood. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    XVII 
 
    FRAILTY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    RED, RED, RED. 
 
    A dozen bodies lay at my feet. The screams of my prey gave me power. 
 
    Red, red, red 
 
    Doused in their blood, I slaughtered anything that moved. Their pain was like ambrosia. 
 
    Red, red, red 
 
    I laughed as their bullets sprayed my body. I felt like a god.  
 
    I felt like a god. 
 
    *** 
 
    A wail pierced the air and I turned. Lucrecia was storming toward me, rifle in hand. “You killed my husband, you monster!” 
 
    The first bullet pierced my arm; the second grazed my cheek. I didn’t let her fire a third. I whirred in front of her, knocking the gun from her hands. She collapsed at my feet, sobbing violently. I raised my scythe over my head, preparing to strike.  
 
    “No!”  
 
    A little girl ran between us. Lucrecia’s daughter, Corinth. 
 
    She dove in front of her mother, eyes flooding with tears. “Please! Please don’t!” 
 
    The darkness lifted, the veil of red slid away from my sight. I looked over the mangled carcasses basking in the hot desert sun, displayed for all to see. I couldn’t believe I’d done that. The feeling of power had turned to disgust.  
 
    My scythe lowered.  
 
    I turned, walking toward the edge of town with a tired look. Leid hadn’t moved since the massacre began. Conviction burned in her eyes, and I evaded them, staring at my feet. 
 
    Behind me, Lucrecia scrambled to a stand, hands balling into fists. “What are you?!” she screamed.  
 
    “A monster, like you said.”  
 
    Leid and I began for the mountain pass, and Lucrecia’s sobs faded into the distance. I didn’t want to think about what would happen to the rest of that town when the Reavers showed up and found them empty handed. Wasn’t my problem. And it didn’t matter anyway; Collea was doomed. Their planet was dying. 
 
    *** 
 
    Leid ignored me for hours. That was okay, because I didn’t feel like talking. 
 
    The mountain pass led to a narrow cave. The passage wound in circles and the walls were covered in shimmering diamonds, lighting our path. We walked for what seemed like an eternity in tense silence. I didn’t think these tunnels would ever end. 
 
    Leid stopped, and I stopped ten feet behind her.  
 
    She turned, and her expression was imperceptible. In the blink of an eye she was in front of me, and before I could react her hand struck the side of my face with a deafening clap. I staggered into the wall, bashing my head.  
 
    “You fucking bastard,” she said through her teeth, striking me again. Clearly she’d been stewing all this time. “How could you have done that?!” 
 
    All I did was stand there and take it. Leid exhausted herself and turned, burying her face in her hands. “How could you?” she whispered again.  
 
    My expression softened as I watched her battle tears. She’d split my lip and broken my nose, but they were only flesh wounds. Had she wanted, Leid could have done much worse. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    I shouldn’t have said anything. The sound of my voice rekindled her fury. She stared at me with blood tears streaming down her face. Vel’Haru cried blood whenever they were really sad or really angry. In Leid’s case, she was both. 
 
    “You’re sorry?! That’s all you can say after you slaughtered those people like they were nothing?!” 
 
    “They were going to kill us!”  
 
    “We could have escaped and you knew that! You knew that and you didn’t care! You’d rather kill them!” 
 
    “Don’t expect me to be sorry for killing people who trade off their own like cattle!” 
 
    “They’re scared, Alezair! They’ve been scared for decades! They’re prey!” 
 
    I couldn’t argue anymore; I didn’t have a counterargument because I knew she was right. All I did was look away. 
 
    Leid shook her head, wiping her eyes. “This was a mistake.” 
 
    “What was?” 
 
    “Everything. You. You were a mistake.” 
 
    That had actually stung. “You regret meeting me?” 
 
    She didn’t respond, turning her back. 
 
    I snarled, grabbing her arm and making her face me. “Answer my question. You can’t say something like that and walk off.” 
 
    Leid pulled away, hissing.  “Don’t touch me. You’re disgusting.”  
 
    I grabbed her again. For some reason she wasn’t fighting me as hard as she could have. I pinned her against the wall, eyes burning into hers. 
 
    “Say it,” I whispered. “Come on. Say you wish you never met me.” 
 
    Leid only breathed, battling something inside. 
 
    “You think I’m a monster, don’t you?” 
 
    Her eyes widened. They searched my face.  
 
    “Well you’re right; I feel like one. I can’t explain what happened back there. I lost it. It’s been happening more and more lately, and I don’t know—” 
 
    Leid pulled my head down, pressing her lips against mine. 
 
    I froze as her tongue slid over my teeth, begging for entry. She dug her fingers into my hair, pulling me closer. We kissed violently, our hands all over each other. She pulled away and my lips grazed her neck, sucking hungrily as she hissed with pleasure, throwing back her head.  
 
    I lifted Leid off the ground, using the wall for leverage. She slid her legs around my hips while her fingers groped my chest beneath my shirt. Her nails raked across my skin, making me shudder.  
 
    But then she was fighting me. 
 
    “No!” she cried, struggling out of my grasp. “No, stop!” 
 
    I let go of her, confused.  
 
    She leaned against the wall, breathing heavy, face still flushed from arousal. “Alezair, I’m... I didn’t—”  
 
    “You didn’t what?” 
 
    “That…that wasn’t right. It was wrong.” 
 
    Anger. “Are you seriously going to do this to me? After all that?” 
 
    “I’m sorry; I know that was my fault. But it can’t be like this. It just can’t, okay?”  
 
    I laughed, hiding the hurt. “Yeah, that’s fine. Guess I’m not really your type anyway.” 
 
    Her expression hardened. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I’m not a demon, right?” 
 
    Leid’s jaw clenched. She pushed past me, proceeding through the tunnel. “Hurry up. We’re already a day behind.” 
 
    Fucking cock-tease. 
 
    She wanted me; it was written all over her face, even when she told me to stop. Why had she even shoved her tongue down my throat to begin with? We’d been in the middle of a fight.  
 
    The cave ended half a mile later and Leid crouched on the ledge of the mouth, surveying the scenery. We stood on a cliff that overlooked an enormous city; a ziggurat palace lay at its heart.  
 
    I squinted, unable to believe my eyes. After seeing the rest of this world, I didn’t think we’d come across such a thriving place. 
 
    “Welcome to Alatonia,” Leid said, staring at the metropolis below. “The Iyze capital.” 
 
    “Iyze,” I repeated. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s the Iyze capital?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “So this whole time you knew where the Iyze were?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “And what are we going to do, just walk in?” 
 
    Leid smiled. “That’s exactly what we’re going to do.” 
 
    Without another word she leapt off the cliff, jumping from rock to rock across the ledge until she reached the ground.   
 
    And she had the nerve to call me reckless. 
 
    *** 
 
    Alatonia was beautiful. 
 
    The sleek marble streets were decorated with signs etched from sparkling stones, domiciles covered in hanging vines, carriages pulled by beasts that were bird-reptile combinations—no feathers yet bipedal with long, taloned feet—and merchant stands selling nuts and fruits and glass vases and meats and practically anything else you could think of. 
 
    But the city’s most astonishing feature was its inhabitants. They looked human. Leid wasn’t exaggerating when she’d said the Sheken were prey. It seemed the Iyze were the dominating form of intelligence on this planet. Each world only had one for whatever reason. There was always one species that prevailed over any other.  
 
    As human as they looked there was also a common phenotype: black hair, tan skin, eyes like coal. Needless to say we stuck out like sore thumbs. 
 
    The Sheken made the Iyze sound like barbaric killing machines, yet the truth appeared as anything but. They were people of culture and civilization, wearing tunics and hides and stone-crafted jewelry. But as primitive as this all sounded, guards stationed along the streets were holding rifles. Imagine Babylon with firearms. Pretty confusing. 
 
    And these aforementioned guards followed us with their eyes as we walked through street after street, marketplace after marketplace. They wore frowns of suspicion, knowing we were outsiders, but none stopped us. They just let us pass on by. 
 
    “Care to tell me what’s going?” I whispered, side-stepping a group of laughing children as they barreled down the street. 
 
    “Not really,” she muttered. 
 
    “What’s your problem now?” 
 
    “My problem is that we could have skipped over Collea and rested here. This has always been our destination.” 
 
    “Oh, and I was magically supposed to know that?” 
 
    “Perhaps if you’d stopped whining in the desert for a moment and asked me, I would have told you.”  
 
    “Why should I have to ask? We’re in this together. You should have told me.” 
 
    For once I won the argument. I knew I’d won because she didn’t say anything else. 
 
    Leid led me out of the market and into the center of the city. We were approaching the ziggurat palace, guarded by a tall marble wall. Its gated entrance was protected by guards. Unsurprisingly, Leid walked up to the guards.  
 
    Just as we made it to the gate, it opened. A man wearing a scarlet robe and black leather armor slipped through. He spoke to the guards and then his attention drifted toward us. His eyes settled on Leid. They widened. 
 
    “Yesam,” she said, nodding a greeting.  
 
    “It’s been a long time, Violet Queen. You don’t look any different than when I last saw you.” 
 
    She smiled. “Neither do you.” 
 
    “Are you here with Calenus?” 
 
    Her eyes lowered. “No, I’m not.” 
 
    Yesam stared, saying nothing. There were questions in his eyes that he wouldn’t dare ask. 
 
    “I’m here to see Pheros.” 
 
    “I figured as much. I hope everything is well with the Violet Queen?” 
 
    Every time he called her that, she flinched. She never corrected him, though. I assumed he was on a need-to-know basis. Like everyone else. 
 
    “Everything is fine.” 
 
    Yesam looked me up and down. More questions turned in his eyes. “I’d escort you myself but I have other matters to attend. Please, go right on in.” He nodded toward the guard on the left. “Send word to our King that the Violet Queen has requested his presence.” 
 
    The guard bowed and marched off. 
 
    Yesam nodded to both of us, and then continued on his way, disappearing into the crowded market. 
 
    Leid and I moved through the gate. 
 
    “You should have told me you knew the Reaver King,” I muttered. 
 
    Leid’s stoicism was unfaltering. “And why is that?” 
 
    “We could have let those Sheken bastards send us off with them. We probably would have saved ourselves hours by hitching a ride on those bird-lizard things.” 
 
    “You weren’t exactly up for a discussion at the time.” 
 
    “How long are you planning on rubbing that in?” 
 
    “Forever.” 
 
    Past the gate was a courtyard of fountains, gardens of thorny white flowers and half-naked women tending to massive groups of young children. Stone statues of warriors and idols framed the pathway we traversed.  
 
    The guards at the palace entrance had already been given word of our arrival. They moved out of the way, bowing as we passed.  
 
    And then things got ugly. 
 
    The first room beyond the entrance was decorated by prison cells. Iron bars framed the walls, and behind them were people. Some were Sheken, most were something else, all wearing rags and shackles. Their scrawny bodies were malnourished and withered, huddled in groups, trembling with malady and fear.  
 
    A few noticed I was standing there and approached the bars, reaching for my coat, begging me to help them. I was close enough to smell their stench, and recoiled. 
 
    Leid tugged gently on my arm. “Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    “What the fuck is this?” I whispered.  
 
    “There isn’t any time,” she said, but she looked just as disgusted as me. “We can’t do anything for them.” She pulled my arm again and I followed reluctantly, ignoring the cattle’s desperate pleas at my back.  
 
    Our trek through the palace ended when we reached an open circular room. The floor was covered in blue carpet, the walls decorated in scripture. At the center of the room was a statue of an Iyze woman; naked from the waist up, legs draped in thin strips of fabric. She was knelt, reaching for me. 
 
    “Her name is Civen,” said a deep, smooth voice.  
 
    I searched for its source. There was a man standing in the doorway—if I could even call him a man. He had dark eyes coated with a silver sheen, skin so pale that his veins were visible beneath; blue, thin lips that almost appeared painted on. He looked like he’d died months ago.  
 
    “Civen is our goddess; a queen from old. She brought us prosperity when we had nothing,” he continued, not at all unsettled by my horrified gaze. He looked at Leid. “Violet Queen; it hasn’t been long enough, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Pheros D’Ilgua; the feeling’s mutual,” she said.  
 
    “Charming as always, I see. What do you want?” 
 
    “A letter of passage through the Deadlands.” 
 
    Pheros frowned. “What for?” 
 
    Leid smiled. “Sight-seeing.” 
 
    “Elusive as usual.” 
 
    Pheros moved to a chest against the wall, retrieving a piece of parchment and a writing instrument. He laid the sheet on the podium next to Civen’s statue. He was about to start writing but his hand paused, hovering over the paper. “No, really; why are you going to the Deadlands?” 
 
    “Why do you care?” 
 
    “Tell me or I won’t write it.” 
 
    “The letter is a courtesy to you. That way I won’t have to kill your militia.” 
 
    From the conversation so far, I couldn’t tell whether they were longtime friends or foes.  
 
    Pheros sighed, beginning to write. “Calenus found out about the statue, then?”  
 
    Leid didn’t answer him.  
 
    “Such a shame,” he said, “having to drag that heavy thing all the way to Terabicz for you. All for nothing.” 
 
    Still, Leid said nothing. 
 
    He finished writing, holding out the sheet. Leid stepped forward, snatching it.  
 
    “I hope you kept my name out of this,” he added. 
 
    “Calenus doesn’t know.”  
 
    He tilted his head. “Then why are you here to destroy it?”  
 
    “Who said I was going to destroy it?”  
 
    “Why else would you be here?”  
 
    Leid smiled. “The less you know, the better. Believe me.” 
 
    “I’ll have to sit this one out. I’m in poor health, in case you haven’t noticed.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed, and I don’t need you to go.” She turned, motioning for me to follow. “Thank you for the letter.” 
 
    Just as we were about to leave, we heard, “Wait, Leid.” 
 
    Leid stopped; so did I. 
 
    “Why don’t you have dinner with me? The Deadlands is harsh territory. There won’t be anything for you or your guardian to replenish with.” 
 
    Leid hesitated, seeming to consider that.  
 
    My eyes narrowed. No, I don’t want to stay here. 
 
    Alezair, he’s right. There’s nothing after this place. 
 
    “Funny,” she said aloud, “it almost sounds like you want my company.” 
 
    Pheros smirked. “I’ll admit I’m eager to catch up. It seems like quite a bit has changed.” He gestured to the door. “Come, my servants are preparing the evening meal as we speak.” 
 
    He disappeared into the hall, and Leid moved to follow him. Before she crossed the threshold, I grabbed her arm. She paused, glancing back. 
 
    “Two hours ago you broke my nose for being a murderer. Now you’re about to have dinner with one.” 
 
    “He’s not a murderer,” she said, pulling away. “He doesn’t kill for fun, or for thrill. The Iyze kill to survive. It’s their nature.”  
 
    “And what if my nature was to kill people? Would all be forgiven then?”  
 
    Leid shrank back, staring. “It is.”  
 
    My anger turned to confusion, and she fled into the hall before I could reply. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    XVIII 
 
    OF PRIORI AND TELOS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “LET ME GET THIS STRAIGHT; you’re contracted on a warring world to act as law enforcement?”  
 
    Leid picked at her plate. “That’s one way of looking at it.” 
 
    “Vel’Haru as law enforcement? Oh, the irony.” 
 
    I eyed the Reaver King, wondering what that had meant. His statement almost made me ask, but I kept my mouth shut. I hadn’t said anything since we sat at the table. Hadn’t touched my food, either.  
 
    “I thought one of the contract clauses was that scholars could never physically involve themselves in conflicts?” 
 
    “True, but I’m not a scholar anymore.” 
 
    Pheros fell silent, surprised. 
 
    “My contract with The Atrium has removed me from the Court of Enigmus, indefinitely.” 
 
    His eyes gleamed with intrigue. “Exiled?” 
 
    “Sort of.”  
 
    “Sort of meaning that Calenus didn’t let you leave so easily.” 
 
    “I’m no one’s pet, Pheros.” 
 
    That marked the third time I’d heard that guy’s name in the past few weeks. At first I’d brushed it off, but was beginning to suspect a few things. Namely that Leid and Calenus used to be an item. It probably ended badly, too. Any time someone mentioned him her eyes lit up in flames.  
 
    The Reaver King glanced at me. “You haven’t touched your food. Is there something wrong?” 
 
    “Depends,” I muttered, pointing at the meat with my fork. “Was this one of those creatures locked up in your prison?” 
 
    “Alezair,” Leid warned.  
 
    Pheros smiled. “We don’t eat them. We harvest their energy.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll sleep easy, then.”  
 
    “Alezair.” 
 
    I looked away while the Iyze King continued to stare at me, his expression a mixture of humor and intrigue. “Your guardian doesn’t like me very much, Leid.”  
 
    “You take a little getting used to.”  
 
    A wry smile. “He certainly reminds me of someone.” 
 
    Leid said nothing, sipping her wine. I finally gave in and tried some as well. 
 
    Wow, that was the best wine I’d ever had. Sweet yet tart, potent yet smooth, the taste slid over my tongue and down my throat like ambrosia. I stared at my glass like it was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. But at the same time, it made me angry. Hard to hate someone who had such excellent booze. 
 
    On that note, alcohol seemed to be a Multiversal constant. Every world I’d been to or learned about had its own form of alcohol. Different ingredients, different methods of preparation, but alcohol all the same.  
 
    It was kind of funny—the first thing that any intelligent species did when they no longer had to spend every waking moment of their lives looking for food and reproducing was fuck themselves up. And this led to another conclusion: reality sucked, no matter what you were. Might as well endure it in a drunken haze. 
 
    I was starving so I tried the food. Five minutes later, my plate was clean.  
 
    Pheros glanced toward his servants as they entered the room. “It’s time for kama. Leid, will you join me this time?” 
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    His attention shifted to me. “Would you like to?” 
 
    I lifted a brow. “Like to what?” 
 
    “Kama?” 
 
    I stared, uncertain. I really hoped it wasn’t what it sounded like. The servants knelt in front of Pheros, removing a two-foot long pipe from a huge velvet satchel.  
 
    …Oh, a hookah. Right on. 
 
    “Kama is a ritual we perform every evening. It’s our form of meditation,” the King explained. “It’s quite relaxing.” 
 
    I looked at Leid. “Do you care?” 
 
    “Just be back before I’m done with my food.” 
 
    “Well,” I said, wiping my mouth with a napkin and getting to my feet, “if your drugs are as good as your wine, then count me in.”  
 
    Pheros grinned, nodding to the balcony beyond a veil of scarlet curtains. “Please, this way.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The air had cooled since I’d been outside. Still warm, but no longer scorching. The sky was washed with orange, churning an evening breeze. 
 
    I had the end of the pipe between my lips while Pheros stood two feet away, lighting it. The black tar-looking substance bubbled and hissed; smoke filled the glass tube. I sucked, inhaling. And then I doubled over on the stone bench, coughing my lungs out. 
 
    Pheros laughed. “Careful.” 
 
    Before I could reply, my entire body hummed. My lungs were tight, my thoughts were wrapped in a velvety haze, and I spent thirty seconds staring at the city below us. In sum, this was the best high I’d ever felt. “Holy shit.”  
 
    “Holy what?” asked Pheros. 
 
    “Nothing.”  
 
    Whatever kama was, it magnified my senses tenfold. I could hear laughter from children across the gate and merchants bartering  blocks away. The light, airy breeze roared like a freight train. Invisible feathers drifted across my skin, making me shiver. 
 
    As Pheros inhaled, my eyes rose to the sky. Then, they widened. 
 
    A miniature helicopter flew over us, landing somewhere in the west end of the city. I sat there stupefied, trying to determine whether or not that had just happened. 
 
    “Transporters,” Pheros said, stifling a cough. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They carry resources to and from Alatonia.” 
 
    Atlas Arcantia was a world of Mesopotamian civilizations with flying machines, and cowboy lizards that used solar energy. Riveting. 
 
    For a while the two of us just sat there in a drugged fugue, lost in our own thoughts as we admired the evening sky.  
 
    “Our world is truly something, isn’t it?” Pheros said, near whisper. “So many gems beneath its ugly surface; or even atop its surface if you look hard enough.” 
 
    “Not for long,” I said under my breath. 
 
    Despite my discretion, the King had heard me. “Yes, I know.” 
 
    I gave him a sidelong glance. “Do you?” 
 
    He nodded solemnly. “I’ve stopped feeding. I never used to look this horrible. The end is coming and I don’t want to see it.” 
 
    “Jumping ship?” 
 
    “In a way, yes. I’ve lived a long, long time. Longer than most. My advisor will be taking over for me until the end of days.” 
 
    My eyes drifted over the grotesque features of his face. “Is that what happens when Reavers don’t… feed?” 
 
    “Yes. We sustain our own life by taking the energy of others. Though we still need to eat and drink, without their essence we wither and die like plants without sunlight.” 
 
    I looked away. Pheros watched me. 
 
    “You find us repulsive,” he said.  
 
    “No,” I said. “I’m just trying to understand how you can live with yourself, knowing what you are.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “All your prosperity is fueled by the suffering of others.” 
 
    Pheros smiled sadly. “Show me a world where that isn’t the case.” 
 
    “Not like this.” 
 
    “Just like this. Prosperity and suffering go hand in hand. You can’t have one without the other; it’s the implicit curse of intelligence.” 
 
    I didn’t respond. 
 
    “There is only so much of something in the world, Alezair. Gaining it on one end means losing it on the other.” 
 
    I couldn’t think of a counterargument, so I sat there picking at my nails.  
 
    “Likewise, we never decided on our biological makeup. This is what we have to do to survive. It’s our nature. The meat you ate at dinner is practically the same thing. It came from something that was once alive.” 
 
    “Yeah, well hopefully it didn’t come from something capable of reaching for my coat and begging for its life.”  
 
    “The intelligence is what bothers you?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know.” 
 
    Pheros smiled. “So you see intelligent beings as entities more important than lesser animals?” 
 
    This guy was making an excellent argument, and it was pissing me off. I couldn’t really hate him; he was right. The universal biological directive was to survive. That said, I could only hate him about as much as I could hate mosquitos or tapeworms.  
 
    “You remind me of her.” 
 
    “Who?” I asked. 
 
    “Who else?” 
 
    I glanced through the curtain; Leid was still picking at her plate. At this rate we’d be leaving for the Deadlands in the middle of the night. “I don’t see how.”  
 
    “Perhaps not now, but back then. When I first met her she was an unruly, opinionated guardian like you.” 
 
    Leid being unruly? I could hardly imagine th— 
 
    Wait a second. “What did you just say?” 
 
    “…I’m sorry?” 
 
    “You just said Leid was a guardian.” 
 
    “She used to be. That was how I met her; she was Aipocinus’ first guardian. He brought her here whenever he’d visit.” 
 
    “Aipocinus?” 
 
    “Her noble.” 
 
    Okay, now I was really fucking confused again. I thought guardians were turned Vel’Haru? Guardians couldn’t make other guardians; that was what Adrial told me. Nobles were true born. But if Leid was a guardian first, how had she become a noble? I was getting a headache. 
 
    “Where’s her noble now?” 
 
    “Dead, just like the rest of his line. Or at least that’s what Calenus told me when he’d visited last.” 
 
    Alright, I couldn’t take it anymore. “Who’s Calenus?” 
 
    He blinked. “You don’t know Calenus Karim?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “He’s the Exodian King. Before that he was an engineer for the Court of Enigmus. Aipocinus contracted him to me twice. He’s the one that composed the design for our transporters.” 
 
    He sounded like an important guy. 
 
    “How come you don’t know any of this?” 
 
    “Leid doesn’t talk about Exo’daius,” I muttered. “We’re practically forbidden to even say the word.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” he sighed. “Her life hasn’t been an easy one. I can understand.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    He winced. “I fear I’ve already said too much, and it isn’t my place to say any more.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond, but Leid emerged from the curtain, suspicion in her eyes. We fell silent, acting like nothing had happened.  
 
    At first I thought she’d heard us, but then she said, “It’s time to leave, Alezair.” 
 
    “Thanks for the kama,” I said, smiling smally. I slipped into the dining room without another word.  
 
    “Thank you for the meal,” I heard Leid say to Pheros on the way out. 
 
    “Be careful out there, Violet Queen,” he replied.  
 
    This would be the last time Leid would ever see Pheros, or Atlas Arcantia. It was kind of sad. 
 
    *** 
 
    The Deadlands, as cliché as it sounded, was named accordingly. Pheros and Leid weren’t exaggerating; there was nothing out here. I was expecting another desert, instead I got dead, black ground spanning for miles and miles. No life, not even wind. It was so quiet that we could hear our own breath.  
 
    It never got completely dark in Collea or Alatonia, but here it was darker than black. The sky was a haze of red stars. The air was thin, the atmosphere in steady decay.  
 
    We trekked through the wasteland for hours upon hours. I walked behind Leid, staring at the back of her head.  
 
    There was so much she hadn’t told me. Back in Purgatory I hadn’t really cared, but things were starting to get interesting. Familiar, almost. The whole time Pheros was telling me about Exo’daius and its hierarchy, I’d had a serious case of deja-vu.   
 
    We came across a giant boulder, sticking out of the ground like a spear. Leid stopped beside it. “We’ll rest here,” she said, sliding off her duster and setting it on the ground.  
 
     I conceded, doing the same. 
 
    At first we just sat there, staring at the nothingness. I’d lost my hat in Collea during the fray; my hair was matted to my face, clumped and greasy from sweat. Leid didn’t look much better. At least neither of us smelled yet. 
 
    I leaned back and closed my eyes, beginning to drift to sleep. 
 
    “It’s strange,” I heard Leid say, her voice a whisper.  
 
    I opened an eye. “What is?” 
 
    “Being here. It’s been so long. I… Nothing looks the same.” She sounded sad. 
 
    “Pheros told me about Aipocinus.” 
 
    Leid said nothing. Her gaze grew distant. 
 
    “You used to be a guardian like me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How did you become a noble?” 
 
    Hesitation. Silence. 
 
    “How did you end up in Purgatory?” 
 
    More hesitation. More silence. 
 
    I sighed, giving up. “Okay.” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about that.”  
 
    “Yeah, just another one of those secrets I don’t deserve to know.” 
 
    “Alezair, that’s not—” 
 
    “Everyone else knows, even the Reaver King. They all stare at me like I’m a retard because the only thing that ever seems to come out of my mouth is what?” 
 
    “You don’t want to know. Believe me.” 
 
    I thought back to the cave, feeling the corners of my lips curl into a scowl. “I actually don’t believe a god damn thing you say anymore.” 
 
    Leid erupted to her feet.  
 
    I jumped, startled.  
 
    “You want to know about me?!” she screamed, her voice echoing across the black. “My entire life was ripped away when Aipocinus snatched me from my world! He forced me into his service for a century until his death, and then…and then… 
 
    “And then everyone died and the few left expected me to rule over them! To become the very same monster that I’d been forced to serve! To become some fucking incubator to continue their disgusting line!” 
 
    She snatched her duster, wadding it up. “You think I’m being unfair? You think you deserve to know any of this? Who are you? Just who the fuck do you think you are?!” 
 
    I sat there, stunned.  
 
    Her breaths grew ragged and her chest started to heave. I got to my feet, concerned. 
 
    She hurled her duster at me; one of the buttons caught me in the eye. I flinched, but reached for her. 
 
    “Get away!” she cried, stumbling over her own feet. “Don’t come any closer!”  
 
    Her knees buckled and she collapsed. Surprisingly Leid didn’t fight as I pulled her into me, leaning us against the rock. She kept struggling to breathe and I held her tightly, staring ahead. The ache returned as I thought about saving her. I wanted to save her from whatever pain gnawed away at her soul, yet had the strangest feeling I’d already tried that once.  
 
    Eventually Leid’s heart slowed and she relaxed. She didn’t pull away; only laid there, quiet and still. It was just us and the nothingness; in the silence, in the dark. 
 
    “Alezair,” she whispered, voice quivering. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I want to die.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    She said nothing else. A little while later her breathing grew irregular. Leid had fallen asleep.  
 
    Soon after, so did I. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    XIX 
 
    AFFLICTION 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THERE WAS A KNOCK AT THE DOOR. 
 
    My eyes slid toward the sound; I’d been staring out my office window, watching fires and explosions ravage the city beyond. “Come in.” 
 
    The door opened. Leid appeared, nodding. She wore a black skirt suit and a solemn frown. “We’ve lost District Four,” she reported. “I think it’s time to consider evacuation.” 
 
    “Evacuation to where?” I said. “Not yet; send another wave to District Five and hold them off there.” 
 
    “But Eroqam is ready to—” 
 
    “This isn’t up for discussion, scholar.” 
 
    Another explosion; a building collapsed in the distance, shaking the ground. 
 
    Leid glanced away, conceding. “As you wish, Commandant.” 
 
    I returned to my seat, ignoring the war at my back and continued my work. My eyes briefly rose to watch Leid retreat to the door. They lowered again. 
 
    “We need to play, Commandant.” 
 
    My pen hovered over a file. “What?” 
 
    Leid was at my desk again, like she’d teleported there. She was holding a cello case. When I looked toward my files, they were gone. A violin case had replaced it. 
 
    “We need to play,” she said again, voice metallic, bereft. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “So you can remember,” she whispered, a single blood tear rolling down her cheek. “So you can know.” 
 
    Know.  
 
    No, I don’t want to know. 
 
    Her eyes left mine, looking beyond. I followed her stare.  
 
    The sky had turned into a black torpor. Streaks of blue lightning crackled across it. And then a giant, spherical vessel emerged through the clouds, groaning into sound-space. It covered the city in shadows.  
 
    More explosions. More fire. But I just stood there, looking at the ship with a cool stare. Here, I knew what was going to happen. 
 
    “Commandant,” Leid called behind me.  
 
    I turned. 
 
    Her cello case had turned into a spear. She thrust it at me and I only had— 
 
    *** 
 
    —a second to tilt my head. The spear missed my face by a fraction of an inch, hitting the rock with a clang. 
 
    Someone was attacking us, though I had no idea who because I was still half asleep.  
 
    I grabbed Leid and rolled us away from the boulder, shifting into a crouch. My assailant hadn’t finished his swing before I returned-fire, scythe at the ready. 
 
    Our attacker was a man; that much I could see. He held the spear up in a defensive stance, eyes wide in shock, but I cleaved through it and took half his arm. He screamed and fell to his knees, blood spraying from the stump like a garden hose. I recognized his armor.  
 
    Reaver. 
 
    Clarity of the Deadlands returned. There was another reaver near the boulder, watching his comrade bleed out, trying not to piss himself. I started toward to him, snarling. 
 
    “Alezair, no!” Leid cried, still on hands and knees. “Stand down!” 
 
    “They almost put a spear through my head,” I replied calmly, lowly, but my eyes were anything but. 
 
    But I did what she said; after Collea, I wouldn’t make the same mistake.  
 
    A dozen objects blurred around us. More Iyze. They moved nearly as fast as us. The moron who’d attacked me must have been caught off guard. We stood surrounded by rifles and spears. One of the soldiers stepped forward.  
 
    “Who are you?” he demanded, eyes fierce.  
 
    I gave him a serrated grin, raising my scythe. “Come a little closer and find out.” 
 
    “Wait!” Leid shouted, diving between us, holding up the letter Pheros had written. “Your King, Pheros D’Ilgua, has granted us safe passage.” 
 
    The reaver’s attention lowered to the sheet. He took it, reading it over. 
 
    “They just killed Faren,” another said. “Letter or not, his death needs avenged.”  
 
    “Your funeral,” I said. 
 
    The leader’s eyes returned to Leid, reverence in his gaze. “No, let them pass.” 
 
    “I won’t,” the other sneered, cocking his gun.  
 
    “That won’t do anything, Walim.” 
 
    “And why not?”  
 
    “You’re pointing your gun at Vel’Haru.” 
 
    Walim’s sneer melted slowly. He lowered his weapon. Now everyone stared at us like we were freaks. 
 
    “Forgive me, Violet Queen,” the leader said, taking a knee. “I had no idea.” 
 
    Leid nodded, sliding on her duster. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Valdran.” 
 
    “Valdran, is it your custom to attack people in their sleep?” 
 
    He lowered his head. “No, I’m sorry.” 
 
    My scythe retracted and my hand began to regenerate. Looked like the threat was over. 
 
    “Take Faren’s body,” Valdran ordered his men. “We’re falling back to Alatonia.” 
 
    As four reavers dragged off the corpse, another bringing along his severed arm, Valdran turned to us. “What are you doing here, if I may ask?” 
 
    “You may not,” she said curtly, moving by him. “Sorry about your man. Alezair, apologize to Valdran.” 
 
    “Sorry, Valdran.” 
 
    As we disappeared into the black, the reaver soldiers moving in the opposite direction, Valdran stared after us. A second later, he followed his men. 
 
    *** 
 
    “What the hell was that about?” I asked when we were out of ear’s reach. 
 
    “Civen’s Hand. They patrol the Deadlands and the eastern Alatonian borders.” 
 
    “Nice welcome wagon.” 
 
    “Precisely why I got the letter.” 
 
    “Whatever; I could have taken them.” 
 
    “We don’t want to take them. And I’m not so sure. Reavers are much stronger than you think. They pose a serious threat in numbers.” 
 
    “Tell that to the armless corpse.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. 
 
    I squinted ahead, seeing an outline of something massive in the distance. It looked like a mountain. No, a tower. 
 
    “What are they patrolling out here for anyway?” 
 
    “Things.” 
 
    “Things.” 
 
    “Last time I was here, Pheros and I were almost eaten by giant centipedes.” 
 
    I froze. “Oh, that’s good to know. Thanks for telling me now.” 
 
    Leid laughed at the terrified look on my face. “Oh, look at Alezair; such a man’s man.” 
 
    “There’s nothing unmanly about not wanting to be eaten by giant centipedes.” 
 
    “Relax; they’ve moved on.” 
 
    “Moved on?”  
 
    “This place is unlivable for the most part. Civen’s Hand just makes sure of it.”  
 
     I was barely listening, tip-toeing across the ground. 
 
    “Stop being such a wimp.” 
 
    “I’m not a wimp. Centipedes are fucking gross.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Leid started to look ill.  
 
    There were dark circles under her eyes and her skin was coated in a sheen of sweat. She was pale and lethargic, and it all seemed to happen very suddenly. 
 
    I didn’t say anything at first, since I was sure she’d just tell me to mind my own business. But when she started to stagger, I couldn’t idly stand by. 
 
    “What’s the matter with you?” 
 
    “Nothing. Mind your own business.” 
 
    God, she was so fucking predictable. “You look like a plague victim.” 
 
    She said nothing, staggering on. I grabbed her arm. 
 
    “Tell me what’s going on. You look like you’re—” I paused, grimacing. “Your nose is bleeding.” 
 
    She pulled away, wiping her nose. “It’s the statue. We’re close.” 
 
    I glanced past her, toward the towers in the distance. “Is that where it is?” 
 
    “The Terabicz Ruins; yes.”  
 
    “How is the statue making you sick?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It weakens me. Always has.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay to walk?” 
 
    “I said I was fine.”  
 
    She staggered off, and I frowned at the back of her head. “Fine, sorry for giving a fuck.” 
 
    The Terabicz Ruins was a collection of towers composed of smooth, black rock and sharp peaks. Circular platforms hovered above them like halos, wrapped in vines that wedged themselves between surface fractures. A winding staircase led to the first platform, a thousand feet up. At the base, Leid tripped over her own feet and scraped her knees. 
 
    I moved to help her up, but she shot her hand out, stopping me in my tracks. Then she lurched, vomiting blood all over the first step.  
 
    I recoiled, gaping in horror. Leid crouched on the stairs, panting.  
 
    “Shit, are you dying?!” 
 
    She wiped her mouth, staring at the bloody vomit beneath her. “No.” 
 
    Leid tried to get up, but fell. Her second attempt was better and she made it one more step, but then fell again.  
 
    At this rate, it would take us a decade to get to the top. I knelt in front of her with my back turned. “Get on.” 
 
    With a reluctant frown she crawled atop me, wrapping her arms around my shoulders.  
 
    “Thank you,” she murmured.  
 
    “Sure, just don’t puke on me.” 
 
    The climb was devastating. Leid wasn’t heavy but the last four days of almost nonexistent sleep and never-ending travel was finally catching up with me. I was tired, and it was showing. 
 
    I took a breather on the first platform. I skipped the second. By the apex, I was staggering. 
 
    The highest platform was covered in a bed of moss. An iron gate framed a stone temple with a courtyard surrounded by…statues. Hundreds of them. 
 
    “What is this place?” I whispered.  
 
    “Civen’s old temple. Another was built in Alatonia after the plight.” 
 
    I could see why Leid had put her statue here. Camouflage—on a dying planet, no less. Had she not told Samael it would have burned up with the rest of this world, leaving everyone none the wiser. 
 
    It was quiet. Too quiet. There’d been nothing but quiet the entire trip, but this was a different breed. I carried Leid to the gate and it swung open with a creak.  
 
    A hundred stone eyes watched our entrance, and I placed Leid on the ground near the iron fence. At this point she could barely sit up.  
 
    I glanced over the statues, verifying that we were alone.  
 
    In the end, this journey had been for nothing; not a demon in sight. On the bright side, I was exhausted and Leid was vomiting up her insides, so if any demons had been here we probably would have gotten killed. 
 
    “Hurry, please.” She pointed at where I needed to be, but didn’t have to. I was already staring at it.  
 
     The statue was made of obsidian, carved into the likeness of a beautiful woman. She stood with her hand outstretched, lips parting in a silent call. I approached her, mesmerized. The reason why I was able to spot her amid the sea of other statues was because she looked exactly like Leid, almost a tribute to her. 
 
    “Why does that thing look like you?” 
 
    Leid coughed. “Will you kill it already? We can talk about it later.” 
 
    “And how does someone kill a statue?” 
 
    “With your fists, you genius. Pound it into dust.” 
 
    I didn’t budge. “By the way, how were you expecting to destroy the statue alone? You can’t even sit upright.” 
 
    “Alezair, please.” 
 
    “Not until you take back what you said.” 
 
    Leid hesitated. The look in her eyes told me she knew what I was referring to. “I didn’t mean it.”  
 
    “What didn’t you mean?” 
 
    “I don’t regret meeting you, Alezair. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Even though I’d coerced her into saying that, I could tell she meant it.  “Thanks. One pile of black sand, coming right up.” 
 
    A whistle broke the silence. I felt a pinch, and looked down.  
 
    There was a dart sticking out of my chest. 
 
    It was laced with something, because a second later I felt drunk. The ground swept out from underneath me and I staggered, clutching at anything to stay on my feet. Somewhere far away, Leid was screaming. I tried to move but was tackled.  
 
    A group of hands held me down, shoving my face into the moss. I thrashed, snarling, still strong enough to fling some of them away. But each time a pair of hands left, another replaced them. I couldn’t see anything except for pairs of feet scurrying around my head. 
 
    The feet cleared for a second and I saw Leid crawling between statues. Someone was chasing her. It was a demon, his wings spreading in a black arch.  
 
    Leid was going the wrong way. During the struggle I’d been shoved twenty feet from her statue, and she was heading toward us. I screamed at her, told her to turn around, but someone kicked me in the face and I saw stars.  
 
    As she got closer, so did her pursuer. It was the other demon general. 
 
    Caym Stroth. 
 
    He was holding an axe, its blade the length of a canoe. He whistled a catchy tune as he walked. 
 
    Leid kept crawling, not daring to look back, eyes locked on the statue. She reached for it, her fingertips only inches from its surface. 
 
    Caym brought the axe down, cutting her clean in half. 
 
    Nausea exploded up my throat, and I vomited across the moss. One of the demons rubbed my face in it.  
 
    I was dead sure that we couldn’t survive getting cut in half, and Leid wasn’t moving. Her eyes were cloudy and lifeless. A pool of blood grew around her severed body, and my vision blurred again. My eyes got wet. I couldn’t believe this was happening.  
 
    This wasn’t happening. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    XX 
 
    AWAKENING 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CAYM STOOD OVER LEID’S BODY, wearing a disappointed frown. “That was a lot easier than I thought it was going to be.” 
 
    “What are we going to do with him?” another demon asked, pointing at me. He had his knee jammed into the middle of my back and a few others held my arms behind me.  
 
    Caym looked me over, disdain etched across his face. “Samnaea doesn’t want him dead.” 
 
    “We can’t just let him go.” 
 
    He smirked. “I said Samnaea doesn’t want him dead.” 
 
    I barely heard their conversation. There was a twisty feeling in my gut and I kept my head hung in defeat. I didn’t want to look at Leid. I couldn’t.  
 
    Caym knelt in front of me and forced my head up, pulling my hair. He slid a dagger along my neck, just enough to break the skin. My gaze accidentally settled on Leid’s body again. As much as I wanted to look away, it stayed there. The cloudiness of her eyes was gone. There was something stirring behind them, slithering across her scleras, like orbs filling with black smoke.  
 
    “I’m sorry you got involved in all of this,” Caym said, jarring me. “No hard feelings; just business. It’s not your fault that your boss was a treacherous whore.”  
 
    My stare burned on him. 
 
    Caym smiled, his blood-red eyes gleaming with malice. “I take it you don’t like me calling her a whore. Well, I didn’t like her fucking my best friend and driving him to suicide. We demons have it hard enough already without any outside influence. The angels don’t want us around; they don’t like being reminded of their mistakes.” 
 
    Mistakes? 
 
    He stood and moved to my side. My eyes remained ahead, looking at the giant bloodstain in the moss beside the statue. Something was missing from that picture. 
 
    Leid was gone. 
 
    I scanned the courtyard, but didn’t see her. It was like she’d vanished. The demons were too preoccupied with me that they hadn’t noticed her disappearance. I was confused and frightened, unsure of whether someone had moved her body or she had snuck off when no one was looking. If there was a chance she wasn’t dead, I would take it.  
 
    “You’re with the Sanguine Court,” I slurred, trying to keep his attention. My mouth felt heavy and I could barely speak. “You talk of treachery yet you’re betraying your own Commander.” 
 
    “I’m not associated with those derelicts. I’ve been loyal to Commander Raith since the Obsidian Court began.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry to have to break it to you, but Samnaea is one of those derelicts.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. In my defense, I only found out several days ago when she told me herself.” He leaned on his axe, grinning. “But she gets immunity since she’s my wife.” 
 
    “… Well, I’m sorry to have to break it to you again, but your wife spent the better part of an hour riding my cock on Belial’s balcony last week.”  
 
    I expected Caym to kill me, but all he did was knock me in the face with the handle of his axe. “Yes, I know that, too. Samnaea’s very honest with me. Why do you think you’re here?” 
 
    I said nothing, spitting blood and teeth.  
 
    “My job is done,” he announced, nodding to his lackeys. “Kill him. We’ll leave their bodies here, so their friends think—”  
 
    Laughter.  
 
    It swept in with the wind, surrounding us. It sounded faint and innocent, yet was anything but. Caym heard it, too. He spun, finally noticing Leid’s body wasn’t where he’d left it. His lackeys’ grips relaxed on my arms, their alarm making them forget about me. I was too drugged to do anything except watch the horrified look on Caym’s face.  
 
    The laughter came again, and this time it did something to me. Fear raked across my chest; instinct screamed at me to run. Even though I had a pretty good idea that it was Leid, it sure as hell didn’t sound like her. Maybe she was trying to scare them, but that wasn’t her style.  
 
    Caym looked at me, his lips curling into a snarl. “Where did she go?”  
 
    Even if I’d known, I wouldn’t have told him. All I did was smile. The smile was hard to achieve, because my head was being savaged by a migraine. My skull felt crushed, and my chest felt tight. I couldn’t breathe. I fell forward, catching the ground in my hands. The demons didn’t pull me back. I hung my head and vomited again.  
 
    Caym was shouting at his people to spread out, that Leid couldn’t have gotten far. They planned to kill me first. A shadow hovered over me, and I didn’t need to look to know Caym had his axe raised again. I could see its shadow on the ground.  
 
    Then I had a thought.  
 
    It wasn’t really a thought, more like a daydream. Actually I had no idea what the hell it was, but I saw another version of myself in practically the same situation, except the people surrounding me had armor and pulse rifles. Their wings were white. Something snapped inside of me; I could feel it break.  
 
    I looked at Caym with a sneer. He froze with the axe held above him, and then he screamed bloody murder. His head exploded not a second later, showering me with blood and brain matter. Another dismembered body fell sideways, and I noticed that all the demons behind me were dead, too. Decapitated.  
 
    As I sat there staring at the bodies, the group that Caym sent to look for Leid were backing up, moving away from someone walking through the courtyard.  
 
    No, not someone. Leid.  
 
    Except it wasn’t Leid. It looked like her, but intrinsically I knew it wasn’t. Her pupils had swallowed her eyes; pitch-black pools, reflecting rays of light from the red stars overhead. She was still covered in blood and her skin was near-translucent. Leid looked like she’d died last week. I was so horrified by the sight of her that I actually started backing up with the demons.  
 
    She hummed a song that sounded familiar, but I couldn’t think of where I’d heard it before. It was soft—a lullaby, sort of—but it scared me.  How the fuck had she regenerated so quickly? It took me at least ten minutes to get my hand back after a scythe. It’d taken her less than that after being hacked in two. Something was very wrong with that equation.  
 
    But I stopped thinking about that when every statue in the courtyard lifted off the ground, levitating in mid-air. Leid held her hands up, like she was reaching for something. The demons and I watched, torn between running for our lives and seeing what she’d do next.  
 
    One of the statues flew at us, hitting the demon on my right. They collided with the iron gate and the statue exploded. Bloody salt splattered across our clothes.  
 
    The demons scattered. I just stood there, gaping.  
 
    The courtyard turned into a blast zone and I ran to the other side of the field with my arms covering my head, as if that could have helped. My heart throbbed in my ears, drowning out the sounds of screams and exploding rock.  
 
    I reached the gate and the first thing I thought to do was leap over it and run—anywhere, just away—but as soon as my fingers wrapped around the cold iron bars, guilt clenched at my insides. I couldn’t leave her, no matter what she was. No matter how scared I was.  
 
    Leid was saving me, wasn’t she? I was pretty sure she was aiming at the demons, since none of the statues had hit me yet and I didn’t believe she was tossing them indiscriminately.  
 
    No, I wouldn’t leave. I had nowhere else to go, anyway.  
 
    The screams and explosions stopped, and I turned around. Leid was in the middle of the aftermath, gazing at the statue we’d come to destroy. Ironically enough, she hadn’t touched it in the fray. It was the only thing left standing, other than us. She reached for it, but her hand stopped inches away. The air rippled between them, and then the statue exploded into grains of black dust, hovering in place for a second before they were carried off by the wind.  
 
    Then she looked at me.  
 
    I didn’t move, didn’t say a thing.  
 
    “You,” Leid said, sounding surprised. She tilted her head with a crooked smile. “You’re one of us now?”  
 
    I had no idea what she was talking about, but kept my mouth shut.  
 
    Leid started to laugh, hard. Her laughter turned into a fit of wet coughs.  
 
    I took a step closer. “Leid?”  
 
    She collapsed on a bed of broken statues, and I ran to her. She was looking at the sky with a bewildered gaze. I could see my reflection in her ugly, black eyes. I was terrified. “Leid, look at me.”  
 
    She did, and then she closed her eyes. When she opened them, they were normal. Violet. Beautiful. My shoulders sagged with relief.  
 
    Leid seemed tired and confused. She staggered to her feet, looking at the carnage. I stayed on my knees, watching her.  
 
    “How did you do that?” I asked. She didn’t respond. The tired confusion on her face turned into something else, like she’d just figured something out. “How did you survive getting cut in half?”  
 
    “What did she say to you?” Leid demanded, completely ignoring me.  
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “What did she say to you?!” she screamed, her little hands balling into fists.  
 
    “What did who say to me?!” I screamed back. “What the fuck are you even talking about!?” 
 
    Leid hung her head, put her face in her hands, and sobbed.  
 
    I sat there, at a complete loss for words. She kept crying until I couldn’t take it anymore and pulled her into me. As always, I had no idea what was going on.  
 
    “Alezair, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” she whispered into my neck.  
 
    I didn’t know what she was apologizing for. All I did was hold her. There was a noise in the sky and I looked up, but couldn’t see anything.  
 
    Clap, clap, clap.  
 
    Wings beating air.  
 
    Two figures broke through the thin haze of starlight, descending on us. I squinted, trying to get a better glimpse. They were angels, their white wings shimmering in the darkness. Seyestin and Cereli Trede. I should have been relieved, but the only way the angels could have been here was if they knew.  
 
    Out of the frying pan and into the fire. 
 
    “Leid, the Archangels are here.”  
 
    She pulled away and wiped her eyes, cursing under her breath.  
 
    They landed side by side near the gate, marveling at the carnage. Seyestin was the first to speak. “Are you two alright?”  
 
    “We’re great, thanks,” I said. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Rescuing you.”  
 
    “You’re a little late to the party. How did you find us?” 
 
    “Justice Trisyien,” said Cereli. “He came to our Commander. Said you’ve been gone for days.” 
 
    So instead of coming to help us himself, Adrial snitched on us. Awesome. “I guess we’re under arrest?” 
 
    Seyestin frowned. “Not yet. Commander Telei would like a word with you.” 
 
    “Of course he would.” 
 
    “Alezair, enough,” Leid whispered, squeezing my arm. She was too tired to sound stern. 
 
    I conceded and glanced away. Leid approached the Archangels and Cereli stepped up to meet her. She swept my noble off her feet, carrying her into the clouds. Seyestin and I watched them disappear. Then we eyed each other, frowning. 
 
    “You’re not carrying me like that,” I said.  
 
    He smirked. “Would you rather walk to the portal?” 
 
    Someone kill me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    XXI 
 
    ALL THINGS FALLING APART 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ADRIAL AND ZHEVRAINE WERE WAITING for us on Cerasaraelia’s veranda. Seyestin and Cereli left for the cephalon after informing us they would be back with Commander Telei in an hour. 
 
    Leid pushed past her guardians with her head down, retreating silently into our manor. They watched the door close, and then looked at me.  
 
    “Welcome back,” Adrial said.  
 
    Although it felt great to be back, I was more than a little pissed. All I did was glare at him. 
 
    Adrial sighed. “Zhevraine, can you give us a moment?” 
 
    She nodded, moving after Leid. When the door shut behind her, Adrial took a seat on the steps.  “You were gone for five days. Five. We thought something happened.” 
 
    “Something did happen, but we were handling it.”  
 
    He sized me up. “You look like shit.”  
 
    I wouldn’t let him bait me. “What did you tell the Argent Court?” 
 
    “Let me start from the beginning. Belial Vakkar came to the court, informing us that Caym had been MIA since Samael’s death. Considering you two took so long, we thought he’d come after you.” 
 
    “He did.” 
 
    Adrial’s eyes widened. “What happened?” 
 
    “Nothing. He’s dead.” 
 
    “You killed Caym Stroth?” 
 
    “No, his head exploded.”  
 
    Adrial stared at me. I shrugged.  
 
    “Commander Raith is going to be livid.”  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Both of his generals are dead. We wouldn’t have been able to keep up this charade for much longer, even if I hadn’t told the Argent Court.” 
 
    “Samnaea sent Caym after us. You were right; the demons were waiting.” 
 
    “I’m always right.” 
 
    “Whatever. So what happens now? Are we getting arrested?” 
 
    “No one is getting arrested. Yahweh just wants to talk to us.” 
 
    “Yeah? And how much does he know?” 
 
    Adrial looked away. “He knows about the affair.” 
 
    “What?!  What the fuck—” 
 
    “I was cornered!” he cried. “When I told him you two were missing, he mind-fucked me into confessing everything else!” 
 
    “You got hectored by a kid in a suit?” 
 
    “He’s more than that, Alezair. You’ll see for yourself when he gets here.” 
 
    I was too tired to stand anymore and sank to the steps beside him. My neck was itching; I scratched it and marveled at the grime wedged under my nails. This was gross, even for me.  
 
    Adrial offered me a malay cigarette. I took it. We smoked in silence for a minute. 
 
    “Tell me about Calenus Karim,” I said. 
 
    Adrial looked over, arching a brow. “Where’d you hear about him?” 
 
    “Pheros D’Ilgua.” 
 
    He blinked. “Leid took you to Alatonia?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Wow, I’m surprised. She usually avoids anything related to her past.” 
 
    “So who is he? Pheros told me he’s the King of Exo’daius.” 
 
    “He is, in a sense. Usually Exo’daius is a queendom but Leid rejected the throne. He’s the noble of the silver line. Kings usually serve as a ruling partner and mate to the queen. They’re selected in early adulthood. Each noble is betrothed to another. If a noble female becomes queen, her betrothed is selected as King.” 
 
    “And our line is violet, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Who’s Aipocinus?” 
 
    Adrial stared, frowning. “He was the King before Calenus. Well, a king before Calenus. I never met him; I became a Vel’Haru much later, during the Ivory Queendom.” 
 
    “He was Leid’s noble?” 
 
    “Yes. She began as a scarlet guardian.” 
 
    “How did she become a noble?” 
 
    Adrial laughed to himself, exhaling smoke. “I was avoiding this conversation for two reasons: one, you’re going to freak out and two, it isn’t going to make any sense.” 
 
    “Nothing makes much sense around here. Go for it.” 
 
    “In the absence of noble females, a guardian female will ascend to nobility.” 
 
    “Okay, you were right.” 
 
    He smiled. “It’s a biological failsafe in case we’re unable to reproduce.” 
 
    “Yeah, like ants.” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “When a hive doesn’t have a queen, the drones will fight to the death until one is left standing. Then she morphs into a queen.” 
 
    “Why the hell do you know so much about insects, by the way?” marveled Adrial. 
 
    “It gets pretty boring in the library sometimes.” 
 
    “We don’t fight to the death or anything. That sounds morbid.” 
 
    “Nature is morbid.” I paused, letting his story sink in. “How many times has this happened?” 
 
    “Only once, Leid being the first guardian-turned-noble. Her circumstances were… special. We never had all of our female nobles die off all at once before.” 
 
    Whoa. “How did they all die?” 
 
    Adrial looked at the ground, sucking on his cigarette. “I’m afraid we’re venturing into areas that I’m not at any liberty to discuss. Nor do I want to.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because the past is passed. Let’s keep it that way.” Before I could say anything else, he threw down his cigarette and mashed it under his shoe. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered. “I’m also in desperate need of a shower.” 
 
    “Probably a good idea to get on that before Heaven shows up. There are some leftovers in the fridge, though they’re not very good so consider yourself warned. Zhevraine had to cook in Leid’s absence.” 
 
    I bet it was still better than the shit I’d eaten lately. 
 
    *** 
 
    I had half an hour to eat and shower. After that I threw on some clean clothes and headed downstairs. Just as I reached the bottom step there was a knock on the door.  
 
    Yahweh, Seyestin and Cereli stood there, staring at me.  
 
    “Good evening, Justice Czynri,” Commander Telei said with as much expression as a piece of cardboard. “Have we given you enough time to get comfortable?” 
 
    Leid appeared behind me, freshly showered and dressed as well.  
 
    “Yes,” she said with a smile, acting completely fine after an hour-long stint of manic depression. “Please, come in.”  
 
    I eyed her, moving out of the way as the angels entered our house. 
 
    She led them to the dining room and they took their seats at our table. Zhevraine lingered in the doorway. 
 
    “Would you like anything to drink?” she asked the angels. 
 
    The twin generals shook their heads. Yahweh, however, considered her offer. 
 
    “What kind of wine do you carry?” he asked. 
 
    “Too many to stand here and name.” 
 
    “What kind of dry wine, then?” 
 
    Seyestin and Cereli exchanged looks. Their Commander ignored them. 
 
    “Chardonnay, Pelo Segua, Frosia, and Pinot Blanc.” 
 
    He pouted. “I haven’t heard of those.” 
 
    “They’re extramural.” 
 
    Seyestin sighed, leaning in. “Sir, there are more important things to do at this moment than mull over wine selections.” 
 
    Yahweh waved a hand, dismissing him. “Yes, I know. I’ll take the Char-don-nay.” 
 
    Zhevraine nodded, disappearing to fetch the wine. 
 
    The dining room fell silent. We all just looked at each other. 
 
    Yahweh turned to Adrial. “How have you and the Jury been lately? With so much going on I haven’t had the chance to ask.” 
 
    Adrial blinked. “Uh, terrible.” 
 
    Leid’s eyes never left her lap. I wanted to ask if she was alright, but when it came to Leid, any attempt at comfort usually made things worse.  
 
    Zhevraine returned with the wine and a set of glasses on a silver tray. After everyone who had opted to drink had their first sips, Yahweh dove right in.  
 
    “Commander Koseling,” he said, and Leid looked up. “Is it true that you had sexual relations with Samael Soran?” 
 
    Sexual relations, said the teenage boy. This was unreal.  
 
    “It is,” she said, coolly. 
 
    Yahweh reclined in his chair, taking a moment to stare at her. He didn’t seem angry, or sad. He seemed nothing. And for some reason he shot me a glance while he replied, “I can’t tell you how disappointed I am to hear that.” 
 
    Leid propped her elbow on the table, fingers combing through her hair. “I had to get that ledger. Without it, your hearing would have been a failure.” 
 
    Yahweh smiled, but it was sad. “If you thought the only option was to violate the code and destroy the integrity of another person, it’s safe to say we have a problem.” 
 
    “Yeah, we do have a problem,” I said, and Yahweh’s eyes slid to me. “But it isn’t her. It’s him.”  
 
    I pointed at Seyestin.  
 
    The archangel lifted a brow. “Say again?” 
 
    “You come into her office freaking out every other day. Your constant badgering backed us into a corner. Our jobs are hard enough already, we don’t need a bureaucratic sift crawling up our asses, too.” 
 
    Adrial put his face in his hands, anticipating the worst. I could have sworn that guy was clairvoyant. Or maybe just an excellent judge of character.  
 
    Seyestin’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t say anything. He probably couldn’t think of anything to say. I was pretty sure no one had ever spoken to him like that before. 
 
    Leid looked stricken. “Alezair, don’t—”  
 
    “No, they need to hear this. Seyestin, your Commander was right, but let me rephrase him; the Argent Court’s incessant whining left Leid with the only option of violating the code. Was there really another option? I mean,” I glanced at Yahweh, “you act as if she’s able to randomly pull impeachments out of her ass. Your code has made it practically impossible to impeach anyone, so how are we supposed to abide by it and you?” 
 
    My sarcasm went over Yahweh’s head completely. “I don’t recall asking her to pull anything out of her ass, Justice.” 
 
    Seyestin shot out of his seat, almost taking the entire table with him. “How dare you speak to our Commander like that! Who do you think you are?”  
 
    I gave him a serrated grin. “Someone who could crush your skull with his bare hands, if pushed far enough. Just because I work for you doesn’t mean you can shit all over me. Remember what I am, and what you are.”  
 
    Zhevraine and Cereli watched the ordeal like it was an everyday thing while Leid just sat there, staring at her lap again.  
 
    “Enough,” Yahweh said, grabbing Seyestin’s arm. “Sit down, it’s fine.” 
 
    Seyestin glared at his Commander. “How is it fine? Why are you letting him talk to you like that?!” 
 
    “He’s concerned for Leid. I understand his frustration,” Yahweh responded, trying to smile. As Seyestin sank back into his seat, his Commander glanced at me. “But I think it would be best to stop using asses and shitting in your rhetoric from now on. It’s unprofessional.” 
 
    “Thanks for the tip,” I muttered, taking a sip of my drink. 
 
    Yahweh paused, clearing his throat. “Back to the discussion at hand; Leid, I didn’t realize the amount of stress you were under and for that I am very sorry. If anything like that should happen again, please come to me before deciding to engage in indecencies with Celestials.” 
 
    Leid nodded, glancing away. It was strange to see her taking orders from someone, let alone a kid. 
 
    “Let’s talk about Samnaea Soran. I can only imagine that she’s not taking the death of her brother very well.” 
 
    “You have a pretty good imagination,” Adrial said, rejoining the conversation. “She was here five days ago and nearly killed Alezair.” 
 
    Yahweh looked at me, surprised. “Why you?” 
 
    “She was trying to get information out of me.” 
 
    “Information about the true nature of Leid and Samael’s relationship?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “Did you tell her?” 
 
    “It was either that or cut my balls off.” 
 
    Yahweh stared, unsure if he should press on that. “…What does Atlas Arcantia have to do with any of this? Why were you there?” 
 
    “Atlas Arcantia is sort of unrelated. We were going after a statue.” 
 
    “A statue?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Well, we…” I trailed off, trying to think of how to explain it.  
 
    Adrial swooped in to my rescue. “The statue is actually the corpse of a dead Vel’Haru queen. Leid had placed it there before her contract with The Atrium. In a brief, stupid moment of trying to gain Samael’s trust, she told him about it,” he explained, shooting Leid a look. “Samnaea found out, and then so did Caym when he went after them.” 
 
    Yahweh squinted. So did I, but for a different reason. I hadn’t known what that statue really was. I also hadn’t known that our bodies turned to obsidian when we died. Just another creepy thing about us. 
 
     “Why would any demon care about a statue in a world outside of The Atrium’s study?” 
 
    “It leaves me powerless in its presence,” Leid said. “I’m sure they were hoping to use it to exact some form of revenge.” 
 
    “How does it make you powerless?”  
 
    “There’s something in it. A presence.” 
 
    “A presence?” Seyestin repeated, incredulous. 
 
    “We’re not at liberty to discuss any of this. As you know, Exodian affairs are strictly that,” said Adrial, interjecting.  
 
    Yahweh conceded. “Where is Caym now?” 
 
    “Dead,” I said.  
 
    He sighed, massaging his forehead. “Lucifer will be very upset about this.” 
 
    “He was, quote, cleaning up Samnaea’s mess, unquote.” 
 
    “Which could have been avoided entirely if you all had simply come to me,” scolded Yahweh. 
 
    No one said anything for a while.  
 
    “Should we discuss their punishment?” Cereli asked. 
 
    Yahweh’s eyes drifted over us, a troubled frown spreading across his lips. “There will be no punishment for them, General Trede.” 
 
    The twin Archangels looked like he’d just punched them.  
 
    “Sir, Leid is the Commanding Judge and she had sex with an Archdemon,” Seyestin said, trying to stay calm.  
 
    “She also saved your life last week,” I mentioned.  
 
    He gave me a look. “If any one of us committed the same crime, we would face execution.” 
 
    “But she isn’t one of us,” Yahweh said. “We can’t sentence a Vel’Haru to death. They don’t die like we do, and the Jury is the only thing holding our world together. They’re too necessary to kill, so we’re going to have to bend the rules a little.” 
 
    “Something needs to be done, though,” Cereli pressed. “The Obsidian Court will revolt over two of their generals dead and the Jury off scot-free.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, I’m aware. Commander Raith and I will have a talk. If anything, the Obsidian Court is going to have to have their fit in private. We’ll agree to arrest the Justice Commander only if Samnaea Soran is arrested as well.” 
 
    “The Archdemons would never go for that,” Zhevraine noted, nodding her agreement. “Likewise, it’s fair. They’d have no choice but to motion for a mutual pardon.” 
 
    I was beginning to understand what Adrial meant about Commander Telei. He may have been weird, but he could hack through bureaucratic red tape like a pro. 
 
    “Is there anything else that I should know about before I leave?” asked Yahweh. 
 
    The four of us glanced at each other, shrugging. This was probably an excellent time to mention my indiscretion with Samnaea, but I couldn’t bring myself to say it. 
 
    “Nothing I can think of,” Adrial said.  
 
    Yahweh stood, so did his generals. “I won’t take up any more of your time. I’ll call Lucifer when I get back to my office and set up a time to meet. I don’t look forward to telling him the news.” He smiled. “Don’t get up; we can see ourselves out. Thank you for the wine.” 
 
    They walked out of our dining room. A second later, I heard the front door close. Adrial and I sat there, staring after them. Zhevraine started cleaning off the table, and Leid was still looking at her lap. 
 
    “That went a lot better than I expected,” Adrial said, finishing his wine. 
 
    “What the hell is going on? The way he was talking made it sound like he and Lucifer are best friends.” 
 
    “They are. They have a lot of history; most of it precedes The Fall.” 
 
    I tilted my head. “Then…what’s the point of the contest? I thought they were trying to win.” 
 
    Adrial smiled. “I’m surprised you’re so naïve. The entire point of this contest is to keep another war from happening. Lucifer and Yahweh work hard to maintain peace between the angels and demons. It takes teamwork. They’re in this together.” 
 
    “…So there’s no consequential slavery?”  
 
    “Of course not. The threat is necessary though or the demons would have no reason to participate.” 
 
    I glared at him. Adrial tilted his head.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Uh, I just realized that my job has no meaning to it whatsoever. There’s no absolution in it; it’s nothing but a sideshow.” 
 
    “We’re preventing the deaths of millions, Alezair. It has more meaning than you could ever imagine.” 
 
     “We’re perpetuating a lie.” 
 
    “Sometimes the truth does more damage than the lie. Remember that.” 
 
    Something caught my eye. I turned to Leid, grimacing. “Hey.” 
 
    She looked up.  
 
    “Your nose is bleeding again.” 
 
    Adrial’s eyes shot toward her, widening. He looked a lot more worried than me. Zhevraine had frozen in the doorway, watching Leid as well. For some reason they were extremely concerned about her nosebleed. 
 
    Leid wiped her nose and studied the blood on her fingertips. Her hand was shaking. She was breathing heavy. “A-Adrial, I-I’m—” 
 
    The last part of her sentence came out as a choke. Her eyes rolled into her head and she started to seize. As she fell out of the chair, Adrial bolted to his feet and caught her before she hit the ground. 
 
    “Zhevraine!” he screamed. “Get me a towel!” 
 
    She whirred out of the room. 
 
    I knelt beside Adrial as he cradled our noble. When I looked at him in question, he only shook his head.  
 
    Why was she still sick? The statue was destroyed. 
 
    *** 
 
    Adrial had taken Leid to her room and they’d been in there for an hour. Zhevraine had disappeared somewhere, and I was in the library, staring at the wall.  
 
    I was so tired that I could barely keep myself upright, but the recent turn of events made my exhaustion only physical. I was too wired to sleep. My body and mind compromised with a fugue. It felt good to unsettle my eyes and stare at nothing for a while, but my thoughts kept returning to Leid.  
 
    Was she okay? I didn’t believe that that had been another panic attack. Not with the way Adrial was acting. I tried to press Zhevraine for answers but she’d been elusive, acting like she didn’t want to talk about it. She had kept telling me to wait for Adrial.  
 
    I was about to throw in the towel and head to bed, but then Adrial appeared in the library entrance, and I froze mid-stand. He didn’t say much at first, muttering under his breath about something as he paced the room. The sight of him was concerning. Adrial looked lost; I’d never seen him like this.  
 
    “Is Leid okay?” I asked.  
 
    He looked at me like he hadn’t even noticed I was there. “She’s sleeping. The worst is over, I think.”  
 
    “What worst? What happened to her?”  
 
    Adrial muttered under his breath again, shaking his head.  
 
    I was getting frustrated. “Can you please tell me what the fuck is going on?” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have to tell you anything!” he shouted, and I jumped. “That was her job. It’s always been the noble’s responsibility to educate their guardians!” 
 
    I had no idea what that was supposed to mean.  
 
    Adrial sighed. “Alright, sit down.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Sit down or I’m not telling you.” 
 
    I sank into the chair, feeling my pulse quicken. No one ever told you to sit down unless they were about to give you really bad news. “Is she dying?”  
 
    “No, not dying.” 
 
    I exhaled. 
 
    “You said her nose was bleeding again; has that happened before?” 
 
    “Yeah, in Atlas Arcantia. She was vomiting blood, too. Told me it was the statue that was making her sick.” 
 
    Adrial laughed, but it was angry. “She’s a real piece of work, that one.” 
 
    “So it wasn’t the statue?” 
 
    “The statue withers her power, but it doesn’t make her bleed.”  
 
    I squinted. “Why would she lie to me?” 
 
    He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “I know the answer to that, but I don’t know how to put it into words.”  
 
    “Okay, so what’s happening to her?” 
 
     “As you know, we’re not immortal,” he began. “Vel’Haru have life spans of about five hundred Exodian years. After that they go through a process that we call expiration.” 
 
    This story wasn’t sounding good already. 
 
    “When a Vel’Haru expires, they lose all ability of rational thought. We go insane. Expiration has warning signs. The first signs are severe migraines, vomiting—” 
 
    I thought of Leid puking on the stairs of Terabicz. My jaw clenched. 
 
    “—stomach aches and fever. Nose bleeds and seizures are usually signs of advanced stages. That means it’s been going on for a while and she hasn’t told any of us. She didn’t just lie to you, Alezair.”  
 
    I kept quiet. I didn’t even know what to say.  
 
    “You know we don’t physically age, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, my response almost a croak. 
 
    “Alright, well technically we don’t die either. Maybe we do, but none of us have ever stayed sane enough to document it. Expired Vel’Haru are dangerous. They’re a threat to the Multiverse.” 
 
    “… And that means what?”  
 
    “It means that once they fall into their expiration comas, the final stage before their slip into insanity, it is our duty to euthanize them.” 
 
    He fell silent, giving me time to absorb that. I couldn’t. “We’re going to kill her?” 
 
    Adrial’s eyes left mine, trailing to the ground. “Not we. Me. It’s my duty. I would never ask you to do that. Normally expired Vel’Haru return to Exo’daius to live out their last days. Obviously that isn’t an option for us. Leid would rather destroy the Multiverse than go back there, I’m sure.” More quietly, he added, “But if Calenus hears about this, then…” 
 
    The library was dead silent. I kept staring at Adrial, but I wasn’t really looking at him. I was looking at nothing. Our conversation replayed in my mind, and then I thought about the century I’d been here. Still-frame moments of Leid and I together swept behind my eyes. I’d taken all that time for granted. Anger and sadness coalesced.  
 
    I started to laugh. 
 
    That wasn’t the response Adrial had anticipated. He frowned. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Am I alright?” I recited, laughing harder. “That has to be the most retarded question anyone has ever asked me. You just told me that Leid is going insane and we’re going to have to kill her, and then you follow it with ‘Are you alright?’” 
 
    I didn’t feel like laughing anymore. Now I felt like breaking stuff. I felt like I was going to explode. I grabbed the end of the desk, flipping it. It slammed into the ground, exploding into pieces. 
 
    Adrial backed up. “Calm down.”  
 
    “This is so fucked up!” I screamed. “I keep thinking that somewhere the fuck-uppery has to reach a max, but you all never cease to amaze me!” 
 
    “Listen to me, there’s no point of losing it. This is just the way—” 
 
    “Yeah, this is just the way it is, right? So is this what I signed up for? Spending four hundred years at a seven-day-a-week desk job, until one day my nose starts bleeding and I start puking up my insides, and then I go insane and have to be put down like a rabid dog?” 
 
    Adrial only looked away. I’d summed up our lives perfectly. 
 
    “Leid killed her noble, didn’t she? He expired and she had to kill him.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, with help. She wasn’t able to do it alone; expired Vel’Haru are twice as strong, and Aipocinus was very strong. For some reason he didn’t have an expiration coma like the rest of us. He just expired, or so I heard. I wasn’t actually there.” 
 
    “How long does she have left before the coma?” 
 
    “It’s different for each of us, but I would guess a couple of months at most.” 
 
    Saying nothing else, I stormed out of the library. 
 
    “Where are you going?” he called. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    I stepped out of Cerasaraelia and had the impulse to run. Just run until I couldn’t see this place anymore. Thoughts of Leid wrapped my mind in barbed wire, and I had to remind myself to breathe. I was so angry. I’d never been this angry before; not at Durn Manor, not even in Collea.  
 
    Leid. 
 
    She’d never let me in. She’d never told me anything. In the end she must not have given a damn about me, because eventually I would have found out. And I had. Like this. Had she told me, maybe I would have had some time to prepare. Maybe I wouldn’t feel like the ground was sinking and the walls were closing in.  
 
    I lingered in the cephalon, staring at all the portals. I could take one and go somewhere else. Stay there. Make a new life for myself. But the thought of leaving frightened me. I knew that the moment Leid was gone I wouldn’t have a purpose anymore. Maybe I never had a purpose to begin with, but at least I’d pretended I did. A guardian without a noble was like a person without a heart. Leid was essential. She was a piece of me. Purgatory had never felt like home and I’d always hated my job, but I didn’t mind being here because I was with her. Stress and sleeplessness aside, that was always my directive. That was why I’d left the Nexus.  
 
    Where would I go when she was gone? What would I do?  
 
    And then I couldn’t think anymore. I sat on the steps of the cephalon and put my face in my hands. Either I was too tired to care or I’d finally realized that it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. Not me, not this, not whatever purpose I thought I was serving. We lived, we died, we were forgotten and the Multiverse went on.  
 
    I fell asleep, dreaming that I disappeared.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    XXII 
 
    THE SILVER NOBLE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I WOKE UP SEVERAL HOURS LATER with a horrible kink in my neck.  
 
    At first I couldn’t remember where I was or how I’d gotten there, but as I rubbed my neck and stared at the cephalon’s interior, it all came back to me. The heavy feeling in my stomach came back, too.  I didn’t know what time it was since time blended in Purgatory. Night and day looked exactly the same. It never got dark; the sky was always grey.  
 
    I stood up with a wince. Sleeping on the steps with my head between my knees hadn’t been the best idea. My legs and shoulders were cramped and stiff, and I could barely walk at first. I limped all the way back to Cerasaraelia.  
 
    When I crept through the front door, I heard activity in the dining room. Adrial and Zhevraine had kept to their normal routine and were having breakfast. Leid wasn’t with them. I moved up the stairs and opened Leid’s bedroom door just a crack.  
 
    She was still sleeping; sick and pale, her sheets moving up and down like she was having trouble breathing. I wanted to go in there. Someone should have been with her, but I couldn’t handle it.  
 
    I shut the door and shuffled to my room with my head hung.  
 
    I felt like climbing into bed and sleeping forever. Adrial and Zhevraine would have understood if I didn’t go to work today, but I needed something to take my mind off of what was happening. I fought my exhaustion instead, taking a shower and getting dressed. I moved into the dining room to grab my briefcase and a pastry, but didn’t stick around. The others watched me. I could feel their eyes on my back as I started to leave. 
 
    “Alezair?” 
 
    At the sound of Adrial’s voice, I stopped. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Work,” I muttered. 
 
    “An hour and a half early?” 
 
    “How are you two just sitting there acting completely fine?” I demanded, ignoring his question. “Leid hasn’t woken up. She looks bad. Have you even gone to see her yet?” 
 
    Adrial sighed, throwing his pastry onto his plate and wiping his hands with a napkin. “She’ll wake up, but I don’t know when. Her symptoms are unpredictable and—” 
 
    I didn’t want to hear his shit anymore, so I left. 
 
    “Alezair!” Adrial shouted, standing after me.  
 
    I didn’t stop. 
 
    “Leave him,” I heard Zhevraine say as I stepped through Cerasaraelia’s front door. “He needs to mourn.” 
 
    Nephilim hadn’t arrived yet and the Court was locked. I fumbled with my keys and let myself in. I waded through the cool darkness, climbing the stairs to the second floor. I paused in our office doorway, looking around.  
 
    My desk was in chaos; stacks of files piled two feet high, pens strewn everywhere, old coffee mugs and dog-eared astrophysical plasma books that I’d read during those rare fifteen minutes of freedom. Leid’s was spotless and organized. It was almost like no one ever used it. I couldn’t help but smile. Nothing characterized us better than the state of our desks.  
 
    But then my smile faded when I thought about Leid not being here anymore. She wouldn’t be waiting at her desk when I burst in half an hour late, tapping her chin like a clock ticking down to my demise. She wouldn’t be looking over my shoulder, reminding me to use black ink instead of blue or mentioning I’d forgotten to date something.  
 
    I’d always complained about her being around. I’d always wanted my own office. My wish was about to be granted, and it made me sick.  
 
    I flipped on the lights and took a few steps in, but I couldn’t stop thinking about what Adrial had told me in the library last night. Could he really kill her? Because I sure as fuck couldn’t.  
 
    I thought about the mountain pass, and the way she felt against me. She’d smelled like lavender and sweat, salty to the taste. Then I thought about her eyes, the way they sparkled whenever she was interested in something. She loved to read, and always brought science periodicals to the dinner table. No. 
 
    “Stop,” I said aloud, as if that would help. But her image stayed in my mind, burned an imprint into my thoughts.  
 
    And then the room faded away, and I was standing somewhere else. Another office. Leid was pacing behind a desk, tapping her chin like she always did. She was looking at a schedule. Her clothes were weird.  
 
    “Where would you like to eat for lunch?” she asked me. “You’ve got a meeting at two, so it’ll have to be nearby.”  
 
    Before I could reply, the Celestial Court came back and Leid had disappeared. I stood there, blinking at the place she’d been seconds ago. What the fuck was happening to me? I was losing my mind. 
 
    Pain tore across my shoulders, and I almost fell. I grabbed the corner of Leid’s desk to keep myself upright. It was the same pain I’d felt in the shower room, the morning after Belial’s masquerade. I closed my eyes and begged it away, biting into my lower lip so hard that my canines punctured the skin. Warm blood dripped down my chin, pattering on the floor. Too much was happening at once. I couldn’t take it.  
 
    With a scream, I hurled my briefcase at the wall. All the paintings flew off their hooks, crashing to the floor in an explosion of glass.  
 
    “Hello?” called a voice from downstairs.  
 
    It was Nephilim. Fuck me.  
 
    “Uh,” I stammered, barely able to speak because the pain was still savaging my back. “It’s just me!”  
 
    “What’s going on up there?” Her voice sounded closer. She was coming up the stairs. “N-Nothing!” I said. “I just dropped some stuff!” 
 
    Silence.  
 
    I watched the door.  
 
    Please don’t come in here. Please don’t come in here.  
 
    “… Well, come and get your soulcases.” 
 
    I heard her heels click away to the front desk, and I collapsed into Leid’s chair, face in my hands. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Alezair?” 
 
    I jolted, coming out of whatever tired, depressed fugue I’d been in. Adrial was standing in the doorway, glaring at all the glass from earlier this morning. Our office was trashed. 
 
    “What?” I muttered, glancing at the clock. I’d spaced out for two hours. 
 
    “Go home before someone notices you’re a wreck. I shouldn’t have let you come in today, so shame on me.” 
 
    I opened another case. “You’re not the boss of me.” 
 
    “Please don’t make me physically remove you.” 
 
    “Yeah? Try it.” 
 
    “Getting the shit beaten out of you won’t make this any better, Alezair. Go home.”  
 
    “Kindly fuck off. I have a ton of work to do.” 
 
    Adrial lunged over the desk and grabbed my shirt. Before I could even grasp what the fuck just happened, I hit the wall on the other side of the room, landing in all the shattered glass. I tried to get up, but he grabbed me again and dragged me to the door, flinging me into the hall. 
 
    “Go home,” he snarled. “You’re no good to us like this. And if you ever tell me to fuck off again, you’ll spend the next two hours regenerating your teeth.” 
 
    He slammed the door in my face. 
 
    I stared at the glass slivers wedged into the palms of my hands, absorbing slowly as my body used them to heal. The pain felt good. 
 
    I stormed down the stairs, heading for the door. Nephilim watched my departure. 
 
    “Where are you going?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m taking the rest of the day off.” 
 
    “You need to sign out.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, not responding. 
 
    “Alezair?!” she called after me. “You can’t just leave without signing—” 
 
    I slammed the door on her. 
 
    *** 
 
    Cerasaraelia was dark and vacant.  
 
    Adrial hadn’t given me a chance to grab my briefcase, so I’d have to get it later. I hung my coat on the rack and headed to the dining room. I’d nurse my pride with a bottle of Pelo Segua and maybe pass out. 
 
    But I froze in the hallway, hearing static in my head. The gravity changed, and I felt a presence in the house. The presence wasn’t Leid; it felt different. Out of place.  
 
    Leid. 
 
    I bolted up the stairs, turning the handle to her bedroom door. It was locked from the inside. I kicked it open and the door flew off its hinges, crashing to the floor in an eruption of splintered wood.  
 
    There was a man standing next to Leid’s bed, leaning over her as she slept. The man spun, startled, but I couldn’t see his face because the room was dark and he was covered in shadows. 
 
    I charged at him.  
 
    At first I thought it was another demon scumbag trying to finish Leid off, but then he moved like I did, and I realized that he was something else. 
 
    We whirred across the room like supersonic blurs, exchanging blows whenever the opportunity arose. He caught my neck and crushed my throat in a single fist, and I choked, pulling back with every bit of strength I could muster. We staggered out of Leid’s bedroom, crashing violently into the hallway.  
 
    I miscalculated a step, and then we fell down the stairs in a ball, obliterating the railing. The next several moments were a blur of fists. Somehow I ended up against the wall of our foyer, his hand around my neck in another death grip. This time, I couldn’t shake him off.  
 
    I still couldn’t see him because I hadn’t thought to turn a light on when I came home. He was an outline in the dark, incredibly tall, towering over me as he held my back to the wall. He was too strong; I had to call for help. 
 
    Adrial, Zhevraine! There’s an intruder; he’s trying to take Leid! 
 
    But then another voice invaded my head as the man leaned in: 
 
    I can hear you, guardian. 
 
    Oh, shit. He was one of us. 
 
    He flung me through Cerasaraelia’s front door. Through it.  
 
    Head over feet, feet over head, I rolled across the walkway, sliding to a stop face-down on the cement. Wood splinters were caught in my skin and clothes, but fear muted pain. 
 
    I struggled to get up, coughing. Blood sputtered from my lips, rolling down my chin in a string of pink saliva. The man stepped through the giant hole in the door, heading down the veranda steps. He slid out of the shadows. 
 
    Adrial jumped between us, having appeared from out of nowhere. He looked really scared.  
 
    I unleashed my scythes, clenching my teeth. But Adrial whirred behind me, pinning my arms back. I fought him. 
 
    “No!” he hissed. “Alezair, no! He’s a noble; he can kill you where you stand!” 
 
    A noble. 
 
    I looked past Adrial, at the man who stood several feet away. My anger faded when I caught a glimpse of his face. Raven black hair, all the way down his back; silver eyes, just like mine. The tingly feeling in my stomach returned, throttling my nausea.  
 
    I recognized him.  
 
    I knew him.  
 
    I just couldn’t remember how. But he felt the same as Leid.  
 
    And it looked like he knew me, too, because his face twisted up when he saw me up close, like he couldn’t believe what he was looking at.  
 
     “Qaira?” Ky-ra? “What are you doing here? How are you here?”  
 
    Adrial backed away from me, dark revelation churning in his eyes. I glanced at him, confused. 
 
    “W-What’s going on?”  
 
    The noble ignored me, glaring at Adrial. “What’s he doing here? What has Leid done?” 
 
    Adrial shook his head, unable to take his razor-edged stare off me. “I… I-I had no idea that he was—” 
 
    “Hey, anyone care to tell me what the fuck is going on?!” I screamed, having had about enough. 
 
    The noble gave me a look. After a moment of careful evaluation, he smiled. “You left your memories in the Nexus.” 
 
    I blanched. “How the hell do you know that?” 
 
    “Because I put you there.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat.  
 
    “Calenus, what are you doing here?” demanded Adrial. 
 
    Calenus Karim. Our King. 
 
    “You know why I’m here.” 
 
    Adrial frowned. “How did you find out?” 
 
    Calenus cast his eyes left. We followed his stare. Zhevraine stood at the fork, watching us. 
 
    Adrial snarled. “You told him?!” 
 
    “I had to.” 
 
    “Leid forbid us to—” 
 
    “Leid is expiring! We have to take her back to Exo’daius! It’s the only way!” 
 
    As the two continued screaming at each other, my attention returned to Calenus. He met my gaze, and we studied each other. We didn’t say anything for a while, like we were having an unspoken conversation. 
 
    “You’re not taking Leid,” I said.  
 
    “I think you’d say otherwise if you could only remember. I can’t believe she did this to you.”  
 
    “Did what?”  
 
    “Made you into one of us. That’s cruel, even for her.” 
 
    I couldn’t wade through his cryptic response. “Leid doesn’t want to go with you.” 
 
    Calenus laughed softly. “Here we are again; fighting over the same woman. Hundreds of years later and not a thing has changed, Qaira.” 
 
    “Why don’t you refresh my memory?” 
 
    Adrial shot out his hand. “Calenus, don’t.” 
 
    Calenus hesitated, eyeing him. “I’m afraid it’s not my place to tell you. If you want to know, take the Europydes Minor portal in the cephalon. Follow the Astral Trail. You’ll find the Nexus.” 
 
    “No!” Adrial shouted. 
 
    “He deserves to know, Adrial.” 
 
    “And what about Leid?” 
 
    “After everything that’s happened, I can’t let her expire here. Would you have Leid kill everyone in The Atrium again?” 
 
    …Again? 
 
    “She hasn’t expired yet.” 
 
    “The longer you wait, the worse the situation will become.” 
 
    “Until she expires, Leid is still my noble and I am still obligated to honor her charge.” Adrial took a step forward, warningly. “If you try to take my noble, I’ll have no choice but to defend her. I’m certain that you’ll kill me, but I hope you don’t want it to come to that.” 
 
    Calenus said nothing at first. He and Adrial stared at each other, until he said, “Fine, until then. But you need to promise that you’ll tell me the moment she goes into her coma. As your King, that’s an order.” 
 
    “Of course,” he breathed, but it didn’t sound sincere. 
 
    He nodded, heading for Cerasaraelia. “Pray she comes around before everyone dies; it won’t be on my hands this time, but yours.” 
 
    The Silver King disappeared into our house. Where was he going? 
 
    I chased him, but he’d vanished. I searched every room on every floor, but Calenus was gone. My search ended at Leid’s bedroom. She’d slept through the whole ordeal.  
 
    I sat beside her bed, holding my head. She had known who I was all along. Actually, I wasn’t that surprised; somewhere deep down, I’d known that as well. But I needed to know more. I wanted the entire story, and Leid couldn’t tell me. What had I been to her? How did everything end up like this?  
 
    The Europydes Minor portal, Calenus had said. 
 
    I left her room and headed for the stairs.  
 
    *** 
 
    Adrial tried to stop me from going to the cephalon. 
 
    “Don’t,” he warned, reaching for my arm.  
 
    I shook him off, pressing on. “Stop touching me.” 
 
    He moved to block me and I was forced to stop. “Alezair, you don’t want to do this.” 
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    “Because whoever you were, you aren’t anymore.” 
 
    “Who am I, Adrial?” 
 
    He didn’t respond, lowering his gaze. 
 
    “Why won’t you tell me?”  
 
    “Because you don’t want to know.” 
 
    “Yeah, I really do.” 
 
    “Qaira was a monster.” 
 
    That made me flinch, but I hid my surprise with a nervous laugh. So, it was true; I was sent to the Nexus because I’d been a cosmic villain.  
 
    “I believe you,” I muttered, pushing past him. “But I deserve to know.” 
 
    “You deserve shit!” he screamed. “Leid didn’t tell you who you were for an extremely good reason! If you go back there, everything will change!” 
 
    “Well something needs to fucking change, because I can’t live like this anymore! I can’t live in the dark the way everyone keeps forcing me to!” 
 
    Adrial gave up, letting me go.  
 
    “Goodbye,” I said quietly.  
 
    “You won’t love her anymore,” he said to my back. “You’ll go there and remember, and then you’ll hate her.”  
 
    I kept walking. 
 
    “But it’s not what she did, Qaira.” 
 
    I turned the corner and followed the path through the city. When I reached the cephalon, I realized that I didn’t know which portal to take. They all looked the same. 
 
    Crap, I needed Nephilim. I hoped she wasn’t still angry at me. 
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    IN HINDSIGHT, I SHOULD HAVE ASKED Nephilim or Calenus what an Astral Trail was before I’d left.  
 
    When I emerged from the Europydes Minor portal, all I could do for the first several minutes was stand there and gape in awe. I couldn’t tell if I was in a world, a universe, or a gateway in between.  
 
    It was like I was trapped in a canvas painting; on a single road amid still-standing clouds. The sky was washed with sunset-orange, peppered with tiny blue stars that I had to squint to see. I was standing on a road that floated on nothingness, translucent yet shimmering, like it was made out of gems. As far as I could tell, this place didn’t have a ground. It was all sky.  
 
    It didn’t take me long to figure out that I was on the Astral Trail. At least I hoped I was, since there wasn’t any other path.  
 
    The quiet was condemning.  
 
    There was no sound here. My watch had stopped working at the portal, too, so I lost track of time. That wasn’t difficult, since the scenery never changed and the path led on forever. I was beginning to suspect that Calenus had set me up to wander amiss, never able to find my way back. Hunger gnawed at my stomach, so I figured I’d been walking for half a day, maybe more. I had to fight down panic, as the threat of starving to death was becoming pretty real. Maybe I should have listened to Adrial.  
 
    But then I saw a door up ahead— a literal door, just hanging out on the trail. It wasn’t attached to anything and the trail stopped with it. I stood there staring at the door for a while, gathering enough nerve to open it.  
 
    “Unreal,” I said aloud, but since there was no sound here I’d only mouthed it.  
 
    Well, I was this far. Might as well get the other foot wet. I turned the handle, pushed the door open and stepped through. 
 
    *** 
 
    Blinding light sliced into my retinas like a chainsaw, and I collapsed with a scream. The scenery had switched from a dim, cloudy sky to a bright white room in a second flat. It felt like my skull was split in half.  
 
    “…Hello?” called a voice.  
 
    The sound of it made me jump; time on the trail had numbed my senses. I squinted through the light, searching for the source.  
 
    A creature that appeared to be formed entirely from a web of pink light sat at an executive-looking desk, only twenty feet away. It had a human-esque shape, but there were no other features to its body. Two gleaming orbs for eyes, and hair like electric tentacles that floated around in some kind of alternate gravity. 
 
    What. The. Fuck. 
 
    “Where am I?”  
 
    Alarmed, the creature rose from its chair. “Vel’Haru.” 
 
    I stared, wondering how it’d known that. “Uh, yeah. How—” 
 
    “How else would you know our language, looking the way you do?” 
 
    True enough. 
 
    “What does the Court of Enigmus want here? We haven’t breached our territory agreement.” 
 
    “I, uh, actually have no idea what you’re talking about. I’m a member of the Jury for the Celestial Court.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence. The creature stared at me some more. “Oh, you’re a judge.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Well, can I help you?” 
 
    I looked around, getting to my feet. “Sure, you can start by telling me where I am.” 
 
    “… You’re in the Nexus?” 
 
    “Oh, good,” I said, sighing in relief.  
 
    The being tilted its head. “Are you lost or something?” 
 
    “Well I was, but not anymore. I’m here on Celestial Court business and would like a word with the higher-ups.” 
 
    “…Higher-ups?” 
 
    “Whoever’s in charge.” 
 
    “You’ve come on Celestial Court business and you don’t even know who’s in charge?” 
 
    “I’m here to investigate a contract violation that the Nexus had been involved with,” I explained, grasping at straws. 
 
    The electric creature glanced at what I could only assume was a computer. It looked nothing like ours. “When was this?” 
 
    “About a century ago.” 
 
    The creature looked back at me. “You’re coming to investigate that now?” 
 
    “It’s more of a follow-up.” 
 
    Even though its face held no expression, I could imagine suspicion written all over it. “I’m not entirely certain you’re a judge.” 
 
    I unleashed a scythe. The creature almost jumped out of its chair. “Need any more proof?” 
 
    It left the desk and headed for a hallway, gesturing for me to follow. “Right this way, Justice.” 
 
    I followed the secretary, priding myself on how clever I was—until of course I stepped through a gate leading into the next room and a sudden, automated voice alarm sounded off: 
 
    ‘ALEZAIR CZYNRI—’ 
 
    —followed by a bunch of untranslatable numbers— 
 
    ‘CURRENT STATUS: ROGUE. PLEASE DELETE RECORD. PLEASE DELETE RECORD.’ 
 
    Fuck me. 
 
    ‘PLEASE DELETE RECORD.’ 
 
    The receptionist froze across the gate, staring at me. I imagined a combination of terror and confusion in its eyes. 
 
    ‘PLEASE DELETE RECORD.’ 
 
    My face was mean. “So, now you have two options: you can either take me to your boss, or you can die.”  
 
    ‘PLEASE DELETE RECORD.’ 
 
    The receptionist looked over its shoulder, debating on making a run for it. 
 
    “Don’t bother,” I said. “You wouldn’t get two steps away before I’d sink this into you.” I held up my scythe. “I don’t want to kill you; I just want to talk to whoever’s in charge, okay?” 
 
    ‘PLEASE DELETE RECORD.’ 
 
    “I knew I should have checked if my assistant initiated the purge,” the creature muttered under its breath.  
 
    ‘PLEASE DELETE RECORD.’ 
 
    “Will you shut that thing off?!” 
 
    It hit a button on the door and the alarms stopped. I exhaled, slowly. 
 
    The receptionist was already halfway down the hall. “Come with me, Justice Czynri.” 
 
    *** 
 
    I was sitting in a waiting room. It had a white interior, like the front desk.  
 
    White walls, white chairs, white end tables, with white tube lights overhead. A migraine was chewing its way through my brain from hunger and all the disgusting brightness. I’d spent the majority of my wait with my eyes closed, hands encasing my face.  
 
    I began to wonder what the hell I was even doing here. Now that my investigation scheme was ruined, I didn’t have a single ounce of leverage to get whoever was coming through that door to talk. I could always threaten its life, but killing it would be counter-intuitive. I didn’t know how deep this ran. The receptionist had acted like the Court of Enigmus was a big deal around here, and its King had personally delivered me to the Nexus. The significance of that hadn’t eluded me. 
 
    As if on cue, the door opened and another light-being strolled through it. This one was taller and broader than the receptionist. Neither of them wore any clothes. It was kind of obscene, but thankfully they didn’t have any visible genitalia. 
 
    The creature sat in front of me, silent. 
 
    Several seconds later, I said, “Well?”  
 
    “Well, what?” asked the creature. 
 
    “Are you going to say anything?” 
 
    “I just did.” 
 
    I leaned forward, curling my lip. “I didn’t come all this way to battle wits with a talking lightbulb.” 
 
    “And what exactly did you come here for, Alezair Czynri?” Before I could respond, the thing laughed. “I knew from the moment when that God Killer dragged you in here that you’d be trouble down the road.” 
 
    “God Killer?” 
 
    “A Vel’Haru,” It elaborated, pointing. “You.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    It dismissed me with a wave. “I’d rather not discuss that or we’d be here until the next Millennium.” 
 
     “The Vel’Haru you’re speaking of; his name is Calenus Karim, right?” 
 
    “Correct. You were a special case. Usually we only accept criminals brought here by their own worlds.” 
 
    Criminals. “The Nexus is a prison,” I said.  
 
    “Yes, of sorts.” 
 
    “And I lived here?” 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t call it living. You, all of you, are kept in isolation chambers and placed into cryogenic sleep. The only time an agent is awake is when someone pays for his or her services.” 
 
    That was a hard fact to swallow. “How long was I here for?” 
 
    It thought about my question for a moment. “I’m not sure. I’d have to check.” 
 
    “I’ve got all day.” 
 
    The creature stood, and I imagined it giving me an irritated frown. “One moment, please.” 
 
    Awaiting its return, I strummed my knees. This place was taking little bites out of my nerves. I’d gotten used to the idea that I would never know my true identity. My curiosity had all but vanished until this fucking mess happened.  
 
    The creature returned, holding a bunch of translucent, plastic-looking sheets. It sifted through them, sitting down. 
 
    “Eight hundred years,” it reported. 
 
    My heart sank. Eight hundred years?  “So let me get this straight,” I began. “Beings from all over the Multiverse are sent here because they’re considered too dangerous to live freely, yet you wipe their minds and send them back into the goddamned field?” 
 
    “With behavioral modifications. Most of our agents are contracted for relatively peaceful engagements. It says here the last mission you were sent on had you battling humans in a war.” 
 
    “That isn’t news to me. It’s the only mission I can remember.” 
 
    “Your mission was unusual. We typically don’t send our agents into something like that. However the Archdemon that requested you paid quite a large sum.” 
 
    “Namah Ipsin, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” It shook the files. “That isn’t in here, by the way. I found it peculiar because when he came here, he asked for you specifically.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes, he called you by your real name.” 
 
    And then It paused, reading over the document.  
 
    “Oh, dear. Well now it makes a little more sense. I didn’t realize Namah Ipsin was from The Atrium.” 
 
    I blinked. “Why would that matter?” 
 
    “A little complicated to explain, I’m afraid.” 
 
    How had that Archdemon known who I was? The more questions I asked, the more confused I became. “What was I?” 
 
    It skimmed the files. “Nehel.” 
 
    Never heard of them, not even from my lessons. “Where do they reside?” 
 
    “Nowhere.” 
 
    “Nowhere?”  
 
    “They’re extinct, Justice. You were the last one.” 
 
    I fell silent for a moment, absorbing that. “Where did they used to live?” 
 
    Now it was the creature’s turn to hesitate. “The Atrium.” 
 
    Whoa, wait a second, how could that—? 
 
    And then Calenus’ words invaded my mind: ‘Would you have Leid kill everyone in The Atrium again?’ 
 
    Oh my god, no. 
 
    “W-What happened to them?” 
 
    “Regrettably I don’t have that kind of information,” it said. “But…” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “I’m willing to give your memories back to you.” 
 
    A beat. “You can do that?” 
 
    “You’d be amazed at what the Nexus can do, Qaira Eltruan.” 
 
    Qaira Eltruan.  
 
    The creature stood. “You’re going to have to trust me.” 
 
    “With?” 
 
    “Your freedom.” 
 
    I didn’t reply, unsure of what It meant. 
 
    “Since my incompetent staff failed to purge your files, we still have your information in our database. We have your memories. You can have them returned to you if we put you under.” 
 
    I recoiled. “What, in a coma?” 
 
    “Relax; we can’t control Vel’Haru. Their minds aren’t susceptible to our technology.” 
 
    I wanted to ask why, but couldn’t afford to derail the topic. “Fine, let’s go.” 
 
    The creature nodded, gesturing to the door. “I’ll take you to the sanitization room where we can begin.” 
 
    *** 
 
    After a considerable amount of time, most of which was spent as a lab rat for a group of electric-creature scientists, I stood in the heart of the Nexus.  
 
    It was cold and dark, and I was naked. The creature I’d met with in the waiting room held my clothes in a wadded heap beside me. We were riding on a circular lift, ascending the never-ending floors of cylindrical pods. They almost looked like coffins. In a sense, they were. There had to be hundreds of thousands here; entombed in a chemical, dreamless sleep.  
 
    It was so quiet that I could hear my breath. I probably could have heard my breath even if there was noise, because it was heavy and wrought with near-panic. Once upon a time I was inside one of those pods. I was just another number—another poor asshole that’d lost everything. I’d known that all along, but seeing it was an entirely different bag. 
 
    “Are you alright?” asked the creature, sensing my unease.  
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked, shivering.  
 
    “Aczeva. I am the CEO of the Nexus Initiative and President of the Anakaari.” 
 
    “Are you male?” 
 
    It scoffed. “Of course I’m male.” 
 
    “Just checking.” 
 
    “You didn’t know I was male?” He sounded offended. 
 
    “It’s hard to tell.” 
 
    Aczeva looked me over, eyes lingering between my legs. “Maybe for you.”  
 
    The lift slowed and came to a stop on one of the levels. I didn’t know how high we were because the scenery never changed, and we’d ascended for a pretty long time, but I still couldn’t see a ceiling. Aczeva led me through a network of pods. They were connected by circuitry and computers. Most of them were flashing vital signs, and incomprehensible data streamed across each screen. 
 
    He stopped in front of a vacant one. There was a hissing sound, and the pod hatch slid open, releasing an eerie green light. I stared at it, trying to hide my horror. That thing couldn’t have been more disturbing if it was used to molest children. 
 
    Aczeva hesitated, catching the look on my face. I wondered how he was able to read facial cues when his people didn’t have any. “It’s completely safe, I assure you.”  
 
    I sighed, taking the plunge.  
 
    The pod was lying horizontally, so I had to lie down once I got in. The hatch closed and I peered at Aczeva through a pane of yellow glass. He was at the computer, sliding an electric finger across the screen. The pod’s interior was heated, and it felt good on my skin. The comfort made me relax a little, but then I felt a pinch at the base of my neck. Metal snake-looking things slithered over me, coiling around my arms and legs. I thrashed, but I was getting really tired, like I’d been drugged.  
 
    Yellow liquid bearing a striking resemblance to urine erupted from a tube at my feet. The pod shifted, moving to a vertical stand. The piss was at my neck, still rising.  
 
    I was going to drown. 
 
    “Hey!” I screamed through the pane, the liquid creeping into the corners of my mouth. “Hey, what are you doing?!” 
 
    Aczeva said nothing at first, watching my submersion. Then I heard, “I hope you find what you’re looking for, Qaira Eltruan.”  
 
    I clenched my teeth, trying to shake free of the restraints. Bubbles exploded from my mouth and I couldn’t see anything for a second. The more I thrashed, the more tired I became. Pretty soon I couldn’t fight at all. My eyes rolled back into my head and my chest heaved, then fell.  
 
    As I slipped into unconsciousness, I dreamed that I was drowning in a black ocean, hands of the fallen dragging me deeper and deeper, until I couldn’t see any surface light.  
 
    Down,  
 
                 down,  
 
                            down…  
 
      
 
    The void swallowed me whole. 
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    ‘Lo the Wrath 
 
      
 
    'Lo the wrath of Sanctum's Savior 
 
    The Nehelian who feasts upon the blood of his own kind; 
 
    Hear the laughter of his malice bellow, 
 
    Upon the highest spires of Eroqam. 
 
      
 
    'Lo the wrath of Sanctum's Savior 
 
    The Nehelian who drinks upon the souls of his own kind; 
 
    Hear the cries of his people echo, 
 
    As the flames of Sanctum rise. 
 
      
 
    'Lo the wrath of Sanctum's Savior 
 
    The Nehelian who yearns for the death of his own kind; 
 
    Hear the whispers of his victims tremble, 
 
    As the ruins fall from the sky. 
 
      
 
    'Lo the wrath of Sanctum's Savior 
 
    The Nehelian who is freed from his own kind; 
 
    Hear the screams of his pain and sorrow, 
 
    As the smoke clears in his demise. 
 
      
 
    'Lo the wrath of Sanctum's Savior 
 
    The Nehelian who is no more;  
 
    Hear the Angels shout in communion, 
 
    As light in Heaven is restored. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    O 
 
    RUN 
 
    (The Enforcers have found you) 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE ANGEL FLED IN TERROR.  
 
    The sounds of screams and gunfire echoed through the darkness as her feet pounded over tiles. Bursting through the doors and past the genocide, fear blinded her, and she slid on a pool of blood. It was fresh; still warm. 
 
    She fell, cracking the side of her face against the floor. She felt a crunch, and knew something was broken. Her jaw tingled, and she couldn’t feel her tongue. But that wasn’t important right now. She needed to get away. Scrambling to her feet with a desperate sob, she continued to flee.  
 
    It was all wrong; she shouldn’t have signed up. The infiltrations were never successful and even if she survived she’d have to face her family empty-handed. The rations were all but gone, and anarchy rose through starvation. The last of the supplies were held in safe-keeping by rebel groups.  
 
    No one wanted to do this. They just wanted to eat.  
 
    She had never thought her life would lead up to this very moment: running through a supplies facility in Sanctum, soaked in the blood of her friends. She didn’t want to hurt anyone, and the Enforcers shouldn’t have arrived so quickly. But then again, they always did.  
 
    Only seventy years ago she was attending school and studying to be an engineer. She dreamed of working at the Plexus when she graduated. But then the food ran out, and the sky went dark. There was no light, so everything began to die. She didn’t even understand what happened. One day everything was fine, the next it was gone. She still remembered her world fading into the distance of the cosmos as their ship drifted away, floating toward a terrifying unknown. As far as she was concerned, her life had ended then.  
 
    She heard screams in the next room and slid to a stop at the door.  
 
    Keep running, said her instinct, but she had to see what was behind that grimy, circular window.  
 
    Two Enforcers were brutalizing another girl; she didn’t know her name but had talked to her on the trip here. Too young to legally work, forced to do the rebels’ bidding so that she might have a week of food.  
 
    Eventually the screams died, and their victim stopped moving. They kicked her battered, violated body to the side with the rest of the pile, laughing. Nausea crept up her throat, but this was something she’d seen before. The Nehel were vile and immoral; there was no atrocity too beneath them. 
 
    “Status,” she heard a voice announce. It came from their radios. 
 
    “All clear,” one of them answered through their masks.  
 
    The Enforcers dressed differently than the Sanctum militia; black armor and buzzard masks, with gleaming red eyes. Their belts were decorated with killing machinery—rifles, knives, and everything in between. They tried to look like monsters, but they didn’t need costumes. Savages, filthy and barbaric. 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Fourteen.” 
 
    “The Eye of Akul said there were fifteen.” 
 
    “We only found fourteen, Commandant.” 
 
    “I don’t care how many you’ve found, Ara. They said there were fifteen, so you’re missing one.” 
 
    Her heart skipped a beat. She bolted down the hall, blood pounding in her ears.  
 
    She was going to die!  
 
    They were going to catch her!  
 
    She was going to end up like that girl!  
 
    Breathe, breathe, breathe… 
 
    Her eyes widened as an unguarded exit came into view at the end of the hall. She was only one hundred feet away from freedom. Hope gave her a boost of adrenaline, and her wings released as she ran even faster. The hall erupted with the sounds of tearing cloth and feathers beating air as she burst through the door.  
 
    Sanctum’s evening light shined on her face and she closed her eyes, taking flight. Against all odds, she had escaped. She was free! She was— 
 
    BANG.
  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    I  
 
    CROWN OF THORNS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SANCTUM WAS UNUSUALLY QUIET. 
 
    At this hour, the streets were typically packed with traffic. Instead, a single aero-craft drifted by every five minutes. Fog had taken to the air, leaving the spires of my city as caliginous black outlines. I found the scenery fitting. 
 
    I waited in the opened doors of an Enforcer military craft, surveying the grain supply factory below. In the wake of gunfire, explosions and screams, my frown was apathetic.  
 
    Fucking angels; they deserved it. 
 
    My pilot, Lakash, looked over his shoulder. “They’re taking too long, Commandant.” 
 
    “Give them another minute. It sounds like they’re cleaning up.” 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    I crossed my arms, huddling into my coat. It was cold, as usual, but the weather was fine for us. All that sunny, sweaty crap in the top layers was for the whites. I didn’t understand how they endured it. 
 
    Okay, Lakash was right; they were taking way too long. We only had a fifteen minute window. After that, the press would arrive, and I didn’t think they’d like what they would find. But hey, someone needed to take care of this mess. 
 
    The sound of media aero-crafts echoed through the clouds. Lakash and I turned to the noise, sharing dismal looks. “Get some guards down here to fend them off. Arrest them if you have to.” 
 
    “I wonder what your father would think?” he asked.  
 
    I rolled my eyes. Lakash and I had known each other since we were boys. He often mistook our friendship for permission to overstep his boundaries on the job. “What my father would think is none of your business. Get those guards down here, now.” 
 
    Right about now my father was probably drunk in his study, drooling on the pages of a poetry book. Like he fucking cared what was going on anymore. 
 
    Lakash reached for his radio, while I leapt from the craft and flew to the vacant lot. When I landed my wings folded into my back, and I removed my radio from my belt.  
 
    “Status,” I ordered into it.  
 
    There was a moment of silence. 
 
    “All clear.” 
 
    I sighed in relief. “How many?” 
 
    “Fourteen.” 
 
    Nope, that was wrong. “The Eye of Akul said there were fifteen.” 
 
    “We only found fourteen, Commandant.” 
 
    My jaw clenched as I tried to keep my cool. My brother was being lazy, and this wasn’t the time for it. “I don’t care how many you found, Ara. They said there were fifteen, so you’re missing one.” 
 
    There came a sigh. “We’ll find them, Qaira.” 
 
    The crafts were getting louder, nearer. Ten minutes had passed, and we still needed to clean up the mess. If we didn’t find that last white soon, I was going to have to pull some serious bureaucratic shit. Maybe an arms deal gone wrong or something. All I had to do was get rid of the— 
 
    A door burst open behind me. I reached for my gun.  
 
    And just as the angel took off, I shot her in the back of the head. From such a close range, half of her cranium exploded and she fell from the sky in a trail of white feathers. When she collapsed, the remaining globs of her brain spilled across the pavement.  
 
    I put the radio to my lips, watching her bleed. 
 
    “Never mind; we’re done. Get the bodies out of there.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Ara said, removing his mask, “that was a nice shot.” 
 
    We were landing at Eroqam, Sanctum’s military headquarters and also my home. It rose higher than the tallest buildings of the inner city, sculpted from black coua. Coua was expensive to build with, because it was difficult to mine. Only the most important places in Sanctum were coua-composed, as it took forever to erode and was hardy against harsh climates. To attest to this, Eroqam stood long before the rest of Sanctum.  
 
    I watched the lines of armed guards awaiting our landing on the circular roof below us.  
 
    “She could have gotten away,” I responded after a two minute delay, one in which I’d spent debating whether or not to punch my brother in the face for the headache he’d given me. 
 
    Ara scoffed. “Not with you standing there.” 
 
    Our craft touched down and the thirteen of us walked in single file toward the Commons. My men would get unsuited and go home. I would go to my room and make a break for the stash of malay in my dresser. I began to itch a little while ago; it was far past due for another dose.  
 
    My brother followed me to the living quarters, a good fifteen minute walk from where we landed. Almost every trip from the Commons to the living quarters consisted of Ara talking my head off, while I (barely) listened. But this time, both of us were quiet as we traversed the long, dark walkway. It was after dinner, so most of our staff was gone.  
 
    “You alright?” I asked after we’d reached the halfway point.  
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t know why we’re waiting for them to attack us all the time.” 
 
    I shoved my hands into my pockets. “I’m working on that. You know how the Council is.” 
 
    “Ceram said grocers are running out of food in the lower districts. We can’t stop every supply factory from being destroyed.” 
 
    Ceram was my brother’s girlfriend who, despite his previous statement, had everything delivered to her on a silver platter. That was the lifestyle of a woman promised to one of the Regent’s sons. But he was right; Sanctum couldn’t hold the fort forever. Eventually we’d become as weak and starved as the Archaeans.  
 
    “Patience, please,” I muttered. “And while you wait, why don’t you work on getting your priorities straight?” 
 
    He lifted a brow. We looked similar whenever he did that. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “What’s more important, Ara? Eliminating all fifteen targets or getting your dick wet?” When he only glared at me, I elaborated. “I saw the bodies. You could at least try some subtlety.” 
 
    “I didn’t fuck any of them. Garan and Uless did.” 
 
    I stared ahead. The dim light of our quarters could be seen across the hallway. “From now on, get the job done and get out. Do you understand? You don’t need to beat the angels to death. That takes too much time. Just shoot them in the back of the head and move on to the next.” 
 
    I blocked his path with an intimidating look. I wanted to make sure he understood that I meant business.  
 
    He looked away, sheepishly. “Right.” 
 
    Ara’s malice wasn’t what upset me. I understood what happened to my soldiers on the field. Why wouldn’t they want to tear the heads from their enemies? The Enforcers’ brutality toward the Archaeans symbolized their hatred. They needed that hate to win the battle. I didn’t respect the life of any angel, so I didn’t care if one of my men put a bullet in an angel’s head and then fucked the gunshot wound. I just didn’t want them doing that when it compromised our operation.  
 
    Civility was useless against the Archaean Forces; my father had tried that for years. Our actions kept them scared. It made their soldiers question whether they really wanted to blow up one of our buildings if the chances of getting tortured, raped and shot were high enough. We kept their morale crushed beneath Sanctum’s heel. 
 
    At the end of the hall we stopped at a sealed metal door. I punched some numbers into the keypad on our right, and it slid open. 
 
    The smell of food wafted through the air. Ara and I walked up the carpeted steps of our estate to the sound of strings music. Tae was cooking again. 
 
    As I put my briefcase down in the lounge and loosened my tie, my sister pranced through the doors, holding up a plate of bread and wearing an ugly, flowery apron.  
 
    “Just in time!” she chimed. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll be there in a minute.” My hands were shaking.  
 
    My brother expressed much more enthusiasm about dinner and followed Tae into the dining area. I darted to the west wing, toward my room. Once there, I scrambled to my desk and grabbed a container of purple liquid from my drawer. I filled a syringe with it. I sat on the edge of the bed and rolled up my sleeve, injecting the contents of the container into my arm. The rush came near-instantaneously, and I closed my eyes.   
 
    Along with the other three fourths of the Nehel population, I was a malay addict.  
 
    At first the drug was legally distributed as a form of performance enhancement. It made us more alert, and although our strength probably didn’t change, it sure felt like it. Aside from that, it gave off a euphoric effect for a while after administration. That was what I got addicted to. 
 
    After only two decades, studies at the Sanctum Research Center found that malay was highly addictive if used too frequently, and the withdrawals were almost always fatal. Unfortunately, that was long after nearly everyone in Sanctum already took it daily. The Council made malay distribution illegal, but looked the other way for our military. While thousands of people died from malay withdrawals and others became practically homeless trying to buy it from black market street merchants, we received as much of it as we liked. Eroqam couldn’t have their soldiers dying off, after all. 
 
    Sometimes I wondered what the public would think if they knew the face of Sanctum, the oldest son of the Nehelian Regent, was really a junkie. The thought brought a twisted smile to my lips as I sat there with the needle still in my arm. Curling my fingers into a fist, I let out a long sigh as my stress escaped into the open air. All better.  
 
    Now it was time for the circus.  
 
    Everyone was already seated when I returned to the dining room. I frowned at my father, who sat with a napkin tucked around his collar like a toddler. I felt a certain sadness whenever I watched him. I still remembered the man he used to be; the one who taught me everything I knew. His rapid decline depressed me. Even strong, great men withered and waned at the end of it all. 
 
    I took my seat next to Ara and looked down at my plate. Tae didn’t have much to do during the day, so she tried to perfect being a homemaker. I didn’t really understand why, considering she was just going to be the mate of some wealthy Nehelian one day. Tae would never have to cook again after that. She didn’t even have to cook now. 
 
    I pushed food around with my fork to make it look like I was eating. The malay made me a little nauseous.  
 
    “Qaira knows what I mean,” Ara continued a conversation from before I’d arrived, and I glanced at him in question.  
 
    Tae shook her head, cutting up her food. “I think all of those places should be shut down. The filth they dredge up only makes Sanctum even more dangerous.” 
 
    “Uh, what are we talking about?” I asked. 
 
    “Sapyr.” 
 
    “You’d talk about that at the dinner table, in front of our father?” I almost shouted, casting my younger siblings a disgusted look.  
 
    Tae rolled her eyes at me. I didn’t intimidate her at all. “As if Dad cares.” 
 
    My father waved a hand, having finished his meal and now drinking a glass of wine. “I don’t. Naked women bring in some of Sanctum’s top revenue.”  
 
    “This is fantastic,” I muttered. “A family discussion about brothels.” 
 
    “You act as if you don’t go there as often as your brother,” my sister chided. She turned to our father. “Use your napkin, Dad. There’s food all over your face.” 
 
    I didn’t respond. I wasn’t going to converse over my trips to Sapyr. I was a man; enough said. 
 
    Tae and Ara continued to talk about other nonsense, and I just sat there picking at my plate. My father wiped his face with his napkin, and then blew his nose. I grimaced. Any appetite I’d had was officially gone. I’d only taken about four bites before I stood. 
 
    “You’ve barely eaten!” cried Tae.  
 
    “It was gross.” 
 
    She looked at her plate, stung.  
 
    I hadn’t meant to say that; it wasn’t gross, but it was either that or argue with her for fifteen minutes, and my time was priceless. My father and brother stared at me, their disdain mutual. I left the dining room without another word.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I spent the night in my room trying to devise a plan to get the Council to agree to search the Archaean refugee camp. I was certain that that was how the rebels got their intel. Someone in that camp was sending information to the Archaean base ship orbiting our gravitational field. Tonight’s raid on our grain supply facility said it all.  
 
    About seventy years ago, the Archaeans showed up on The Atrium seemingly from out of nowhere. Their home world, Felor, had been destroyed and there were over a million angels on board looking for a new home. Their leader, an angel named Lucifer Raith, demanded that we let them stay.  
 
    My father spent almost fifty years trying to negotiate with them. At first he ignored their demands, arguing that we couldn’t hold so many and sustain our world’s resources. That was true. The Atrium wasn’t a huge planet. But the Archaeans didn’t leave, and eventually wore my father down with unrelenting pleas. He reserved a place in the upper layers for them to take refuge. It wasn’t much, and it could only hold about fifty thousand, but that was fifty thousand angels able to eat.  
 
    The Atrium was only supposed to be a way station until they figured out what they were going to do. Yet to this day they hovered over us, demanding that more and more angels migrate to our world.  
 
    My father went crazy, and I took over. After years of passive defense methods of keeping the Archaeans from taking over, I was more than ready for a conflict. On my first day as stand-in Regent, I declared war on the angels. I also declared that there would be no more migrations, and the refugees could either go back to their ship, or stay while the rest of them found greener pastures.  
 
    Needless to say, Commander Raith didn’t like me much. Their entire plan from day one was to force migration on us over time. However, the moment my soft, soul-loving father cleared out his desk, their plan went to shit. We’d spent the subsequent years at war.  
 
    Currently the Archaeans were trying to destroy our storage facilities so that we’d suffer food shortages. I wasn’t able to retaliate because we couldn’t reach their ship. Their technology was staggering, and from what I’d heard, it was what destroyed Felor in the first place. 
 
    We needed to raid their refugee camp. If anything, it would clog enemy communication for a while. A raid would also let Raith and his forces know that any time they felt like coming down to Sanctum, we were ready for a showdown.  
 
    The angels scarcely faced Nehel in physical combat. They feared our strength. We were warriors; they were scientists. Most of Archaean military training revolved around how to evade and defend against us. Trying any sort of offense was a death wish, and they knew it. Despite our superiority in combat, the fact of the matter still remained: we were stuck.  
 
    So there I was, writing down arguments that I’d use on the Council tomorrow. I couldn’t believe I even had to convince them that we needed to engage. But, like my father, they felt civility was best. The only thing civility gave us was the early symptoms of famine. We could sit here and twiddle our thumbs all day; Lucifer Raith wouldn’t stop until The Atrium was his.  
 
    And I wouldn’t stop until he was dead. 
 
    There was a knock on my door, and I looked up. “Yes?” 
 
    My father came in and I glanced away, trying not to roll my eyes. I didn’t have time for him. 
 
    My father’s name was Qalam Eltruan. Until twenty years ago, he’d been the Regent of Sanctum. To the public, he still was, but I’d taken most of his roles behind the scenes. I played the good son and let him keep his face on bulletin boards so long as he didn’t become a blabbering idiot. It was getting really close to that point, though.  
 
    But it seemed tonight he was lucid. He didn’t have that familiar, clueless look about him that signified he’d wandered off for the thousandth time.  
 
    “How did it go today?” he asked, sitting down on a chair across from my bed. Physically, he appeared like an older version of me. All of his children looked like him, with brown hair and slender noses. But Tae, Ara and he all possessed green eyes. Mine were silver, like my mother’s. Perhaps that was why I’d always been his favorite. 
 
    He wore a suit every day, even though he hadn’t been to his office in ten years. He showed up at Council meetings and spoke to the press, but he hadn’t made a military or political decision since his physician diagnosed him with dementia. I often wondered if the same would happen to me one day, since dementia was genetic. Personally, I'd rather a bullet in the brain. 
 
    “Not good,” I sighed. “This was the fourth attempted bombing this month. It can only get worse from here.” 
 
    My father frowned, emphasizing the wrinkles on his weathered face. He said nothing, however. It seemed he was just as useless as everyone else. Eventually, he nodded toward the pad of paper on my knees. “What are you working on?” 
 
    “I’m going to stand before the Council tomorrow and argue the right to raid Crylle.” I might as well tell him; he was going to find out tomorrow anyway. Besides, he probably wouldn’t even remember what I said two hours from now. 
 
    “The refugee camp? Whatever for?” 
 
    “The Archaeans know of places and people that they couldn’t possibly have learned from their ship.” 
 
    “The media will spin it as a hate crime. Some of our citizens want us to let the Archaeans in.” 
 
    “Yeah, and some of our citizens haven’t a fucking clue, Dad. Where are we going to put them?” 
 
    “Profanity, son. Can’t you tone it down in front of your old man?” 
 
    “Sorry, but still.” 
 
    He sighed. “I don’t have the power to make those decisions anymore.” He stood and put his hand on my shoulder. I looked up at him. “I know you’ll do the right thing.” 
 
    His words made me shiver. My father thought I was such a good boy. It’d crush him if he knew about the things I’d done, all in the name of Sanctum. There was no such thing as doing right. For the Regent, or at least the guy playing the part, the only decisions I ever faced were bad, or worse.  
 
    I returned to my work as he left. “Are you going to be okay finding your way back?” 
 
    “I’ll manage. Have a good night, and don’t stay up too late.” 
 
    I smirked while he closed the door. I missed his fatherly guidance sometimes. 
 
    But I couldn’t dwell on the past; not right now, anyway. I had to finish this proposal before the morning. At this rate, it would probably take me all night. Oh well.  
 
    No rest for the wicked. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    II  
 
    THE STRENGTH THAT BINDS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “IN THEORY, IT SEEMS BEST IF we move our resources closer together, where they can be guarded by the Enforcers. I’m afraid it’s gotten to this point, Commandant.” 
 
    Shev Serro had been in front of the room for over an hour. He was one of the seven members that made up the Eye of Akul, which was the council that served Sanctum’s Regent. However they tended to argue with me more than anything; elderly politicians never wanted to listen to the Regent’s son.  
 
    Shev also liked to talk. Needless to say, I was dying of boredom. Perhaps he’d noticed my distant gaze, because I heard, “What do you think, Commandant?”  
 
    I leaned into a palm. “That sounds fine, but my men aren’t going to like it.” 
 
    “We’ll rotate their shifts, that way they aren’t sleep deprived. With over two hundred enforcers in Sanctum, I don’t think it will be a problem.” 
 
    “I don’t really see why we have to use my soldiers. Sanctum guards could do the job just as well. It’d be a waste.” 
 
    Enforcers were a private sect of the Nehelian military. Their jobs were handling Archaean conflicts and apprehending terrorists. Angel exterminators.  
 
    “Sanctum guards can’t defend against angel rebels, Qaira. We’ve already tried that.” 
 
    “Where are we moving the supplies?” I inquired, unable to think of a counterargument.  
 
    Shev frowned in thought. “Perhaps near the Aeroway? That will put them further from where the angels are slipping through, giving us more time to respond.” 
 
    Well, at least the Council was good for something today. “Fair enough. We’ll discuss the specifics after the meeting, Shev. But right now I’d like to address another issue.” 
 
    Shev took his seat. “Yes, Commandant.” 
 
    My legs wobbled as I moved to the front of the room. I didn’t get any sleep last night and I was fucking exhausted. I’d downed five cups of coffee this morning and was pretty wired until Shev had opened his mouth.  
 
    My eyes slid over each face stationed at the semi-circular table in front of me. I cleared my throat, and then began: 
 
    “Last evening there was an attack on the grain supply facility in Lower Sanctum. The angels managed to bypass security codes and exterminate the armed guards at the entrances. When I examined their bodies, there were no signs of a struggle, so I’m guessing the angels used stealth to kill. That also means they knew of their positions beforehand.” 
 
    The council shared a look. 
 
    “We have an insurgent,” I announced. 
 
    Kanar Venta was the first to speak. “That’s a rather bold statement. Are you sure you have enough evidence to back it?” 
 
    “What I saw last night was evidence enough,” I snapped. “And I’m going so far as to say that the insurgent is communicating with someone in Crylle, and they in turn are sending that information to the Archaean ship.” 
 
    “What do you suppose we do about it?” Shev asked.  
 
    I took the list from my breast pocket. “We’re going to cut communication lines from Crylle and their base ship. Being able to talk to one another was a luxury. I also want to send a team of twelve enforcers, including myself, into Crylle for interrogation.” 
 
    My father conveniently awoke from his mid-day nap. Up until now we’d ignored the fact that he was passed out and snoring all morning. 
 
    “The media will see it as a hate crime, Qaira,” he stated.  
 
    “Dad, you said that yesterday.” 
 
    My father paused, momentarily confused. “Did I? Oh, yes; I sure did. But the fact remains, son.” 
 
    I crossed my arms. “I don’t care how the media sees it. The general public does not dictate Eroqam’s actions.” 
 
    “The power is in the people, Commandant,” Kanar reminded me. 
 
    “No, the power is in Eroqam. It’s been too long that we’ve let our subjects run the show. Look at where that’s gotten us. Where are we? Are we in a state of permanent stability?” 
 
    The council said nothing, sharing another look.  
 
    “Sanctum is collapsing and I can’t stand by anymore. We’re acting in our people’s best interest, and I don’t care what you have to do to keep it confidential; our raid is happening.” 
 
    Isa Forr, the only female member of the Council, rose from her seat. I waited for the quip. She opposed me for the sheer entertainment of it. “Qaira Eltruan, are you suggesting we take an armed unit of enforcers into a civilian refugee camp with the intention of causing violence and fear?” 
 
    My eyes narrowed. “That is exactly what I’m suggesting.” 
 
    “The Archaeans will retaliate far worse than before if we do. We don’t even know what kind of weapons they have. We haven’t seen the whole picture here.” 
 
    “Is the Eye of Akul afraid of the angels?” I demanded.  
 
    “It’s rational fear if we don’t know—” 
 
    “The Archaeans won’t even know what happened,” I interjected. “We’re cutting communications with their base ship, remember? The refugee camp will be isolated, and if we can keep the press from crawling up our asses, there’s no way that Commander Raith could find out. At least until we leave.” 
 
    Isa opened her mouth to respond, but an explosion shook the room.  
 
    The members of the Council gave startled cries, and I looked out the window. An enormous debris cloud rose around the south wing of Eroqam, painting the sky black. My eyes widened. 
 
    In an act of desperation, I punched the window out. I stepped over the sill as my wings released, shredding my suit. I hadn’t expected to fly today, and now my favorite shirt was ruined.  
 
    The Council cleared out of the room and scrambled into the hallway, but my father stayed behind, watching me with a terrified gaze. 
 
    “Get to the main level!” I shouted. Before he could reply, I dove from the window.  
 
    The streets were in chaos. Screams of panic rode in with the wind. I let myself drop until I almost hit the ground; then my wings tilted and I shot toward the pillars of smoke like a speeding bullet.  
 
    A few Enforcer aero-crafts were already traversing the debris cloud. We were trained to respond quickly. As I approached the one in front, my soldiers saw me coming and slid open the door. I rolled in. 
 
    “Ara! Where is he?”  
 
    “He’s in the craft behind us,” said Uless. 
 
    I relaxed, reaching for a rifle on the rack. 
 
    “Sir, what the fuck is happening?” Uless asked as I loaded my weapon. “Why are the Archaeans attacking us in broad daylight?” 
 
    “Good question,” I muttered. After loading the chamber, I attached a blade beneath the barrel. Our assault rifles were a combination of machine guns and bayonets. It made the weapon somewhat useful at close range. “I guess we’re about to find out. 
 
    Gunfire erupted through the sky.  
 
    “Hang right!” I screamed at our pilot as bullets plinked against our craft. As the craft tilted, we all nearly lost our footing. I snatched the radio from Uless’ belt, seeing as I didn’t have my own. 
 
    “Do not leave the smoke!” I ordered the other teams. “I repeat, do not engage; we’ll bring them to you!”  
 
    It was the first time that I’d ever seen an Archaean fighter craft. Like the rest of their technology, it far surpassed ours. They moved faster and more fluidly than we ever could, and as of right now we were monumentally fucked.  
 
    I had no idea how I was going to get the whites to follow us into a trap, so I switched the radio to a different channel. “This is Commandant Qaira Eltruan. I am requesting immediate Sanctum airstrike backup.” 
 
    Another explosion; this time a clothing store half a block away. An Archaean jet was closing in. 
 
    Plink plink plink plink 
 
    A bullet penetrated our aero-craft. It tore through the face of an Enforcer beside me. Blood and flesh splattered our suits.  
 
    “Fuck! Tela, get them off of us!”  
 
    “I can’t!” he shouted. “Sir, they’re too fast!” 
 
    Someone finally responded over the radio, “Commandant Eltruan, what’s your status?” 
 
    “About-to-fucking-die!” The radio was so close to my mouth that I was practically swallowing it. “We have Archaean crafts obliterating Upper Sanctum! I need a strike team yesterday!” 
 
    “Airstrike team has been dispatched, Sir.” 
 
    Another enemy jet appeared in front of us. It opened fire on our windshield, killing Tela. Our now-pilotless craft spun out of control.  
 
    I dove for the seat, throwing Tela’s body aside. I swerved past the new enemy vessel and sped for the smoke. They thought I was retreating and followed. The angels took the bait.  
 
    I could barely see without a windshield. Gusts of freezing wind and debris violently beat against my face. My teeth gnashed together as I held on for dear life.  
 
    I ripped through the center of our waiting army, and they fired at the pursuing Archaean crafts. Both erupted into balls of fire seconds later. Some of my soldiers on-board cheered in celebration over the fact that we were still alive. 
 
    But that had been too close. 
 
    “Sir!” someone shouted through my radio. It was Ara. “Archaeans are on foot near the Agora!” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    A couple of enemy vessels were left. There was no way I’d be able to reach the Agora without getting shot out of the sky. This was such a fucking mess. 
 
    Thankfully, over a dozen Sanctum aero-crafts appeared.  
 
    “Requesting orders, Commandant.” 
 
    I nearly dropped my radio trying to respond. Flying with one hand wasn’t exactly a walk in the park. “All units commence a full-on offensive. Make sure you keep them busy.” 
 
    “Roger.” 
 
    Our task force roared by us. Gunfire ensued. That was my cue.  
 
    I steered my craft north, toward the Agora. It was time to take out the rest of the trash. 
 
    Five whites were skirting the rooftop of a restaurant. One of them was holding a rocket launcher. This didn’t look good already.  
 
    I steered away, deciding to land out of range. I was pretty sure our craft wouldn’t survive a rocket, since it didn’t even have a windshield. The craft touched down and I grabbed an armored vest. “Get ready,” I ordered to my team, but they were already way ahead of me.  
 
    I slid open the door and stepped onto the middle of the evacuated main street. My team followed suit. My wings unfolded and I took to the sky, chasing down the angels who’d seen us and fled. They must have had a craft nearby. What were they even doing here? 
 
    I closed in on them in a matter of minutes, aiming my rifle at the girl carrying the rocket launcher, but she managed to swerve out of the way and I shot the white beside her. As the dead Archaean plummeted to the ground below, the girl spun and returned fire. The rocket barreled toward me in a streamline of blue phosphorescence.  
 
    I rolled mid-air as it whirred by. It hit a grocery store instead, setting the Agora on fire.  
 
    Great. 
 
    And then I was right in front of her. I swung my rifle, cleaving her head from her shoulders. Before she fell, I swiped the rocket launcher, and my men took down her friends.  
 
    I found their deserted ride about four blocks away, atop Yema Theater. While my men secured the perimeter, I studied the alien craft. It was smooth and shiny, like liquid silver. I ran my fingers over the surface, whistling quietly. This thing was incredible. How did it fly so seamlessly?  
 
    I grabbed the radio I had stolen from Uless. 
 
    “Status.” 
 
    “All clear, Commandant.”  
 
    “Good. I need two crafts for a pick-up at Yema Theater. The whites left us a parting gift.” 
 
    Ara responded this time. “On my way, Qaira.” 
 
    I dropped the radio and sank to my knees, ripping off my vest and chucking it aside. Sanctum had prevailed again, but her damage was heavy. Black smoke and debris slithered into the horizon, billowing over dozens of ruined buildings. There were probably a hundred casualties, maybe more. This couldn’t keep happening.  
 
    My lip curled with indignation as I watched the militia fight the fires. Fucking vermin; they attacked my home. Now it was personal. 
 
    Crowds of nosy people flocked the streets, photographing the carnage. I listened to their cries of outrage with a growing smile. The attack had actually worked to my advantage. The Council would have no choice but to allow the Enforcers to raid Crylle. And now we had an Archaean specimen—one that could reveal the secrets behind their alien technology. I was one step closer to killing Lucifer Raith. One step closer to freedom.  
 
    I could almost taste it.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    III 
 
    NEEDLES BEFORE THE PRAYER 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    AS EXPECTED, THE EYE OF AKUL ruled in favor of raiding Crylle.  
 
    We had suffered two hundred civilian casualties, along with millions in lost revenue from repairs to the Agora and Eroqam. We also lost five aero-crafts and fifteen of my men.  
 
    The raid was scheduled to take place in a week. Kanar and I agreed to pull the plug on Archaean communications several hours before we went in. I’d have two hundred enforcers on standby around Sanctum should Raith’s forces appear in my absence. I wouldn’t be stupid twice. 
 
    The vessel I’d recovered was being analyzed by our defense team scientists. I was told there was a lot about the craft that was completely beyond our comprehension.  
 
    While the Sanctum Weapons Research facility spent all evening uncovering the Archaeans’ military secrets, I was at Sapyr with my brother and a few of our friends. We were celebrating the progress over the last several days. 
 
    Sapyr had been Ara’s choice (it always was) and I was bored. Entertainment of this sort only thrilled adolescents and the sex-deprived. And my brother. Yet oddly enough he wasn’t even paying attention to the dancers tonight. He, Garan and Uless were reminiscing about near-death experiences in the Sanctum army.  
 
    My attention was drawn to a young girl on stage who had made her way over to me. The stage was a less a stage and more a narrow catwalk between the bar, and I was sitting at the bar, waiting for our drinks. The peeler saw my face. Now she was going to bother me until I gave her money, since she knew I had a ton of it. 
 
    She bent down and spread her legs. I watched her dance, her lids half-mast in well-practiced lust. With a resigned sigh, I handed her twenty usos so she’d get lost. 
 
    Sapyr had been in business for over five hundred years. It was the apex nightlife for young males (and females, weirdly enough) who wanted a place to dance, drink and enjoy more devious pleasures should they have enough money for it. It was always dark save for the stage, where fluorescent lights flashed across women who, for some reason, found this to be a satisfying career. Most of them were junkies, supplied with all the malay their sore, tired veins could carry in return for their services. They didn’t even try to cover the tracks on their arms.  
 
    I didn’t like coming here; it reminded me of all the things that were wrong with Sanctum. All the things I couldn’t fix because I was no better than the filth that surrounded me. 
 
    The tender brought my drinks and I grabbed the tray, carrying it over to our table. I sat down and Ara nudged me.  
 
    “You want in on this round?” he asked, gesturing to the shot glasses.  
 
    “No thanks.” I didn’t like Cardinal; it tasted like antiseptic. 
 
    My brother frowned. “Stop being such a vagina.” 
 
    I glared at him, but said nothing. Nevertheless, he placed a shot in front of me. I watched the yellow liquid quiver in the glass.  
 
    “You need to lighten up,” he went on. “Sanctum’s Savior deserves to get wasted, at least tonight.” 
 
    I laughed. “Sanctum has no saviors.”  
 
    Since I’d been called a vagina, I held the shot glass up to the rest of our table in salutation. Then, all four of us threw back our heads and let the pungent, disgusting poison slide down our throats. 
 
    “You know,” Garan said, looking between Ara and I, “you two could be twins.” 
 
    Ara and I looked very similar, save for our eye color. He was also shorter than me, and his hair was a little wavier than mine. That said, we could have been twins if you’d had as much to drink as Garan. His pupils were dilated and he was swaying in his seat. 
 
    Ara scoffed. “No we don’t. I’m way better looking than Qaira.” 
 
    Yet all the women I’d ever brought home were ten times better looking than his girlfriend. I didn’t say that, though. Those were fighting words.  
 
    “So this raid,” Uless began, slurring, “are we taking civilians into custody, or interrogating them on the spot?” 
 
    I looked around, unsure if we should have this conversation or not. In about an hour, Uless would probably pass out in the men’s restroom like he’d done every other time, and wake up without a single memory of tonight. It all seemed like a giant waste of breath. 
 
    But now I was fiercely buzzed, so I’d entertain him. No one was within ear’s reach so I didn’t have to worry about an eavesdropper. “I don’t plan on taking anyone back with me.” 
 
    Uless shrugged. His tan complexion and hazel eyes were muted by the spotlight on the stage. He looked translucent. “Fine with me. I just wanted to know how long we were going to stay there. I can’t stand that heat.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered, gulping down the rest of my drink, “I hear you.” 
 
    “Fucking angels,” my brother growled, shaking his head. 
 
    “Save your anger for the field, Ara.” 
 
    He gave me a serrated grin, but it melted as he looked over my face. “Your ink is fading again.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” I didn’t really care, either. 
 
    Nehelians painted their skin with semi-permanent ink. It was tradition for Sanctum upper-echelon to use ink as a form of identity. I was required to wear my family symbol underneath my eye, but I often let it fade to near-invisibility. I didn’t like walking around with the equivalent of a name tag on my face. Especially given my status.  
 
    Besides, I could think of a thousand better ways to spend two hours than having someone draw all over me.  
 
    There was a war to wage, but Ara wouldn’t understand. He was still young. I was five hundred years older than him. He paraded the Eltruan symbol like it was a crown. Technically it was, but it was a crown of thorns. 
 
    As we finished our drinks, Garan left the table.  
 
    “Where are you going?” asked Uless. 
 
    “To take a leak. Do you want to come and hold my dick for me?” 
 
    We laughed.  
 
    Uless grimaced. “Get lost, you fucking queer.” 
 
    Garan grinned, backing away. “Aw, that hurts. Especially coming from y—” 
 
    He bumped into a group of women, and their drinks crashed to the floor. I hid my face in my hand, unable to watch the scene that would unfold. 
 
    “What’s your problem?!” one of the girls cried.  
 
    Garan was red-faced and stuttering. “I-I’m sorry, I didn’t see you there!” He tried to help them pick up their spilt drinks, but was too intoxicated and tumbled to the floor as he bent down. Ara and Uless were laughing so hard that they had to rest their heads on the table, and the girls were shouting at Garan as he tried to get up. Some of the other customers were starting to stare.  
 
    I slid from my seat and gave the squawking women a smile. No sooner had they seen me (and my ink), they dismissed Garan. My brother used this time to pull him to his feet and shove him toward the restrooms. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. “My friend is loaded. Let me buy you another round of drinks to make up for it.” 
 
    There were only four of them, so I figured it couldn’t be that expensive. My request was met with nervous giggles.  
 
    While I noted their orders, I couldn’t help but notice one girl in particular. She had long, brown hair and green eyes; a tiny waist and broad hips. Her full, pink lips curled into a coy smile as my eyes lingered on her.  
 
    “I’d never guess the Regent’s son would come to a place like this.” 
 
    “I don’t usually,” I said. “My friends are celebrating. Do you live in Sanctum?” 
 
    “I’m a college student from Celca. My name is Talia,” she extended a hand. “You’re Qaira, right?” 
 
    Ah, Celca. It was a smaller city outside of Sanctum. For the first time ever, my ink had given me an advantage. Talia would love nothing better than to cling to the arm of an Eltruan, and I was determined to fuck her. Hooray, mutualism.  
 
    “Would you like to come with me while I order the drinks?” I asked, taking her hand in my own. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    My prey led me through the crowd, toward the bar.
  
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Two hours later, I ditched my group to drive Talia to her apartment in Lower Sanctum. I parked my aero-craft in the lot outside, and we spent another half an hour doing malay. 
 
    “Be gentle,” she cooed, splaying her arm across my lap.  
 
    As I filled a syringe, I stared at her arm. The light from the street lamps cast an eerie glow across her skin, making it look pale and necrotic. Track marks covered the underside of her elbow; little black puncture wounds across yellowed flesh, like a worn pin cushion.  
 
    I slipped the needle into a fresh spot, glancing at her face as she leaned her head against the seat. The lights in Sapyr had muted the dark circles under eyes and hid the shadows of her hollow cheeks. Talia was a junkie, and had been one for a while. She was still beautiful, but she looked sick. For a second I wondered what I was doing here. 
 
    After her euphoria faded, she grabbed her purse. “You want to come up?” 
 
    No, I just spent three hundred usos worth of malay on you for nothing. “Sure.” 
 
    I followed Talia to her third-story apartment. She lived in a space that was the equivalent of a studio. Sections of her house were partitioned with beaded curtains to make up for the lack of rooms. The place smelled like flowers, probably from the incense that was burning on her coffee table. 
 
    Lower Sanctum was a ghetto. I didn’t like being here; it was a reality check to how my people were forced to live. I paused in the doorway, taking all of this in. I was being delivered a personal message of how bad it had grown through war. Through malay.  
 
    Talia slid out of her dress, waiting for me on her bed. I closed the door and approached her, loosening my tie. She straddled me for half an hour, but after only fifteen minutes I knew I wasn’t going to come. Malay made it difficult to orgasm, and she was ruining the mood with her whiny female sex-talk. Every time she mentioned how much she loved my ‘huge cock’ I was jarred from the act.  
 
    Again, I wondered what I was doing here. 
 
    After we were done, I dressed in silence. This should have made me feel something, but that hollow nothingness was still there. I didn’t know why I even bothered anymore.  
 
    “Where are you going?” she asked. 
 
    “Uh, home? It’s three in the morning.” 
 
    She was lying naked on her side behind me. I felt her finger tracing circles on my bicep. “Well, can you at least give me one more hit before you leave?” 
 
    Fucking junkie.  
 
    “No, you’ve had enough.”  
 
    Users didn’t make a habit of sharing their malay; it was too expensive. The fact that she had the nerve to ask for another hit when I’d already wasted an entire syringe on her was appalling. But the only one to blame was me, considering I’d given her some at all.  
 
    She tugged on my arm. “Come on, please?” 
 
    I shook her off. “I said no.”  
 
    I made a quick escape to her door, murmuring a goodbye. As I turned the handle, something shattered over the back of my head. The impact staggered me, and I whirled around in shock. Fragments of her broken bedside lamp lay at my feet. My hair felt wet; I was bleeding. 
 
    “What the fuck?!” I screamed. “You crazy, junkie whore!” 
 
    “You think you can just fuck me and walk out of here without giving me anything in return?!” she shouted back.  
 
    “I already gave you a hit! I didn’t realize you were a fucking prostitute!” 
 
    Her eyes were wild. The distant gaze in them made me realize that she wasn’t all there. “I want your stash. All of it.” 
 
    “Yeah, like that’s happening.” 
 
    “I’ll scream from the rooftops that the Regent’s son is an addict,” she said, smiling.   
 
    I closed her door, locking it. 
 
    Talia saw the look on my face, and then her smile faded. Somewhere in her malay-deluded mind she had realized that I wasn’t a person to fuck with. But it was too late now. 
 
    As I advanced on her she tried to run, but her apartment was too small and there was nowhere to flee. I backhanded her and she fell, smacking her head against the wall. Blood trickled down the corners of her mouth, and she looked up at me in terrified confusion. Before she could scream, I wrapped my hands around her neck and squeezed. 
 
    She thrashed, trying to claw at my face. I didn’t let up. 
 
    “I’m more than just the Regent’s son, you stupid bitch. Guess you’re going to find that out the hard way.”  
 
    As if my statement was ataractic, Talia stopped fighting. She stared up at me with a glazed look in her eyes as I ripped the last threads of life from her. The glazed look became a distant stare, and then I let go. She fell sideways on the floor. 
 
    I sank to the edge of her bed and put my face in my hands. This wasn’t supposed to happen. I was supposed to fuck Talia, and make it home before three o’clock. Now what? 
 
    I was seen leaving Sapyr with her. They would believe me if I told them all I did was drive her home, but I didn’t want the hassle. With a sigh, I left her apartment and opened the door to my craft, grabbing my stash. Making sure no one was around to see me, I ran back inside.  
 
    It looked like Talia was going to get what she’d asked for. 
 
    I pumped her with more than the lethal dose, propping her body up against the wall. I left the needle in her arm. Although forensics could have found evidence of murder, there wasn’t going to be an investigation. She was a junkie, and Sanctum authorities had better things to do with their time than carry out an in depth investigation of an overdose. They probably saw twenty of these a day.  
 
    I knelt in front of her and wiped a strand of hair away from her cold, bluing face. “Was it worth it?” I whispered. 
 
    After I cleaned up the shattered lamp, I made sure to take the spare key I’d found stashed above one of her kitchen cabinets and locked the door.  
 
    I got in my craft and started the ignition, but then everything sank in. Anger and despair coalesced and I punched the steering wheel three times, denting it. My knuckles bled, and the outer pain numbed the inner. I left Talia’s apartment and flew home.  
 
    Soon, the spires of Eroqam crept over Upper Sanctum’s horizon. The curtains rose again, concluding this brief intermission to the evident façade of Sanctum’s Savior.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    IV 
 
    THE SCHOLAR 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE NEXT MORNING BEGAN LIKE EVERY OTHER. 
 
    My alarm clock blared and I knocked it to the floor trying to press the snooze button. 
 
    The obnoxious sound continued, now just out of reach. I’d barely gotten more than three hours of sleep. I could have used the extra fifteen minutes, but I was forced to get out of bed and grab the fucking thing. The moment I set it back on my nightstand, my glassy, red eyes rose to the door. 
 
    Waking up was probably the worst part of my day. Perhaps I would feel differently if I ever got any sleep, but I was stupid and often reluctant to go to bed on time. I didn’t like the idea of another day’s end; I didn’t like knowing I’d have to go to work in the morning. 
 
    My eye was twitching, and there was an icy tremor shuddering up and down my arm. I reached for my case, opening it up. I filled another syringe, trying to stave off the memories of what had happened several hours ago. The image of Talia’s body circled through my thoughts, her empty, green eyes staring at nothing as she lay on the floor of her apartment. Through my bedroom window, newborn light left an eerie glow that I felt across my back.  For some reason, I knew that today would be different.  
 
    I slipped the needle into my arm and closed my eyes. 
 
    After my shower, I dressed into a suit and headed for the dining room. Epa, our maid, would have already laid out our breakfast. My sister found me along the way. 
 
    “No one has told you yet, but…” she began. 
 
    The last time she began a sentence like that, my father had snuck out of his room in the middle of the night and built a castle out of condiments from our refrigerator. I braced myself. 
 
    “The scholar has moved in with us.” 
 
    I froze, looking at her. “What?” 
 
    Tae’s gaze wandered to the end of the hall, settling on the dining room. I followed her stare. “Dad said the Eye of Akul hired a scholar to be your new advisor.” 
 
    An advisor? Since when did I have an advisor? “And who is he?” 
 
    Tae smiled, like what I said was funny. “Go and see for yourself. In the dining room.” 
 
    Pastries, juice and tea lay across the table, while Epa stacked dishes on a tray beside it. This was all very ordinary scenery, except there was a woman sitting at the head of the table, in my seat. 
 
    I lingered in the doorway, staring at her. My surprise gave way to confusion, which then gave way to anger when I thought about the Eye of Akul going behind my back and hiring an advisor. A woman advisor.  
 
    I had nothing against women, but there weren’t very many in the Sanctum forces. My job wasn’t for the faint of heart. Was this some kind of sick joke? 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked. 
 
    She looked at me, and my confusion returned. Her eyes were pale violet, shimmering in the overhead light. There were no red rings around them. She wasn’t Nehel. 
 
    But she wasn’t an angel, either.  
 
    Tae stood beside me, smiling at the woman. I tilted my head toward her. “Tae, go and get our father.” 
 
    “But he’s sleeping,” she whispered. 
 
    “Then wake him up!” I hissed. Did I really have to point out that this was more important than my father’s beauty rest? 
 
    Tae frowned and slipped away. The woman and I were left studying each other. I noticed other discrepancies in her appearance; tiny details of her face that were different than ours. Her ears were round while ours were triangular. She had a little nose and huge eyes, with straight black hair that hung to the small of her back. She looked unnatural, like a doll.  
 
    More than a minute passed. She said nothing, her expression a mask of stoicism.  
 
    “Who are you?” I asked again, needing to break the silence.  
 
    Instead of answering my question, she gestured to the empty chair beside her. “Are you going to sit? Or are you going to just stand there and stare at me like an idiot all morning?” 
 
    I bristled, about to give her a piece of my mind, but my father and sister returned. 
 
    “Good morning, son!” Qalam almost shouted. “I told Epa to order the cala muffins you—” 
 
    “Who is that?” I interrupted, pointing at the woman.  
 
    My father looked at her, blinking. Then his face filled with revelation. “Oh, yes. That’s the scholar.” 
 
    Was I the only one who found this situation completely weird? “What’s a scholar? What is she?”  
 
    “Qaira,” the woman said, and I stiffened at the sound of my name on her tongue. She was gesturing to the empty seat again. “Please.” 
 
    My lip curled. “I’m not doing anything until I know what’s going on.” 
 
    “Well that’s a shame, because I’m not telling you anything until you sit.” 
 
    She was treating me like a dog. I’d been in her presence for less than ten minutes and I already couldn’t stand her. No, this wouldn’t do.  
 
    But for now I wanted answers, specifically what she was and where she came from. Since the angels’ arrival I’d known we weren’t the only ones in the cosmos, yet….  
 
    I sat, glaring at her. 
 
    She looked at the pastries. “Are you going to eat?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Breakfast is the most important meal of the day.” 
 
    “Who are you?!” I shouted. 
 
    Her smile faded. “My name is Leid Koseling. I’ve been assigned by your council to advise you in your war against the Archaeans.” 
 
    “That didn’t tell me a fucking thing.” 
 
    “Language!” my father cried. 
 
    “Leave us!” I shouted.  
 
    My sister dragged our father off. 
 
    Leid poured herself a cup of tea and grabbed a pastry, placing it on her plate. I watched her with a measure of indignation. She had already made herself right at home.  
 
    “What are you?” I said. 
 
    “I’m a scholar.” 
 
    “And what’s a scholar?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t know. We haven’t been here for a long time.” 
 
    “Then how does the council know about you?” 
 
    She looked at the breakfast tray. “Eat something and then I’ll tell you.” 
 
    “I’m not hungry.” 
 
    Leid smiled. “Eat anyway.” 
 
    Cursing under my breath, I grabbed a muffin and threw it on my plate. She stared at me until I was forced to take a bite. It slid down my throat like tree bark. I felt humiliated, but I needed answers. 
 
    “Scholars are only employed by those fortunate enough to know about us,” Leid continued. “With that said, the members of your council haven’t told you everything.” 
 
    “So when are you going to tell me something I don’t know?” I glanced at my watch. “I’m late for work.” 
 
    Leid stood, grabbing her long white coat. “We can talk more on the way, then.” 
 
    I blanched. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I’ve been hired as your advisor, Qaira. I go everywhere you do until our contract expires.” 
 
    What. The. Fuck. “No, I refuse.” 
 
    She sighed. “Please don’t make this any harder than it already is.” 
 
    “And what exactly is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means you’re an obnoxious prick, but a job is a job. Trust me, I don’t want to be here either.” 
 
    My eyes widened, but all I did was laugh. Without another word I left the dining room, storming toward the port. I could hear Leid’s heels clicking close behind.  
 
    The Eye of Akul would answer for this. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It was going to rain.  
 
    Sanctum’s clouds were a deep gray, and fog blanketed the ground like a sheet would a corpse. Only the tallest buildings were visible. The weather made my drive even more complicated. 
 
    Leid said nothing on the way to Parliament, staring out the passenger seat window. I kept glancing at her, wondering if this was all a dream. I was expecting to wake up at any moment, but it never happened. The most appalling thing about this was that everyone seemed absolutely fine with some strange alien female just showing up and surgically attaching herself to my hip. 
 
    “Sanctum looks different than how I remember,” Leid mentioned.  
 
    I didn’t respond.  
 
    “Your market place is in ruins,” she continued, despite my blatant reluctance to speak to her. “Was that a recent Archaean attack? I haven’t been officially briefed yet because I arrived late last n—” 
 
    “I’m not talking to you until I find out what’s going on,” I interjected. “So you might as well just shut your mouth and sit there.” 
 
    “Your hostility is impressive.” 
 
    “Says the woman who called me an obnoxious prick.” 
 
    “That wasn’t hostility,” Leid said, smiling. “That was honesty.” 
 
    I wondered how much trouble I’d get into if I opened the passenger-side door and kicked her out of my craft in mid-air. “How do you know our language?” 
 
    She was looking out the window again. “I know all languages.” 
 
    I raised a brow. “All languages?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you know Archaean?” 
 
    “Do I need to tell you the definition of all?” 
 
    Bitch. “So what exactly is a scholar?” 
 
    “We’re multiversal mentors. When our services are requested and the job seems interesting enough, we aid other beings in whatever task requires our knowledge.” 
 
    “I thought you said you didn’t want to be here.” 
 
    Leid hesitated, looking out the window again. “This job wasn’t my choice. I was assigned here by someone else.” 
 
    “One second,” I said, raising a hand. I needed to concentrate on landing my craft. The Parliament’s flight dock was almost too narrow, and my formal complaint about it had been ignored. Maybe my nerves were shot this morning because I crashed the tail end of the craft into a cargo dock, knocking over a pile of packages. Leid and I jolted forward on impact. 
 
    “Fuck me,” I sighed, massaging my head. This was exactly what I needed. 
 
    Leid grinned. “Doesn’t seem like it’s your day, Commandant.” 
 
    I shot her a look and got out of the craft, ignoring the muttering laborers hovering around the scattered packages. One of the Parliament liaisons was approaching me with a questioning gaze. 
 
    I threw my keys at him. “Park this thing. I don’t have time for it.” 
 
    Leid joined me as I walked through the glass hall of the Parliament Bridge. “So, the Eye of Akul hired you to follow me around to make snide remarks?” I asked, shoving my hands into my pockets. “Somehow, that seems typical of them.” 
 
    “On the contrary,” she replied. “My charm is simply a bonus.” 
 
    I laughed. She was a real piece of work. The thought of her constant presence made me want to leap off the bridge.  
 
    As I stormed by the secretary guarding the council room, he stood to protest. “Commandant, the Council is busy—” 
 
    “Sitting there doing nothing, I know,” I muttered, exploding through the door.  
 
    The Eye of Akul were expecting me. It was a little unsettling to realize I was that predictable. 
 
    “Qaira, just in time,” greeted Isa, seated behind the center podium. There was a collection of papers in front of her. “I hope you’ve brought a pen.” 
 
    I pointed at Leid. “What’s the meaning of this?” 
 
    “The scholar has introduced herself, hasn’t she?” Isa asked, evading my question. 
 
    “She says you’ve hired her to advise me.” 
 
    Kanar nodded. He was seated third from the center. “Yes, we have.” 
 
    “Advise me on what?” 
 
    “The Archaean conflict. What else?” 
 
    It was getting pretty hard to keep my cool. “I don’t need an advisor. I’m handling the situation just fine.” 
 
    “He doesn’t seem to like me very much,” Leid said, amused. “Perhaps you might explain to Qaira why you chose me to advise him?” 
 
    “The scholar has extensive information on the Archaeans,” Isa said. “She knows about their technology and their combat strategy. She’s an invaluable asset, and you are going to welcome her to Sanctum whether you like it or not.” 
 
    I looked down at her. She was five foot nothing and barely made it to my shoulder. “How do you know about the Archaeans?” 
 
    “We’ve been contracted to the Archaeans numerous times on Felor,” she said. 
 
    I was shocked. “Are you saying that you’ve worked for our enemy?” 
 
    “I haven’t, but others have and we share notes.” 
 
    I looked back at the council. “We can’t trust her. She’s too neutral.” 
 
    “Neutral?” Kanar repeated. 
 
    “We need someone with passion; not a brains-for-hire who might harbor empathy for her past clients.” 
 
    Leid’s amusement vanished. She gave me an irritated frown. “We have no interest in affairs outside of our contracts. I’m here to do exactly as I’m instructed. I don’t care whether this planet goes up in my flames or the Archaeans get blown out of the sky. I hold no biases. I just do my job. And believe me,” her eyes narrowed, cutting through my soul like a piece of broken glass, “I have empathy for no one.” 
 
    I was speechless. All I could do was look away, running a hand through my hair.  
 
    “I’ll be useful to you,” Leid pressed. “If you’ll let me.” 
 
    “All you’ve done so far is distracted me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Qaira, but it isn’t your decision,” Isa said. 
 
    “Isn’t it? You get to decide what I do? I’m technically the Regent!” 
 
    “Are you putting your pride before the prospect of Sanctum’s victory?” asked Shev, giving me a disappointed look.  
 
    My jaw clenched. I was cornered.  
 
    “I want a construction team assembled to make that landing dock wider.” 
 
    Isa blinked. “What?” 
 
    “The Parliament dock is too narrow. If I’m going to sign my life away to a little girl, then you need to at least give me that.” 
 
    Beside me, Leid smiled. 
 
    “Agreed. I’d like you to get the scholar acquainted with Parliament and Sanctum. She’ll be by your side during all working hours until the contract expires.” 
 
    “About that contract,” I said, crossing my arms. “I’d like to see the terms.” 
 
    “Ah yes, I almost forgot.” Isa handed me the papers from her desk. I took them. 
 
    

DECLARATION OF AID FROM THE COURT OF ENIGMUS 
 
      
 
    It is hereby announced that Scholar Leid Koseling of the Court of Enigmus shall be sent to The Atrium to serve as council to the Regent and the Eye of Akul in their escalating conflict with the Archaeans. The parties involved must read the terms of agreement and sign their names should they find the following terms suitable: 

1) The Scholar will serve as aid to Sanctum for exactly ten years, or until the conflict has been resolved. The means of payment requested by the Scholar should be delivered no later than ten days after the contract expires.

2) The Scholar is not permitted to aid Sanctum in any form of physical combat. If this should happen, the contract will be voided and both the Scholar and those that paid for their services will be punished accordingly. 

3) The Scholar is not permitted to help design or construct objects that might sway the fate of the conflict. The Scholar is allowed to educate the Regent and the Council so that they will acquire the knowledge necessary to design or construct said objects on their own. 

4) The Scholar should act as a companion to the Regent and the Council, but it is not their duty to protect them from harm. The Scholar is solely responsible for offering aid in verbal form.

5) The Scholar must be protected from harm by Sanctum. The Regent and the Council will make it a priority to keep the Scholar safe from any danger. The death of a Scholar is seen as negligence by the Court of Enigmus, and punishment will be severe.

6) The identities of the Scholar and the Court of Enigmus will not be disclosed to anyone outside of the parties involved. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There were numerous signatures at the bottom of the page, as well as an empty line. I looked at the tiny print under the line. It was my name.  
 
    After reading this, it was like Leid was nothing more than a piece of rental property. What was the Court of Enigmus? 
 
    “Ten years,” I recited, letting that sink in.  
 
    “I don’t think it’ll be long enough,” Leid said.  
 
    “Oh really?” 
 
    She nodded. “Sanctum has many obstacles to overcome.” 
 
    “We’ve been handling it fine so far,” I said, icily. “We’ve managed to stave them back for half a century.” 
 
    “Commander Raith is not looking to kill you,” said Leid. “If he was, you would have been dead a long time ago.” She looked at the council. “How much do you know about angel technology?” 
 
    “That’s where we need your services the most, Leid,” Kanar said. “Several days ago, Qaira managed to secure one of their combat crafts after an assault on Eroqam, but it’s left our research scientists baffled.” 
 
    Leid tapped her chin. “Well, I suppose that’s a good start. When can I see it?” 
 
    “Your eagerness is appreciated,” Isa began, “but for the rest of the day I think you and Qaira should get a little more acquainted with one another. Perhaps you could find a way to quell his doubts about you.” 
 
    The scholar glanced at the papers in my hand. “I can’t do anything until he signs that.” 
 
    I signed the contract, smirking to myself. Leid didn’t realize how much blood there was going to be. The violence we faced on a day to day basis was too much for most of us to handle, let alone a little alien girl. I’d give it less than a year before she’d break.  
 
    I handed the contract back to Isa and she said, “Sanctum welcomes you, Leid Koseling.” 
 
    “I hope I bring your city and its people victory,” said Leid. 
 
    I was already walking out. It wasn’t long before Leid caught up to me. We climbed the stairs and traversed the hallway to my office. As I opened the door, I paused. “What’s your repayment?” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “What are we giving you in return for your services?” 
 
    “My payment isn’t of any concern to you.” 
 
    My stare hardened. “Isn’t it?” 
 
    “No. I assure you, Qaira, that what I am getting isn’t anything remotely valuable to Sanctum.” 
 
    “Okay then.” I opened the door and stood aside. “After you, scholar.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Leid said. As she stepped inside, I stared daggers at the back of her head. Sure, I’d agreed to work with her—; 
 
    But nowhere in the contract did it state that I had to like her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    V 
 
    POLARITY 
 
      
 
      
 
    MY EYES FLUTTERED OPEN, GAZING ahead in a confused fog. At first I had no idea where I was but then my gaze settled on the alarm clock that I’d forgotten to set the night before. The fog cleared and I realized I only had fifteen minutes to get ready for work.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    I jumped out of bed and near-sprinted to the shower. Somehow I managed to bathe, dress and shoot up in only ten minutes. I was planning to skip breakfast but my stomach was already growling. If I didn’t eat now, I’d have a stomach ache all day. Leaving it empty for hours on end tended to do that to me. 
 
    Ara and Tae were at the dining table. My father never woke up this early, so Epa always saved him a plate to take to his room later on.  
 
    Leid was reading a news periodical, sitting in my seat again. She didn’t even glance up when I exploded in, fumbling with my tie. I shot her a look when I noticed where she’d chosen to sit, but was too preoccupied with my tie to get angry. I wasn’t going to use the chair anyway.  
 
    I threw a pastry on my plate and reached for the kettle on the tray. Then I froze, holding the kettle, glaring at Leid. Still, she didn’t look at me.  
 
    “How many cups did you have?” I asked, shaking the empty kettle for emphasis.  
 
    She turned a page of her periodical. “Three.” 
 
    “You drank it all,” I said. “You know I have a cup every morning.” 
 
    “Perhaps if you hadn’t slept so late you might have gotten here in time to have some.” 
 
    Tae and Ara exchanged looks of dread. They knew what was about to happen; the same thing that had happened countless times since Leid moved in two weeks ago. 
 
    “I can make you some more,” offered my sister.  
 
    I didn’t answer her, still glaring at Leid. “I’m not late. And it’s none of your business what I do outside of work. If I sleep in a little later than normal, that’s my right.” 
 
    “Well, it’s also my right to drink as many cups of tea as I want.” 
 
    “Okay, you listen to me you fu—” I caught myself, counting to four in my head. 
 
    “The world doesn’t wait for you, Qaira. You should stop expecting it to.” Leid threw on her coat, flashing me a smile. “You didn’t go to bed until two o’clock this morning. Sleeping less than four hours a night affects your work performance.” 
 
    “… Are you implying that you don’t think I’m doing my job well enough?” 
 
    Ara scoffed, covering his mouth.  
 
    Leid moved by me, heading into the hall. “Now you’re late.” 
 
    I watched her disappear toward the port, fuming. My siblings could practically see the steam coming from my ears. Tae acted uncomfortable, while Ara was beaming. He seemed to enjoy watching Leid’s treatment of me. Karmic justice, he’d said.  
 
    “Remember to show up for the briefing this afternoon,” I muttered, heading for the hall as well.  
 
    “Roger,” my brother said to my back. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Traffic was horrible.  
 
    You’d think the Regent’s son and the Commandant of the Enforcers would get some bonuses, like having a special lane in which he could bypass all the normal people on their way to their less important jobs. But my only bonuses were chauffeuring Leid around and putting up with the council’s bullshit.  
 
    I was still pissed about breakfast and didn’t say anything to Leid on the way to Parliament. My only saving grace was that she was nice to look at. It was kind of annoying that I found her so attractive, given the fact that she wasn’t even a part of my species and I couldn’t help but feel like I was partaking in some kind of bestiality fetish whenever I thought about her.  
 
    She wasn’t really my type, either. Leid was thin and her breasts weren’t nearly as large as I’d have liked them to be, but there was a certain allure to her that I couldn’t put my finger on. Too bad it was ruined whenever she opened her mouth. 
 
    We had been sitting in a traffic jam for fifteen minutes, and when we finally reached Parliament I’d forgotten that the landing port construction started today. Now I had to go all the way to the front and try to find parking there.  
 
    “Fucking beautiful,” I muttered, glaring at the NO PARKING SIGN.  
 
    Leid grinned. “How ironic.”  
 
    I turned the craft, jerking the wheel hard enough to throw her against the passenger seat window. She stared angrily at me, and now I was grinning. 
 
    Twenty minutes later we were in Parliament, and I ducked by Isa and Shev while they were speaking to my receptionist. Maybe the council wouldn’t notice I was late.  
 
    Things were pretty quiet since the attack on Eroqam. I spent most of the day handling matters my father was no longer capable of, like budgeting, law-mediating and delegating with the higher-ups who worked for the city. A Regent’s day only lasted from seven to three, but I was also the Commandant and would go directly to Eroqam’s military wing after my desk job. Needless to say, work days sometimes lasted well into the early morning. 
 
    And they only seemed longer with Leid as my shadow. 
 
    I tried to stay afloat amid the sea of paperwork that had been waiting on my desk when I’d arrived. Leid paced behind my desk, analyzing my weekly schedule. 
 
    “You double-booked a meeting with Upper Sanctum’s Chancellor and the Sanctum Education Director,” she noted.  
 
    I didn’t respond, signing a budget report. 
 
    “Would you like me to change it?”  
 
    “Yeah, whatever.” 
 
    I heard her flipping through my schedule. “The only other opening you have is at three-thirty.” 
 
    “Guess that’ll have to do.” 
 
    “You leave at three.” 
 
    “Guess I won’t today.” 
 
    “Would you like me to postpone the meeting until the next day?” 
 
    “Leid,” I sighed, massaging my head, “just schedule whatever you think is best and let me know. You’re going to do that anyway.” 
 
    I didn’t need to turn around to know that she was smiling. “As you wish, Commandant.” 
 
    Several hours later I had completed most of the work that had deadlines for tomorrow. I took a moment to stretch and noticed Leid was sitting on the leather armchair across from my desk, staring at me. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “I want to see the Archaean aero-craft.” 
 
    I blinked. “Right now?” 
 
    “No, after the briefing tonight.” 
 
    “That’s fine. I was waiting until our research scientists could give us anything conclusive, but they’re still at a loss.” 
 
    Leid reclined across the arm, smiling. “I’m sure I could fill in some blanks.” 
 
    “You’re quit sure of yourself, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Says the flesh and blood epitome of arrogance.” 
 
    I sighed and returned to my work. Despite her cue to shut up, Leid kept talking. 
 
    “Do you have the outline for your briefing?” 
 
    My eyes rose from the report, settling on her. “Why?” 
 
    “I’d like to see it.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “To make sure it’s a good plan?” 
 
    I smirked, looking back at my report. “Thanks, but I don’t need your advice on military tactics.” 
 
    “Because I’m a woman?” 
 
    “Among other things.” 
 
    “It’s very unfortunate that the soon-to-be Regent of Sanctum is an ignorant, chauvinistic pig.” 
 
    I put my pen down and stared at her. She met my irritated frown with an icy smile.  
 
    “Is there somewhere you can go for a while?” I asked through my teeth. “There isn’t anything productive about you hovering over me all morning.”  
 
    She looked at the door. “Is there somewhere that I can get food?” 
 
    “The cafeteria is on the first floor; take a left down the stairs. What, all of my tea and three pastries weren’t enough for you?” 
 
    Leid ignored my jab. “What do you usually get when you’re there?” 
 
    “Why would that matter?” 
 
    “I don’t know much about Nehelian food, and most of it gives me indigestion.” 
 
    Charming. “Their leriza sandwiches are pretty good.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she murmured, slipping out of my office. 
 
    I sighed in relief, reclining in my seat. Relishing this moment of peace, I closed my eyes. My exhaustion gave me a floaty, dizzy feeling, and since Leid ruined breakfast my empty stomach was churning bile up my throat.  
 
    I glanced at the clock; two more hours until I could go to lunch. I had another dozen budget reports to sift through. It was going to be the most painful two hours of my life. But at least I was alone now. 
 
    Ten minutes later, Leid came back into my office, holding a lunch tray.  
 
    I scowled at the sight of her. “Why didn’t you eat in the cafeteria? I don’t want you getting crumbs on my—” 
 
    She placed the tray in front of me. My annoyance switched to confusion.  
 
    “I could hear your stomach growling,” she said. “And I thought maybe if you ate something you wouldn’t be so grouchy.” 
 
    I stared at the food. “Thank you.” 
 
    Leid returned to the chair. “So, can I have your outline now?” 
 
    Clever. “It’s in the front compartment of my briefcase,” I said, wolfing my sandwich. “Help yourself.” 
 
    As she read it over, I saw her face darken. “Qaira, this is inhumane.” 
 
    “And attacking my city and killing hundreds of people isn’t?” 
 
    “Those were soldiers. The angels in the refugee camp aren’t soldiers.” 
 
    “I’m willing to bet that some of them are.” When she only looked at me, I sighed. “I shouldn’t have given that to you.” 
 
    “Are you planning to hurt them?” 
 
    “If it comes to that.” 
 
    “If you cut off communications with their base ship, it’ll only provoke them.” 
 
    “Well maybe Commander Raith will actually grow a pair and face us.” 
 
    Leid hesitated, tucking my notes back into my briefcase. “You don’t want them to attack you. Not yet.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re entitled to your own opinion. End of discussion.” 
 
     “But Qaira—” 
 
    “End of discussion!” I shouted, making her jump. I was perfectly capable of military strategy. She knew nothing of me, or this war.  
 
    Leid stared at me, crestfallen. “As you wish, Commandant.” 
 
    I returned to my work. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    At three-thirty, I watched as the eleven Enforcers I had handpicked filtered into the briefing room. I stood on the stage, in front of a large projection screen, going over my notes. Leid sat front and center, staring at me. It was annoying, and I was sure she knew that.  
 
    Although the rest of the council opted to trust me, Kanar entered as the Enforcers took their seats. He stood at the very back, giving me a nod of encouragement. When everyone was ready, I hit a button on the remote control lying on the podium. The projection monitor flickered behind me.  
 
    “Lieutenant Eltruan, hit the lights,” I said. 
 
    Ara stood, doing as I’d ordered.  
 
    “Thank you all for coming,” I began. “You are here because I have personally selected you to be part of our interrogation team for the raid on Crylle, happening three days from now. Our mission objective is to find out who among the angels are relaying intel to the Archaean base ship. We will be departing from Eroqam at nine in the evening—just a little after the camp’s curfew. That way, everyone is where they’re supposed to be when we arrive.” 
 
    I pressed another button on the remote. A map of Crylle flashed onto the screen.  
 
    “Lieutenants Eltruan and Geiss will take the left-side sweep of the camp, while Narish and Tem will take the right,” I continued, pointing out their paths with my finger. “Lieutenants Fedaz and Cama, I want you to go to their medical facility and evacuate their staff. I’ll be stationed at the southeast communications building. Make sure you all are taking headcounts as you move. I’ll be comparing them to the manifest to verify every white is accounted for. Everyone else will be on stand-by with me.” I paused. “Questions?” 
 
    Ara raised his hand. 
 
    “Lieutenant Eltruan.” 
 
    “Are we cutting the communications before or after we arrive?” 
 
    “Eroqam will jam their transmission signals when we arrive in Crylle. We don’t want to do it too soon or it could serve as a warning to the perpetrators in the camp.” 
 
    Uless raised his hand.  
 
    “Lieutenant Fedaz.” 
 
    “How are we treating hostiles?” 
 
    “Kill anyone who resists us.” 
 
    I glanced at Leid. She looked back at me, devoid of expression. 
 
    Garan raised his hand. 
 
    “Lieutenant Geiss.” 
 
    “What exactly are we looking for? How are we supposed to identify the mole?” 
 
    “We’re looking for weapons and incendiaries. If you find any questionable documentation, take that as well. The whites who tried to destroy our grain supply facility a few weeks ago were not soldiers. They were camp rebels, or so I’m suspecting. The rebels are in that camp, and we’re going to find them.” 
 
    “How are we to know if the documentation is questionable? We can’t read Archaean.” 
 
    A job requirement of an Enforcer was to be able to speak Archaean. Very few of us could read it. It looked like Leid was going to come in handy for once. “My advisor is fluent in Archaean, so you don’t have to worry about that. Lastly, we are not taking any angels back for questioning, and will be doing all of our interrogations in the Crylle communications building. It’s going to be a long, hot night, gentlemen.” 
 
    The crowd groaned. I ignored them. “Any more questions?” 
 
    Leid raised her hand.  
 
    I glared at her. “Yes, Advisor Koseling?” 
 
    “Commandant Eltruan, I’ve had a chance to look over the Crylle manifest. There are over five thousand children living there. What will be done about them while your fear-mongering is going on?” 
 
    A few of the Enforcers turned to look at her. She kept her eyes on me. 
 
    I was still trying to register her question. “Uh, what?” 
 
    “Are you telling me that you’re planning on storming the refugee camp, killing anyone that gets in your way, in front of children?” 
 
    Anger began to rise from my chest, moving over my head. It made my ears hot and left pinpricks along the nape of my neck. “Advisor Koseling, an angel is an angel.” 
 
    Leid seemed to anticipate my response, because she reclined in her seat with a knowing smile. “Commandant, that is exactly how you create these alleged rebels in the first place.”  
 
    The anger had now returned to my chest, quickening my pulse. That bitch never knew when to shut up.  
 
    “You go in there, kill their parents, and then they end up hating you enough to volunteer to blow your city to smithereens. To my understanding, most of the attacks on Sanctum were caused by adolescents, correct?” 
 
    “Most of them, yes.” 
 
    “So why don’t you instruct a team to round up the children and keep them out of harm’s way? It will be good publicity for you; showing your people and theirs that you at least have a heart.” 
 
    I looked at Kanar. His expression said it all. Once again, I was cornered. “Advisor Koseling, would you like to come up here and take over?” 
 
    “Of course not. You’re a wonderful tactician, Commandant.” 
 
    I clenched my jaw, realizing that she was getting back at me for this morning. “Very well. Lieutenant Samay, you’ll be in charge of rounding up all the children in the camp. Does that suit you, Advisor Koseling?” 
 
    Leid smiled. “It suits me fine.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Is there anything else we could do to make the angels more comfortable while we raid their camp for weapons of mass destruction?” 
 
    “Commandant Eltruan,” Kanar warned.  
 
    I swallowed my pride and moved on. For the rest of the briefing, Leid stared at me with that pretentious smile of hers, and I fantasized about peeling off her face and hanging it from Eroqam like a flag.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    VI 
 
    FROM WITHIN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LIGHT REFLECTED OFF THE WINDSHIELD, creating blinding beams that made me squint. The sun was insufferable up here.  
 
    I sat quietly in the back of our Enforcer craft, trying to assemble my assault rifle through the sun’s glare. We were fifteen minutes from Crylle, and my soldiers were preparing for landing. Although I was leading the raid, I was nervous and everyone knew it. It made them nervous, but there was a good reason to worry. Even with the awaiting militia that would aid our charge, we were outnumbered twenty-five to one. We had firearms, but I had a hunch that at least some of the whites did as well.  
 
    I latched the rifle to the strap around my shoulder, settling my gaze on Leid as she stared out of the cabin window. By some act of a miracle, she hadn’t said a thing since we’d left Eroqam.  
 
    “You’re violating your contract, you know,” I said.  
 
    She looked at me. The light made her hair and eyes shimmer. “How so?” 
 
    “Your contract said you shouldn’t be placed into harm’s way. Actively participating in a raid is as close to harm’s way as you can get.” 
 
    Leid smiled. “I’ll be just fine, Qaira, but thank you for your concern.” 
 
    In reality I hoped she got blown to pieces in crossfire, but all I did was nod and head to the empty co-pilot seat.  
 
    “How much longer?” I asked Lakash. 
 
    “Ten minutes, sir.” 
 
    I grabbed my radio. “Eroqam, come in. This is Commandant Qaira Eltruan.” 
 
    “This is Eroqam; go ahead, Commandant.” 
 
    “Jam all signals across Crylle airwaves. Let me know when that’s complete.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    I switched channels. “Crylle communications tower, this is Commandant Qaira Eltruan of the Sanctum Enforcer Division. Come in, please.” 
 
    After a few moments, I heard, “Good evening, Commandant. This is General Akrah Kalesh. Are you ready for our troops?” 
 
    “Just about. We land in ten.” 
 
    “I’ll have them assemble near the northwestern gate.” 
 
    “Good. We’ll see you soon.” 
 
    I let the radio fall to my lap. Lakash glanced at me. “I don’t like that look,” he said. 
 
    “Sorry,” I muttered.  
 
    Lakash reached into his coat pocket and handed me a flask. I shot him a look that relayed my disapproval of drinking and flying, but accepted it nonetheless. “It helps with my nerves,” he explained. “I keep thinking about Tela.” 
 
    I watched the scenery, recalling the ambush on Eroqam. A migraine was slowly settling in, one of the many side-effects of long-term malay use. The light was making it worse. “It was my fault.” 
 
    “No it wasn’t. You couldn’t have known it was an ambush.” I handed him his flask and he took another gulp before putting it back into his coat. “I’m just glad I showed up late.” 
 
    “That isn’t funny.” 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to be funny.” 
 
    The clouds parted and the ramshackle rooftops of Crylle came into view; shacks and tents with only a few stone edifices, enclosed in a dome of chain mesh. The sky was guarded as well, since angels had wings. Like us. 
 
    The similarities in our appearance were a little overwhelming. Archaeans and Nehel hailed from different planets yet we looked identical, save for our eyes, hair and wing structure. The angels were pale skinned, with ice blonde hair and white wings. We were tanner-skinned, with dark hair and black wings. The Nehel had various shades of eye color, but I’d only ever seen blue eyes on angels. It was hard to tell them apart; they all looked the same to us. 
 
    Leid looked like us, too. She just didn’t have wings. It made me wonder how many other creatures there were across the galaxy, living similar lives on similar worlds. But then I remembered I was about to raid Crylle, so I returned my attention to the matter at hand.  
 
    As Lakash drew the craft into a slow descent, I caught a glimpse of soldiers aligned at the northwestern gate. Then I looked at my radio, frowning. Eroqam should have jammed Crylle’s signal by now. Soon the angels would see us, and without a jam they could alert their base ship. 
 
    “Eroqam, come in.” 
 
    “Interference is complete, sir.” 
 
    “About time.” 
 
    We landed two minutes later. As my Enforces exited to greet the Sanctum squadron, I moved to block Leid from leaving the craft.  
 
    “I want you to stay beside me at all times,” I said, while she peered up at me with an amused grin.  
 
    “Such is the terms of my contract.” 
 
    “I mean it. You could get killed.” 
 
    “I have faith that you’ll protect me, Qaira.” 
 
    “I can’t afford to protect you when I have fifty thousand hostile whites to worry about. When we get to the southwestern communications building, you will stay there. Even if I leave.” 
 
    Leid crossed her arms, the grin fading. “Fine. Can you get out of my way now?” 
 
    I moved aside and she exited the craft without another word. Her agreement had seemed disingenuous. Surprise, surprise.  
 
    I’d thought my only obligation to Leid’s contract was to take her advice, but it seemed like I was going to have to keep her from catching a bullet, too.  
 
    Only nine years and eleven months more to go.   
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The heat was killing me.  
 
    I’d been outside for thirty seconds and I was already about to die. Crylle was located on the highest layer of The Atrium, and it was scorching. The sun never set, not even at night, so it was like living in a furnace all day, every day. General Kalesh must have really pissed someone off to be stationed here. I couldn’t imagine anyone volunteering to guard Crylle.  
 
    My men stood in a line, facing the Sanctum militia. I walked to the front and shook Kalesh’s hand. “Thank you for your help,” I said. 
 
    “The pleasure is all mine, Commandant,” he respond. His gaze shifted to Leid and stayed there. It was unusual for a woman to be in a place like this, and she didn’t look like a soldier. “Who is that?” 
 
    “This is Leid Koseling,” I said, gesturing to her. “She’s my appointed advisor from the Eye of Akul.” 
 
    General Kalesh smiled, holding out his hand. “Crylle is no place for such a beautiful lady, Advisor Koseling.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes as Leid took his hand. She looked at the camp behind us, wearing a conflicted frown. “Crylle is no place for anyone, General.” 
 
    “I need a lock-down of the perimeter,” I said, trying to break them up. If Kalesh’s attention stayed on her, he might notice her eyes. Nehelians had thin, red rings around their irises, and Leid did not. She was usually able to hide them in the shadows of her hair, but we weren’t in Sanctum anymore. 
 
    Three Enforcers and thirty guards followed us as we made our way toward the communications building. Most of the whites ran the moment they saw us, although some stayed to watch us pass. They were frail with hunger, dirty and poverty-stricken. Piles of trash lined the streets, as if they’d used them to mark out a system of roads. Despite my feelings about the angels, Crylle was a little hard to swallow.  
 
    There was nothing we could do for them; we had our own societal ills to treat. I was just baffled that Commander Raith would let his people live like this. Even if they couldn’t find another sustainable planet, death seemed like a better option than Crylle.  
 
    “Qaira,” Leid called. I looked down at her. “Could you please radio Lieutenant Samay and tell him to bring the children to the communications building?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’ll explain in due time; but not here, Commandant.” 
 
    I didn’t feel like arguing with her. “Alright.” 
 
    A couple of hours later, Lt. Samay herded in as many angel children as the Sanctum militia could find. Leid ordered my men to line them up and she walked through the rows, inspecting every filthy, tear-stained face. After looking over them, she shook her head, appearing disappointed.  
 
    I might have been sour about the time and resources that she was wasting, but the Enforcers hadn’t found anything in Crylle yet. I could faintly hear gunfire and screams from the window. The militia was heading our way with whites under suspicion. Something, finally. 
 
    Leid tugged on my arm. “Lt. Samay didn’t bring all of them.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There are children that he missed. We need them all.” 
 
    I stared at her. “Who are you looking for, Advisor Koseling?” 
 
    Instead of answering me, she looked away and tapped her chin. She always did that whenever she was thinking. “Can I have the map of Crylle?” 
 
    I’d had about enough of this. “I’m not giving you anything until you tell me what you’re doing.” 
 
    “Qaira, I can’t say it here.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Can you please just give me that map so I can get us something out of your pointless raid?” 
 
    I felt my lip curl. “If you don’t shut up and back off, I’ll have you detained with the whites.” 
 
    At first Leid looked surprised, but then she smiled. “As you wish, Commandant.” 
 
    She slipped into the crowd, while my attention turned toward a group of guards marching the first wave of suspected insurgents through the door. I directed them to the vacated offices down the hall.  
 
    When I returned, I spotted Leid outside of the communications building, talking to several guards in front of a land craft.  
 
    My eyes narrowed, and I approached them. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I demanded, glancing at the map in Leid’s hand. How she’d gotten that, I didn’t know. Probably from one of the other Enforcers.  
 
    “They’re taking me to the Crylle Medical Facility,” she said. 
 
    “No, they’re not,” I said through my teeth, waving the guards away.  
 
    When we were alone I took a step toward her, eyes fierce. “I thought we agreed that you wouldn’t leave the communications building?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have to if you’d listen to me.” 
 
    “Maybe I would listen if you told me your plan.” 
 
    Leid surveyed our surroundings, making sure we were alone. “I’m looking for a boy.” 
 
    “… A boy.” 
 
    “Yes, an angel boy. He’s extremely valuable.” 
 
    “What’s so valuable about him?” 
 
    She opened her mouth to respond, but another group of guards moved through the doors. “Sir,” one of them addressed me, “should we begin the interrogations now?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Make sure someone is recording them, too.” 
 
    When I looked back at Leid, I realized that I didn’t care to hear her story. I needed to be here, exacting my operation; not running around Crylle in search of a little white.  “Come on, we’re going inside.” 
 
    “I’m going to the Medical Facility with or without you, Commandant,” Leid said, giving me a defiant frown.  
 
    “Leid,” I said, dropping all formalities, “if you take another step, I’ll have my men detain you for—” 
 
    “I will kill your men.” 
 
    My voice caught in my throat. As surprising as that had been, I laughed. Yeah, that was real threatening coming from a five-foot-nothing girl in a fancy dress. But before I could tell her that, she marched off to the land mech.  
 
    I didn’t budge, watching her departure. A part of me wanted her to wander off and get killed, but then another part of me thought about the backlash I’d receive from the Eye of Akul.  
 
      
 
    ‘The death of a Scholar is seen as negligence by the Court of Enigmus, and punishment will be severe.’ 
 
      
 
    Ugh, fuck. 
 
    “You two,” I said, pointing at a pair of idle guards by the door. “Come with me.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The medical facility was located on the northwestern side of camp, one of the few concrete buildings in Crylle. It looked out of place with the rest of the scenery. Our land mech was the only one around, so my team hadn’t made it here yet. That was a little annoying, considering I’d clearly said their objective was to secure the medical facility. I was about to radio them and ask where the fuck they were, but Leid hopped off the mech and sauntered to the door. I jumped off after her and grabbed her arm, wrenching her back with a snarl. 
 
    “I can’t protect you if you keep running off. I told you to stay by my side, Advisor Koseling, and I meant it.” 
 
    She ripped from my grasp, smoothing her shirt. “I’m sorry. I keep forgetting.” 
 
    “Keep forgetting what?” 
 
    “Sir, what do you want us to do?” called one of the guards. 
 
    “Stay there and protect our ride.” We could have flown and made it here faster, but Leid didn’t have wings and I refused to carry her. That was way too intimate.  
 
    Leid waited for me by the door; I entered first, keeping a steady hand on my rifle.  
 
    The cool air came as a relief. Sweat matted my hair to my head and my clothes clung to my body. It didn’t help that I was wearing armor.  
 
    We traversed a dim, shadowy hall that was covered in grime. We weaved around blood-stained gurneys and bewildered patients in wheelchairs, peering into every room along the way. The stench of feces and malady almost made me gag.  
 
    Again, guilt crept through my insides. This all was becoming a little too much to bear.  
 
    “What’s the meaning of this?” said a youthful voice ahead.  
 
    Leid and I looked toward the sound. At the end of a hall stood a child; not even an adolescent. Despite that, he wore a white physician coat and an irritated frown, hugging a clipboard to his chest. It didn’t take a genius to know that he was who Leid was looking for.  
 
    But I was stunned by the sight of him, and froze.  
 
    Leid stepped in front of me, smiling. “There he is.” 
 
    “This is a hospital, Nehelians,” the kid continued, not at all afraid of us. “There are only sick people here. Could you please raid somewhere else?” 
 
    His voice was that of a kid, but he spoke like an adult. Was he really the doctor here?  
 
    “We’re not here to raid anything,” Leid said, speaking Archaean. Unlike us, she was completely fluent. No accent. 
 
    That surprised the kid as well. “Then what are you doing here?” 
 
    Her smile grew. “We’re here for you.” 
 
    The kid stared at her, widening his eyes. 
 
    “Qaira, point your weapon at him before he runs,” she whispered. 
 
     I did, with a measure of disgust. Pointing guns at children, white or not, wasn’t really my style. “What are we doing?” I whispered back. 
 
    The kid raised his hands. “No, put it down. Don’t scare anyone, please. I’ll come along quietly so long as none of my patients or staff are harmed.” He moved toward us, but froze when he stepped into the light and got a good look at Leid’s face. His expression twisted with confusion. “Oh.” 
 
    I looked between Leid and the kid. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Leid said, smile unfaltering. “Everything is fine, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes,” the kid murmured, continuing his approach. 
 
    When he was close enough, I grabbed the back of his neck and shoved him in front of us. As we vacated the medical facility, I leaned into Leid. “Who is he?” 
 
    “His name is Yahweh Telei.” 
 
    “That isn’t what I meant.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you once we get back to the communications building.” She glanced over the crowd of patients and medical staff. “There’s too much of an audience right now.” 
 
    Right as we exited the facility, my radio beeped.  
 
    “Commandant Eltruan, come in. This is Lt. Uless Fedaz.” 
 
    “Hi, Lt. Fedaz. Can you tell me why you and your team aren’t at the medical facility?” 
 
    “Sir, we’ve got a situation.” 
 
    My frown melted. “What’s your status?” 
 
    “There’s a rebel angel; she has Ara.” 
 
    There were screams behind his transmission. Gunfire.  
 
    “Where are you?” I asked, trying to hide the panic in my voice.  
 
    “Southwestern Crylle. Qaira, she’s strapped to a bunch of fucking explosives! I don’t know what to do! We keep telling her to stand down but she’s not complying!” 
 
    “Keep talking her down. I’ll be there in a minute.” 
 
    I severed the call, and my wings released from my back with a thunderous clap. I looked at the guards. “Take the boy and my advisor back to the communications building.” 
 
    Leid grabbed my arm in protest. “I’m to be at your side at all times, remember?” 
 
    I wrenched free of her grasp. “Not this time. Because of you, I’m all the way on the other side of the city!” 
 
    The look in my eyes warned her to back away. She did, frowning sullenly.  
 
    And then I was off, soaring over the dilapidated shacks, praying my brother was still alive when I got there.  
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    That had been the longest two minutes of my life.  
 
    I landed in the middle of a crowd that had gathered in the street, the gust of air accompanying my descent blew trash in every direction. Before me, an angel girl had her arm wrapped around my brother’s neck, forcing him on his knees. In her hand was a remote control—a trigger—to the incendiaries wired around her waist.  
 
    My brother stared at me with wide, fearful eyes. His mask lay several feet away. The angel girl was crying, and her face looked all messed up. Bruises and a bloody nose. I looked at Lieutenants Fedaz and Geiss, questioningly.  
 
    They were still shouting to release my brother, shaking their rifles at her. It was only making her more frightened. The crowd was screaming at them, about ready to storm us. 
 
    “Stop!” I shouted, pushing them back. “Stand down!” 
 
    They conceded, and the crowd grew silent. There were armed guards encircling us, but none dared to move.  
 
    I looked at the girl, holding out my hand. “You don’t want to do this. I know you don’t; I can see it on your face.” 
 
    “Don’t come near me!” she screamed, strangling my brother even harder. “I know who you are!” 
 
    “Let my soldier go, and we can—” 
 
    “They shot my parents!” she sobbed. “They didn’t even do anything and they shot them! Your men barged into my house and forced me to undress, and my parents tried to stop them! They’re not men, they’re monsters! ” 
 
    I looked at Uless and Garan. Now I knew why they weren’t at the medical facility. They had decided to ignore my orders and have some fun of their own. This was the final straw. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked the girl. 
 
    She didn’t respond. 
 
    “Tell me your name,” I pressed. 
 
    “Ariel,” she sobbed. “Ariel Triev.” 
 
    “Ariel, if you let my soldier go then I won’t kill you. You have my word. Release him and we can talk.” 
 
    “You expect me to believe that?” she cried. “The only reason I’m alive right now is because I have him.” 
 
    “Ariel, my patience is thinning. I’m willing to work with you but first you have to let my soldier go.” 
 
    The environment changed in my peripherals. I looked over my shoulder, spotting Leid among the crowd. She was unaccompanied, and I couldn’t hide my shock. How did she get here so quickly?  
 
    She caught my gaze, smiling. I frowned and looked ahead. Apparently no one listened to me anymore. “You have ten seconds to release him, Ariel. After that, my offer expires.” 
 
    I couldn’t blame her for doubting me. Even I didn’t think that had sounded very convincing. She knew she was dead either way.  
 
    “No,” she almost whispered, thumbing her trigger. 
 
    Alright, I’d tried the civil route.  
 
    I raised my hand, sweeping it behind me. That was a cue for the guards to start pushing the crowd back. My men had seen this gesture before, and knew what it meant. Get out of the way, and fast. 
 
    The girl watched the crowd recede with waning courage. She looked back at me, unsure of what was happening.  
 
    “Last chance, Ariel; let my soldier go.” 
 
    “No!” Ara was screaming. “No, Qaira, don’t!” 
 
    I ignored him. My brother had made his bed.  
 
    Ariel was noncompliant, and I squinted.  
 
    She brought her hands to her head, screaming. Blood began to trickle from her nose, ears and eyes. She dropped the trigger and sank to her knees. Even though she’d released my brother, he didn’t move. He couldn’t. He was screaming and bleeding, too.  
 
    To the rest of Sanctum, I was a deity. A man born with the ability of murder by thought. They looked to me for salvation, because my people believed that I was born for that very reason. Sanctum’s Savior.  
 
    But my gift had come with consequences. Severe ones. Such was the balance of the cosmos. 
 
    I released my psychokinetic grip and nodded to my men. Uless and Garan swooped in and dragged my brother off. Ara was still clawing at his head and screaming, but he’d live—albeit with a migraine for a couple of days.  
 
    In an act of desperation Ariel tried to crawl to her remote, her bloodied face twisted in a frozen sob. I walked after her, raising my rifle.  
 
    Right before Ariel could reach it, I shot her in the back of the head. She collapsed face-down on the road, hand still outstretched, a growing pool of blood beneath her. 
 
    I watched her bleed out at my feet, feeling something twisting and snapping inside of me. Lt. Fedaz was approaching from behind.  
 
    “Commandant, I’m sorry,” he said. “We didn’t know that she had weapons—” 
 
    I spun and punched him in the face, feeling his nose crunch under my knuckles. I would make Uless Fedaz an example of what happened when my soldiers ignored my charge. 
 
    He stumbled and fell, holding his broken, bleeding face. I grabbed him up by the collar with another fist wound.  
 
    “I SPECIFICALLY SAID—” 
 
    I punched him again. 
 
    “NOT TO—” 
 
    And again. 
 
    “FUCK AROUND WHILE YOU’RE—” 
 
    And again. 
 
    “ON THE JOB!” 
 
    I threw him down and he curled into a fetal position.  
 
    “What part of that was unclear, you fucking twats?!” I looked at Garan, who backed away with his hands up. I walked toward him. “If I have to say it again then you’re going to end up like that angel bitch!” 
 
    Very seldom did I lose control like this, but when I did, everyone took heed. 
 
    Most of the crowd had already scattered. Leid stood amid the stragglers, watching the ordeal. She was placid. 
 
    “Sir, I’m sorry!” Garan screamed, still backing away. “Never again, I swear!” 
 
    I turned to the remaining crowd and shot my gun at the sky. “Get out of here before you join your friend!” 
 
    Within seconds, my team and I were alone. Leid was helping Ara to his feet. He was clearly in pain, but relieved to be alive.  
 
    “Do you need medical assistance?” I asked. I was angry at him, but he was still my brother.  
 
    “I’m good. My head is killing me, though.” 
 
    “Consider yourself lucky.” I turned the nearest guards, nodding at the dead angel in the middle of the street. “Search her house and find out who her associates are. I want to know where she got those incendiaries.” 
 
    As Ara was carried off into a land craft, Leid wandered to my side. There was a hint of reverence behind her stare, but she said nothing.  
 
    “How did you get here?” I asked. 
 
    “I ran.” When I only glared at her, she smirked. “I can run very quickly. But it seems like we both have unique talents.” 
 
    I glanced away, shrugging. I hadn’t wanted her to see that. I didn’t parade my ability around.  
 
    “So, do I have to run back or can you carry me this time?” 
 
    I eyed her. “Fine, but watch my jacket.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    My enforcers rounded up over twenty rebels. Most of them had weapons stashed in their houses, given to them by Archaean soldiers or stolen from our guards.  
 
    Two hours of interrogations later, we discovered that the Archaean soldiers were bartering acts of terror for food rations. The same problems were occurring on their base ship. Even though the Archaean Forces were giving the refugees food rations, it was barely enough. Rebel leaders, kept anonymous onboard the ship, stole rations and gave them to refugees willing and desperate enough to attack us.  
 
    As helpful as this information was, none of the rebels said anything about a Nehelian insurgent. The goal of our raid was left unfulfilled.  
 
    My soldiers lined the rebel men and women along the outer side of the communications building, blindfolded with their backs turned. The enforcers assembled into a line as well, pointing their rifles at them. I stood in the window, watching.  
 
    They waited for my signal.  
 
    I looked over the trembling whites, a flicker of conflict in my gaze. Then, I nodded. 
 
    My soldiers opened fire. Within moments, all of them were dead and sprawled across the ground. Blood splatter decorated the wall.  
 
    Leid stood beside me, watching the soldiers pile the bodies into the back of a cargo craft. I had sorely underestimated her. She was just as desensitized toward death and violence as me.  
 
    “You’ve done this before,” I said.  
 
    “I am a specialist of my field,” Leid replied, her eyes on the window.  
 
    “And what field is that?” 
 
    “War philosopher and tactician.” 
 
    “How many wars have you aided?” 
 
    “I’ve lost count, Commandant.” 
 
    “How many have you won?” 
 
    “As many as I’ve aided.” Before I could pry any more, she turned. “We’re taking the angel boy back to Sanctum.” 
 
    “That’s not your decision to make, Advisor Koseling.” 
 
    “That boy is an asset that Commander Raith can’t afford to lose. Yahweh Telei is his son.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “Why would his son be working at a medical facility in Crylle?” 
 
    “He’s a physician, among other things. A prodigy.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” I asked, incredulous. 
 
    “As I said, scholars share notes. One of them has aided the Archaeans more than once. If you want to find out whether or not there’s an insurgent, this is the way to do it. With Crylle’s radio transmissions jammed, the only way Lucifer Raith could find out that his son is being taken hostage is by an outside source. One of yours. If there is an insurgent, Commandant, you’ll hear from Commander Raith, and soon.” 
 
    All I could do was stare. “Why didn’t you tell me about this sooner? I would have made it a priority to find that boy.” 
 
    Leid smiled. “You’re worried about an insurgent, Qaira. Have you ever considered the possibility that the insurgent is one of your men? I wasn’t going to take that chance.” 
 
    Without another word, she vacated the hall. I watched her disappear around the corner.  
 
    I’d been wrong. Advisor Koseling had served me well today. She was smarter than I’d given her credit for, and I felt like an asshole.  
 
    I grabbed my radio. “Lakash, come in.” 
 
    “There you are, sir. I think I fell asleep for a while.” He’d been waiting in our craft for nearly eight hours. Poor him. 
 
    “Get the craft ready; we’re moving out.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    VII 
 
    TENUITY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “ARE YOU GOING TO KILL ME?” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder, responding with an irritated frown. My obvious want of silence went ignored.  
 
    “I deserve to know if you’re going to kill me.” 
 
    “Could you shut up? I’m trying to concentrate here.” 
 
    I was checking the digital lock on Yahweh’s door, installed by our analysts an hour ago. We had arranged a room for him in the Commons, as Leid had insisted that no harm come to the boy and we treated him with a bit of decency. Since I couldn’t chain him to a wall, a computerized lock would have to do.  
 
    Yahweh sat on the edge of the bed, staring daggers at my head. As smart as Leid claimed he was, he couldn’t be that ingenious if he thought I’d go to all this trouble just to kill him. 
 
    “You know, that really isn’t necessary,” he said. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “It’s not like I’d try to escape. Where would I go?” 
 
    “If you won’t try to escape, why do you care if there’s a lock on your door?” 
 
    The kid frowned. “It almost seems like you’re afraid of me.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re absolutely terrifying.” The lock was activated and I stood up, brushing off my pants. “A guard will be by in a couple of hours to bring you something to eat.” 
 
    I lingered in the door, staring at him. His eyes glittered like blue diamonds, and his unevenly cut ice blond hair spilled across the bridge of his nose. I hated angels. So nauseatingly perfect-looking. 
 
    I slammed the door behind me.  
 
    It was almost five o’clock in the morning, and there was little point in sleeping since I had to be at Parliament in three hours. The enforcers who had accompanied me were given the day off, but there was no one to replace the Regent.  
 
    I headed for the dining room to down four cups of coffee, but I froze in the hall when I heard music. A cello. 
 
    I stopped, listening. The sound of it made my heart race. 
 
    Then, my eyes narrowed. 
 
    The sound was coming from the music room, which had been unused since my mother’s death. That was once her place to escape the world, and my father had built it for her when she was forced to quit the Sanctum orchestra after having me.  
 
    I moved to the door, freezing on the threshold.   
 
    Leid sat on a stool, my mother’s cello between her legs. Her face was hidden by her hair, and her arm danced to and fro with the bow clutched in a tiny fist.  
 
    My anger faded. For some reason I found this sight… beautiful. I couldn’t tell if it was the music or the cadence. Either way, I leaned against the frame, crossing my arms.  
 
    Leid eventually sensed my presence, and her eyes rose to mine. She stopped playing, letting the bow fall to her side.  
 
    “What are you doing in here?” I asked. 
 
    “Playing the cello.” 
 
     “Why?” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    I nodded at the instrument. “That belongs to my mother.” 
 
    “And your mother is dead.” 
 
    My stare hardened. “Who have you been talking to you?” 
 
    “No one.” 
 
    “How did you know that?” 
 
    “Because you just told me. With your eyes.” 
 
    I looked away, uncomfortable. “You shouldn’t be in here. Put the cello away and return to your quarters.” 
 
    Instead, she reached over and ran a hand across a dusty violin case lying on the stool beside her. She opened it up, glancing at me. “Is this yours?” 
 
    “Yeah, sort of.” When she only stared, I explained, “My mother gave it to me. She was going to teach me how to play when I was old enough.” 
 
    Leid looked back at the violin, sadness etched across her face. “Oh.” 
 
    Without another word we left the music room, pausing at the fork. 
 
    “Are you going to sleep?” she asked.  
 
    “I don’t see any point in that,” I said.  
 
    Leid gave me a smile. I was beginning to find it pretty. “Neither do I. We’ve had a long day, Commandant. Would you like to have a drink with me?” 
 
    I glanced at my watch. “Alcohol now? It’s five in the morning.” 
 
    “You’ve never shown up to work drunk?” 
 
    “… Is that a joke?” 
 
    Instead of replying, she headed for the dining room.  
 
    I followed her, frowning. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes later, the room was spinning. 
 
    I really shouldn’t have taken that last shot, but Leid was goading me. In fact she’d drunk twice as much and seemed completely fine. I wasn’t about to let a little girl drink me under the table, alien or not.  
 
    Nausea crept up my throat, but I swallowed it and closed my eyes. I opened them to find her pouring us another round. “No,” I conceded, pushing away the glass. “I can’t.” 
 
    She laughed. “Done already?” 
 
    “How are you still conscious? I’m probably twice the size of you.” 
 
    “I’m cheating,” she said, fingering the cork. “My kind can tolerate an impossible amount of liquor.” 
 
    “I knew it had to be something.” 
 
    “Is Yahweh secure?” 
 
    I nodded, reaching for the pitcher of water. We didn’t say anything for a while. 
 
    “Your name means bliss,” Leid stated, downing another shot. “Qaira fortunega.” She’d just recited a welcoming phrase from the ancient priests of Moritoria. Bliss and fortune. 
 
    “I didn’t choose it.” 
 
    “I find it kind of ironic, given who you are; how you are.” 
 
    I glared at her. “And how am I, Leid?” 
 
    “You’re the unhappiest person I’ve ever met.” 
 
    I glanced away, not particularly liking her analysis. “You don’t know anything about me.” 
 
    “But I do. I practically knew the moment I laid eyes on you.” 
 
    I didn’t respond. What was she trying to prove? 
 
    “I’m telling you this because I want you to succeed, Qaira.” 
 
    “By giving me a characterization beat-down?” I asked, shooting her a sidelong glance. Before she could respond, I added, “What the fuck do you care, anyway? Why are you so invested in me? You get what you want regardless, and then you’re off to serve some other unlucky idiot.” 
 
    Leid said nothing, her face marked with hurt.  
 
    I took a sip of water, unable to meet her gaze. After a moment she left her chair. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. “This was a mistake.” 
 
    As she passed, I grabbed her arm. My grip wasn’t rough, but firm enough to make her stop. “You don’t know me,” I repeated, quietly. “You don’t know of the things I’ve done, and I don’t appreciate your insight when it’s based on ignorance.” 
 
    I released her, and Leid looked down at me. I hadn’t realized how close we were to each other until now. There was a moment between us, a tiny fraction of a second where things could have taken a very drastic turn. However, that window was lost when she stepped back.  
 
    “Take comfort in the fact that whatever you’ve done, Qaira Eltruan,” she paused, moving to the door, “I’ve done far worse. Oh, by the way; you have the day off. I’ve arranged for the council to take care of your duties. You honestly think I’d load you up and send you off to work? I’m insulted.” 
 
    She smiled, and then was gone. 
 
    I looked back at the table, trying to stop my vision from spinning. I was far beyond loaded, and the only thing that could cure it was sleep. Which I could do now. 
 
    “What are you doing up so early?” my sister demanded, breaking the silence and making me jump in my seat. Before I could respond she looked at the bottle of Cardinal. “Have you been drinking?” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I slurred. “I have the day off.” 
 
    “Wow, I don’t think I’ve seen you this drunk in… ever.” 
 
    “I was peer-pressured.” 
 
    My sister sighed and placed the bottle back into our liquor cabinet. I watched her set a kettle on the stove, smoothing her disheveled, wavy brown hair. She was still in her robe.  
 
    “How’s Ara?” I asked. 
 
    “He was okay, but didn’t say much. I don’t suppose you’ll tell me what happened?” 
 
    My dear sister; there was so much about the world that I had to hide from her. “Trust me, you don’t want to know.” 
 
    I got out of my seat and began for the exit. My sister looked at me. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To bed.” 
 
    “You don’t want any tea?” 
 
    “Tae, I’m about to puke all over the fucking floor!” 
 
    She cringed. “Okay, go to bed.” 
 
    I didn’t need her permission. I was already staggering down the hall before Tae had even finished her sentence.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    VIII 
 
    ONUS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I COULDN’T BREATHE. 
 
    I couldn’t breathe! 
 
    My chest heaved and I shot up in bed, coated in sweat. I couldn’t get any air in me.  
 
    And then I knew why. I’d forgotten to take my dose of malay before I went to sleep. I hadn’t taken any malay for more than twenty hours. I’d gone to bed so drunk that I had forgotten.  
 
    I collapsed to the floor, tangled in sheets, knocking everything off my nightstand. I crawled to the dresser, extending a trembling hand to the top drawer. It was too far. I couldn’t stand up. 
 
    The room was getting foggy. My vision was tunneling. I was going to die.  
 
    I lay on my side, wheezing, eyes glazing with defeat.  
 
    The door opened. “Qaira, I’m sorry.”  
 
    Leid.  
 
    “I know I said you didn’t have to go to work today, but—” 
 
    She froze at the sight of me. All I did was look at her, helpless.  
 
    She closed the door. “Where is it?” 
 
    How did she know? How could she know?  
 
    I pointed at the top drawer, battling consciousness.  
 
    Leid bolted to the dresser and threw open the drawer, tearing through it. A second later she found my syringes and case and knelt beside me.  
 
    “Don’t move,” she said, rolling up my sleeve. She paused, stricken by all the track marks on my arm. Then she found a clean spot and ripped open the container cap with her teeth, filling the syringe with malay.   
 
    Leid injected the syringe into my arm and I cringed, looking away.  
 
    Cold air filled my lungs and I gasped, doubling over in a fit of coughs. I fell sideways, staring vacantly ahead, riding the most intense high ever.  
 
    Leid stayed by my side, watching. She seemed concerned, and surprised.   
 
    I didn’t like the way she was looking at me. That disappointment. Shame marked my face and I tried to hide it, but as everything sank in the shame turned into anger, then into fury.  
 
    This was all her fault. If Leid hadn’t gotten me drunk I would have remembered to take my dose. I wouldn’t be here feeling like a piece of shit. Now she knew. Now she’d always look at me with that air of sad disappointment. 
 
    “As I was saying,” she almost whispered, “I know I said that you didn’t have to go to work today, but our—” 
 
    Leid was cut off when my fingers curled around her neck and I rammed her into the wall, teeth clenched. For a second I fantasized about killing her as red inked across my vision. But she didn’t even scream. She just stared up at me, expressionless. My anger waned, switching to confusion at the idea that that hadn’t frightened her.  
 
    And then the malay-fog cleared and I realized what I was doing. I recoiled, hands encasing my face.  
 
    Leid said nothing, standing and smoothing her skirt-suit. I stayed down, trying to get a hold of myself.  
 
    “Get dressed,” she said. “Commander Raith just contacted Eroqam. He wants to speak to you.” She moved toward the door.  
 
    “Wait,” I rasped.  
 
    She turned. There was nothing in her eyes when she looked at me. 
 
    “D-Don’t tell any—” 
 
    “I won’t.” She closed the door.  
 
    I was left in the darkness of my room.  
 
    Beside me, my alarm went off. I threw it at the wall. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Eroqam Communications room was located in the northern wing, just a little ways past the Commons. Linguists and information systems analysts kept our servers and databases running smoothly, surveyed our radio channels, and also listened in on the whites’ transmissions between Crylle and their base ship. 
 
    Leid was already waiting for me when I arrived, standing off to the side so she wouldn’t be in view of the giant projection screen that covered the wall. Isa, Shev and Kanar sat in the third row, between the analysts preparing to connect to our live video feed.  
 
    Another analyst handed me a portable microphone that hooked around my ear. “We’re ready when you are, sir.” 
 
    I was hardly ready, especially with this hangover shredding my brain like razorblades, but that was life. “Connect to telecom line five.” 
 
    The screen flickered, and then Commander Lucifer Raith appeared on-screen.  
 
    The room he sat in mirrored ours, with Archaean analysts stationed in rows behind him. But their computers looked nothing like Eroqam’s, their panels clear and emanating strange, blue light. I also noticed that Raith didn’t have an earpiece. I couldn’t see a mic anywhere on him. He wore a white and black military uniform with a gold pendant pinned across his breast.  
 
    Raith said nothing at first, letting the tension rise. His long, ice-blond hair fell over one eye; the other gleamed with contempt. “Qaira Eltruan, it’s been too long.” 
 
    “I can’t say the feeling’s mutual.” 
 
    “I heard you and your savages raided my camp yesterday.” 
 
    I didn’t reply, crossing my arms.  
 
    Raith tilted his head. “Did you have fun slaughtering my people?” 
 
    “Just returning the favor, white. We might as well stop dancing around the real reason for your call.” 
 
    Hesitation.  
 
    Raith sighed. “Did you kill him?” 
 
    I smirked. “Of course I didn’t. What good would that do me? But I’d love to know how you found out so quickly considering Crylle lines are still jammed, last I checked.” 
 
    “I’m not at liberty to discuss that.” 
 
    “Well how about you tell me or I’ll put a bullet in your son’s head?” 
 
    Commander Raith stared vacantly at me, his thoughts on my threat imperceptible. “If Yahweh Telei dies, then so does Sanctum.” 
 
    I laughed quietly. “That’s quite a threat, Commander Raith, especially coming from someone who has yet to even talk to me face to face.” 
 
    He leaned in, eyes fierce. “You have absolutely no idea what we’re capable of, Nehelian. And even though you’re poking the beast with a stick, I’m still willing to negotiate terms for Yahweh’s safety.” 
 
    “Given that Yahweh’s in Sanctum, it’d be counterintuitive to destroy it, right?” 
 
    “… What do you want?” 
 
    “No more attacks on Sanctum, or your son dies.” 
 
    “That last attack wasn’t my doing. I can’t account for all the Archaeans on my ship who hate you, Commandant.” 
 
    “Maybe you should try a little harder.” 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    I paused. “Sorry?” 
 
    “How did you know about my son?” 
 
    I resisted the urge to glance at Leid. “Your rebels sing a pretty song after they’re stuck with enough sharp objects.” 
 
    Raith smiled. “I don’t believe that. No one would have ever given Yahweh up.” 
 
    “Truth hurts. Maybe you should walk it off.” 
 
    “Let me see him.” 
 
    “That sounded like an order. Let me remind you that you’re in no position to make demands.” 
 
    “I don’t believe Yahweh is unharmed; and even if he is, I don’t believe he will stay that way in your care.” 
 
    “That stings. I’ll have you know that I love kids.” 
 
    “Let me see him!” Raith screamed, slamming his fist against his desk. The feed broke for a second and the screen flickered to static. “If you don’t let me see my son right now, I’ll launch everything we have on Sanctum!” 
 
    I was glad the feed broke, since I hadn’t wanted him to see me flinch. I looked at Leid. “Go and get the kid.” 
 
    Lucifer’s image returned as Leid stepped out of the room. All we did was glare at each other.  
 
    There was an insurgent in Sanctum, and now I had proof. It was a bittersweet discovery, because even though I’d just provided the evidence to back my hunch, I had no idea who the insurgent was. I also had no idea where to start looking.  
 
    On second thought, I did. The only people who knew about Yahweh’s capture worked for Eroqam. Leid had been right, again. 
 
    She returned with the angel boy moments later, placing a gentle hand on his shoulder to nudge him forward. Yahweh looked at the screen and fell beside me. At the sight of him, the hardened frown on Lucifer’s face softened.  
 
    “Are you hurt?” he asked. 
 
    The boy shook his head. “Don’t waste your resources trying to free me, father. I’m only one of many.” 
 
    I stared at the kid, caught off guard by his sense of selflessness.  
 
    “You are more valuable than you know,” Raith said. “Don’t you dare try to play a martyr, do you hear me?” 
 
    Yahweh nodded, glancing away. Their conversation was very awkward. 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt this moment between you,” I interjected, “but my time, like your son, is invaluable and I’d really like it if you could agree to my terms so I can get back to work.” 
 
    “So long as you keep to your word, Commandant.” 
 
    I gave him a serrated grin. “What, you don’t trust me?” 
 
    Raith smiled, bleakly. “When will Yahweh be returned to us?” 
 
    “I haven’t really decided yet. Let’s see if you can stop the attacks, and then we’ll talk.” 
 
    “You’ll be hearing from me very soon.” 
 
    The screen went black. 
 
    Kanar stood, applauding. “Excellent job, Commandant. It looks like we’re finally making some progress.” 
 
    “Don’t count on it,” I sighed, handing the earpiece back to the analyst. “Are all the supplies at the Aeroway?” 
 
    “We’re working on transferring the last shipments now,” Isa said. “We’ll discuss the specifics tomorrow morning.” 
 
    I looked at Yahweh, who stood there with his eyes cast to the floor, hands shoved into his pockets. “I’ll take the kid back to his room.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Nothing was said until we reached his holding room. As I punched in the code to the digital lock, he looked up at me. 
 
    “That was foolish, you know.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I said, barely listening.  
 
    “You should have demanded that Lucifer leave The Atrium.” 
 
    I laughed, opening the door.  
 
    Yahweh wrinkled his nose. “Why is that funny?” 
 
    “Because I don’t want Raith gone, kid. I want him dead. You’re biding me some time to figure out how to get on his ship.” I shoved the boy inside, and he stared defiantly at me.  
 
    “Your malice will be the death of you, Qaira Eltruan.” 
 
    “Everyone keeps saying that, but here I am.” I shut the door, locking it. 
 
    Raith and his filthy whites had poisoned our world for too long. They’d taken a proud city, a proud world, and disassembled it piece by piece. Sanctum was in a state of decay because of the seventy-year we’d been forced to endure. No, Raith wasn’t getting off scot-free. I wouldn’t let him rock up on another planet and do the same thing to them. They were parasites, and parasites deserved to die. 
 
    I turned and found Leid standing in the hall, flashing me a grin. I watched her with trepidation; she was acting like this morning had never happened. How could she? 
 
    “I commend you on a performance well done,” she praised. “So, what are you going to do with the rest of your evening off?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    IX 
 
    A LESSON OF DOMINANCE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LEID LOOKED OVER THE MENU, HER WARY frown falling to a grimace. “Nothing on here looks good.” 
 
    “You chose the place.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “You’ve been mulling that over for twenty minutes. You better pick something soon or we’re going to look like idiots.” 
 
    Her grimace faded and she gave me a smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Must you always be so unpleasant?” 
 
    “Only when I’m being terribly inconvenienced. It’s not my fault that that happens all the time.” 
 
    We were sitting at a fancy restaurant in Upper Sanctum. Kesa was well known for their wine and rice dishes, not to mention their staggering prices for near-microscopic portions. Leid had seen a review column in our news journal and wanted to come. Even though I was the richest man in Sanctum, I seldom ventured to these kinds of places. But I understood Leid was getting cabin fever, and I still felt guilty about almost breaking her neck this morning. 
 
    It was late in the evening so the dinner crowd was already gone. That was a good thing, considering I didn’t need any more media attention. The press would have loved to report rumors of Commandant Qaira Eltruan’s flourishing romance with his Advisor, which would then force the spotlight on Leid. I couldn’t have that. In passing she may have looked ordinary, but anyone interested enough to look twice would be able to tell she wasn’t Nehelian. 
 
    The only thing I could hope for was that logical reasoning would force curious spectators into questioning their sanity should they think she was some kind of alien. But with the whites around, who knew.  
 
    “Is this any good?” She held the menu out, pointing to an entrée. I leaned in to read it. Another leriza dish. I was about to complain about her eating the same thing all the time, but thought better of it. I just wanted her to choose something so I could have dinner.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s good.” 
 
    Leid wore a black-laced dress with white knee-high boots. The height of her heels almost made me stagger. Her hair was tied in a bun and she wore heavy-lidded liner, trying to make her eyes appear smaller. I hated to admit it but she was the prettiest woman in the restaurant. I didn’t want her to be the prettiest woman in the restaurant because people kept staring and I was afraid they’d notice who she was with.  
 
    She put the menu down and pointed at the wine bottle. “Want any more?” 
 
    “Not until we eat.” I was still hung-over. 
 
    Leid shrugged and poured the rest of it into her glass, filling it to the rim.  
 
    The waiter came by for the thousandth time. “Are you and your date ready to eat, Commandant?” 
 
    “She is not my date,” I said curtly, handing him the menu. “She is my advisor and we are having a business meeting.” 
 
    “Can I have another bottle of wine?” asked Leid.  
 
    I shot her a look. “I’ll have the artegna with legumes. She’ll have the grilled leriza with tevra sauce, and another bottle of wine.” 
 
    “What would the lady like with her side?” asked the waiter, glancing at Leid. 
 
    Leid blinked. “What?” 
 
    I sighed, massaging my forehead. 
 
    “Your choice of setsa, canai or the sautéed poi.” 
 
    She looked at me; her expression read ‘save me’.  
 
    I did. “She’ll have the canai.” 
 
    After the waiter left with our menus, she asked, “What’s canai?” 
 
    I smirked. “Pickled gizzards.” 
 
    “You’re horrible.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    We fell silent, waiting for our dinner. I stared at Leid as she unfolded and refolded her cloth napkin. Only three weeks ago I was plotting her demise, and now we were at a restaurant together. The irony didn’t elude me.  
 
     In my defense I didn’t have anything else to do. This was the first day off I’d ever had. Tae, Ara and my father were already finished with dinner by now. I was never able to participate in my family life because I left early each morning and didn’t get home until late at night. I probably saw them for about an hour per day, if that.  
 
    Leid was the first person who I’d spent this much time with since… forever. The isolation my job forced on me left me uncomfortable in most social situations. But then again, Leid was weird, too. Her lack of empathy was appalling. She’d say just about anything on her mind without any regard as to how it came across. Sometimes it was funny, other times it was annoying.  
 
    “Your ink is fading, Qaira.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Yes, I know. I haven’t had a chance to call my artist.” 
 
    “I could fill it for you.” 
 
    I stared at her, saying nothing. She smiled. 
 
    “For free, even.” 
 
    “Nothing comes free with you,” I said. “Since when do you ink?” 
 
    “Since always. Inking is a long-practiced tradition of the Nehel.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? I didn’t know that.” 
 
    She frowned at my sarcasm. “Will you let me?” 
 
    “As long as you don’t fuck my face up.” 
 
    “Well then you better be nicer to me.” 
 
    “I’m nicer to you than I am anyone else.” 
 
    “That’s scary.” 
 
    We shared a grin.  
 
    Our food arrived and I dug in. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until I took my first bite. Several minutes later my plate was half clean. My eyes rose to Leid as she sat there picking at hers.  
 
    “Are you going to eat?” I asked. 
 
    Reluctantly she took a bite. Her face lit up. “Hey, this is pretty good.” 
 
    “Fantastic.” 
 
    When we were done I poured myself a glass of wine, refilling Leid’s as well. This had to be her sixth. She nodded her thanks, taking a sip. 
 
    “I want to see that Archaean craft tomorrow.” 
 
    With all of the commotion over the past week, I hadn’t taken her to our research laboratory yet. “I planned on it.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “What do you hope to achieve by seeing it?” 
 
    “Wrong question.” 
 
    I lifted a brow. 
 
    “What do you hope to achieve by me seeing it?” 
 
    Ah, technicalities. “The craft came from their base ship, which means it can return there. I want to know how it works, and whether we can replicate it.” 
 
    “So you want to upgrade your crafts.” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “I’m beginning to suspect that you don’t simply want the angels to leave The Atrium.” 
 
    “I plan to kill Lucifer Raith,” I said plainly, watching her expression. “I want to destroy their base ship.” 
 
    Leid glanced at her lap. “Your plan will take a while, Qaira.” 
 
    “That’s fine. We have Yahweh to keep the whites at bay.” 
 
    Her eyes widened with revelation. “That’s right! We have Yahweh!” 
 
    I tilted my head at her sudden display of enthusiasm. “Hooray?” 
 
    “The fact that we have him could speed up your plan exponentially!” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Yahweh Telei has developed over twenty percent of the Archaean’s technological advances over the course of three centuries.” 
 
    “… Shut up.” 
 
    “I told you he wasn’t just a kid, Qaira. The contract forbids me to from building the crafts myself, but—” 
 
    “Yahweh could,” I finished. “Well at least he’ll be somewhat useful.” 
 
    “Now all we have to do is convince him to work for us. That won’t be easy.” 
 
    I smirked. “I’m sure I can think of something.” 
 
    “You can’t hurt him.” 
 
    My smirk fell. “Okay, what is it with you and that white? What do you care if I smack him around a bit?”  
 
    Leid looked away, conflict in her gaze. “He won’t comply with violence. You need to get him to respect you. To like you.” 
 
    “It sounds like you know him personally.” 
 
    “I don’t. Another scholar does, though.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “I can’t disclose that. It’s against my contract to talk about Enigmus affairs.” 
 
    “Yahweh is an angel under my supervision. It’s important that I know these things.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t. Unless Lucifer learned of my involvement there would be no reason for him to contact the Court of Enigmus. If we keep it that way, everything will be fine. But you mustn’t hurt Yahweh.” 
 
    We fell silent as the waiter returned with our check. I muttered thanks and opened the book to inspect the bill.  
 
    Seriously? Two hundred usos? 
 
    “Promise me, Qaira. This is important.” 
 
    “So have you taken my place as Regent? Last time I checked, you serve me. I don’t have to promise you anything.” 
 
    Leid’s face darkened. “Without me you wouldn’t last another year, Regent. I suggest you reflect on that before you try to undermine me.” 
 
    Anger began to resettle in my chest, rising to my face. My pulse beat like a war drum. Instead of replying, I jammed the money into the checkbook and slammed it on the table. 
 
    “Get up, we’re leaving.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The ride back to Eroqam was quiet, obviously. 
 
    It was nearly midnight and Upper Sanctum was closing down. Lower Sanctum was just opening for business. The working class crowds filtered into bars and shops as we flew overhead, like little ant drones marching in and out of their hives. Lights below flickered in the dark like stars reflected off water.  
 
    “Are you going to give me the silent treatment for the rest of the night?” asked Leid. 
 
    I frowned, keeping my eyes ahead. “That was the plan, yeah.” 
 
    “Your methods of resolution are comparable to a child’s.” 
 
    “Totally not helping your case right now.” 
 
    “Qaira, stop it.” 
 
    “You first. If my memory serves correct, you were the one who started this.” 
 
    “I didn’t start anything. You approach every problem with violence.” 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    “You do so.” 
 
    “Let’s take a survey,” I said, gesturing between her and I. “We have a problem, right?” 
 
    Leid said nothing, crossing her arms.  
 
    “And I haven’t resorted to violence.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose laying your hands on me twice in a day would be overkill.” 
 
    “Cheap shot. You know I didn’t mean to do that.” 
 
    “Do you have any malay in your craft?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “May I see it?” 
 
    I gave her a sidelong glance. “What for?” 
 
    “I’d like to try some.” 
 
    “… Are you fucking serious?” 
 
    “Don’t worry; I can’t get addicted to substances like your lot. I just want to see what all the fuss is about.” 
 
    Our conversation revived memories of Talia, and I didn’t want to think about that. I was fairly certain my scholar wouldn’t go insane and throw a lamp at my head if I refused to give her another dose, but then again anything was possible when it came to Leid. 
 
    I nodded at my dashboard. “It’s in there.” 
 
    Leid opened it up and removed my case. It contained fifteen canisters and forty-six syringes. “Goodness,” she gasped, examining the size of my stash. “How many do you take per day?” 
 
    “Three,” I said. “I buy it in bulk.” 
 
    She filled a syringe and injected it into her arm. Even though I did that numerous times a day, I still couldn’t watch. Then she sat there, looking around. Suddenly, her eyes widened. 
 
    “Oh my.” 
 
    I grinned at her reaction. It was funny. 
 
    “I can see the appeal,” Leid said, reclining in her seat and closing her eyes. Her dress slid up her legs, and my eyes trailed to her exposed thigh. Something in my stomach twisted. I found myself wondering what she looked like underneath that dress, and an image of her straddling me flashed through my mind. I’d never fucked a strong-willed woman before. I was curious to know if she’d keep up that act while I was buried in her. She was so tiny that I’d probably break her in half. 
 
    Whoa, Qaira. Whoa.  
 
    I forced my attention ahead, trying to get a hold of myself. I hadn’t had my needs filled since Leid showed up a month ago. Since she was more or less attached to me, I was practically celibate. Ten years of celibacy. Someone kill me. 
 
    “Is this all you have?” she asked. 
 
    “No, I have more in my room. You saw it this morning.” 
 
    “How much is in there?” 
 
    “A little less than this.” 
 
    “Is your brother an addict, too?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Does he know about you?” 
 
    “He hasn’t ever asked, but he might. I don’t know.” 
 
    I also didn’t know why she was asking me these questions. By the time my suspicion was fully instated, I’d turned my head just in time to watch her open the passenger window and dump my entire case. It plummeted two thousand feet into the darkness of Sanctum. 
 
    It felt like my eyes were about to pop out of my head. As I stared at her in utter disbelief, she leaned back in her seat, seeming quite satisfied with herself. My hands cramped up and I realized I was clutching the wheel so hard that my knuckles were white. 
 
    “LEID, WHAT THE FUCK?!” 
 
    “Now, now; this is for your own good.” 
 
    I floored the pedal and we shot into Eroqam’s landing port. I turned off the ignition and whirled to her, snarling. “Do you know how expensive those are?! You just dumped five thousand usos out the fucking window!” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” she said, unflinching. “You aren’t buying any more.” 
 
    I glared at her.  
 
    Leid opened the door, moving to get out, but I reached over her and shut it again. We weren’t finished. “What do you think you’re doing? You can’t force me to quit. Don’t you remember what happened this morning?” 
 
    “You still have some in your room. I’m not cutting you off completely, but from now on I’m going to hold onto your malay for you. I’ll administer your doses in smaller amounts over time. We’re going to wean you off.” 
 
    “You… you can’t,” I stammered. “You have no right to dictate my life!” 
 
    “Then try to stop me,” she dared, flicking my nose.  
 
    I shot back into my seat, enraged. She darted from the craft before I could say anything else. How could that bitch run so fast in those shoes?! 
 
    I chased her, knowing exactly where she was headed. The events that followed were surreal. 
 
    Leid burst into my room right as I caught up to her. As she lunged for the dresser, I tackled her to the floor. We rolled around my bedroom, entangled in a vicious struggle. She was holding her own a little too well, and my surprise made me clumsy. She managed to kick me off and I was sent into the wall.  
 
    By the time I got back up, she had my case.  
 
    “You can’t do this!” I shouted. “I’ll be worthless if you cut my doses!” 
 
    “For a while I imagine you will be,” she agreed. “But that will change. You can’t keep this up, Qaira. Malay kills people. You’re killing yourself. Not to mention you’re impulsive, violent and angry. Those aren’t suitable traits for a world leader.” 
 
    “You’re not my mother! You can’t treat me like a fucking child!” 
 
    “It seems like someone needs to.” 
 
    And that was it; I snapped. I lunged at her again, swinging.  
 
    My fist caught air. Leid had disappeared. 
 
    Something wrenched my arm behind my back and shoved me forward. My face hit the wall and I spun, swinging again. She caught my hand and bent my wrist back, nearly snapping it. I fell to my knees, crying out in shock.  
 
    She held me there, eyes gleaming with malice. “Don’t play with me, Qaira. You might get hurt.” 
 
    “What… what are you?!” 
 
    “I am a scholar,” she said evenly. “And I’m doing what’s best for you. You want to win this war? Start acting like it.” 
 
    Leid let go of me and I recoiled, holding my near-broken wrist. She rummaged through my case and took out a syringe, filling it with malay.  
 
    “Here is your night’s dose,” she said, slapping it on my nightstand. “I’ll give you another before you go to work.” 
 
    I stared at it, still trying to process what just happened. Getting spanked by a girl half my size was an impossible fact to swallow.  
 
    Leid moved to the door, stopping over the threshold. “Thanks for dinner, Qaira. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”  
 
    A smile, and then she was gone.  
 
    I sank to my bed, putting my face in my hands. Leid’s contract returned to me, specifically the clause about how she couldn’t aid us in physical combat. Back then I’d laughed about that, but now everything was crystal clear. She’d snapped a collar on me. Leid had never intended to serve me. I was serving her.  
 
    “Qairaaaaaaa,” Ara called from my door.  
 
    I didn’t even look at him. 
 
    “We’re going to Sapyr! You wanna come?” he was already drunk; I could barely understand what he was saying.  
 
    “Get out,” I muttered. 
 
    Ara’s face scrunched up with confusion. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I said get out!” 
 
    He flinched. “What the fuck is your problem lately?” 
 
    The question was rhetorical, because the door slammed a second later. Ara hadn’t noticed the needle on my nightstand. He was probably too loaded to see straight. 
 
    I glanced at the syringe, daydreaming of stabbing it through Leid’s pretty little eyes. I felt like destroying everything around me, but I was too tired to move. All I did was sit there, staring at the wall.  
 
    Only nine years and ten months more to go.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    X 
 
    CHAINS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “THE AERO-CRAFTS THAT THE ANGELS use are made from a thin, metal alloy found only on their planet,” Leid began, seated at the head of the conference table. Her eyes were lowered to the folder in her hands. “Your scientists were nice enough to test the colligative properties for me, and there are several metals in The Atrium that are capable of producing the same effect.” 
 
    The Eye of Akul were on the edges of their seats. The director of Sanctum Science Research, Kada Ysam, and his team of aerophysicists were also present for the briefing.  
 
    As Leid explained the mechanics of our enemy’s crafts, I stared ahead in a fog. I should have been listening to her, especially since I’d been pushing for the results all week, but I couldn’t hold a single cohesive thought long enough to even speak a sentence, let alone listen to one. 
 
    For the last several weeks, I’d been a zombie. Perspiration coated my skin; droplets of sweat threatened to trickle from my trembling upper lip. My hands were a shaking mess. My brain felt like it was being shocked. I wanted to die. 
 
    Every three days or so Leid would decrease my malay dose just enough for me to suffer. And, no sooner had I gotten used to the adjusted amount, I was forced to suffer again. 
 
    Life moved by in a blur, a hazy form of incoherence. Work days came and went as I floated aimlessly through a chemical dream. I was surprised no one had noticed my evident decline. 
 
    “What do you think, Commandant?” asked Kanar, and I snapped back to reality. Everyone was staring at me, awaiting an answer to a question I hadn’t heard. 
 
    “Uh,” I stalled, looking to Leid with a desperate wince, “I…” 
 
    “We discussed it yesterday evening,” she said, swooping in to my rescue. She handed Kanar a sheet of paper. “Here is the list of materials I will need in order to begin building the necessary components of the craft. Dr. Ysam, I want to get you acquainted with our angel detainee, Yahweh Telei, who I’m hoping can come up with a prototype.” 
 
    “The Archaean has agreed to help us?” asked Isa.  
 
    “Agreed,” I recited, laughing dryly. “As if he has an option.” 
 
    They looked at me. 
 
    “Please excuse the Commandant,” Leid said, clearing her throat. “He hasn’t been getting much sleep lately, as we’ve been working around the clock to get our project in order.” 
 
    More like I hadn’t gotten much sleep lately because I woke up three times a night choking and shaking. When everyone went to bed, Leid slipped into my room and slept in my armchair. She kept me under heavy supervision in case my lungs failed in the middle of the night. That had happened three times.  
 
    While she did everything in her power to keep me alive, I thought about murdering her a dozen times a day. In fact, I was doing it right now. 
 
    Shev glanced over the materials list. “The angel detainee will tell us how his people built their crafts, and based on what we have here, we’ll replicate them. Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    Leid nodded. “Expect some deviations because we aren’t using the same protocols.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “I can’t tell you how delighted I am to see how far we’ve come. Saying it’s a pleasure to have you with us is an understatement, Advisor Koseling,” praised Isa. 
 
    Ugh, that bitch was stealing my life. 
 
    Leid patted my arm. “Please, I can’t take all of the credit. I’m only doing what the Commandant instructed me to.” 
 
    “Your father would be very proud,” said Kanar. 
 
    I shot him a look. “You make it sound like he’s dead.” 
 
    Leid squeezed my arm, hard enough to hurt. “Thank you all for coming. We’ll be sure to keep the Eye of Akul updated as we proceed.” 
 
    When everyone filtered out of the council room, she gave me a venomous look. “Could you please be professional?” 
 
    I said nothing, shoving my stuff into my briefcase. She held the door for me as I left.  
 
    “You’re almost to half your regular dose, Qaira. It won’t be long until you’re completely rid of malay.” 
 
    I paused in the doorway, leaning down until our noses almost touched. “And how long until I’m rid of you?” 
 
    Leid tried to shake that off, but I could see the hurt in her eyes. “Hate me if you must. Meet me before dinner so I can give you another dose.” 
 
    She walked away, not looking back. 
 
    I headed in the opposite direction, off to enforcer training.
  
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The only upside to quitting malay so far was that my appetite came back. That evening my family watched me plow through seconds, and then thirds of dinner.  
 
    But I paid for that a little while later, when I spent the better part of an hour puking all the dinner I’d eaten into the toilet. Leid had injected a dose before I’d sat down at the table, but it was less than that of this morning’s. Her decrease was premature; I hadn’t been given enough time to adjust. It was probably her way of getting back at me for my remark this afternoon. Fucking bitch. 
 
    I staggered to my bedroom and collapsed in bed, curling onto my side. I must have passed out then, because when I opened my eyes again there was someone shaking my arm, and the light from my window was gone. The room was pitch-black.  
 
    A whisper. “Qaira.” 
 
    Leid. 
 
    I shook her off, not turning around. “Get out.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    She didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Come to enjoy the show?” I asked, laughing. The laugh turned into a cough a second later. I shivered. 
 
    The bed shifted as she sat on the edge of it. Her silhouette crept into my peripherals. “I don’t enjoy seeing you like this. I know you think I’m doing this for some sick form of entertainment, and that really upsets me.” 
 
    “Get out!” I shouted. “You’ve practically turned me into a cripple, reduced me to nothing, and now you’re trying to invade the only hour away from you that I have?” 
 
    “I won’t get out until you stop moping around and feeling sorry for yourself.” 
 
    “I’m not moping! I was sleeping because I spent the evening puking up my insides!” 
 
    “Get up.” 
 
    “I can’t move.” 
 
    “Get up!” 
 
    Leid ripped me out of bed and I fell to the floor. Before I could even respond she grabbed my shirt and pulled me up, slamming my back into the wall. My tired, blood-shot eyes were wild with disbelief.  
 
    “The pity party is getting old, Commandant. If you’re such a strong man, why don’t you fight this? You’re going to let some drug get the better of you? You’re Qaira Eltruan, the Savior of Sanctum, son of the Regent and the man who can—” 
 
    “I know what you’re trying to do, and it isn’t working.” 
 
    Even in the darkness, her eyes gleamed violet. “We’re almost there, Qaira. You’re so close to being free of this drug. You think I’ve put a leash on you but you’ve been in chains for decades. You are a slave to malay, and it’s time to take the shackles off.” 
 
    “I don’t think I can take it. It feels like I’m dying. You don’t understand.” 
 
    “You’re right, I don’t. But if you give up, then you’re going to die. And… I don’t want you to die.” 
 
    Slowly, I looked down at her. Leid looked up at me. There was a moment. 
 
    “So, how hard was that to say?” I asked, smirking. 
 
    She only smiled and looked away, heading for the door. “Come, I want to show you something.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “See for yourself.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Leid had spent several days cleaning up the music room. The layers of dust were gone, the instruments shined on display, and my mother’s cello and violin were waiting for us beside two chairs in the center of the room. 
 
    Seeing this stirred up a few emotions in me, not all of them good ones. In part I felt like Leid had desecrated the only sacred memories I’d had left of my mother, but at the same time she’d brought life back into a decaying place that everyone else had forgotten.  
 
    “What’s the meaning of this?” I asked.  
 
    “I’m going to honor your mother and teach you how to play that violin. Every time you feel like life’s about to crush you, I want you to come in here and play.” 
 
    Leid took a seat beside the cello and looked at me, but I hadn’t moved. She could sense the wariness in my gaze. As I debated whether or not to follow her in, she tucked the cello between her legs and began to play. The song she played this time was sad.  
 
    I watched her, entranced. The world fell away, and I floated in stasis. She was right; it was helping. Her music was ataractic, and for a second I forgot how sick I felt.  
 
    After a minute or two she stopped playing. I moved inside and took a seat beside her. Leid’s eyes lowered to the floor; raven threads of hair slid across her shoulders, hiding her face.  
 
    “How did you learn to play so well?” 
 
    “There are almost identical versions of the cello on numerous planets throughout the multiverse,” she whispered. “I learned to play the strings several centuries ago, when something terrible happened to me. Music is a language that needs no words to express how I feel. And like this, my agony is beautiful.” 
 
    I looked away, silent. When the silence became too much to bear, I said, “I don’t hate you, you know.” 
 
    She turned to me.  
 
    “I wanted to. Tried to. But I can’t.” 
 
    I picked up the violin, looking over the polished white wood. My eyes lingered on the engraving my mother had designed for it: Q.  
 
    When I looked back at Leid, she was smiling. The smile wasn’t one I’d ever seen on her before.  
 
    “I’m very happy to hear that, Qaira.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XI 
 
    COMPOSURE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I WAS RELIEVED TO FIND THAT I WAS still on time for our detainee’s morning meal schedule; even after I’d spent half an hour in Eroqam’s private restrooms puking my guts out. That was becoming ritual for me. I didn’t know why I kept trying to eat breakfast.  
 
    Tae and Ara had begun making remarks about how sick I looked, telling me they were worried. I’d told them it was because I wasn’t getting much sleep from all the work I had, but I’m pretty sure they didn’t believe me.  
 
    Despite all that, I was in a good mood today. Leid gave me an injection this morning and it was the first time that I didn’t think of killing her. Instead we spoke about the weather.  
 
    And since I was in such a good mood, it was time to try to persuade the white kid into working for us. Because Leid had (repeatedly) emphasized the fact of not laying a finger on him, I didn’t want to go into his holding room without some level of patience.  
 
    I caught one of my guards in the hall. He was carrying Yahweh’s breakfast tray to his room.  
 
    “I’ll take over,” I said, snatching the tray. I punched in the code and opened the door, finding the boy sprawled over the bed on his stomach, reading a book. He didn’t even look at me as I walked in. 
 
    “This must be a special occasion,” he said as I placed the tray on the desk beside the bed. “Commandant Qaira Eltruan has come to grace me with his presence.” 
 
    I smirked at his indignation, taking a seat across his bed. I’d spoken to Yahweh three times before now, but he still made me uncomfortable. A kid his age shouldn’t have been able to anticipate an out-of-routine event just from my appearance, let alone critically analyze it using an impressive vocabulary. I glanced at the book he was reading. 
 
    “How are you finding the History and Political Inflections of Sanctum in the Adoria Era?” 
 
    Yahweh shrugged. “Not sure. I can’t read it.” 
 
    “Just enjoying the pictures?” 
 
    “I’m trying to learn Nehelian in written form.” 
 
    “And how’s that going for you?” 
 
    “Not so well.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “If you’re really sorry, you’ll get me some paper and writing utensils so I can take notes while I’m trying to learn.” 
 
    “Writing utensils are sharp.” 
 
    Yahweh looked at me, annoyed. “Must I really promise not to kill myself?” 
 
    I laughed quietly.  
 
    “So what do you want, Qaira Eltruan?” 
 
    “You don’t have to say my last name every time you address me.” 
 
    “Being on a first name basis represents a level of intimacy that I don’t care to have with you.” 
 
    I made a face. “Intimacy.” 
 
    “Again, why are you here?” 
 
    I decided to cut the small talk, since the kid wasn’t biting. “We need you to help our science research team replicate your angel crafts.” 
 
    Yahweh smiled. “No.” 
 
    “That isn’t really an option; sorry if I made it sound like one.” 
 
    He leaned into my face, looking me over. “Are you sick? You look terrible.” 
 
    “We’ve gathered the materials that we need,” I said, ignoring him, “and would like you to draw us up protocols for a design—” 
 
    “I’m not doing it.” 
 
    I stared at him. 
 
    “You don’t really need me anyway,” he said, pouting at his book. “I’m sure your scholar could do all that for you.” 
 
    “You know about Leid?” 
 
    “Of course I do. I’ve seen a dozen scholars in my lifetime, not to mention she looks nothing like you. But tell me; do you know what they really are?” 
 
    I was sure the kid could tell that I didn’t. 
 
    “Eroqam is playing with fire, Commandant. You have no idea of the lines you’re crossing right now.” 
 
    I sighed. “So, this can go one of two ways. Either you help us willingly or I’m going to have to make you help us.” 
 
    “You can’t hurt me. Your scholar said that, didn’t she?” 
 
    I leaned in, narrowing my eyes. “Leid said that I couldn’t lay a finger on you. She never said I couldn’t hurt you, and I am a resourceful man. There are plenty of ways that I could hurt you without touching you, Yahweh Telei. Would you like to see them?” 
 
    The defiance melted from the kid’s face. He looked away, at the bed. “No.” 
 
    “No as in you still won’t help us, or no as in you don’t want to find out how I can hurt you?” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    I reclined in my seat, smiling victoriously. “Smart boy.” 
 
    “I really wish that wasn’t the case right now.” 
 
    Getting out of the chair, I slid his breakfast tray to him. “Eat something. Leid and I will return for you later on with all of the details.” 
 
    “Can I please have something that will stimulate me?” he begged. “I’m going insane with boredom in here. And I won’t be much help to you if I have a psychotic breakdown.” 
 
    I grinned, heading for the door. “If I were you I’d relish the boredom, because pretty soon you’re going to be very, very busy.”
  
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Leid waited for me in the flight port hallway, holding my briefcase.  
 
    She always had my briefcase, though I had no idea why. At first I was late three days in a row because I turned our house upside down trying to find it, only to discover Leid had taken it to the port. She’d said it was one less thing I had to worry about. I never looked for it anymore. 
 
    I nodded at Leid and she held my briefcase out to me. I took it, and we walked to my craft.  
 
    Nothing was said for the first half of our trip. Leid couldn’t seem to handle the anticipation anymore and looked at me. “So?” 
 
    “So what?” I asked, smirking.  
 
    She frowned at my playfulness. “Did Yahweh agree?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Did he agree without you hitting him?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    With a satisfied smile, she leaned back in her seat. “Good.” 
 
    And then we hit traffic. I cursed under my breath, looking at the clock on my dash. At least we still had another twenty minutes. 
 
    “You didn’t eat very much this morning,” Leid noted.  
 
    “Technically I didn’t eat anything, since it all went into the toilet.” 
 
    “You need to try to keep some food down. You’re losing a lot of weight.” 
 
    “Well why don’t you try convincing my stomach of that with your stunning logic. I’m sure it will listen.” 
 
    “I bet clear liquids would go down easier than pastries and tea. Why don’t you try water and broth?” 
 
    “That sounds fucking delicious, Leid.” She opened her mouth to protest, but I said, “Stop mothering me. I’m fine.” 
 
    She shrugged and glanced out the window. “Suit yourself.” 
 
    It’d been five minutes and we’d only moved ten feet. We were going to be late. I glanced at Leid as she stared out of the passenger side window, recalling what Yahweh said earlier this morning. Curiosity was settling in.  
 
    “Tell me about the Court of Enigmus,” I said.  
 
    She looked at me, surprised. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Where are they?” 
 
    “Far away; another universe.” 
 
    “Another universe? There’s more than one?” 
 
    “There are thirteen that we know of.” 
 
    “What’s your definition of a universe? I was always taught to understand that a universe was infinite.” 
 
    “A universe is not infinite, though to lesser beings it would seem that way. Universes are actually spherical; it’s like a giant planet, so you’d never reach an end per se.” 
 
    “How do you get to another one?” 
 
    “A being from one universe cannot enter another universe. The multiverse is a web of universes connected only by their situation. They sit side by side in almost a flower arrangement.” 
 
    “You said the Court of Enigmus was from another universe.” 
 
    “We’re different. To my knowledge we’re the only beings able to cross universes without succumbing to the effects of their alternate physical laws.” 
 
    “Alternate effects?” 
 
    She smiled. “In my world, Qaira, I would not be nearly as strong as you. The laws are different in your universe. It changes my strength and speed.” 
 
    The traffic cleared and we were able to move again. “How do you travel to different universes?”  
 
    Leid arched a brow. “Why are you so curious?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    “We travel through tears.” 
 
    “Tears?” 
 
    “Portals, sort of; ripples in the space-time continuum. There are over a hundred across your galaxy alone, and they bridge us to another universe.” 
 
    I stared at her, baffled.  
 
    Leid sensed my confusion and paused, tapping her chin. “Okay, think of it like this: each universe is connected in a sort of flower/web type order, like a wall connecting two offices together. All matter vibrates, even if you can’t see it. In certain areas, resonance is strong enough that the matter moves aside and we can travel through it.” 
 
    “So you can travel through the wall.” 
 
    “Yes, precisely.” 
 
    “Does your body’s matter get displaced when you go through?” 
 
    Leid blinked. “How do you know about that?” 
 
    “I almost got a degree in aerophysics.” 
 
    She seemed surprised. “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered. “I know you thought I was stupid. Sorry to burst your bubble.” 
 
    “I never thought you were stupid,” she said, frowning. “What degree did you get instead?” 
 
    “Two. Linguistics and Military Philosophy.” 
 
    “I suppose that makes sense. Is education a requirement for military personnel?” 
 
    “No, but it is for people in office.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “So, you’re pretty much saying that the only way to get to other universes is by taking one of those tears?” 
 
    “Pretty much, yes.” 
 
    “Are you immortal?” 
 
    Leid smiled, amused. “No one is immortal, Qaira. It defies the laws of the multiverse.” 
 
    “How do you find these tears?” 
 
    “We can see them.” 
 
    “Can I see them?” 
 
    “No. Lesser beings aren’t able to detect resonance shifts like we can.” 
 
    “Lesser beings.” 
 
    “I don’t mean that in a quality way. That’s just what we call everyone who isn’t one of us.” 
 
    “Where’s the tear in Sanctum?” 
 
    “A few blocks from Eroqam.” 
 
    I flew into the parking lot of Sanctum Parliament. Pulling my keys from the ignition and snatching my briefcase, I opened the door but Leid grabbed my arm. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked, sensing the sudden change in my mood.  
 
    “It’s nothing,” I sighed. “I just…” 
 
    She tilted her head, waiting.  
 
    “This whole time I’ve been amazed by how alike we are. But now I know that we aren’t alike at all.” 
 
    Leid reached over, cupping the side of my face.  
 
    “That isn’t true,” she whispered. “We’re very much alike, you and I.” 
 
    I froze, having not expected her to do that, and my eyes stayed on her lips as she spoke. Despite what she just said, there was something about Leid that was unlike that of any other Nehelian woman I’d ever known. She made me weak.  
 
    She made me weak, and I liked it. 
 
    Leid’s eyes moved to the clock. “Shoot, you’re late.” 
 
    Without another word she slipped out of the craft. After a second of confused silence, I followed her.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Meetings, meetings and more meetings.  
 
    Just when I promised I’d kill myself if I had to stare at another politician’s face, it was lunch time. But I wasn’t hungry, I was craving. 
 
    It happened every so often, usually when I thought about malay. I made myself as busy as I could, but sometimes the thought still managed to sneak in.  
 
    My hands were shaking as I pushed aside the files on my desk. I told my secretary I’d be out of the office for an hour, and then I glanced at Leid. Half her face was hidden behind the ugly plant I was forced to keep because my sister had bought it for my birthday. She was writing something in my schedule, having taken it upon herself to become my personal assistant. Which was fine by me, since I didn’t have to pay her. 
 
    Then again the amount of wine Leid drank in a week could have covered someone’s salary. I didn’t know if I could call her an alcoholic, though, since she never actually got drunk. 
 
    As I moved to the door, she looked up. “Lunch already?” 
 
    “Yeah, are you coming?” 
 
    “I’m not really hungry today.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, trying to hide my disappointment. I’d gotten used to her joining me for lunch. “Want to come anyway?” 
 
    She smiled. “Will you miss my company?” 
 
    I glanced away, uncomfortable. “No, I just don’t want you alone in my office for an hour. Who knows what you’ll get into?” 
 
    Leid laughed. “Where are we going?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ciala was Upper Sanctum’s favorite lunch hour restaurant.  
 
    Usually we ate in Parliament’s cafeteria, but I was feeling pretty cagey and wanted to get out for a while.  
 
    The customer line wasn’t massive since we missed rush hour. Leid and I stood amid other Nehelians decorated with fancy suits, briefcases and portable computers, and I watched the scenery shift from full-scale windows that surrounded the restaurant. Another attractive feature of this place was that it rotated atop a twenty story high-rise. People ate to a pretty view.  
 
    During the day Sanctum didn’t seem so ugly, but I knew that façade better than anyone. Upper Sanctum was a corporate district; only twenty-five percent of the population could actually afford to live here. Lower Sanctum housed seventy-five percent of our residents— prostitutes, junkies, and all the other naturally-unfortunates, packed into a ghetto like old shoes into a moldy storage box. 
 
    We could paint a pretty picture all we like; reality was cold and cruel. Sanctum was falling, and there was nothing I could do about it. Not yet. First, I had to get rid of the angels. 
 
    Leid and I sat across from one another in a booth. I ate my lunch while Leid stared jadedly out at Fadja Memorial Park. I watched her, chewing. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re not hungry?” 
 
    “No, but thank you.” 
 
    Leid removed her white coat, laying it on the cushion beside her. She rested her arms on the table, idly running her fingers across her black mesh, elbow-length gloves. Her fashion sense was eccentric, but somehow it worked.  
 
    “Would you like to practice your violin later?” 
 
    “If I have time. I’m running the enforcer drill tonight.” 
 
    “It seems like you need it, though.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You’re shaking.” 
 
    Shame on me for thinking she wouldn’t notice. “I’m fine, and I said we’ll see.” 
 
    “So, what did you think about this morning’s education tax-cut conundrum?” 
 
    “Yeah, because I totally want to talk about work while I’m on lunch.” 
 
    “Do you have anything else to talk about?” 
 
    “Eroqam barely taxes education as is. Even the early academia teachers make a decent living. I’m not cutting taxes.” 
 
    Leid arched a brow. “You think thirty-two thousand usos a year is a decent living?” 
 
    “It’s better than what the other half of Sanctum lives on.” 
 
    “The other half of Sanctum is below the poverty line.” 
 
    I put my sandwich down, glaring at her. “Why are you trying to take a stab at me? What have I done now?” 
 
    “I’m just asking you a question. I’m not trying to start an argument. I want you to explain your opinion.” 
 
    “My opinion on tax-cuts is irrelevant. You’re taking little jabs at me because you don’t agree with the way I run this city.” 
 
    “You’re right, I don’t.” 
 
    “Well that’s too bad. You’re here to advise me on the war; not tax-cuts.” 
 
    “Could you live on a thirty-two thousand uso salary?” 
 
    Good-fucking-grief.  
 
    “Eroqam brings in more than four million usos a year,” she went on.  
 
    “Half of which goes to our army and technology,” I said.  
 
    “And the other two million?” 
 
    “Employee salaries, insurance… look at me, Leid. I drive to work every day in a standard craft, I wait in line with commoners at lunch. I don’t live a grandeur life. I might be the richest man in Sanctum, but in reality I’m not that richer than my subjects. You’re the one buying hundred uso bottles of wine in bulk.” 
 
    Leid smiled, shifting her attention to the window. The smile was a taunt, like she was saying I was full of shit. I was starting to wish I’d left her at my office. 
 
    Then I looked out at the city as well, losing myself in the scenery. I thought about absolutely nothing, and it was such a relief. The food had calmed my nerves, and my craving was gone. I was relieved for that, too.  
 
    “Qaira,” I heard Leid call, but at first I couldn’t refocus my gaze. “Qaira.” 
 
    I looked at her, but she wasn’t looking at me. Her stare was directed behind me, at the televised screen above the serving table. I turned, following her eyes. A news report was being broadcasted, one with a headline that read: 
 
      
 
    COMMANDANT QAIRA ELTRUAN: SAVIOR OR TYRANT? 
 
      
 
    I reread the headline several times, my heart sinking into my stomach. 
 
    A news anchor was speaking to the head chairman of Sanctum’s Department of Social Affairs, Lev Gia. He’d been in office as long as my father, and I could still recall all the parties he’d ever attended in the Regent’s name. 
 
    “The level of authority that our Regent has is obsolete,” he was saying. “His son is running the show behind the scenes, twisting Sanctum in order to carry out his own machinations.” 
 
    “Machinations?” asked the news anchor. 
 
    “Everything that the Commandant is doing refutes his father’s method of ruling. The Sanctum Enforcers and our guards are ignoring the very laws that they created. Qalam Eltruan is infirm, that we all know, but ever since his leave we’ve had a twenty percent spike in poverty and violent crime. Qaira Eltruan has cut programs for malay addicts and aid for low income citizens. He’s placed almost the entirety of Sanctum’s money into its militia, which he uses to slaughter angel refugees and silence peaceful protests for their freedom. His father spent years striving for peace, and in less than a decade we are right back to where we started. Qaira Eltruan’s war on the Archaeans isn’t a Sanctum-supported war. It almost seems like it’s personal. We’ve practically deified him because of his tendency for violence.” 
 
    I looked around the restaurant. Everyone was staring at me.  
 
    “Leid,” I whispered, “get up. We’re leaving.” 
 
    She was out of her seat before I finished my sentence. We escaped Ciala as a recording of the Crylle raid blared on the screen. Ariel Triev’s screams filtered into the reception area, and I heard myself: 
 
    “If I have to say it again then you’re going to end up like that angel bitch!” 
 
    The raid had been a confidential matter. Someone had secretly recorded it and handed the recording to the press. The insurgent was in Eroqam, indubitably.  
 
    The backlash of that report was going to be severe, but all I could think about was how Tae and my father were going to take this. That video was going to destroy me. 
 
    The elevator ride was silent. Leid stared at me with concern, but she didn’t dare speak. She knew me well enough by now to know when I had a certain look in my eyes, it was best to stay quiet.  
 
    By the time we reached the main floor, I’d come up with a plan. Hopefully the report hadn’t been aired all morning, but I doubted it or else someone would have told me at Parliament. It was lunch time, but not every Nehelian was eating lunch right now, and not everyone had access to a television.  
 
    The media wanted to call me a tyrant? Fine, I’d give them a tyrant. 
 
    I reached for my radio as we climbed into my craft. “Ara, come in.” 
 
    “Qaira, have you seen the fucking news?!” 
 
    “Yes. I have a job for you and the others. Head down to Sanctum Public Broadcast and confiscate that recording. Arrest the people involved in that news report. Do it quietly. Make sure you take any copies they may have made.” 
 
    “…Can we do that?” 
 
    “They just publicized confidential government property. That’s technically treason, Lt. Eltruan.” 
 
    “Good enough reason for me. We’re on our way.” 
 
    When I severed the link, Leid was glaring at me.  
 
    I glared back. “Please, say something. I’d love to hear your fucking insight right now.” 
 
    She only looked away, shaking her head.  
 
    Our trip to Parliament was silent. 
 
    When we got back, Leid vacated the craft without a word. I lingered in the driver seat, watching her disappear into the lobby. As the door shut, I grabbed my radio again. 
 
    “Lt. Geiss, come in.” 
 
    “Commandant,” said Garan. We hadn’t spoken since I nearly beat Uless to death. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I’m about to give you and Lt. Fedaz an opportunity to redeem yourselves.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Commandant.” 
 
    I’d had to face dozens of hard decisions within the short time since I’d risen to office, and this wouldn’t be the worst thing I had ever done. I knew that. But eventually these kinds of things weighed you down; took little bites out of your soul.  
 
    And they were getting harder and harder each time. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Late that evening, I returned home with blood all over my hands.  
 
    It was long past dinner, and I hoped I could sneak to my room and take a shower before anyone saw me. Unfortunately nothing ever seemed to go as I hoped. As soon as I darted past the dining room, I heard:  
 
    “Qaira, is that you?” Tae. 
 
    I covered my hands with my briefcase as she peeked into the hall. She seemed normal enough, which meant she hadn’t seen the broadcast.  
 
    “Hi,” I said. 
 
    “Why are you so late?” 
 
    “Drill.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” 
 
    That wasn’t entirely true. I’d cancelled drill, but no one knew that. Including Leid. 
 
    My sister disappeared into the kitchen. “I left a plate in the oven.” 
 
    “I’ll be there in a second. I really need a shower.” 
 
    “Long day?” 
 
    “Like you wouldn’t believe.” 
 
    The shower felt good, and I closed my eyes as near-scalding water beat against my back. I lowered my head and watched the blood run from my knuckles and down my forearms in thin, pink streams. My hands stung from the water, but the pain felt kind of good.  
 
    I dressed casually and headed back to the dining room, where my plate awaited me at the table next to a glass of wine. I watched my sister scrub a pot through the open doorway, and a smile spread across my lips. In many ways, she reminded me of our mother. At least what I could remember of her. 
 
    “I forgot to tell you,” she said as I ate. “Leid went to check on the military craft progress, whatever that means, and she said she would meet you for practice at nine.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “What are you two practicing?” 
 
    I hesitated, wiping my mouth. I didn’t want to tell her because she’d make a big deal of it, but I had done enough lying for one day. “She’s teaching me how to play the violin.” 
 
    Tae froze, looking at me in disbelief. “Really?” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    “Qaira, that’s wonderful!” 
 
    “… Is it?” 
 
    “I’m sorry; I’m just so happy to hear you found a hobby. Music runs in the family, after all.” 
 
    So did murder. “Leid thinks it’ll take the edge off my job.” 
 
    Tae sat beside me, placing a cup of steaming tea next to my wine. Apparently she was trying to make me piss all night. “Is it working?” 
 
    “I don’t know. We just started.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re growing fond of her.” 
 
    “Uh, what?” 
 
    “Aren’t you?” 
 
    “Well if you mean we aren’t at each other’s throats any more, then yes.” 
 
    My sister rolled her eyes. “You don’t have to be so defensive about it. I only meant the two of you seem to be getting along better.” 
 
    I finished eating and Tae stood to grab my plate. I stood as well. 
 
    “Here,” she said, reaching for it. “Let me take—” 
 
    I held it away from her. “No, you’ve done enough. Sit down.” 
 
    She sat, reluctantly. “Where’s Ara? Isn’t drill finished?” 
 
    I rinsed off the plate and placed it into a cabinet over the sink. “He stayed back with Garan and Uless.” To clean up all the blood. “He’ll be here shortly.” 
 
    There was a noise from the living room. Then we heard: 
 
    “Arcia! Arcia! Why didn’t you wake me? I’m going to be late for work!” 
 
    My father had fallen asleep on the couch again.  
 
    “I need to take him to bed,” Tae murmured, rolling her eyes.  
 
    I didn’t say anything, only nodded. Arcia. 
 
    Wrapping the woolen frock around her shoulders, Tae slipped into the living room and I was left staring after her with a hollow feeling in my gut. I drained the wine but left the tea and reached for my briefcase, but then paused when I realized I wasn’t going to work. Instead I slipped through the door and down the hall, toward the music room. 
 
    I was late; Leid had started without me. 
 
    I watched her play from the doorway. Head down, eyes closed, lips pursed seductively. Her fingers danced along the board and the bow glided across the strings.  
 
    And then I realized that I didn’t deserve to be here, in her presence, surrounded by all of this beauty. I didn’t deserve the happiness I felt. And if only Leid knew who—no, what—I really was, I was sure that she’d feel the same. 
 
    “Qaira.” 
 
    I looked at her, and she smiled.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XII 
 
    WORTHY OPPONENTS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LEID SLID THE NEEDLE INTO MY ARM with as much precision as a blind knife thrower. I jerked, and she blew a vein. 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    “It would be a lot easier to do this if you’d stop moving.” 
 
    “I’m moving because you’re gouging out my arm!” 
 
    “You’re so dramatic.” 
 
    “I’m going to have a bruise the size of a continent!” 
 
    She got it right on the third try. “There. Sorry.” 
 
    I closed my eyes as euphoria took over. It only lasted a minute. When I was fully-functional again, I headed to my closet and started pulling out some clothes for this morning. Leid watched me in my full-length mirror.  
 
    “Yes?” I asked.  
 
    “Your ink is fading again.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “I’m going to fill it for you tonight.” 
 
    “Sure thing.”  
 
    I headed to the shower room, leaving her on my bed. 
 
    An hour later we were headed to Parliament. I switched the radio frequency to Sanctum’s Public Broadcast, waiting for the inevitable. When Leid tried to switch it to music, I swatted her hand away. Several minutes later, the report came: 
 
    “Yesterday night, at approximately eleven o’clock, the body of Chairman Lev Gia was found in his aero-craft at an abandoned storage facility in Lower Sanctum.” 
 
    I feigned surprise, turning up the volume.  
 
    “Reports show that he was severely beaten and shot multiple times. The Sanctum authorities have deemed this a drug-related homicide, as two cartridges of malay, along with malay paraphernalia were found on the body.” 
 
    I shut off the report, switching it to Leid’s music.  
 
    She was glaring at me, and I kept my eyes ahead.  
 
    Eventually she looked away, staring out the passenger side window. I’d thought she was going to say something about that, but she didn’t. That had been my way of confessing what I’d done, and it seemed like she didn’t even care.  
 
    We hit traffic. I sighed. 
 
    “About that deserving a special pass through traffic for being the Regent’s son law,” she began, leaning into a palm. “You’ve got my vote.” 
 
    “What’s the hurry? My entire day is booked with meetings.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. I planned your schedule, remember?” 
 
    “Well, you’re fired.”
  
 
    * * *
  
 
    Leid and I crunched numbers with our Parliament’s accountants, lowering taxes on some things while raising them on others.  
 
    I’d decided to raise the alcohol tax by two usos, since it might lower the frequency of alcohol related violence in Lower Sanctum. I also signed off on a budget approval for law enforcement to crack down on malay distribution, as commemoration to Lev Gia’s death. Irony. 
 
    Due to the messy recent events, I wanted my father to address the public, but he was in a steady decline as of this week and I would have to do it myself. I was now the face of Eroqam from here on out. The only upside to the press meeting was that I might be able to change the public’s opinion of me in light of Gia’s drug-related homicide.  
 
    Later that evening, Leid and I oversaw an Archaean craft protocol discussion between Yahweh Telei and Ysam Kada in the science research laboratory. The first half of it was spent with Yahweh going over momentum and torque lectures while Dr. Kada kept staring at me with a ‘what the fuck’ look on his face. I didn’t blame him, considering he was getting schooled by a child. 
 
    Our science team had already gathered most of the items on Leid’s material list. It was enough to start construction of the prototype shell, and while Yahweh and Dr. Kada went over appropriate dimensions, I was reading the diagnostic report for the electrical configurations of the prototype controls. Leid stood over the team, making sure our hostage didn’t accidentally miscalculate anything. 
 
    As I skimmed over the report, my brow rose higher and higher. “Leid, come here for a second.” 
 
    She hovered over me, and I pointed to the passage that explained how to program the voice automated system. “Does that mean we’re going to have to talk to our crafts?” 
 
    Leid hesitated, reading it over. “No. Yahweh is only suggesting a way to strengthen security by making the ignition voice-key automated.” 
 
    “So the craft won’t start unless it recognizes the voice of the pilot who owns it.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s genius.” 
 
    “When are we working on the controls?” 
 
    “Tomorrow evening. We’re waiting on our system engineers to get all the wiring in order.” 
 
    Leid smiled, surveying the crowded lab. “This is really coming along.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She went back to standing watch, and my gaze fell on Yahweh. He stood amid a group of analysts, nodding as they spoke to him. I knew it was all an act, but he looked like he really wanted to be here. 
 
    Yahweh Telei had become more than just a white to me. There was something enigmatic about him, and it made me question whether we had the Archaeans’ deadliest weapon in the palm of our hands. Intelligence as a deadly weapon; what an interesting thought. 
 
    As the crowd around the kid cleared, he glanced at me.  
 
    I looked away, returning to his report. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    
  
 
    At midnight, I escorted Yahweh back to his room.  
 
    He never fought me, and I didn’t even have to lead him by the arm. We quietly walked side by side like comrades at the end of a long day at work. 
 
    Yahweh stepped back as I punched in the code. I opened the door, motioning for him to enter first. When he stepped inside, the kid turned and looked up at me with those gigantic, sparkly eyes. “I’ve heard you’re able to make people’s heads explode. Is that true?” 
 
    I blinked, wondering who he had been talking to. “Yes.” 
 
    His eyes grew even wider. If that was possible. “So you could make my head explode right now if you wanted to.” 
 
    “If I wanted to.” 
 
    “How does it work?” he asked, tilting his head.  
 
    “You’re guess is as good as mine. 
 
    “I’m sure my guess would be much better.” 
 
    I smirked. “I’m sure.” 
 
    Yahweh sat cross-legged on the end of his bed as I grabbed his empty dinner tray. “Are you the only one among your people able to do it?” 
 
    “Do what? Remove dirty plates from your room?” 
 
    He frowned. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m the only one.”  
 
    My tone had been a lot drier than I intended, and unfortunately the kid picked up on that.  
 
    “You see it as a burden.” 
 
    “How I see it is really none of your business; but no, I don’t think of it as a gift.” 
 
    He smiled. “You should. Lucifer knows about you. You’re the reason why he’s so reluctant to step in.” 
 
    “You call your father by his first name?” 
 
    “He’s not my father.” 
 
    I stared at him. “But he called you—” 
 
    “I’m his adopted son.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “What makes your ability such a burden?” 
 
    “Why do you care?” 
 
    “It’s the most interesting thing I’ve heard all week.” 
 
    I had no idea why I was humoring him. “It doesn’t work like how you think it does. It’s not selective.” 
 
    “You mean you can’t control whose head you explode?” 
 
    “Sort of,” I said, sitting in the chair across from him. “Let’s say I want to make your head explode, but you’re standing in a crowd of people—” 
 
    “Area of effect.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Yahweh looked away, deep in thought. “I assumed you had the ability to telepathically link to the minds of other people, but now I think you might be releasing some form of high-energy radiation.” 
 
    Eyebrow. “Like microwaves?” 
 
    “Maybe something a little stronger. Of course there’s no way for me to know for certain. Not without a lab and proper equip—” 
 
    “Okay, what the fuck is your problem?” 
 
    Yahweh looked startled. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” I mocked in his childlike voice.  
 
    “I don’t sound like that,” he huffed.  
 
     “You’re not even old enough to work and you’re sitting here talking to me about area of effect radiation, not to mention you’re constructing state of the art military crafts. I could barely make sense of your electrical configurations because they were far too complex for my tiny Nehelian brain.” 
 
    Yahweh said nothing.  
 
    “What happened to your childhood?” 
 
    “I didn’t have one.” 
 
    “No kidding. Why not?” 
 
    “I’d rather not talk about that.” 
 
    Judging by the look on his face, he hadn’t had too great of a life before Lucifer snatched him up. I had several theories, but I wouldn’t share them. Besides, I’d wasted enough time. I just had a heart-to-heart with a white. Kill me, please.  
 
    Without another word I left the seat, tray in hand. As I opened the door, Yahweh said, “Do you hate me, Qaira Eltruan?” 
 
    I paused. “I hate angels.” 
 
    “If I write down a list of things that I want, will you get them for me?” 
 
    “As long as it isn’t sharp.”  
 
    When I looked over my shoulder, he was smiling. 
 
    “Goodnight, Qaira Eltruan.” 
 
    I left the room in silence, closing the door behind me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XIII 
 
    THE INSPECTION 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I WOKE TO FIND A MALAY SYRINGE ON my bedside table. Leid wasn’t around. There was a note beside the syringe, kept in place by the weight of my alarm clock.  
 
      
 
    ‘I went to the research lab to check on the progress of the craft shell. I figured I would give your arms a rest for one day. Also, you might want to try sleeping on your side because you snore. If my room was right next to yours, you’d keep me up all night. I’ll meet you on the flight deck at seven. 
 
    Leid ☺’  
 
      
 
    Funny.  
 
    I tossed the note into the wastebasket and shot up, then took a shower and got dressed. I was twenty minutes ahead of schedule because Leid wasn’t around to distract me. The dining room was dark; Tae wasn’t awake yet, and Epa wouldn’t start setting breakfast out for another fifteen minutes. I was about to hit the light switch but I heard something in the kitchen. Clinking glass. 
 
    “Tae?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    “Ara?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    I crept into the kitchen to investigate. And there was my father, setting up all the condiments along the counter. He’d even gone into our pantry and brought out all the jars of preserved fruits. He sat on the floor scribbling on their labels with a permanent marker. There was a psychotic look in his eyes.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked.  
 
    “Labeling them,” he said. “Then I’m going to put them back in alphabetical order. This house is chaotic; there’s no order. You just place everything everywhere. How is anyone supposed to find anything?” 
 
    I hit the lights. My father shielded his eyes, while I gaped at all the writing on the walls. I held my head, unable to believe what I was seeing. “Dad, what have you done!?” 
 
    “Your mother used to label everything by hand, you know,” he said, ignoring me. The psychotic look was getting more intense. “But now she’s gone and no one makes anything from scratch anymore.” 
 
    I snatched the marker out of his hands. “Get out of the kitchen!” 
 
    “I’m not done!” 
 
    “Tae!” I shouted into the hall. “Tae, will you get in here, please?!” 
 
    “You can’t leave it unfinished!” my father snarled. Once upon a time he had a temper like mine. “I’m just trying to clean up the place! Arcia would have never left it like this!” 
 
    “You wrote all over the walls with permanent marker!” 
 
    “How else was I supposed to remember where everything goes?!” 
 
    My sister appeared, eyes bulging when she saw us. “Dad, oh goodness; come on, let’s get you something to eat.” 
 
    My father’s expression softened at the sight of her, and he let her guide him out of the kitchen. Tae and I shared a look.  
 
    But then Qalam wrenched from her grasp and turned on me. “It’s your fault that she’s gone!” 
 
    I stood there, stunned.  
 
    “Dad!” Tae shouted, trying to recapture his attention, but he wouldn’t look at her.  
 
    “I wouldn’t have to do this if you hadn’t killed her! You’re a murderer!” 
 
    My pulse beat in my ears. Even though I knew I should have walked away, I didn’t. I couldn’t move. My father kept chanting murderer at the top of his lungs, and each time my heart pounded just a little faster until I couldn’t stand to hear it anymore. Red inked across my vision. 
 
    It had to stop. Now.  
 
    I punched him in the face as hard as I could, and my father stumbled into the dining table, taking a breakfast tray and two chairs with him on his way down. Everything hit the floor with a crash. 
 
    My sister screamed, and my father started to cry. He curled atop pastries and spilled tea, sobbing for his dead wife.  
 
    “What is the matter with you?!” Tae shouted at me, collapsing on her knees at my father’s side. “He doesn’t know what he’s saying! He’s sick!” 
 
    All I did was stand there, numb.  
 
    And then I couldn’t take the sight anymore. I grabbed my briefcase and fled for the door.  
 
    “Qaira?” my sister called over my father’s wails. “Qaira, wait!” 
 
    I slammed the door and hurried to the flight deck. Leid was already waiting for me in our craft. I got in and jammed the key into the ignition, nearly crashing into one of the pillars when I backed out.  
 
    “What happened?” asked Leid when we’d left Eroqam’s port.  
 
    I didn’t say anything and turned the radio up. She turned it down. 
 
    “Qaira, what happened?” 
 
    And then it all came flooding out.  
 
    “Will you shut the fuck up?!” I screamed, and she flinched. “Why don’t you ever shut the fuck up?! I just want to drive to work without hearing the sound of your fucking voice for once! Can I have that? Can I?” 
 
    End of conversation. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “How’s everything in Sanctum lately, Commandant? I heard word this morning that things are getting a little tumultuous down there.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything, rolling my pen along the desk. 
 
    Commander Raith reclined in his seat, tilting his head. “You don’t seem like your insulting self today. Are you alright?” 
 
    “I have to spend my lunch break staring at your face. What do you think?” 
 
    “Yes, but we’re ten minutes in and you have yet to call me a vulgar synonym for female genitalia.” 
 
    Commander Raith and I met once a week over the televised screen to discuss Yahweh’s status. He often used these meetings to try to get under my skin. Today it was working. 
 
    “You’re wasting my time, white. If you have nothing else to say then I have a thousand more important things to do.” 
 
    “Just one more thing, Commandant, and then you can be on your way.” 
 
    I waited. 
 
    “I’m sending an inspector to see Yahweh for himself, not that I would ever distrust your word, but—” 
 
    I blanched. “Forget it.” 
 
    Lucifer frowned; his pale, blue eyes shined with indignation. Angels were very androgynous. He almost looked like a woman, deep voice and no tits aside. “He’ll come unarmed and you can supervise him personally, if that’ll make you feel any better. I want assurance that my son is still in good health.” 
 
    “Then I’ll bring him in here and you can talk to him.” 
 
    “I want to know if you’ve been feeding him properly and keeping up with his hygienic needs. That kind of information can’t be gathered from seeing him through a screen, and I’m sure you’ve intimidated him into silence by now.” 
 
    “Apparently you don’t know your own son. I can’t get him to shut up. Care to share your secret?” 
 
    Raith smiled, showing me a row of perfect teeth. “Commandant, I’ve kept up my part of the bargain—with great duress, mind you—and I want you to do the same. A single angel at your military headquarters couldn’t possibly pose a threat, could he?” 
 
    I was beginning to lose my patience. “That isn’t the point, you stupid cunt.” 
 
    “Ah, there it is. I spoke too soon.” 
 
    “Eroqam isn’t a five star hotel. Your son isn’t on vacation. We agreed that I would keep Yahweh alive so long as you keep your whites from attacking my city. Nowhere in our agreement was there a clause about making sure the kid had his full servings of vegetables each day.” 
 
    “The inspector will bring some medications and maybe a few of Yahweh’s things to keep him occupied. He gets bored easily, and if he gets sick you have no way of treating him.” 
 
    I was about to protest again, but realized he had a point.  
 
    “Fine. When? 
 
    “I’ll send the inspector in an hour.” 
 
    “No, we’ll meet him at our airspace borders, and the angel can come in our craft the rest of the way.” 
 
    “Very well. I’ll speak to you soon, Commandant.” 
 
    Lucifer disconnected the call.  
 
    I reached for my radio with a sigh. “Lt. Eltruan, assemble a team for an enforcer pick-up at our airspace borders.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    I said nothing, waiting for him to remember the talk we’d had about his lack of professionalism over the radio.  
 
    “… For what, Commandant?” 
 
    “I’ve just permitted an angel to cross into Sanctum territory. We’re giving him a ride to Eroqam.” 
 
    “Roger. I’ll let you know when we’re ready.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Leid stayed at Parliament while my brother, Uless, Garan, Samay and I flew to Sanctum’s airspace border. We had another enforcer craft following us as back up. I didn’t really think this was a trick, but it was better to be safe than sorry.  
 
    As we ascended, an angel vessel descended. We met, hovering twenty feet apart. Our doors slid open simultaneously, presenting a mirror image of soldiers pointing firearms.  
 
    An unarmed angel in a long white coat pushed through the line, hugging a brown satchel to his chest. Unfolding his wings, he leapt from the Archaean craft and flew to ours. I stepped back, allowing him entry. When he landed inside, Ara and Garan shut the door and both crafts parted ways.  
 
    The angel inspector sat on a bench while we rifled through his satchel, making sure there wasn’t anything suspicious in it. A bunch of clothes and books. Garan tossed it back to him and nothing was said for the rest of the flight. 
 
    I led the angel through the Commons, ignoring the sharp stares of soldiers as they passed. Our visitor had an air of arrogance to him, a sort of pompous demeanor that made me think he didn’t want to be here as much as I didn’t want him here. He was young, perhaps my age, with white-blond hair cut unevenly to his shoulders. He wore a serious look, eyes darting across the hall that we traversed. 
 
    When I opened the door to Yahweh’s room, the kid shot from his bed wearing a look of shock. 
 
    “Namah?” 
 
    “Good afternoon, Dr. Telei,” the angel greeted. His voice was deeper than I’d expected. 
 
    “What are you doing here? Are they releasing me?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, no. Commander Raith has sent you some personal items, and this Nehelian has agreed to let you have them.” Namah shot me a disdainful look. 
 
    Yahweh took the satchel and placed the contents on his desk. Several articles of clothing, about five books, and a wooden box that, when opened, revealed a board covered in black and white squares, along with a plastic bag of white and black figurines. 
 
    “My chessboard!” Yahweh cried, hugging it.  
 
    I arched a brow. 
 
    Namah smiled. “Commander Raith wants you to practice. Maybe you’ll be able to beat him when you return.” 
 
    Yahweh pouted. “I’ve never beaten him.” 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt your family reunion,” I interjected. “But can we get to the inspection? I’m supposed to be at work.” 
 
    Namah pulled a stethoscope and auriscope from his pockets. He checked Yahweh’s breathing and looked inside his ears. After that he looked inside of his mouth, and for some reason he flashed a light in the kid’s eyes. 
 
    “My father sent you to give me a check-up?” asked Yahweh, slightly amused. 
 
    “Silly, I know. Has the Commandant fed you regularly?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How is the quality of food that you are given?” 
 
    “Spicy, but fair.” 
 
    “Does he let you bathe?” 
 
    “Three times a week. Not quite as much as I’d like.” 
 
    Namah wrote his answers down on a type-set document. It looked like a survey. From his seemingly bottomless pockets, he pulled out two bottles of medication. “I’ll leave these with you. I’m sure you know how to take them.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “Those are coming with me.” 
 
    “Qaira thinks I’m suicidal,” said Yahweh. 
 
    Namah handed me the bottles, frowning. “It was good seeing you again, Dr. Telei. I’ll let the Commander know that you’re in good health.” 
 
    “Tell him I said thank you for the chessboard.” 
 
    As we left, Yahweh sat on his bed and started placing figurines across the board.  
 
    “What now?” I asked the white when we stepped into the hall. 
 
    “Now I head to Crylle and let Commander Raith know that his son is healthy.” 
 
    “Crylle?” 
 
    “If you haven’t noticed, I’m a physician. Since you kidnapped Crylle’s only doctor, I’ve been assigned there in his place.” 
 
    I glared at him. “Am I taking you to Crylle?” 
 
    “You’re the one who wanted to pick me up at the rendezvous.” 
 
    “Your Commander failed to mention that I’d have to be your chauffeur.” 
 
    “Intentionally, I’m sure.” 
 
    That devious fuck. “Lt. Eltruan and Fedaz, meet me at the port. I need you to escort our angel visitor to Crylle.” 
 
    “Commandant,” Ara responded, “can’t one of the Sanctum guards do that?” 
 
    “… I’m sorry, Lt. Eltruan, but did you just question my order?” 
 
    There was a moment of silence.  
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The rest of the day flew by.  
 
    After an hour-long press conference and several meetings with Sanctum chairmen, it was already time to leave. On a normal day I would have flung myself from my office and cartwheeled all the way to the port.  
 
    But it wasn’t a normal day. Today was the day that I’d punched my infirm father in the face, and then bailed on my sister. I didn’t want to face the music.  
 
    I ignored my growling stomach and found other things to do around the office. An hour later, Leid was staring at me.  
 
    “Are we ever leaving? It’s getting late.” 
 
    “In a minute,” I said. “I have a few deadlines I didn’t make today.” 
 
    “What happened this morning?” she asked, clearly suspicious. She knew the end of the day was fuck-this-o’clock for me, no matter how many deadlines I’d missed. 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “Well are you planning on staying here all night? Because I don’t want to stay here all night. And I’m hungry.” 
 
    Sigh. Listening to her whine almost made facing Tae sound like fun. But I was hungry, too. “Want to go out for dinner?” 
 
    Leid stood by the door, crossing her arms. “Are you avoiding your family?” 
 
    “No,” I lied. “I just feel like I need to step outside of my life for a little while. Can you stop interrogating me?” 
 
    Her frown melted and she grabbed my briefcase from the chair. “Alright, fine. Where are we going?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XIV 
 
    DIVULGENCE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I TOOK LEID TO A SMALLER RESTAURANT AT the western edge of Upper Sanctum, one with very few customers on weeknights.  
 
    The Red Curtain was near Sanctum’s Aeroway port and not particularly close to any neighborhoods. No one traveled much during the week, so it came as no surprise when there were only a handful of customers scattered amid a gymnasium-sized dining hall. 
 
    Our server seated us at the very back of the hall, out of direct view of other customers. Spectacular service was one of the only perks of being an Eltruan in public.  
 
    We were given menus and wine. Long after I’d decided on what I wanted, Leid sat there with a disgruntled frown, like she was having trouble again.  
 
    “What is it with you and menus?” 
 
    “This place doesn’t serve leriza.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “The world isn’t going to end if you try another form of meat. In fact everything is better than leriza.” 
 
    “What are you getting?” 
 
    “Secca. It’s on the second page.” 
 
    “Pain-fried bluta with sautéed greens on a bed of white rice,” she read aloud, wrinkling her nose. “What’s bluta?” 
 
    “Fish.” 
 
    “Is it good?” 
 
    “No, it’s terrible. Totally disgusting. That’s why I’m ordering it.” 
 
    “Order me the same,” she said, pouring some wine. 
 
    The waiter took our menus away a few minutes later. We didn’t talk for a while. Leid kept shooting me looks, like she was waiting for me to tell her why we were here instead of at home. I pretended not to notice them. 
 
    “The craft shell should be finished this evening,” she mentioned. “Tomorrow we’ll start working on the engine. That’ll be the most challenging part. Judging by the way things are going, we should be finished the prototype in a week; maybe two if we run into any snags.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    “How did the inspection go today?” 
 
    I smirked, having forgotten all about it until now. “We ended up flying that white all the way to Crylle. He was in transit to replace Yahweh as their practicing physician.” 
 
    “A doctor?” Leid asked, arching her brows. 
 
    “Yeah, his name was Namah or something.” 
 
    There was a change in her expression, but only momentary. Before I could ask about it, she said, “Tae wants to take me shopping.” 
 
    “Have fun with that.” 
 
    “I don’t really want to go, but it would have been rude to decline. I want your family to like me.” 
 
    “Join the club.” 
 
    Leid tilted her head. “What?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    The waiter returned with our wine. I downed the first glass in two gulps. Leid watched me with a brow raised.  
 
    By the time dinner showed up, I was loaded.  
 
    Leid kept going on and on about tax cuts and other crap I didn’t care about, and then I realized there was food in front of me. It took two tries to grab a fork.  
 
    “Alcohol is an addictive drug, Qaira. By raising the price of it, you’re only condemning the drunks to further poverty. They’ll pay any amount to drink.” 
 
    I was extremely thankful to be shitfaced right now, otherwise I would have shoved my fork into her head. “Can we please talk about something other than work?” 
 
    “Fine, but seriously, you’re going to lose money by cutting fuel taxes. You should have just given in and cut the taxes on education so that—” 
 
    “Leid.” 
 
    She slumped in her seat, sulking. 
 
    We ate the rest of our dinner in silence. I finished first and pushed the plate aside, pouring myself another glass of wine. The bottle was nearly empty, so I refilled Leid’s glass with the rest of it. The food had sobered me up a bit. 
 
    “Are you getting desert?” she asked. 
 
    “No. Do you want any?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Okay. I might order some more wine, though.” Anything to stall for time. 
 
    She eyed me, but didn’t comment. I wasn’t a heavy drinker, and Leid knew that.  
 
    “Qaira, are you there?” 
 
    It was Ara. I’d forgotten to unclip the radio from my belt.  
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered. 
 
    “Why haven’t you come home yet? Tae is worried sick about you.” 
 
    “Leid and I are eating out.” 
 
    “Are you planning to come home tonight? I heard about what happened and—” 
 
    And there he went, blowing my cover. “I’m not alone, you retarded fuck!”  
 
    Ara was quiet for a second. Leid was staring at me.  
 
    “Fine, just come home soon. Tae isn’t going to bed until you speak to her, so don’t make her stay up all night.” 
 
    I hung up on him and turned my radio off. Leid kept staring at me. That was it; now I had to talk about it. 
 
    “I hit my father this morning.” 
 
    Leid didn’t even bat an eye. “Why?” 
 
    “He was having one of his… episodes, and said something that I…” I hesitated, trying to figure out how to explain it to her. I couldn’t, so I just got to the point. “I lost it.” 
 
    “What did he say to you?” 
 
    “It isn’t important. He didn’t mean it, but at the time…” 
 
    I glanced away, saying nothing else. 
 
    Leid didn’t press, and resumed picking at her plate. “It isn’t a secret how his illness affects you. Do you miss him?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Do you miss the man he was before?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He used to be my counsel. Whenever things got really, really bad, he was there to fix them. Now things get really bad and I don’t have anyone to talk to.” 
 
    “You don’t need anyone to talk to. Time has forced your right of passage. Your father prepared you for everything you’ll have to face, and now you hold the torch. Instead of being bitter about the fact that he can’t provide you with any more advice, remember what he taught you.” 
 
    I looked at my empty plate, unable to come up with a response. 
 
    “People get old and become useless, Qaira. That’s just how life is.” 
 
    That actually made me laugh. “I never took my father’s advice. Our worldviews are very different.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve noticed. That isn’t necessarily a bad thing.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Your father’s benevolence for the angels anchored their belief that they have a chance at a permanent life on The Atrium. He didn’t persuade them to move on like he should have.” 
 
    That was pretty surprising to hear, considering how often she criticized my tactics. 
 
    “Sanctum needs a Regent with a stern hand. In this way, I think you’re more suitable for the position.” 
 
    “Tell that to the Eye of Akul.” 
 
    “They’re upset because you aren’t as easy to manipulate as your father was. But although I think your sternness is suitable for war, I think you need to be less stern with your own people.” 
 
    I hesitated, sharpening my stare. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Her eyes gleamed with condescension. “Must I give you a recent example?” 
 
    She was talking about Gia. I looked away, confirming that we were on the same wavelength.  
 
    “I doubt you’d be surprised if I told you that you have an issue with rage.” 
 
    I wasn’t. 
 
    “And though I don’t know the specific events of your life that led you down this path—and I don’t mean to judge you at all—but the future Regent of Sanctum should show a little empathy.” 
 
    “Are you done?” I asked, icing over. “I don’t need you pointing out my flaws. I’m already aware of them.” 
 
    Leid took a sip of wine. “What do you plan on doing about them?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Why don’t we revisit that topic when I’m actually the Regent?” 
 
    “I fear by then it will be too late. You’ll be too far gone.” 
 
    I’d had enough of this. “Come on, we’re leaving.” 
 
    It was raining, and after paying our waiter I found Leid lingering in the lobby, sulking at the storm from the window. She hadn’t brought a jacket, and although I would have loved to watch her get rained on, I decided to be the better man and removed my coat. When I draped it over her shoulders, she looked up at me in surprise.  
 
    “There,” I said, opening the door, “is that empathetic enough for you?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tae was waiting for me in the dining room when we arrived home. Leid left to her room before I’d made it there, knowing my sister and I would want a word alone. We planned to meet later on that evening at the research lab, but for now, I was stranded.  
 
    My sister and I stared at each other in silence, until I plopped on to a chair across from her, looking like a child about to be scolded. 
 
    Tae sniffed the air, wrinkling her nose. “Have you been drinking?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m not drunk. Anymore.” 
 
    “What could possibly be going on in your head to make you want to hit our father?” she demanded, diving right in. 
 
    While I couldn’t even count all the shit going on in my head, I said, “Nothing.” 
 
    “He didn’t mean what he said.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “The doctors told us that there were going to be times when Dad would say rotten things, and we mustn’t—” 
 
    “I know, Tae. I was there.” 
 
    “Then why did you…” She paused, her face filling with revelation. “You don’t actually believe what he said, do you?” 
 
    I looked away, guilty as charged. 
 
    She paid me a sad frown. I didn’t like the pity behind her gaze. “It wasn’t your fault, Qaira.” 
 
    “Yes it was.” 
 
    “You were just a child. You had no idea what you were doing.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean it wasn’t my fault.” 
 
    Tae sat there, staring at me. My gaze fell.  
 
    “It’s alright,” I said. “I just don’t like hearing about it, that’s all.” 
 
    “Qaira, look at me.” 
 
    I did, reluctantly. 
 
    “Dad doesn’t blame you. He loves you. He’s done nothing but love you, even after Mom died.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, placidly.  
 
    “You don’t seem like yourself. I feel like I don’t even know you right now.” 
 
    She’d never known me; not the real me. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t say that to me. You need to say that to Dad.” 
 
    “Does he even remember what happened?” 
 
    “No, he doesn’t remember that you hit him. He’s asked several times about the bruise on his jaw and I…” She looked away, ashamed. “I told him that he fell.” 
 
    I massaged my forehead, sighing. 
 
    “Even if he doesn’t remember what happened—or your apology for that matter, I’m certain you’ll feel better if you talk to him.” 
 
    “I’ll do it in the morning,” I said, conceding. “I don’t want to wake him up.” 
 
    “I’m going to bed,” Tae announced, getting out of her seat. That was my cue. 
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said, heading for the hall. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Leid and I need to work on the prototype.” 
 
    “My dear brother; do you ever sleep?” 
 
    “I’ll sleep when I’m dead.” 
 
    My sister murmured a goodnight while I left our residence, heading for the Commons.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XV 
 
    WHAT COMES WITH LOSS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    MY EYES OPENED AND I STARED AT my closet mirror. There was a heavy feeling in my chest, making it hard to breathe. If I’d been dreaming, I couldn’t remember it. But my room felt ominous and unfamiliar. Maybe I was still asleep. 
 
    I glanced at the clock, finding I had woken up three minutes before my alarm. I sat up and yawned, a tear of exhaustion trickling down the side of my left cheek. I felt like shit, and couldn’t remember the last time I’d had more than four hours of sleep. 
 
    I threw off my blankets and forced myself to my feet, heading to the closet to fetch a suit. I pulled off the shirt I’d slept in and then Leid barged in without knocking. 
 
    She froze several steps in, staring at me. Or more specifically, at my chest.  
 
    “I didn’t realize you were inked anywhere but your face,” she remarked, filling a syringe with malay. Leid had never seen me without a shirt before.  
 
    Nehelian scripture covered me from collarbone to ribs, spreading and wrapping around my biceps. She’d filled my ink before, but I hadn’t told her about all of it. As a consequence most of it had faded, yet was still prominent enough to read. For some reason ink stayed longer on your body than your face.  
 
    Along with a form of identification, the Nehel believed that ink gave you power depending on what you wrote. My father believed I was the reincarnation of King Malkhet from the epic Kelkrah (Nehelian for retribution), and to honor his belief I wore its passages. Kelkrah was the story of a warrior whose wife is killed in battle. His sorrow and lust for revenge immortalizes him, and he kills his way through the rival army, leaving a blood-soaked trail all the way to their king. Even though I wasn’t very superstitious, I actually liked that epic and thought the story was worth wearing.  
 
    “Most Nehelian men ink their bodies,” I said, throwing on a shirt. I sat beside her on the bed and rolled up my sleeve, watching her tiny fingers curl around my forearm. Everything about Leid was little, except for her attitude.  
 
    Surprisingly, she administered the malay on the first try. 
 
    “I’ll see you at breakfast,” she said, heading for the hall.  
 
    I had decided against a shower, as I’d taken one last night. But I was groggy and a shower was the only thing that could wake me up, so I headed out. Halfway there I remembered my discussion with Tae, and I made a detour to my father’s bedroom. I didn’t really want to wake him, but who knew when I was coming home tonight? 
 
    I knocked on his door. There was no answer, but I wasn’t surprised. My father could sleep through a nuke.  
 
    When I cracked his door, an interesting odor of stale liquor and cologne wafted into the hall. I stepped inside, fumbling for the lamp on his dresser.  
 
    “Dad?” I whispered. 
 
    No answer. 
 
    Shadows played across the room; I could see him on the bed, the contours of his body lumping out beneath the sheets. I found the lamp, and the room was cast into a haze of soft yellow.  
 
    “Dad?”  
 
    Still nothing. I really didn’t want to shake him. 
 
    But as I drew closer I realized that something wasn’t right. There was something wrong with his face. It was too pale, and his chest wasn’t moving. He wasn’t breathing. 
 
    I touched his cheek. It was ice cold.  
 
    The air left his room, and I collapsed on the seat at his desk. I gazed at him in a blank stupor, too shocked to even wear an expression. My father was dead, and I’d spent our last moment together punching him in the face.  
 
    And now I had no idea what to do. How the fuck was I supposed to tell Tae? A part of me wanted to just walk out of his room and pretend I was never here, but that was cowardly. Then, my eyes settled on the bruise at the bottom of his cheek, and something else occurred to me—; 
 
    What if I had killed him? 
 
    I closed my eyes and held my face, hoping that this was all just a dream and I would wake up any second. Someone touched my shoulder.  
 
    “Qaira, go and get your sister.” 
 
    My hands slid from my face and I opened my eyes. Leid was beside me, gazing at my father with a forlorn look. I had no idea how long I’d been in here, but it must have been a while if she had come looking for me. 
 
    “I… I-I can’t move.” 
 
    “I’m sure your sister would rather hear the news from you.” 
 
    I didn’t respond and she helped me out of the chair, guiding me to the door. “I’ll stay here until you get back, okay?” 
 
    I barely heard her as I wandered into the hall.  
 
    Tae was eating breakfast, reading a magazine. I lingered in the doorway, watching the happiness on my sister’s face. In a few seconds that happiness was going to be gone, and it might never come back. I didn’t want to be the one responsible for that, and stepped away from the dining room. But it was too late; she’d seen me. 
 
    “Good morning! Are you and Leid going into the office late today?” 
 
    I didn’t say anything, looking at the floor.  
 
    “I made sure Epa saved you some tea,” she tried again, wary. And then she noticed that my eyes were wet. “What happened?” 
 
    As my sister stood, I looked at her. My lips moved but my voice was gone.  
 
    Tae walked to me and took my hand, squeezing it. “Qaira, what happened?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    By noon, over a dozen people were in our house. The Health Division took our father’s body away to determine the cause of death, while the Eye of Akul and a few other suits came to pay their respects. 
 
    I didn’t really feel like talking to anyone so I just sat on our living room couch, staring jadedly into the untouched glass of wine in my hands. I kept replaying yesterday morning in my mind, and could have sworn that my father had hit his head on the dining table on his way to the floor. Cerebral contusion? Concussion? How would he have known? How would Tae have known? My father’s brain could have been bleeding all day and they’d merely gone about their business. I’d walked out on them. 
 
    There was a tight feeling in my chest and I closed my eyes, trying not to cry. I couldn’t cry in front of these people; it would ruin my image and I’d lose their respect. Nehelian men weren’t supposed to cry. That was a behavior looked down upon once a boy stepped into manhood. Like any rule, there were a few exceptions, but this wasn’t one of them. Of course they had no idea that I was putting myself on trial over here.  
 
    My sister was a fucking wreck. She floated around the room talking to our guests, her eyes puffy and swollen. Tae hadn’t even gotten dressed, still in her sleep gown. No one blamed her. Every now and then she would burst into tears and everyone would comfort her with generic lines of assurance.  
 
    Leid wasn’t here. She’d agreed to take over my office duties for the day so I could stay with my family. That was a good thing, too, since in my state I probably couldn’t even drive.  
 
    Ara sat next to me, watching our guests. “We’re burning Dad in two days,” he said. “Shev and Kanar want to make speeches during the pyre.” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “And I think you should say something as well?” 
 
    “I’ve got nothing to say.” 
 
    “Then think of something.” 
 
    I kept quiet. Ara glared at me. 
 
    “Will you snap out of it? This has nothing to do with yesterday morning.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because Eltruans don’t die from getting punched in the face.” 
 
    “He might have hit his head on the table when he fell.” 
 
    “Might have? Do you know that happened for a fact?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure it did.” 
 
    Ara sighed. “Dad was old. He died of old age.” When I didn’t respond, he said, “I think you should make a speech, too. Our people will want to hear from the new Regent.” 
 
    In all of the excitement, I’d completely forgotten that I was officially the Regent of Sanctum. I had been playing the part for years, but for some reason it never seemed so paramount. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll think of something.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The coroner stopped by our estate late that evening to give us an official cause of our father’s death. Heart failure.  
 
    Ara had been right, but the news didn’t make me feel any better. In a way, it all was still my fault.  
 
    Nehel had a strong belief in the karmic system. I’d done a lot of bad shit lately, and my father had paid the price. Karma was the universe’s way of keeping you in line; the only way you could really understand your mistakes. The prices of them. 
 
    Tae had gone to bed an hour ago. Ara was working on a bottle of Cardinal.  
 
    “You shouldn’t be drinking. It’s your shift to guard our supplies in two hours.” 
 
    Ara looked at me like I’d just stomped on his nuts. “You’re actually sending me to work? Our father died this morning.” 
 
    “The world doesn’t stop with his death. We should step up security for that reason.” 
 
    “You didn’t go to work today!” 
 
    “My work consists of budget reviews. Do you think the angels care that our father is dead? Are they sitting in their spaceship saying, ‘Oh, let’s give the Nehelians some time to mourn’?” 
 
    Ara sneered. “Well then why don’t you guard the post with me?” 
 
    “If I stay up with you all night, how am I supposed to go to work tomorrow?” I snatched the bottle from him, screwing on the cap. “You said it yourself; I’m the Regent now. When I give you an order, you’ll do it.” 
 
    “You’re a heartless fuck, you know that?”  
 
    Before I could respond, Ara stormed off. I heard the door slam. 
 
    Sigh. 
 
    Now it was just me and Cardinal. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It was the early morning and I was shitfaced.  
 
    I’d taken about eleven shots, with one more left in the bottle. I had no idea how I was still conscious.  
 
    The dining room spun around as I sat there staring at that lost shot, gathering enough nerve to finish it. My ears pricked to the sound of our front door opening, and my eyes slid to the dining room doorway as Leid appeared in it. She had seen to the craft progress in my absence. She had done a lot for me today and I wanted to thank her, but I was too loaded to string a sentence together.  
 
    Leid could tell how far gone I was just by looking at me. Her face fell and she slipped into a chair across from mine, setting her bags on the table. “Is it working?” 
 
    “Sort of,” I slurred. 
 
    “You should probably go to bed soon if you hope to ever wake up in the morning. I can’t stand in for you tomorrow. You already have a backlog of meetings that I had to cancel today.” 
 
    She’d been home for less than five minutes and I already wanted to scream. “You’re not my mother. If I want to drink on the day my father died, I have every right. And if you’re planning to sit there and make condescending remarks, you might as well go away.” 
 
    “Your father died yesterday. It’s two in the morning.” 
 
    I glared at her, saying nothing. 
 
    “Fine,” she said, getting up. “Ignore the good advice I’m trying to give you. And you’re welcome for taking care of all your crap today. Good night.” 
 
    Okay, that was it. “Do I not get a free pass just this once?” 
 
    She paused in the doorway, looking back. 
 
    “Am I forever being recorded in your log of disapproval?” 
 
    “You’re drunk and angry,” she said, coolly. “I understand, but you might want to curb your hostility before you regret it.” 
 
    I laughed in spite of her. “Stop acting like you don’t judge me at every turn. All you do is treat me like I’m an incompetent asshole.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    I shook my head, downing that last shot. 
 
    “Actually, it is true. Because you are an incompetent asshole.” 
 
    My eyes slid to her.  
 
    “You have an entire world in the palm of your hand, yet you make the most appalling political and military decisions that I have ever seen. You clearly are not ready to take the throne, and me being here feels like a lost cause. You don’t take any advice, and you treat everyone around you like an enemy. So no, I don’t feel sorry for you, Qaira. I feel sorry for me and all the time I’m about to waste in this futile contract. Incompetent assholes don’t deserve free passes.” 
 
    “Go fuck yourself, you pretentious bitch.” 
 
    “You fuck yourself, you cowardly prick.” 
 
    I threw the shot glass at her. It missed her head by an inch, shattering against the doorframe.  
 
    She blurred from view, clearing the length of the dining room in a fraction of a second. Her fist cracked the side of my face and I was thrown with my chair into the kitchen. Before I could get up Leid was atop me with another fist wound. 
 
    “You piece of shit,” she snarled, grabbing the collar of my shirt. “I could kill you in a heartbeat.” 
 
    “Then do it.” 
 
    Leid’s fist trembled. I grinned, showing her my bloodstained teeth.  
 
    “Need more incentive?” I asked, goading. “I killed my mother when I was five hundred years old. She was scolding me for pulling out the flowers from her garden and I made her head explode. I stood there with her blood all over me and didn’t shed a single tear.” 
 
    The anger on Leid’s face melted. Her fist stayed up.  
 
    “The night before you arrived, I strangled a college girl when she tried to steal my malay. I wrapped my hands around her neck,” I explained, miming the action, “and crushed her throat. I looked right into her eyes as she died and I felt nothing. Nothing.” 
 
    Leid’s fist fell. Her eyes trailed over my face, like I was an open window.  
 
    “Two days ago I beat chairman Lev Gia to death with my bare hands. When I was done, I shot him fourteen times and spat on his body.”  
 
    “Qaira, stop—”  
 
    Leid was getting difficult to see. My vision was blurry and there was a tight feeling in my throat.  
 
    “You want to kill me? I think you should. It would do this world a favor.” I winced, feeling hot tears roll down my cheeks. I hadn’t realized my eyes were wet, and I looked away so she couldn’t see me. “Get off.” 
 
    Leid didn’t move. I tried to shove her away. 
 
    “Get off! Stop looking at me!”  
 
    She pulled my hands from my face and pinned them to the floor beside my head.  
 
    I looked up at her, stunned.  
 
    “You’re so beautiful when you cry,” she whispered, heavy-lidded. “So very beautiful.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to ask what she was doing but Leid silenced me, pressing her lips to mine. I jolted in shock as her tongue slid along my teeth. The tightness in my throat was kneaded away as a tingling sensation crept across my stomach and groin. She rocked her hips, dragging herself back and forth over my crotch.  
 
    And then we were rolling across the dining room floor, kissing savagely. I held her underneath me, burying my face into her neck; one hand clutched a fistful of her hair, the other disappeared up her dress, between her legs. Leid groaned, arching her back. She smelled like sex and flowers. My mind was spinning. 
 
    She threw me off and tried to straddle me again, but I wouldn’t have it and picked her up, slamming her onto the dining table. The centerpiece and empty Cardinal crashed at my feet.  
 
    Leid unfastened my belt, looking up at me with those huge violet eyes. I watched her, my breathing heavy with anticipation.  
 
    When she freed me I leaned down, sliding up her dress. Her legs hooked my waist and her hands slid underneath my shirt, fingernails raking across my chest. Leid dragged her teeth along my neck, begging for it.  
 
    The rest was a blur of heat and ragged breaths. I gave Leid everything I had through clenched teeth and she bucked against me with equal fervor, until she tensed up and whimpered into my neck.  
 
    Leid was too warm; she felt too good. I couldn’t take it anymore.  
 
    She sensed my nearness and kicked me off. I collapsed into the chair with a gasp. Before I could do anything she mounted me, burying me deep inside of her. Leid rode me through orgasm as I stared glassy-eyed at the ceiling, lips contorted in a silent scream.  
 
    We sat entwined on the chair long after our breathing had slowed. Neither of us said anything, letting it all sink in. I couldn’t remember every clause in our contract, but I was pretty sure that I wasn’t allowed to fuck the scholar.  
 
    We had been caught up in the moment, but something lingered even as we held each other. A sense of gravity and weightlessness; comfort and calamity.  
 
    “You’re not a monster,” Leid whispered in my ear. “Just a man; nothing more, nothing less.”   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XVI 
 
    THE PROMOTION 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “ARE YOU EVER GOING TO MOVE?” 
 
    “No, this game sucks.” 
 
    “Now, now; don’t be such a sore loser.” 
 
    My eyes lowered to our wooden battlefield, where my two pawns, rook and king were floundering. Yahweh still had his entire court, save for a couple of pawns and a bishop.  
 
    “Is this really what angels do for fun?” 
 
    “Our military uses chess as a way to practice strategy,” he explained, twirling my queen in his fingers. “It builds patience and level-headedness.” 
 
    “And boredom.” 
 
    “Funny, I thought you liked this game.” 
 
    “Yeah, until you beat me thirty-five consecutive times. Throw me a fucking bone over here.” 
 
    The kid smirked. “Maybe you should work on your patience and level-headedness.” 
 
    I left my stool, waving him off. “You win. I’m done.” 
 
    Yahweh looked up, trying not to laugh. “Congratulations, by the way.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “I heard you’re the Regent now.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Your ceremony is tomorrow night, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Where are you getting your information?” 
 
    He beamed. “Leid.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, heading for the door. 
 
    “And I’ll have you know that I find your reason for her being in the lab very insulting. I don’t make mistakes.” 
 
    “Not even while you’re working for your enemy?” 
 
    “I never make mistakes.” 
 
    “Leid stays, kid.” 
 
    Before Yahweh could protest, I shut the door. Punching in the code to the room’s digital lock, I hurried through the Commons and toward the training block. Time for Drill. I was already five minutes late, thanks to that stupid game of chess.  
 
    The fifty Enforcers that I’d assigned tonight were assembling their gear and weapons in the armory. Ara was waiting for me at the arena entrance. I stopped at the foot of the stairs, looking him over.  
 
    He wore the Commandant coat, black with red embroidered seams, tails at his knees. A headset hugged his right ear, a microphone coiling all the way to his mouth. This was a big night for him. It would be the first time that he led Drill, and the last time I would watch it. As the official Regent, the Eye of Akul was forcing me out of the military domain. The Sanctum Enforcers were now entirely in my brother’s hands.  
 
    My only task left was to train Ara to fly, as a prerequisite of being Commandant was to know every field in the Enforcer scope—piloting included. I’d decided to wait until Leid and Yahweh finished constructing our flight simulator.  
 
    The simulator, as Yahweh described using much bigger words, was a computerized game that perfectly mimicked flying our upgraded crafts. Using a simulator meant we wouldn’t have any casualties during the training process.  
 
    The new crafts were one-manned, as opposed to the ten-man one pilot flight cruisers we were familiar with. That said, we needed more pilots. Ara and I had spent several days interviewing recruits from the Sanctum Militia. Everything was slowly coming together, but there were still a few hurdles to jump. That was okay; I was a patient man. Sort of. 
 
    “Keep a close eye on every team,” I said as the soldiers took the field.  
 
    “Sir,” Ara replied, opening the observation room door and letting me in first.  
 
    The Commandant stayed in the observation room during Drill. It was a room of glass above the field that gave you an excellent viewpoint of the arena. The field itself was a simulation of a city block in Sanctum and the scenery changed every several months to keep things fresh, otherwise soldiers would rely on memory instead of tactics.  
 
    Drill was held once a week, and its soldiers were rotated out. There were hundreds of Enforcers in Sanctum but only fifty were assigned to each Drill. Most of them looked forward to it, using it as a way to blow off steam. My men took the exercise very seriously; they knew I was watching each and every one of them, and I made a point to always play favorites. But in this case my idea of favorite coincided with skill. And you didn’t want to make my shit-list, believe me. 
 
    “Teams One and Two, get into position,” Ara ordered into the headset. “Teams Three and Four, wait behind the lines.” While the soldiers did as he instructed, Ara said aside, “So now that I’m the Commandant, am I allowed to give our teams better titles?” 
 
    “Yes, Ara, because that matters.” 
 
    “Teams One and Two? Really? How does it help our morale if you can’t even bother to give them decent names?” 
 
    I sighed. “Do whatever you want. Just pay attention to Drill, please.” 
 
    “The field is live, ladies!” my brother shouted, trying way too hard to sound like me. I couldn’t help but smirk. 
 
    The battle began. 
 
    Each team had half an hour to take out their opposition. We used firearms with red ink bullets that made it impossible to argue a hit. As the soldiers decorated the arena with red splatter, Ara pushed the mic away from his mouth. 
 
    “I’m proposing to Ceram tomorrow,” he said.  
 
    I tried to hide my shock. The idea of Ceram joining our family made me a little nauseous, but part of the discomfort was due to the fact that my younger brother would be betrothed before me. That wasn’t tradition, and though I wasn’t usually one for tradition, I knew the Eye of Akul (and my sister) would start pressuring me to marry. “Congratulations. Have you planned a date for her inking?” 
 
    Inking was a pre-marriage ceremony, where the bride was adorned in permanent ink with her husband’s family name and her vows. It was kind of like a brand. Women didn’t wear semi-permanent ink. The only time their bodies were decorated was when they were married, and those decorations lasted forever. You could imagine the complications of a divorce.  
 
    “Not yet. I haven’t talked to her about it. Don’t want to get ahead of myself; she might reject me.” 
 
    “She won’t.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “You’re an Eltruan.” 
 
    “I’d like to think she won’t reject me because I’m charming and intelligent.” 
 
    “And an Eltruan.” 
 
    Ara frowned. “Are you saying she’s only with me because of my family name?” 
 
    I looked at the field. “No, I’m just saying she won’t reject you. I wish you all the best.” Before he could reply, I grabbed his mic and yanked him over to me so I could speak into it. “Lt. Samay, what the fuck are you doing? Stop standing in the middle of the street like a moron and take cover!” 
 
    As soon as I’d said that, Lt. Geiss nailed him in the head with an ink bullet. I sighed, while Ara laughed.  
 
    “Why is Lt. Samay acting like fresh meat?”  
 
    “He was up all night fighting with his girlfriend,” explained Ara. “She kicked him out and now he’s living in his craft until further notice.” 
 
    “Wow, that sucks.” 
 
    “Sure does. Not everyone has it like us.” 
 
    No one had it like us.  
 
    “Lt. Assev, the enemy you’re sniping is too far away!” my brother shouted into the mic. “Cover your team and let them get him!” He shot me a sidelong grin. “I could totally get used to this.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It was one in the morning when we wrapped it up at the research lab. We’d still had a lot to do, but called it quits when Yahweh fell asleep in mid-sentence. 
 
    Leid and I staggered back to my estate, our exhaustion mutual. All this work was starting to wear on us, and there was no rest in sight.  
 
    Tomorrow was going to suck even worse. 
 
    Work from seven to three, and then my induction ceremony from six to whenever. I couldn’t leave until most of our guests did, and considering the ceremony was more like a party, I figured I’d be there at least until midnight. Yay.  
 
    That reminded me. “Did you buy a dress for tomorrow night?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t had the time,” Leid said, stifling a yawn. 
 
    “Why don’t I take you to the Agora during lunch tomorrow?” 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    It’d been three weeks since my father died, and we never discussed the ordeal that had taken place that night. But things had changed between us. We held a strictly platonic relationship in public, but behind closed doors—; 
 
    Well, that was another matter. 
 
    When we got to my room, I changed into informal clothes while Leid groggily filled a syringe. 
 
    “This is your last week of injections,” she said as I rolled up my sleeve. “How does that feel?” 
 
    I grimaced at the idea of her giving me a dose while half-asleep and reached for the syringe. “Here, let me do that. I don’t want you severing an artery.”  
 
    Leid handed it to me. After I injected it, I sat on my bed beside her. “Don’t know,” I murmured. “I don’t even think about malay anymore.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear.” 
 
    I held out the syringe and she reached for it. I grabbed her wrist with my other hand. “Why don’t you stay in my room tonight?” 
 
    Leid shook me off. “No.” 
 
    My grin fell. “Why not?” 
 
    “I’m fairly certain your idea of staying doesn’t entail sleeping. If I don’t get any rest before work, I’m going to croak.” 
 
    She was right. I really needed some sleep, too. “I’ll see you later this morning, then.” 
 
    Leid took the syringe and headed for the door. “Goodnight, Qaira.” 
 
    “Good morning, you mean.” 
 
    “Yes, that too.” And then she left. 
 
    I watched the door close, and then my gaze fell to the mirror on my closet. For a second, I didn’t even recognize myself. The blight of worry and regret had all but vanished from my face, the dark circles under my eyes now only due to sleep-deprivation and not malay infirmity. Leid was my new drug of choice. 
 
    Everything was changing; little pieces at a time. If I thought about it for too long, it confused me. Scared me, even. For decades, the darkness was the only thing that had kept me going. It was the only thing that fed my ambition to see the angels dead. And now here I was, playing chess with one of them. What was happening to me? 
 
    Leid was making all the shadows recede, and I wasn’t sure that I wanted them to. Happiness was a luxury I couldn’t afford. Not yet. 
 
    First, Lucifer Raith had to die. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XVII 
 
    THE TROUBLE WITH COMMITTMENTS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “OW,” I HISSED, FLINCHING. “Go easy!” 
 
    “Stop moving.” 
 
    “You’re gouging out my eye!” 
 
    “Because you’re moving.” 
 
    Leid squeezed my face and tilted my head; the ink pen pierced the tender flesh beneath my eye. It wasn’t enough to draw blood, but it sure felt like it. My eyes watered up and I closed them. “Every time you fill for me I’m reminded why I used to pay for a professional.”  
 
    “Quit your whining; I’m almost finished.” 
 
    “You need to hurry. We’re going to be late.” 
 
    “Well it isn’t my fault you didn’t ask me to fill sooner.” 
 
    “Yes, quite a mystery as to why.” 
 
    “You can’t have faded ink at your induction ceremony. It’s disrespectful.” 
 
    “And I giant handprint isn’t?” 
 
    Leid laughed. “Stop distracting me.” She finally let go and I jerked away, rubbing my face. “There, good as new.” 
 
    I confirmed her statement in the mirror. She’d done a good job. After taking a minute to straighten my black suit and red tie, I stepped back and took a final look.  
 
    Leid stood beside me, applying some last minute make-up. I looked good, but she was the real stunner tonight. I’d bought her a white silk dress, form-fitting with a slit that ran up the side of her thigh. Her hair was tied in a halo braid, loose strands slithering over the small of her back. There was no doubt that Leid would get media attention tonight, and if rumor of a relationship happened, I’d let it.  
 
    “I feel naked,” she murmured, wrapping her arms across her chest. All she did was emphasize her cleavage even more. I smirked.  
 
    “No you don’t. I’ve seen you naked.” Before she could respond I turned and pulled her against me, leaning my face into her neck and sniffing her perfume. I heard her sigh and my hand cupped her breast, thumbing her nipple. As it stood at attention, I whispered, “And I kind of want to see you naked right now.” 
 
    “We can’t,” she objected, heavy-breathed. “Our driver is waiting for us at the port. You’ll be late.” 
 
    Leid was right. Damnit.  
 
    We headed for the flight deck, arm-in-arm.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When we landed at Yema Theater, the Eye of Akul were waiting for us at the end of a scarlet walkway, just in front of the rooftop entrance. Media personnel were allowed to stand at a distance, taking pictures and reporting live as Sanctum guards kept order. Four hundred Sanctum dignitaries and Parliament officials were here tonight, along with fifty of my favorite enforcers. 
 
    A server led us to our table, closest to the stage. It was round and draped in black tablecloth, candles housed in glass prisms atop it. Forty-five tables just like ours were scattered across the theater, immersing everything in hazy iridescence. A string quartet played on stage as guests took their seats, awaiting the show.  
 
    Leid and I sat with the council, along with Ara and Tae. And Ara’s girlfriend, Ceram, who was whining at my brother about a new purse. I still had no idea why he wanted to marry her. She wasn’t even pretty. Well, she wasn’t ugly, but it wasn’t like her looks made up for how superficial and annoying she was. Oh well; as long as he was happy. 
 
    The servers brought around our appetizers: fancy vegetable soup and bean salad with tulan cheese. I dug right in because I hadn’t eaten since noon, but all Leid seemed interested in was the wine. Surprise, surprise. 
 
    After the servers took our empty plates away, I slipped a folded piece of paper from my pocket and read it over. I was pretty sure that I’d memorized my speech, but you could never be too careful. 
 
    “Your dress is beautiful!” squawked Ceram. “Where did you get it?” 
 
    “I can’t remember,” Leid said. “Qaira, where did we get my dress?” 
 
    “Opallas,” I mumbled, not bothering to look up.  
 
    “Opallas! I love that place! You and I should go when their Kiorka season clothing line comes in!” 
 
    Leid smiled, wary. “Sure.” 
 
    Looks like she made a new friend. Poor her. 
 
    Bzzt, bzzt, bzzt— 
 
    I glanced down at my radio, frowning.  
 
    Bzzt, bzzt, bzzt 
 
    The call was from Eroqam. I had to take it.  
 
    Ara’s radio was going off as well. We shared a look. I nodded.  
 
    “Excuse me,” I said, getting up and heading for the hall. The servers were still bringing around the main course, which meant I had some time. 
 
    Leaning against the wall, I brought the radio to my lips. “This is Qaira Eltruan, go ahead.” 
 
    “Regent, this is Communications Analyst Tren. Commander Lucifer Raith is on hold at Eroqam, sir. He is asking to speak to you immediately.” 
 
    “I can’t. I’m at Yema Theater for the induction ceremony, which I’m sure he knows. Take a message.” 
 
    “I’ve tried that already, sir. He refuses to speak to anyone but you.” 
 
    Raith expected me to leave my own induction ceremony and drive all the way back to Eroqam? “If he won’t leave a message with you, then it isn’t that important. I’ll call him in the morning.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    I disconnected the call and stared at the radio. What if Raith’s message was important? No, whatever he wanted to tell me could wait until tomorrow. I wasn’t going to cancel the ceremony because of him.  
 
    As I returned into the theater, the quartet was gone and spotlights flashed across the stage. The ceremony was beginning. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to thank everyone for coming tonight, and a special thanks to the Eye of Akul for arranging all of this. I don’t know what I’d do without them.” 
 
    Applause. 
 
    “It was tough knowing that I was one day going to be the Regent. I admit there were times when I really had to stop and evaluate myself and my future—assess my actions in a way no one else ever had to. When I was six hundred, my father asked me what I thought the Regent did for Sanctum. He had come home from a long day at work and I hadn’t seen him for almost a week. He would leave each morning before I’d wake for school, and arrive home after I’d gone to bed.  
 
    “After a long, hard thought, which coincidentally took the same amount of time as it did to chew my mouthful of cake—” 
 
    Laughter. 
 
    “—I said to him, ‘The Regent controls all the men in Sanctum who carry big guns.’ And at the time, that seemed like a good enough answer for him. But the Regent is much more than that, and I know that now. 
 
    “I was forced to take the mantle prematurely. As you all know, Qalam Eltruan was diagnosed with dementia ten years ago and since then I’ve strived to keep this city afloat. We have many, many troubles right now, and I want you to put your faith in me. I’m not half the man my father was, but I promise to protect Sanctum with my life. Should the angels descend on us, I will be the first one on the field with our men, ready to taste the sting of their bullets. I promise to rid our society of malay once and for all; our Health Division is planning to open several new programs to treat addicts in a safe and steady climb to sobriety. Change is coming, Sanctum. We will see stability and prosperity equal to the Adoria Era. Fhazia dia korti.” 
 
    Fhazia dia korti. Fire of eternity. 
 
    “Fhazia dia korti!” chanted the audience. “Di Sanctum!”  
 
    “For Sanctum,” I answered. “And without further ado, it is my pleasure to decorate my brother with the sigil of Enforcer Command. Please welcome Commandant Ara Eltruan.” 
 
    I removed the badge from my breast as Ara took the stage to wild applause. After shaking hands, I pinned the sigil to his suit and together we gave the audience the Enforcer salute. 
 
    Isa and Kanar appeared at the other side of the stage as we descended, shaking our hands and pinning the Regent crest to my suit. Thousands of cameras flashed from the media-exclusive area, and I shook hands with all who rose to congratulate me on my way back to our table. The servers were clearing the tables and pulling them away in preparation for the after party. My sister hugged me and Leid watched us, smiling. 
 
    I had forgotten all about Raith’s call. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Two hours later, everyone was drunk. The floor was packed and guests danced in pairs along the theater, moving in synch to the rhythm of the music. The dance was called Jarahet; men and women moved differently, forming lines and circles. It was a traditional dance and I knew it well, but I wasn’t one for dancing unless it was a requirement for getting laid. That wasn’t a problem in the foreseeable future. 
 
    Instead I watched my sister being courted by a young chairman of Sanctum’s Commerce Division. Ara had proposed to Ceram an hour ago and it seemed Tae felt pressured to start putting herself out there. Ara was the youngest among us, and the fact that he was getting married first put us both to shame. Well, only in a hypothetical sense. I didn’t really care.  
 
    But I’d known this day would come. Soon my sister would get engaged to a well-to-do Upper Sanctum dignitary and leave our estate. I would miss her dearly. 
 
    Ara and Ceram twirled in the middle of the Jarahet. People were laughing and clapping. Leid stood next to me, sipping her drink. 
 
    “When is it considered not rude to leave?” she asked. 
 
    I glanced at my watch. It was nine. “Not for another few hours, sorry.” 
 
    Leid surveyed the crowd. “Your council is gone.” 
 
    “They’re old. It’s way past their bedtimes.” 
 
    “Would you be terribly insulted if I went to check on the craft progress? We’re running a week behind schedule already.” 
 
    I frowned. “Yes, I would. I want you in that dress when I ravage you tonight.” 
 
    She smiled. “Then dance with me.” 
 
    I looked at her, hesitating with a response. The Jarahet had ended and the orchestra switched to a classical tune. Pairs of men and women danced closely together, arms locked, gliding across the floor.  
 
    “I didn’t realize you liked to dance,” I said.  
 
    “If I’m going to stand here for another three hours, then you better entertain me,” she muttered, tossing her empty cup on a tray.  
 
    Sigh.  
 
    “Alright,” I said, offering her my hand, “let’s go.” 
 
    Leid’s smallness was never made more apparent than now. She was barely any taller than Yahweh, putting her at a height of maybe five foot nothing. Since I was over six feet, the mechanical issues of our dance made it kind of awkward.  
 
    But her frame added to her allure. I was the only one in the theater who knew that she could put me into a chokehold. Tiny but deadly. 
 
    “You dance well, Qaira.” 
 
    “So do you. For someone who’s never been to The Atrium, you know how to do practically everything.” 
 
    She smiled. “I practiced.” 
 
    “Practiced?” 
 
    “Yes, I was given several weeks’ time to prepare to come here. The library in our court is immeasurable.” 
 
    “You have books on how we dance?” 
 
    “We have books on everything. Every world and their cities and people and customs… Most of it is handwritten notes by other scholars, bound into books. Our primary reason for existing is to learn about the Multiverse and its inhabitants. You can think of us as cosmic librarians.” 
 
    “And when you go back, will you write about your time here?” 
 
    She nodded. “I will make updates into our already-written books about the Nehel. And also the angels, whatever their fate may be.” 
 
    Our conversation paused as I dipped her.  
 
    “Funny,” I said. “I thought a race like yours who’s seen countless worlds would use something a little more advanced to keep their records in.” 
 
    Leid laughed. “Our books are not like yours.” 
 
    “What are they?” 
 
    “I probably shouldn’t say anything else,” she whispered. “We aren’t allowed to talk about our practices.” 
 
    “Who would I tell? I’m the only one who knows your secret other than the council and my family.” 
 
    “Your family knows?” 
 
    “They know you aren’t one of us. Come on, Leid; it’s pretty impossible to cover that up when you live with them.” 
 
    “Have you told them what I am?” 
 
    “No, they haven’t asked. I think they know the matter is a secret. I trust you, and that’s good enough for them.” 
 
    “You trust me?” she repeated, looking at me with sullen eyes.  
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    Leid leaned in and rested her cheek against the center of my chest. “Thank you.” 
 
    A camera flashed from somewhere above. A journalist had probably been waiting for that moment. We were going to make headlines tomorrow. Oh well. 
 
    All I did was wrap my arms around her. We were hugging more than dancing now. Ara and Tae were smiling at us from the refreshments table, making remarks to each other that I couldn’t hear.  
 
    The song ended and we broke away. Leid gave me her signature smile. “Thank you for the—” But then her face changed and she looked behind me, searching the crowd. Her eyes rose, and then widened.  
 
    Before I could ask what was going on, she whirred in front of me with her arms out.  
 
    Gunshots thundered through the theater. All three of them hit Leid. One in the chest, one in the arm and one in the head. 
 
    She collapsed at my feet, looking up at me with a smoking hole in the center of her forehead, blood trickling down the bridge of her nose.  
 
    As the crowd screamed and scattered for the exits, all I did was stare at Leid. Everything in me went completely numb.  
 
    But then she blinked.  
 
    “Qaira,” she slurred, blood seeping from her lips, “run.” 
 
    My despair turned to horror in an instant. How…? 
 
    When I didn’t move, she struggled to get back on her feet. Her back arched inhumanly, movements stiff and disjointed. It was like she was an animated doll, obeying the whims of an invisible puppeteer.  
 
    She grabbed the gun on my belt as shots rang out again. Leid returned fire, aiming somewhere above. A figure fell from the north-tier balcony, hitting the dance floor with a thud. The assailant’s wig slipped off when he fell, a mop of black hair now lying beside him. An angel in disguise.  
 
    Angels. 
 
    More shots. One whirred by my head, hitting a woman behind me as she attempted to flee for the lobby. I couldn’t tell how many gunmen were above us, but I knew there were a lot more than I could take alone. They were picking off the crowd at random.  
 
    No, not at random.  
 
    Ara was knelt at the refreshments table, hugging Ceram. She was covered in blood and her eyes were closed. My brother ignored the spray of bullets that hit our guests around him, face contorted in a confused wince.  
 
    “Go!” Leid was screaming. “Help your people!” 
 
    When I looked at her again, the bullet wound was gone. All that remained was a smear of drying blood on her forehead. 
 
    “I’m not leaving you here!” I shouted.  
 
    “I can handle myself, don’t worry. Get your family to safety.” 
 
    She was telling the truth. I darted for Ara, ducking bullets on the way. He still hadn’t moved. 
 
    “Come on!” I shouted, trying to pull him to his feet. “We need to go!” 
 
    “I-I can’t!” he cried, not letting go of his fiancée, who was clearly dead. “We need to get her to a hospital! S-She’s—” 
 
    “Ara, she’s dead! And you’ll be too if you don’t move! Help me find Tae!” 
 
    He didn’t answer me so I yanked him to his feet with all the force I could gather. He dropped Ceram and we fought all the way to the exit.  
 
    “No!” he screamed. “No! I can’t leave her there! Don’t make me abandon her!” 
 
    I smacked him across the face, snapping him out of it. “She’s fucking dead! Are you going to leave her unavenged?” 
 
    The pain in Ara’s eyes waned, giving way to darkness. That was exactly what I wanted to see. 
 
    “Come on, I need you.” 
 
    As we hurried into the lobby, I looked back at Leid. She was still in the middle of the dance floor, her beautiful white dress drenched with blood. Half a dozen bodies scattered the floor around her, and she wasn’t finished. My scholar would be just fine. 
 
    But my city was burning.  
 
    When we reached the rooftop port, pillars of smoke slithered over the night sky, illuminated by the flames that birthed them. Entire blocks were lit up like torches, and we gazed across the city-scape in horrified awe. The hum of Enforcer crafts was carried over the roaring fires and explosions, and I grabbed my radio.  
 
    Then, I remembered Raith’s call. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bullets. 
 
    Fire.  
 
    Explosions. 
 
    Screams. 
 
    Fuck the council’s rules; I was balls deep in the chaos.  
 
    “Get back, get back!”  
 
    I dove from behind a ruined craft as it erupted into chunks of smoldering metal. My men scattered behind other debris, returning fire at the angel gunmen. One of them had grenades, but we couldn’t tell who. It was kind of scary; the smoke and cinders made it near impossible to see our enemy until they fired. 
 
    We had pushed the angel rebels out of Upper Sanctum for over an hour, having finally surrounded the handful that was left on Main Street.  
 
    “Clear!” shouted Lt. Fedaz.  
 
    I waved the men behind us forward, and we weaved through the wreckage. It was hard to focus because I was worried about my sister. I hadn’t seen her since the rebels attacked the theater. I also couldn’t stop thinking about the state of ruin that Sanctum was in; the body count would be horrifying.  
 
    My mask felt constrictive, but I wouldn’t dare take it off. I’d already figured out why the angels had come here tonight. A failed assassination attempt. 
 
    Tink-ta-tink. 
 
    A little metal sphere rolled along the left side of the street, giving off strange blue light. 
 
    “Grenade!” someone shouted, and again we dove for cover.  
 
    Angels did not use typical grenades; we only called them that for lack of a better term. When they detonated, a flash of blinding blue light disintegrated anything it came into contact with. This time, another ruined craft exploded. Some of my men had been hiding behind it and they were torn to shreds by the blast. Blood and body parts rained on us. 
 
    A charred, severed arm fell into my lap. I recognized the ring on its thumb. It belonged to Garan Geiss. 
 
    I tossed it away, bile rising in my throat.  
 
    “Qaira, we need to get on the roof!” Ara screamed beside me. Another spray of bullets hit our cover. “They’re slaughtering us!” 
 
    I surveyed the street. There was an alleyway about ten feet from us, but taking a step out into the open was certain death. 
 
    “Have teams three and four cover me,” I ordered. “Everyone start shooting. I’m going to ascend.” 
 
    “Wait, no,” Ara said, grabbing my arm. “You’re the Regent now. Let me do it.” 
 
    “I’m the only one who can kill them,” I argued. “If you keep them occupied they won’t even see me.” 
 
    More bullets. Our cover was on fire.  
 
    “Ara, tell me you’ll do that!” I screamed. “It’s our only chance!” 
 
    With a reluctant nod, my brother grabbed his radio and commanded a full out assault. As our teams stood and began firing at the rooftops, I darted into the street.  
 
    No one had seen me.  
 
    My wings released and I rose into the black, reloading on the way.  
 
    I had a clearer picture from above. There were three teams scattered over the Agora roofs, all preoccupied by my men. I kept rising, until I was well over a hundred feet above them.  
 
    And then I dove for the closest team. 
 
    The whistle of my wings cautioned them to turn around, but it was too late. I landed right in the middle of them and closed my eyes. Blood splattered across the inside of their visors, and they collapsed simultaneously.  
 
    I took off again, diving for the next team. It was very important that Ara and his men kept their attentions to the street. The noise of gunfire muffled the sound of my approach, but if I was spotted prematurely then they would shoot me down. My life was in my brother’s hands, and for the first time, I trusted him with it. 
 
    Smoke and the night sky shrouded my armor; the whites didn’t see me until I dove between them. The second team fell as easily as the first. 
 
    One more. 
 
    My head was pounding. I hadn’t ever used my ability so fiercely. For the first time in my life, I was thankful to have it. 
 
    But the last team saw me coming, and sprayed bullets into the sky. I rolled mid-air, feeling a hot sting in my shoulder. I was hit.  
 
    The pain was nothing to my adrenaline, and I landed ten feet away. The moment I hit the ground, I sprinted toward them with my rifle raised, blade gleaming red in the rising cinders. The angels were still reloading. Two soldiers forfeited their lives to jump in front to protect the scrambling gunmen. One swung a blade they’d unsheathed from their belt, and I ducked, plunging my own through their stomach. I speared him all the way through, lifting him off the ground. With a snarl, I threw him from the rooftop.  
 
    The other turned to run while the gunmen pointed their weapons at me. I could see their faces through the translucent screens of their visors. They knew how hopeless it was. 
 
    And then they all fell, blood and brain matter leaking from their helmets and onto the ground.  
 
    “Clear,” I announced into my radio.  
 
    As my men cheered below, I winced and sank to my knees, clutching my wounded shoulder.  
 
    “Sanctum Militia, report.” 
 
    “This is Sgt. Kros, sir. The Agora has been stabilized. All clear, Regent.” 
 
    I breathed a sigh. Ara commanded our teams to do a final sweep of the area, and I stared woefully at my burning city.  
 
    Crafts descended through the smoke to collect our troops. One hovered above the rooftop, and the door slid open. Leid sat on the cabin bench, staring at me. 
 
    She was covered in blood, and I couldn’t help but stare back. 
 
    When I entered the craft, she tossed me my gun. “You’re hurt.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said. “Just a graze. Have you seen my sister?” 
 
    “Yes. She’s with the council at Parliament. We took her there because I didn’t know how safe Eroqam was. We’re picking her up now.” 
 
    I nodded, sitting next to her as our pilot flew over the carnage. “So, you can survive bullets.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, looking away. 
 
    “Can anything kill you?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said again. “But not easily.” 
 
    “You violated your contract again.” 
 
    “Depends.” 
 
    “On?” 
 
    “Harm’s way doesn’t include bullets; you just said that yourself.” 
 
    “I don’t think that clause was based on a technicality.” 
 
    Leid smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Ceram is dead. I saw her body—” 
 
    “Yes, I know. Garan is dead, too.” 
 
    We sat in silence after that. The silence allowed my thoughts to roar. After a minute or two, I stood from the bench, narrowing my eyes at our pilot. “Take us to Eroqam.” 
 
    “Not Parliament, sir?” 
 
    “No, we’ll have another craft pick my sister up.” 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    “Qaira?” Leid called, giving me a confused look. 
 
    “I’m done,” I said, staring out the window. “I’m done playing games, Leid. I’m going to find out who that insurgent is tonight.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XVIII  
 
    THE ULTIMATUM 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “QAIRA, LET’S TALK ABOUT THIS,” Leid begged, hurrying after me as I stormed through the Commons. 
 
    I said nothing, trying to ignore her. As I reached the door to Yahweh’s room, she moved to block me, covering the lock with her body. “Don’t do this,” she said. “Please, don’t do this. There has to be another way!” 
 
    “Leid, step aside,” I warned, quietly. She didn’t move. “I’m not saying it again.” 
 
    Still, she didn’t move.  
 
    I grabbed her neck, flinging her aside. And for some reason, she let me. Before she could try to talk me down anymore, I barged into the kid’s room. 
 
    It was dark and he was asleep, but the light from the hallway shined on his face and he stirred. His eyes opened and he saw me approaching him, covered in blood with a crazy look in my eyes.  
 
    “Q-Qaira…?” he stammered, still drunk from sleep. 
 
    I snatched him by the collar and yanked him out of bed. He yelped, falling to the floor and I dragged him halfway across the room until he finally got to his feet.  
 
    As we emerged from the room, Leid grabbed my arm. I looked down at her. 
 
    “He didn’t do this,” she said. “Don’t hurt him.” 
 
    “He is my only leverage!” I shouted. “After everyone who died tonight, you’re still going to fight me on this? Ceram, Garan, all of those guests! Whose side are you on?” 
 
    She stared up at me, silent and stoic. Then, Leid stepped out of my way.  
 
    Yahweh kept quiet the entire time. He had a faraway look in eyes, like he knew the end was near. He didn’t even struggle as I led him toward the communications room. When I opened the door, he whispered, “Are you going to kill me?” 
 
    “That all depends on your father.”
  
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As the projection screen connected, Commander Raith’s eyes settled on his son. More specifically, on the knife that I held to his neck. 
 
    Then, he looked at me. His expression told me that he already knew where this was going.  
 
    “Apparently I didn’t make myself clear the first time,” I said. “We agreed that—” 
 
    “I tried to warn you, Regent, but you wouldn’t take my call.” 
 
    “A message would have sufficed.” 
 
    “I don’t know how many of your soldiers have been compromised, Qaira. Leaving a message might have proven worthless.” 
 
    “The angel rebels were able to sneak through our airspace borders without detection. I find that odd, considering there were over a hundred of them. I know you know who the Sanctum informant is. This is your only chance to tell me.” 
 
    Raith’s eyes narrowed. He said nothing. 
 
    I grabbed Yahweh’s hair and wrenched back his head, pressing the knife harder against the soft tissue of his throat. He yelped, shutting his eyes. 
 
    “Again, who is the insurgent?” 
 
    “Put the knife down, Qaira.” 
 
    “The next thing that comes out of your mouth better be the answer to my question, or your son will die.” 
 
    Lucifer’s façade broke. Desperation flooded across his face. “I don’t know. They’re anonymous, even to me. I can’t identify which one it is.” 
 
    “Which one? Which one of what?”  
 
    Again, Lucifer said nothing. I could tell he was really fighting himself on this one. It was time to add some incentive. 
 
    I raked the knife across Yahweh’s face, slicing through his cheek. Blood trickled from the thin red slit now marring his perfect white skin. He screamed, clutching his face. The kid tried to break free but I was too strong. 
 
    “No!” screamed Raith, reaching for the screen. “Don’t hurt him!” 
 
    “Tell me who the insurgent is!” I screamed back, holding the knife to Yahweh’s eye. “Don’t make me do this, Raith!” 
 
    “Qaira!” Yahweh sobbed, unable to take his terrified gaze from the knife that grazed his eyelashes. Tears streamed down his face, mingling with blood from his gash. He was crying pink. “Please! Please, I beg you!” 
 
    “Don’t make me do this!” I screamed again, a tinge of a plea in my voice.  
 
    The fight on Lucifer’s face disappeared. He hung his head in tired defeat. “The Eye of Akul.” 
 
    I stared at him, unable to believe my ears. I almost dropped the knife. “Say that again. I don’t think I heard you correctly.” 
 
    “Your council. Someone in your council has been giving our base ship information in order to sabotage your reign. They wanted your people to lose hope in you so they could usurp your throne. When that didn’t happen, they planned your assassination. Your brother’s too. They want to rid Sanctum of the Eltruan family.” 
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I said that already. They correspond with our base ship using a voice modulator and keep their messages brief. Coordinates, routes of safe passage through Sanctum; those sorts of things.” 
 
    “And what do the angels get out of this?” 
 
    “If the Eye of Akul claimed Sanctum, they would let us stay.” 
 
    At this point, I had to try really hard to keep from falling. My legs felt like rubber and my stomach was knotting up. I knew that the council and I had issues, but I never thought they wanted me dead.  
 
    I looked away, letting everything sink in. Raith wasn’t lying—the moment he explained it, it all made sense. Shock had numbed me to the core, leaving no room for anger. Not yet. 
 
    My grip on Yahweh released and he scrambled to the other side of the room, hiding under a desk. Lucifer’s stare burned on me, and I returned his gaze with equal fire. 
 
    “I told you, and now you must promise not to hurt my son.” 
 
    I reached for the switchboard, my index finger hovering over the CUT FEED button. “If the Eye of Akul catches wind that I know about this, the next time you see me I’ll be waving your son’s head around on a fucking pike. Sleep tight.” 
 
    I pressed the button. The screen went black. 
 
    For a second I stared at the blackness, recalling memories of the council in our home, with my father, at our family gatherings… All this time, and they would kill me? They would kill my brother and sister, too?  
 
      
 
    ‘They’re upset because you aren’t as easy to manipulate as your father was.’ 
 
      
 
    Leid was right. She was always right. 
 
    And the council had left my ceremony early. They’d known what was going to happen. But who was it? Isa? Kanar? Shev? All of them? 
 
    The shock finally receded, anger filling up the empty space. I searched for Yahweh, finding him cowering beneath a desk nearest the door. I reached under and dragged him out, and he pressed his back to the wall. His face was still bleeding. My anger waned. 
 
    “Come on,” I said, guilt clenching at my insides. “It’s over.” 
 
    The kid didn’t budge. My eyes trailed to his pants. There was a wet stain over his crotch, leading down his legs. I looked away, disgusted. Scaring children wasn’t usually my thing, white or not. Although I got what I had wanted, I wasn’t proud of how I’d done it. 
 
    “Don’t make me say it again,” I muttered, heading for the door. He followed at a safe distance.  
 
    I found two soldiers in the hall and ordered them to take Yahweh to the shower rooms so he could clean up. As they walked away, the kid didn’t even look at me. His head was down, eyes cast to the floor, shame marking his face. I watched them until they disappeared around the corner, and then I radioed for my brother to meet me in the conference room. 
 
    He was going to love the news I had for him.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Isa.” 
 
    “Qaira, is your family alright?” 
 
    “Yes, we’re fine. I was calling Parliament to verify that you and the others are safe?” 
 
    “Yes, we’re all at Parliament trying to stave off media and the officials. It’ll be a long night for us.” 
 
    “I’d like to hold a meeting with the council tomorrow morning, if that’s alright with you? Every one of you must attend, as I think I’ve found a way to stop the Archaeans once and for all.” 
 
    “Oh?” Isa sounded surprised; I could have sworn I’d heard disappointment in her voice. But that could have just been my paranoia. “What do you have planned?” 
 
    “I don’t have time to explain. I should be with my family.” 
 
    “I understand. Does seven-thirty work for you?” 
 
    “Yes, it does. I’ll see you and the Eye of Akul bright and early.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Regent.” 
 
    On our televised screen, news reports played footage of me leaping across rooftops and slaughtering the angel gunmen on loop. The headline read: SANCTUM’S SAVIOR. The media loved me or hated me, all depending on the day. But then they showed a crowd of spectators chanting ‘Savior’ over and over again as the enforcers fought the fires on Main Street. My sister sat on the couch, watching, glass-eyed and crestfallen. 
 
    “Tae, are you alright?” 
 
    “So much death,” she whispered, wincing as fresh tears fell from her eyes. “I can’t take it anymore, Qaira.” 
 
    I leaned her into me and she rested her head on my shoulder, sniffling. “It’ll be over soon,” I promised, eyes on the screen. I didn’t have the heart to tell her what I’d found out tonight. She couldn’t handle it. Not yet. 
 
    When Tae retreated to bed, I searched for Leid. I hadn’t seen her since the Commons.  
 
    I was exhausted but couldn’t go to sleep knowing she was angry at me. She had every right to be, but I at least wanted her to know that I didn’t break our oath. She wasn’t in her room or the research laboratory; there was only one other place that she could be.  
 
    Sure enough, the mournful sound of her cello floated from the music room and through the hallway of my estate. The song was sad. Leid never played any other kind. 
 
    I approached the music room slowly, trying to give myself some time to think of a good way to apologize. Ideally, my apology wouldn’t be an actual apology. I’m sorry wasn’t an easy thing to say. For me, at least. But I owed her something.  
 
    The music faded as I reached the doorway. I paused in the threshold, my expression falling to confusion. Leid sat there with her head hung, bow drooped at her side. The cello rested crookedly between her legs, its neck across her knee. 
 
    A minute passed. She didn’t move. 
 
    “Leid?” I called, cautious. 
 
    Nothing.  
 
    I took a step into the room. Something didn’t feel right. The air was weird; like the gravity had shifted and its weight made my legs heavier than usual. “Leid.” 
 
    The silence broke when she started to sing. The sound of her voice startled me, and I jumped.  
 
      
 
    ‘On the edge of love and death, count to ten and hold your breath, 
 
    The Ocean of Maghir is calling, so place your courage to the test’ 
 
      
 
    A hymn of Moritoria. Even the beauty of her voice couldn’t mask the song’s morbidity. I took another step into the room, even though instinct was telling me to run.  
 
    “Approach, approach, approach…” 
 
    Another step. Now I was within arm’s reach of her.  
 
    “Leid,” I whispered. “Stop playing around.” 
 
    She lifted her head, hair sliding from her face. Grey veins wriggled beneath her skin like animated roots. Her eyes were pitch black, and she smiled at me from ear to ear.  
 
    I recoiled, tripping over my own feet and crashing into a collection of wind instruments. Leid collapsed from the chair, my mother’s cello slamming into the floor beside her. She clutched her throat, coughing violently.  
 
    I watched from where I’d fallen, too frightened to move. When her coughing didn’t let up, concern smothered that fear. 
 
    “Leid!” I shouted, battling the pile of instruments around me. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    She curled in response; forehead against the ground, arms tucked into her chest.  
 
    “Are you hurt!?” I shouted again.  
 
    I broke free, crawling to her. She collapsed into my arms and when I looked at her face, it was normal again. Her violet eyes were wild and frightened, chest heaving as she tried to catch her breath.  
 
    I didn’t know what else to do, so I held her as tightly as I could. Eventually her breathing slowed and her body relaxed.  
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes,” she said, weakly.  
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know.” 
 
    I wanted to ask her about her face, but I wasn’t sure if that had been real.  
 
    Leid pulled away from me and smoothed her hair. Her face was flushed with stress and shame. She averted my eyes for a few minutes, collecting the cello and placing it back into its case. When she latched it shut, she murmured, “It happens sometimes.” 
 
    “What happens?” 
 
    “Panic attacks.” 
 
    I stared, incredulous. “Your panic attacks are a lot different than anyone else’s.” 
 
    She smiled, looking down. “I am not like anyone else.” 
 
    True enough. “Was it because of me? Of what happened in the Commons?” 
 
    “I… don’t know, really. That could be it, but sometimes they happen for no reason at all.”  
 
    “I came here to apologize. I’m sorry for the way that I treated you. You didn’t deserve that. I was angry.” 
 
    Leid hung her head. She said nothing. 
 
    “I didn’t hurt him. Well, not badly. I had to take some measures to get Raith to talk, but I did it, Leid. I found out who the insurgent—” 
 
    And then I realized she was crying.  
 
    At first all I did was stare as Leid sobbed quietly into her hands, my face twisting with confusion. This wasn’t the worst fight we’d ever had; something else was going on. Something I didn’t know about.  
 
    I knelt beside her and scooped her up, catching a brief glimpse of her face. I tried to hide my shock. Leid’s tears were crimson colored. Scholars cried blood. I didn’t say anything and let her sob on my shoulder. I’d have to burn my shirt later.  
 
    As sad and confusing as all this was, a small part of me was happy for it. Leid had seen the worst side of me, and now here she was, letting me know that there was something dark and painful beneath her surface, too. Even if she never told me what it was, I was just satisfied knowing she felt safe enough to fall apart on me. 
 
    “Did you feel guilt?” she whispered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She pulled her face away from my shoulder and looked up at me. Her eyes and cheeks were smeared with blood. It was kind of horrifying, but I couldn’t take my gaze off her. “When you hurt Yahweh, did you feel any guilt?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. 
 
    She smiled, cupping my face. “That’s good. You need to embrace your guilt. Revel in it.” 
 
    “Nehel are taught that guilt is weakness.” 
 
    “You’re wrong. Guilt is the marker between man and monster.” 
 
    “Which do you think I am?” 
 
    “Which do you think you are?” 
 
    My eyes left hers and I gazed at the floor, letting that question hang.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XIX 
 
    CRUELTY AND COMPASSION 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    AT SEVEN THIRTY SHARP, AN ANTHEM OF marching boots stormed through the Parliament lobby. Officials and workers moved aside as fifty enforcers made their way to the second floor, led by Commandant Ara Eltruan.  
 
    Crowds of employees observed them with curious frowns, whispering amongst each other. The Sanctum guards standing watch by the doors did nothing to stop Ara’s men. They would never dare to question Special Forces.  
 
    This was not a typical day for anyone. Enforcers specialized in apprehending Archaeans; but today, their targets were Nehelians. 
 
    My ears caught sound of their approach before I saw them. I was waiting in front of the Council Room, keeping the secretary in his seat by a firm grip on his shoulder. My eyes darted to each and every soldier as they passed, marching through the double doors and disappearing into the shadows. When the thunder of feet ceased, I let go of the secretary and headed for the door. 
 
    “If you’re not here when I get back,” I said over my shoulder, “my men will gun you down.” 
 
    The secretary only sat there, glaring at me. 
 
    I walked through the cool, dimly-lit hall of the Council Room—the throne room, where the Eye of Akul worked their deadliest machinations. Was it here where they’d planned our assassinations? Was it here where they’d communicated with Commander Raith? Everything had happened right under my nose. Thinking about it made me sick. 
 
    And thinking about what I had to do made me even sicker.  
 
    But I hid it well, sliding from the shadows of the line of enforcers, emerging front and center. The Eye of Akul were standing behind their podiums, looking over the soldiers with confusion in their eyes.  
 
    “Regent, what is the meaning of this?” demanded Isa.  
 
    “I thank you all for being so punctual,” I said, completely ignoring her. “There isn’t much time, so I’ll just dive right in.” 
 
    I cleared my throat, sliding a folded piece of paper out of my breast pocket. “The Regent of Sanctum stands as a symbol of our honor, strength and courage. He represents the Nehelian torch—our flame against the darkness of The Atrium. The Regent is Moritoria reincarnate, the blessed Kings of Maghir, attesting to the ever-prevalent nature of our race.” 
 
    The council stared at me, their confusion waning. I was reading the speech that Isa had given at the ceremony last night, two hours before it had turned into a slaughter. I imagined their brains as gears, clicking chaotically as they realized where this was all going.  
 
    “Sanctum, the Regent is our shield, protecting us from the dangers of ourselves and enemies. It is his duty to exterminate those intending us harm, those committing treason—” 
 
    “Qaira,” Kanar interjected, “whatever it is that you think we’ve—” 
 
    “The next person to interrupt me will get a bullet in his head.” I waited, looking over all seven of their worry-creased faces. No one made a sound. “Now, where was I? Oh. Therefore, we place down our lives, ourselves, to uphold the safety and integrity of our people. For Sanctum.” I crumpled the piece of paper in my fist, throwing it over my shoulder. “Di Sanctum,” I said again, lip curling with indignance. 
 
    The council looked at each other.  
 
    “I’m about to put your claim of loyalty and selflessness to the test. I ask that the insurgent make his or herself known to me. If no one steps forward, I’ll be forced to assume that all of you are insurgents. Surely a selfless person wouldn’t condemn six innocent people to die.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Either way, you’re going to die. You might as well come forward and spare your partners’ lives.” 
 
    “We don’t know what you’re talking about, Qaira,” Kanar said, his voice a shaking whisper. “On what grounds can you accuse us of treason?” 
 
    “Commander Raith gave you up, sorry to say. He doesn’t know which one of you it is, but fortunately that means shit to me. I’ll kill every single one of you without batting an eye.” 
 
    Still, nothing. Isa sank to her seat, sobbing into her hands. Kanar and Shev glared at me, shock and disgust taking turns with their expressions. Everyone else began to plead, begging me to let them go. They weren’t the insurgents, they said. They didn’t know anything about anything. 
 
    “I’m going to give you thirty seconds,” I announced, glancing at my watch. My enforcers raised their rifles in unison, pointing them at the council. 
 
    The crowd went wild.  
 
    “Qaira, listen to me!” shouted Kanar. “How could you even think that I would betray you? I was there the day that you were born! I’ve been your father’s friend for thousands of years!” 
 
    “Twenty seconds.” 
 
    There was a moment when I’d noticed a change in Shev’s expression—a faint glimmer of recognition. We shared a look, and I knew. 
 
    But he didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Times up,” I announced, tapping my watch. With those words, the shouts faded. “This morning you all have proven your worthlessness to Sanctum and its people.” I tossed Ara a sidelong glance, but he didn’t return it. He was too busy seething at the council. “As you know, my brother lost someone very special to him last night, and I’m sure there are a few things he’d like to say. Or, maybe not. Nevertheless, I’ll leave him to it.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “I thank you all for your years of service to us.” I turned, heading for the door. “Unfortunately, Sanctum has outgrown you.” 
 
    The screams erupted again, and now they were belligerent. I caught ‘monster’ and ‘disgrace’ several times before Ara shouted, “Aim!” 
 
    As the doors closed behind me, gunshots erupted through the council room. The screams peaked, and then all was silent once again. 
 
    Like an obedient pet, the secretary hadn’t moved. He stared up at me with wide, horror-stricken eyes as I came around his desk and patted him once on the shoulder. 
 
    “You’re fired.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “This is Ysana Lima with Sanctum Public Broadcast. Our station interrupts your regularly scheduled program to announce some shocking news.  
 
    “This morning at approximately eight o’clock, an enforcer strike team marched on Parliament, led by Commandant Ara Eltruan under the instruction of Regent Qaira Eltruan, and executed all seven members of the Eye of Akul. Digital Forensic Investigations has announced that the Eye of Akul was found guilty of treason, providing the Archaean rebel forces with information that aided in over a dozen acts of violent war crimes. Last night’s Archaean strike on Upper Sanctum’s 8th District left over two hundred Nehelians dead, along with three Sanctum officials in critical condition at Eroqam Medical Facility. 
 
    “Investigations are still pending, but it is already confirmed that military files containing hundreds of facility access codes have been compromised. Eroqam database forensics has discovered evidence linking the Eye of Akul to over twelve terrorist attacks over the past year.  
 
    “Although our Regent has declined to speak in front of the camera, he made this statement to the press: 
 
    ‘My heart goes out to all of those who lost someone yesterday night, and I only wish I’d found the perpetrators sooner. The Eye of Akul fooled us all, and Eroqam shares your shock. I will be doing everything that I can to right the wrongs caused by my ignorance, and I ask that you once again put your faith in me. I still promise you prosperity, council or no council.’ 
 
    “Regent Qaira Eltruan led our defending forces to victory last night against impossible odds. I think it’s safe to say that Sanctum truly has a savior.” 
 
      
 
    I shut the screen off, massaging my head.  
 
    My sister sat beside me, hands clasped over her mouth. She was going to see it sooner or later; might as well be sooner. 
 
    “Why… why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “I didn’t know how to. You were a wreck last night.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” she breathed. “I…can’t.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said quietly. 
 
    “They tried to kill you, Qaira.” 
 
    “I know. I was there.” 
 
    “They tried to kill Ara.” 
 
    I leaned forward, elbows propped on my knees. “They’re gone. Don’t worry.” 
 
    Tae stood, pacing the living room. I watched her, concerned.  
 
    “Is everyone in Sanctum trying to kill us?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Am I even safe to leave our house?” 
 
    “Yes, Tae. Calm down. The threat has been taken care of.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure? Kanar was like a second father to us, and he tried to have you killed! If we can’t even trust our own family—” 
 
    “The only people you should trust are me and Ara.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks,” Leid muttered from the dining room. I’d forgotten she was here. 
 
    “And Leid,” I fumbled, wincing in error. 
 
    Tae retreated to the kitchen for a stiff drink, and I stared at our blank televised screen. I thought about the look Shev had given me. Although I wasn’t certain that he’d acted alone, it was quite possible that I had murdered six innocent people today. No, not just people. The Eye of Akul; the council that had served as my leash.  
 
    But now the shackles were off. I had total control of Sanctum. There was nothing stopping me from complete annihilation of the Archaean race. That execution had been a means to an end; for the ultimate good.  
 
    That was what I kept telling myself. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The digital lock beeped, followed by a click.  
 
    I opened the door to Yahweh’s room, finding him on his bed, scribbling something down in a notebook. As he wrote, he glanced at another book that Lucifer had given him. He ignored me, but I knew he’d heard the lock disengage. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” he muttered, closing the notebook. I’d caught a glimpse of strange symbols that weren’t in Archaean, framed with calculations across each page. The book from which he read was a biomedical dictionary.  
 
    It was late in the evening now and due to the recent events, we had cancelled our plans to work on the prototype. I placed his dinner on the desk while he stared at his lap, scratching the bandage on his cheek. It was clear that he didn’t want to talk to me, and I didn’t blame him. 
 
    Testing his will, I pulled up a chair and sat in front of his bed.    
 
    “What do you want?” he demanded not a minute later. 
 
    “How would you like to punch me in the face?” 
 
    Yahweh looked at me, the animosity in his eyes fading to confusion. 
 
    “I’m serious,” I said, grinning. “I’ll give you a free shot.” 
 
    “That’s how Nehelians solve their problems, not angels.” 
 
    “Oh come on, I know you want to.” 
 
    He only looked back at his book, ignoring me. 
 
     I sighed. “I wouldn’t have done it, you know.” 
 
    “Done what?” he murmured, turning a page. 
 
    “I… wouldn’t have killed you. You’re too important to us.” 
 
    “You cut my face and pulled my hair so hard that I still have a headache. The level of disgrace I was subjected to yesterday night made me hope that you’d kill me. Your confession is invalid.” 
 
    Alright, I’d tried. “This doesn’t change anything. We’re still coming for you tomorrow—” 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect anything else. Please leave.” 
 
    Nodding, I headed for the door. As I grabbed the handle, he added, “And I think you should stop visiting me unless it pertains to our project. We can sit here and play chess all day long, but in the end I’m an angel and you’re a Nehelian. I can’t be kind to someone who might barge into my room in the middle of the night and torture me again.” 
 
    I kept my back to him, feeling the sting of his words like little daggers. “That’s perfectly fine with me, white.” 
 
    I left his room without looking back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XX 
 
    FRAIL 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “NO, STOP,” sighed Leid. “Your fingers are too tense.” 
 
    Playing the violin was a lot harder than firing a gun. “I thought it sounded fine.” 
 
    “Of course you did. You’re a novice.” 
 
    I chose to keep my mouth shut. It was ten thirty at night and I’d agreed to practice in hope of easing my stress. Big mistake. I had only been playing the violin for a little over a month, and thought I was doing pretty well given the amount of time. But not Leid. She rode my ass like I was the laziest piece of shit ever. 
 
    “You need to make your fingers looser. Let them glide over the strings.” 
 
    “I don’t have dainty little girl fingers like you.” 
 
    Leid giggled. “Dainty girl fingers? Is that what you call them?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She stood and placed her cello aside, leaning over me. “Here,” she murmured, “like this.” Her hand encased mine and she guided my fingers across the board. Each time my knuckles tensed she lifted them, until they bent impossibly. “You need to make them elastic. Loose fingers allow for better gliding.” 
 
    I tried to grab her but she slipped away, scowling. 
 
    “Take this seriously.” 
 
    “This isn’t helping my stress, but I have another idea,” I said with a grin. 
 
    She ignored me, moving to her satchel. I’d bought her one a couple of days ago so she’d stop carrying around my briefcase. I hadn’t seen her without it since. She turned around and smiled, holding up a bunch of sheets.  
 
    “What is that?” I asked. 
 
    “A song I’ve been writing.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Leid nodded, placing it on my music stand. I looked it over. “Think my stiff fingers can handle it?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Play it for me.” 
 
    She retreated to the stool, not even bothering to take her sheets. Tucking the cello between her legs, Leid began to play. 
 
    The song was sad; beautiful, but sad. The despondence floated around the room, painting everything in shades of grey. I watched her, discomforted by how much the music moved me. 
 
    When she stopped, I asked, “What is that song about?” 
 
    “Us.” 
 
    Us?  A song that sad was about us?  
 
    She caught the look on my face, her brows creasing with worry. “You don’t like it?” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    That question caught her off guard. She only stared at me.  
 
    “How can I make you happier? If that song is about us, then I’m concerned.” 
 
    Leid glanced away, sullen. “I’m sorry. I’ll write us a better song.” 
 
    “It’s not the song!” I rasped. “It’s you! It’s that storm cloud you carry over your head! Have I done something?” 
 
    “It’s not you,” she almost whispered. “It’s never been you. Please, don’t think that.” 
 
    I sighed and got to my feet, turning from her. Running a hand through my hair, I tried to think of a way to get her to tell me what was wrong. I couldn’t think of anything. I wasn’t good at this kind of shit. 
 
    And then Leid hugged me from behind, arms curling across my stomach. I felt the warmth of her cheek as she laid it against my back. “I didn’t mean to upset you.” 
 
    My frustration faded. “I’m not upset.” 
 
    “Yes, you are.” 
 
    “No, I’m not.” I just wanted to know about her. “I need to go.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “I forgot about an errand. Can you wait in my room until I get there? I should only be a couple of minutes.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    I squeezed her hand and then departed for the hall, heading in the direction of the Commons.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The angels were familiar with the Court of Enigmus, and on more than one occasion Yahweh had hinted that he knew about Leid in ways that I didn’t. It was time for him to shed some light on the subject. After our last chat, I was pretty sure that he wasn’t going to talk, but I was prepared to do some heavy stepping.  
 
    As his room came into view, I spotted Lt. Narish Ketar pacing in front of it. It was long past the end of his shift, and my suspicion spiked ten-fold when our eyes met and his face twisted with fear. He stopped pacing, now still as a statue. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Lieutenant?” 
 
    As he fumbled with a response, I glanced at Yahweh’s door. Lt. Ketar was one of the few enforcers who knew the access code to the electronic lock, as he was tasked with bringing the kid meals every other day. The lock was deactivated.  
 
    “Wait,” Ketar gasped. “Wait, sir, before you—” 
 
    I threw open the door.  
 
    The room was decorated in blood splatter; across the walls, the bed sheets, the torn pages of books scattered along the floor. Yahweh lay in the middle of the room, curled into a fetal position as two enforcers stomped him to death. I couldn’t tell if he was conscious.  
 
    I lunged into the fray and shoved them off. They staggered back, shocked at the sight of me. I punched the closest soldier in the face, and several teeth flew from his mouth as he hit the ground. The other tried to run, but I ripped out my gun and shot him in the back of the head before he could make it to the hall. He collapsed in the doorway, bleeding out.  
 
    Lt. Ketar was still right where I’d left him, staring numbly at his comrade’s body. I stepped over it, gun shaking at my side. 
 
    “Did you let them in?” 
 
    Ketar backed up, raising his hands. “Sir, I—” 
 
    “That was a yes or no question, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “They lost their families at the ceremony!” he shouted.  
 
    “DID YOU LET THEM IN?!” 
 
    Ketar’s back was to the wall. “Yes! Yes, I let them in! I’m sorry! Sir, I’m sorry!” 
 
    With a snarl, I grabbed his coat and pulled him inches from my face. His eyes widened and his mouth contorted into a scream. But before he could make a sound, his head erupted. Chunks of bloody brain matter painted the hall.  
 
    I released Ketar and returned to Yahweh’s room, kneeling at his side. He was face-down and static. I reached toward him with a shaking hand, afraid to see the damage. But then he coughed. 
 
    I rolled him over and put a hand over my mouth. His face was unrecognizable, swollen and battered. Yahweh’s nose was crushed, and both of his ears were bleeding. His eyes were welted shut by massive bruising, and many of his fingers were broken, pointing in impossible directions. 
 
    Nausea exploded up my throat, but I staved it back.  
 
    “Kid,” I whispered. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    He didn’t respond and only struggled to breathe. Each breath was a haggard, wet gasp. His head rolled to the side, resting against my knee. 
 
    “Leid!” I screamed to the vacant hall, hoping that she’d somehow hear me. “Leid, Leid, LEID!” 
 
    Coming to my senses, I reached for the radio on the dead enforcer’s belt. “Eroqam Communications, come in. This is Regent Qaira Eltruan, requesting immediate medical support in the Commons, room 24E.” 
 
    “We are contacting Eroqam Medical Facility, sir. Stand by.” 
 
    Leid appeared in the doorway, looking around the room and then out into the hall. Her face was blank with surprise, like she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Her gaze stopped on the corpse at her feet. “What happened?” 
 
    “What does it look like?!” I exclaimed. “You need to help him! He’s dying!” 
 
    Leid knelt beside me, gently placing her hands on Yahweh’s chest. “A few of his ribs are broken. I can feel them rattling.” She leaned down and put an ear over his mouth, dread filling up her eyes when she heard the gurgling. “He has massive internal bleeding. He’s drowning in his own blood.” 
 
    “Eroqam, I need that medical support yesterday!” 
 
    “A team has just been dispatched and is on the way, sir.” 
 
    I tossed the radio on the bed as Leid rolled Yahweh onto his side. “That should help him breathe easier,” she said.  
 
    I paced in front of them, muttering obscenities. 
 
    “Qaira, I don’t think there’s anything we can do. There’s too much trauma. This is really, really bad.” 
 
    “You have to fix him,” I ordered through my teeth.  
 
    “How? I can’t—” 
 
    “FIX HIM!” 
 
    Leid jumped, looking up at me with a desperate wince. Then, her face calmed with revelation. “Give me a pen.” 
 
    I had no idea why she wanted a pen, but I slipped one from my breast pocket and Leid snatched it from my hand. She disassembled it, all the way down to the hollow tube. And then to my horror, she plunged it into Yahweh’s neck, right between his clavicles.  
 
    Blood spurted out of it, splashing all over her dress. The kid’s chest heaved and he gasped for air.  
 
    As I stood there, stunned, she reached for me again. “I need another pen.” 
 
    I cringed. “What are you going to do with—” 
 
    “Qaira, no time. You wanted me to help so I’m helping. Now give me another fucking pen, please.” 
 
    Reluctantly, I handed her another. This time she plunged it into his back, between his shoulder blades. More blood, but Yahweh’s breathing stabilized despite the quickly expanding pool of blood beneath him. 
 
    “Is… is he okay?” I stammered. 
 
    “He can breathe, but now he’s bleeding to death.” 
 
    “Where the fuck is that medical team?!” I screamed at no one.  
 
    “Yahweh will need a transfusion.” 
 
    “What, blood? We don’t have any other angels to donate!” 
 
    Leid said nothing, staring sadly at the boy. I sank to his bed, holding my face.  
 
    “I have to tell Raith. He’s the only one who can save him.” 
 
    “No,” she snapped. “You’re not telling him anything.” 
 
    “But how else are we supposed to—?” 
 
    “Get to the Communications room and jam Crylle lines. Send for that other physician, Namah Ipsin. Tell him to bring lots and lots of Archaean blood.” 
 
    I bolted from the room, sprinting through the Commons. I was thankful that Leid had a plan, because if Yahweh Telei died, everything was over. I burst through the Northern Wing, feet pounding across the empty hall—; 
 
    And then I realized that I had never told her Namah’s full name. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXI 
 
    BLOOD TIES 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    NAMAH FILLED A SYRINGE WITH PAIN medication, glancing at Yahweh laid out on the hospital bed. I’d expected the angel doctor to be horrified by the sight of him, but he didn’t even bat an eye. As he administered the syringe into the IV, he shot me a disdainful look. It was the most expression that I’d seen on him all morning. 
 
    “How skilled are your surgeons?” he asked. “I’m going to have to get inside and stop the bleeding soon.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m not a surgeon so I can’t make a comparison.” 
 
    Namah didn’t respond, watching Yahweh stir. The kid was pale(r) and his face was still lumpy, but at least the staff had cleaned up all the blood. “Regent, I’m going to do everything that I can for him, but I’d like you to know that there’s a very good chance he won’t survive this.” 
 
    I glanced at my feet, saying nothing. 
 
    “How sad you look,” he said, a little surprised. “I don’t understand why. Yahweh Telei is the son of your arch enemy. He’s just another white, isn’t he?” 
 
    My jaw clenched. “Keep talking and you’ll be lying right next to him.” 
 
    “Did you do it?” 
 
    “Of course not.”  
 
    Namah smiled, thinly. “Then I’ll consider your threat empty.”  
 
    Wow, this guy had a lot of nerve. Maybe I should have told him what I’d done to Yahweh’s assaulters. But that would be gloating, and killing my own men wasn’t something to gloat about. 
 
    “Let’s talk about the problem,” he began, taking a seat in a chair across the room. He was looking through a collection of files that one of our doctors had given him. “All the blood I’ve brought doesn’t match Yahweh’s type.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “I can’t use any of it for a transfusion. It will induce an immune response that’ll kill him.” 
 
    “You brought several types with you. None of them match his?” 
 
    “His type is rare. Only two percent of us carry it. And I’m sure the number is smaller now that there are hardly any of us left.” Another thin smile. Dr. Ipsin’s jabs were calculated. 
 
    “What about his family? They’d have the same blood as him, right?” 
 
    “Not necessarily, and Commander Raith isn’t—” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Namah arched his brows. “He told you?” 
 
    “He never stops talking.” 
 
    The angel physician glanced at Yahweh. “Interesting. His biological father is a general. Sending for him would alert Lucifer, and I’m sure you don’t want that.” 
 
    “Siblings?” 
 
    Namah hesitated. “His brother is no longer with us. At this point I can only make Yahweh comfortable.” 
 
    I hung my head. “Then go ahead and tell Lucifer that—” 
 
    “No,” said a voice from the door. Leid. “There’s another way.” 
 
    “I told you not to come here,” I whispered, glancing at Namah.  
 
    Neither of them looked at me. They were too busy looking at each other. After what seemed like eternity, the angel said, “Suddenly everything makes sense. I wasn’t aware that the Court of Enigmus held stock in The Atrium. I’m sure Lucifer would find that very fascinating.” 
 
    Leid smiled. “Lucifer Raith won’t find out, if you value your head.” 
 
    Namah crossed his arms. “How is Ixiah?” 
 
    “Can’t say. You’d have to ask his noble.” Before this confusing exchange could continue, Leid said, “Test Yahweh’s blood against Qaira’s.”  
 
    The angel tilted his head. “You want me to run a cross match between an Archaean and Nehelian? Must I explain immunology to you, too?” 
 
    “Nehelian and Archaean genomes differ by one percent. Nehelian blood contains a mutagen factor that might be undetectable during a transfusion.” 
 
    “… And you know that how?” 
 
    “Because I’m a scholar.” 
 
    Meanwhile I just sat there, blinking at them. 
 
    “Ah, I forgot all about Vel’Haru arrogance.” 
 
    “Test the blood.” 
 
    Namah pricked my finger, collecting several droplets of blood into a tiny vial. Without another word, he vacated the room.  
 
    “You two know each other,” I said.  
 
    “Not really. He knows another scholar. I know of him, and he of me.” 
 
    I frowned. “If the Court of Enigmus is so friendly with the angels, why did they send you to help us fight them?” 
 
    “Not all of us are friendly with the angels. It’s hard to explain, but we uphold the discipline of neutral conduct. Our feelings are removed from our jobs.” 
 
    “Are they?” I asked, and she looked at me knowingly.  
 
    Then, she smiled. “How are you feeling? You look tired.” 
 
    Boy, was that an understatement. My exhausted gaze settled on Yahweh’s vital machine. Judging by the readings, his pulse was getting weaker by the minute. The repetitive beep beep beep and flashing lights hypnotized me, and it was a long time before I said, “I’m fine.” 
 
    Which was a lie, considering it was five in the morning and I hadn’t gotten any sleep. In an hour and a half I was expected to meet with the Board of Commerce.  
 
    “I’m going to get some coffee,” Leid announced, heading for the door. “Would you like any?” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks.” 
 
    Right before she left, I grabbed her arm. She froze. 
 
    “How do you know about our genome?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve been doing a lot of reading, if you haven’t noticed.”  
 
    I had. There was always a science periodical at the dinner table with her.  
 
    “Scholars are scientists. Many of us have fields in which we specialize.” 
 
    “I thought you were a war tactician.” 
 
    “I am, but my scientific field is biochemistry. Coffee, remember?” 
 
    I let go of her, and Leid disappeared into the hall.  
 
    … A biochemist war tactician. Fun. 
 
    No longer able to keep my eyes open, I closed them and reclined in the chair. I must have fallen asleep for a second, because the next thing I knew Namah was exclaiming, “I don’t believe this!”  
 
    Startled, I nearly fell out of my seat. “W-What?” 
 
    He held the report up to my face, pointing at it. “You’re a match!” 
 
    Namah almost sounded angry.  
 
    Suddenly, a white cup floated in front of my face. Leid was holding the steaming coffee over my head and I took it, nodding thanks.  
 
    Namah shook the report at Leid. “How is this possible?” 
 
    “Qaira’s blood is composed of the same percentage of formed elements, plasma and serum,” she explained, not needing a recap of the events in her absence. “The only difference between them is their antibodies. Nehelians don’t have any.” 
 
    He blinked. “No antibodies? How do they fight disease?” 
 
    “They have antibodies, but their conformation is alien. Nehelian antibodies aren’t as specific, either. Their self-recognition is determined by factors other than cell wall antigens.” 
 
    I had completely zoned out, allowing them to have their hardcore scientific discussion in private. 
 
    Namah glanced at the report again, brows furrowing. “Well, it did something to Yahweh’s blood.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Yahweh’s antibody concentration doubled after I mixed their blood.” 
 
    “No immune response?” 
 
    “No, just more antibodies. None of them attacked.” 
 
    Leid tapped a finger against her chin. “May I see your report?” 
 
    He gave it to her. After reading it over, Leid shook her head. “I don’t know why that happened. Nonetheless it might help Yahweh, so let’s proceed.” 
 
    Namah retreated to his medical supply bag, retrieving a syringe and two large canisters. “Please roll up your sleeve, Regent. I’ll need at least two liters.” 
 
    Two liters. I should have eaten something.  
 
    The angel doctor hesitated as he saw my track marks. “How long has it been since you used?” 
 
    My lip curled. “What business is that of yours?” 
 
    “Your blood is going into Yahweh. Mixing surgical anesthesia with malay could be deadly.” 
 
    “I’ve been sober for two months.” 
 
    “Congratulations,” Namah muttered, slipping the needle into my arm.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leid drove me to Parliament because I could barely see straight after donating all that blood. She kept asking if I was sure that I wanted to go to work, but I had too many meetings to stay home. There was only one Regent now.  
 
    Then she’d offered to take over my duties for the day, but I wanted her to stay at the medical facility in case something happened.  
 
    Walking in a zig-zag to my office, I was expecting half a dozen voicemails, piles of past-due paperwork, and perhaps several disapproving glances from my secretaries who were waiting on me. But those expectations faded when I saw my brother standing right outside my door, arms crossed.  
 
    I froze halfway in the hall. He glared at me. 
 
    “You kill three of our men?” demanded Ara. 
 
    I sighed, pushing by him to unlock the door. “They almost killed my hostage.” 
 
    “We kill angels all the time. You chose an angel over three of your own?” 
 
    “Ara, enough. I’m not feeling well.” 
 
    “I don’t fucking care. Do you have any idea how this looks?” 
 
    “Close the door.” 
 
    He stepped inside, doing as I instructed.  
 
    “How does it look?” I said. “That kid is vital for our project and your men risked everything for a little revenge.” 
 
    “But did you really have to kill them?” 
 
    No, I didn’t really have to kill them, but seeing Yahweh on the floor like that had sparked something in me that I wasn’t able to describe. Ara wouldn’t understand. “They acted against my orders. I didn’t have a choice. I’ve killed many, many people who have gotten in my way; this isn’t any different, Ara.” 
 
    “This is different, Qaira,” Ara said with narrowed eyes, leaning over my desk. “That attack at the ceremony has gotten everyone riled. When word gets out that you killed three enforcers to save a little angel boy, it will cause an outrage. You could lose all credibility!” 
 
    “You’re the Commandant now. Cover it up.” 
 
    “The soldiers already know. I can’t cover that up; you left their bodies in the Commons for everyone to see!” 
 
    I looked away, too tired to talk anymore. “Whatever. I have to get to work.” 
 
    He ignored my want of silence. “All three of those men lost their families in the attack. The soldier whose head you exploded all over the Commons lost is wife and son.” 
 
    “And you lost Ceram,” I said. “But you weren’t there with them, beating a helpless kid to death in some pointless form of absolution. We will have our revenge, but not like this. If Yahweh dies, we have no chance of exterminating the angels.” 
 
    Ara’s face changed. “I’ve heard rumors of you visiting that kid every day for hours. That true?” 
 
    “What I do is none of your business.” 
 
    “So it is true. You like that white kid. You killed our men out of sentiment.” 
 
    I slammed my fist on the desk, snarling. “Get out of my office, Ara, before I throw you out!” 
 
    Surprisingly, Ara didn’t even flinch. Instead he smiled. “You really think you can?”  
 
    His challenge might have been amusing, had I not donated nearly half my blood supply an hour ago. But it was then when I noticed the state of decline Ara was in; his pale skin, blood shot eyes framed by dark bags, and when he got close enough I caught the faint aroma of stale booze and body odor. Ceram’s death had destroyed him. 
 
    “You look like shit,” I said. “Cool it with the drinking. You’re acting insane.” 
 
    “I’m acting like you.” 
 
    “I don’t waste my money on cheap whores and liquor every night. What would Ceram think if she saw you now?” 
 
    And that had done it. My brother lunged across the desk and punched me in the face. It came as a surprise, even more so as my chair flew backward with me in it, and I slammed my head on the window sill.  
 
    “Don’t try to change the subject, you fucking white sympathizer!” he screamed. 
 
    I stumbled to my feet, throwing the chair aside. Blood trickled down the corner of my mouth and I wiped it away. “You fucking—” 
 
    Ara grabbed my desk lamp and swung it at me. I ducked, kicking the desk outward and it slammed him in the groin. He fell forward and I grabbed his collar, tossing him sideways. He slid across my desk and hit the floor next to Leid’s armchair. 
 
    We became entwined like a ball, rolling along the floor exchanging punches. I snuck my knee in between us and heaved him over me. Ara was sent head first into the wall. He stayed down.  
 
    I sat up with a wince, finding my brother crumpled in the corner. He lay on his side holding his face, sobbing. 
 
    My anger faded. “Ara?” 
 
    “She’s gone!” he cried. “But I still see her everywhere! I can’t sleep because I relive that night in my dreams! I… I don’t know if I can live without her!” 
 
    I glanced at the door. A group of personnel had gathered around the window, watching us with looks of terrified awe. They dispersed the moment I spotted them.  
 
    “Ara, stop crying.” 
 
    He didn’t, curling tighter in the corner.  
 
    I leaned against the armchair, watching my brother fall apart. It took me back to the night of my father’s death. “It’s supposed to feel like this,” I said. “It gets better.” 
 
    “How would you know?” he exclaimed. “You’ve never lost someone who—” His mouth stopped abruptly, revelation filling up his eyes. Ara looked at the ground, ashamed. “Oh.” 
 
    Even though that had hurt, it stopped his crying.  
 
    Silence. We just sat there.  
 
    “I don’t even remember our mother,” Ara whispered, wiping his eyes. 
 
    I didn’t respond.  
 
    “Do you?” he asked. 
 
    “A little,” I mumbled. “Bits and pieces.” 
 
    “.. Do you remember doing it?” 
 
    I shook my head, but that was a lie. It was still as clear as yesterday. “You need to stop drinking and get back to your routine. It’s the only path to recovery.” 
 
    Ara looked at the ground again. “I didn’t mean to call you a white sympathizer.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    My office was trashed. Files scattered everywhere, a tipped cabinet, and my desk chair was upside down with a wheel spinning. Both of our noses were bleeding and I grabbed a box of tissues that had fallen off my desk. I handed one to him. 
 
    As we wiped our noses, we began to laugh. This wasn’t the first time that we’d scrapped. Probably wasn’t the last, either. “Remember when I held you down in the yard at school and shoved dirt in your mouth?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “I came home and threw a door handle at your head.” 
 
    “How did you get that door handle?” 
 
    “You locked me out of my room and I pulled it off trying to break in.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” 
 
    “I missed you and made a hole in the wall. Dad was pissed.” 
 
    “That was the first time he swore at us.” 
 
    “He called us shit birds.” 
 
    We laughed again. 
 
    I glanced at my watch. “Fuck.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The Board of Commerce will be here in fifteen minutes. Help me clean up, and fast.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXII 
 
    CLARITY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE SURGERY WAS A SUCCESS.  
 
    Namah, Leid, along with a team of six Nehelian surgeons managed to stop the internal bleeding, and Yahweh was announced stable after an eight hour procedure. He was moved out of the critical care ward and to the recovery ward, and although he was still unconscious, I was told that he would recover very quickly. Without me, Yahweh would have died from blood loss during the surgery. 
 
    I had saved the life of an Archaean by giving him half of my blood. Never saw that one coming.  
 
    I never saw any of this coming, actually. What would my year-ago self think if someone told him that his first serious relationship would be with an alien librarian who could beat him in an arm wrestle, and a favorite past time would become playing chess with an endearing angel kid? 
 
    Leid had fallen asleep on me half an hour ago. She had been sitting on my lap explaining everything that had happened while I was at work, but she—like me—hadn’t gotten any sleep in over twenty-four hours. It wasn’t long before she’d cozied up on my chest and dozed off. My arm was going numb, but I let her sleep. One of us had to, at least. 
 
    I waited for Namah to return with an update, Leid’s shallow breaths grazing my ear. 
 
    After several minutes the angel physician returned, glancing over Yahweh’s chart. He noticed us sitting there and gave me an awkward look. “Still stable. His pulse is getting stronger and I predict he’ll wake up sometime tomorrow. You might as well go home.” 
 
    “In a little while,” I said. 
 
    Nodding, Namah sat in the chair on the other side of Yahweh’s bed. He looked tired, too. There was a moment of silence as he watched Leid sleep, before he said, “She seems to like you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, resisting a shrug. 
 
    “Yahweh seems to like you as well. I’m still trying to understand the appeal.” 
 
    I gave him an unamused look, but Namah was smiling.  
 
    “You called Leid something earlier today,” I began, and he tilted his head. “Something other than a scholar.” 
 
    “Vel’Haru?” 
 
    “Yeah. What is that?” 
 
    “That’s the name of their race. They call themselves scholars to try to cover up their stained reputation. Scholar is just a title.” 
 
    “Stained reputation?” I whispered, fearing she might hear us. 
 
    “We aren’t supposed to talk about it. Let’s just say that their previous endeavors weren’t quite as diplomatic.” 
 
    “What’s their purpose? Leid said it was to learn of the Multiverse.” 
 
    “That’s kind of true, but that’s more of an umbrella reasoning. They stake claim in worlds that could benefit their own. They offer their services in exchange for things they need.” 
 
    “What kind of things?” 
 
    “Food, drink, a lot of chemical substances—depending on the world and how skilled its inhabitants are at making them—literature, fossil resources, stuff like that. What did your scholar ask for?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Her deal was with the Eye of Akul, and they’re dead.” 
 
    “Well I’d be careful, considering she’s taken a fancy to you.” 
 
    My stare hardened. “Meaning?” 
 
    “You might be the bargaining chip.” 
 
    I didn’t reply, confused.  
 
    “Yahweh’s brother isn’t with us anymore because he was taken by one of them five hundred years ago, just a little while before Felor collapsed. The scholar who was contracted to help our leaders negotiated for the general’s oldest son.” 
 
    “What did he do with him?” 
 
    “Turned him, made him into a slave.” 
 
    “Turned?” 
 
    Namah smiled. “The Vel’Haru have their nobles and then they have their slaves, which they call guardians. The nobles are true Vel’Haru, but they have the power to assimilate other races into their own. They become a weaker version of the nobles, sworn to protect and serve them until the day they die.” 
 
    “What is his brother’s name?” 
 
    “Ixiah Telei. His noble is Calenus Karim.” 
 
    My confusion melted away. Now everything made sense. Leid didn’t want me to hurt Yahweh because he was related to another scholar. I could only imagine how much trouble she’d get into if Ixiah found out she had imprisoned his little brother. “Is Leid a noble?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because they have a certain look, and she doesn’t.” 
 
    “So she has a noble, too?” 
 
    “She does, yes. But if what Ixiah told me is true, her noble is dead.” 
 
    Leid stirred, and our conversation ended. She didn’t wake up, but that had been a reminder that talking about these things in the presence of a scholar could prove dangerous.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We made it home a little while later, passing on dinner because we were too tired to eat. All either of us wanted to do was sleep forever.  
 
    Once in bed, we got a second wind and had sex, but it was clumsy and rushed. Leid fell asleep on my shoulder soon after and even though I was exhausted, I just laid there and stared at the ceiling. My conversation with Namah came to mind. 
 
    He’d implied that her kind weren’t what she said they were, not entirely. I didn’t know how much I could trust his word, considering he was an enemy and might be trying to plant a seed of doubt. And even if they were barbaric monsters who used people’s lives as bargaining chips, she wasn’t like that. She couldn’t be. I didn’t know the whole picture so I wouldn’t cast any judgment. Not like I was the shining paradigm of kindness anyway. 
 
    Leid slept in my room more often than not these days. We no longer tried to hide our relationship from my family and at times even slipped in public without giving it much thought. We were getting serious. I’d never been in a serious relationship until now, and I liked it. I liked being with her. More than liked. I’d never told her I loved her—I just wasn’t that kind of guy—but I was starting to think that I did. 
 
    And that was a problem, because Leid wasn’t here to stay. We had nine years and four months left together—maybe less than that if we won the war, and then she would leave. I would never see her again.  
 
    Kill Lucifer Raith or keep Leid Koseling.  
 
    I never thought I’d be at this crossroad.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXIII 
 
    INFLUENCE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    IT WAS ONE O’CLOCK AND I WAS SITTING WITH two representatives from the Sanctum Education Division. They were looking at me like I was the biggest asshole ever because I just told them they weren’t allowed to hold their annual fundraiser. That was how most of my days were spent; people looking at me like I was an asshole. All part of the job. 
 
    “With all due respect, Regent,” the one on the right began, “we’ve held this fundraiser every year.” 
 
    “It’s not a fundraiser. It’s public disturbances and absolute mayhem.” 
 
    Every year the universities across Sanctum held fundraising festivals, where students entertained the public with terrible theatre acts and musical performances. The problems lay with the fact that they sold alcohol at these fundraisers, which resulted in drunken fights fueled by school rivalries. Sanctum police were called down every time they were held.  
 
    Not to mention we had to shut down five blocks on Main Street, causing horrendous traffic and equally angry drivers who wanted to go home for the weekend. And the trash that was left all over the streets after these events made Upper Sanctum look post-apocalyptic.  
 
    “What do you want us to do?” the one on the left asked. “Our schools need money, and since you refused our tax cuts—” 
 
    “Instead of holding all your fundraisers in the same few days, why don’t you arrange for an entire month of fundraising, held each weekend at Fadja Memorial Park?” 
 
    The representatives blinked at me. 
 
    “If we don’t do it all at once, the event loses its momentum. People will stop coming by the second week,” argued the one on the right. 
 
    “I’m not letting you do it all at once. It’s a disaster every time.” 
 
    “It’s not a disaster! We raised three hundred thousand usos last year!” 
 
    “And we probably spent that much cleaning up the mess you left!” 
 
    They fell silent, knowing that when I raised my voice it was best to keep their mouths shut. My eyes wandered to the door. Where was Leid? She was better at handling this kind of shit than I was. “Four weeks of fundraising at the Memorial Park. Bring your best acts and you’ll pull in a crowd. That’s my only offer.”  
 
    Thankfully, my phone rang before they could protest. “I need to take this,” I lied. “I’ll have the Engagements Committee contact you first thing tomorrow.” 
 
    They shuffled out, crestfallen and muttering. I picked up the receiver. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Is this Regent Qaira Eltruan?” 
 
    “Well, you called his private office number so I’d hope so.” 
 
    “This is Dr. Sterin Razh from Eroqam Medical Facility. I was told to call this number if there were any changes in Yahweh Telei’s condition.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Yahweh Telei is awake and has been asking for you.” 
 
    I was already reaching for my briefcase. Luckily I didn’t have any other appointments this afternoon. “Thank you. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.” 
 
    On cue Leid emerged through the door, a cup of coffee in each hand. I snatched one on my way out.  
 
    “Where are we going?” she asked. 
 
    “Eroqam,” I called, already halfway down the hall. “The kid’s awake.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yahweh was seated in bed, covered in bandages. His only visible eye lit up at the sight of us. He placed his chart in his lap, and with a grimace, tucked his hands at his sides. They were covered in bandages, too.  
 
    “Hello, Qaira,” he murmured, looking toward my scholar with a polite nod. “Leid.” 
 
    As Dr. Razh turned to leave, I held out a business card. “Take this and contact Eroqam Communications. Tell them to notify Dr. Namah Ipsin that his patient is awake.” 
 
    I sent Namah back to Crylle several days ago, since a prolonged absence would warrant suspicion. At his reluctance to leave, I promised that I’d notify him when Yahweh woke, and I always kept my promises. 
 
    Once we were alone, Leid sat on the chair beside Yahweh’s bed. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Like excrement. How long have I been here?” 
 
    “Five days,” I said. 
 
    “Your hospital food is terrible,” he muttered. “I wish they’d given me a feeding tube.” When neither of us commented, Yahweh looked at Leid. “Can Qaira and I have a moment alone? If you don’t mind, that is?” 
 
    “Certainly,” she said. “I’ll get some coffee. Qaira, would you like any?” 
 
    “Any more coffee and I’ll have a seizure.” 
 
    “I’d like some coffee,” said the kid. 
 
    Leid frowned. “You of all people should know that mixing stimulants with your regimen of medications could be harmful.” 
 
    “Actually, it would counteract the sedatives they keep forcing me to take.” 
 
    Leid shook her head and vacated the room. I watched her leave, smirking. 
 
    Neither of us said a thing at first, and I watched the compressor in the vitals machine rise and fall with a steady hiss. I’d never liked hospitals, and judging by Yahweh’s fidgeting, neither did he. Ironically enough. 
 
    “They came after dinner,” he whispered. “At first I thought it was the guard returning to collect my tray, but then I saw that there were two of them.” 
 
    My attention left the vitals machine and rested on him as he traced the edges of the chart with a finger. “I tried to be like you and fight back. Didn’t work out so well.” 
 
    “You’re not even half my size. Why would you ever want to be like me?” 
 
    He gave me a half-smile. “The strength and aggression you carry is desirable to weaklings like me. We all want to be alpha males.” 
 
    “Coming from an angel, that’s surprising.” 
 
    “Is it? It’s the nature of dominance.” 
 
    “You don’t want to be like me, Yahweh.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because you aren’t me. Your strength lies in your intelligence. It’s clear that your brain is a far more dangerous weapon than any punch I could ever throw.” 
 
    “Yet I’m sitting in a hospital bed with a trillion broken bones.” 
 
    “That was out of your control.” 
 
    “What happened to those soldiers?” 
 
    “They’re dead.” 
 
    “… You killed them?” 
 
    I looked away, saying nothing. 
 
    “I’m sure that sat well with your brother.” 
 
    “I handled it.” 
 
    “Thank you, nonetheless.” 
 
    Silence, again. This was getting kind of awkward.  
 
    “What are you going to do about the simulator construction?” asked the kid. “Judging from my chart, I won’t be out of here for at least another week.” 
 
    “Leid’s been picking up your slack. We’ve already finished the prototype and it’ll be tested tomorrow.” 
 
    Yahweh tilted his head. I noticed Archaeans made that gesture often. “I thought Leid wasn’t allowed to help in that fashion?” 
 
    “Leid also wasn’t allowed to endanger the family member of another scholar, so that ship has sailed.” 
 
    He looked down, ashamedly. “You know about Ixiah.” 
 
    “Namah told me.” 
 
    “I didn’t tell you because it wouldn’t have helped my situation any. It was obvious that you knew nothing of the Court of Enigmus.” 
 
    “I still don’t, really.” 
 
    “That’s probably for the best.” 
 
    I glanced at my watch. It was two thirty. Leid and I still had to grab an early dinner because we were spending all night at the research lab. “Times up. Namah will be in here shortly to keep you company. Welcome back, kid. I’m glad you’re not dead.” 
 
    I was on my way out when he said, “I’d like to play chess with you again.” 
 
    “I’ll bring it tomorrow.” 
 
    He smiled, but it was sad. “I’m sorry that we had to meet under these circumstances, Qaira.” 
 
    “Yeah? Why’s that?” 
 
    “I think we could have been friends.” 
 
    I lingered in the doorway, looking out into the hall. All this touchy-feely crap was making me uncomfortable. But I was happy to see that he wasn’t angry anymore. The price of winning back his affection had been two liters of blood. “And I’m sorry that I have to kill your father. Really, I am.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    With a nod in goodbye, I left the room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXIV 
 
    FLIGHT TRAINING 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FOR THE FIFTEENTH TIME TODAY, I WATCHED with tribulation as my simulated craft hit the corner of a building and went down in flames. This was so hopeless. 
 
    “YOU ARE DEAD,” mocked the simulator, the words displayed in big white text across the screen. 
 
    My first impulse was to punch it, but then I remembered how long it had taken to build the simulator. Instead I ripped the headset off and stormed out of the pod. Ara was snickering and Leid was trying not to smile. 
 
    “I think it’s broken,” I said.  
 
    “Or you suck,” said Ara. 
 
    “Says the twat who doesn’t even know how to fly our own crafts.” 
 
    “Boys, please,” sighed Leid.  
 
    “Tell Ara to wipe that stupid smile off his face.” 
 
    “Well it wouldn’t be as funny if you didn’t have a massive tantrum every time you crashed.” 
 
    “You’re supposed to be leading Drill in half an hour. Shouldn’t you be on your way to the Commons?” 
 
    “Thanks for the advice, but I’m the Commandant. I’ll go when I’m ready.” 
 
    “I’m the Regent, and I’m ordering you to go now.” 
 
    Ara glared at me. Then he stalked off, muttering under his breath. 
 
    Leid watched his dramatic exit. “Ladies and gentlemen, your world leaders.” 
 
    I shot her an unamused look and headed back inside the pod. She grabbed my arm, stopping me. 
 
    “No,” she said. “We need to check on how the other pilots are faring.” 
 
    Sulking, I followed her into the inner lab.  
 
    Over the past few days, we’d produced a dozen simulators that were being tested by selected pilots. They underwent rigorous training from six to ten, while our engineers continued to work on the real thing. So far we’d made fifty crafts. Two hundred more to go. 
 
    “I hope they’re faring better than me.” 
 
    “Cheer up, will you? We still have a ton of time to prepare. Just because you weren’t amazing at your first go of it doesn’t mean you should spend the rest of the day moping around.” 
 
    My eyes trailed to her lack of skirt. “Well how about we head to the conference room for a few minutes and you can help replenish my self-esteem by screaming out what an amazing fuck I am?” 
 
    “… You’re unbelievable.” 
 
    I laughed.  
 
    The inner lab was crowded with engineers, craft shell parts and simulators. Within the simulation pods, pilots screamed obscenities as the YOU ARE DEAD announcement flashed across their screens. Their profanities were louder than the drills and hydraulic lifts combined. Flight training wasn’t going so well for them either.  
 
    Lakash emerged from a pod in the center aisle, red-faced and furious. “Sir, if that is how those crafts fly,” he pointed viciously at the YOU ARE DEAD message on his screen, “then we are monumentally fucked. We might as well surrender now.” 
 
    I couldn’t stop the grin that spread across my lips. I was kind of happy to know that I wasn’t the only one sucking. Lakash was our best pilot, too. “Keep at it, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “The steer is too sensitive. If I so much as sneeze on it, my craft barrels into a bridge!” 
 
    Laugher crept up my throat, but I choked it down. “I don’t want to hear your complaints. Man up and get the fuck back into that pod. I want you doing figure-eights by next week, got it?” 
 
    “Sir,” he mumbled, retreating into the simulator with a hopeless look on his face. 
 
    Leid was on the other side of the lab, at Station Four, talking to the group of engineers constructing the Cloak. The cloak was the craft that looked identical to the one I’d brought in after the attack on Eroqam. The other crafts were designed as military upgrades, yet clearly distinguishable between the enemy vessels. 
 
    The Cloak’s purpose was to get a team past enemy lines and onto the Archaean base ship. When that time came, I would be its pilot. The Eye of Akul weren’t around to tell me that I couldn’t risk my life on the front lines anymore. I had made a promise to Sanctum and its people that I would fight, and like I’d said before, I always kept my promises. Sanctum’s Savior wouldn’t sit behind a desk and let his men die for him.  
 
    As the engineers dispersed, Leid sat at the table and watched them work. I sat beside her. “We’re not going to be ready for at least another two months,” I said, grimly. “And we’re already a month behind schedule. My pilots are going to kill themselves if they’re given any less time.” 
 
    “Patience is a virtue, Qaira. Commander Raith isn’t going anywhere, so there’s no rush.” 
 
    “And what happens after we win?” I asked.  
 
    “…A party? Lots of wine?” 
 
    “No, I mean what happens between us?” 
 
    Leid looked at me, conflicted. After a moment of silence she glanced at her lap. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You’re not actually planning to leave, are you? After everything that’s happened?” 
 
    Her gaze stayed on her lap.  
 
    “Are you?”  
 
    “I’ve helped dozens of people with their wars, Qaira,” she whispered. “I stood by their sides for years and years. Sometimes bonds were formed. It broke my heart to leave, but I always had to.” 
 
    My heart sank into my stomach. A part of me always knew she’d leave, but lately I had entertained the fantasy that she would quit her job and stay here. Yet it wasn’t the knowledge of her leaving that had stung. It was her explanation for it.  
 
    “Is that all I am to you? Just another bond to be broken?” 
 
    “That isn’t what I meant.” 
 
    “How many others have there been?” 
 
    “Others?” 
 
    “How many poor idiots like me have you seduced and then dumped after your job was done?” 
 
    Leid’s eyes narrowed. “That’s enough.” 
 
    “No, it’s not enough,” I said, getting to my feet. “I realize now that I’m just your plaything—a stiff dick to pass the time.” 
 
    All she did was glare at me.  
 
    I walked out of the inner lab and headed for the simulator. Lakash was on his way to Drill.  
 
    “Have fun, sir,” he said with a crooked grin.  
 
    “Believe me, I will,” I muttered, stepping inside. 
 
      
 
    ‘WELCOME TO FLIGHT SIMULATOR Z09. PLEASE WAIT FOR THE GREEN LIGHT ABOVE THE MONITOR TO PROCEED.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yahweh was still awake when I visited his hospital room, even though it was after midnight. I was planning on tip-toeing in and dropping off some clothes for his release tomorrow, but he got excited at the sight of me and I knew I’d have to stay a while to chat. That was fine, since as of earlier tonight I was avoiding Leid and the dreaded talk we would inevitably have later. 
 
    “Why don’t you take me now?” he asked, hope glittering his eyes. Some of the bandages had come off, though the one around his nose was still on. They’d had to completely reconstruct it.  
 
    “I can’t,” I said. “You haven’t had your exit examination.” 
 
    He sighed. “I hate this place.” 
 
    “It’s almost over. Here are your clothes.” I dropped the bag next to his bed and glanced around. “Where’s Dr. Ipsin?” 
 
    “He’s working on my discharge papers.” 
 
    I took a seat, waiting for him. 
 
    Yahweh’s face was still riddled with bruises, but there was hardly any swelling and he looked semi-normal. He’d been in Eroqam Medical Facility for nearly three weeks, and I could tell he was itching to escape. I could only imagine how lying in bed all day could drive a person nuts. Especially him, since he was such a twitchy kid. 
 
    Yahweh had strange organizational habits, too. One night when I’d delivered his dinner, I found him arranging his books by alphabetical order, all of his clothes by color, and all of his furniture by size and functionality. 
 
    “Qaira?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Could you please move my lamp away from the window?” he asked.  
 
    I blinked, following his hand as he pointed at it. “Why?” 
 
    “It’s driving me insane. Placing a lamp next to a window; what a redundant act.” 
 
    “So what? You’re not even using it.” 
 
    “Please? I’d do it myself but I can’t leave this bed without Namah chewing me out.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I walked across the room, unplugged the stupid lamp and set it on the desk beside him. He sighed with relief, like I’d just snatched him from a pit of poisonous snakes.  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re so weird.” 
 
    “There’s nothing weird about the adulation of efficiency.” 
 
    “There’s definitely something weird about a kid your age saying adulation.” 
 
    Yahweh grinned, and so did I. 
 
    Namah entered then, holding a stack of files. He nodded in greeting and handed Yahweh his discharge papers. “Everything looks great so far. After your final examination tomorrow, you should be good to go.” 
 
    Yahweh hugged his papers like they were a teddy bear.  
 
    I headed for the door. “Namah, a word?” 
 
    He followed me into the hall. It was dim and quiet, as it was well after visiting hours. “Listen,” I began, “I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt and allow you to return to Crylle, no strings attached.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he said. “I won’t be telling anyone what happened.” 
 
    I hesitated, caught off guard by his quick compliance. “Can I ask why?” 
 
    “I haven’t said anything yet, have I? Your scholar made the repercussions very clear.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “That’s not all,” he sighed. “I’ll admit that in the time I’ve spent with you, I know you aren’t the homicidal maniac my people think you are. In fact I have come to respect the Nehel and wish them well.” 
 
    I said nothing, stunned. 
 
    “I’ve been a doctor for two centuries,” he continued, “and am condemned to neutral ground by default. You are our enemy, but we are also your enemy. You kill us, but we kill you. We showed up here and demanded to move in, and although I think there are much better methods of resolution to this conflict than war, it isn’t my place to say anything because I’m not a soldier, or a leader, or anything like that. 
 
    “And whether you deny it or not, I know you care about Yahweh. The only thing that upsets me is the fact that I’ve been condemned to working in that hole because you kidnapped the only doctor who’d volunteered for Crylle.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    Namah held out his hand. “Whatever the future may bring,” he said, “it was an honor meeting you, Regent.” 
 
    I found myself shaking it. Our grip was firm, our eyes locked. 
 
    “Thank you for your cooperation, Dr. Ipsin.” 
 
    After a moment of awkward silence we departed in opposite directions; neither of us looked back. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I returned home at two in the morning, now on the fence about sleeping at all. Either way I was going to be exhausted. Might as well get some work done before that happened. 
 
    I took a detour to Yahweh’s room, making sure Ara’s men had cleaned it up like I’d ordered. It was tidy, but they had stacked his torn, bloody books on his desk—probably unsure of whether to discard them or not. The sight took me back to the night of his attack, and I re-envisioned the scene with growing trepidation. 
 
    I couldn’t ensure Yahweh’s safety here any longer. My trust in our military was waning as their hatred for the angels rose. A year ago I would have loved to see that, but now… not so much. As Sanctum’s want of war intensified, Yahweh’s fate dangled on a thread. 
 
    Reaching for my radio, I pressed the receiver button and dialed Ara’s frequency. “Are you awake?” 
 
    “Yeah, what is it?” 
 
    “… Why aren’t you asleep?” 
 
    “You called me to ask why I’m not asleep?” 
 
    “Come down to the Commons; bring a few guards.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I need to move some stuff.” 
 
    “Move what?” 
 
    I wanted to tell him face to face. He wasn’t going to like my idea. “Just get down here and see for yourself.” 
 
    “… Fine.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXV 
 
    SIMPLE CHARITIES 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I TOOK AN EARLY LUNCH SO I COULD drive to Eroqam Medical Facility for Yahweh’s discharge. To my dismay, Leid tagged along even though I’d wanted her to stay in my office in case it blew up or something.  
 
    Now I had to deal with midday traffic to a soundtrack of a blaring orchestra that literally shook the windows. For someone who supposedly had exceptional hearing, Leid listened to music like she was deaf.  
 
    Surprisingly our argument in the research lab yesterday never came up. Maybe she didn’t want to talk about it, either. I felt bad for what I’d said, especially since she had been so honest with me.  
 
    I saw her lips moving in the corner of my eye. “What?” I shouted over wailing trumpets and crashing drums. 
 
    More lip movement. 
 
    I turned the volume down. “What?” 
 
    “Have you told your sister about the sudden change of plans?” 
 
    “No. I was more worried about Ara’s reaction, so at least the worst is over.” 
 
    “I’m surprised he put up so little of a fight.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “You’re doing a good thing, Qaira.” 
 
    I shrugged, saying nothing. 
 
    We reached the medical facility a few minutes later and I parked in the vacant lot at the west side of the building. Before I could even pull my keys from the ignition, Leid crawled into my lap and started kissing my neck.  
 
    “W-What are you—?” 
 
    Her tongue traced a warm, wet line along my jaw. My body was already responding and she reached between my legs, kneading the bulge of my crotch. I surveyed the lot with a desperate wince, making sure we were out of public sight. 
 
    This was unlike her. She was spontaneous, but never this spontaneous.  
 
    I pulled her hand away from my groin. She looked down at me, confused. 
 
    “You don’t want to?” 
 
    “I’m trying to figure out what you’re doing,” I said, breathily. Even though I wanted nothing more than to fuck her senseless, the thought of our fight last night was like a mental chastity belt. 
 
    Leid understood my meaning and looked away, shame marking her face. “Qaira, please. Not again.” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s just keep fucking like it never happened.” 
 
    “You mean more than the others,” she murmured. “Is that what you want me to say? Do you want me to tell you that I’ll cry for years after I leave?” 
 
    I stared at her.  
 
    “The life of a scholar is lonely and loveless,” she whispered, blood tears brimming her eyes. “Can’t I just enjoy being with you now, without delving into a discussion about how I’ll never seen you again?” 
 
    “Do you want to stay here?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what I want.” 
 
    “Do you want to stay here?” I repeated, sternly. 
 
    “More than anything.” 
 
    “Then what’s stopping you? Tell your Court to fuck off.” 
 
    She laughed, sadly. “There are rules, Qaira. I can’t leave the Court of Enigmus. They’d come for me and that would place you and your world in danger.” 
 
    “Can’t you fight them? I’ve watched you lift a couch over your head.” 
 
    “I might be strong compared to you, but not to my own.” 
 
    “Because you’re a guardian.” 
 
    Leid’s eyes widened. “How do you know about that?” 
 
    “Namah told me.” 
 
    “Then you understand.” 
 
    “I do, but I’m not going to give you up that easily.” 
 
    Leid wiped her eyes and looked at the clock on the dash. “We’re late.” 
 
    “I can’t walk into Eroqam Medical with an erection.” 
 
    She arched a brow, and I grinned. 
 
    “Care to help me out? This is all your fault.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Almost half an hour later we barged into Yahweh’s room, smoothing our hair and clothes. The kid jumped at our entrance, already clutching his bag.  
 
    “Thank goodness. I thought something terrible happened to you.” 
 
    “Traffic,” I said, clearing my throat. Leid and I shared a look. “You ready to go?” 
 
    “I’ve been ready for weeks.” 
 
    I stepped aside, gesturing to the open doorway. Yahweh marched through it, smiling brightly.  
 
    When we reached Eroqam, I deliberately walked him through the Commons and the boy slowed as we approached his old room. Placing a hand on his shoulder, I gave him a gentle shove. “Keep going.” 
 
    He shot me a quizzical glance over his shoulder and pressed on. Those glances continued until we reached the door to my estate. He stood back with Leid as I punched in the code. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” mumbled the boy.  
 
    “This is the safest it’s going to get,” I said as the door slid open. “Make yourself at home.” 
 
    Yahweh’s large, child-like eyes shined with gratitude. “I… don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “Don’t say anything, just come inside. I should have been back at the office ten minutes ago.” 
 
    Leid stayed at the door. “I’ll meet you at the port, Qaira.” 
 
    I waved without looking back, and the kid and I trudged up the stairs. As I led him into the dining room, past the kitchen and through the hall toward the bedrooms, Yahweh marveled at every little detail. All he’d ever seen of Eroqam was the Commons and the research lab.  
 
    With my father gone, our home had a spare room. Last night Ara and his team had helped me move Yahweh’s furniture and other belongings into it.  
 
    My sister caught us on the second floor. She was clutching several bags with Opalla logos on them, dressed in a red skirt suit and black high-heels. Another long, hard day of shopping.  
 
    I couldn’t be too hard on her. Tae deserved some fun after ten years of being my father’s nursemaid.  
 
    “Qaira, what are you doing home?” she asked. “Did something happ—” Her mouth stopped moving when she noticed Yahweh peeking out from behind me. “… An angel.” 
 
    “An angel,” I repeated, amused. 
 
    “Why is there a little angel boy in our house? What have you done?” demanded Tae. 
 
    “This is Yahweh Telei,” I said. “He is the only son of Commander Lucifer Raith.” 
 
    Tae’s eyes nearly popped out of her head.  
 
    “He’s an ally.” 
 
    “Hostage,” Yahweh corrected me. 
 
    “What did he just say?” she asked. Tae didn’t speak Archaean. 
 
    “Nothing. He’s helping me with some work and will be staying in our home. It’s not safe in the Commons anymore.” 
 
    “… You’re keeping an angel safe from harm,” she summarized, incredulous. Even she knew that protecting an angel wasn’t something I’d normally do. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Tae looked at the boy again. She didn’t move. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “He isn’t going to bite you.” And then to Yahweh, I whispered, “Say something.” 
 
    “Hello,” he said in Nehelian. “I am a friendly person.” 
 
    “H-Hello,” she stammered. 
 
    “Can you get him settled in? He’s staying in Dad’s old room. I have to get back to work before I’m impeached.” 
 
    Before she could reply I crammed his bag in her hands and headed for the stairs. As I hurried down the first floor hall, I heard my sister ask: 
 
    “So, Yahweh, how old are you?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXVI 
 
    PROGRESS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “COME ON, COME ON!” screamed Ara. “He’s two seconds behind you!” 
 
    I ignored him to my best ability, swerving around the side of a simulated high-rise. Simulated enemy crafts popped up on the screen and I fired, taking them down.  
 
    Lakash and I were facing off, our simulators side-by-side. We had practiced every day for two weeks, and although the other selected pilots were doing really well, he and I were the best. As expected. 
 
    A crowd had gathered around us—even the engineers had stopped their work to watch the match. Cheers erupted every time either of us shot down an enemy, and to be honest it was killing my concentration. 
 
    As I bit down on my lip, four enemy crafts emerged from either side of the street in a pincer-attack. I rolled mid-air, firing at two that flew in front of me.  
 
    But now Lakash had pulled ahead of me, having ignored the enemies head on and instead goaded them to take chase. They crashed into an Aero-way bridge. Show off. 
 
      
 
    ‘OBJECTIVE COMPLETE. TIME OF COMPLETION: THREE MINUTES, THIRTY-FIVE SECONDS. NEW RECORD.’ 
 
      
 
    Lakash had won. As everyone celebrated his victory by patting him on the back and telling him how amazing he was, Ara stood beside my simulator, scolding me. 
 
    “You should have kept going! Why didn’t you do what he did?” 
 
    “You’re more upset about this than I am.” 
 
    “Because I know you can beat him!” 
 
    “Your pilot just cleared a forty-five enemy round in under four minutes. What’s there to be angry about?” 
 
    Ara fell silent, looking away sheepishly. “True.” 
 
    “But,” I said, loud enough to alert Lakash and the crowd, “in real life I would prefer you not to make the angels crash into our buildings. That would be expensive, not to mention dangerous.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” said Lakash, grinning. “I was just showing off. Rematch?” 
 
    “No thanks. I think I’ll tuck my tail between my legs and head over to the Cloak station. Good job, Lieutenant.” 
 
    Yahweh and Leid were huddled around the electrical plans that were spread across the table. Neither of them had been watching the contest. 
 
    “Those simulators are an exact replica of our craft interiors, right?” I asked them. 
 
    Yahweh nodded. “I made sure of it. I wouldn’t have your pilots getting used to something different. That would be counter-productive.” 
 
    “How’s the Cloak coming along?” 
 
    “All we have left to do is install the control system,” said Leid. “It should be finished tomorrow night; we’re just waiting for a systems engineer to hardwire it.” 
 
    I nodded, looking over our nearly-finished product. They’d done an excellent job—I couldn’t distinguish it from the one I’d found at Yema Theater. I ran my hand across its smooth metal surface. It felt the same, too. 
 
    This was our ticket in. Not even the whites would be able to tell it from their own.  
 
    Leid started to roll up the plans. “That’s it for tonight. Qaira, are you done flight training?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Yahweh?” 
 
    Silence. The kid was studying something on a clipboard, muttering calculations under his breath. 
 
    “Yahweh?” Leid repeated. 
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “Are you done?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. For the most part, anyway. I think I can let the engineers finish the shifter torque. But thank goodness I found that miscalculation or else the crafts would have exploded before they’d taken off.” 
 
    My eyebrows arched. “You miscalculated something?” 
 
    He pointed his pen at Leid. “She did.” 
 
    “Sorry,” she muttered. 
 
    “Wow, minus ten for confidence.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hours later, well after midnight, Leid and I were still catching up on work. Lying across my bed on opposite ends, I reviewed the key topics for our meeting tomorrow, while Leid read another periodical about new discoveries of gene loci in water-dwelling bacteria, or something. 
 
    And she was distracting me. Lying on her stomach, each time she idly kicked her legs I caught a glimpse of the revealing black panties she wore beneath her nightgown—which was actually one of my shirts that she’d stolen. I gave up on reading, eyes glued to her ass. Leid knew exactly what she was doing and kept giving me smug little grins from over her shoulder. 
 
    She was irresistible in that way; my body still craved her. Prior to Leid, women tended to get boring after the third encounter. None of them were able to keep my interest long enough to spark a true relationship. Then again, I might have chosen the wrong women. She was exactly the opposite of my usual type, all the way down to her endearing sense of dominance.  
 
    Leid liked to lead in bed, and more often than not I let her. There was one occasion where she’d tied me down and rode me for three hours straight, being careful not to let me climax. It was the most painful and euphoric three hours of my life, and although I’d deny that it had ever happened, I’d probably do it again if she asked.  
 
    Her foot slid between my legs, pressing lightly on my groin. I was already hard, and she knew it.  
 
    “I’m going to get up there tomorrow without a clue of what to say,” I said, trying to sound annoyed. 
 
    “Oh, stop. You’ll be brilliant as always.” 
 
    “Flattery will get you nowhere.” 
 
    “Won’t it?” she asked, smiling coyly. 
 
    I threw my notes aside, inviting her onto my lap. She took the invitation with a smirk, already fumbling with my belt. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Leid was passed out in my bed and I still couldn’t sleep. Deciding to grab a glass of water, I headed to the kitchen and found Tae and Yahweh sitting at the dining room table, chatting over tea.  
 
    “What are you doing up so late?” asked my sister. 
 
    “Funny, I was about to ask you the same thing.” 
 
    “Tae and I were discussing herbal tea recipes,” said Yahweh. “Some of them sound delicious.” 
 
    Arching a brow, I walked into the kitchen. “Sounds like a riveting conversation. Don’t let me stop you.” 
 
    Yahweh was almost a part of the family. He joined us for two of our three daily meals, and was free to roam our estate during the day while I was at work. Although Tae had mentioned numerous times that it’d be nice if she had some company on her shopping endeavors, he wasn’t allowed to leave without my supervision. 
 
    But Tae seemed happier with him around, and I was glad they’d hit it off so well. My sister had been very lonely since Dad died. All of her friends were married and busy starting families—no doubt that would happen to her soon as well—but in the meantime Yahweh made an excellent substitute. Likewise, the kid didn’t seem so bored. 
 
    Glass of water in hand, I returned to the dining room, knocking on the back of Yahweh’s seat. “Come on, it’s bed time.” 
 
    Yahweh glowered at me. “Stop treating me like a child.” 
 
    “But you are a child.” 
 
    “I’m not tired.” 
 
    “You’re going to be tomorrow. We have half a day of Cloak wiring ahead of us. I don’t want you too tired to work.” 
 
    “I’m never too tired to work.” 
 
    “Bed time.” 
 
    With a sigh, Yahweh slid from his seat. “Thank you for the tea, Tae.” 
 
    My sister smiled. “Goodnight Yahweh, I’ll see you at breakfast.” 
 
    I walked him back to his room and he huffed the whole way down the hall. He kept insisting that I treat him like an adult, but it was hard. When we reached his door, he stopped. Just as I raised the glass of water to my lips, I heard him say: 
 
    “I don’t think you’re allowed to have sexual relations with your scholar.” 
 
    I froze, mid-sip.  
 
    “You’re having sex with Leid, aren’t you?” he pressed. 
 
    “Mind your own business, white.” 
 
    “Why won’t you answer me?” he said, unfazed. 
 
    “Because you haven’t even reached puberty yet.” 
 
    Yahweh sighed, again. “I have a doctorate in medicine, electrical engineering and molecular biology. It’s safe to say I’ve already taken sex education.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fucking Leid, and thanks for your advice.” 
 
    “Do you love her?” 
 
    I hesitated, staring at him. “What’s it to you?” 
 
    “Nothing, really,” Yahweh said, shrugging. “I’ve just seen it all before.” 
 
    “Stop stalling and go to bed.” 
 
    “I am a genius who is handing you your victory on a silver platter. I don’t need to be told to go to bed.” 
 
    “Go to bed.” 
 
    “I wonder if once I reach adulthood I’ll become as narrow-minded and ignorant as you.”  
 
    “Good one. I’ll see you tomorrow, genius.” 
 
    As Yahweh opened the door, I remembered something I’d wanted to ask him. “Hey, what happened to your real parents?” 
 
    He paused in the doorway, partially concealed by shadows. “Pardon me?” 
 
    “Where are your parents?” 
 
    “On the Ark.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “Our base ship.” 
 
    “No, I mean where are they? Aren’t they concerned for your safety at all?” 
 
    Yahweh looked away, uncomfortable. “My father and I have never seen eye-to-eye. My mother is mentally ill.” 
 
    “Your father’s a general for Raith, right?” 
 
    “Yes, his First General. Lucifer offered to take care of me when I finished school, and my father seemed pleased to get me out of his hair. He told me it is an honor to be mentored by our leader, and I suppose it is.” 
 
    “Do you love Commander Raith?” 
 
    “Very much.” 
 
    Yet he was working for me with minimal reluctance. Interesting. 
 
    “Goodnight, Qaira,” murmured Yahweh, slipping into his unlit room and shutting the door.  
 
    I headed down the hall, battling my conscience. The kid didn’t know what I had planned for him, and now I felt guilty about it. I’d made the plan several months ago, before he’d coerced me into liking him. But it was too late. I’d come too far and there was no turning back. 
 
    Leid had said that guilt was what separates man from monster, but she was wrong. 
 
    Guilt did not distinguish whether you were a man or monster; it made you aware that you were a monster.  
 
    And somehow, you had to live with it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXVII 
 
    MONSTERS AND METHODOLOGY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “WHEN THE ARK BREACHES OUR AEROSPACE, four teams of fifty crafts will attack it from here,” I pointed my laser at the west border of Upper Sanctum, “here,” now the east, “here,” now the north, “and on the southern border of Lower Sanctum, here. Attacking from these points simultaneously will give us the element of surprise.” 
 
    I paused, allowing questions. 
 
    Uless raised his hand, like clockwork.  
 
    “Lt. Fedaz.” 
 
    “What about the rest of Lower Sanctum?” 
 
    “We’re trying not to take the fight to Lower Sanctum, since that’s where civilian evacuations are to be held. Keep the angels away from there.” 
 
    Garan raised his hand, also like clockwork.  
 
    “Lt. Geiss.” 
 
    “Why Lower Sanctum? Shouldn’t we be making it a priority to protect Upper Sanctum?” 
 
    “From an economic standpoint, yes,” I said. “But assuming the angels will think that as well, Upper Sanctum is the most likely place for a first attack. I don’t want any civilians caught in crossfire so we’ll be taking them all to the Aeroway shores, underneath Crylle. It is unlikely that the whites will try to damage their own refugee camp.” 
 
    When no one said anything else, I continued, “Sanctum Forces will be stationed along the Agora and Main Street in our outdated crafts. I want the Ark to see them first, so they’ll expect run-of-the-mill artillery. Let me stress again that we are not trying to win the battle, we are trying to keep them occupied. Our objective is to get the Cloak behind enemy lines and onto the Ark without any detection. 
 
    “The Cloak will be stationed here,” I said, pointing my laser at the port between Eroqam’s north and west spires. “We’ll look identical to the angel crafts, but I’ll be relaying a signal that tells your crafts our location until we clear dark water. For the love of Sanctum, do not shoot at us.”  I paused. “Any more questions?” 
 
    Lakash raised his hand. 
 
    “Lt. Perma.” 
 
    “What happens when the Cloak reaches the Ark?” 
 
    “I was getting to that. The Cloak will hold twelve enforcers, including myself, charged with infiltrating the Archaean base ship and executing Commander Lucifer Raith and all of his generals.” 
 
    “Only twelve of us, sir?” 
 
    “If our plan goes accordingly, there won’t be many angels left to defend their ship. We need to hit them hard so they’ll send everything they’ve got. I have a feeling the whites are arrogant enough to leave their ship minimally guarded.” 
 
    Lakash nodded, settling back into his seat.  
 
    Siri raised his hand.  
 
    “Last question, Lt. Samay.” 
 
    “How are we getting the Ark to cross our aerospace borders?” 
 
    I smiled. “Just leave that to me. I’ve said my piece, and now your Commandant will give a detailed briefing of your positions around Sanctum. Ara, you’re up.” As he ascended the stage, I descended, giving him an encouraging squeeze on his shoulder. “Good luck.” 
 
    “Thank you, Regent.” 
 
    I walked up the center aisle of the conference room and exited through the back doors. I didn’t need to stay to listen to Ara’s briefing because we’d gone over it the night before. There were more important things to do. 
 
    Leid was in the communications room, surveying the angel’s military frequencies we planned to hijack tomorrow. Yahweh had given us a list that he’d memorized, and now Sanctum IS was confirming their authenticity.  
 
    “All of them look good,” she said when I walked in. 
 
    “What about Sanctum PB?” 
 
    “Public broadcast is a go. Our evacuation message will be up and running at noon tomorrow.” 
 
    “Have you heard about the final flight diagnostics from Yahweh?” 
 
    “No, not yet.” 
 
    “Are you done here?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “Then let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When we reached the lab, Yahweh met us with an irritated frown.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked. I had to shout because the room was filled with the sound of drills as final touches were being put on a line of crafts.  
 
    “Nothing,” he grumbled. “One of the engines won’t start.” 
 
    “That’s not nothing,” I said. “We need every single one of those jets.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” he interjected, looking even more irritated. “Your engineers are working on it now. It wasn’t an error on my part, which means it’s fixable. Probably a wiring issue.” 
 
    The defective craft wasn’t hard to spot. It had over thirty engineers buzzing around it, making hand gestures and pointing to a cluster of exposed cables. And then I noticed Leid had left my side and was making her way over there, finger tapping her chin.  
 
    She spoke to the engineers, and they to her. Leid glanced at the cables and then got on her knees, crawling underneath the craft. She dug through the wires and then raised her thumb to the engineers, telling them to try again. 
 
    “Oh for goodness sake,” muttered Yahweh. 
 
    The engine started. Everyone clapped. Leid curtseyed, her pretty blue dress stained with oil.  
 
    “I don’t even know why I’m still here,” sighed the kid. 
 
    I patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t be too hard on yourself. No one expects you to compete with a scholar.” 
 
    Yahweh crossed his arms. “Scholar my left foot.” 
 
    All I did was scoff. 
 
    Leid returned, trying to wipe the oil off her dress to no avail. “Was that the only problem?” 
 
    “Yes,” he huffed. 
 
    Leid blinked. “Is there something wrong?” 
 
    “He’s upset that you’re smarter than him,” I teased. 
 
    “I am not!” 
 
    She tugged on my arm. “Let’s go. We need our rest, and so does Yahweh. We have a big day ahead of us.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You should talk to your sister,” murmured Leid, dipping her pen into the ink jar. “She seems frightened.” 
 
    I didn’t provide a response, wincing as the pen scraped across my arm. Rarely did I care about a fill, but tomorrow every soldier would be wearing their ink. I wasn’t one for superstition, yet I didn’t want to take any chances. Not tomorrow. 
 
    “Qaira, are you listening?” 
 
    “Yes, fine.” 
 
    I didn’t know what I’d say to Tae. She was frightened for a good reason. 
 
    “You seem awfully calm about everything,” she noted. 
 
    “Calm?” 
 
    No response. The ink pen dug deeper into my skin, and I hissed. After another minute I turned to look at her. She was frowning, eyes on her art. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing. Hold still, I’m almost done.” 
 
    “You never wear a face like that for nothing.” 
 
    Leid didn’t answer me. I gave up and lay back down. I’d almost forgotten the conversation entirely when she said, “I don’t think you should go on the Cloak.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “You’re the Regent.” 
 
    “You sound like the Eye of Akul. I need to be there when Lucifer Raith is executed. I need to be the one who does it.” 
 
    “So you’d place your personal vendetta over the safety of your own people?” 
 
    “Hey,” I warned, “I’m doing this for Sanctum. I need to be there to make sure everything goes according to plan. I don’t trust my men to it. As a matter of fact, I’m placing the lives of my people before my own.” 
 
    “And what if you die?” she asked, her voice almost a whisper. 
 
    “Ara and I have already discussed that. If anything happens to me, he’ll be Regent in my place.” 
 
    “Your brother is not ready to be Regent. He’s barely grasped being Commandant.” 
 
    “Leid, why are you doing this now? An hour ago you were all for my plan. What changed?” 
 
    And then I saw the look in her eyes, the frustration on my face receding. “You won’t lose me. I promise.” 
 
    “You can’t promise something like that,” she said, glancing away. “You can’t possibly know if—” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    Leid stared at me, abashed. I’d never said that to anyone—not even my own family—and was certain she’d never expected to hear it. 
 
    As the seconds ticked away, I rolled my eyes. “Don’t leave me hanging here.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    “I won’t die, okay?” 
 
    Again, her eyes left mine. 
 
    “Okay?” I repeated. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Then we shared an awkward moment of silence. Leid capped the pen and crossed her legs as I settled back onto the bed.  
 
    “Go and talk to your sister,” she nagged, twisting the lid on the ink jar.  
 
    “Fine,” I muttered, throwing on a shirt. My arms were sore, and they probably would be for several hours. “You better be here when I get back.” 
 
    Leid smiled. “I will.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Long after everyone was asleep, I sat in the observation room of the vacant Drill arena. I wasn’t tired, as always, but tonight there was a good reason. Tomorrow brought the possibility of never seeing this place again—or my family, or Sanctum. My plan was a solid one, but the chances of a loss were still pretty significant.  
 
    And even if we won, Leid would go home, and…  
 
    The door to the observation room opened. A second later, Ara joined me. 
 
    “Can’t sleep either?” he asked. 
 
    I didn’t respond.  
 
    “Are you going to be able to do it?” 
 
    Again, I didn’t respond. Not at first. Instead I sighed and rubbed my forehead. When I closed my eyes they stung—a telltale sign that I was exhausted, but what Ara was alluding to was that my conscience wasn’t letting me sleep. And it was true.  
 
    “I don’t have a choice,” I muttered. “We never had a back-up plan.” 
 
    “Leid knows?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Qaira, if it’s too morally-taxing, then I can do it for you.” 
 
    “Raith has to watch me do it. I need him berserk enough to lose all focus.” 
 
    Ara didn’t say anything for a while, watching the empty arena with a troubled frown. Then he shook his head, laughing sadly. “I feel bad about doing this. Who knew the thought of killing a white would actually upset me one day?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. 
 
    “And what about Leid? What will she do?” 
 
    I didn’t want to think about that. There was no better way to make Raith charge us than killing his son. Taunts wouldn’t bait him. Perhaps genocide in Crylle might, but that seemed like too much effort and would leave too much room for the angels to prepare. The plan from day one had been to use Yahweh to upgrade our crafts and then execute him on the televised screen, in front of his father. I wasn’t that kind of man anymore, but we were in too deep. I couldn’t stop everything to spare the life of an angel. Sanctum would throw me from my throne. 
 
    As for Leid—well, I would just have to deal with the fall-out later. One war at a time. 
 
    “We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it,” was all I said. 
 
    Ara got to his feet, placing a hand on my shoulder. “I’m going to try to get some rest. So should you.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Ara vacated the observation room, and I was left to stew in my guilt. But if I sat here long enough, another idea might present itself. So far I hadn’t thought of anything, though.  
 
    Exhaustion slowly crept in, smothering all the guilt and worry, dipping me in lucid dream. I imagined that I was watching Drill; shadows of men moved across the arena to the sound of faint gunfire. Red paint splattered across the walls, and I thought of how much it looked like blood—; 
 
    My eyes widened. Eureka shook me from that dream. 
 
    I had another plan.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXVIII 
 
    THE EXECUTION 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “THE EVACUATION NOTICE IS LIVE, SIR.” 
 
    “Good, wait for my call and then have your teams get into position. We need an evacuation team at the Agora in ten minutes. Assemble that one first.” 
 
    “Yes, Regent,” said my brother, severing the line. 
 
    Lowering the radio from my mouth, I leaned against the wall and closed my eyes. A long, steady exhale of anticipation and fear deflated my chest. I’d taken a moment to walk the halls and collect my wits, pacing between the empty research lab and communications room. My suit was gone, replaced by my old enforcer uniform, military tags jingling on my neck at each step.  
 
    “Regent,” announced my radio, “civilians have started making their way to the Agora.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lt. Samay.” I hung up and dialed my brother back. “Commandant, have you assembled that team?” 
 
    “Just finished, sir.” 
 
    “Dispatch them to the Agora and start leading the civilians to the Aeroway.” 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    Somewhere in that crowd was my sister. I had sent her away before the notice went live, instructing a few of my men to guard her personally. I wasn’t sure if the angels knew about her, but Tae would be leverage if caught. Leverage we couldn’t afford. 
 
    The communications room was dark and nearly empty. All but two analysts had evacuated. They’d volunteered to keep the feed rolling. 
 
    Leid sat in the center row of empty computer terminals, watching the evacuation message flash across a dozen screens at the front of the room. It was on loop, and would be for half an hour. That was how long we had to evacuate Upper Sanctum. 
 
    “How long?” she asked, the screens’ luminescence casting an eerie blue glow across her face.  
 
    “Half an hour.” 
 
    “Is that enough time?” 
 
    “Probably not, but it’s all the time that we can afford.” I looked around. “Where’s the kid?” 
 
    “Yahweh is waiting in the lab.” 
 
    “I’ll send for him.” 
 
    As I radioed for one of our guards to bring him in, Leid’s eyes left the screens and settled on me. “What now?” 
 
    “Now we get the Ark to come on down.” 
 
    “You never told me how you plan to accomplish that.” 
 
    “You’ll see for yourself very soon. Lights.” 
 
    The analyst closest to the switchboard activated the lights. My eyes had grown accustomed to the darkness and the glare made me squint for a second or two. The door slid open and Yahweh emerged with a guard. He stepped in, and the guard retreated to the hall. He was carrying a notebook—the same notebook I’d seen him writing in numerous times. Whenever I’d caught a glimpse inside, none of it was legible. Just a bunch of calculations and molecular diagrams.  
 
    “What now?” he asked, looking at the screens. 
 
    “Now we wait,” I said, gesturing to an empty seat. He sat, hugging the notebook to his chest. 
 
    I glanced at my watch; another twelve minutes before the evacuation was complete. Another twelve minutes of playing it cool. A rifle was strapped to my back, but it was protocol for Enforcers to be armed at all times. Neither Leid nor Yahweh found my weapon suspicious. 
 
    “How do the angels determine their leaders?” I asked.  
 
    Yahweh tilted his head. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “If Commander Raith dies, how do they determine who’s next in line?” 
 
    “They go by militia rank. If Commander Raith… dies, then his First General would be Commander in his place.” 
 
    I took notice of the fear in Yahweh’s eyes. It was clear that his true father wouldn’t make a good leader. “What if his generals die, too?” 
 
    “Then… I don’t know.” 
 
    “You’re Raith’s adopted son, and also the biological son of his First General. Wouldn’t leadership fall to you?” 
 
    Yahweh blinked. “Me? I couldn’t lead us.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    He didn’t respond and cast his gaze to the ground, seeming troubled. Perhaps he’d finally realized what I was planning to do. 
 
    “You should give yourself more credit,” I said. “I think you’d make a good leader.” 
 
    “Leaders are strong.” 
 
    “You are strong. Maybe not physically, but you’re strong in here.” I placed a hand over my heart. “And that’s more important than brute strength.” 
 
    The troubled look on Yahweh’s face intensified. “I don’t want to talk about this.” 
 
    Before I could respond, my radio said, “Evacuation is complete, Regent.” 
 
    Five minutes early. Impressive. “Good job, Commandant. Move Sanctum Forces into position along Main Street.” 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    A tingle of dread shuddered down my spine. I didn’t want any part of what came next, but it had to happen. “CA Tren, send a televised transmission request to the Ark.” 
 
    Communication Analyst Tren returned to his computer and began to type, his fingers hitting the keys so hard that I could hear each stroke. “Calling now, sir.” 
 
    The dread spread from my spine, shooting cold sparks across my arms and legs. Getting to my feet was a difficult task. I had to force my hand to grab Yahweh and yank him from his seat. He lurched forward, nearly dropping his notebook. As I pulled him in front of the screen, he looked up at me, confused and frightened. 
 
    From across the room, Leid watched us with a measure of concern. “Qaira, what are you doing?” 
 
    She was about to get up from her seat but Commander Raith appeared on screen, forcing her to stay out of sight.  
 
    Lucifer did not say hello, already sensing something was amiss. “Regent, has there been another attack?” 
 
    “No, you’ve kept your lackeys in check.” 
 
    Commander Raith’s eyes lowered to his son, mirroring his fear. “Then what is this about?” 
 
    “This is about how you never should have trusted me.” I forced a smile, removing the rifle from my back.  
 
    Leid was livid, having realized my plan. She leaned forward in her seat, eyes darting between me and Commander Raith, debating whether or not to expose herself. Yahweh trembled, looking back at me with a wince.  
 
    “I don’t understand,” he stammered. “What have I done?” 
 
    The smile on my face waned as I met his gaze. “I’m sorry,” I whispered.  
 
    “Don’t,” warned Lucifer. “Please, whatever it is that you want, I will give it to you. What do you want?” 
 
    “It’s too late for negotiations, Raith.” 
 
    “Do you want us to leave? We will leave. I give you my word that we will depart from The Atrium the moment Yahweh is returned.” 
 
    I didn’t answer, shoving the kid forward and taking a step back. I raised the rifle to his back. Yahweh burst into tears.  
 
    “I’m sorry!” he screamed at the screen. “Father, I’m sorry! Please forgive me for what I’ve done!” 
 
    “Qaira!” shouted Lucifer, his perfect face marred with desperation. “If you do this, Sanctum will be a smoking crater within the hour. That is a promise!” 
 
    Leid watched us, hands across her mouth. Blood tears brimmed her eyes, but she stayed loyal to me and didn’t move an inch. How I loved her for it. 
 
    “I’m counting on that,” I said, and fired. 
 
    Yahweh cried out as the bullet hit the center of his back, red smearing across his shirt. He looked back at me with wide eyes, that same fear and confusion ablaze. And then they rolled into his head and he collapsed.  
 
    Leid turned away, sobbing quietly. 
 
    Raith stared at his dead son, wordless. Then his eyes rose, burning on me. Blue fires raged behind glassy films. I was expecting a threat, but he said nothing. A second later the screen went black. 
 
    The moment it did, Leid tackled me with a snarl. I didn’t even hit the ground before she started whaling on me. Her belligerence was almost incoherent. All I heard was ‘monster’ between a chorus of profanity. And I just laid there and took it.  
 
    Ten punches later, the kid stirred. Leid’s fist hovered mid-air as she noticed him.  
 
    Yahweh got to his feet, looking himself over. He swept his hands across his back, searching for a bullet wound. But he wouldn’t find one because I’d used an ink gun. Lucky for me he’d fainted. When he realized he wasn’t mortally wounded, Yahweh stared at me. 
 
    Leid was staring at me, too. 
 
    “I had to make sure it looked real,” I explained. My words were slurred and I leaned to the side, spitting blood. Her fists had felt like cast-iron.  
 
    She slid off me. “That… was probably the cleverest thing you’ve ever done.” 
 
    Yahweh said nothing, still in shock. He collapsed into the closest chair, evidently torn between relief and shame.  
 
    “Commandant,” I called into my radio, “get your jets into position. We’re heading to the Cloak.” Raith hadn’t officially declared war, but his look had been evidence enough. I didn’t know how much time we had but was hoping for at least twenty minutes. 
 
    “Already on that, sir.” 
 
     As Leid spoke to the analysts, I nodded to the notebook in the kid’s hands. “That all you’re going to bring with you?” 
 
    “It’s all I need,” Yahweh said quietly, not looking at me. 
 
    “Come on; I’m taking you home.” 
 
    He got up and followed me into the hall. 
 
    “Qaira, wait,” said Leid. 
 
    I paused as she chased after me. As I turned she reached for my neck and pulled me down into a vicious kiss. Yahweh rolled his eyes, looking away. 
 
    “Be careful,” she whispered against my lips. “Please.” 
 
    “I will. Where are you going to be?” 
 
    “I’m staying here with the analysts. Ara has asked me to delegate between teams on the telecomm.” 
 
    I wasn’t really thrilled with that idea, since Eroqam would be a hotspot—but if anyone was likely to survive a bomb, it was Leid. All I did was nod and cup her face, looking her over one more time. My thumb grazed her bottom lip before I pulled back and headed down the hall, Yahweh close behind. I could feel her eyes on me the entire way.  
 
    As we reached the port, Yahweh said, “Don’t do this, Qaira.” 
 
    “It has to happen,” I said, gesturing for him to enter first. “I’m sorry; I really am.” 
 
    He paused in the entrance, absolution in his gaze. “It won’t end well for you.” 
 
    I smirked. “Nothing ever ends well for anyone.” 
 
    After a second of hesitation, Yahweh was swallowed by the shadows of the hangar deck. I slipped on my mask and followed.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXIX 
 
    FALLING SKIES 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    IT WAS MIDDAY, AND SANCTUM WAS DEAD SILET.  
 
    Aero-crafts lay abandoned, scattered chaotically in the streets. High-rises were inactive, advertisement billboards still tuned to the evacuation warning, looping silently.  
 
    Above the city, the sky was getting darker. The wind picked up—small gusts at first, amassing into violent torrents that threatened to bend street lamps and rip store signs from the Agora.  
 
    The gravity changed; a slight shift that left a ring in my ears. The sky was growing darker still, but now the darkness was centralized, like mass drifting slowly to an ocean surface. A whistle broke through the wind, and a bright sphere emerged through encircling green and black clouds. It was the size of Sanctum—maybe even larger, shining red light through its porous surface.  
 
    All Eroqam lines were static. The Ark’s appearance had snatched the breath from our lungs. From the Cloak, my men and I watched the angel’s descent in horrified awe. Without my plan, there was no way we could have won. And as certain death grew closer still, the possibility of victory shriveled until I could barely see it anymore. 
 
    The light around the Ark was getting even brighter. The whistle turned into a roar, and then a deafening screech. A symphony of shattering glass occurred around the city as the noise blew out a thousand windows.  
 
    The ship appeared to shudder, growing little spines that came loose and fell toward Sanctum like black raindrops. But then the raindrops started to move, soar. 
 
    Jets. 
 
    Eroqam lines exploded. 
 
    “Detection of level three radiation—” 
 
    “Sanctum Forces, move to the front of the line!” 
 
    “First wave, first wave!” 
 
    “Level four radiation, and climbing! That light is toxic!” 
 
    “Enforcer jets, hold back,” I ordered into the headset coiled around my ear. “Sanctum Forces, move to meet the first wave.” And die. 
 
      The first line roared overhead by the dozens, engines shaking the ground, and the Cloak teetered from their downdraft. They met the Ark’s first wave as they prepared for a full-assault on Eroqam—just as I’d expected—and our sky became an ocean of artillery and fire.  
 
    Our first line didn’t last five minutes, also as I’d expected. But now the angels were cocky and had congregated above Eroqam and the central Agora, ready to blow them to smithereens.  
 
    “Ara, give the command!” I shouted. 
 
    “Enforcer jets, move out! Keep those whites occupied!” 
 
    From around the city our jets rose like hornets at supersonic speed, surrounding the group over Eroqam and executing them in one fell swoop. The artillery and fire intensified, the air filling up with bullet tailsparks and smoke. An enemy jet crashed into Eroqam’s western spire, and giant chunks of coua rained on the port where my team and I waited. A chunk fell dangerously close, rolling several feet away. 
 
    We all were quiet, watching the battle ensue. Except for Yahweh, who shrieked at every explosion and cowered further into the corner. He was seated on the bench with knees drawn to his chest, hands over his ears. Poor kid.  
 
    “Enforcer jets, engage the base ship,” Leid ordered over the command line. “Attack the thin metal cylinders on the underside of the Ark; we need to take out their communication satellites.” 
 
    “Sanctum Forces,” my brother ordered not a second later, “keep the angels busy and cover those Enforcer jets!” 
 
    “Sanctum Forces, bring the fight a little closer to us,” I said, adding my two cents. 
 
    Once the sky was a complete cluster-fuck, I started the engine. Yahweh moaned behind me as we slowly left the port. 
 
    “The Cloak is in the air,” I announced. “Coordinates are 58, 32, 156. Do not attack us.” 
 
    “Your flight coordinates are tracked, Regent,” said Leid. “The Cloak is safe to go.” 
 
    “Get me off!” Yahweh cried, clawing at the walls. “We’re going to die!” 
 
    “Someone shut him up,” I ordered.  
 
    Lt. Geiss forced him back on the bench with a mean look.  
 
    “Keep screaming like that and we will die,” I said. “I need to concentrate.” 
 
    I weaved through the battle, tailing several enemy jets on my way up.  As I fired aimlessly at Enforcer jets—missing intentionally—my team assembled their weapons and tugged on their masks. Clicks of knife and scope attachments and clinks of bullets hitting chambers filled the cabin. As we cleared dark water, I switched our feed to enemy lines. Nehelian turned into Archaean as soldiers screamed commands at each other. They sounded scared, and that made me smile. 
 
    Commander Raith’s voice, ever-calm and authoritative, broke through the hysteria. “Front-line units, cease attack on Eroqam and fall back. A Nehelian fleet is attacking our satellites. Crush them.” 
 
    Soon, I thought. Very soon. 
 
    I hadn’t realized how close I was to achieving my goal until now. We were almost at the Ark, the pores along its surface near enough to recognize them as jet docks. The amount of Enforcer jets had already been cut in half. Pretty soon they would all be gone, and then the angels would decimate Sanctum. I had to kill Raith before any of that happened. 
 
    I flew the Cloak into a dock, continuing down a port tunnel into a dark, terrifying unknown. Tiny white lights guided our path through a narrow cavern of metal beams. 
 
    We were in.  
 
    We were in! 
 
    I had to keep myself from laughing. My team crowded around the pilot seat, watching the alien scenery blur by the windshield. The tunnel opened into a loading dock. I parked the craft between two larger ones—probably carrier units. A crew of angels carried metal crates into one of them. They didn’t even notice us pulling in. 
 
    I turned off the engine and opened the hatch. The ramp descended slowly, creating a bridge to the dock. As I left the pilot seat and moved to the exit, my team awaiting orders, I pointed at Yahweh, still curled on the bench. 
 
    “Stay here.” 
 
    He didn’t reply but he didn’t budge either, so I assumed he got the message. I motioned for my team to follow behind me in single file, and together we marched down the ramp. 
 
    The angels noticed us, finally. But it was far too late for them now. 
 
    Two of them dropped their crates and made a break for the door. Lt. Geiss and Samay shot them and they fell simultaneously with oozing holes in their heads. 
 
    Two more had the courage to reach for their side arms. They, too, fell a second later. 
 
    All that was left was a lone angel, backing away over a growing pool of his comrades’ blood, holding up his hands in surrender.  
 
    My team stayed at the dock’s edge as I followed the angel through the blood and bodies, leaving crimson footprints across the cement. He tried to run but I snatched him by the uniform and lifted him off his feet by his neck. He was young—maybe a little older than Yahweh. That was unfortunate. 
 
    “Where can I find Commander Raith?” I asked, pulling him inches from my mask—so close that the red light of my eyes cast a glow across his terrified face.  
 
    “The command station,” he stammered, choking. 
 
    When I didn’t respond, the angel pointed to the door on the right side of the loading dock. “D-Down a mile, then a left. T-There’s an elevator that w-will lead you to the Aerial deck.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said.  
 
    The boy’s eyes widened and he opened his mouth to scream. Before he could, his head exploded all over me. I wiped brain and bone fragments from my mask, throwing the corpse aside. I hadn’t wanted to kill that angel but I couldn’t risk him alerting the soldiers. Instead I’d given him an instant, painless death. For the most part. 
 
    I returned to the Cloak and dialed Eroqam a final time. 
 
    “Advisor Koseling, this is Regent Qaira Eltruan.” I was being so formal because there were other CAs in the communications room who might have been listening in. “We are on the Ark. This will be the last transmission you will receive, as my team and I are leaving the Cloak and will not attempt to contact you again in fear of alerting enemy satellites of our location.” 
 
    “Will you contact us after you’ve executed Commander Raith?” 
 
    “Yes. Until then, make sure my brother and our forces hit the angels with everything they’ve got. We need to keep them distracted.” 
 
    “Three of their satellites have been taken out, so we’ve bought ourselves some time. Be careful, Regent.” 
 
    “I will, over.” 
 
    I severed the call and turned to the kid. He was staring at all the blood on my suit. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Yahweh got to his feet and I ushered him down the dock. He froze on the deck, looking over the bodies. A pool of blood almost touched his shoes, and he stumbled backward into me.  
 
    I shoved him forward. “Go on.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Wherever. This is the end of the line.” 
 
    “You…you’re just going to let me go?” 
 
    “I’m going to count to thirty. If you’re still here I’m going to shoot you, and it won’t be with an ink bullet this time.” 
 
    Yahweh took another step, wearing an incredulous frown. “Aren’t you worried that I’ll alert my father?” 
 
    “If you alert your father, I’m going to die. If you don’t alert your father, he’s going to die. I know I’ve put you in a tough situation, but that’s how it has to be.” 
 
    He looked away, conflicted. 
 
    “But if you alert Commander Raith, a lot more people are going to die than him. I’ll have to kill everyone that gets in my way, and you would be responsible for that.” 
 
    “Can you promise that no harm will come to any of our unarmed civilians?” 
 
    “I can’t promise that, no. But I can definitely try not to harm them. When or if you claim any sort of power, you need to convince your people to leave The Atrium.” 
 
    After a moment of hesitation, he nodded. “Fine.” 
 
    “Now get out of here. Thirty, twenty-nine, twenty-eight…” 
 
    I raised my rifle and Yahweh bolted for the door on the left—the one that led away from the command station. I stopped counting when he disappeared. Lowering my rifle, I whispered, “Goodbye.” 
 
    And then my men surrounded me. I nodded to the door on the right. 
 
    “Let’s go. Keep a twelve-foot distance behind me at all times.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXX 
 
    SYMPHONY OF MACHINES 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    WE REACHED THE ELEVATOR, FIFTY soldiers later. Luckily for us most of them had been taken by surprise and were dead before they could return fire. The ones who had heard the rifles weren’t as surprised to see us, but we’d handled them too. My team had left most of them to me since we had to move as quietly and quickly as possible.  
 
    I fumbled with the elevator keypad, leaving red smears across the buttons. My suit was covered in blood and gore. I’d lost two of my men already, whom had caught bullets in crossfire. I was also pretty sure a bullet had grazed my right arm, because it was kind of sore. There was no blood that I could tell, so it wasn’t serious. 
 
    The elevator flashed a red light every time I pressed a button, and a message on the screen above the doors asked for a card key. I didn’t have a card key. 
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered, retracing my steps.  
 
    “What’s wrong, sir?” asked Lt. Fedaz.  
 
    “We need a card to open that door. Cover me; I need to check some of those bodies.” 
 
    I could feel my heart in my ears as the element of time slipped from my grasp. We had to hurry. Eventually someone would alert Raith and then we would be trapped down here. I wasn’t panicking yet, but my body was certainly gearing up for it. 
 
    I returned to the bloodbath of twelve headless angels in the east corridor, rifling through their suits in hope that they had a card. My men knelt and covered me from both directions, guns pointed at each tunnel bend should an enemy try to surprise us. 
 
    And then I found the card. It was around a soldier’s neck, held by a chain and drenched in blood. Hopefully it wasn’t ruined.  
 
    We returned to the elevator and I swiped the card through a thin rectangular slot. Another red light flashed above it and a message appeared on the screen again: 
 
      
 
    PLEASE SLIDE CARD OTHER WAY 
 
      
 
    “Oh for fuck’s sake,” I breathed, flipping it around. A green light and awful bell-like music filled the hallway and we spun, pointing our guns down it. The doors slid open and we backed into the elevator. I pressed another button and the door closed. 
 
    Ding.  
 
    Next stop, the bridge. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    My men and I weaved through a maze of glass hallways—empty, thankfully—which gave us a scenic view of all the lower and upper floors, wrapping around the Ark like rings on a planet. As much as I hated the angels, I couldn’t deny the stunning quality of their technology. The hallways led upward, like a ramp. Faint alarms blared from somewhere, and automated voice messages ordering soldiers to report to the hangar played on loop. My plan had worked; they were too busy vacating their ship to protect it. 
 
    The sound of voices made us back up a step. Someone was coming down the ramp. We receded to the closest bend, and I motioned for my men to back away as far as they could. The voices grew louder. 
 
    Female. Laughter. 
 
    I could see them through the wall. Two angel girls dressed in cadet uniforms, chatting informally like a war wasn’t going on. Even though I was in clear sight, they didn’t even notice me, too busy discussing rumors about a boy in Aviations.  
 
    Their stupid conversation came to a halt when they rounded the bend and their heads exploded simultaneously, splattering the glass with pink and red mist. We all took a moment to look at them, and then pressed on.  
 
    I’d found that display to be a little insulting—that was how serious they were about this war. That was how serious they were about us.  
 
    But that all would change very soon. 
 
    The glass hallways came to a very abrupt end at a narrow corridor, guarded by two Archaean soldiers. Their uniforms were different than the others—these ones had rank. White and navy painted plate, visors hiding their faces. Undoubtedly, they were the only things between me and the command station. 
 
    They saw us and pulled out their guns, aiming them at me. I froze and held up my hands. I was smiling, but they couldn’t see that. 
 
    The one on the left reached for their radio, but Lt. Geiss shot it out of their hand. They’d only seen me first, as my men had yet to leave the glass hall. Now there were twelve of us, and those angels weren’t so brave anymore. 
 
    With our weapons pointed back at them, the one on the left shoved the one on the right behind him in a protective stance. Judging by their heights alone, the one in front was male, while the one behind was female. 
 
    I took another step across the bridge. The male shook his gun at me. 
 
    “Move another inch and I’ll blow your head off,” he warned. 
 
    “If you kill me, you and your partner will be next to die,” I said, gesturing to my men. 
 
    After a calculated moment of silence, the male said, “Cereli, get out of here.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving you,” said the female. 
 
    “I said get out of here!” 
 
    “I won’t!” 
 
    I watched their exchange with an arched brow. “How about I let you both walk away if you give me the card to open that door?” 
 
    They said nothing at first, looking me over. How horrifying I was—covered in the entrails of their friends, red lights beaming viciously from the eyes of my mask. “Do you know who I am?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” said the male, gun still pointed at me. 
 
    “Then you should also know how pointless your resistance is.” I waved to my men. “Put your guns down.” 
 
    They did so, reluctantly. 
 
    “See?” I said. “You two can just walk right by, I promise. All I want is your card.” 
 
    After another moment of silence, the female leaned in to her partner. “Seyestin, give him the card.” 
 
    “I’m no traitor,” he snarled. 
 
    “No one called you a traitor. I’ve given you a choice between life and death. You can either give me the card willingly or I’ll take it from your corpse. Don’t be a hero.” 
 
    I could tell my men were wondering what the fuck I was doing. Yes, I’d admit that this wasn’t typical behavior of me, but a gunfight in front of the command station couldn’t happen. Raith would definitely hear it. 
 
    Finally the angel soldier, Seyestin, reached a free hand into his coat pocket. He dropped the card on the floor and kicked it toward me. It slid across the tile, stopping in front of my boots.  
 
    I picked it up and stepped aside, gesturing for them to pass. They inched by, Seyestin holding Cereli behind him, gun waving chaotically in our faces. When they cleared our group, they took off in a sprint down the bridge.  
 
    “Why did you do that?” asked Lt. Geiss. “They’re going to alert the soldiers.” 
 
    True, I could have exploded their heads once they’d been in range, but I always kept my promises, and I’d promised to let them go. A man was only as honorable as his word. “It doesn’t matter anymore,” I said, looking at the unguarded door. “We’re at the end of the road.” 
 
    Card in hand, I moved toward the command station door. My men followed close behind, guns raised once again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Commander Lucifer Raith stood at the navigation desk, a digital map of Sanctum and all of its activity flashing on a screen. He had both of his hands on the desk, a fierce look in his pale, blue eyes as he watched it. 
 
    “General Arahman, place our primary strike force out of defense. We’re resuming our attack on Eroqam.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Lucifer turned to General Arahman’s podium, finding him sprawled over it, dead. Blood trickled down the crystal surface—everything on the Ark was glass or crystal—and then his eyes rose to me, standing in the doorway. 
 
    Before anyone else could react, I stepped inside and my men came through the door behind me, executing everyone except for Raith. 
 
    Stunned, the Angel Commander looked over the bodies at his feet, and then back at me. 
 
    My grin faltered for just a minute when I realized how tall he really was—easily six and a half feet. “Hi,” I said. “You didn’t want to come to me, so I thought I’d come to you. Nice place you got here. Very shiny.” 
 
    Lucifer said nothing, staring daggers. 
 
    I removed my mask and inhaled, thankful for some fresh air. Then I nodded to the communications panel that General Arahman was bleeding all over. “Order your troops to retreat from Sanctum.” 
 
    Raith’s gaze slid to the panel, but he didn’t budge. 
 
    “Really?!” I screamed, waving my gun in his face. “Do I need to show you that I’ve never been more dead-fucking-serious in my entire life?!” 
 
    He moved to the panel and radioed for his troops. “This is your Commander. Cease all attacks on Sanctum. I repeat, cease all attacks on Sanctum and return to the Ark.” He let the radio slip from his hands. “And what do you plan to do now, Qaira? Over four thousand soldiers are about to return to the very ship that you’re on. I doubt you and your handful of enforcers could fight your way through all of us.” 
 
    “I know how your wars work,” I said. “If your leader is killed, the war is over. Until a new one is assigned, soldiers won’t fight. Isn’t that right?” 
 
    “Yahweh has told you much about us.” 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    He tilted his head. “Then why am I not dead yet?” 
 
    Before I could respond, Lucifer’s hand shot toward the side of his desk, mashing a button. The door behind me slid shut, sealing us off from my men. An alarm shrieked, and the room lit up in flashing light, casting both of us in red iridescence.  
 
    We were alone. 
 
    Lucifer disappeared from view, the flashing lights making it difficult to see. I caught a blur on my right and felt his fist against the side of my face. The force of his punch sent me staggering into the wall. I dropped my gun, and it slid across the room, disappearing underneath the navigation desk. Before I could recover, he grabbed my coat and flung me headfirst into a panel of computers. 
 
    He was stronger than I’d anticipated. Taller and stronger. I didn’t want to use my ability. Not on him. Tearing Lucifer to pieces bare-handedly would feel much more satisfying, but he was making that ambition very difficult. 
 
    I feigned injury and he grabbed me again. My forehead collided with his nose, and it crunched against the blow. Lucifer stumbled and I tackled him, pummeling his face as we hit the floor.  
 
    A gun barrel gleamed in the light, just before it cracked me upside the jaw. My vision blurred and Lucifer shoved me off. I rolled behind the navigation desk as he opened fire, missing me on all accounts.   
 
    When he ran out of bullets I sprang from the desk, a computer screen held over my head. It caught him square in the chest, wires and microchips exploding everywhere. Lucifer was down again and I lunged at him, ready to end this. 
 
    He kicked a rolling chair into my path and I tripped, landing hard on my hands and knees. When I looked up, I caught a glimpse of his shadow fleeing through a door at the back of the room. Commander Raith was running.  
 
    Running from me. 
 
    Gunfire and screams erupted from the hall; the angels had found my men. I wanted to search for the button that unsealed the door, but Raith was getting away and I couldn’t even afford a second to think. The door from which he fled led into another portion of the command station, sealed off by a glass wall. My wings released and I dove through it, sliding to a stop in an explosion of crystal shards, cutting him off.  
 
    Lucifer crashed into me and we rolled along the floor, exchanging blows. Eventually he stopped moving and I got to my feet, heavy breathed. The gunfire had intensified and I couldn’t hear my men anymore. An organic kill was no longer an option.  
 
    My eyes narrowed; Lucifer held his head, screaming. 
 
    I upped the severity, inch by inch. Blood trickled from his nose, ears and eyes. Pretty soon he was reduced to a shriveled, moaning mess. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. 
 
    “Here we are,” I whispered, kneeling at his side. “Just how I always knew it would end. All you had to do was leave and this could have been avoided.” 
 
    Raith looked up at me, blood streaming down his face, mouth contorted into a furious snarl. “I’ll kill you—” 
 
    I kicked him in the stomach and he curled. “Yes, I can really see that being a possibility here.” 
 
    A pinch on the back of my neck. 
 
    My smile faded as I felt for the source. My fingers grazed something cold and metallic protruding from the base of my neck. I pulled it out.  
 
    A dart. 
 
    Chills plummeted down my spine. My body felt heavy; pinpricks bit at my arms. I turned, and then my eyes widened. 
 
    Yahweh Telei stood with his back to the wall, a gun clutched in his trembling hand. At first I couldn’t believe my eyes, considering my vision was tunneling and I had to squint to see him properly. “…You.” 
 
    The kid said nothing, staring up at me in terror. 
 
    “What have you done?” I shouted, advancing on him. “Tell me what you’ve done!” 
 
    Yahweh tried to run but I caught him and slammed him back against the wall by his neck. I found it hard to even curl my hand at this point. The room was swaying and nausea crept up my throat. All I wanted to do was sleep.  
 
    “I-I’m sorry…” he choked, loose tears falling from his eyes. “I’m sorry, Qaira! I can’t let you kill my father!” 
 
    I shouldn’t have let him go. I shouldn’t have kept him alive, but when I tried to correct that mistake, nothing happened. Three times I tried to explode his head to no avail. “What was in that dart?!” I screamed. “What was in it, you fucking white?!” 
 
    The fear on Yahweh’s face vanished. “I told you this wouldn’t end well for you. Do you remember?” 
 
    I could barely hear him. All of my senses were shutting down. There was movement in my very limited peripherals and I spun to find Lucifer right behind me. Everything was a blur. In an instant I hit the ground, feeling his fist against my face, the coppery taste of blood invading my mouth.  
 
    And then I felt nothing; tasted nothing. 
 
    Everything went black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    XXXI 
 
    SUBJUGATION 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FRESH PAIN RIPPLED ACROSS MY FACE; light shined behind my eyelids.  
 
    The pain forced a cringe across my dry, blood-caked lips, which brought forth even more pain. But the pain was second to my surprise that I was awake. I was alive. 
 
    My eyes opened like tiny slits and I saw a white room bereft of any furniture, save for a stretcher across the room. I tried to move but realized that I was bound by straps around my neck and wrists, keeping my arms twisted to a boiler pipe. I tried to break the straps by force several times, but failed. I was too weak, or they were too strong. Probably both. 
 
    Whatever Yahweh had shot me with was still in effect. I felt drunk and tired, tingles ran up and down my spine and through my extremities.  
 
    I couldn’t stop wondering why Raith had kept me alive. 
 
    The door opened at the far side of the room, near the stretcher, and two guards entered first. Behind them, Lucifer and Yahweh appeared side by side, looking solemn.  
 
    Anger filled my chest like steaming water would a mug, but all I had the strength to do was stare. Yahweh broke through the guards and approached me. Lucifer hung back, looking at me in a way that I’d never seen. One of surprise and slight regret—as if to say ‘I can’t believe you spared him.’ 
 
    Surely Yahweh had told him everything that had happened, and the thought of Lucifer knowing about my mercy for the kid brought a rush of heat to my cheeks. Shame was too weak a word. I’d been fooled by a child. 
 
    Without a word, Yahweh knelt in front of me, syringe in hand. I knew what he meant to do and inched away futilely, deeper into the corner, shutting my eyes. He tilted back my head and injected the syringe into my neck. Gravity flattened my body then, pushing me to the floor as my eyes rolled into my head and I battled seizure.  
 
    Yahweh watched me writhe, sadness in his eyes. “I’m sorry, Qaira,” he whispered. 
 
    I heard the words but could barely make sense of them. I wouldn’t have responded either way.  
 
    “Get him up,” ordered Raith, and rough hands fumbled with my restraints and forced me to my feet. My knees buckled several times on the way to the door, and the guards dropped me once, one of them muttering, “He’s heavy.” 
 
    I was slammed into a chair at a long metal table and a guard fastened the chain around my neck to one of its legs. I leaned back and tried to focus on the ceiling, which spun violently and I had to close my eyes or else I would vomit.  
 
    Lucifer placed a glass of water in front of me. “The sedative has dehydrated you. Part of what you’re feeling is water-loss. Drink, or you’ll die.” 
 
    He didn’t need to tell me. I grabbed the glass with shaking hands and downed it in four gulps, gasping as the water punched my gut from the inside. Raith looked at Yahweh, who had lingered in the doorway. 
 
    “Is it safe to be alone with him?” 
 
    “It should be. That sedative should stay in his bloodstream for a couple of hours.” 
 
    Raith nodded. “Thank you, Yahweh. You may leave us.” 
 
    The door closed, and then there was silence.  
 
    Lucifer looked over my wounds, indecisiveness behind his gaze. The water had helped my concentration a little, and I stared back, glassy-eyes filled with contempt.  
 
    He probably looked as bad as me, maybe even worse. One of his eyes was welted shut and blood caked the side of his face, tinting his hairline pink.  
 
    “You’re clever,” he said, sighing. “I’ll give you that much. But your intelligence ends where you thought my son would actually help you kill me and destroy his own people.” 
 
    “What was in that dart?” I demanded, slurring. 
 
    “A drug that reduces parietal-lobe activity, from which Yahweh theorized your ability stems. He showed me his notebook and told me that he’d been working on it in captivity.” 
 
    That notebook. The kid had been conspiring against me the whole time. How could I have been so stupid as to not be suspicious of that notebook? All I did was hang my head. 
 
    “And my men?” I asked, this time much more quietly.  
 
    “Unfortunately they were killed by my men outside of the command station.” 
 
    I was waiting for him to bring up Leid and the Court of Enigmus, but he never did. Yahweh hadn’t told him that part, which came as a surprise. And a relief. 
 
    “The inhibitor effects aren’t permanent,” he assured me, “but necessary for us to have a civil conversation. I imagine you’d be quite belligerent otherwise.” 
 
    “Civil conversation.” I forced a laugh. “Why haven’t you killed me?” 
 
    “Yahweh argued for your life,” said Lucifer, reclining in his seat. “Make no mistake I was ready to shoot you in the head, but then he told me about your act of mercy after your men brutalized him.” 
 
    Ugh. 
 
    “He also told me that you are worth more alive than dead, and after some thought, I agree.” 
 
    “Well, you might as well kill me,” I said. “I’m not negotiating with you.” 
 
    Lucifer smiled, showing me a row of blood-stained teeth. “I don’t expect you to. Not you, anyway.” 
 
    The guards had re-emerged through the door and he nodded to them. “Take him to the communications bridge. I’ll be there shortly.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I was slammed into another chair—this one with some padding, at least. 
 
    That didn’t stop the hot white pain that shot from my tailbone as the guards threw me down without any regard. But I was too drugged to care.  
 
    Screens flickered in front of me, foreign in appearance from the ones at Eroqam, made of flat, almost fluid-looking surfaces framed by blue crystal. The screens flashed, casting a glow across my face and I squinted. Its light burned my eyes. 
 
      There were other angels in the room. Analysts. I could feel their condemning stares on my back. I ignored them, squinting at the screen. 
 
    The weight of the chair shifted, and in my peripherals two hands rested on either side of me. Large hands; long, strong fingers, white skin.  
 
    “Connect to Eroqam,” said the owner of those hands. Lucifer Raith. 
 
    “Sir,” said a voice far away, “who do you wish to speak to?” 
 
    “Ah, right. Normally I would ask for Qaira, but I suppose now I’ll seek his next in charge.” Raith paused, looking down at me. His eyes shined with antipathy. “That would be your brother, yes? What’s his name again—Ara?” 
 
    No.  
 
    No, he couldn’t see me like this. 
 
    I clenched my jaw, saying nothing.  
 
    That had been confirmation enough. “Request the audience of Commandant Ara Eltruan over the televised line.” 
 
    A moment of silence.  
 
    “We’re on standby while they locate him, sir.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  Those hands tapped their fingers on the chair-back, goading me to break them. “You could save yourself the humiliation and surrender now, you know.” 
 
    “Get fucked, you Archaean piece of shit.” 
 
    “… Very well.” 
 
    The screen flashed and a light below it blinked green. The image of my brother melded into view. At first Ara looked angry, but then he saw me, and the anger faded into surprise. Then, dread. 
 
    “I have bad news, Commandant,” announced Lucifer. “Although you can see that for yourself.” 
 
    Ara said nothing, staring at me. I couldn’t bear his look and cast my eyes down. He looked worried and scared, two things that my brother should have never felt. Not for me.  
 
    Somewhere in the communications room, Leid was watching, too. This I knew, and it only made the shame even worse. 
 
    “Here are the terms,” said Raith, delving right in. “I’m willing to hand over the Regent in exchange for your surrender.” Ara opened his mouth, but Raith interjected, “We don’t want Sanctum. You can keep it. All I want is for you to command your army to lay down their weapons and allow the Ark into The Atrium.” 
 
    Ara hesitated, shifting his gaze between Lucifer and I. The fear in his eyes waned—indecisiveness, conflict.  
 
    “Don’t,” I said.  
 
    “If you reject my terms, Qaira will stay with us. Indefinitely. I’m sure more than a few angels here would like to meet him.” 
 
    Ara looked at me again. Fear, desperation. 
 
    “Commandant, as your Regent, I order you not to surrender,” I said, but it was more a plea than a command. 
 
    “Qaira, I can’t let you—” 
 
    “Don’t surrender!” 
 
    Ara glanced off screen, looking at someone.  
 
    Looking at her. 
 
    “I’m a patient man, Commandant,” pressed Raith. “But lately my patience has worn thin. What will it be?” 
 
    Ara kept looking off-screen. He shook his head, communicating.  
 
    No. No, don’t look at her. Don’t let them know she’s there. 
 
    But Commander Raith had already picked up on the unseen presence. “Who else is in that room with you, Commandant?” 
 
    Ara darted off-screen, whispering, “No!” 
 
    Arguing. Muffled, incoherent, but it was clear that the other person was female.  
 
    Again, Ara. “No, you can’t! Stop!”  
 
    And then, Leid. Center screen, violet eyes ablaze with enmity. She stared at Raith like one might a maggot, a chagrined smile painted across her lips. 
 
    No.  
 
    No, no, no… 
 
    “No!” I screamed, unable to hold in that thought anymore. “What are you doing?!” 
 
    But Leid ignored me, her eyes never leaving Raith. She gave him a long hard minute to take her in, but he hadn’t needed that much time to finally understand the situation. In fact, now he looked as horrified as me. 
 
    “A contract with a scholar,” he said, his words barely anything more than breath. “Well, isn’t this something?” 
 
    “So you know what I am.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Then I don’t need to explain why you’ll release the Regent immediately.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure about that,” he said, crossing his arms. “I might contact the Court of Enigmus and inform them that one of their scholars has violated her contract.” 
 
    Ferocity wicked across Leid’s face. It was a look I’d never seen on her, not even in her angriest moment. “I suppose that’s another option, but let me stress the fact that should you do that, the Ark will be a ball of smoking scrap metal within the hour.” 
 
    Was she really capable of destroying the Ark? By herself? 
 
    “You’d actually commit genocide?” 
 
    An eerie, beautiful smile. “It wouldn’t be the first time, Commander Raith.” 
 
    The confidence on his face bled out. “Yahweh didn’t tell me about you. Why?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Maybe you should ask him. Do you believe my threat?” 
 
    The entire bridge was silent. All eyes were on the screen. 
 
    Lucifer hung his head, sighing heavily. “Yes, I believe it.” 
 
    Her fury dimmed, like a slow-dying flame. “Good. I’ll be there in half an hour to take the Regent back to his city. I’d prefer him in one piece. Is that fine with you?” 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    “If you contact the Court of Enigmus, I’ll know, and our meeting won’t be a pleasant one.” 
 
    Before he could respond, she cut the call and the screen switched to static. The moment Leid was gone, Raith kicked over the vacant chair beside me. But he didn’t scream. He didn’t make a single sound. All he did was glare at me with rage far beyond what words could measure. His desire to kill me was as palpable as my rapid-fire pulse. But he didn’t. He couldn’t. 
 
    He couldn’t because that scholar was in love with me. 
 
    “Take the Regent back into holding,” he muttered.  
 
    As his guards approached, Raith stormed from the bridge without another word.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXXII 
 
    VENGEANCE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE BOILER PIPE WAS WEDGED BETWEEN MY shoulder blades, its cold metal biting through my suit. The guards had tied me a lot tighter this time. 
 
    My discomfort wasn’t much of a concern. All I could think about was how Leid had just thrown herself to the wolves in order to save me. Surely she knew that after I returned to Sanctum, Lucifer would call her people and they’d come here to…  
 
    What would they even do? Punish her? Punish us? 
 
    The minutes ticked away as I faded in and out of coherency, slipping between lucid dream and painful reality. The relief of rescue had been snatched away by the knowledge of subsequential consequence.  
 
    And then I thought of Lucifer Raith—of his vainglorious air and snide demeanor. I had failed to kill him, and in turn the war was left unfinished, stale-mated yet again. But now I stood to lose a lot more than my world.  
 
    I would lose Leid. 
 
    And then I would lose everything else. 
 
    The door opened and Yahweh appeared, dragging along a vitals machine, stethoscope swaying on his lithe, boyish neck. 
 
    He reached into the pocket of his white physician’s coat, retrieving another syringe. I cringed, but didn’t cower this time.  
 
    “I’m here to make sure you’re okay,” he said in an assuring voice. “I haven’t confirmed the inhibitor’s safety so I’d like to check your vitals, if you’ll let me.” 
 
    “How could I not? Your cunt of a father saw to it that I can barely move.” 
 
    Yahweh froze, several feet away. “I won’t force you to accept care.” 
 
    I eyed the syringe. “Like you didn’t force that thing into my neck? Twice?” 
 
    “You act like I had a choice.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond, but then I actually thought about what he’d said. In the split second that it’d taken to exhale, I placed myself in his shoes. He was right. I hadn’t given him a choice. I’d forced him to help us execute his father, and I was stupid for believing Yahweh would actually go through with it. 
 
    All I did was look away. 
 
    Yahweh continued his approach, kneeling beside me. He shined a light in my eyes and I squinted, turning my head.  
 
    “Stop,” he instructed. “I need to see how dilated your pupils are.” 
 
    I conceded, only because it would be over sooner this way. Yahweh removed the light and put the stethoscope tips in his ears, sliding the cold metal diaphragm under my suit, against my bare skin. I jumped at the sudden stimulus, and he looked away, concentrating on the sound of my heart. 
 
    I didn’t like this; I didn’t like him touching me. It felt disgusting and awkward.  
 
    “Your heartbeat is elevated,” he stated. “But I bet you’re considerably stressed. Are you still dizzy?” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    “Can you see me well?” 
 
    “Unfortunately.” 
 
    Yahweh sighed, removing the diaphragm from my chest. Then he shoved something into my mouth, which I immediately spat out. He picked it up, holding it in front of my face. It was a thermometer. 
 
    “I need to check your temperature,” he said. “Please hold this under your tongue or I’ll be forced to put it somewhere else, and I can guarantee you won’t like that.” 
 
    Someone kill me. 
 
    The underside of my tongue pressed down on the thin cylinder, and Yahweh let go of it. As I held it in my mouth, he sat cross-legged beside me, awaiting the result. He didn’t look at me, and instead cast his sad gaze at the floor. “I know you won’t believe it, but I didn’t want any of this to happen.” 
 
    I didn’t respond, since the thermometer was still in my mouth. 
 
    “I created the inhibitor as a failsafe, in case everything turned out like… well, like this.”  
 
    The thermometer beeped and he took it from me. 
 
    “Are you done?” I muttered.  
 
    “Almost.” 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “It wasn’t a lie, Qaira,” he whispered. “I didn’t pretend to like you. I like you very much. I respect you, and I wish you felt for Lucifer as you do for me. We’re not that different.” 
 
    “We are very different,” I said coldly, gazing away. “And I feel nothing for you. Not anymore. Not after what you did. I should have let you die.” 
 
    Yahweh recoiled, as if he’d been slapped. The hurt on his face was hard to ignore, but I did it anyway. He gathered up his equipment with eyes trained on the floor, hands shaking as they worked. “Malice is an ingredient for destruction,” he said. “Malice saves nothing. No one. Maybe one day you’ll understand.” 
 
    And then he shuffled out, closing the door. 
 
    My disdain melted away as he left, and I watched the door shut with reluctant guilt. As angry as I was, I had lied to him. I wouldn’t have let him die, even now.  
 
    And then I realized that I could feel my arms and legs; Yahweh had forgotten to give me that syringe, and the effects of his last dose were fading. The guilt faded with them, replaced by a surge of adrenaline and rage. All hope was not lost.  
 
    Yahweh was wrong. Malice did save something.  
 
    It saved me. 
 
    And now it was the only thing that kept blood pumping through my veins. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The external port opened and angels dragged me out, cold wind beating our bodies. It slapped my face like a frozen hand, and even threatened to tear the visors from the guards’ heads. Raith led the charge, unflinching, his long red coat whipping like a war flag behind him.  
 
    A black smear grew prominent against the canvas of muddy clouds, rising from below until it broke cloud cover and approached the port. 
 
    An enforcer carrier-craft. 
 
    Everyone was still as it docked and the doors opened. Leid had come alone, which meant she’d known how to fly our crafts all along. My brain started to scream ‘How?!’ but then thought such an effort was a waste. It was better not to question these kinds of things when it came to Advisor Koseling. 
 
    It was a gallant gesture—coming alone to an alien base ship, surrounded by armed angels, wearing only a thin smile. It was an act of non-provocation yet a display of apex predation, as if to tell her enemies that she needn’t any help to kill them. 
 
    Wrapped in a white fur coat that touched her knees, she stepped off the craft and rose to face Commander Raith, stopping just feet from him. The difference in their heights was ridiculous. He, six-five and she, five foot nothing. But when it came to Leid, size didn’t matter, and Raith knew that all too well. 
 
    He looked down at her, mild surprise crossing his face, leading me to believe scholars weren’t normally so tiny. And then his eyes settled on hers, softness rounding the hard edges of his frown. He’d noticed her beauty.  
 
    “Good evening, Commander Raith,” she greeted, studying his wounded face. “The televised screen does you an injustice, I must say.” 
 
    Lucifer ignored her sarcasm. “Why are you putting your life on the line for Qaira Eltruan?” 
 
    She didn’t respond, looking at me. “May I have him, please? It seems he needs medical attention.” 
 
    I kept my head down, feigning sedation. In reality I was eyeing the blade on a soldier’s belt.  
 
    Lucifer didn’t move aside. “You’re not a noble.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Whose guardian are you?” 
 
    My attention pricked at the word guardian. 
 
    “I am the guardian of no one.” 
 
    “Every noble has a guardian.” 
 
    “My noble is dead.” 
 
    He smiled. “Aipocinus’ guardian. Ah, if only he could see you now.” 
 
    “If only,” she recited, growing annoyed. “I didn’t come here to discuss private Vel’Haru matters with a lesser.” 
 
    “It’s hardly private when you’re threatening to kill us for a man who isn’t even worth the dirt on my boots.” 
 
    My jaw clenched.  
 
    Leid’s smile faded.  
 
    He noticed her falter. “You’re in love with a genocidal monster, and I’m sure you know that. Why?” 
 
    “Give me the Regent, Commander Raith. I won’t ask you again.” 
 
    Lucifer sighed. “Release him,” he ordered to his men. He stepped aside as the guards ambled me forward, handing me off to Leid. But as soon as they let go of my arms, I broke the chains around my wrists, links flying in every direction. Before anyone could react, I slid the blade from the sheath on the soldier’s belt and shoved him off the side of the port.  
 
    He fell, too stunned to spread his wings, succumbing to turbulence within seconds. 
 
    Lucifer turned at the commotion, just as I lunged at him with the blade raised over my head. He stepped back as I swung. Warm blood hit my face, accompanied by a searing pinch in my gut. I hadn’t heard the shot fired, but caught the echo. 
 
    A hit. 
 
    A hit! 
 
    But not a fatal one.  
 
    Raith was still alive, pointing a smoking pulse gun at my chest. Blood gushed from the sleeve of his right arm, a severed hand lying between us. Adrenaline had allowed him not to notice it yet, but then he did, and he screamed. 
 
    And then I realized that he’d hit me, too. He’d hit me worse. I held my stomach, dropping the blade. My steps were staggered and I couldn’t keep my balance. My body was getting colder by the second. 
 
    “Qaira!” Leid screamed, but she sounded distant, far away. 
 
    And then my feet ran out of port, and I fell off the Ark, eyes rolling into my head as clouds and darkness coalesced. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    My body hit the cold, black waves with a clap.  
 
    The Ocean of Maghir welcomed my arrival with open arms, pulling me under. I sank, watching what little light there was fade with the surface. My eyes stayed open, waves droning in my ears, as objects fell around me. Bodies, all of them. Thousands of bodies—fallen Sanctum soldiers, children—now corpse statues, slaves to Maghir. 
 
    I tried to flail, thrash, swim to the surface, but my body was leaden. I was gone. I was lost—just another body in the ocean of death. A lost soul in a place I had never believed was real. 
 
    “Qaira…” 
 
    My eyes fluttered. Black bubbles drew from my lips like crystal oil.  
 
    “Qaira…” 
 
    Warmth returned to my fingers, and they twitched. I floundered, rising. 
 
    “Qaira, please…!” 
 
    Leid.  
 
    Leid.  
 
    I fought for the surface as shadowy hands grabbed at my feet, trying to pull me under again. My lip curled in a snarl, determination moving waves of heat through my body, giving me strength. No, I would not go. I would not.  
 
    My face broke the surface and I opened my eyes wide, gasping for breath.  
 
    And then cold air beat against my face, and I was weightless. 
 
    Falling, again.  
 
    A hard slap sent my head sideways. Reality exploded back—roaring wind, that searing pain in my stomach, and Leid’s screams. Sobs.  
 
    “Qaira, wake up!” She slapped me again and again, even as I awoke and stared at her, utterly confused. “Your wings! Use your wings!” 
 
    We were falling from the Ark.  
 
    We were falling. Leid had jumped off with me.  
 
    I pulled her into me, releasing my wings. But I was too late—the ground was seconds away, and all I could do was cushion the bone-shattering collision that would follow. I turned sideways, shielding her from impact. My back slammed into the tundra in a cloud of debris. Leid was torn out of my arms as we rolled along the ground for what felt like eternity.  
 
    I lay on my side, coughing up blood. Leid was strewn only feet from me, but it might as well been miles. I couldn’t reach her. I couldn’t move.  
 
    Blood trickled down my forehead, pooling into my eyes. It stung, and I shut them, unable to lift my hand to wipe the blood away.  
 
    She was face down and unmoving, a lithe arm outstretched, scratched and bloody.  
 
    “Leid,” I whispered.  
 
    Nothing. Not a single thing. 
 
    No.  
 
    No, please. 
 
    Gritting my teeth, I forced my arm to move and I reached for her outstretched hand. Our fingertips fell centimeters apart. Too far. 
 
    Sight left my eyes like a heavy blanket, and the last thought I had was that I would return to Maghir’s Ocean—; 
 
    And this time, Leid would sink with me. 
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    OF KIN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Yahweh Telei—; 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EVERYTHING SEEMED SO ALIEN.  
 
    I was home—as home as I could be—and yet there was an aching in my chest that told me I shouldn’t be here. Not here, not now. There were too many things happening all at once, and many of them were my doing.  
 
    My footsteps were soft against the bridge hall, but the ones behind me were heavy—powerful, formidable. And then they stopped. 
 
    I turned and saw my brother standing in the glass hall, looking out into the Ark. Light reflected from his cool, blue eyes as he marveled silently at all we’d done in his absence.  
 
    “The Commander is waiting for us,” I said, urging him along.  
 
    Ixiah looked at me, expressionless. He appeared no older than the day he’d left, but there was an obvious difference. He wasn’t an angel anymore, and it showed. The soft wisdom in his eyes had been replaced by a stoic gaze.  
 
    Lifelessness, apathy. The signature look of a scholar. 
 
    He said nothing, lowering his head and pressing on.  
 
    When my father had called the Court of Enigmus, I’d felt a fluttering in my chest at the chance of seeing Ixiah again. It’d been so long—five hundred years, but the excitement quickly turned to disappointment. We might as well been strangers.   
 
    But there was a flicker in his eyes, one of recognition—feeling—when he looked at me, albeit that was all I’d been afforded. 
 
    Lucifer was at his desk, staring out the window. The stack of papers next to him had grown exponentially since I’d been here last. He wasn’t himself, but I couldn’t blame him. 
 
    He turned at the sound of our entrance, settling a gaze of surprise on my brother. Lucifer had noticed the change, too. 
 
    “Thank you for coming,” he said. “I wasn’t expecting you so soon.” 
 
    “I came the moment I was given word, Commander Raith.” 
 
    Not Lucifer. Commander Raith. Once upon a time we were family. 
 
    Lucifer’s eyes lowered to the clutter on his desk, burying his wounded arm deeper into his coat. The more he tried to hide it, the more obvious it became. Five days ago I’d cauterized it, and the stench of burning flesh always accompanied that memory. Lucifer had lost his hand because of me. Because I’d forgotten to give Qaira that sedative.  
 
    I never told him what I’d done; I was too ashamed. 
 
    “Can I get you anything to eat, or drink?” offered Lucifer. 
 
    Ixiah shook his head. “No, thank you.” 
 
    I inched toward the door, but Lucifer caught me. “No, Yahweh. I’d like you to hear this as well.” 
 
    I returned to my brother’s side, exhaling slowly. We sat across the desk. 
 
    Lucifer’s eyes darted between us, and he smiled mirthlessly. “You two almost look identical now.” 
 
    Ixiah and I looked at each other, saying nothing. It was true. In a few hundred years I would be the age equivalent of when he’d joined the Court of Enigmus. They did not age past their assimilation. And then with trepidation I realized that one day I would look older than my brother.  
 
    “How much did your noble tell you?” asked Lucifer. 
 
    “Enough,” said Ixiah. 
 
    “That scholar; she was Aipocinus’ guardian, right?” 
 
    “Yes. Her name is Leid Koseling, and she was a scarlet guardian before our King expired. She’s been under the supervision of my noble since.” Although Ixiah said this with dispassion, there was a spark of something in his gaze. It was enough to let us know that he did not like Leid Koseling. 
 
    “Calenus is her appointed noble?” Lucifer asked, voice catching in his throat. 
 
    Ixiah nodded, seeming to anticipate his next question. 
 
    “He sent one of his to aid our enemies?”  
 
    Evidently Lucifer was hurt by that. The angels were allied with Calenus. He’d worked on Felor more times than I could count, and his recruitment of my brother was supposed to be a fortification of that alliance.  
 
    Ixiah held Lucifer’s gaze, stony. “We are neutral, Commander Raith. Your race isn’t the only one that we aid.” 
 
    “Your race, you mean,” Lucifer said, coolly.  
 
    Ixiah’s façade broke then. He reclined in his seat, sighing. “Calenus sent Leid to a losing side. The odds were impossible. The Nehel weren’t supposed to win. I’m surprised that I’m sitting here, really.” 
 
    “Why would he send her to a losing side?” 
 
    “A passive form of punishment,” said my brother, slightly amused. “She’s caused some tumult in Exo’daius lately. Leid was cagey, and Calenus saw fit to have her sent away for a while. Despite her unruly behavior, she’s a formidable war tactician and hasn’t lost a single contract. A loss would have humbled her, or so my noble thought.” 
 
    How cruel. 
 
    There was a lengthy moment of silence. I stood and headed for the coffee station near the door. I needed a cup. 
 
    “What will you do now?” asked Lucifer. 
 
    “That depends entirely on you. I was told that Leid and the Nehelian Regent are MIA.” 
 
    Five days ago, my father shot Qaira in the stomach and he fell off the Ark. Leid jumped overboard with him. Although their plummet wasn’t survivable, our search teams couldn’t find them. We’d spent a day and a half skirting the tundra to no avail. Somehow they’d made it back to Sanctum. 
 
    “We haven’t found them, no,” Lucifer verified. “The only possibility is that they’re in Sanctum.” 
 
    “Then I will go there.” 
 
    “Right now?” 
 
    “No. Right now I will return to the Court of Enigmus and discuss the matter with the others. I’ll gather a team to recover Leid. You’ll just have to wait a little while longer, Commander.” 
 
    “That’s fine.” 
 
    Ixiah’s eyes lowered to Lucifer’s bandaged arm. “I’m very sorry that this happened to you. On behalf of the Court of Enigmus, I would like to formally apologize for the unprofessionalism that Leid Koseling has shown, and would also like to assure you that this isn’t custom.” 
 
    As I poured coffee, I wondered what would happen to Leid. I liked her, and Qaira, and the entire situation was almost too numbing to think about. I’d hidden most of how I felt from Lucifer and Ixiah—there was no arguing for Qaira’s life anymore, not after what he’d done.  
 
    If only this story had begun differently, ended differently.  
 
    Lucifer nodded solemnly and Ixiah stood, cuing that their conversation was over. 
 
    “We’ll be in touch, Lucifer.” 
 
    Lucifer. He’d called him Lucifer, and then he’d smiled. Not a true smile, but the goodbye had been much warmer than the greeting. 
 
    “Do you need to be shown to the port?” my father asked, beginning to rise. 
 
    “No need. I’ll find my way.” 
 
    And then Ixiah was gone. 
 
    I stood at the coffee station, sipping from my cup. 
 
    My brother’s appearance seemed to have invigorated Lucifer, as he’d finally begun to tend to that stack of paperwork. After a minute of silence, I too headed for the door, but just as I crossed the threshold, my father said, “Why didn’t you tell me about her?” 
 
    I froze. 
 
    His tone hadn’t been angry, but a soft question. I suspected he knew the answer already. 
 
    I turned, trying to think of a response that didn’t sound treacherous. “I didn’t want this to happen.” 
 
    Lucifer only looked at me. It was hard to explain to him that after spending nearly half a year with Qaira and Leid, I had grown to know them, to like them. He wasn’t questioning my allegiance—I’d already proven my loyalty by betraying Qaira five days ago. But… 
 
    “This must be very hard for you,” he said.  
 
    I looked away, ashamed. He said nothing else and I retreated to the bridge.  
 
    My pager buzzed. I was needed at the medical ward. Namah had taken my place as Crylle physician, and I’d taken his as head doctor on the Ark. He wasn’t pleased to hear that they weren’t bringing him back in the foreseeable future. Lucifer didn’t want me out of his sight. Crylle was not a safe place to be, especially now. 
 
    I moved down the bridge with my eyes on my feet, hoping that some suturing and amputations could away my thoughts. The war was essentially won, but the price of our victory had cost us much.  
 
    And I felt that burden more than anyone. 
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    TULAN STEAK, MARINATED POI AND BLACKENED SAAR.  
 
    Tae had made all three of my favorite things for dinner tonight, and all I did was push the plate aside. My sister hung her head and cried. But it wasn’t her fault.  
 
    I couldn’t eat. My stomach felt as heavy as iron, laced with a searing hot pain that no medication could touch. The doctors had told me I was lucky to be alive, but I didn’t share their opinion. 
 
    I had failed; in more ways than one.  
 
    Leid had dragged me miles across the tundra, all the way back to Sanctum, and Ara’s men had found us at the borderlands. I’d woken up two days ago at Eroqam Medical Facility—what was left of it, anyway—with a hole in my stomach, a subdural hematoma and a crushed leg. Leid had suffered no injuries. 
 
    They’d stopped the bleeding and stitched me up, performed surgery on my leg and gave me medication for the migraine that raged full-throttle all day every day, but there was nothing they could do for my spirit. It was gone, annihilated along with my city. 
 
    “Qaira.” 
 
    I looked at Leid, who looked back at me with stern eyes.  
 
    “You need to eat something. You haven’t eaten since you’ve been home.” 
 
    My gaze drifted back to my plate. I wanted to eat—I really did. She didn’t understand the pain. “I can’t.” 
 
    “You can. Put the food in your mouth and chew. You’re going to die if you don’t.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s what I want,” I snapped, and her expression softened. “Have you ever thought about that?” 
 
    Tae cried even harder. My brother shook his head, muttered something under his breath, and left the table. 
 
    The softness in Leid’s expression faded. “Self-pity doesn’t suit you.” 
 
    Neither did the cast, or these bandages, or failure.  
 
    “Will you at least drink some water?” 
 
    I reached for my crutches. Without another word I hobbled out of the dining room. I needed silence; Leid was making my migraine even worse. 
 
    In ten seconds flat, she caught up to me, carrying my abandoned dinner plate. “You’re going to eat, even if I have to force this down your throat.” 
 
    “Leave me alone.” 
 
    “I won’t. Not until you get some food in you. The doctor said you have to keep eating or else your stomach acid will disrupt the healing process.” 
 
    I sighed, giving up.  
 
    In my room, Leid helped me into bed and I leaned against the headboard. She set the plate on my lap and took a seat in the armchair, watching. I grabbed the fork with a grimace and stabbed a piece of steak, lifting it to my lips. It tasted so good that I almost melted, but as soon as I swallowed the burning in my gut intensified. I laid there, unable to do anything except ride the worst pain I’d ever felt. It was so paralyzing that I couldn’t even scream. 
 
    Leid noticed the look on my face and winced. “Just a few more bites, please.” 
 
    Instead, I threw the plate at the wall. Dinner and porcelain scattered across the floor. 
 
    Leid hung her head.  
 
    “How did this happen?” I stammered. “How could this have happened?” 
 
    It wasn’t supposed to be like this. I wasn’t supposed to be laying near-dead in this bed, with half of Sanctum in ruins beyond my window. We should have been celebrating the angels’ defeat. I should have been giving my victory speech.  
 
    My vision blurred as tears glazed my eyes, but I choked them back. I was pathetic enough already. 
 
    “I didn’t drag you back here so you could give up,” Leid said. “Your people need you. They need to know what to do next.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to do next!” I shouted. “Why don’t you tell me what to do, Advisor Koseling?” 
 
    Leid looked away, wiping her eyes. “Surrender.” 
 
    I blanched. “What?” 
 
    “There’s nothing else we can do. You have to surrender.” 
 
    Those words had a stronger paralyzing effect than the pain. For a second I couldn’t even feel my stomach. “Never.” 
 
    “Your army is gone, half your city is in ruins, and over a hundred thousand of your people are dead. Do you want to lose everything? Kill everyone?” 
 
    I’d already lost everything, and the truth hurt worse than any wound. “You could do it.” 
 
    “… Do what?” 
 
    “Destroy the Ark. You told Raith that you could do it.” 
 
    She looked at me as if I’d just slapped her. “I can’t.” 
 
    “Can’t, or won’t?” 
 
    “Both. I only did that to save you. I’m not going to kill an entire race for winning fair and square.” 
 
    “If you don’t, they’ll kill me.” 
 
    “They won’t kill you if you surrender.” 
 
    “I’m not surrendering.” 
 
    Leid clenched her jaw, saying nothing. 
 
    “And I didn’t ask you to save me,” I said through my teeth. “I would rather die than face defeat. That has always been the Nehel way. In hindsight I have no idea why I ever put my faith in you. We lost, even with you here.” 
 
    Anger had taken control of my mind. I’d regretted saying that the moment it left my mouth, but the damage was already done. Leid stared at me like I’d ripped out her heart and stomped it into red mush. Blood tears trickled down her cheeks, and she left my room with her face in her hands. 
 
    “No, wait—” I reached for her, but she was already gone. “Leid, wait! I’m sorry!” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    I cursed under my breath as the searing in my gut resumed. It placated me, and soon I fell into restless sleep, dreaming of Maghir’s Ocean. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Our craft swept over the wreckage of Upper Sanctum, a sea of rubble and high-rise carcasses. Streets were buried by debris and covered in smoke from still-burning fires deep below the ruins. The sky was the color of ashen coal, still and somber. Everything seemed dead. 
 
    Everything was dead. 
 
    Ara and I watched the scenery pass with solemnity. We hadn’t spoken at all since our departure from Eroqam, and the tension was getting thicker by the second. 
 
    We were on our way to the pyres, where a hundred thousand bodies lay waiting to be burned. Usually pyres were individual ceremonies, but the body count was too high. We would burn our dead in bulk. 
 
    In bulk. What an ugly phrase. 
 
    This would be my first appearance since the battle, and the thought of facing my people made me tremble. I would have to give a speech, on crutches, assuring them that everything would be alright. I’d have to preach hope and other worthless crap that I didn’t believe. And they would look on at me in anger and disappointment, wishing I had died in battle.  
 
    The migraine moved to my forehead, its pressure like stout fingers pushing out my eyes. I wanted to slam my head through the windshield so everything would end. 
 
    As we descended through the pyre fields, my brother glanced around the cabin. “Where’s Leid?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    He stared, waiting for an explanation. 
 
    “We had a fight. She took off this morning and I haven’t seen her since.” 
 
    “What did you fight about?” he asked, looking out the window. 
 
    I hesitated. “She wants me to surrender.” 
 
    “You should.” 
 
    Ara, too? 
 
    “Sanctum can’t take another hit like this. We’re done, Qaira. We gave it our best fight, but we’re done.” 
 
    The pyres were being prepped by our incinerators, and clouds of smoke billowed into the sky like black torpors. It covered our craft, and neither of us could see. When we landed, Ara exited first and offered his hand as I steadied my crutches.  
 
    “It should have been you,” I said quietly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You should have been Regent.” 
 
    He stared at me, abashed. I limped away, disappearing through the smoke. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Corpses covered in white sheets, laid across planks, were carried up the ramp to the pyres by groups of Yetans—priests of Maghir—while the audience sang Moritorian hymns. Their voices rose with the smoke, entrenching a cadence of sorrow. The stench of burning flesh made my stomach churn as I stood stone-faced with a row of officials behind the ramp. 
 
    The smoke cleared and I saw Lakash’s wife and daughter in the front row, their faces tired and tear-stained. Neither of them looked at me.  
 
    And then I looked at other people’s faces. Their pain screamed at me, and I thought about everything I’d done—every order I’d given, every decision I had made without any consideration as to whom it would affect. For a decade I had led them, but I had never seen them. 
 
    I’d struggled with a speech for the pyre all morning, but now I knew exactly what to say.  
 
    The hymns died, giving way to the dozen speeches that followed. I was last, so I had to sit through another forty minutes of transparent promises of rebuilding and becoming stronger than before. Hope and transcendence and blah blah blah. At one point I scoffed and some of the officials turned to look at me.  
 
    Their promises meant nothing, and it angered me how they spewed lies to our people. I was the one that had to fulfill these promises, and I couldn’t. There were no repercussions of their false comfort. They would look like heroes and I would be the asshole that couldn’t meet their goals.  
 
    They even spoke for me. The Regent this; the Regent that—the Regent was a fucking idiot who’d just destroyed his own city. I’d promised to crush the angels and all I’d ended up crushing was our world. And my leg.  
 
    And then it was my turn. 
 
    I hobbled to the ramp as the audience watched me silently, keeping my gaze down in fear of seeing the pity in their eyes. No one needed to tell me I looked like shit.  
 
    The grass was easy to get across, but the gravel posed a challenge. One of my crutches got stuck between loose rocks and I almost fell, but a guard rushed to steady me. I shoved him away, snarling. “I’m fine.” 
 
    He backed away at my rejection. 
 
    It took me almost ten minutes to get up the ramp because I refused any help. Once there, I looked over the eighty thousand Nehelians who had gathered at the pyre fields, a sea of faces almost stretching to the Aeroway. 
 
    I inhaled, and began. 
 
    “I have failed you, Sanctum, in more ways than you know. I am not the man you think I am. I’ve never been that man, and I have ruled without empathy or regard for causality.” 
 
    Confusion emanated from the crowd. People looked at each other, questioningly. 
 
    Ara stood, narrowing his eyes. I had to hurry. 
 
    “If my father could see me now, he would cry. He would cry because the son he’d always believed in has destroyed the only thing he’d left behind. He trusted me with Sanctum, but he may as well have given Sanctum to a child.” 
 
    My brother said something to his soldiers, pointing at me. They headed for the ramp, and the crowd began to murmur.  
 
    “I could have killed Commander Raith! I had him at my feet, but I chose a minute more of his suffering over the lives of my men! Sanctum, we are doomed! We are doomed because I am your leader!” 
 
    “He’s lost it! Get him off the stage—!” 
 
    A guard approached me, gingerly, and asked if I could hand him the microphone and step off the ramp. I told him to fuck off. 
 
    Cameras flashed as another group of guards tackled me, ripping the mic from my hand. It took five of them to apprehend me and drag me from the stage, all the while I screamed and thrashed, drowned out by the thunder of hysteria. Over and over I shouted the same thing with eyes raised to the bruised sky, like a prayer for a deaf, frigid god: 
 
    “SANCTUM, PLEASE FORGIVE ME!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    II 
 
    PREDATION 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FOR THE REST OF THE DAY, I’D LOCKED myself in my room. The phone rang off the hook and I heard my sister telling Sanctum PB to leave us alone, her pleas shriller and shriller each time.  
 
    Ara was forced to spend the afternoon at Eroqam dealing with the fallout from my episode of post-traumatic stress, or so he’d deemed it. 
 
    I was waiting for the officials to motion for my impeachment, but that motion never came. Instead I was glorified for my freak-out. Idolized. The crowd had been moved by my confession, and the media quickly swooped in to fuel the flames. According to them, my melt-down was the product of my guilt; I was heartbroken that I couldn’t protect my city and its people. Moreover, the Yetans preached that Maghir had brought me back from the dead, as I’d returned from the Ark alive, despite impossible odds and fatal injuries.  
 
    I’d gone to the pyres looking for reparation, to be made a pariah. Instead I was deified even more. What the fuck was wrong with everyone? 
 
    My sister had forced me to drink some kind of herbal tea that had smelled like moss and tasted like swamp water, and it was burning the shit out of my stomach. I lay in bed and watched the light change across my bedroom wall, panting and wishing for death.  
 
    I fell asleep before dinner, and awoke at sunset to someone’s hand sliding across my chest. Leid sat at my bedside, looking me over with concern. The dying sun bled through my window and cast an orange haze over us, making the moment surreal. The violet of her eyes was muted by the light, and now they glittered like gold. 
 
    “I thought you were gone,” I said, nearly whispering.  
 
    “I almost was,” she said, lowering her gaze. “But I couldn’t leave you. I heard about what happened. I saw your speech on the news. Qaira, I’m sorry. I should have been there.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize. It was my fault.” 
 
    Silence; Leid curled into bed with me, laying her head against my chest.  
 
    “I saw Lakash’s family today,” I said. “Their faces still haunt me.” 
 
    She said nothing.  
 
    “Is this what it feels like?” I asked. “The guilt; I can’t take it. It feels like my heart is being wrapped in barbed wire.” 
 
    “It hurts,” she whispered. “It’s supposed to. It’s the only way that we can learn. Change.” 
 
    “Marry me.” 
 
    She looked up, stunned. “What?” 
 
    “I want to marry you. Stay here with me, in Sanctum.” 
 
    Leid searched my eyes for any disingenuity, but found none. I was serious. She’d dragged me through fire and over spikes to make me a better man. In many ways, I owed her my life. Without her I’d still be a junkie derelict, unfit for anything. 
 
    And then she started to cry. Not exactly the response I was hoping for. 
 
    “You don’t want to?” I asked, crestfallen. 
 
    “No,” she said, shaking her head, hiding her face. “It’s not that. I… I want to. Qaira, I want to be with you more than anything but…but I can’t.” 
 
    I reached for her, and then my radio buzzed. I glanced at it, but dismissed the call. This was more important.  
 
    It kept ringing. 
 
    “Get it,” Leid said, wiping her face. 
 
    I reached for my crutches, but then she motioned for me to stop and retrieved it herself. When she tossed it to me, I pressed the receiver button. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Qaira, where are you?”  
 
    It was my brother. He sounded panicked.  
 
    “At home.” 
 
    “We have visitors. They’re at the northern spire.” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk to anyone. Send them away.” 
 
    “They’re not taking no for an answer. They claim they’re from something called the Court of Enigmus, and they’re asking for you. You need to get down here. They don’t look right. One of them… looks like an angel.” 
 
    I looked at Leid, and she only hung her head. Suddenly her sadness made sense. She knew this was going to happen. Lucifer had called her lot and now they were here to take her away.  
 
    But I’d promised that I wouldn’t let her go that easily, and I always kept my promises. 
 
    “I’ll be down in a minute.” 
 
    I severed the call and grabbed my crutches, struggling to my feet. “Stay here,” I told her. “Hide if you have to.” 
 
    “Qaira, whatever you’re planning, you can’t—” 
 
    “I’m not letting them take you away. They’ll have to kill me before that happens.” 
 
    “They will kill you.” 
 
    “Let me talk to them first. They asked for me, not you.” 
 
    She sank to my bed. “Be careful.” 
 
    I nodded, heading out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    All eyes were on me the moment I’d appeared in the foyer. That was because everyone had spent two full minutes listening to the sound of my crutches from the elevator. 
 
    Ara stood at the foot of the stairs, staring at our guests. Three of our guards were backed against the wall, their guns scattered at the scholars’ feet. Disarmed, but not slain. They weren’t here to kill.  
 
    There were two of them, clad in black coats, a glowing red sigil adorning their breasts. It was like they had set fire to their clothes, but the flames had been contained to only one place. I didn’t believe in magic, but this was really challenging that belief.  
 
    Neither of them said a thing, staring placidly.  
 
    “Hi,” I said. 
 
    The angel scholar stepped forward. At first glance I could have sworn it was Yahweh, but he looked a little older. A little meaner.  His cold, blue gaze started at my crutches and slowly made its way to my face. “Regent Qaira Eltruan?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “My name is Ixiah Telei, scholar of the Court of Enigmus.” He nodded to his partner. “This is Ziranel Throm, also a scholar.” 
 
    Ziranel was not angel-borne—pale skinned with hair as black as Leid’s, cut unevenly to his jaw, and eyes the color of fire. From what I could tell, their society of scholars was a mosaic of alien races. Aliens-turned-Vel’Haru. 
 
    “You’re Yahweh’s brother.” 
 
    “I am,” said Ixiah, stone faced. “If you know that, then you must know why we’re here.” 
 
    “I have an idea, yes.” 
 
    “Should we continue with formalities, or would you care to hand Leid over and spare us all the time?” 
 
    “Leid is not my property, so I can’t just hand her over. She’s already told me that she doesn’t want to go with you.” 
 
    Ixiah smiled, and it was scary. The smile was warm, inviting, but it was accompanied by the look of a sociopath. Clearly he was nothing like Yahweh, and there was little chance of talking him out of what he’d come here to do. 
 
    “Do you know who we are, Regent?” That question was a threat.  
 
    My lip curled. “Do you know who I am?” 
 
    Ziranel stepped forward, leaning into his partner. “Stop fooling around. We’ll find her ourselves.” 
 
    “I haven’t given you permission to enter my home,” I said. 
 
    Ziranel grinned, his sharp canines gleaming under fluorescence. “We don’t need permission. A perk of being at the top of the food-chain. You’re guilty of contract violation, but we’ll let you live if you step aside.” 
 
    Ara looked at me, his expression relaying that I should step aside. Instead, I pulled out my gun. The scholars seemed amused. 
 
    Ixiah scoffed. “Really?” 
 
    “You can’t tell me that a bullet between your eyes wouldn’t sting,” I chided.  
 
    “Qaira, please,” begged Ara.  
 
    “Aim your gun at them, Commandant. That’s an order.” 
 
    With a wince, my brother did as I’d commanded.  
 
    Ziranel and Ixiah looked between us, laughing softly. Namah had been right, but Leid was nothing like these assholes. Now I knew why she was so frightened, and I would never forgive myself if I let these savages take her away. 
 
    “Leid is staying here,” I said, the look in my eyes daring them to take another step. “Kindly take your leave.” 
 
    “Let me explain what’s going to happen,” Ixiah began, climbing the first step. “You are going to think about pulling that trigger, but before your brain can even send a message to your finger, I’ll have already snapped your neck.” 
 
    “Talk is cheap, white. Show me what you’ve got.” 
 
    I pulled the trigger, but he was gone. A fraction of a second later I was against the wall, his fingers curled around my neck. We were nose-to-nose.  
 
    “Believe me now?” he whispered. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. Ixiah’s head didn’t explode, but he’d felt something. Whatever it was, it surprised him, and he released me with a gasp.  
 
    And then a blur hit him and he was thrown across the foyer, landing headfirst into a pillar. His collision left a giant crack in the stone. 
 
    My brother dropped his gun and backed away, unable to believe his eyes. That blow should have killed anyone. Anyone but a scholar, and now Ara knew. 
 
    The blur had been Leid.  
 
    She shielded me, snarling. “Stay back.” 
 
    Ixiah got to his feet, wiping away the blood that trickled from a nasty gash across his forehead. He sneered. “Your plaything has a smart mouth.” 
 
    His partner took a step forward, but Leid held out a hand. “Zira, don’t.” 
 
    Ziranel froze.  
 
    They were afraid of her. Why were two guardians afraid of one? 
 
    “Leid, you can’t stay here,” reasoned Ixiah. “Calenus has ordered that you return. If you don’t come with us, we’ll return with him.” 
 
    Her hand fell limp at her side. She looked at the ground. 
 
    No.  
 
    “Promise not to hurt Qaira or his brother.” 
 
    “We didn’t want to hurt them,” said Ziranel. “They wouldn’t step aside.” 
 
    He reached out to her, and, reluctantly, she descended the stairs. 
 
    “Wait,” I breathed, grabbing her arm. She pulled away. “Leid, don’t go.” 
 
    She looked over her shoulder, smiling through tears. “I’ll never forget you.” 
 
    I watched, paralyzed, as Ixiah and Ziranel guided her toward the exit. I would never see her again, and there was nothing I could do to stop them. I’d never felt so powerless in my entire life. What would happen to her? What kind of punishment did scholars serve for violating a contract? Were they marching Leid to her death?  
 
    As they opened the door, I shouted, “I’ll surrender to the angels!” 
 
    All three of them froze, looking back at me. Leid was shocked, the others confused. 
 
    “I’ll let the Ark into The Atrium. They can have it. They can have everything,” I said. When neither of them responded, I rasped, “What else do you want? What else can I give you?” 
 
    “Leid is not for sale,” Ixiah said, but the fire in his eyes was gone. “And orders are orders. As far as I can tell, bargaining with your surrender is pointless, considering you’ve already lost.” 
 
    “If you take her, I will make their colonization insufferable. We will attack the angels at every opportunity, whittling them away. How many are left after our battle? How many have died already? I can promise that your brother’s life will be a miserable one. They may have won access to my world, but the war is far from over.” 
 
    Something changed on Ixiah’s face. He and Ziranel shared a look. Their hesitation had sparked a cinder of hope. 
 
    “If you let her stay, I will invite the angels into our world. Their colonization will be peaceful. Safe. Sanctum will not attack them.” 
 
    Ziranel glared at Ixiah, realizing that he was considering my offer. “We don’t have the power to decide that. A scholar has never left our court.” 
 
    “Leid is trouble, Zira. She’s an exception.” 
 
    “Calenus will not like this.” 
 
    “I will deal with him.” 
 
    He stepped back, shocked. “So, you’re doing it?” 
 
    Ixiah said nothing, gazing at me. There was no cruelty on his face. He looked like Yahweh more than ever. “You will give the angels peace, Regent?” 
 
    “I am a man of my word, scholar.” 
 
    He released Leid’s arm, nudging her forward. “Consider the contract voided and Scholar Leid Koseling excommunicated from Exo’daius. I will return to the Ark with the news. I suggest you schedule a meeting with Commander Raith in the near future to negotiate terms of a settlement.” 
 
    Ziranel released Leid as well, but with reluctance. Leid had said that scholars were neutral; loyal to no world except their own. Twice now I’d seen evidence against that claim. Ixiah was not an angel anymore, but he was willing to save them. And, judging by Ziranel’s disquieted demeanor, that decision would come with a heavy price. 
 
    But it was neither my business nor my problem. Leid was here to stay; that was all I cared about.  
 
    The scholars vacated the foyer, leaving Leid at the door. She looked up at me, stunned, unable to believe that I had just negotiated for her freedom. My brother and his men regrouped, heading for the elevator. Ara looked back and nodded before he slipped away, his expression alluding to an entire bottle of Cardinal in his near-future.  
 
    And then Leid and I were alone, me at the top of the steps, her at the bottom. We stared at each other, silent, overwhelmed by thoughts of what next. Nine months ago she had come to my world with the task of making sure it stayed in my possession, and I had just given it away, all for her. There’d been no pain or shame in that decision, either.  
 
    Because Leid Koseling was worth more than anything I had. Anything I could give.  
 
    I had absolutely no idea what the future held for me, or for Sanctum, but none of that mattered now because she would be in it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    O 
 
    FAREWELL 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yahweh Telei—; 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LUCIFER WAS COUGHING SO HARD THAT HE ALMOST RETCHED. Ixiah had announced that Qaira was letting the angels into The Atrium while he was sipping tea. 
 
    I couldn’t blame him for his shock—I hardly believed it myself. 
 
    “He agreed to an Archaean settlement so long as we let him keep Leid.” 
 
    “Keep Leid?” Lucifer repeated, still coughing. 
 
    Ixiah nodded. “It’s a double-win. You get your world and the Court of Enigmus gets some peace and quiet.” 
 
    “Calenus agreed to that?” 
 
    Ixiah hesitated. “He will.” 
 
    Lucifer looked questioningly at him, but said nothing else. He knew better than to pry at Vel’Haru affairs. We all did. 
 
    “What exactly is Qaira Eltruan?” asked Ixiah. 
 
    Lucifer tilted his head. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He did something to me; with his mind. He made my thoughts fuzzy.” 
 
    My father looked at me. 
 
    “Qaira has the ability of what I like to call brain apoptosis,” I explained. “He releases high energy radiation, triggered by thought, which… well, can make people’s heads explode.” 
 
    “My head didn’t explode. I just got confused.” 
 
    “You’re Vel’Haru. It must affect you differently. Usually it’s fatal.” 
 
    Ixiah reclined in his seat, rubbing his chin. “Interesting.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s one word for it,” muttered Lucifer. “I don’t know if I can trust a settlement. This all seems completely unlike him.” 
 
    “He sounded sincere,” said Ixiah, “but if there’s any trouble, let me know.” 
 
    “What happens next?” 
 
    “He should contact you shortly. What you do from there is not my concern, but I imagine you two will meet and negotiate.” 
 
    Lucifer nodded. “Thank you, Ixiah. You don’t know how much this means to me. To us.” 
 
    “I do, and that’s why I did it.” He stood. “The Court is expecting me. Zira’s already briefing them. Yahweh, could you walk me out?” 
 
    Me? “Uh, yes, sure.” 
 
    Lucifer bid us both goodbye as we stepped onto the bridge, and then we were alone. We walked side-by-side toward the port, silent, awkward, wanting to speak but not knowing what to say. 
 
    “How’s mother?” he asked, finally.  
 
    “Not so good.” 
 
    “Worse?” 
 
    I nodded. “I haven’t seen her for two years, but word is that she’s on a regimen of antipsychotics.” 
 
    Ixiah looked away, sadly. “Two years?” 
 
    “It’s hard,” I whispered. “It’s hard to see her.” 
 
    Because seeing her meant that I had to see him. And I saw him once a day already.  
 
    It was never a huge scene, only an indifferent nod to each other, but every time I saw him I thought about what had happened; what had happened before Lucifer had taken me under his wing. And I was sure that Ixiah’s memories of our father were even worse.  
 
    In a sense it was his fault that Ixiah had left. Yes, there had been a negotiation, but Calenus would have never placed my brother on the table if he hadn’t wanted to leave already. Like Lucifer to me, Calenus had saved him from years of abuse and neglect.  
 
    And now he was something else, something special. Ixiah looked the same, but spoke and carried himself with the sharp intellect of a scholar.  
 
    A scholar. It was still so hard to believe that he was one of them. It seemed like yesterday that he was flunking school and getting into fights, disappearing for days and having guards drag him home, shivering and emaciated. But so much had happened since he left, and he felt that, too. 
 
    “I never told you this,” he began, hesitating. “I’m sorry that I left you. With them. I wasn’t given much of a choice, but…” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I assured him, trying to smile. “It all worked out in the end for both of us.” 
 
    “It did,” he said, smiling as well, gazing out through the glass hall as we traversed it. “This is all so incredible.” 
 
    I said nothing, letting him marvel. We left the hall and arrived at the port. Soldiers and civilians passed us by, nodding, but none of them recognized Ixiah. Not anymore. They had no idea that he’d just saved us all. And they never would. 
 
    Lucifer had arranged a craft that would take him to Crylle. He would find a portal there and return to Exo’daius. I didn’t know when I’d see him again. Maybe never. 
 
    “Namah will be very upset that he didn’t get to see you,” I noted as he headed up the ramp.  
 
    Ixiah laughed. “Where is he?” 
 
    “At Crylle’s hospital. You should stop in and visit him or he’ll mope around for weeks.” 
 
    “I might.” 
 
    Once upon a time Namah and Ixiah had been school mates. Best friends. More than that, even. Yet another thing my father hated about his oldest son—his indiscrimination of love. 
 
    We didn’t say farewell as he boarded the craft, only looked at each other as the doors slid shut. It was bad luck to say goodbye, at least for us. A goodbye affirmed the chance that we might never meet again. 
 
    The craft left the dock, floating slowly from the hangar. I watched until it descended out of sight, fading in the darkness. I smiled through sadness. 
 
    Qaira and Lucifer were going to negotiate. The war had ended without any more blood. Things had taken a turn for the better overnight.  
 
    As I left the hangar and ventured through Nostra—the eastern civilian sector, I wondered if Qaira would ever forgive me. I wondered if we would find a place on The Atrium that felt like home. I still remembered Felor, even now.  
 
    And then I wondered if this was really the happily ever after that everyone was hoping for. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    III 
 
    LAID TO REST 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE MINUTES TICKED BY AS RAITH AND I SAT IN Eroqam’s conference room. Neither of us had said a thing so far. We were supposed to be discussing the angel settlement, but all we did was stare daggers at each other.  
 
    My crutches rested on the table beside me. One of them shifted, about to fall, and I steadied it. Lucifer scratched at the bandage on his handless arm. We’d done this to each other—all this damage, only to end up here. It was funny and infuriating all at once. 
 
    Lucifer’s eyes slid to the clock on the wall, and he sighed. “Are you going to say anything?” 
 
    “You first.” 
 
    “You’re the one who invited me down here.” 
 
    “I said I wanted to hear your terms. So let’s hear them.” 
 
    The daggers in Lucifer’s eyes turned to bullets. I could tell he wanted to swing at me, and a small part of me hoped that he would.  
 
    Instead we looked away. 
 
    “This isn’t working,” he muttered. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Time for Plan B.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “The Regent is giving you the upper layers of The Atrium,” said Leid, reading from the document that I’d written up the night before. “The second highest layer has an abundance of resources for agricultural endeavors, so food won’t be an issue for your people anymore.” 
 
    “Your mines are located on the lower levels,” said Lucifer, but he spoke to Leid and not me. “We need materials to build our cities.” 
 
    Leid shot me a glance. 
 
    “You can have a quarter of our mines,” I said. “But giving you that much will cost us, considering we have completely rebuild Sanctum after your attack.” 
 
    “You mean your attack.” 
 
    Daggers. 
 
    Yahweh cleared his throat, drawing our attention. Leid and the kid had stepped in as mediators, since we refused to speak to each other.  “Regent, the metal alloys you used when we upgraded your crafts; they were extracted from the lower regions, too, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “To my understanding, most of the lower layers haven’t been mined.” 
 
    “It’s too cold.”  
 
    There were seven layers of The Atrium. Sanctum rested on the fourth. After the sixth, all of our machinery froze. We’d speculated for years that there were tons of deposits waiting to be mined, but no one could think of a way to overcome the subzero climate.  
 
    Leid looked at Yahweh, thoughtful. “Are you suggesting that the Archaeans mine the metals from the lowest regions?” 
 
    Yahweh nodded. “We don’t want to intrude on your resources. But I think that if we work together, we might be able to obtain minerals from the lower regions—possibly more than enough to sustain both of our cities.” 
 
    “Do you have drilling machinery that can operate at absolute zero?” It probably wasn’t absolute zero, but it sure felt like it. 
 
    Lucifer and Yahweh shared a look, smiling. 
 
    “Yes, we do,” said the kid. 
 
    I hesitated with a response, recalling that the angels had destroyed their last world with technology. The same technology that they were proposing to me. 
 
    … But we could use that metal. 
 
    “Qaira, what do you think?” pressed Leid. 
 
    “Alright, fine.” 
 
    “We’ll stay on the Ark until we have access to those mines,” said Lucifer. “I won’t impede on Sanctum’s reconstruction.” 
 
    “How thoughtful of you.” 
 
    Leid kicked my broken leg, and I winced. 
 
    “Next topic?” Yahweh inquired, moving us along. 
 
    “We’re back to food,” Leid announced after a glance at the sheet. “Since we’re giving you the upper layers, we will require a third of the agriculture and a fourth of the fish. The rest of our resources come from the lower layers, so that’s all.” 
 
    Lucifer arched a brow. “Fish?” 
 
    “Ysimel,” Leid repeated, this time in Archaean. Our negotiations were being carried out in Nehelian.  
 
    “How much does your population consume per year?” 
 
    “A thousand grulas,” I said. “But I’m willing to halve that so they don’t go extinct.” 
 
    “You have quite a few leriza farms in the upper layers,” noted Yahweh, looking at the list. “If we share those as well, your city won’t have to deprive itself of… fish.” 
 
    I reclined in my seat with an encumbered sigh. “I don’t think we can accurately outline an agreement until you settle in and see how things go. It’s not the sharing that I’m concerned about, it’s your numbers.” 
 
    Lucifer nodded. “If you’re scared of overpopulation, what would you say to birth regulation?” 
 
    I stared, saying nothing. Telling my people that they weren’t allowed to have kids wasn’t going to win me any points.  
 
    “We’ve been doing it for centuries,” he explained, sensing my unease. “We had to on our interstellar voyage, as the Ark could only sustain so many. We used intravenous birth control. ” 
 
    “Your people actually agreed to that?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t they? They took into account that creating a child and having it suffer was more heinous a crime than not having a child.” 
 
    “Sanctum holds a lot of pride in its children. It’s custom for families to have them. Telling Nehelians that they can’t have children is like telling them to clip their wings.” 
 
    “You don’t have to deny them any children,” argued Lucifer. “But set a maximum amount of children per family. That way your population won’t expand further than what your world can support.” 
 
    “The only reason why my world couldn’t support them is because of you.” 
 
    He smiled at my contempt. “The fact still remains, Regent. I’m only offering suggestions that might ease your concern. The angels will continue regulating their births, and you can do whatever you want.” 
 
    “There is one more thing,” Yahweh said, breaking the silence that had followed. “We need to borrow your scholar. Well, I suppose she’s not your scholar anymore, but we still need to borrow her.” 
 
    I lifted a brow. “What for?” 
 
    “Planetary comparison,” Yahweh said. At the sight of the cluelessness on my face, he added, “Normally we would hire a scholar to help us compare your planet’s chemical properties with Felor’s. Considering your circumstance, I would rather have Leid do that for us than bring another scholar here. I imagine things would get, well, complicated.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I have access to Euxodia anymore,” said Leid, morose. 
 
    Yook-sod-ee-a?  
 
    “How can you tell?” Yahweh asked. 
 
    She closed her eyes and I could have sworn I’d felt a humming in my chest, like she was doing something to the air. The others felt it, too, judging by the surprise on their faces. 
 
    “I do. I suppose they can’t keep me out. I’m still Vel’Haru.” 
 
    “What’s Euxodia?” I asked, since apparently I was the only one who didn’t know. 
 
    “Our library,” Leid said, smiling, and I remembered the talk we’d had in her first few weeks of being here. “The physical library is in Exo’daius, but our knowledge is linked together via our resonance. We make the information available through a conscious stream. Almost like a shared dreamscape.” 
 
    I blinked. “Oh.” 
 
    “And Ixiah has made the information which you seek available.” 
 
    “So you will help us?” asked Yahweh. 
 
    She nodded. “And thank you for considering my circumstance.” 
 
    Our negotiations were concluded when Lucifer declared that the Ark would enter The Atrium’s airspace this evening, and I promised that our patrol would stand aside.  
 
    This was it. It was actually happening.  
 
    Lucifer and Yahweh left Eroqam with their guards, and Leid and I sat alone in the conference room. She was smiling at me. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “You did very well, Qaira.” 
 
    “Yeah, who knew I’d be so great at surrendering?” 
 
    “Don’t look it at like that. You’re negotiating for peace, and that’s quite a feat.” 
 
    “Feat?” 
 
    “Peace in The Atrium. You’ve brought the world peace after almost a century of war, and your people will never forget you for it.” 
 
    She always made everything sound so pretty. Even my defeat. 
 
    I glanced at my watch. “What now?”  
 
    “Now we have a meeting with the Department of Sanitization. They’re asking what you want to do about the wreckage at the Agora.” 
 
    That meeting was going to take a while. I rose from the chair with a grimace, grabbing for a crutch. I was getting a little better at maneuvering with my cast. It came off in two weeks, but until then I was crippled. 
 
    Leid waited by the door, and together we headed for the Commons. All of our meetings were being held at Eroqam until we could rebuild Parliament. It was completely leveled from battle—along with everything else in Upper Sanctum. Everything except for Eroqam. 
 
    “What are we doing about lunch? It’s half-past noon.” 
 
    “Your secretary is catering Tervat,” Leid said quickly, having anticipated that question.  
 
    Ugh, Tervat again. But I couldn’t be picky, since that was the only decent restaurant still standing. Their business was probably booming.  
 
    Thinking about that left me solemn. I still mourned the Sanctum that had been—all the places I would never see again. I’d promised to rebuild our city bigger and better than ever, and maybe that would happen, but so much of my life was now just a memory. The only cushioning was that Leid was here, and here to stay. 
 
    As if reading my thoughts, she reached for my hand, fingers lacing mine. 
 
    We smiled. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    IV 
 
    A ROAD LESS PERILOUS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “THE COMPOUND THAT WE’VE SYNTHETICALLY PRODUCED the same effect as malay, but without fatal consequences. You see, the addictive component of the drug stimulates the neural symposium pathway in the brain, releasing YTF-alpha into the synaptic cleft, which gives off euphoria.” 
 
    As Yahweh pointed at the projection screen with as much enthusiasm as a kid at a candy store, I rolled my pen along the desk, resisting the urge to shove it through my head. Three hours of a pharmacology lesson could do that to you.  
 
    None of this made a bit of sense. All I saw on that projection screen was an anatomical diagram of a head that someone had sliced in half, with a bunch of blue and red squiggly lines across it. But I was just retarded, because Raith was nodding every other minute, like he totally understood everything the kid was saying.  
 
    The bottom line was that Yahweh had designed a synthetic drug that mimicked malay, but didn’t have fatal withdrawal symptoms. That had been good enough for me, but he’d insisted on explaining everything.  
 
    “Malay also acts as a kinase effector that works on the muscles of the lungs by phosphorylating the contraction pathway. After long-term use, the body stops providing its own intermediates and relies on the malay instead.” 
 
    I leaned into my hand, sighing loudly.  
 
    “The synthetic drug we’ve designed differs by its substituents on the aromatic ring—” 
 
    And now we were looking at a bunch of sticks and circles. And letters. 
 
    “—where our not-so-polar carbonyl replaces the reducing agent of the malay. Therefore our drug does not act as a lung-contraction catalyst.” 
 
    Yay.  
 
    At last, he was done. “What do you think?” 
 
    They looked at me, and I sat up straight. “The only word I understood from that entire spiel of yours was brain, so I’m probably not the right person to ask.” 
 
    Lucifer laughed. “Where’s your smarter half this afternoon, Regent?” 
 
    “Stuck at Enoria. It’s finals week.” Usually she dealt with shit like this, but alas, here I was. “Give me a copy of everything you just said and I’ll run it by her. I’m sure she’ll have some questions.” 
 
    Yahweh was looking at me like I’d just ripped his favorite toy from his hand and stomped it to pieces in front of him. “You didn’t understand anything I said?” 
 
    “You made a drug that acts like malay but doesn’t kill people. Got it.” 
 
    The kid sighed. “I don’t even know why I bother.” 
 
    “That drug could open doors to new treatment programs,” said Lucifer. “The Plexus is building a new wing, and with your approval, we could transform it into a rehabilitation center.” 
 
    “Don’t we need to do some testing on it first? Make sure it’s safe?” 
 
    “Of course. The entire purpose of us being here was to persuade you into signing off on a clinical trials program.” 
 
    I hesitated as Yahweh handed me a type-set of his presentation. I didn’t want to agree to anything until Leid saw this. “Give me a day to think on it. I’ll call the Plexus tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    “Call my office,” said Yahweh. “I’ll be there all day handling paperwork.” 
 
    To think that our medical science headquarters was run by a kid. Not just any kid, but still.  
 
    Yahweh Telei—Dr. Telei—was the CEO of the Plexus, a venture of medical and pharmaceutical research that both of our cities funded. It was the only place in the world where Nehelians and angels worked alongside each other. We were segregated otherwise, even after ten years since the angels had moved in. But the Plexus offered a glimmer of hope that that might change someday.  
 
    As they gathered their things and began for the door, Lucifer murmuring for me to take a look at this year’s leriza farming projection when I had the time, I rushed down the hall to my next meeting. My secretary flagged me down.  
 
    “You’ve got a call, Regent.” 
 
    “Take a message. I’m already late.” 
 
    “It’s your wife.” 
 
    Sigh.  
 
    I detoured to my office. “Connect her through.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    I closed the door and touched the blinking rune on the crystal sphere atop my desk. We had upgraded our communications system several years ago. Like the Archaeans, we used a telepathically-wired technology called Aeon. 
 
    What?  
 
    Well hello to you, too. I hope this isn’t how you answer all of your calls? 
 
    No, just you. You’re special.  
 
    I’m going to be late tonight. 
 
    You’ve been late every night this week. 
 
    Blame my tenure. 
 
    When do you think you’ll be home? 
 
    I don’t know. Seven; maybe eight? 
 
    What about dinner? 
 
    It’s in the freezer. Put the pan in the oven if you get hungry before I’m home. 
 
    No, it’s fine. I’ll wait for you. 
 
    You’re afraid of the oven. 
 
    Am not. 
 
    Well put the pan in at six-thirty. I don’t want to wait when I get home. 
 
    Anything else? 
 
    Nope, that’s it. I’ll see you tonight. 
 
    Apparently my job was never-ending. Leid had left Parliament and signed on as a Biomolecular professor at Enoria Academy five years ago, and I’d been putting frozen dinners in the oven ever since.  
 
    She’d let Epa go, stating that we didn’t need a maid with just the two of us. She found servants distasteful—a flaunt of wealth and power—and since she was my wife I actually had to listen to her. I still brought in a cleaning crew every month or so, because I sure as fuck wasn’t going to clean every room of our two floor, five bedroom estate. We were barely home enough to do our laundry. 
 
    We had held our wedding ceremony several months after the angels moved in. It was an open-venue banquet at the Temple of Maghir in Moritoria, and twenty thousand people attended. We hadn’t had much then, Sanctum’s reconstruction still in full swing, but we’d ordered as much food as we could and our guests had danced all night.  
 
    The rest of my day was filled with meetings. Not much had changed there, but my job was a lot easier now that Sanctum wasn’t in a permanent state of collapse. Our city was flourishing, and (grudgingly) I had the angels to thank for that.  
 
    At half-past three, Ara found me at the coffee area in the lobby. He worked two floors down, now head of the Department of Law and Defense. The Sanctum Militia and its Enforcers division dissolved three years ago, and I’d combined what was left with our law enforcement department. No need for a giant army anymore.  
 
    “Regent,” he greeted, pouring himself a cup.  
 
    “Commandant.” 
 
    Ara had a look on his face that told me he was having a really bad day. Like me, he’d been yanked from a military position to a desk job, and wasn’t transitioning well. His armor was replaced by a suit and tie, and the youthful vigor that once shined in his eyes was dulled by every day monotony. Welcome to the club, I’d said. 
 
    We stood aside as another group of suits approached the coffee stand, sipping ours quietly. They nodded to us, and we nodded back. 
 
    “Want to talk about it?” I asked. 
 
    “There’s nothing to talk about. It’s been too quiet lately. I’m so bored that I want to hang myself. Without impending doom, people act so stupidly.” 
 
    “An example being…?” 
 
    “We just got a call for a domestic disturbance out in Central Sanctum. A woman was seen beating her boyfriend on the head with a frying pan.” 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    “The most exciting part of my day was incarcerating the arsons who’d burned down that clothing store a week ago.” 
 
    “You caught them?”  
 
    “One of the employees and her husband.  The owner of the store failed to mention that he’d been sexually harassing a worker, and when she didn’t reciprocate, he fired her. She came back with her husband and burned down his store that night. We arrested the arsons and the owner for malicious mayhem.” 
 
    “Your day sounded better than mine.” 
 
    “You get to talk to people about money. I talk to people about their reprehensible life choices.” 
 
    I shrugged, having no counterargument. Ara tossed his empty cup into the waste bin. “Has Ila called Leid yet?” 
 
    “Don’t know.” 
 
    “She wants to set up a get-together with Tae and Roen this weekend at your house.” 
 
    “At my house, of course. Never yours.” 
 
    “Your house is bigger.” 
 
    “I’ll ask Leid when she gets home tonight.” 
 
    Ara nodded, sighing. “Back to work. Only thirty-three minutes left of this crap.” 
 
    I paid him a look of sympathy as he sulked off. My poor brother. 
 
    Tae and Ara had left Eroqam six years ago, both married and living in estates of their own. Tae had settled with a wealthy official named Roen Artuega, assistant Director of Commerce, and Ara with Ila Yema-Torin, eldest daughter of the owner of Yema Theater. 
 
    Life had swooped in and changed everything—a bittersweet factor of time and growth. Sanctum’s war with the angels and my crusade to crush them all seemed like a distant memory, a vivid nightmare from long ago. Once upon a time I couldn’t even imagine peace, and now I couldn’t remember how life had been without it.  
 
    Sometimes I wished my father was still alive so that he could see how everything turned out. There were a lot of things that I regretted doing. Too many things. But hindsight only scarred your soul. The past never had anything new to say, so I wouldn’t dwell in it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Qaira, your fingers.” 
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    “They’re stiff. Your notes are coming out flat.” 
 
    I was a renowned violinist, but Leid never failed to keep me grounded. “Whatever.” 
 
    “No, not whatever. The symphony is in two weeks.” 
 
    I gestured to the two empty bottles of wine on our end table. “I’m finding it a little difficult to practice right now.” 
 
    She grinned. 
 
    We spent the night playing music, our kitchen and dining room table still in chaos from dinner. Our house was always in a state of post-apocalypse, what with no maid and our mutual dislike of cleaning.  
 
    But I didn’t care, and neither did she. We drank life like wine—thirsty, passionate. 
 
    Leid set her cello aside and pried the violin from my hands. I watched, confused, but not confused for long, as she slid into my lap. She had stripped to her undergarments after dinner, her skirt suit still in the middle of the dining room floor. She unfastened my belt and I leaned back.  
 
    “Let’s sober you up,” she proposed. 
 
    She lowered her head between my legs and I inhaled, clutching at the couch. Fellatio was a rare event.  
 
    I watched her head bob, feeling the warmth of her lips and the sharp yet enticing sensation of her teeth. Leid never dealt pleasure without pain, and I had learned to love it. 
 
    My breathing grew heavy and my stomach muscles tensed as she worked me over, worshipped me. But I refused to close my eyes and kept watching, transfixed. Sometimes I still found it hard to believe that all of this was real. A scholar had come to my world ten years ago, powerful, untamable, teeming with animosity for both me and my beliefs. 
 
    And now here she was, between my legs, forever wearing our vows. The ink shined across the smooth, pale flesh of her arms, like fresh scripture over bleached parchment. It was beautiful. 
 
    She was beautiful.  
 
    My arousal fueled her own, and in no time she was straddling me. After we were done, we resumed our places on the couch, instruments at the ready.  
 
    “Better?” she asked, still a little heavy-breathed. Our sex was never gentle. It was hard, and violent, and savage. The kind that left a stitch up your side and tremors in your legs. I was always covered in scratches and bite marks. 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “Alright, let’s take it from the top.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    V 
 
    REVERIE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    MY FAMILY WAS LAUGHING IN OUR DINING ROOM.  
 
    I was in the kitchen, shot-gunning Cardinal. The work week had been terrible and I couldn’t pull myself out of this rut. Soberly, at least. Seldom did my brother and sister ever visit, and I wanted to be in a good mood for them. So, bombs away. 
 
    Fiercely abuzz, I returned to my seat with a jar of seasoning that I didn’t really need—only used as an excuse to slip away—and rejoined their conversation. In my absence, the topic had switched to malay. Nothing like discussing work at home. 
 
    But it was inevitable, really. That was our city’s only remaining blight. No one else knew about the clinical trials that Yahweh had proposed, except for Leid. Maybe several years from now malay wouldn’t be the prime choice of every discussion. Until then, I was forced to hear about it over and over. And over. 
 
    “Drug incarcerations are on the rise again,” said my brother. “And you wouldn’t believe the people we’ve brought in on drug charges. Important people. People who would be ruined if anyone knew. Malay isn’t just for the dredges.” 
 
    I knew that better than anyone, and my secret still lived to this day. 
 
    “Really? I haven’t heard anything about it in the headlines lately,” said Tae. “I thought maybe it was getting better.” 
 
    “No, it’s only getting normal. If the press released every malay charge and overdose that we saw, our newspapers would be novels.” 
 
    “That’s a depressing thought,” Roen muttered, sipping wine. “Didn’t Ila have a friend who just got arrested for malay?” 
 
    Ila nodded, solemn.  “Unet. Remember her, Ara?” 
 
    “Kind of. I remember her boyfriend more. What a dick.” 
 
    “We went to school together. She was training to be a lia-dancer. She and her troupe performed at our theater three times last year. It’s sad. Her life is ruined now.” 
 
    I kept quiet, cutting up my steak. 
 
    “There might be some hope,” Leid said, and I looked sharply at her. 
 
    “What hope?” asked Tae. 
 
    “The Plexus is—” 
 
    “Leid,” I cut in, “that’s supposed to be confidential.” 
 
    She arched a brow. “Even to your siblings?” 
 
    Everyone at the table was staring at me. I sighed. “If any of you repeat what Leid is about to say, I will kill you. Personally.” 
 
    “And the most fucked up part about that is you’re probably serious,” said my brother. 
 
    All I did was wink. 
 
    Leid explained to them—in excruciating detail that took me back to those three insufferable hours in the conference room—all about Yahweh and the Plexus’ invention of a malay-like drug. Everyone sat there with wide, sparkly eyes, soaking up the prospect of a miracle cure like a sponge.  
 
    … And that was why I hadn’t wanted them to know. I didn’t want to get anyone’s hopes up. This wasn’t the Plexus’ first attempt at a cure for our malay epidemic. I’d actually lost count of their attempts.  
 
    When the topic ran out of steam, Tae announced that she was pregnant. Everyone was stunned. 
 
    “Congratulations,” I said, and meant it. “You should probably stop drinking.” 
 
    “I will after tonight,” she said, laughing. “I’m not far enough along yet for a drink to hurt anything.” 
 
    “When did you find out?” asked Ila.  
 
    “Last week. I wanted to wait and tell you all in person.” 
 
    Roen smiled proudly, wrapping an arm around my sister. I didn’t like him much—he had an air of snobbery, much like every other powerful suit in Sanctum’s upper echelon, but he loved Tae and kept her safe, and that was all that mattered. She’d been charmed by his looks and sharp wit, and it wasn’t too long after his courting that she’d agreed to marriage.  
 
    I hadn’t found him nearly as endearing at first, especially the way his mouth quirked whenever he smiled, like he wasn’t really smiling but just pretending to, along with that devilish look in his eyes whenever they held you. But he grew on me. I came to learn that Roen wasn’t really an asshole; he just looked like one. 
 
    Ila was more than tolerable. Ara had certainly stepped up from his last catch. Few Nehelians were fair-haired, fair being auburn or sandy blonde, but she was, with kind brown eyes and tawny skin. She was smart and independent, and I had no idea how Ara had bagged her.  
 
    No offense to my brother, but they were nothing alike. Her affection couldn’t have stemmed from his title or money either, because she’d already possessed both. Ara wasn’t stupid but he held zero interest in art, meanwhile his wife was a dance instructor and curator of Yema Theater.  
 
    In any case, good for him. 
 
    “What about you, Qaira?” asked Roen, smirking. “Any children in your future?” 
 
    The table fell dead silent. My sister shot her husband an appalled look, while Leid lowered her gaze. 
 
    And then Roen’s face filled with revelation. “Oh. I… I totally forgot. That was so rude of me, I’m sorry.” 
 
    I glared at him, unable to tell whether or not he’d said that on purpose. That was another thing I didn’t like about him. He was unreadable. I didn’t want to believe that he’d just taken a stab at me. Roen didn’t have a death wish. His embarrassment seemed genuine, too. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I said, patting Leid’s leg underneath the table.  
 
    “Take it as a compliment,” Ila said, smiling uncomfortably. “We’ve all forgotten that you’re not one of us.” 
 
    “She is one of us,” I said.  
 
    Everyone nodded their agreement, and Leid smiled. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “You’re very kind.” 
 
    More silence. 
 
    “Soooo,” Ara ventured, “has anyone noticed how cold it’s been lately?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I had totally forgotten about the work that I’d taken home with me, and now was forced to do it drunk. I had to squint to keep the numbers on the budget report from swirling around, and it took me twenty minutes to calculate something by simple arithmetic. But the weekend was over and this was due tomorrow. I wanted to be angry, but the only person I could be angry at was me since this was entirely my fault. 
 
    Leid had finished cleaning up the dining room and kitchen. Our guests were gone, and had been for an hour. She didn’t have to go back to work for three weeks, as the academic period had ended and there was always a month break between a new one, but I should have been in bed a long time ago.  
 
    “Does it bother you?” I heard Leid ask from the dining room doorway. 
 
    “What?” I mumbled, juggling with her vague question and arithmetic. 
 
    “That we can’t have children?” 
 
    I froze, looking at her. She looked back at me, leaning on the doorframe, sadness etched across her face. 
 
    “No,” I said. “I knew that when I married you. That doesn’t matter to me.” But I was beginning to suspect that it mattered to her. Thoughts of Roen and his stupid remark stirred more anger. He’d just opened a box that wasn’t easy to close. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, moving to the chair beside the couch. Leid was small enough to fit her entire body in it and she curled, resting sideways with her head against the arm. There was a feline aspect to my wife. Sometimes she would curl like that across my lap, like an attention-depraved pet. It was weird and sexy all at once. “I take it you never wanted children?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I never thought about it.” And when I finally did, I wondered what that child’s life would be like if he or she was given my curse. No one deserved that. 
 
    Leid yawned and stretched. “Are you almost done?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Due tomorrow?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be sitting here if it wasn’t.” 
 
    “Must you hand it over first thing in the morning?” 
 
    “Probably not,” I said, suddenly knowing where this was going.   
 
    Leid smiled coyly and slipped out of the living room.  
 
    I sat there looking between my report and the hallway. And then I sighed in defeat and threw the report aside, following her. 
 
    Twenty minutes later I was glaring cross-eyed at the ceiling as Leid rode me into near-insanity. Her sexual appetite was appalling, in a good way, and her stamina was unreal. Trying not to come first was like trying to move a mountain. Impossible. Hopeless.  
 
    And she liked it that way.  
 
    Her fingernails dug harder into my chest and I clenched my teeth. She moaned and bucked and moaned and bucked and then my eyes rolled into my head as tingly warmth settled in my groin. My stomach tightened and I arched my back, warning Leid that I was dangerously close.  
 
    She slowed, keeping me on edge. Her hands left my chest and slid up toward my neck, fingers curling around my throat. She squeezed, lightly, but it was enough to labor my breath.  
 
    Her grip tightened and tightened until she was crushing my throat. Now I couldn’t breathe at all and my eyes shot wide open. She was staring down at me with a wicked grin, eyes pitch-black.  
 
    Black eyes. 
 
    I lay paralyzed, suffocating, while she fucked me with abandon. I had no idea what was happening or why it was happening—memories of that event in the music room flooded back, where she had sung that morbid hymn. And then she’d cried, and her eyes had looked like this.  
 
    I had forgotten all about that. It wasn’t real, I’d told myself. 
 
    She was too strong; I couldn’t shove her off. I couldn’t pry her hands from my neck either. Leid was killing me and all I could do was watch. 
 
    My vision blurred and that warmth in my groin returned, fiercer than ever. A gurgled choke escaped my lips as I exploded, and she rode me through it, whispering in my ear.  
 
    “That’s it, that’s it.” 
 
     She licked the side of my face and laughed. I started to thrash—my air supply was getting fatally low—and our headboard slammed into the wall, fracturing the paint.  
 
    And then her grip loosened.  
 
    Cold air invaded my lungs and I threw her off. Leid tumbled from the bed and landed on the floor against the wall, back pressed against it with her knees to her chest. She hung her head, concealing her face in shadows.  
 
    I doubled over and coughed violently. My throat was bruised and raw, and a whistle accompanied each breath. She’d fucked me up pretty badly. I’d be lucky to swallow anything tomorrow. 
 
    Leid was still and silent, almost catatonic. I watched her silhouette from the bed, icy tingles of confusion and fear plummeting down my spine. 
 
    “Leid?” I rasped. 
 
    Nothing. Just the soft rattle of her breath. 
 
    I crawled to the edge of the bed, peering over it. I didn’t call to her again, only watched and waited, though not entirely sure what I was waiting for. 
 
    And then her body jolted like she’d been roused from a nightmare, and her head shot up and she looked at me. Shock, confusion. 
 
    “Q-Qaira?” Leid stammered. “What happened? How did I …” She looked around her. “How am I here?” 
 
    I said nothing, staring. 
 
    “Answer me,” she begged, seeing the reprehension in my eyes. “What did I do? What did I do to you?”  
 
    Something was wrong with my wife. Something had been wrong with her for a long, long time. It wasn’t something that I could fix, either. That I knew. Her problem was as alien as her, and only another scholar would have any answers.  
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” I said. “Why does this keep happening?” 
 
    Leid looked away, shivering. “I don’t know. I don’t.” 
 
    “You’re going to call that a panic attack?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I… I don’t know why it happens. I don’t know anything.” She held her face, fighting tears. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Leid kept repeating that until I felt guilty for being afraid. I scooped her up and held her, shhing into her ear.  
 
    “Did I hurt you?” she whispered.  
 
    “No,” I lied. She didn’t need to know what she’d done. That wouldn’t help anything. Leid would probably see the bruising on my neck tomorrow, but right now I didn’t want to talk about it.  
 
    We curled into bed and I held her until she fell asleep.  
 
    I stayed awake all night, wondering what any of this meant.  
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    STRINGS, TIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “THIS WILL BE THE DIAGNOSTICS AREA, AND the large room on your left will be the patient-living quarters.” 
 
    Yahweh was pointing in two places at once, while Leid and I tried to follow him to no avail.  
 
    He had found a name for the malay-like drug—Axium—and all of its safety tests had passed. They’d fed doses of Axium to a dozen different animals over the course of a few weeks, and none of them had shown any harmful side-effects. Aside from being stoned. 
 
    We had arrived at the Plexus an hour ago. It straddled the border between Moritoria and Heaven—the angels’ two-layer territory.  
 
    The Plexus was an enormous glass sphere that floated atop the Areva Sea, The Atrium’s largest body of freshwater. The few times that I’d been here, I marveled at it from the window as our craft approached the tunnel port. The top of the structure reflected the sky, and the bottom reflected the water. It took on a two-tone iridescence, like a beacon against Moritoria’s bleakness.  
 
    The Plexus’ interior was blinding. Everything was white—walls, furniture, even the scientists’ uniforms. Spending more than two hours here always gave me a skull-splitting migraine. This time I brought sunglasses. 
 
    The new wing was nearly complete, and Yahweh had scheduled to show us around and discuss the possibility of an Axium clinical trial. It was strange that he held such enthusiasm toward helping a city that had otherwise shunned his people, but then again Yahweh didn’t operate on charity. He operated on work—title, claim, greatness. If malay was cured, he would take the credit. Just another achievement to stuff under his child-size belt.  
 
    Yahweh reached into a folder and retrieved a document. He handed it to Leid. “Here is the procedure for the trials. We’re going to need at least one hundred and fifty addicts. Seventy-five for the experimental group, seventy-five for the control.” 
 
    I had a hard time believing that any Nehelian would volunteer to play lab rat for a group of angels.  
 
    “Looks sound,” said Leid, glancing over the procedure.  
 
    Yahweh beamed. Seldom did she give him a perfect score. “The next step is gathering our test subjects. I would recommend a televised advertisement.” 
 
    “I have a better idea,” I said, recalling Ara’s complaints at dinner. “There are over five hundred Nehelians awaiting trial at Perula’s Peak for malay possession. I can have Ara offer to drop their charges if they agree to participate in your clinical trial.” 
 
    Yahweh looked at me as if I’d just solved the mysteries of the universe. “That’s… a wonderful idea.” 
 
    “You’re acting like I never have any good ideas.” 
 
    He gave me a nervous laugh and changed the subject. “I’ll let Commander Raith know that we’ve been cleared to proceed.  When do you think you’ll talk to your brother?” 
 
    “Later today. I’ll call you and let you know what he says.” 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    “Are we done here? I have another appointment in an hour and I haven’t eaten lunch yet.” 
 
    “I can’t think of anything else. I’ll call the driver and let him know that you’re ready to leave.” 
 
    Yahweh nodded to both of us and headed for his office. As Leid and I made our way to the port, I remembered something.  
 
    “There’s something I forgot to ask him,” I said. “Can you run ahead and wait with the driver so he doesn’t think we’re lost?” 
 
    “Sure,” she said.  
 
    Leid continued on without me and I watched until she disappeared behind the closing elevator doors. When she was gone, I hurried over to Yahweh’s office. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, not bothering to knock. The kid had his back turned and at the sound of my voice he jumped, dropping a cluster of files at his feet. 
 
    “Goodness,” he mumbled, kneeling to collect them. “You nearly gave me a heart attack.” 
 
    “Sorry. Can I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Depends on the question.” 
 
    Yahweh’s face deadpanned as I shut the door. He’d realized it was going to be that kind of question. 
 
    “How much do you know about Vel’Haru?” 
 
    He hesitated. “Quite a bit, I guess.” 
 
    Even though the door was shut and we were completely alone, I still looked over my shoulder, half expecting someone else to be there. “Have you ever heard of them checking out?” 
 
    “… Checking out?” 
 
    “Yeah, like going insane.” 
 
    His face changed again, but it was imperceptible. “Can you be a little less vague?” 
 
    I wasn’t about to tell the kid that Leid had almost choke-fucked me to death. “Do their eyes ever turn black? Do they ever… get violent?” 
 
    Yahweh stared at me, seeming a little disturbed. “I haven’t ever heard of that happening, no. Is everything alright, Qaira?” 
 
    I looked away, trying to hide my disappointment. “Yeah, fine.” And now this was really awkward. “Thanks anyway. I’ll give you a call when I talk to Ara.” 
 
    Before the kid could say anything else, I was gone. I’d seen him step into the hall in my peripherals, watching my departure. Yahweh had just stated that he didn’t know what I was talking about, but his face said otherwise. 
 
     He’d looked scared, grave.  
 
    Telei wasn’t telling me something. I should have forced it out of him, but couldn’t here. Not here. I’d have to get him alone, and that would be easy enough to arrange. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    My stool was uncomfortable and the murmuring crowd beyond the curtains wreaked havoc on my nerves. The bow kept sliding through my fingers because my palms were coated in sweat.  
 
    I’d performed twelve times before this, but it never got any easier. Stage fright was in my blood. Ironic that the Regent of Sanctum suffered crippling stage fright, but here I was, shaking like a lamb led out to slaughter.  
 
    My mother had been part of the Sanctum Symphony, and I’d continued her legacy. Once a month I played at Yema Theater for an audience that was sometimes as large as fourteen thousand. Tonight there were ten thousand.  
 
    Our conductor shouted for everyone to get into position, and musicians scrambled across the stage with their instruments and sheet-books. I was already in place, and so was Leid, sitting across the stage with the other cellists. She wore a violet dress and her hair was tied in a white ribbon. Beautiful, as always.  
 
    And she was never nervous. 
 
    “I hope I can hook that bridge this time,” muttered Dhan, a violinist. He studied his sheets, a frown pulling at his lips.  
 
    “All about that quarter beat,” I said, tightening my strings. 
 
    “It’s not that. It’s something about the way the trumpets come in. Throws me off every time and I start to follow them.” 
 
    “Then you should play the trumpet.” 
 
    Dhan rolled his eyes, and I grinned. 
 
    The lights dimmed; all of us fell silent, even the audience. 
 
    The curtains drew slowly and we were smothered by spotlights. All I could see was the stage and other musicians. The audience had become a sea of silhouettes, which soothed my nerves. 
 
    The conductor raised his wand, holding it there. 
 
    Drums.  
 
    We raised our violins, tucking them beneath our chin.  
 
    Cellos. 
 
    Then us, balancing the somber melody, adding a lighter texture. Music came in layers, levels. It was amazing how different the same song sounded, all depending on the instrument. 
 
    Our opening song was called Truen di Abadena. March for the Abandoned, an ancient hymn sung on the way to battle. A personal favorite. 
 
    We became a conglomeration of rhythm and strokes, each area moving differently, but it all seemed perfectly choreographed. Cameras flashed from the audience, and I wondered how many of them were taking pictures of me. Since the angels’ settlement, my image had been transformed from Warlord to Humanitarian, and violinist for the Sanctum Symphony only added to that persona. 
 
    By the middle of the concert I was sweating like a pig. Between each song I had to wipe the coat of perspiration accumulating across my forehead and hands. The spotlights were slow-roasting us. Who knew that playing the violin could be such a workout? 
 
    And then something felt different. The air. The gravity.  
 
    My eyes swept over the crowd, still faceless shadows. All except for one.  
 
    A man was sitting front row center, radiating a spotlight of his own. He wore a white suit and purple tie, with jet black hair that spilled across his shoulders, reaching all the way to his ribs. He was handsome, almost surreally so, with sharp features and a soft mouth pulled into a curious frown. 
 
    Silver eyes. No rings. 
 
    Not Nehelian. 
 
    Not Nehelian, my mind repeated. I almost stopped playing, but forced myself to keep on. All the while we stared at each other, silver against silver, and there was ice where our eyes met.  
 
    I shot a glance at Leid, but she didn’t see me, or him. Her head was down, eyes closed in fierce concentration. She always memorized our songs. 
 
    A Vel’Haru was here, watching us. Why? After ten years, why now? 
 
    I wanted to snatch my wife and flee, but I was stuck on this stool until the concert was over, giving that Vel’Haru plenty of time to plan.  
 
    My pulse was in my throat, and my stomach began to churn with unease.  
 
    But when I looked back at him, the chair was empty.  
 
    He was gone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We had planned for drinks with Dhan and his wife after the concert, but I faked sick and canceled.  
 
    I didn’t tell Leid about what I’d seen during the performance. I wasn’t sure why, but for some reason it didn’t seem right to tell her. Not yet.  
 
    Leid was waiting for me in the lobby. It was raining and I told her I’d bring our craft around since her dress had cost three hundred usos. The truth was that I wanted her to stay in a crowded area.  
 
    I hurried through the parking lot, shivering. My coat was already soaked and each breath left my lips as tiny plumes of steam. Cold season had begun several weeks ago, and pretty soon it would snow. I needed a thicker jacket. 
 
    I unlocked my craft and threw my violin case in the cabin. When I shut the door and turned around, I jumped. 
 
    That Vel’Haru was standing twenty feet away, leant against a median-pillar. When our eyes met, he smiled.  
 
    “Who are you?” I demanded.  
 
    “My name is Calenus Karim,” he said.  
 
    Him.  
 
    Honestly, he wasn’t what I’d expected. But Namah had been right again—nobles had a certain look to them. Calenus was… deific. Tall, taller than Commander Raith, with features that appeared chiseled from stone. Our eyes were identical, but his seemed to glow.  
 
    “You’re a talented violinist,” he said. “I enjoyed your performance very much.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “I want to turn around and go home,” said Calenus, sadly. “But I can’t. Not until I tell you something that will break your heart.” Before I could respond, he looked back at the theater, the sadness on his face waning. “Leid seems happy here.” 
 
    “She is.” 
 
    “That’s good. Another of us destroyed her life once, and when he died I tried to fix her. I knew I couldn’t undo the damage, but I at least tried to make her happy. I failed, yet here she is, happy, and it’s elating. And painstaking.” 
 
    I said nothing, utterly confused. “So… why are you here again?” 
 
    Calenus looked back at me, the warmth in his expression gone. He was frigid. “She has to come back, Qaira.” 
 
    Panic squeezed my chest and my heart began to race. “Ixiah promised me that she could stay here. The contract was voided. Leid was excommunicated from your court.” 
 
    “My guardian made a deal with you that he had no power over. If I could keep his word, I would, but there is something that he doesn’t know.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    He looked away, conflicted. “Leid is sick.” 
 
    Sick. Calenus didn’t even have to tell me what that meant. I already knew. “What happens to her? Why do her eyes turn black?” 
 
    “So you’ve seen it.” 
 
    “Tell me what’s wrong with Leid. Can you help her?” 
 
    “What she has isn’t curable, and it progresses. Keeping her here will put your world at risk.” 
 
    No.  
 
    No, this couldn’t be happening. “She’s my wife.” 
 
    “I know. I know how you feel, but you have to understand that this isn’t personal. I’m trying to save your world.” 
 
    His cryptic explanation wasn’t cutting it. I wasn’t going to toss my wife back into the very nightmare from which we had almost died to free her. “Are you asking for my permission?” 
 
    “I need your permission. I can’t force Leid to come back. If we fought here, it could ruin your city. You have to be the one to persuade her to return.” 
 
    Calenus was asking me to break her heart. Turn her out, so she would have nowhere else to go. “Forget it.” 
 
    I moved away, opening the driver-side door of my craft, cueing that our conversation was over.  
 
    “If you don’t listen to me now, the next time we meet it’ll be too late.” 
 
    I said nothing and shut the door. When I searched for him through the window, he was gone—  
 
    And then he was right in front of my craft, clearing a twenty foot distance in a second flat.  
 
    “Listen, please.” Even though I shouldn’t have been able to hear him, Calenus’ voice rang clear as if he was sitting in the passenger seat. “You have to let her go. Your world will collapse if you don’t.” 
 
    “Quit with the melodrama,” I snarled. “If Leid was putting our world at risk, she would have already left.” 
 
    “She doesn’t know.” 
 
    It was true. She could never remember her episodes. Could I tell her? Should I? If I did, she might leave, and I didn’t want her to leave. I didn’t want her to know. And for some reason, neither did Calenus. 
 
    None of this seemed right, and my suspicions were growing stronger by the second.  
 
    I started the ignition. “Get out of my way.” 
 
    Instead of complying, he placed his right hand on the nose of my craft. “Her eyes turn black whenever she loses herself. There is something inside of her—something else. That something does not love you, or anyone, or anything.” 
 
    “I said get out of my way!” 
 
    “It feeds on weakness, eating little pieces of her at a time. Soon Leid won’t be able to keep it down and it will take over completely. And then you’ll die. And then your world will die. Everything it touches will die, until the Multiverse is gone.” 
 
    Fine, fuck him.  
 
    I floored the pedal. 
 
    But the craft didn’t budge. Calenus was holding it in place with one hand. 
 
    His lips twisted into a snarl. Obviously he was not too pleased with the fact that I’d just tried to run him over, and the look in his eyes relayed that I had about five seconds before he killed me. 
 
    I reached into the glove box and ripped out my gun, firing through the windshield. Glass exploded everywhere, raining across my face and lap, and then suddenly my craft lurched and barreled forward at the speed of light. I stomped the brakes and my craft came to a screeching halt at the other side of the lot, only several inches from a guardrail.  
 
    At first I just sat there, breathing heavy. My eyes darted to each window and mirror, but Calenus had disappeared again, this time for good.  
 
    I didn’t believe that I’d fatally wounded him. Or even tickled him. The noise from my gun and shattering windshield probably attracted more attention than he’d liked. Specifically the police craft that was making its rounds around the theater. 
 
    Even more specifically, Leid. 
 
    “Qaira?” she shouted, running toward me. The cello case in her hand might as well have been a sheet of paper. “What happened? Are you alright?” 
 
    No, I was not alright. I was soaked and shivering, looking around my craft as if a monster was about to leap out of the shadows and drag me off. “I told you to wait for me in the lobby.” 
 
    “I heard shots fired.” She didn’t seem to know what had happened, which meant she hadn’t seen Calenus.  
 
    Tell her, screamed my conscience. But I couldn’t. It was clear that our life together was coming to an end, and if I said anything it would be over even sooner. I wanted to hold on to it—to her—for as long as I could. 
 
    Stupid and selfish, I know. 
 
    “Two men just tried to steal my craft.” 
 
    Leid looked around, hand against her chest. “They got away?” 
 
    “I shot at them but they flew off. I might have hit one, though.” 
 
    She looked back at me, and I couldn’t read her expression. There was something in her eyes, like she knew I was lying. The rain had saturated her hair and it clung to the sides of her face. I could see her black lace bra through her sopping dress. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “No, thankfully. Come inside before you get cold.”  
 
    She did, and without another word I sped off. All Leid did was look out the window as shadows played across her face, casting dark lines that emphasized her concern. The whole way home I thought about her hands around my neck and those gleaming black eyes. I hadn’t seen that in ten years. How long until I’d see it again? Ten years was long enough to forget, move on, and continue our life.  
 
    But I knew, deep down, that I would never forget, and nothing would ever be the same. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    VII 
 
    OUT OF THE BLUE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “WE’VE REACHED THE LOWEST LAYER OF THE ATRIUM,” Lucifer announced this morning over an Aeon bridge call. “Our crew says we have to see the mines.” 
 
    He had transferred over a blurry video recording that the mining crew had taken of a cavern. The walls were covered in blue glass, but its phosphorescence was like a strobe light, blinking at three second intervals. Everyone was baffled and excited, especially Lucifer, who had wanted to see that place for himself.  
 
    And now here I was, three hours later, sitting in a deep-excavation craft that descended through the sixth-layer. Four guards—two Nehelians, two angels—sat quietly in the cabin as Lucifer and I traversed the freezing cold unknown.  
 
    It was the first time that I’d ever been so deep, and without lights we would have been immersed in complete darkness. Tiny flecks of frozen moisture—I couldn’t call it snow or rain, sort of a combination of both—hit the windshield, falling thereafter to an endless sprawl of solid black tundra. It was unlivable here; the scenery was a testament to that. 
 
    “How much further?” I mumbled, eyes glued to the window. I hadn’t said much because I didn’t want anyone knowing how terrified I was. Even though Lucifer and his crew had assured me that their advanced technology would keep us safe, I couldn’t help but feel like we didn’t belong here.  
 
    And we didn’t belong here. We were defying the elements that strived to keep us away for a good reason. If anything—even the littlest thing— went wrong, we all would die.  
 
    But that was a risk of progress, said Lucifer. He had spent half of our trip describing their deep sea excavations on Felor, and all of the incredible creatures and resources that they had found at the bottom of their oceans. All the while I’d sat there trying to program my headset. Archaean technology was a puzzle. 
 
    At the heart of The Atrium was a gaseous ocean, with islands suspended above it. The islands were layered—hence their name—and each was like a step up a ladder, all the way to Heaven. Tears in the layers allowed for deeper travel, but the pockets were located in specific places. We were coming up on the sixth layer’s pocket now.  
 
    One of our engineers sent a radio transmission to the awaiting miners, letting them know we were half an hour out. They responded with directions to the cavern, but as the scenery grew even darker, I really had no idea how we were going to find anything. Lucifer and his angel scientists didn’t seem too worried, though. 
 
    “External temperature has dropped to negative one hundred quasens. Wind speed is forty-five certas,” announced some kind of scientist, seated at the systems control panel.  
 
    “Negative one hundred quasens,” said Yahweh, whistling quietly under his breath. “Stick your hand out of the craft and it will freeze instantly.” 
 
    Dr. Telei was here too, of course. He would never miss the chance of being part of a ground-breaking discovery. The kid hadn’t said much since we’d left, only sat in a rolling chair and watched videos of the cavern. He kept freezing the footage and putting his face inches from the screen, as if that would help him see any better.  
 
    Fat chance. It looked like the camera man was having a seizure. 
 
    “I bet it’s bacteria,” Yahweh kept mumbling. “It has to be bacteria.” 
 
    Why was I even here? 
 
    “I’m doing you a favor,” Lucifer had said the moment I’d protested coming along. “Sanctum will want a claim in this.” 
 
    The only upside to being here was that I’d had to cancel a meeting with the Board of Commerce. Hooray. 
 
    The craft groaned as it fought shell warping, pressure tremors shooting through the cabin. I sat upright, clutching my headset so tightly that it almost snapped.  
 
    “Reducing pressure,” called the same scientist at the system control station. “Pressure decreased to seventy percent.” 
 
    My ears popped, as did everyone else’s, and we all spent a minute or two rubbing them.  
 
    There were several Nehelian scientists at the back of the cabin who were calibrating their drilling equipment. Yahweh had brought them from the Plexus. Other than that, I was sorely outnumbered. My guards seemed a little uncomfortable by this, too. Eighty percent of Sanctum still didn’t speak Archaean.  
 
    Our craft was skirting another tundra, its lights sweeping across glacial terrain. The ice wasn’t white, but blue. Sky blue, like we were flying over an endless bed of broken glass. We slowed at a giant crater and hovered over the mouth. Slowly, we descended. 
 
    Absolute darkness. 
 
    The craft groaned again. 
 
    “Pressure reduced to fifty.” 
 
    I felt like vomiting. 
 
    “Suit up,” ordered Lucifer. “We’re ten minutes out.” 
 
    Leid should have been here in my place. She’d have appreciated it way more than me. 
 
    We all changed into our thermal suits—skin-tight gray, supposedly flexible but really as stiff as rubber, and then an angel scientist had to help me with the headpiece. I still couldn’t figure out its programming.  
 
    The craft wound through tunnels of blue crystal, tiny flecks of sparkling dust illuminating our windshield, casting out the darkness. It looked surreal; another world below the tundra. Still cold, but at least I could see now. 
 
    There was a mic and tiny speaker embedded into the headpieces of our suits, and Raith, Yahweh and the other scientists all chatted about procedural stuff. Another group was rolling the giant drill toward the ramp. Meanwhile I stared out the window, marveling at how my visor made our scenery crisp and freakishly clear, like I’d suddenly grown a set of high-res cameras for eyes. 
 
    The craft came to a stop when the cavern opened into a network of tunnels. There were four other crafts parked off to the side, their passengers suited and already outside. Field study machinery was scattered all over the place—wires and probes and strange geographic thermometer looking things. A group of suited angels were hammering something into the north-side wall. It was square and flashed data on a tiny screen. 
 
    The ramp lowered and we exited down it, followed by the group pushing the drill. Another group came to meet us, placing their hands to their chests in a salute to their Commander.  
 
    “Sir,” the one in the center said.  
 
    “What have you got so far?” asked Raith. 
 
    “The light is photoelectric, but it’s not radioactive. The cavern’s temperature is negative four quasens. That’s a ninety-eight quasen difference from topside.” 
 
    “It gives off quite a bit of heat then.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Where is it?” asked Yahweh. 
 
    The scientist pointed down a narrow tunnel leading south. “Come, I’ll show you the way.” 
 
    Yahweh waved at the poor assholes lugging the drill to follow us.  
 
    The heat was prevalent before the phenomenon. Our suits recorded a spike in temperature—now almost survivable—and then a soft blue light filled the passage. It flashed in intervals, some kind of unspoken code, and each time the light came with a strange chime, like the soft jingle of bells. 
 
    The passage opened into yet another network of tunnels. It seemed very easy to get lost down here. The left wall was shimmering blue. The light faded, and then the right wall shimmered blue. Then the north, then the south.  
 
    We circled in place, watching. 
 
    Yahweh was the first to reach out and touch the wall’s surface, tilting his head as it illuminated his glove. “It seems they’re communicating.” 
 
    I arched a brow, even though no one could see it. “The walls?”  
 
    “Whatever is inside the walls. This isn’t an inorganic phenomenon. I’m thinking microorganisms, bacteria.” 
 
    “Yes, we all heard you. A dozen times.” 
 
    “Could bacteria communicate with each other like that? I’ve never seen it,” commented one of the scientists. 
 
    “True, but then again this is a different world than the one we’re familiar with,” said Yahweh. 
 
    I’d grown brave enough to approach the wall, too. When it flashed, I caught a glimpse of how thin it really was. No denser than a sheet of glass. It flashed again, and this time I saw through it. Another tunnel. 
 
    “Hey,” I called, “look.” 
 
    The others huddled around me.  
 
    Lucifer stepped aside and pointed at the wall. “Drill.” 
 
    “We’re sure there’s no radiation?” Yahweh asked. 
 
    “We’re sure. We did the readings this morning,” confirmed the scientist.  
 
    We all stepped back as the assistants pushed the drill up to the wall. It was the size of a cannon. Overkill much? 
 
    It whirred and screeched until a perfect circle was carved and fell to the ground. Yahweh bent over and picked it up, holding it to his visor. Behind him the wall glowed again, but this time the entire hidden passage was filled with soft blue light.  
 
    “It’s not in the ice,” said Yahweh, disappointed. “Something else is making that light.” He held out the piece to one of his drill jockeys. “Can you take a reading of this? I want to know if there are any microorganisms in it.” 
 
    The scientist took the piece and sauntered off, and then we all stood there, looking down the passage. Everyone kept glancing at each other, as if saying, “You first.” 
 
    I stepped through. Might as well do my part.  
 
    As we slowly crept through the tunnel, I turned to Raith. “Remind me why I’m here again?” 
 
    “Energy.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “If we can find the source of that light, we might be able to harvest it.” 
 
    “Instead of nuclear power,” I said, finally catching his drift. 
 
    “Exactly. Can you imagine the money and energy we could save if we found a natural way to generate heat and light?” 
 
    “No, but I definitely want to.” 
 
    He laughed and hit me on the back. That caught me by surprise; he’d never touched me before. “You’ve got a bit of angel in you after all.” 
 
    I was about to heatedly object but another ray of light swept across the tunnel, blinding us. The warmth that came with it spiked the temperature gauges on the lower right side of our visors.  
 
    “We’re close,” Yahweh announced, speeding up.  
 
    “Slow down,” I said, grabbing his shoulder. “Stay behind us.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It could be dangerous.” 
 
    “Stop treating me like a child, Qaira.” 
 
    “Says the child.” 
 
    Yahweh huffed.  
 
    “Relax. I’m trying to protect you.” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” he muttered. “Thank you kindly for your concern.” 
 
     The end of the passage was up ahead, blue light filtering through it in an endless stream, veil-like. I slowed in response, not entirely sure that I wanted to be the first to take that leap. The others slowed as well. We stood at the mouth, unable to see through it. Whatever lay beyond the passage was a foggy haze.  
 
    “Still no radiation,” offered Yahweh, but he didn’t budge.  
 
    “Hmm,” pondered Lucifer. 
 
    When no one said anything else, I sighed and stuck my arm through the opening. Nothing happened. “Well, it won’t kill us.” 
 
    Together, we stepped out. 
 
    Tides. 
 
    We were on a shore. The shore. The fog was fumes of gas that seeped from the cloudy blue water, so blue that it shined. That was what we’d been seeing all along. The shore wasn’t sand but mounds of fine crystal grains, violet in hue that glittered like stardust.  
 
    My people had always known there was an ocean at the heart of The Atrium, but no one had ever seen it until now. It was what had inspired the mythos of Maghir. Everyone was going to be extremely disappointed to hear that there weren’t any black, festering waters filled with carrion. What would our priests do then? 
 
    As I stood there worrying about the religious/political inflections of our discovery, Yahweh inspected the passage mouth. He kept looking back and forth between the shore and the cave. Lucifer and his scientists were collecting some of the gaseous ocean water at the shoreline, being careful not to get any of it on their suits.  
 
    “Bioluminescence,” he said aloud.  
 
    Everyone looked at him. 
 
    “Yahweh was right. They’re extremobacteria.” He held up the jar, shaking it. The intensity of the light grew two-fold. “They live in this ocean and their light generates heat. This is ground-breaking. If we could culture them, then—” 
 
    “How is this cave system here?” Yahweh interrupted, not even noticing that Lucifer had just given him all the credit. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “This cave system. How is it here? If there are no microorganisms in the ice, how was it carved?” 
 
    “Heat?” said Lucifer. 
 
    Yahweh shook his head. “Can’t be. Look at the mouth; it’s a perfect semi-circle.” 
 
    As revelation slowly crept in, the tides were broken by the sounds of splashes. Little ones at first, but then big ones that made us all turn toward the shore. We were just in time to watch a group of sticks break the ocean’s surface—eight of them, arranged in a triangle.  
 
    No, not sticks. Tails.  
 
    They swayed and snapped, their tips as sharp as spears. None of us knew what to do, torn between running for our lives or watching what would happen next.  
 
    As they headed for the shoreline, Lucifer and the scientists backed away. More tails emerged behind them, now numbering twelve in total. Each was sectioned, dark blue and crystalline-looking. Every sway brought chimes.  
 
    Chimes. The sound we’d heard in the cavern. 
 
    The first line came ashore. Tails attached to six pincer-like legs, a body bearing some resemblance to a scorpion, and a bulbous head that flickered blue light. Each was as big as our craft. 
 
    Yahweh had received his answer. The cavern was a hive. 
 
    And then we were sprinting up the shore and through the passage, the sounds of skittering feet close on our heels. We would have been much faster by flight, but here our wings would freeze the moment we released them. Our suits did not make for easy running, either.  
 
    The kid wasn’t nearly as quick as the rest of us, so I snatched him up and slung him over my shoulder. He was given an excellent view of our pursuers and started to scream. 
 
    Lucifer shouted orders over the radio to his awaiting team. Prepare for immediate departure. Gather everything you can. Arm yourselves. 
 
    None of us had expected this, therefore none of us were armed. Not even me. The one time that I decide to forego a weapon, we get hunted by monsters. Go figure. 
 
    “Let me take this opportunity to thank you for bringing me along!” I exclaimed, to which Lucifer didn’t respond. 
 
    It was a two mile hike back to where we’d parked, and I was beginning to feel the effects of a decade-long desk job. My legs were aching and I couldn’t catch my breath. Not even adrenaline was keeping up my stamina. Carrying Yahweh wasn’t helping matters any.  
 
    Cracks erupted behind us like thunder. Pieces of the cave wall fell away as more creatures joined the hunt. The tunnels flashed blue, and now we knew what that phenomenon really was. Monsters lurking in the walls, talking to each other, studying us. Apparently they’d decided we were edible. At any second I was expecting them to surround us, but we were able to zip by quickly enough before that happened. 
 
    We exploded through the fork, the rumble of engines and glare of headlights flooded the passage. Scientists and guards alike stood in front of our crafts in rows, clutching temperature-resistant pulsar rifles. Those weapons could collapse the entire cave system, but being buried alive trumped being lunch.  
 
    Our group split to either side of the tunnel walls, out of their direct line of fire. The monsters erupted into the fork behind us, a raging tsunami of black and blue phosphorescence. There were dozens of them now.  
 
    That sight took our team by surprise. Only a few opened fire, the others—mostly scientists—watched, completely stunned. The ramp lowered and I tossed Yahweh (who was still screaming) to Raith. As our engineers prepared for departure, I cast a guilty look out the windshield as our team blasted away at the monsters, yet to no avail. They wouldn’t last another minute. My guards were out there, too. 
 
    And I wasn’t about to run off and let anyone die for me. That was never my style. 
 
    I swiped a rifle from the rack and flipped the CHARGE PRISM switch, ordering the angels to open the doors. 
 
    Lucifer didn’t like my idea. “Qaira, no. You’re the Regent of Sanctum!” 
 
    “Maybe you should have thought about that in the first place!” I snapped. “You want to run off and leave your people here to die, go ahead. I won’t, so you better open that fucking door!” 
 
    I’d done two things just then. First, I made it known that even though I was Nehelian, I was still willing to protect angels. Second, I made Lucifer look like a coward.  
 
    After a second of heavy reflection, Raith grabbed a rifle as well. “Open that door.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Come to the mines, he said. It’ll be sooo rewarding, he said.” 
 
    “I don’t need your commentary.” 
 
    “Sanctum will want a claim in this, he said.” 
 
    We were en route back to Sanctum, ascending through the third layer, covered in scorpion guts. The larger part of our return flight was spent in the sanitization chamber, and now we were gingerly removing our suits, careful not to get any of that acrid-smelling crap on our clothes.  
 
    Yahweh had returned to the rolling chair, watching footage of our attack. Lucifer and I secluded ourselves at the back of the cabin, sorting out our shit. We had lost a craft, ten scientists, five guards and some really expensive equipment.  
 
    “Look at that,” Yahweh said, pointing at the screen. “They’re retreating together, displaying a kind of hive-intellect. The way in which they communicate is so puzzling.” 
 
    We ignored him. 
 
    Lucifer reclined on the bench across from mine, his face creased with worry and fatigue. That fight hadn’t been an easy one, and I was still a little surprised that we had even made it out alive.  
 
    “What are you going to tell your people?” I asked.  
 
    “The truth.” 
 
    “That the mines we’d thought were so promising turned out to be a nest of deadly scorpion-ants?” 
 
    Lucifer tied back his matted, sweat-drenched hair. “I guess so. But it wasn’t all for nothing, Qaira.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “The extremobacteria could prove invaluable.” 
 
    “How exactly are we supposed to get any?” 
 
    Raith’s eyes left mine, and he frowned out the window. “I’ll dispatch a team of seasoned soldiers to clean out that hive.” 
 
    “We don’t know if there are any more hives,” interjected Yahweh. 
 
    Lucifer glanced at him. “And?” 
 
    “We could be killing off the only sub-layer multicellular species there is. When we came here, we all made a promise not to treat this planet like Felor.” 
 
    He hesitated, thinking heavily on that. “You’re right. We’ll find another way, then. Maybe there’s another route to the ocean.” 
 
    Yahweh nodded, satisfied with that answer, and returned his attention to the video footage. “Although I wouldn’t be opposed to collecting a live sample of one of those creatures. For phylogenetic purposes, of course.” 
 
    Lucifer laughed softly, and I blinked. 
 
    “What did he just say?” 
 
    “Nothing, don’t worry. I think he’s trying to tell me that he wants a pet.” 
 
    The subsequent minutes swept past in silence. I spent the time studying the angels’ mini-pulsar cannons, marveling at the way the gas-core cylindrical chamber filled with smoke and blue lightning every time it charged. We had learned so much in the short decade that they’d been here. Our city was on the technological rise, all thanks to Heaven and the Plexus.  
 
    But there was still something gnawing away at me. 
 
    “What happened to Felor?” I asked. That question was one I’d always wanted to ask, but could never find the right time. 
 
    And it seemed that Lucifer was anticipating it. His face grew sullen, and it was a long while before he replied, “Her people were careless, drunk with prosperity. We didn’t see the damage until it was too late.” 
 
    Yahweh listened to our conversation, saying nothing. 
 
    “We sucked her resources dry, and even tore a hole in her sky. The old Commander, Raziel Denzas, ordered us to investigate quantum mechanics. Teleportation, to be exact. He had… become obsessed with trying to figure out how the Vel’Haru did things.” 
 
    “Vel’Haru?” I repeated. 
 
    “Yes. He contracted a scholar to teach us the ways of quantum leap, but our request was denied. The Court of Enigmus said we weren’t ready to tackle something like that. And they were right. 
 
    “But Raziel didn’t take no for an answer, and instead sought the information elsewhere. Hasty, sloppy decisions were made. We ended up ruining our magnetic and gravitational fields. Felor was knocked out of her axial rotation and…” 
 
    Lucifer trailed off, but he didn’t need to say anymore.  
 
    “Raziel was impeached and forced to go down with his ship. I rose to power and we left Felor on the Ark with as many angels as it could carry. And now here we are.” 
 
    “You sound guilty.” 
 
    “I am guilty.” 
 
    “It wasn’t you who ordered your world’s destruction.” 
 
    “No, but I was Raziel’s first general. I had the power to stop it, and I didn’t.” 
 
    I shrugged and looked away, having no counterargument. Yahweh was pretending to watch the video again, but his gaze was empty, faraway. Felor was a sore topic, undeniably. 
 
    “Thank you for coming today,” said Raith, smiling, or at least trying to. “Our discovery might have taken a turn for the worse without you.” 
 
    He held out his hand, and I took it. It was the first time that we’d ever shaken hands. As we did, my gaze lowered to the metal prosthetic that had taken residence atop his right wrist. The memory of our near-fatal altercation on the Ark flickered through my mind, and for the first time—this was a moment for many firsts, apparently—I felt guilty for maiming him. Yahweh had been right. I hadn’t known him. I hadn’t let myself know him. 
 
    A light flashed and we both turned, startled.  
 
    Yahweh held a camera, beaming. “Sorry, had to. I doubt that will ever happen again.” 
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    MY SISTER AND I WERE JOGGING THROUGH the Eroqam Medical Facility port.  
 
    Roen couldn’t leave his office to take Tae to her quarter-annual check-up. She had called me half an hour ago, and seeing as there was no one else and Tae refused to learn how to drive, I was forced to leave in the middle of a meeting, stating I had a family emergency. Which was kind of true. 
 
    We were ten minutes late, and the whole way Tae had mumbled about how they were going to reschedule and she wouldn’t see a doctor for another month. I really had to bite my tongue or else I would have told her to learn how to drive and handle her own shit.  
 
    But she was my sister, and I loved her. She’d done a thousand things for me and Ara growing up, and this measured as only a tiny fraction of our debt. 
 
    The waiting room was vacant—it was noon-thirty in the middle of the work week—and thankfully the doctor was free. I had a feeling he was still free only because I was standing at the reception desk. But hey, whatever worked.  
 
    The attendant asked if I wanted to sit in, and I politely declined, not particularly keen on watching someone probe at my sister’s snatch.  
 
    As the minutes ticked away, I sat on a chair near the ward entrance, staring vacantly at the wall. My portable Aeon kept chiming with messages from my secretary about meetings this afternoon, but I ignored them. They could wait. There was another message from Leid, ordering me to put dinner in the oven at six, to which I responded ‘sure’ while making a gesture of shooting myself in the head.  
 
    The waiting room door opened and two small children, accompanied by their very pregnant mother, strolled inside. After checking in, they sat across the room. I tried not to make eye contact.  
 
    The kids immediately attacked the stack of magazines resting on a table. The little girl paraded around the room, wearing one as a hat. She marched by, looked at me, stopped. She stared and stared until I had no choice but to look back.  
 
    Her eyes got all big and she pointed. “It’s the Regent!” 
 
    Someone kill me. 
 
    “Mommy, it’s the Regent!” 
 
    I tried to smile, but it probably came out as a cringe. Children made me nervous. I never knew how to act around them. 
 
    Their mother was sympathetic. “Yes, Nakha, that’s the Regent. Come here and leave him be.” 
 
    Nakha ignored her mother. “Will you marry me?” 
 
    I laughed. “Maybe when you’re a little older.” 
 
    The mother waddled over and pulled her daughter back to her seat, mouthing an apology. Nakha waved and blew me kisses, and I pretended to catch them. How cute and awkward. 
 
    I thought that was the end of it, but the mother asked, “I never thought I’d see you here. Is your wife…?” 
 
    “No, my sister.” 
 
    It was public knowledge that my wife was not Nehelian, but we’d never mentioned the Court of Enigmus. After years of speculation, the priests had finalized that Leid was an apostle of Maghir, given to us as a gift for our servitude. Everyone seemed fine with that answer, funnily enough. It was kind of scary how no one questioned anything pertaining to our spiritual beliefs. I was still young enough to evade any further speculation as to why we didn’t have children, but that bridge was just down the road. 
 
    “Oh, congratulations.” 
 
    “You, too,” I said, nodding at her swollen stomach. 
 
    She smiled and patted her belly. “This will be my fourth. Maghir help me.” 
 
    I smiled back, saying nothing.  
 
    Tae emerged through the ward entrance, and I stood to greet her. As we left, the children and their mother waved goodbye. 
 
    “Making friends?” Tae asked, smiling. 
 
    “You know me.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I didn’t remember the port being so ominous. 
 
    Yet on the trip back to my craft, the silence was scary. The lot was practically desolate, peppered with a few empty crafts owned by medical staff. I should have parked closer to the entrance. 
 
    Calenus’ visit two weeks ago had put me in a permanent state of paranoia. I walked through every isolated area with an eye over my shoulder, expecting him to pop out from behind each pillar, or around every corner. He had yet to return, but I knew that our ordeal wasn’t over. It was only a matter of time before I’d see him again. 
 
    It was sleeting so I’d parked us under a port. Stupid move.  
 
    Footsteps.  
 
    A slamming door. 
 
    I spun, scanning the port.  
 
    Nothing. I was going crazy. 
 
    “Qaira, is everything alright?” asked Tae, sensing my unease. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, tugging her along. “Let’s walk a little faster.” 
 
    Now Tae was looking over her shoulder. “What’s wrong? What are you looking at?” 
 
    Voices. Whispers. 
 
    No, I wasn’t going crazy. We were being followed.  
 
    I stopped, shoving my sister behind me and pulling out my gun. Shadows of men stalked across the pillars, their silhouettes weaving in between the glare of overhead lights. 
 
    My sister was silent, understanding, and only clutched at my waist. 
 
    I waited for someone to step into clear sight, but instead I heard a pop.  
 
    Then, I felt a prick on the side of my neck. 
 
    I reached for it, feeling something cold and metallic protruding from my skin. I tore it out and looked at the tiny capsule in my hand. The sight was all too familiar. 
 
    A dart. 
 
    The dizziness was already coming on. I shoved my sister forward, shouting at her to run. 
 
    She did, and I only took two more steps before collapsing on my hands and knees, retching bile and fragments of breakfast. 
 
    The voices became louder, and Tae’s cries turned to screams. There was a struggle happening ahead of me, and when I looked up someone’s foot cracked the side of my head.  
 
    I’d caught a glimpse of men in enforcer masks, dragging my sister toward a revved craft, before my vision tunneled from the blow and I crumpled face down across the cement. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cool air. 
 
    A dull roar. 
 
    Soft cries. 
 
    I opened my eyes, squinting against dim light. A migraine raged full throttle and even the shadows were too bright. I tried to stir but found that I couldn’t move at all.  
 
    And then everything came flooding back, and my eyes opened wide, fear numbing the pain.  
 
    I was strapped to a metal chair, my wrists and legs bound in barbed wire. Little beads of blood trickled down my hands from my initial struggle, and my ankles stung, pant legs torn to shit. 
 
    The room was open and cold, aired by a noisy ventilation system that rattled somewhere in the darkness. Crumbled pillars marked with illicit art stood in rows around the room.  
 
    Lower Sanctum. An abandoned storehouse, maybe. 
 
    My sister was chained to one of the pillars, only several feet away. Her chains had some slack but she hugged the stone, sobbing quietly against it. There was a bruise forming at the side of her face and her dress was torn at the shoulders. Half of her hair had been ripped out of her braid, tangled and disheveled. She had put up a fight. 
 
    “Tae,” I rasped.  
 
    At the sound of my voice she looked at me, hope and sorrow filling her eyes. “Qaira, I thought you were dead.” 
 
    I didn’t respond, surveying our surroundings. Whoever had put us here would be back soon, and I had to find a way out of this chair before then. Struggling was out, because even a minor yank could scrape the skin clean from my bones, and they made sure that I could not release my wings by compressing my back to the chair.  
 
    Once I realized that I was completely fucked, Tae caught a glimpse of the hopeless look on my face and began to cry again.  
 
    “Shh,” I whispered. “Please, stay quiet. I need to think.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” she mumbled. “Why are we here?” 
 
    Those were excellent questions; none of which I could answer. Ten years ago there would have been a thousand reasons, but not now. Not anymore.  
 
    Enforcer masks. They had worn enforcer masks.  
 
    I didn’t know whether they were soldiers or brutes trying to make a statement, and I could only speculate on their intent. They hadn’t killed us outright, so perhaps this was a ransom attempt.  
 
    My vertigo sparked the memory of how they had subjugated me. That dart. The sedative… How had they known? The only ones who knew anything about that were— 
 
    The sound of a door opening put that thought on ice. Footsteps approached, numerous footsteps, and Tae hushed, making herself small against the pillar.  
 
    A group of men stepped from the shadows and into a patch of dim light, still wearing those enforcer masks. They lined up on my right, silent and still, acting like military. Tae and I watched, confused, disturbed, waiting for something to happen but almost a minute passed and they did nothing but stand there.  
 
    And then another set of footsteps penetrated the silence, this one less uniform than the rest. Erratic, excited—it almost sounded like skipping. 
 
    The line broke and another masked man emerged through it.  
 
    He wasn’t skipping. There was something wrong with his left leg and he dragged his foot along the cement. A stool was resting by the pillar, one I hadn’t noticed until now. The man snatched the stool and dragged it across the floor, along with his foot, producing a sound akin to nails on a chalkboard. I winced.  
 
    He set the stool in front of me and sat, placing his feet on the bar above the floor, hugging his knees. It was an odd position, like he was posing in a comical fashion.  
 
    “Good afternoon, Regent,” he said with a minor tilt of his head. That gesture and his accent was enough for me to realize that he was not an enforcer or a dredge. He wasn’t even Nehelian. 
 
    Confusion twisted my face, and he pulled off his mask. 
 
    Shaggy, platinum blond hair and light blue eyes—so blue they were almost white—with a mean grin that lifted only one side of his mouth. He was young, not too far past adolescence, and he wore a look that burned with absolution. This wasn’t a ransom attempt.  
 
    How did he get into Sanctum?  
 
    How did he and the others get past border patrol?  
 
    How had he even known where I was? 
 
    Those questions overwhelmed me and I looked away.  
 
    He laughed. “Don’t try to figure it out. You won’t.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “That’s a good question, Regent. What do I want?” He paused to scratch his chin. “I want my sister back, but that’s something you can’t give me.” 
 
    When I only stared, he leaned forward. “My name is Micah Triev. Ten and a half years ago, you and your enforcers stormed our refugee camp and invaded my home. You assaulted my sister and when my parents tried to stop you, you killed them.” 
 
    I remembered that.  
 
    His sister, Ariel.  
 
    “Can you imagine what it was like to come home and find everyone you love face down in a pool of blood? Shot dead and exposed in the street for everyone to see?”  
 
    “I didn’t kill your parents.” 
 
    “No, your men did. Your men.” 
 
    “I punished the soldiers responsible. That wasn’t my order.” 
 
    Micah laughed again, but there was no mirth in his eyes. “You shot my sister in the back of the head while she was crawling away, screaming for help. You.” 
 
    “Your sister was covered in incendiaries and was holding one of my soldiers hostage. I tried to reason with her, but she wouldn’t hear it. She was a rebel.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong, Regent. I was the rebel. Ariel was innocent. She found my weapons in our home and used them in self-defense.” 
 
    I said nothing. I couldn’t think of anything to say.  
 
    Micah turned and looked at my sister as she clutched the pillar, sniffling. She could hear everything that we were saying, and her knowing that I’d killed an innocent girl hurt me in ways no words could describe. Tae never knew how rotten I’d been. 
 
    “Let my sister go,” I said, keeping an even voice, no matter how hard. “This has nothing to do with her.” 
 
    “But this has everything to do with her. Look at you; your eyes hold no shame for what you’ve done.” 
 
    My lip curled. “You don’t know me.” 
 
    His smile turned into a sneer. “All is well in The Atrium now. The angels and Nehel have found peace. But not me. I won’t find any peace until we’ve shared the same experience. There is no torment quite like having your sister raped and beaten to death. But your punishment comes with interest; you get to watch.” 
 
    Tae screamed and yanked on her chains while our masked audience only watched her, still and silent as statues. 
 
    Hopelessness and terror coalesced. “Don’t. Please.” 
 
    “I’m sure Ariel said the same thing.” 
 
    “She’s… she’s with child.” 
 
    The sneer on Micah’s face waned and he looked back at my sister, conflicted. “Well… I suppose that makes this even sweeter.” 
 
    “You fucking white!” I screamed, thrashing, ignoring the barbed wire shredding my wrists. “I will hunt you down and rip out your fucking entrails!” 
 
    Micah smiled, amused. “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    He nodded at his men, and they approached my screaming, sobbing sister, forming a semi-circle around her. One of them produced a knife.  
 
    They grabbed Tae by her braid and yanked her from the pillar, forcing her on hands and knees with the knife at her throat. She sobbed into the cement as they cut away her dress, exposing her breasts and wingslits.  
 
    I couldn’t do anything to stop them. Tae was too close to use my ability. If I tried to hurt them, she would feel it, too.  
 
    Micah watched them touch her, sadness behind his gaze. “And this is where I take my leave. Brutality is a trigger. I’m sure you understand.” He patted me on the shoulder and limped for the exit, receding into shadows.  
 
    One of them lifted Tae’s right arm, grasping her tiny, trembling wrist in a monstrous fist. The one with the knife cut into her skin and she screamed again, louder and louder as they sawed through flesh, and then through bone. When done, they threw her severed hand aside and it landed inches from my feet.  
 
    I stared down at it, numb. 
 
    “Commander Raith sends his regards,” said Micah, somewhere in the darkness.  
 
    Slam, went the door. 
 
    Those words repeated over and over in my mind as Tae knelt in a growing pool of her own blood. Our captors’ hands had disappeared between her legs, but her stare stayed on me. She just kept looking at me with wide, disbelieving eyes as her skin paled and the fight in her faded. 
 
    … And all I could do was watch. 
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    “WHEN WAS THE LAST TIME THAT ANYONE saw them?” asked Roen, pale with worry.  
 
    Ara sat at our dining room table, his radio placed beside the stiff drink that I’d poured him an hour ago. Distorted discussions blipped through as soldiers and guards scoured the city for Sanctum’s missing Regent and his sister. 
 
    My missing husband and sister-in-law. 
 
    “We found their craft abandoned at Eroqam Medical Facility,” said Ara. “They were inside the facility at noon. That was the last time anyone saw them.” 
 
    “That was eight hours ago. Where could they have gone?” 
 
    Ara had called my office this afternoon to inform me that Qaira and Tae were missing. He wasn’t responding to any messages or taking any calls, and neither was Tae. Although Ara and Parliament were working diligently to keep their disappearances out of the headlines, it was getting very hard to lie to the press. Someone in Parliament must have told Sanctum PB, because the Aeon was chiming every other minute. None of us had answered it yet. 
 
    Roen and Ara were looking at me, waiting for me to shed some light on this. But I didn’t have anything. I’d listened to their conversation for an hour, raking through memories that might offer a clue of what had happened. But I wasn’t telepathic, or clairvoyant.  
 
    I was Vel’Haru, not omniscient. 
 
    But then I did remember something. “Qaira was attacked on Yema’s port. Do you remember that? He said they were trying to steal his craft and he shot one of the perpetrators. You never found them, did you?” 
 
    Ara looked confused. “It’s the first time I’ve heard about it. When did it happen?” 
 
    I hesitated, surprised. Qaira told me that he’d asked his brother the very next day to look into finding those craft-jackers. 
 
     He had lied. Why? 
 
    “Two weeks ago. The night of Sanctum’s Symphony concert.” 
 
    Ara shook his head. “He never told me about that.” 
 
    Which meant Qaira was hiding something. I could safely bet that no one had tried to steal our craft that night. There was a struggle, shots fired, but…he’d looked so afraid. Qaira would have never been that afraid of petty criminals. 
 
    “Have you two been doing anything… questionable lately?” I asked, and Ara blanched. 
 
    “Define questionable,” he said, narrowing his eyes. He looked so much like Qaira with that face.  
 
    “Questionable, as in ten years ago questionable.” 
 
    “No,” he said. “Never again. At least, not me.” 
 
    Roen looked between us, curious yet self-restrained, knowing none of that was his business.  
 
    As if my inquiry came with a sprinkle of intuition, Ara reached for his radio. “Squadron Seventy, search the industry district in Lower Sanctum.” 
 
    “Why there?” I asked. 
 
    He shrugged, but his eyes spun a different story. “Don’t know. We haven’t looked there yet.” 
 
    Roen could no longer sit still and paced the dining room, fingers raking through his hair. “I can’t believe this is happening,” he muttered. “Do you really think they were kidnapped?” 
 
    Yes, I did, but who would be brave enough to kidnap Qaira Eltruan? And succeed? 
 
     “No one has called for ransom,” Roen argued, sensing my answer.  
 
    “Sir, come in,” said Ara’s radio. He snatched it off the table. 
 
    “Go ahead, Sgt. Aruay.” 
 
    “Some of the homeless just told us that they were driven out of their squat by a group of men in enforcer masks.” 
 
    Ara looked at me, worry filling up his eyes. “When?” 
 
    “Sometime this afternoon. There were malay syringes on them so I don’t know if their story is even true.” 
 
    “Pretend it is and find their squat.” 
 
    “Sir,” another transmission interrupted the first. “We’ve just received a call for noise disturbance by a bartender on Seventh. He said he heard screaming and gunshots from the abandoned grain storehouse across the street.” 
 
    Ara grabbed his coat. “I’m on my way. Get a team down there.” 
 
    I grabbed my coat as well. He paused, questioningly.  
 
    “You might need my help,” I said.  
 
    Ara thought about that, then nodded. We left Roen in the dining room. 
 
    “Shots fired?” he repeated, near tears. “Screaming?” 
 
    “Stay here,” Ara said as we hurried for the door. “I’ll call you the moment we know anything.” Outside, he murmured, “We need to move quickly. I’m sure Sanctum PB has our radio tapped.” 
 
    I nodded, keeping pace. When we reached the port, I climbed into the passenger seat of his craft, and Ara sped out of Eroqam. He looked more worried than I’d ever seen him, which did nothing for my panic.  
 
    “What has he done, Leid?” he whispered. “What has he done now?” 
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    WE WERE ALONE AGAIN. 
 
    The angels had stepped out of the room for a reason I couldn’t fathom. But I wasn’t trying to figure that out. I didn’t even have enough strength to generate a cohesive thought.  
 
    Tae lay still and silent on the floor—face down, naked and bloody—but her shoulders heaved and I could hear soft, wet gurgles as her failing lungs still fought for breath.  
 
    I never stopped watching, even when it grew unbearable. Closing my eyes or turning my head would have been abandoning her. And so I’d suffered with her, until she’d no longer had the strength to keep her head up. If she was conscious now, I couldn’t tell. I really wanted to believe that she was. 
 
    But a small part of me wished that she was dead, too. I didn’t know if I could watch any more, and the thought of my sister having to endure another minute of this made my eyes wet.  
 
    I couldn’t save her, and she knew that. She’d known that halfway through, when the last remnants of hope had faded from her eyes and she’d stopped fighting. Tae had just laid there and taken it, and I would never forget the way she looked at me.  
 
    Footsteps echoed softly in the darkness, but I kept my eyes ahead, thinking our captors had returned. There was an empty aching in the pit of my stomach, guilt and hopelessness savaging my insides. Surprisingly, there was no anger. There was nothing. Nothing could describe the way I felt as I listened to my sister die a slow, painful death. 
 
    A shadow emerged from behind a pillar, a silhouette of someone tall and lean. It didn’t move for a minute, finally stepping into the light.  
 
    Calenus Karim. 
 
    He looked at me, and then at my sister laying several feet away. He wore an expression of confusion and sadness.  
 
    Passing Tae, he knelt in front of me and I looked him in the eyes, saying nothing. Calenus reached for my serrated restraints, snapping them away like brittle twigs. How he’d just broken metal was beyond me, but I didn’t even question it. All I did was stare. 
 
    “It seems I came at a bad time,” he said, softly. “Our conversation will have to wait.”  
 
    And then he walked away, disappearing through the shadows. His silhouette seemed to disperse and meld with the darkness. 
 
    He’d freed me.  
 
    I was free. 
 
    The door opened with a groan, and the masked savages returned.  
 
    My eyes slid to their corners as they reappeared, one by one, into the flickering light. 
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    PATROL CRAFTS AND GUARDS HAD THE ABANDONED storehouse surrounded.  
 
    Sanctum PB was already on the scene, but a group of Ara’s men held them back at the parking lot. Sirens flashed through the cold darkness of the city’s evening, and I watched our descent with trepidation. A lump had settled in my throat, persisting even when I swallowed.  
 
    When we landed, Ara pulled the keys from the ignition and looked out at the swarmed storehouse. I could hear his breathing, shallow and rapid.  
 
    “I hope this isn’t him,” he said.  
 
    I murmured a generic line of assurance, knowing that it was. It didn’t take omniscience to gather that kind of intuition. My only hope was that Qaira and Tae were still alive. The lump in my throat was my conscience telling me that only fools hoped for things. 
 
    That thought made my eyes heavy, pressure building in my forehead. 
 
    No, don’t cry. Not here. Can’t scare the locals.  
 
    Together, we stepped out of the craft.  
 
    The crowd was a blur. Armed men stepped aside as we walked through the lot. Cameras flashed from the restricted zone— the media had seen us and were given enough fuel to spin a story—and we ducked, but it was too late.  
 
    A group of soldiers gathered around the sealed iron doors of the storehouse, readying a ram. Unnecessary.  “Awaiting orders,” said one, saluting Ara as he stepped into the shadows of the under-hang.  
 
    “Have you heard anything?” he asked. 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    He motioned for them to move away, and then beckoned for me.  
 
    I stepped up to the door and pressed my ear against it. What I heard made my heart flutter. 
 
    Crying. Soft, whispered sobs. 
 
    I stepped back, squinting. “Someone’s in there.” 
 
    “Qaira?”  
 
    “I don’t know. Someone. They’re distressed.” Ara pointed at the ram, but I caught his arm. “No, let me.” 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder, making sure that we were out of public sight. “Go ahead.” 
 
    The soldiers looked at each other, wondering what I was about to do. A moment later they gaped when I snapped the metal bolt that sealed the door and kicked it wide open. The door flew off the frame, adorning an indentation of my foot, and skidded away into the darkness. The air inside was hot, rancid from blood and sweat.  
 
    Ara and his men poured in, guns aimed at the shadows.  
 
    I stepped in after them, but everyone had frozen around the only working source of light. In front, Ara fell to his knees, hands against his head. 
 
    I broke through the crowd, freezing next to him.  
 
    There was Qaira, sitting on the floor cross-legged, surrounded by dead angels. Most of them were decapitated. 
 
    A chair wrapped in barbed wire lay on its side, next to a pillar twined with chains. They led to Tae, naked and lifeless, cradled in her brother’s arms. Her hand was severed, wings ripped—not cut, but ripped—from her back, their loose black feathers floating atop pools of blood across the cement. Not a single patch of her skin was clean. She was a canvas of blue and purple bruises. 
 
    I covered my mouth, unable to stop the tears this time.  
 
    Qaira didn’t even look at us. He stared ahead, vacantly, rocking Tae as tears streamed down his face. He was broken.  
 
    Everything was broken. 
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    DANGER 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yahweh Telei—; 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    PAWN TO D4. 
 
    Bishop to C5. 
 
    Knight to C3. 
 
    I sighed, watching Lucifer snuff my rook.  
 
    He smiled. “Don’t be so hasty.” 
 
    Pawn to C5. 
 
    Bishop to G4. 
 
    Pawn to C8. 
 
    I took back my queen. “Check.” 
 
    And as quickly as she came, she was murdered by a bishop. I wanted to cry. 
 
    “You’re getting flustered,” said Lucifer. “Take some time to think before you move.” 
 
    It was hard to think because I’d gotten less than four hours of sleep in two days. Reports, tours, presentations… I needed to hire an assistant or twelve.  
 
    It was late in the evening and I should have been in bed, but Lucifer and I had little time to spend with each other during the day. These tiny night time get-togethers were all we could afford. So here we were, seated in his study, battling fatigue for a game of chess. A televised screen flashed current events on loop behind us as we sat at a marble table, framed by bookshelves. The scent of wicker hung in the air. 
 
    I had showered twenty minutes ago, towel still around my neck. My hair was damp and this room was cooler than the rest of our estate, making me shiver. 
 
    “You look really tired,” Lucifer noted. “We should stop.” 
 
    “In the middle of a game? That’s sacrilege.” 
 
    “What game?” 
 
    I frowned. 
 
    My ears pricked at the beep of an emergency report from the televised screen. We were watching Heaven’s channel, but Lucifer had programmed our station to stream Sanctum’s news as well, displayed as scrolling headlines in a column at the side. He was mostly interested in their economic news. But then my eyes caught sight of one headline in particular: 
 
    ANGEL TERRORISTS KIDNAP REGENT AND HIS SISTER. TAE ELTRUAN FOUND DEAD AT SCENE. 
 
    “W-What?” I stammered, watching the headline scroll to the top, vanishing. I rubbed my eyes, wondering if I had imagined seeing that. Surely that couldn’t have— 
 
    But there it was again. 
 
    TAE ELTRUAN SLAIN IN LOWER SANCTUM AFTER ANGEL TERRORIST ATTACK.  
 
    “Lucifer,” I gasped.  
 
    He glanced at the screen, and then his eyes widened.  
 
    When that headline disappeared, too, Lucifer stood and reached for the remote, honing in on Sanctum PB. The screen switched to a live recording of an anchor in front of an industrial-looking facility, sirens glaring behind her. 
 
    We listened to her story, neither of us uttering a single word. When the live footage ended and a discussion started between two other anchors at Sanctum PB headquarters, Lucifer shut off the television. He sat there, stupefied, staring at the blank screen. So did I. 
 
    Without another word, he left the table and hurried for the door.  
 
    “Where are you going?” I called, starting after him.  
 
    “My office. Go to yours as well and check the status on each of your employees with diplomatic access.” 
 
    I blinked. “Why?” 
 
    “I need to identify those brutes before Eroqam shows up on our doorstep.” 
 
    Lucifer was right. It was only a matter of time before grief evanesced to retribution, and we would need answers at the ready.  
 
    But then I realized that Tae was dead, and I froze in the doorway. My legs felt wobbly and a wave of sadness overwhelmed me. Hand to my chest, I looked at the ground, knowing we would never share a laugh or cup of tea again. 
 
    Tae.  
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    SPIRALING DOWNWARD 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE SOUND OF OUR ESTATE DOOR CLOSING SHOOK me from a fugue. Murmured voices grew louder as Leid and Yahweh appeared in the dining room, accompanied by several angel guards.  
 
    I sized up the guards, a little surprised that the kid had brought them. Maybe he was afraid of me.  
 
    Yahweh’s eyes lingered on us, sadness etched across his face. I hadn’t slept in three days and looked like complete shit. But sleep was impossible when every dream was a recount of Tae’s death.  
 
    He noticed my stare on the guards icing over, and told them to stand in the hall while we spoke.  
 
    Everyone was a suspect, even the kid. Although I really doubted he had anything to do with this, people always had the tendency to surprise you. The guards, on the other hand, were prime suspects. They had diplomatic access and heard private conversations all the time. Without a doubt the masked murderers had been guards. As for Micah Triev… 
 
    “How are you?” whispered Yahweh, taking a seat across the table.  
 
    I didn’t answer him. He already knew how I was. Instead my gaze lowered to the cup of tea, cold from neglect.  
 
    “Thank you for coming,” said Ara, eyes searching the hall beyond. “Where’s your father?” 
 
    “He… thought it was best not to come,” said Yahweh, shifting nervously. “He assumed no one would want him here.” 
 
    “Absence fortifies guilt.” 
 
    “Absence fortifies self-preservation,” said Yahweh, narrowing his eyes. It was a look I’d never seen, and it didn’t suit him. “I’m here to clear his name.” 
 
    “If Lucifer already thinks we’re going to kill him, then I’d say you’re off to a bad start.” 
 
    Leid handed Yahweh a cup of steaming tea, and he nodded thanks. Ara reclined in his seat, crossing his arms. He waited for me to say something but I didn’t, and so he led, “What do you have?” 
 
    Yahweh set a folder down on the table, pushing it toward Ara. “Take a look. That’s everything we have on Micah Triev.” As we opened it and sifted through its contents, he said, “He was hired at the Plexus seven months ago as a diaphoresis specimen processor. It was a Level One job.” 
 
    “Level Ones have diplomatic statuses?” asked Leid. 
 
    Yahweh shook his head. “Only Level Fours. One of our Toxicologists reported his access badge stolen three days ago, the morning after Micah and his men kidnapped Qaira and Tae.” 
 
    Ara set the folder down. “Where is he now?” 
 
    “We don’t know. The badge was scanned at Heaven’s border that night, and since then he’s disappeared. Hasn’t shown up to work, and his apartment in Crylle is empty. Our agents are hunting for him, though, so it’s only a matter of time before he’s found.” 
 
    “When he is, I want Heaven to hand him over to Sanctum,” said Ara. “He attacked our people, on our ground. We should be given prosecution rights.” 
 
    “That isn’t up to me,” said Yahweh, sipping tea. “I’ll make sure to ask Lucifer when I return to Crylle. But I’m fairly certain he won’t have any problem with that.” He glanced at me. “Do you remember what Micah looked like?” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    That was the first thing I’d said in eight hours, and the sound of my own voice startled me. 
 
    “The only picture that we have to go on is one taken two hundred years ago when he boarded the Ark. He has no family, obviously, and we don’t know who his contacts are. Level One scientists are not required to have picture-form identities to process specimens, so anything you can remember would be very helpful.” 
 
    “You might want to change that procedure,” said Leid.  
 
    Yahweh nodded. “We will. This won’t ever happen again, I promise.” 
 
    One time was too many.  
 
    But I couldn’t remember Micah’s face. Not entirely. Every time I thought back to that night, tried to recall its events, everything got fuzzy and my chest tightened up. The only thing I still remembered clearly was the way Tae had looked at me. The one thing I wished to forget. 
 
    Yahweh noticed my distress, looking sympathetic. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked you that. We’ll manage.” 
 
    “He had a limp,” I said. “That’s all I can remember.” 
 
    “A limp?” 
 
    “Yeah, he walked funny. One of his feet was messed up—turned in, I think. It looked like a birth defect rather than an injury.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said.  
 
    Suddenly, the room got small. Yahweh was still saying something but I couldn’t hear him and my vision tunneled. I sighed, trying to catch my breath, but the harder I tried the less I could breathe. 
 
    Leid sensed my unease and reached for me, but I could barely see her and instead I stood from the table and left the dining room without a word. I heard my name called several times as I hurried down the hall, but I didn’t look back. I didn’t stop.  
 
    I couldn’t stop. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yahweh found me at the port, half an hour later.  
 
    I was seated at a vacant dock, staring at the angel craft on the other side of the hangar. Yahweh’s private vessel was revved and ready, Heaven-bound. 
 
    The guards dispersed and headed for the craft. He sat beside me, and for a while we didn’t say anything—just stared into the darkness of the tunnel. 
 
    “Qaira, I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “Words can’t really express how sorry I am. Tae was a lovely, lovely woman and I’ll miss her dearly.” 
 
    Yahweh’s apologies didn’t move me. “Commander Raith sends his regards.” 
 
    He looked at me. “What?” 
 
    “Micah Triev said that. His men cut off Tae’s hand, and then he said that.” 
 
    Yahweh only stared.  
 
    “He used that inhibitor dart to subjugate me. He knew enough about my ability to place Tae exactly within range.” 
 
    “Qaira, I don’t—” 
 
    “And Micah is missing without a trace? A nobody lab technician, without any recent photo identification, and none of you know what he looks like. That all sounds very convenient.” 
 
    Yahweh’s face twisted up. “Lucifer had nothing to do with this.” 
 
    “How do you know that? You really think he’d tell you?” 
 
    “We were playing chess when we saw the news! He was just as shocked as me. You really think he would do something like that? Really?” 
 
    I didn’t know. Three days ago, probably not. Brutality wasn’t ever his bag, but all the pieces fit so well together. The only way Micah’s plan had gone so perfectly was because he knew things about me that no one else did. Except for Lucifer and Yahweh. The kid was out, so that left one person.  
 
    “There are plenty of other ways he could have obtained that information.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “He could have hacked the Plexus’ private database.” 
 
    I bristled. “Why would that information be in your database?” 
 
    Yahweh looked away.  
 
    “Hey, I’m talking to you. Why am I in your database?” 
 
    “Because you are able to explode people’s heads on whim. That information is not public, but we’ve documented it because it’s the most astonishing medical anomaly we’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “And you have that sedative on there, too? What, in case I need to be put down?” 
 
    “Qaira, no. Calm down.” 
 
    “Calm down? You’ve practically written a guide on how to destroy me!” 
 
    “It’s not accessible to anyone.” 
 
    “Except for that vendetta-fueled psycho!” 
 
    Yahweh sighed. “Fine, I concede. It was all my fault. I’ll take down that information as soon as I get back to my office. But please believe that Lucifer had nothing to do with this.” 
 
    “I want to see everything you have on me.” 
 
    Now Yahweh bristled. “No, you can’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because…” he trailed off, fumbling for words 
 
    And then I remembered something. “What do you know about Leid’s illness?” 
 
    Yahweh looked profoundly overwhelmed. “W-What?” 
 
    “When I asked you about Vel’Haru having black eyes, you said you’d never heard of that happening. That same night, Calenus Karim showed up at Yema Theater and demanded that I hand Leid over because she’s sick. Tell me that’s a coincidence.” 
 
    At this point Yahweh had stopped speaking altogether. He didn’t even try to feign surprise. All he did was look at me in tired defeat. Then, he lowered his eyes. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Yahweh left, heading for his craft.  
 
    I watched his departure, feeling my heart in my throat.  
 
    As the craft left the dock and drifted through the darkness, I stood and grabbed my radio.  
 
    “Ara, come in.” 
 
    “Yes, Qaira?” 
 
    “Sanctum is closing its borders. Notify Air Patrol that we are no longer allowing any angels entry into our city.” 
 
    It was as I suspected all along.  
 
    The whites couldn’t be trusted. 
 
      
 
    XI 
 
    AT THE BOTTOM OF THE SPIRAL 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “YOU SHOULD STOP AND THINK ABOUT THIS,” said Leid, stirring her coffee.  
 
    I didn’t respond, only fumbled with my tie. This morning marked my first day back to work. Sanctum needed its Regent, no matter if his sister died several days ago.  
 
    Although I’d made it very clear that my decision to close Sanctum’s border wasn’t up for discussion, Leid pressed anyway. “People are afraid. They’re already talking about another war.” 
 
    I sipped my coffee, watching the news. Tae’s death still made headlines every hour or so, but it was finally fading. We refused to talk to the press about it and Ara warned Sanctum PB that I was not to be approached.  
 
    Tae’s pyre was scheduled for tonight. It would only be the five of us—Ara, Ila, Leid, Roen and myself. Small and simple. And private. We’d burn her body after temple hours. 
 
    I tried not to think about it. I was still trying to cope with the fact that she was gone.  
 
    She was gone because of me; because of the things I’d done. 
 
    She was gone because I wasn’t able to protect her when it really counted.  
 
    Sanctum’s Savior.  
 
    Leid glanced at me after I’d laughed under my breath. I cleared my throat and grabbed my briefcase. “I have to go. What time will you be home tonight?” 
 
    She hesitated, concerned. “Are you sure you’re alright? You don’t have to go back today.” 
 
    “Yes, I do. Things need to be tended to, meetings need to be held.” 
 
    “And what of the angels?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “What of them, Leid?” 
 
    “What are you going to do now that you’ve closed our borders?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea what kind of message you’re sending?” 
 
    I had a perfect idea. “I’ll see you tonight.” 
 
    I left our estate without another word, Leid’s eyes burning on me all the way to the door.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Work was as I’d expected:  draining. 
 
    There were a hundred condolence cards waiting in my mailbox. I took the stack and threw them in the trash as soon as I got in.  
 
    I spent lunch hyperventilating in my private bathroom, coaxing my reflection to get it together. I’d forgotten all about the picture of Tae and I taken on my birthday, resting on the table beside that ugly plant. One glance and my day was ruined. 
 
    Worst of all was the looks I’d received. The pity in everyone’s eyes was so insufferable that I barely left my office.  
 
    My afternoon consisted of seven meetings, during all of which I’d thought about that night in the abandoned storehouse while officials blabbered on and on about budgets and the closed border and what might happen if we pulled our investments out of the Plexus.  
 
    Leid was right. I wasn’t ready to be here. I didn’t know if I could ever be here again.  
 
    Yet this was my life, and I couldn’t escape it no matter how much I wanted to. 
 
    Leid called me on her lunch break and we spoke for a while about my day. I told her I was doing fine, and she knew that I was lying. 
 
    We all had dinner together before heading to Moritoria for Tae’s pyre. It was the most awkward thing I’d ever sat through. I barely ate anything, as did Roen, and the majority of our time was spent in solemn silence. Ila and Leid kept trying to strike conversation, but it never held. All we did was look at each other, dreading the night to follow. Once my sister was burned, she was officially gone.  
 
    After the ceremony, we hung around and watched the smoke disappear into the night sky. A priest conserved Tae’s ashes, but I told him to scatter them over the Areva.  
 
    Roen was the first to leave, teary-eyed and withdrawn. I watched his silhouette wander away through the field. He had lost his wife and unborn child—his entire family—in one night, and I was disgusted with myself for feeling a trace of satisfaction at his suffering. I didn’t feel as alone, as fucked up as that sounded.  
 
    The rest of us departed with promises of getting together again soon. Leid and I returned to Eroqam without any conversation. When we got to our estate, she made a beeline for our liquor cabinet, and I headed to our bedroom.  
 
    She was having a rough time, I knew. Leid had loved my sister as much as me. Even though I pretended to be fine, she knew I wasn’t and had to be the strong one.  
 
    My wife had to be the strong one. I felt so pathetic.  
 
    I turned off the lamp and slid under the covers, curling on my side, feeling the heavy thunder in my chest. I’d gotten hardly any sleep since Tae’s death. I wasn’t tired, even now. Any attempt at slumber was interrupted by terrifying nightmares, and now I was too afraid to even try.  
 
    I laid there in the dark until light cracked against the wall. It faded, and a moment later Leid was beside me. The warmth of her body relaxed me slightly, and she nuzzled her way between my arms. She cupped my face and we stared at each other, nose-to-nose, saying nothing yet everything at the same time. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m sorry that this is so hard for you. I wish I could fix it, but the only remedy is time.” 
 
    Time.  
 
    That wasn’t good enough. I wouldn’t let Tae become some distant memory like my mother. The thought of one day forgetting her face made my chest heavy. Leid realized she’d said the wrong thing, but it was too late. I pulled away and sat up, rubbing my throbbing head.  
 
    “Qaira, please, you have to sleep.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “You aren’t doing your sanity any good by staying up for days on end!” 
 
    “Don’t you think I know that?!” I shouted. “You really think I don’t want to sleep? Do you really think I want to feel like this?!” 
 
    She looked away, scathed. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I mumbled. “I didn’t mean to yell.” 
 
    Before Leid could respond, I was out of bed and grabbing a jacket. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Out.” 
 
    “Out where? It’s past midnight.” 
 
    “To clear my head. I need some time to think.” 
 
    “Qaira—” 
 
    “Since when do I need your permission?” 
 
    I slammed the door.  
 
    She didn’t follow me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leid was right, as always; I needed sleep.  
 
    So here I was, parked at a vacant lot behind a grain storage facility, cradling a loaded syringe. Its contents shined effervescent violet in the streetlamps, and the longer I stared, the further my heart sank.  
 
    But I could still remember malay’s numbness, and I yearned for that feeling more than ever. What I needed now was impalpability. I wanted to feel nothing; think nothing.  
 
    Acquiring the syringe wasn’t difficult. Ara had several informants across Sanctum who were dealers, one of whom used to be mine. He’d handed over the syringe with a confused look, asking why I’d ever want to take it again. 
 
    “You’re the only person I know who’s made it out clean. Dozens of people give up and die trying to get off the ‘lay, but you want another go?” 
 
     I’d shoved money into his hand, leaving that question hanging. 
 
    I removed my jacket and rolled up my sleeve. My arm was smooth and perfect, free of tracks, and just the thought of that needle marring my skin made my stomach clench. 
 
    Don’t think. Just do it. 
 
    I closed my eyes and pushed the needle into my vein, the sting familiar, yet foreign. My thumb pressed down on the syringe cap, ejecting half of the canister into my bloodstream. I wouldn’t take the whole dose, as I’d been clean for ten years and something that heavy might kill me. 
 
    I sat there and waited, and waited, and waited—but the high never came. Had the dealer sold me crap?  
 
    After waiting another several minutes, I unloaded the rest of the syringe in an act of desperation. But halfway through the second dose, the first dose kicked in. It was latent. Malay had evolved since I’d taken it last, and before I realized what was happening, the syringe was empty. 
 
    “No,” I whispered, tachycardia already setting in. My mind exploded with rapid-fire thoughts, none of them the least bit cohesive. There were starbursts behind my eyes, and I couldn’t unclench my legs.  
 
    I reached for the door but my hands wouldn’t work. This time there was no euphoria, only terror. I had overdosed and they were going to find me in the morning, dead in my craft with an empty syringe cartridge. What would everyone think? What would Leid think? 
 
    “No,” I said again, trying to uncurl my trembling fists. But the light from my eyes was fading. A tunnel formed in front of me, a mass of swirling darkness getting tighter and tighter by the second. My chest cramped and my eyes rolled into my head, and the last thing I felt was my head hitting the passenger seat. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I was vomiting. 
 
    My eyes shot open as bile and acid were expunged from my throat, leaving a sharp tingle down my spine and a hot, bitter burn in my mouth.  
 
    My head was halfway out of the craft, the door wide open, and I’d woken up in the middle of the act. There was already a substantial puddle of puke below.  
 
    The pain was so intense that I clamped my lips shut, trying to stave back another wave. My eyes watered and my sinuses felt like they were on fire. I recoiled into the chair and held my face. My stomach heaved. More vomit erupted up my throat but I swallowed it down.  
 
    None of this had gone as I’d planned. 
 
    I looked at the sky, the darkness receding to cloudy indigo, a tell-tale sign that dawn was fast approaching. I’d lost a lot of time, and no doubt Leid was looking for me. Maybe she’d even called my brother by now and they both were looking for me.  
 
    I had to get out of here. 
 
    My shaking, sweating hand reached for the ignition key, but then I noticed a shadow in my peripherals. My head shot right, and I froze. 
 
    Calenus Karim was sitting in the passenger seat, staring out the windshield.  
 
    I said nothing. I didn’t move.  
 
    His eyes slid to me, and he smiled. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “What the fuck?”  
 
    “If not for me you would have been covered in your own spew.” His gaze drew downward, and he nodded. “You might want to do something about that.” 
 
    I followed his stare. The needle was still in my arm. I ripped it out, tossing the syringe out the window. 
 
    “I have to say, stalking you has never posed a dull moment.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “The same could be asked of you.” 
 
    “What I do is none of your business. Get out of my craft.” 
 
    “Such hostility; even after I saved your life.” 
 
    “You didn’t save my life. You set me free but left my sister to die.” 
 
    Calenus looked away, a frown pulling at his lips. “She was already dead.” 
 
    I didn’t respond, holding my head. The nausea had given way to a migraine.  
 
    “You know what I’m doing here, Regent, and you know how to make me go away.” 
 
    I shook my head.  
 
    “You might think your life can’t get any worse, but it will, and so will everyone else’s. Leid has to come back.” 
 
    “You can stalk me forever, but I’m not driving her away. Actually, you’re kind of convenient to have around.” 
 
    “My convenience is only temporary. This is the last time that I’m placing the offer on the table.” 
 
    Our eyes met again, and the halcyon of his look was gone. There was desperation and menace behind his gaze, no matter how hard he feigned calm.  
 
    “No,” I said. “Take your offer and get the fuck out of here.” 
 
    Leid was the only thing that I had left. I wouldn’t let her be taken from me, too. 
 
    Calenus sighed and lowered his head, threads of long, black hair hiding his face. “Very well. You’ve made your bed, Regent.” He opened the door and stepped out of the craft, leaning in through the window. His eyes were glowing. “But make no mistake, we will meet again, and when that happens I will be the last thing you’ll ever see.” 
 
    His threat left me cold, and I threw open the dash to grab my gun. As Calenus walked out of the lot and down the street, I took chase, aiming at his shadow.  
 
    “Stop!” I shouted.  
 
    He didn’t look back. 
 
    A second later, he vanished.  
 
    I stood there, staring at the place he’d been. A part of me was convinced that this had all been a malay-induced hallucination, but I knew better.  
 
    There was movement in the corner of my eye, and I spun, aiming my weapon at the threat. But it was only my reflection in the glass panes of a high-rise.  
 
    I didn’t even recognize myself. My eyes were blood-shot and crazy, framed by dark circles from stress and sleep deprivation, and my skin shined with a sickly coat of sweat.  
 
    You have to get out of here, said Logic. Before someone sees you pointing a gun at your own reflection. 
 
    I shoved the gun in my belt, turning to leave, but then something caught my eye in the pane. Someone was behind me. 
 
    … Tae. 
 
    She looked how she had in her final moments. Broken, suffering. Her eyes screamed for help, and the bloody chain around her neck swayed and jingled with her approach.  
 
    I closed my eyes, trying to wish away the image. But she was still there. Closer. 
 
    Tae wrapped her arms around my shoulders, her bloody stump oozing red across my shirt. Her mangled, torn wings fluttered, spraying blood against the pane. She lifted her chin and her blue, post-partum lips grazed my ear.  
 
    I felt it.  
 
    I actually felt the whisper, warm and soft against the cold, morning air. Tae told me that she loved me, and that she forgave me… 
 
    And then she told me how to free us of our torment. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XII 
 
    WITHIN REASON 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWO MINUTES FROM LUNCH, MY AEON CHIMED.  
 
    It was annoying because I was really, really hungry and been rushing to sign a few budget approvals so I could take an early lunch.  
 
    I answered the call. My secretary informed me that my brother was waiting outside. Ara never scheduled appointments. He didn’t have to; we were family. 
 
    Ignoring my rumbling stomach, I told her to send him in. Hopefully what he had to say wouldn’t take too long. 
 
    My brother stepped inside, closing the door behind him. He looked troubled, nervous. 
 
    “Have you eaten?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I ate a late breakfast.” He paused, battling a thought. “Qaira, I don’t agree with this.” 
 
    “Don’t agree with what?” 
 
    “Closing the borders.” 
 
    It had pained me to hear him say that, but I understood why. Sanctum’s economy depended on our partnership with Heaven. Yet the pain came from the idea that he was placing our economy over our honor—a clear demonstration that we were becoming like the angels. Ten years ago Ara would have followed me into Maghir’s Ocean, and now he was protesting vengeance for our murdered sister.  
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that Commander Raith had a hand in Tae’s death.” 
 
    “Then why did Micah Triev say he did?” 
 
    “Maybe another war is what he wants. Maybe he’s hoping you’ll believe Raith is guilty. You could be playing into his hand.” 
 
    “He meant to kill me, Ara. If I hadn’t gotten free, his men would have killed me after Tae. So why would he tell me about Lucifer’s involvement?” 
 
    Ara sighed, sinking to the couch. “I don’t know. Even if Lucifer is involved, we can’t go to war with them. Not again. We don’t have the means.” 
 
    My eyes lowered to the stack of budget approvals. “I know.” 
 
    My brother looked surprised. “You do?” 
 
    “I closed Sanctum’s border to bide some time. It was a political mess, and I wasn’t in the right mindset to make any decisions or statements last week. Our quarantine was strictly defensive. I couldn’t risk another act of terrorism. From either side. Lucifer and I are meeting over telecom this afternoon to smooth out the wrinkles.” 
 
    Ara reclined in his seat, relieved. “You’ve changed so much, you know.” 
 
    “… Have I?” 
 
    “And you could have said something sooner. That would have saved me thirty minutes practicing my opinion in front of the mirror.” 
 
    I laughed, and so did he. 
 
    On his way out, I said, “Have your wife call me tonight. I want to speak to her about booking a spot at Yema.” 
 
    He lingered in the doorway, blinking. “For what?” 
 
    “It’s a surprise. I’ll tell you once I’ve made further arrangements.” 
 
    “You know how much I love surprises,” Ara muttered, shutting the door. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The telecom flashed, and with it my heart thumped in my chest. 
 
    Lucifer appeared, materializing on screen with a cautious look in his eyes. A scarlet mantle was draped over his right arm—no doubt to cover his hand—and his ice-blonde hair was twisted in a braid that fell across his shoulder, disappearing off-screen. The room beyond was vacant, as was mine. We’d decided to converse in private. I’d sent out all my CAs after they had activated Crylle’s feed. 
 
    When I said nothing, only stared, he chose to break the ice. “I understand why you’re upset.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked, near-whisper. 
 
    “What can I do to prove that I wasn’t involved with your sister’s murder? What would you like to hear me say?” 
 
    I reclined in my seat. “Save your groveling. I’m not here to fight.” 
 
    Lucifer tilted his head.  
 
    “Things have been… difficult,” I began. “I segregated Sanctum for some time to think.” 
 
    “And what’s your conclusion?” 
 
    “A peace ceremony.” 
 
    Lucifer stared at me like I’d just shat a rainbow. “A…peace ceremony.” 
 
    “A lot of things have been brought to light. Neither of our cities will prevail under cold war. In only a week our economy has dropped a quarter. Parliament’s in disarray.” 
 
    “And what about you?” 
 
    I paused. “Come again?” 
 
    “You’ve given me reasons for continued peace based on the desires of your city and its subjects. But what about you?” 
 
    My stare hardened. “What about me?” 
 
    “I want you to believe that I didn’t order your sister’s death. I can’t keep an alliance with a city whose ruler doesn’t trust me.” 
 
    Raith looked so sincere, and that really bugged me. “I believe you.” 
 
    He hesitated, searching my face for the tiniest fracture. He wouldn’t find any, because I had practiced apathy my entire life. “Tell me more about the peace ceremony.” 
 
    “I want to hold an event at Yema Theater; Archaeans and Nehelians united under one roof to celebrate our alliance.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Not sure yet. I have to talk to Yema’s curator.” 
 
    “What would the ceremony entail?” 
 
    “Speeches, music, performances—whatever you see fit. We’ll invite the media. That should cool down the talk of war.” 
 
    “How many people can Yema hold?” 
 
    “Twenty thousand, full house. Ten thousand angels and Nehelians.” 
 
    Lucifer grew silent, thinking. 
 
    “Are you onboard?” I pressed. 
 
    “If I agree, will you send your scientists back to the Plexus? Yahweh is very upset about that.” 
 
    “I plan to reopen the borders after I make a statement to the press. The Plexus will be replenished soon after.” 
 
    Raith smiled. “Then count me in.” 
 
    “I’ll call you again when I know more details. In the meantime, think of ways we might entertain our audience.” 
 
    “I look forward to our talk, Qaira.” 
 
    I severed the call and the feed blipped to static. I watched, the warmth in my expression dwindling. Then, I left the communications room and headed back to Parliament. The first thing I did when I returned to my office was schedule a meeting with Director Kada Ysam. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    O 
 
    AMISS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yahweh Telei—; 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE YOUNG BOY OPENED HIS MOUTH AND I pressed the wooden spatula against his tongue. Usually I had to squint in order to see the state of someone’s throat, but not his.  
 
    “Erynotitis,” I said, and the boy coughed. His mother rubbed his shoulder, easing him. “I’ll write you a script for antibiotics.” 
 
    Seldom did I practice medicine anymore, but I tried to help out at Adonai Hospital once a month. As CEO of the Plexus, my physician coat had been replaced by a business suit, patients replaced by patents—so it was good to get out of my office and treat sick people every now and again.  
 
    As the woman and her son shuffled out of the examination room, script in hand, a nurse poked her head inside. 
 
    “Dr. Telei, there’s a call for you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, following her to the reception desk. I touched the rune on the Aeon, gazing ahead.  
 
    This is Dr. Telei. 
 
    Yahweh, it’s Namah. 
 
    … Dr. Ipsin, you’re two floors down. 
 
    That’s two floors too far. I’ve got a line of patients and can’t leave the unit. 
 
    What do you need? 
 
    There’s been a spike in pharyngitis and emphysema-type cases over the past two weeks. Have you noticed? 
 
    Can’t say that I have. 
 
    The patients aren’t responding to antibiotics and blood tests show nothing but an extraordinary count of leukocytes.  
 
    Viral? 
 
    If it’s viral, it’s taking a very long time to clear up. I’ve just scheduled a chest irridigram for a patient who’s suffered emphysema for almost three weeks. I’ve got a few other cases here under review and wanted you to take a look at them. 
 
    Can you send them to my office at the Plexus? I’ll be there later this afternoon. 
 
    Sure. When can I expect to hear back from you? 
 
    Tomorrow afternoon at the latest. 
 
    Until then. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    On my way back to Moritoria, I made a detour to Theosyne, Heaven’s governing house, to check on the status of Sanctum’s segregation. We were hit hard by Qaira’s decision to pull our Nehelian employees from the Plexus. Production and research had been cut in half, and the Axium clinical trial was collecting dust.  
 
    Lucifer had planned to speak to Qaira this afternoon, and I wanted to know what was happening. I found my father emerging from our panels room, evidently having just talked to the Regent. There was a look on his face that spoke of trouble. I was almost too afraid to ask. 
 
    “A peace ceremony,” said Lucifer, just as I opened my mouth. 
 
    “… Sorry?” 
 
    “He wants us to hold a peace ceremony in Sanctum. Ten thousand angels are invited.” 
 
    Qaira was trying to mend our alliance. That should have been good news; why did Lucifer look so jaded?  
 
    And then I thought about it. 
 
    That didn’t sound like Qaira Eltruan. He was never that diplomatic, even in peace. Perhaps Leid had influenced his idea, but… 
 
    No, something was amiss. 
 
    “He’s reopening the borders tomorrow,” my father continued, walking through the hall. I followed. “The Plexus will have its scientists back after he makes a statement to the press.” 
 
    “Just like that?”  
 
    “Exactly,” he muttered.  
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. For now I’m onboard with the idea, but instinct warns mindfulness. He said he believed that I wasn’t involved in Tae’s death, but his face said otherwise.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s a trap?” 
 
    Lucifer unlocked his office, letting me in first. Once we were out of ear’s reach, he said, “That’s the confusing bit. He wants to hold the peace ceremony at Yema Theater, and ten thousand of his own people will be in the audience, too.” 
 
    “Why don’t you ask for it to be held elsewhere? Somewhere closer to home?” 
 
    “I don’t think he’d come to Heaven, scheming or not.” 
 
    “True, but what about Moritoria?” 
 
    Lucifer sat at his desk, stroking his chin. “Perhaps.” 
 
    “Whatever you do, be careful. Qaira isn’t stupid.” 
 
    “I never said he was. Brash, yes. Derogatory, absolutely. But never stupid.” 
 
    I lowered my eyes, recalling the last conversation that I’d had with the Regent. There was a piece of it I had neglected to tell Lucifer, but with the scent of danger in the air, it was best that I did. “He knows.” 
 
    “Knows what?” 
 
    “About Leid.” 
 
    Lucifer hesitated, staring. His face grew darker as the seconds passed. “You told him?” 
 
    “No. Like I said, he isn’t stupid. He was able to correlate our discussion in my office with Calenus’ appearance. He thinks—knows—we’ve been spying on him.” 
 
    A little while after we’d settled into The Atrium, only a few weeks after Leid and Qaira were wed, Calenus made a secret visit to the Ark and told us to notify the Court of Enigmus if Leid ever presented any strange symptoms.  
 
    He hadn’t specified what those symptoms were, or why we needed to contact him. When Lucifer inquired about what we should be looking for, Calenus only said, “You’ll know, trust me.” 
 
    And he’d been right. The first thing I’d done after Qaira asked about Leid’s black eyes was call Lucifer, who in turn contacted the Court of Enigmus. What I hadn’t expected was Calenus’ immediate response. So much for subtlety. He’d practically thrown me under the craft. 
 
    “He made no mention of that?” I asked.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    Another red flag. 
 
    “Any news on Micah Triev?” 
 
    Lucifer only shook his head; our conversation was wearing on him. He looked tired. Stress was his only friend as of late.  
 
    We needed to find Micah if we ever hoped to reconcile with Sanctum. The longer he was missing, the guiltier we looked. Lucifer knew that, so I didn’t bother saying anything. How Triev had been able to shake authorities for so long was a mystery. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” I offered. “I haven’t eaten lunch yet.” 
 
    “Not really,” he said. “But you’re free to stay and order service.” 
 
    “No, I’ll eat when I get back to my office. It just looks like you need to unwind a bit.” 
 
    He laughed mirthlessly. “Thanks for the advice. That coming from you, I’m in big trouble.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Coffee, check. 
 
    Early dinner, check. 
 
    Strings music playing listlessly in the background, check. 
 
    Time to look at those case files. 
 
    Namah had made them accessible via the Plexus’ private database. I typed in the administration code and downloaded the files, waiting for them to load onscreen. While I waited I took a bite of my meat pastry. It was dry, but I was hungry enough to ignore that flaw. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sonaius, XXII – Year 451360: 
 
    Patient Name: Samael Soran 
 
    Age: 3020    Weight: 85 lu    Height: 6'1”   G: M 
 
      
 
      
 
    The patient was admitted at 11:30 PM with chief complaints of chest tightness, apnea, and chest pain. Initial examination showed wheezing and pleurisy. An upper respiratory biopsy was carried out after physical examination. Mast cells and lymphocyte proliferation found within interpleural tissues. Cause of inflammation is unknown. Blood tests showed negative for pathogenic substrates or toxins. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I scrolled through the results, frowning thoughtfully.  
 
    There were ten more identical cases, enough to pique my concern. It must have killed Namah to ask for my help. He never failed to show how seasoned he was in our field. 
 
    After reading the cases, I reached for the Aeon. It was after clinic hours so I called his apartment line. 
 
    Hello? 
 
    It’s me. 
 
    Earlier than I expected. 
 
    Yes, you’ve caught my interest. What time did you schedule that chest irridigram? 
 
    Tomorrow afternoon. 
 
    Send the results to me, if you can. 
 
    I certainly will.  
 
    Removing my finger from the rune, I took another bite of dinner, re-reading the case files. Perhaps the Plexus had another project lined up.  
 
    My eyes rose to the muted televised screen on the wall across from my desk. A Sanctum PB headline scrolled along the right panel, titled:  
 
    REGENT DENOUNCES COLD WAR—BORDERS REOPENED TOMORROW 
 
    I selected the headline and Qaira’s statement played. I turned up the volume, listening to his speech. He spoke of mending wounds and getting past the tragedy that befell Sanctum. Promises of lasting peace and productivity filled the ears of his audience, but Qaira delivered them with dead eyes. He’d worn the same look when I first met him.  
 
    It was just as I thought. 
 
    This wasn’t over.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XIII 
 
    PERTINENCE OF RESPECT 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    MY CITY LOOKED SO FOREIGN.  
 
    Coua replaced by glass pane, aeroways decorated by lights and digital advertisement boards, crafts sleeker and flashier, smaller yet more efficient. The only constant was the bleak, gray sky. 
 
    Sanctum had become a derivative of Crylle. Parliament and its people worshipped angel technology, begging for more and more of it. Convenience was a currency valued over usos, reducing people to frothy-mouthed, crazy-eyed goons. If we kept on like this, there would be a price. I didn’t know what that price was, but I knew there was one. There was always a price. 
 
    Winter was in full-effect, covering Sanctum in snow, sleet or rain day-round. Sometimes all three at once. Right now it was raining and I leant against the sill of my office window, watching beads of partially frozen water tap the glass, sipping a cup of hot coffee. 
 
    I’d slept for four hours last night, a new record since my sister’s death. Leid woke up early and we had breakfast at a shop near Parliament.  
 
    It was getting easier to feign normalcy. Smiles were fluid, albeit with effort, and small talk was manageable. The ever-present concern on my wife’s face had diminished as of this morning. The statement I’d made yesterday had pleased her, and it broke my heart knowing that now I had to please her as well. I had to please everyone—all part of the job—but she and I had always been unprejudiced. Candid. It was almost like Leid had died, too. 
 
    The Aeon chimed and my secretary announced that Dr. Ysam was here. After instructing her to bring him in, I resumed my spot at the window, finishing my coffee.  
 
    Dr. Kada Ysam was the Director of Eroqam Research Science and had headed the team responsible for upgrading our military crafts during the war. Yahweh and Lucifer had pressed to recruit him to the Plexus, but Ysam declined. 
 
    He didn’t like angels.  
 
    As diplomatic as he seemed, he was never onboard with the whites. Kada had led several government protests against angel migration when our alliance was formed. They all were peaceful protests, given his rank and placement, but now his hate was something I needed. He had lost his son fifty years ago, after the angels’ first strike on Sanctum. Dr. Ysam would be sympathetic to my cause. 
 
    “Qaira,” Kada greeted, closing the door behind him. “This is a surprise.” 
 
    “It’s been too long, Doctor.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, taking a seat. The look he gave me said much more than that, something like, ‘Too long that you’ve been friendly with the whites.’ 
 
    He was close to my father’s age—when my father had been alive, that is. Tall and dark, always dressed in black, with raven hair cropped short to his head, graying at the temples.  
 
    “What’s this about?” asked Kada when I’d failed to say anything else, drawn again to the window.  
 
    “It’s been too long,” I repeated, and this time he caught my drift. 
 
    “I’m sorry about Tae,” he said, quietly. “Believe me when I say I know exactly what you’re going through.” 
 
    “You saw my statement?” 
 
    “I did. Can’t say I approve.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Kada fell silent, startled. I left the window and sat behind my desk. 
 
    “I’m planning a peace ceremony at Yema Theater, two weeks from today. I’ve invited Commander Raith and ten thousand angels to attend. There will be speeches, art performances—a mosaic of culture under one roof.” 
 
    Kada said nothing, his confusion growing ten-fold. 
 
    “Our Research Science department has angel devices, does it not?” 
 
    “Define devices.” 
 
    “Explosives.” 
 
    The confusion in Kada eyes waned. “Yes, it does. What kind of explosives?” 
 
    “Demolition.” 
 
    “… You want to bring down Yema Theater with the angels inside.” 
 
    I didn’t respond, but my expression verified that claim.  
 
    “And how do you expect to get away with it? If you kill that many angels on Sanctum ground, you’ll be convicted of a war crime.” 
 
    “They won’t look to me. The evidence will point toward another act of angel terrorism.” 
 
    “Why would the angels want to kill their own people?” 
 
    “Not only their people.” 
 
    Kada hesitated, darkening. “How many?” 
 
    “Many.” 
 
    Ten thousand.  
 
    Ten thousand Nehelians were to be sacrificed, but the means justified the end. Our city would revolt against the angels and no one would push for peace any longer. They would want blood. They would want war. 
 
    And this time we’d win, because Lucifer Raith would be buried under the ruins of Yema Theater, his Heaven left leader-less. Powerless, like pouring water on a hive and watching all the little insects scramble out—desperate, terrified. 
 
    “Qaira, that’s… a heavy burden to carry.” 
 
    “I’ve carried heavier, sadly,” I murmured, looking away. When Kada said nothing, I continued, “The angels must be erased. I’ve discovered that Commander Raith was responsible for my sister’s death. The Nehelian decree is honor, no matter the price. And we’ve lost that honor; we’ve lost our identity because the whites have bleached our pond with fancy gadgets and apathy.” 
 
    Kada lowered his gaze, nodding. “You’re the Regent. Even if I don’t morally agree with your plan, I’m at your disposal.” 
 
    “You don’t agree with my plan?” 
 
    “I agree that the angels need gone, but I don’t agree with the method.” 
 
    “I know this will sound unfeeling, but the Nehelians to attend our peace ceremony are angel-lovers. Sympathizers. They would only get in the way of any future conflict.” 
 
    Surprisingly, Kada saw reason in that. The indecision on him faded. “You have my fealty.” 
 
    I bowed my head, grateful. “Gather employees whom you know you can trust. I’ll call you in a few days and schedule another meeting at Eroqam.” 
 
    As Kada moved to leave, the Aeon chimed again.  
 
    Yes? 
 
    Sir, Roen Artuega is demanding to speak to you. 
 
    I eyed the clock; only ten minutes until a sit-down with the Education Department. I don’t have time for walk-ins. 
 
    He’s not taking no for an answer. He’s quite belligerent, sir. I think he’s been drinking. 
 
    Fuck me. 
 
    Reschedule for noon, then. I can’t see him right now. 
 
    But the call was already cut. Kada had left, thankfully, and my eyes rose to the sound of incoming voices. Angry voices.  
 
    The door exploded open, revealing my secretary and brother-in-law engaged in a screaming match. I stood, startled. 
 
    “The Regent is not seeing anyone!” my secretary exclaimed, looking to me for help.  
 
    “You!” Roen shouted, pointing in my general direction. She was right, he was loaded. “I have words to say to you, you coward! You coward!” 
 
    “Leave us,” I said to my secretary. “Close the door.” 
 
    Once alone, Roen composed himself. Or tried to.  
 
    He was a wreck. Red-faced with eyes so bloodshot that they almost matched his tie, which looked like it had been tied around his collar by a child. Clearly he had been drinking for a long while, and it was only eight in the morning. 
 
    Roen moved to sit, but lurched and vomited all over my floor instead.  
 
    “Oh, Maghir!” I exclaimed, unable to believe my eyes. “What the fuck—!?” 
 
    “How could you?” he slurred, heavy-breathed. “Those monsters butchered your sister and all’s forgiven? You told our people that the alliance is everlasting?” 
 
    My anger waned. I sank back into my seat, saying nothing. 
 
    “They raped and tortured my wife—your sister—and you’re not going to do anything about it?” 
 
    “Sit down.” 
 
    “I believed in you. I always thought you were different than the other bureaucratic sifts, but I was wrong. You’d let the angels get away with this.”  
 
    “Sit down,” I repeated, this time through my teeth. 
 
    “You’re a coward,” Roen hissed, deaf to my demand. Evidently he had no desire to listen to reason and had only come here to say his piece.  
 
    He was wrong. I was different than the other suits, but my plans were well beyond his trust. Technically Roen wasn’t even family anymore. All the better; I never liked him much anyway.  
 
    There was a pen resting beside a stack of folders to which I had yet to attend. I grabbed it. My estranged brother-in-law was too far gone to acknowledge the warning in my eyes.  
 
    “They’ve taken everything from me,” he went on, spitting his disgust. “And now they’re off scot-free while I’m left to rot.” 
 
    The pen shook in my hand. 
 
    “And her own brother, the only man with any power in this Maghir-forsaken city, sits behind his desk and assures us of peace. You didn’t love her at all, did you? You heartless fuck, you didn’t love her at all!” 
 
    I lunged over the desk and grabbed Roen by his poor excuse for a tie. He fell forward and I jammed my pen through his eye. A scream channeled from his mouth as watery blood streamed down his face, but I pulled his tie tighter, cutting off his wind. Even tighter and he was inches from my face. 
 
    “Tae will be avenged,” I whispered. “But you will never see that day.” 
 
    I dislodged the pen and threw him through the window. Glass exploded as he fell, and I surveyed his hundred story plummet. Roen’s body hit the port like a water balloon; all that was left was a giant red stain across white cement.  
 
    I pocketed the pen as the door opened. My secretary stared at me with wide, frightened eyes, having heard the commotion from her desk. I mimicked her look.  
 
    “Regent, what happened?!” 
 
    I held my head, grief-stricken. “He… h-he jumped.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XIV 
 
    GOOD INTENTIONS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    “AND THEN HE JUMPED?” Ara asked, wide-eyed.  
 
    I nodded solemnly, trying not to meet his gaze. 
 
    We were sitting in his home at Upper Sanctum Gardens, a three-estate terrace that overlooked the Agora. It was the early afternoon, and I’d been here since the authorities had closed my office for investigation. Ara took the rest of the day off as his men scraped Roen from the port and staved off Sanctum PB. Rumors were already spreading and the media had identified the body, despite our best efforts to conceal any information. 
 
    Roen’s suicide rekindled my sister’s death, which swept like wildfire across every station throughout the city. I was already thinking of the statement that I’d have to make. Sometimes I just wanted to curl up under a rock and disappear forever. 
 
    We ate take-away lunch while I told him what had happened. Well, I told him what I wanted him to think happened. I left out the part about stabbing Roen in the face and tossing him out the window. The rest was true, though. 
 
    My brother shook his head, looking over the balcony. “That’s fucked up. Couldn’t swallow the grief, I guess. Ila’s invited him over for dinner a thousand times since…” He paused, shaking his head again. Ara never spoke of Tae’s murder. “And he always brushed us off. According to my men, Ro was removed from chair three days ago. Director said he was hostile and withdrawn, and he couldn’t sympathize any longer. My guess is he’s been binge drinking and stewing ever since.” 
 
    “He didn’t like my statement.” 
 
    “Clearly.” 
 
    I took a sip of wine, glancing over the gray wash of Sanctum’s city-scape. To be fair, I hadn’t liked my statement either. But Roen’s hostility had come as a surprise, as I’d assumed continued peace with the angels was what everyone wanted. How many others wished for vengeance in my sister’s name? Not Ara, painfully enough, yet knowing at least someone felt the same way as me made the ice melt a bit.  
 
    It was a shame Roen had been so weak and useless. I’d regretted killing him after the anger faded, but it didn’t ruin me. Little could these days.  
 
    “Have you talked to Leid yet?” 
 
    I shook my head. “She probably hasn’t even seen the news; she’s instructing classes all day.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you call her?” 
 
    “And ruin her day as well?” 
 
    “Yeah, good point.” 
 
    We sipped our drinks in silence. The wind blew our lunch wrappers across the table, and Ara caught them before they were swept off the balcony. “It’s going to rain again,” he said, looking at the sky. “This winter’s been mild.” 
 
    I didn’t reply, huddling into my coat. Winter was mild, but I was still freezing my ass off. “I should go. I need to get a statement ready.” 
 
    “I don’t envy you,” he said. “Every time something happens, you have to tell the world about it.” 
 
    I smiled, sadly. “I don’t know how Dad did it.” 
 
    “I don’t know how you do it.” 
 
    I didn’t. Ninety percent of what I said in front of the cameras was a lie. Spin was advantageous, if you knew how to play it. I stood from the table and patted Ara on the shoulder. “I’ll call you later.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leid was remarkably stoic after I’d told her the news at dinner. At least I thought so, until she slipped away and played her cello in the music room for the rest of the night. Her songs were sadder than usual.  
 
    I sat there listening as I crafted my statement, the cadence influencing my script. It took much longer than usual because I kept accidentally writing truth in what needed to be a total lie.  
 
    Well past bedtime, Leid hadn’t returned. The music kept flowing and it was driving me insane. I didn’t like it when my wife was upset, and I couldn’t go to sleep knowing that she was. I headed to the music room to fetch her, but right before I entered, her cello stopped. 
 
    She gazed at me from the doorway, somber, listless. Sweat dripped from her temples and her pale ivory blouse was soaked. I stared at her, concerned.  
 
    Before I could say anything she set her cello aside and rose from the stool, walking slowly toward me. Leid placed a hand against my chest and lifted her chin, looking me in the eyes. The lights overhead cast a glimmer in her gaze. I couldn’t read her thoughts. 
 
    “I want to see your wings,” she said.  
 
    “Not here.” 
 
    “Then somewhere else.” 
 
    She led me to the port, all the while I wondered what was going through her mind. Leid was spontaneous—such a random request wasn’t unusual, but somehow her spontaneity still managed to catch me off guard every time. 
 
    The port was vacant, and had been ever since Eroqam dissolved its military wing. Once there, Leid stepped back and waited. 
 
    “I’m not wearing flight clothes,” I protested, suddenly feeling vulnerable. The fact that she could still make me feel like this was stunning. 
 
    “Then take them off.” 
 
    I arched my brows. “What?” 
 
    “Take off your clothes.” 
 
    “… What are you doing?”  
 
    “I want to see your wings.” 
 
    I sighed, removing my shirt. Once Leid got an idea into her head, there was no stopping her. I’d learned that the hard way. 
 
    My shoulders flexed and my wings slid from their membranes—tiny slits beside each shoulder blade. They quivered, shaking off viscera, and then spread to full breadth. Each wing was seven feet long, which was why I couldn’t release them in most areas of our estate. In fact I couldn’t remember the last time I’d released them at all. Progress had diminished our need of them, what with crafts and close-quarter living. Once upon a time we were savages with sticks and rocks, hunting game by spears and wings.  
 
    Leid re-approached, looking on at my wings in awe. She reached up and ran her fingers across the edges, making me shudder. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen them,” she murmured. “They’re beautiful. Godly.” 
 
    I said nothing, watching her. She had always been tiny, but seemed even tinier now with my wings fully spread. She looked at me with child-like wonder, and for a second I pictured her eyes black. But they never turned black. They stayed beautifully violet. 
 
    And then everything hit me at once; Calenus’ threat, Tae’s murder, Roen’s suicide, my plans for the peace ceremony… 
 
    I wanted none of this. I would have given anything, anything, to return to the days where all we had done was worked, played music, drank wine, and then ravaged each other ‘til the early morning.  
 
    But those days were gone. Such a harrowing truth. 
 
    Leid furrowed her brows, reaching for my face. “Qaira?” 
 
    I looked away, choking back tears. She thought I was crying for Roen, and I let her. She pressed her cheek to my chest, tracing the ink across my stomach. The soft, methodical feel of her finger settled my tumult. My breathing slowed, steadied. 
 
    She was still everything to me. In all this chaos, I had forgotten how much I loved her.  
 
    I couldn’t lose her. Not her. 
 
    My wings folded around Leid, and she kept me warm in the cold, quiet darkness.  
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    EQUAL FIRE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    MY SISTER WAS STALKING ME. 
 
    Tae appeared within every window and mirror, looking more grotesque and feral each time. Yet her charge was always the same: vengeance. 
 
    It’d grown so terrifying that I avoided my reflection at all costs. I had no idea what I even looked like today, because I’d gotten ready for work without a mirror. My only hope was that as soon as Raith was dead, Tae could finally rest in peace.  
 
    I had also entertained the thought that I was going crazy, but, really, that was irrelevant; even if that were true, my temporary slip of insanity should be cured if I appeased that sick part of my mind. Either way, Lucifer had to die. 
 
    Kada and his team of engineers were working on setting the explosives at Yema Theater. I had cleared a spot there all morning, informing Ila that we were closing it for refurnishing. That was happening too, but later today.  
 
    Meanwhile I spent the morning in my office, dealing with meetings and other routine projects. Business as usual.  
 
    I’d noticed Leid had set tulan steaks out to thaw before she left for work, and I checked my calendar as soon as I got in, making sure I wasn’t forgetting a special occasion. Leid never made anything other than leriza, except on special occasions like my birthday, our anniversary, etc. But as far as I could tell, this wasn’t a special occasion. The mystery surrounding those steaks haunted me all morning. 
 
    Two representatives from the Board of Commerce just left my office, and I was preparing to crack down on a stack of budget proposals and business projections that had grown taller by the hour. As I reached for my pen, my Aeon chimed. 
 
    I stared at it, fantasizing about smashing it to little pieces. Instead I answered the call. 
 
    Yes? 
 
    Regent, Commander Raith is on wave four, he says it’s urgent. 
 
    Fantastic.  
 
    Alright, connect me through. 
 
    My mind grew fuzzy for a second. I hated transferring lines on Aeon. I’d had a constant migraine the first week it was installed. 
 
    Good morning, Regent. I hope I’m not interrupting anything? 
 
    …Nope. 
 
    Swell, because I’m en route to Sanctum as we speak. 
 
    I almost exploded out of my chair. What? 
 
    Your peace ceremony has gotten me excited. I’d like to see the venue, if you don’t mind. 
 
    Oh, no.  
 
    No, no, no. 
 
    It’s closed for refurnishing this morning, I said, floundering. Can we reschedule? 
 
    Just the same, I wouldn’t mind seeing the progress. I’m already in Moritoria so it would be a shame to have to turn around. 
 
    This wasn’t about him wanting to see Yema out of excitement. He was coming here to inspect it. This was an ambush. 
 
    My heart fluttered as I glanced at my watch. Twenty minutes. I had twenty minutes to warn Kada and his team to get those explosives out of there. That wouldn’t be enough time. 
 
    You’re impeding on my lunch, so why don’t we eat somewhere first? 
 
    Lucifer hesitated. Sure. Where do you have in mind? 
 
    We’ll talk about that when you get here. You should have warned me you were coming. It’s unceremonious to make me drop everything. That’s what my schedule is for. 
 
    Again, I’m sorry.  
 
    He offered no explanation for the ambush, which only steeled my suspicion.  
 
    I’ll make an exception just this once. See you soon. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Feigning innocence was a lot easier over telecomm or Aeon than in person.  
 
    I watched Lucifer mull over menu selections with a stony gaze. It was like eating out with Leid all over again.  
 
    Surprisingly we had only gotten a few looks at Koraez. None of the customers saw us, because surely the sight of the angel commander and their Nehelian Regent would bring Sanctum PB here in a heartbeat. Instead we were led in through the back door, having warned the restaurant prior to our arrival, and were seated in a closed off area usually reserved for special engagements.  
 
    Even so, I figured one of the staff would leak the information to PB eventually. I gave it an hour. It would be good publicity nonetheless, considering it looked like Lucifer and I were friendly again. 
 
    Commander Raith was dressed in all black, which was rare. It made him seem even paler, his hair even whiter. The dim lights muted his eyes, erasing his irises. He looked like a statue carved from ivory.  
 
    When he finally decided, the server took our menus and we reclined, watching each other. Neither of us knew what to say. In the ten years of our alliance, never once did we have lunch together.  
 
    “I heard about Tae’s husband,” he said. “A tragedy. I’m sorry.” 
 
    I nodded. “Have you thought about any Archaean events for the peace ceremony?” 
 
    Raith hesitated, no doubt wondering why I’d tried to change the subject. “Not yet, no. That’s part of why I’m here. I want to see what we’re working with before I make any plans.” 
 
    A better excuse, but still weak. 
 
    I glanced at my watch again. After I’d gotten off Aeon with Lucifer, I’d called Yema Theater and warned Kada to take the explosives and vacate the premises. I would have to make another excuse to close Yema at a later time to finish ‘setting up’. Frustrating, but better that than Lucifer finding out. Hopefully Kada had enough sense to call me once they were gone. 
 
    “Yahweh was very happy to hear the news. He’s insisted on coming to the peace ceremony, too.”  
 
    That bit of information almost cracked my façade.  
 
    Lucifer paused, studying my face.  
 
    “Good,” I said, evenly. “He always enjoyed boring, diplomatic crap.” 
 
    He smiled, stirring coffee. “I take it you’re not anticipating the ceremony?” 
 
    “I never anticipate public speaking events.” 
 
    “You chose the wrong line of work, then.” 
 
    “I didn’t choose it.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. I keep forgetting Sanctum is a monarchy.” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “The chairs of each division are elected by the people, along with the officials that oversee each district. The only thing they can’t vote on is Eltruan rule.” 
 
    “Half monarchy, half democracy.” Lucifer rubbed his chin. “Strange.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Thousands of years ago, an influential priest decided that our family was chosen by Maghir to lead our people. Not much has changed since.” 
 
    The server brought our food. When he left, Lucifer said, “Aren’t you devout?” 
 
    “Faith is a catalyst of power. I already have power.” 
 
    “Mm,” he said, glancing away. “Do you want it?” 
 
    “… Want what?” 
 
    “Power.” 
 
    I said nothing, confused. 
 
    “Would you have taken the throne, given a choice?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to reply, but then paused, thinking about that. The involuntary response was yes, though truthfully I wasn’t sure. Nearly every ill thing that had ever happened to me was directly related to who I was. My title.  
 
    I decided to leave that question up in the air. “Is the food to your liking?” 
 
    Lucifer studied his plate, chewing. “Your food has a lot of flavor.” 
 
    “You say that like it’s a bad thing.” 
 
    “It is when my lips are still burning an hour after my meal.” 
 
    I smirked. “Can’t take the heat?” 
 
    “I’ll live.” 
 
    My Aeon chimed. Kada had sent me a cryptic message stating that Yema was clear.  
 
    Lucifer tilted his head. “Is everything alright?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I mumbled. “Just my secretary.” 
 
    “She has your private wave?” 
 
    “Of course. Doesn’t yours?” 
 
    “No one is permitted to call me after working hours. I may stay at work late more than a few times per week, but once I leave for the day, that’s it.” 
 
    I blinked. “What if there’s an emergency?” 
 
    “Define emergency.” 
 
    “What if someone needs to reschedule a meeting?” 
 
    “Then they can reschedule it during business hours.” 
 
    “I’d prefer leaving on time and having my secretary call me than staying late.” 
 
    Lucifer smiled. “And I prefer leaving work and not thinking about it at all.” 
 
    “… How can you not think about your job at all when you’re the Commander?” 
 
    “The angels practice work-life balance. Well, except for Yahweh. But he loves his job, so he doesn’t really count. Likewise, my title doesn’t define me. Letting your job—especially one like ours—consume your life leaves you open for attack.” 
 
    “Attack?” 
 
    “Stress, anxiety, placing your loved ones second; things like that.” 
 
    All I did was stare at him like he was talking nonsense.  
 
    Lucifer shrugged. “Agree to disagree, as always.” 
 
    “You ready to see Yema?” I asked, looking at my watch. “I suspect the press will be here any moment and I’ve got a two o’clock with Division of Health.” 
 
    He nodded, wiping his mouth with a napkin. For some reason how he’d done that irritated me. Everything about the angels was so… proper. Genteel, to the point that it seemed like a gross exaggeration. Moreover, prestige was always heavy in Raith’s gaze. He thought he was better than me.  
 
    The whites still saw us as savages, but now we were savages with shiny toys.  
 
    And as cordial as he was, I couldn’t forget that Lucifer was here because he didn’t trust me.  
 
    We vacated the restaurant, and Lucifer hugged his arms. This morning was colder than usual; the kind that turned your breath to steam. He’d worn a thick, tulan-fur jacket, but it didn’t look like it was helping him much. My jacket was much thinner and I wasn’t even shivering.  
 
    Having angel guests always gave us a good laugh. Even in summer they’d come dressed for an arctic expedition. They need thicker skin, my brother had said. 
 
    “I don’t know how you can endure this cold,” Lucifer muttered once we were in my craft.  
 
    “And I don’t know how you can endure that heat.” 
 
    He frowned, sipping take-away hot leio cider. “Agree to disagree, again.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    O 
 
    THE PENDULUM STARTS TO SWING 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Leid Koseling—; 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TODAY MARKED THE TENTH YEAR ANNIVERSARY that Qaira had set me free. 
 
    He never remembered, promising each time to mark it on his calendar, but each time he forgot. That was okay, though, because I could never forget.  
 
    And every anniversary I surprised him with lunch, showing up unannounced, and he’d get that guilty look on his face once I told him why I was there. To me, this anniversary was more important than our wedding, or birthdays. I didn’t even celebrate birthdays, as my age had been lost between time and space.  
 
    But ten years ago today, my life had been made anew. That was like a birthday, at least. 
 
    I released my students twenty minutes early and set out for Parliament, hoping to catch Qaira before lunch. My heart sank at the sight of his closed office door, the shades drawn, and the lights off. He was already gone.  
 
    But not all was lost. 
 
    His secretary, Dela, was speaking to someone on Aeon. I approached her desk, waiting for her to finish. At the sight of me she severed the call and smiled. 
 
    “Leid, good afternoon. I haven’t seen you in so long!” 
 
    “Good afternoon to you,” I said, nodding. “Has Qaira left for lunch?” 
 
    “No, he’s with Commander Raith.” 
 
    I blinked. This was the first I’d heard about Lucifer meeting with Qaira. Usually he grumbled about it for days prior. “Commander Raith is in Sanctum?” 
 
    “It’s the funniest thing,” she said, idly twirling a long, black curl. “He showed up unannounced and I overheard them talking about Yema Theater on their way out. Perhaps they’re there?” 
 
    “I’ll try there, then. Thank you, Dela.” 
 
    I returned to the port, pulling up my hood as the cold winter air bit at my cheeks. The guards at the gate nodded and held open the door, while I murmured thanks in passing. Around here, everyone knew who I was. Privacy was virtually impossible when you were married to the world’s most important man. 
 
    Aeroway traffic at midday was like morning rush hour. What should have been a ten minute drive took twenty. By the time I pulled into Yema’s vacant lot, my lunch break was nearly spent. I wouldn’t be able to eat with Qaira, but I could still give him his gift.  
 
    It was a fancy watch that had caught his eye at the Agora several weeks ago. He’d muttered something about the price—he never liked spending money, ironically enough—and walked out of the shop. But I knew he’d wanted it.  
 
    Qaira’s craft wasn’t here, either.  
 
    Someone else’s was, though.  
 
    I hopped out of my craft and was about to head toward Yema, but a group of men hurried out, carrying boxes of wires and metal cylinders. I froze, confused.  
 
    Among them was Kada Ysam, Director of Science Research. I felt my brows furrow as I tried to understand what he was doing here. Ila told me that they were refurnishing the theater for the upcoming peace ceremony, but… 
 
    As multifaceted as Kada was, a furnisher he was not. 
 
    I hid behind my craft, watching them load boxes into their own. They returned for more boxes, and I squinted, trying to see inside them. Wires, metal cylinders, keypads—; 
 
    My breath caught.  
 
    Lucifer had shown up to Sanctum unannounced, and suddenly engineers were hurrying out of Yema with boxes full of dubious content. … Could it be? 
 
    No. 
 
    No, it can’t.  
 
    Qaira was better.  
 
    He was feeling better; he’d even said so. 
 
    But then I remembered the pain in his eyes that night at Eroqam’s port. I’d thought it was because of Roen, yet another tally of Tae’s tragedy, but it might have been something deeper. Guilt. 
 
    I pulled out of the lot before they saw me, flying to Parliament. The return trip felt supersonic. All I could think about was what I’d seen—I didn’t know for certain, but I had an idea, and that idea alone filled my heart with razorblades.  
 
    Dela hadn’t moved since I left. I placed the wrapped gift box on the desk, and she looked up from her computer. “He wasn’t there?” she asked. 
 
    “No, so I’m going to leave this here. Could you give it to him when he returns?” 
 
    “Sure. I’m so sorry, darling. I didn’t mean to send you on a scavenger hunt.” 
 
    I smiled, but it was difficult. “No harm.” 
 
    Much harm. 
 
    My smile ran cold as I turned and headed to the port. Back in my office, I sat at my desk and stared at the Aeon, battling my conscience. Class should have started ten minutes ago, but I couldn’t will myself to move.  
 
    Should I pretend I hadn’t seen it? But what would be the consequence of that? Even if my assumption of what was in those boxes was wrong, could I really risk it? Who could I tell, even? 
 
    And then I knew. 
 
    I reached for a rune, dialing Ara’s office.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XVI 
 
    SAFE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    YEMA WAS CLEARED FOR VIEWING.  
 
    Raith was pleased with the venue, especially its size, and talks of performances ensued. I had no idea what he’d expected to find by ambushing me in the middle of the day, but thankfully his trust was reinstated. 
 
    On our way back, Lucifer made me stop at another refreshments stand for more hot leio cider. He’d finally found something here that he could stomach. Rumors of his visit spread far enough that a group of reporters were skirting Sanctum, looking for us. They found as at that shop, and we were bombarded with cameras and questions about the peace ceremony and all that it entailed. I told them I wasn’t answering questions at the moment, and a statement would be made later this week.  
 
    The reporters backed off, forced to accept my answer. They knew what happened to people who made me angry. Points for my ability—I never needed guards. 
 
    Back at Parliament, my secretary waved me over to her desk, producing a giftbox that she’d concealed inside a drawer. “Your wife was by,” she said. “Asked me to give this to you.” 
 
    I took it, puzzled, and then returned to my office.  The box held a watch I’d seen at the Agora a few weeks ago, and I smirked at her perceptiveness. The watch was wrapped in a piece of paper, which read, ‘Happy Anniversary. You’ve forgotten again, but I never will.’ 
 
    “Damnit,” I mumbled, remembering the date. Today was the day that the Court of Enigmus had stormed Eroqam, demanding Leid. I’d forgotten every year.  
 
    At least the mystery of the tulan steaks was cracked. 
 
    I called my secretary, requesting that she order a bouquet. I had the rest of the afternoon to think of how else to match her gift. Flowers alone wouldn’t cut it. 
 
    In the meantime, I marked our anniversary in my digital calendar, making sure I would never forget again.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    O 
 
    TURBULENCE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yahweh Telei—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    I MET WITH LUCIFER ON THEOSYNE PORT, eyebrows arched, awaiting his verdict. When he said nothing, only frowned, I pressed. “Well?” 
 
    “I’m still not sure,” he said, hushed. We walked through the court garden, passing statues and rows of flowers framed by white-picket. Our culture still called for elegance, albeit with crafts roaring overhead. “And I have a terrible stomach ache.” 
 
    “You ate the food, didn’t you? I told you not to eat the food.” 
 
    “Qaira offered, and it would have been rude to decline.” 
 
    “So what now, you ambush him again? The ceremony is in a week.” 
 
    “No, I think I’ve made it evident enough that I don’t trust him. This is delicate all around, and any further harassment might turn his offer sour. Even though I’m not completely sure the peace ceremony isn’t a rouse, there’s no choice now but to proceed.” 
 
    I hid my delight, nodding. Although I suspected Qaira wasn’t over his suspicion of us, had Lucifer found anything potentially dangerous at Yema, he would have pulled the plug immediately. Perhaps I’d been wrong, and being wrong never felt so wonderful. 
 
    My Aeon chimed, vibrating against my hip. I pulled it from my pocket and inspected the frequency. Namah, again. 
 
    “I’m needed back at the Plexus,” I said, cancelling the call. I’d speak to Dr. Ipsin in Moritoria.  
 
    “I’ll see you at home, then. I’ve got a busy afternoon ahead of me, what with chasing down our local entertainment to see who wants to volunteer in Sanctum.” 
 
    I snorted. “Have fun with that. When will you make the announcement?” 
 
    “As soon as Qaira makes his.” 
 
    We said our goodbyes and parted ways. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The inflammation is strange, I said, studying pictures of the chest irridigram that Nahamh had sent over. The blood tests show nothing? 
 
    Nothing, confirmed Namah. No pathogens, and every viral test I’ve performed turned up nothing either. We just received four more patients with early symptoms today. I don’t want to alarm you, but it’s starting to look like an epidemic. 
 
    I hesitated, thinking. Maybe the virus is new, or mutated. It could lie undetected in the victim’s blood. 
 
    Namah didn’t seem convinced. Still, we would have found something foreign in their blood. Viral substrates, cell wall antigens, something. 
 
    … You seem to have a theory of your own, Doctor. 
 
    Perhaps. 
 
    Let’s hear it. 
 
    Allergies. 
 
    To what? 
 
    Don’t know, but it makes sense. The body is issuing an immune response to something foreign, but if there isn’t a pathogen, it could be an allergen.  
 
    We’ve been here ten years, the refugees even longer. Why now? 
 
    Can’t say, but I think it’s a good place to start looking. 
 
    I hesitated, thinking again, Very well. Refer your sickest patients to the Plexus and I’ll round up my clinicians here. Once the peace ceremony is dealt with, we’ll start preparing for an experimental treatment.  
 
    Sounds fine. Talk to you soon. 
 
    I removed my finger from the rune and looked jadedly out my office window. Moritoria didn’t provide much scenery—or color—but the bleak, gray world beyond was surprisingly ataractic. As calm as I acted toward Namah, the issue was very alarming. 
 
    Lucifer didn’t know yet, as with everything else happening right now the last thing he needed to worry about was an epidemic. I would tell him when the time was right. If Namah and I could figure out the cause and eradicate the threat, maybe I wouldn’t have to tell him at all. 
 
    I pulled out my chessboard and set up the pieces, playing against myself. The stress was almost crippling, and I needed a clear head to devise an experimental trial. Keeping part of my brain occupied with a game tended to soothe me.  
 
    Sanctum PB news was still on my televised screen. I hadn’t changed it since Qaira’s statement. The Nehelian broadcast station was only accessible to certain places around Heaven—never the commoners—just as Crylle news broadcasts were made available to Eroqam and Parliament. It was our way of practicing the no secrets between us clause of our alliance. 
 
    Nothing paramount had happened since his statement. No one had died, or been murdered. Still, I kept the channel running in case the turbulence persisted.  
 
    Most of the talk was about the peace ceremony. Apparently the Nehelians were very excited about it, already lining up at Yema Theater to access tickets to the event, even though Qaira had yet to announce it. Their want of peace made me smile.  
 
    I wondered what kind of acts Lucifer would bring to Sanctum. Angels reveled in the arts—literature, poetry, plays. Dance was mainly a Nehelian thing. I’d seen a performance of it once, and remembered how mesmerized I was by the way so many bodies moved together; some harmoniously, some completely in synch, stomping their feet to create an aggressive, alluring beat. Qaira had told me it was a war dance, practiced thousands of years ago, before one clan prevailed and formed Sanctum. He said they danced to appease Maghir, and although their beliefs often confused me, I was dazzled by his story. 
 
    That memory withered my smile.  
 
    I missed our get-togethers. Since Tae’s death, nothing was the same. My only hope was that this peace ceremony would make everything right. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XVII 
 
    PIECES 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE WEEK HAD FLOWN BY IN A BLINK, spent with organizing acts, refurnishing the venue, screening potential guests, and of course, wiring demolition.  
 
    After carefully examining the blue prints, Kada suggested placing the explosives at vulnerable foundation sites which would potentially pose more damage to the angel audience, and not the Nehelians, seated on ground level. I didn’t share his opinion. The house was coming down on everyone, regardless of where we placed those explosives. Not to mention harming mainly angels would detract all logic from an act of angel terrorism.  
 
    I tried my best not to listen to the hum of the anticipating crowd as I sat on stage, concealed by red curtain, testing my mic. Lucifer and Yahweh were already here, somewhere backstage, and Sanctum’s port was teeming with angel bureaucrats, siphoning through the city on craft shuttles to Yema. The media had amassed all over the city, some reporters covering the growing crowd of protesters that had rallied near the port. More than a few people didn’t want the peace ceremony. If only they knew how much that pleased me. 
 
    But no matter how hard I tried to clear my mind, guilt clenched at my insides. It made preparations difficult, not to mention the horrifying thought of having to speak to the audience before the carnage. On my way in I’d caught a glimpse of the crowd—families, elderly, children. That sight nearly had me dialing Kada to call the whole thing off.  
 
    But then Tae had haunted me in the rehearsal room from a full-length changing mirror. I thought of all the sleepless nights and episodes of panic; all the hopeless attempts at pulling myself together, the fights with Leid and the storming out in the middle of the night to fly aimlessly around the city.  
 
    No, this all had to end. It was the only way.  
 
    Leid had inked me the night before, the sting of the pen still fresh on my skin. Wet coua dust, the components of the ink itself, lined my eyes like war-paint. Liner was only worn on special occasions, and although the purpose behind it was akin to the battle cry of a thousand years ago, the audience would assume it was worn out of the deepest respect. Time was Tradition’s archenemy. 
 
    Sound check was a success, and I slipped out of sight as the curtains drew back for the Sanctum Symphony. My brother was standing in the hallway backstage, watching dismally as crowds of media personnel begged our guards to let them through. When the ceremony began, I would place Ara and his team outside Yema to ‘thwart any threats’.  
 
    “This is getting crazy,” he murmured. “Pretty soon we’ll need more guards. Those protestors are trying to knock over the port gate.” 
 
    Good, all the more reason for Ara to go outside. “I’ll admit I wasn’t expecting all the hysteria.” 
 
    “When do you speak?” 
 
    “After the first act.” 
 
    He nodded. “Better get ready, then.” 
 
    I patted him on the shoulder and headed up the stairs.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lucifer sat on a couch in the rehearsal room, reading over his speech, a frown etched across his face. He seemed as nervous as me. The angel guards stepped away from the door, and Raith’s eyes rose at my entrance. He was dressed in black again, a white mantle draped over his shoulder. His hair was loose and hung down his back, bone straight, ice-blonde.  
 
    Yahweh was at the other side of the room, talking to a group of angel coordinators. The Commander had brought his own team to Yema. Safety in numbers. 
 
    My eyes lingered on Yahweh, the guilt growing heavier. He turned and smiled, and I looked away. 
 
    “Has it begun?” asked Raith. 
 
    “Soon,” I said. “I just wanted to make sure you have everything you need.” 
 
    “I do, thank you.” 
 
    “Is Leid not here?” asked Yahweh. 
 
    I shook my head. “She has class, sadly.” 
 
    The kid tilted his head. “I thought your schools would have closed for this.” 
 
    “You and me both, but it’s a weekday and she has tenure.”  
 
    When Leid had told me that she wouldn’t be able to make it to the peace ceremony, I didn’t press the matter. It was better that she wasn’t here; made everything a lot easier. 
 
    “Pity,” he mumbled, stalking off.  
 
    I backed for the door, nodding at Raith. “I’m going to prepare for my speech. Good luck to you.” 
 
    “Break a leg, Qaira.” 
 
    I frowned, acknowledging the double-meaning behind that, and he smiled. Without another word I headed for the rehearsal room across the hall. Once there, I messaged Kada over Aeon that the detonator should be set for an hour. I wanted it to happen as Lucifer gave his speech, ensuring he was right in the middle of it all.  
 
    I looked at the mirror, sighing as Tae’s grotesque, re-animated corpse stared back at me.  
 
    In only an hour, I would be free.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The ceremony opened with a double-act. Twelve Nehelians and angels moved together across the stage, trading batons and swords on fire. The angels sang a hymn of Moritoria while the Nehel danced aggressively to the rhythm of the war-song, and then the angels broke into a dance of quicker form.  
 
    Their bodies moved to a strange, thunderous beat, creating shapes and lines, their limbs like rubber. The music was even stranger—digitized, mechanical sounds with a melodic, sad cadence—but nonetheless impressive. Even I was drawn to watch the act from backstage. Wings Of black and white coalesced in flashing spotlights as the crowd screamed their approval. The choreographic training for this had been a nightmare.  
 
    I gave my speech after that, spouting culture and diplomacy, peppered with Archaean phrases which won me points with the angels. They clapped every time. I spoke highly of Commander Raith and our alliance, stomaching the disgust that threatened to crush my charming, calm façade. But I survived all twenty minutes of it, and had done an excellent job, too. I vacated the stage to screaming applause from both domains. 
 
    Another act prepared as the curtains drew. An angel poetry performance. I’d pass on watching that. 
 
    Raith would be up after, so it was time to gather my things. 
 
    Luckily the protestors had started throwing bottles and other garbage, injuring guards and inducing a riot. I didn’t even have to order Ara outside, as he and more of his men were forced to stave them back through force. Had I been devout, I’d have said Maghir was on my side today. 
 
    In the rehearsal room again, I checked my watch. The countdown was at twenty-five minutes. In ten minutes I would greet the media, tactfully placing myself outside Yema, remaining in public view. The demolition would go off while I was speaking to Sanctum PB. No one would suspect a thing on my part. Maybe I’d up the dramatics a bit and scream for my men to save Commander Raith on live television. Yes, that would do. 
 
    I called Kada in order to verify everything was in order, because I’d noticed that he hadn’t sent me a message back yet. The call looped in pending, and after a minute of no one answering, my heart began to sink. 
 
    I tried again, but still nothing. 
 
    I called the Research Science private line, hoping he’d placed his portable Aeon somewhere out of ear’s reach. But no one answered that, either. 
 
    The sinking feeling transcended to full-blown panic.  
 
    Now I’d have to figure a way out of Yema unseen and fly to Eroqam. I had to find out what had happened. The private port wasn’t accessible to the public, but there would be guards, and they would see me. If I left, that would leave me open for suspicion once (if) the demolition went off. My plan was falling apart, but desperation waved the danger.  
 
    The private port it was. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    O 
 
    THWART 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ara Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    I WATCHED FROM A HOVER CRAFT AS MY soldiers tasered the frenzied mob bordering Yema, ducking bottles and flaming garbage. Some of Sanctum PB had gathered behind the gate to film the protestors, spinning a great story of rebellion. While I was slightly heartened by the sight of our people showing their allegiance to our family, speaking out against Tae’s murder and Qaira’s transparent want of continued peace, I was also beginning to fear for the safety of Yema’s audience. 
 
    If it got any worse, we would have to cancel the ceremony. And I really hoped that happened, because—; 
 
    My Aeon chimed, and I looked down at it with trepidation.  
 
    Too late; it had already started. 
 
    Go ahead. 
 
    Commandant, said one of my men charged with guarding the private port, the Regent just left the ceremony. Do you know anything about this? 
 
    He was ordered back by a CA to take a call from the Plexus. He will return shortly. 
 
    An extremely weak lie, but my soldier bought it.  
 
    Swallowing the lump in my throat, I dialed Leid’s frequency. My brother’s abrupt departure didn’t entail Communications or the Plexus, but I knew exactly where he was heading.  
 
    Leid had been right all along, and it broke my heart. 
 
    Yes? 
 
    Qaira left, I said. He’s heading your way. 
 
    Thank you. 
 
    She severed the call, saying nothing else. Leid had wanted to be wrong, too. 
 
    “Take me to Eroqam,” I ordered my pilot. He gave me a confused look, but nodded, obeying my charge. 
 
    I was about to betray my brother. Not many things in life were more painful.  
 
    But I was relieved that Leid’s plan to draw him out had worked, as the issue didn’t need any publicity. We would handle the matter privately, and if things got bad—worse—then I could spin a tale to the city. What tale, I had no idea yet, but it was clear that Qaira was all but gone and no one needed to know—; 
 
    Especially Commander Raith. 
 
    As we flew over Upper Sanctum, now only three minutes out, I reminisced about our childhood, our years at school, and then about my stint as Lieutenant in Qaira’s Enforcers. I used to look up to him, idolize him, yearn to be him, but time and experience had shed some light on who he really was. My brother had always been temperamental, reckless even; but never, never, would he have murdered thousands of our own people. Not in his right mind, anyway.  
 
    Our sister’s death had broken him. We’d known it, yet ignored it. This was as much our fault as it was his. And now we had to fix him, somehow. Hopefully Leid had an idea, because I couldn’t fathom how to mend a mind capable of genocide.  
 
    I still loved him, even knowing of his plan. He was my brother, and blood ran thicker than anything, especially ours. I couldn’t be too judgmental, either—I might have been just as damaged by seeing what he had. 
 
    If Qaira needed to be thrown in a psychiatric hospital for a decade, then so be it, but I could never think of executing him, even though such a crime warranted that. If the people found out, they would demand his head staked on Perula’s Peak. His handsome smile and pretty words wouldn’t get him out of this one.  
 
    No one could know.  
 
    No one.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XVIII 
 
    IT ALL COMES DOWN TO ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    MY CRAFT SKIDDED INTO EROQAM’S PORT, missing the pillar by an inch. I threw open the door and lunged down the dock in full sprint.  
 
    Past the Commons and northern wing, both long-abandoned, I exploded into the science/tech wing that, albeit not abandoned, was sparsely manned. I looked at my watch, grimacing. Ten minutes.  
 
    Ten minutes until my window was lost forever. 
 
    The research science laboratory appeared at the end of the hall, its light bleeding through the door and into the shadowy corridor. Someone was in there.  
 
    I froze at the entrance, unable to see through its frosted glass window, curling my fingers around the handle. For the first time since I’d left Yema, I entertained the idea that someone had found out and diffused Kada’s team before they could activate the demolition.  
 
    But who? Ara was at Yema, and—; 
 
    The confusion wilted away. Something in my mind clicked, and I felt my lip curl with indignation. In the seconds that had passed, fear was smothered by dark revelation. There was only one person I couldn’t account for—one person smart enough to figure everything out. 
 
    I opened the door and stepped inside, bracing myself. 
 
    The research lab was quiet and inactive, save for the slow, steady hum of a generator at the back of the room. The floor was decorated with bodies of engineers, some with their necks twisted. Their lifeless eyes surveyed my entrance, laying stomach down. 
 
    A lonesome computer screen was illuminated by the image of the demolition countdown timer. It wasn’t set. Beside it was Kada, knees curled to his chest, hands on his head.  
 
    Beside him, Leid stood with a gun against his temple. She stared at me, stoic. 
 
    Even though I had anticipated seeing her, knives still raked my heart at the thought of her knowing. I couldn’t hold her gaze for more than several seconds, and cast my attention at the ground. 
 
    But Leid said nothing still, only continued to stare, a thin film of crimson tears brimming her eyes. Evidently she didn’t even know what to say. I understood. 
 
    I understood because, on the outside, my plan seemed evil and psychotic. But she didn’t know the truth behind it. She couldn’t.  
 
    Activity from behind made me turn. My brother emerged through the door with four armed guards, rifles drawn. This I had not anticipated. 
 
    “On your knees,” said Ara. It was a command, to me.  
 
    I looked back at Leid, shaking my head. “I…I didn’t want to do this.” 
 
    The sound of my voice pushed her over the edge and she let out a sob, covering her mouth. 
 
    “On your knees, Regent!” Ara shouted. “I won’t tell you again!” 
 
    I met my brother’s eyes, snarling. “I won’t bend my knee to you. You’ll have to shoot me first.” 
 
    But I knew Ara wouldn’t kill me; his look said it all.  
 
    “Come quietly,” he pressed. “No one knows what you’ve done yet. No one might have to if you just come quietly.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    I pulled out my gun, and the guards stepped back, realizing their range. Just one thought and they would all be dead. My brother didn’t flinch, knowing I could never kill him, either.  
 
    He couldn’t kill me and I couldn’t kill him. We were caught in a net. 
 
    “Tell me why you did it.”  
 
    “Lucifer has to die, Ara.” 
 
    “And the cost is ten thousand Nehelians? For someone who supposedly hates him, you sure place a high value on Raith’s head.” 
 
    I wanted to explain it to him—to make him understand exactly why—but all those words had escaped me. What I said wouldn’t have mattered, anyway. They thought I was insane. Maybe I was. 
 
    Massaging my head, I staggered back, feigning weakness. I dropped my gun and knelt for the ground in submission. “I’ll come quietly.” 
 
    Ara nodded, relieved. He ordered the guards to apprehend me. As two of them reached for my arms, another two standing at my back, I closed my eyes and their heads erupted all at once, sending blood, brain matter and skull fragments across the room.  
 
    My stagger had cleared enough distance between my brother and I, unbeknownst to him, and now he was manless, weaponless. He opened his mouth to shout something as I leapt backward, snatching an object off the blueprints table.  
 
    The killswitch. 
 
    Leid had moved to stop me, but her body whirred to a halt when she saw what was in my hand. They hadn’t known it was here, but I’d seen it the moment I stepped inside the room. Although demolition was set with a timer, a killswitch was always instated as a failsafe in case of malfunction. The code was already set; all I had to do was push that shiny red button. 
 
    “Qaira, no,” she begged, her voice nothing more than a whisper. 
 
    I didn’t respond, mesmerized by the switch. 
 
    Ara only stood there, panicked, hands on his head. 
 
    “Look at me,” she said. “Look at me.” 
 
    I did. She was only several feet away, her face soft and serene.  
 
    “You don’t want to do this.” 
 
    “I don’t,” I said. “I don’t want to do this, please believe me.” 
 
    “Then give me that switch.” She reached for it, slowly, gingerly. I watched her arm extend, my own beginning to tremble. I wanted to give it to her, I really did, but then I caught a glimpse of Tae in the window pane, her face contorted in a silent scream as dozens of black, smoke-like hands pried at her. 
 
    No. 
 
    “No,” I gasped, recoiling. “Tae has to be avenged or her soul won’t rest! Honor is our only decree!” 
 
    My brother and wife were left silent, their surprise mutual. Never before had I recited anything remotely devout.  
 
    “Tae would never want this!” cried Leid, tears threatening to fall once again. “You’re not honoring your sister by committing genocide! You’re staining her name!” 
 
    “You know nothing,” I said through my teeth. “You know nothing of what I see, of what I know. She wants this. She told me.” 
 
    Crimson beads trickled down Leid’s face as she winced at those words. “Qaira, you’re sick. Whatever you’ve seen or heard isn’t your sister. It isn’t, I promise. Please, let us help you. Please.” 
 
    I watched her cry, feeling my heart shatter into a million pieces. I thought about how it had all come to this, and knew that even if I gave her the switch, we would never be the same. Nothing would ever be the same again. I had always been a man of my word, and I had promised Tae her retribution. My lips trembled as I spoke: 
 
    “I… I’m sorry.” 
 
    My thumb mashed the trigger.  
 
    The tremors of the demolition were felt beneath our feet, even from miles away. Leid sank to her knees, gripping my pantleg, encumbered by sobs. Ara was furious, screaming profanely, but I could barely hear anything in the room. It had all become a drone of slow motion as honor and shame coalesced. My conscience screamed its confusion, manifesting knives inside my head.  
 
    When it all roared back, Ara was shouting orders into his radio, and Leid was still at my feet. She wasn’t crying anymore—now still and silent, head hung, face hidden by her hair. I looked back at the window. 
 
    Tae was gone, the pane revealing only the dark pillar of smoke over Yema. 
 
    Suddenly, Leid was on her feet.  
 
    Head still hung, she aimed her gun behind us and fired, nailing Ara right between the eyes. He fell instantly, the radio rolling from his hand as blood pooled around the back of his head. 
 
    I watched the blood expand, stunned.  
 
    Leid looked up at me, her hair sliding away. Black eyes, wicked smile.  
 
    “If lives are so expendable, Regent, allow me to relieve them from you. Starting with yours.” Her voice was hollow, metallic. Fear twisted in my chest as the sound of it penetrated my senses.  
 
    She dropped the gun, and her hand exploded into a cloud of gore. A black, pincer-like scythe emerged from the severed appendage. Leid snarled, her elongated canines gleaming in the flickering lights. 
 
    Namah had called them monsters.  
 
    I was staring at the true form of a Vel’Haru, and now I knew that despite everything, Leid had never been a woman. She was a thing. A terrifying thing. 
 
    I bolted for the door, but she whirred in front of it and I ran right into her fist. The force of the blow sent me into a cluster of desks. My lower back tingled and the coppery taste of blood invaded my mouth. I couldn’t move.  
 
    Leid clutched my boot and pulled me from the wreckage while I clawed at anything within reach. As she dragged me through Ara’s pool of blood on the way to the door, I caught the doorframe, but she yanked me hard enough to dislocate my shoulders and tear several nails from their beds. 
 
    The last thing I saw was Kada, still curled on the floor beside the computer. His eyes were filled with horror. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I was dragged through the Commons by my foot, eyes glazing under each fluorescent light we passed.  
 
    I had no idea where she was taking me, nor did I inquire. Leid hummed a catchy tune as we went, all but skipping down the hall, like a peasant child dragging a gigantic sack of potatoes through a bustling market, excited by the prospect of a meal. 
 
    All the while I thought about Ara and the way he’d looked, lying there on the floor next to his men. In a fraction of a second he had gone from living to casualty, and the subsequent events hadn’t given me any time to process that.  
 
    My entire family was dead. 
 
    Hot tears brimmed my eyes and I couldn’t wipe them away. Instead I closed them and turned my head, but the floor tiles skinned the side of my face and I was forced to look upright again.  
 
    We were at the port.  
 
    Leid pulled me by our crafts, to the external hangar, and then pressed the lock disengage button. The thick sheet of steel rose painfully slow as cold wind and wailing sirens flooded in.  
 
    She stopped at the edge of the docking spire and held me on my knees by a fistful of hair. Behind us the orange glow of Yema’s fire illuminated the night, and I could see its reflection in her eyes. Wind slapped my face and I squinted as she all but dangled me over an eighty-five story drop. 
 
    “You are a bastard, Qaira Eltruan,” she said. “A bastard who doesn’t deserve the power or world he was given. But you have my eternal gratitude.” She smiled. “Without you, I might never have been free again.” 
 
    “L-Leid…” 
 
    “Leid is not here anymore, sweet bastard; but don’t worry, I’ll take good care of you.” 
 
    And with that, Calenus’ warning returned. 
 
      
 
    It feeds on weakness, eating little pieces of her at a time. Soon Leid won’t be able to keep it down and it will take over completely. And then you’ll die. And then your world will die. Everything it touches will die, until the Multiverse is gone. 
 
      
 
    I’d condemned Sanctum to burn. 
 
    “Let’s see if those beautiful wings can save you now,” Leid cooed. 
 
    She kicked me off the edge, and I fell soundlessly, staring up at her and she down at me with that horrible, wicked grin. My life flashed before my eyes—still-frame moments of better times—until I couldn’t see her anymore and was drowned in torrents of violent wind and cinders.  
 
    Into the black I sank. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    O 
 
    RIVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yahweh Telei—; 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “YOU’RE ON IN FIVE, COMMANDER RAITH,” announced Tilir, Yema’s coordinator. He stood at the door, glancing uneasily at the guards beside him.  
 
    “Thank you,” said Lucifer, frowning. 
 
    “You’re nervous,” I whispered. 
 
    “No,” he said, “I’m just…” 
 
    “Nervous.” 
 
    The frown melted away, and he grinned. “You’re distracting me. I need to go over my speech one more time.” 
 
    I nodded, retreating from the couch.  
 
    My Aeon chimed. Drat this thing. 
 
    It was Namah, and although I should have found his persistence annoying, this had marked the third ring within the hour. I clipped the headset and chip behind my ear. 
 
    What is it? 
 
    Yahweh, we have an emergency. 
 
    I was startled by his greeting. What do you mean? 
 
    Fifty people have been rushed to Adonai with terminal emphysema. We’ve lost three since admittance. Doctors around Crylle have been asking for you. It’s Heaven-wide.  
 
    I said nothing for a second, staring ahead. I glanced at Lucifer, who was now looking at me.  
 
    I can’t do anything right now. I’m in Sanctum all evening. 
 
    You have to come back! We need as many doctors as we can get! Commander Raith has to issue a medical alert so we can contain the illness before it spreads to everyone! 
 
    … That’s not for me to decide. One moment. 
 
    I removed the chip and held it out to Lucifer. He looked at it, quizzically. 
 
    “It’s Dr. Ipsin,” I said. “He… has news for you.” 
 
    And with that, I had signed my death warrant. Metaphorically, anyway. 
 
    He took the headset and Aeon from me. After a minute or two Lucifer severed the call and grabbed my arm, ushering me out of the rehearsal room. He found Tilir in the hall on our way to the private port and told him that his speech would have to be pushed back until after the next act. As reluctant as Tilir seemed, he obliged and then once again I was tugged down the hall, pouting the entire way. 
 
    He released me at the port, and we shivered under Sanctum’s winter. The sky was black and cloudless, yet flecks of snow drifted around us, salting our clothes and hair. Neither of us had brought a coat. 
 
    “People have been terminally ill for weeks, and you didn’t tell me?” accused my father. 
 
    “None of them were terminal until now.” When Lucifer only glared at me, I held out my hands. “What, would you have had me burden you with another problem? The conflict with Sanctum was crushing you already.” 
 
    The anger on his face waned. “I appreciate your concern, but an epidemic is a burden you can’t shoulder. That’s my job, not yours.” 
 
    “Like I said, it wasn’t an epidemic until now. For all I knew it was a new strain of common cold. I already scheduled a treatment trial for next week; it’s not like I was shoving the issue under the rug.” 
 
    Lucifer seemed conflicted, gazing at the port door. “I shouldn’t be here. I should be at Theosyne addressing the public.” 
 
    “No, this is too important. I’ll go, but you need to give your speech. It’s our only shot at cementing the—” 
 
    A rumble beneath our feet stopped my mouth. As I looked down, the tremors spread from the port to Yema’s wall, cracking it like an egg. Guards ran from the theater’s exterior and to the docks as pieces of cement rained on us. Yema was collapsing. 
 
    Lucifer grabbed my arm and followed the guards, shielding his head with his other hand. Our wings released and we soared toward the exit as ash and white dust savaged the air. The guards’ screams broke the thunder as they were crushed by fallen stones, and the sounds of their deaths brought me to the conclusion that, at any second, we’d be buried with them. 
 
    But then cold, fresh air invaded my lungs and I finally opened my eyes, looking at Yema from across the lot—caved in, on fire, collapsing further into a bed of smoking rubble. 
 
    The protestors’ cries had gone from angry to terrified, and we ducked around a parking pillar as survivors stormed away from the ruins and into the arms of confused, horror-stricken patrol guards. Crafts loomed overhead, while Sanctum PB reporters projected hysteria to the masses.  
 
    I watched everything with a hand covering my mouth. Had we not been at the port, we would have been dead. Lucifer would have been in mid-speech, and— 
 
    Lucifer would have been in mid-speech. 
 
    Qaira. 
 
    I spun and gazed up at my father, who surveyed the carnage with a knowing scowl. He’d come to that conclusion much quicker than I. 
 
    “We have to get out of here,” he said, hushed.  
 
    “Our crafts have b-been destroyed.” 
 
    “We’ll find another one. We can’t be here; they’ll claim us responsible.” 
 
    I looked at the crowd amassing around the gate. There were few survivors, none of them angels. My stomach flipped. I felt nauseous. 
 
    “Yahweh, come.” 
 
    I followed Lucifer as he sought cover in the smoke.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Abandoned crafts were strewn across Main Street, their drivers having left them with the keys still in their ignitions to gape at the explosion. At Yema’s collapse, everything in Sanctum seemed to stop. 
 
    We darted from cover of the alleys and hopped inside the closest one. Lucifer revved the craft and took flight, fumbling with the rudimentary—if not primitive—controls. Qaira had told us that he’d upgraded their crafts several years ago, and if this was the upgrade, Heaven help them. 
 
    We traveled along the aeroway with our heads down as clusters of Sanctum guards and military sped by, on the way to the scene. Lucifer attempted to hijack the radio and connect it to his Aeon, making it two-way transmissible, no doubt to warn Theosyne and our militia. I had no idea what he planned to do when we reached aerospace borders, but that was the last thing on my mind. 
 
    Sanctum’s night was advantageous, so dark that we were kept hidden in shadows. I huddled against the passenger seat, hugging my knees, watching lights and crafts whir by the window. “We’re abandoning those people.” 
 
    “What could we have done by staying there?” asked Lucifer, casting me a sidelong glance. “Dug them out with our hands? We’re marked.” 
 
    “Are we completely sure about that?” 
 
    “One hundred percent. I would have been on stage. The timing was too perfect. I knew Qaira was up to something…” He trailed off, sighing. “But I never thought he’d use his own people as props. I underestimated him. Or overestimated him, really.” 
 
    I looked back out the window, my reflection sullen. 
 
    “We need to be out of the city before he finds out we’re alive.” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “Then I’ll rally our troops at Theosyne and we’ll march on Sanctum. Qaira will get his war.” 
 
    No, not again. 
 
    “We could destroy this world with another war!” I cried. “Sanctum’s technology is almost as good as ours, and the Nehel won’t use the same reservation as us!” 
 
    “Yahweh, Qaira just murdered twenty thousand people—half of them angels—all to kill me. Do you really think this is going to end here? Do you really think that he hasn’t already planned to march on Heaven the moment I was gone?” 
 
    I didn’t reply, only lowered my head.  
 
    “We will march on Sanctum and overthrow its Parliament. Qaira will have a public execution, the Nehel way. No more compromises. No more negotiations. He is a genocidal tyrant who needs to be put down.” 
 
    Lucifer didn’t look himself while he’d said that. Seldom did he shout, and he hadn’t shouted then, but his fury was detectable by the quiver in his voice and the fire in his eyes. Only twice had I seen him like this, and it was understandable. I completely understood his reason for war, but… 
 
    Violence and death did not cure violence and death. It was like trying to extinguish fire with fire.  
 
    As we neared the Border Patrol station, I huddled further into my seat. It was barricaded—apparently Sanctum Law Enforcement had made the executive decision to seal off the city. We were trapped. 
 
    For the first time ever, Lucifer muttered an obscenity. 
 
    We looped back to the aeroway, considering our (lack of) options.  
 
    “We need to find Leid, or Ara,” I said. “If we tell them what happened, they’ll believe us. I know they will.” 
 
    “Even if they do, Qaira is the Regent. If he orders our execution, his brother has no choice but to exact his charge.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t. Not if Qaira was responsible for this.” 
 
    Lucifer took a second to register what I was trying to say, tinkering again with the radio. “So, you want me to fly to Eroqam and request to see the Commandant? You want me to fly to Qaira’s house?” 
 
    “Ara would still be at Yema.” 
 
    “We’re not going back there. We already ran; it would look too suspicious.” 
 
    “I told you not to run.” 
 
    He glared at me. 
 
    Before Lucifer could say any more, thunder broke the sky. We looked behind us, toward the silhouette of Eroqam that loomed over Upper Sanctum.  
 
    More thunder. 
 
    The western spire suddenly snapped like a twig, crushing the street below. Now there were two fires raging across Sanctum.  
 
    Neither of us said a thing, struggling to make sense of what just happened.   
 
    More spires fell—and then Eroqam collapsed in the same manner as Yema, a cloud of black smoke and debris billowing into the sky.  
 
    Maybe we were wrong. Maybe this wasn’t Qaira’s doing at all. 
 
    Sanctum was under attack. Could it have been… us? 
 
    But then the buildings on Main Street shivered. The air rippled as a dome of light, laden with violet sparks, enclosed the district. Flecks of supercharged matter glittered in the flow of reverse-gravity, fuzzing our craft’s transmission signal. 
 
    At the sight, Lucifer floored the pedal, swerving back toward the border station. Apparently he’d decided that getting shot down by Sanctum Guard wasn’t nearly as lethal as sticking around, because that was not the phenomenon of any angel or Nehelian war-machine—;  
 
    It was Vel’Haru, priming a field for battle.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XIX 
 
    THEORY OF ANNIHILATION 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    MAGHIR WAS PLAYING A CRUEL JOKE ON ME. I had survived an eighty-five story plummet into a bed of jagged coua.  
 
    Alive was an overstatement. I wasn’t dead, yet hardly alive—alive just enough to watch my city disintegrate in bubbles of hot, violet light. The sight was beautiful and terrifying, but awe quickly gave way to devastation. 
 
    Bodies were strewn across the street, hundreds more fell soundlessly, like raindrops against the roar of Sanctum’s end. The sky was decorated with stardust and black feathers, and my eyes closed as they brushed against my face.  
 
    My eyes yearned to stay closed. I was so tired. 
 
    So tired. 
 
    But the sound of shattering glass knocked my lids back, and I saw the strange bubbles erupt, fading in darkness and fire. Explosions rumbled the ground, and the few buildings still standing shook, shedding layers from their structure.  
 
    A body rolled through the ground-level window of a high-rise, skidding into the middle of the street.  
 
    A silhouette pursued it, and the body got to its feet.  
 
    They both became blurs, moving too quickly to see. 
 
    More blurs, more carnage, more confusing shifts in gravity that left a painful pressure in my ears. Thoughts grew less cohesive and cold tingles drifted down my chest. My vision started to tunnel, and then I knew that I was dying.  
 
    I drifted to the sound of sobs, its echoes carried by the wind and flames, and my last ounce of strength had been used for recognition.  
 
    The cries belonged to Leid. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Regent?” 
 
    I stirred at the whisper, emitting a croak of despair at the idea that I was still alive.  
 
    The pain was too much to bear, yet my body refused to give up. My heartbeat was slow, paired as it tried to pump oxygen to damaged, unrepairable organs.  
 
    I opened my eyes, staring at Calenus Karim. 
 
    He sat beside me on the coua bed, pity and sadness behind his gaze. His eyes drifted over my broken, shredded wings and shattered limbs, and then he shook his head.  
 
    “You didn’t listen to me. You didn’t listen to me and now here you are.” Calenus looked out at the ruins of Sanctum, a proud city now nothing more than a field of smoldering wreckage. Ash flakes drifted to the ground like snow, covering the ruins in a soft, white blanket. The dead were only distinguishable by contours along the ground—tiny silo-shaped hills—and soon I would join them.  
 
    “Here you are,” he said again, lowering his head. And then he laughed softly, but there was no happiness in it. “Leid will be the end of us all. She’s like a vial of sweet-tasting poison, and even though we know it’s poison, we still drink her. Fools, all of us.” 
 
    I winced as a rattle in my chest shot fire through my lungs. Calenus put a hand on my shoulder, easing me. “When she finally snapped out of it, she begged for your life, even knowing there can be no witnesses. She begged and begged, and she has that way about her, you know. I told her you will die, and she thinks you will die, but alas…” 
 
    Calenus leaned in, wrapping his arms beneath my shoulders. Excruciating pain spasmed through my body and I tried to scream, but the only thing that came from my mouth was a sigh. He lifted me from the ground, lips grazing my ear. 
 
    “I am not the monster she thinks I am. Now sleep.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    XX 
 
    REBIRTH 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Purging complete. 
 
    Initiating temporal lobe activity… 
 
    Complete. Standby as resuscitation process begins… 
 
    …Loading… 
 
    …Loading… 
 
    Complete. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    MY SKIN TINGLED AS COLD AIR COURSED THROUGH THE POD. The door slid open with a hiss, and the warm, soothing liquid drained away, leaving me naked and shivering in the shadowy recesses of the Nexus hive.  
 
    Everything hurt. 
 
    Aczeva watched from a stool beside the terminal, his electric eyes so bright that I had to squint against them. “Are you alright?” he asked, cautiously. 
 
    “How long was I out?” 
 
    “Five minutes on the mark. The change is already apparent.” 
 
    Confused, I looked at my reflection in the pane of the pod hatch. My eyes were bright silver, ringed with crimson. Nehelian eyes—something I had lacked until now. 
 
    “H-How?” I whispered. How had the Nexus been able to hide my true appearance? 
 
    “Phenotype suppression,” said Aczeva. “Your memories were gone, your heritage gone with them. Mind over matter, your Honor.” 
 
    Honor. 
 
    I lowered my head, letting everything sink in. The lunacy of it all brought a twisted smile to my lips. But the smile was not a happy one—no, it was an angry one. A furious one; the fury so pure that all I could do was grin.  
 
    I remembered Jerusalem and the look Leid had worn once she’d unmasked me. Oh, how priceless. 
 
    “Did you find what you were searching for?” Aczeva asked as I stepped from the pod, still shivering. He handed me my clothes and I dressed, thumbing the Jury insignia across the arm of my jacket. Arbitrary it had been, only to mean so much now. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, after a long silence. “Thank you.” 
 
    Aczeva recited the sanitization procedure as he led me out of the hive, and I stared at the back of his head with eyes like daggers. He hadn’t just given me back the knowledge of who I was, but also what I’d done while in service to the Nexus—all the worlds I’d seen, all the people I’d slain... It made my deeds as Regent seem soft by comparison. 
 
    We stepped onto the floating disc and descended to the entrance. 
 
    “What is the purpose of the Nexus?” I asked. 
 
    “The purpose?” 
 
    “The objective. Surely it has one.” 
 
    Aczeva hesitated, uncertain of my meaning, but then said, “The Anakaari is an empire, and we can’t run an empire without alliances and funds.” 
 
    “Like Exo’daius.” 
 
    Aczeva hesitated again. “Sort of. But your lot lacks an empire.” 
 
    I laughed. “That’s very true. And do you know what else we lack?” 
 
    As we neared the dock, he fiddled with the control panel. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Mercy.” 
 
    Aczeva turned to look at me, right before I kicked him off the platform. He fell into the bottomless crevice, flailing like a torch into the darkness.  
 
    The way in which the Anakaari moved—gliding, floating almost—made me question whether they could fly, but my fear was soothed as his screams faded.  
 
    Good riddance. 
 
    Docked, I stepped off the platform and made my way to the sanitization chamber. The group of scientists waiting at the door noticed I was chaperone-less and stepped back, concerned. They seemed even more concerned when I released my scythes. 
 
    The Nexus couldn’t stand another minute, and I had the power to tear it all down. This place had much to say about the nature of the Anakaari Empire, and in return I would offer up some truth to their opinions of God Killers. 
 
    But my list of to-do’s didn’t stop there. After the Nexus burned I would return to Purgatory—; 
 
    And have a nice, long chat with my lovely, deceitful wife.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
    An angel and demon sat down for a game of chess. 
 
    One left a victor, the other defeated, 
 
    And the events that followed cost the lives of too many. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    I 
 
    NEEDLES AND PINS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucifer Raith—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    I HURRIED FROM THE MORNING EATERY—briefcase in one hand, hot tea in the other—as Simeon pulled my craft to the entrance. Inside, I set my briefcase on the adjacent seat and opened the news journal that had been set in the basket beneath the sill.  
 
    “Looks like it’s going to rain,” said Simeon, and I caught the traces of a grin from the rearview mirror. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, playing along. “But you know how unpredictable the weather can be.” 
 
    “True enough. Really looks like rain this time, though.” 
 
    But it never rained in Akkaroz. The city was enclosed in a biodome, perpetuating a synthetic gray sky and temperate climate, yet beyond the walls were lethal cold and a darkness truly indescribable. No light reached the deepest layer of Hell. 
 
    But, as always, we’d made it work. 
 
    “I’m surprised to see you today, Sim. Isn’t your daughter graduating in Junah?” 
 
    “She is, sir, but that’s later this evening.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, good; I have a present for her in my office.” 
 
    Simeon chuckled. “You don’t have to do that, sir. Your donation for her tuition was more than enough.” 
 
    I shook the journal at him. “But that’s where you’re wrong, Sim. That wasn’t a donation, it was an investment. Hell always needs more doctors.” 
 
    The skin around his eyes crinkled in the wake of a smile, gratitude behind his gaze. Simeon had been my driver for seventy years, and I took good care of my employees. They weren’t only providing me a service, but weaving threads into the blanket of society—the blanket being infrastructure, duty, unity. After all, morale was obsolete if your subjects hated you. 
 
    Finding nothing paramount in the paper other than the usual economic disarray, I reclined in my seat and watched the scenery pass by the window—high-rises bridged by buttresses, two-tier city markets, the ever-prevalent blur of morning aeroway traffic. Here, things were steady. But only here. 
 
    Hell’s governing house looked like a gothic castle, elevated from the ground by anti-gravity plates spanning two miles in diameter. I spent ten hours a day in a tiny glass box, pushing paper and enduring hours-long meetings with other ruling members of the Obsidian Court. I’d been in office for more years than I had not, whether be it for Heaven or Hell, and had long forgotten what it felt like to do anything else. 
 
    Lunch came far too quickly.  I’d had yet to review Naberius’ budget proposal for Lochai, which needed to be done by the end of the day. His layer was sinking, and I was dreading that meeting with him tomorrow. 
 
    My office Aeon chimed right as I was about to leave, and I stared at it, tilting my head. No one ever called now. Everyone knew my schedule. 
 
    I answered the call, but before I could even speak, someone said: 
 
    I’m so sorry to call you here. You know I wouldn’t call you here if it wasn’t an emergency. 
 
    I hesitated, surprised. I’d thought it was my secretary, but the voice belonged to Lilim, Samnaea’s handmaiden. We’d been close once. Or twice.  
 
    Our brief affair had had a few perks, one being a constant flux of information from Junah’s head estate.  
 
    It’s alright. What’s the matter? 
 
    It’s happened again. 
 
    I sighed. How long? 
 
    Two days, sir. She won’t let anyone in her room. The Aeon is ringing off the hook and I don’t know what to say. I’m surprised you haven’t heard about it yet. 
 
    So much for lunch.  
 
    I’m on my way. Don’t tell her. 
 
    I couldn’t, even if I wanted to. 
 
    Four days ago my second general, Caym Stroth, left Akkaroz without a trace. No one had heard from him since. After a thousand inquiries across Hell, it was safe to say he’d left The Atrium altogether. Though a code violation in itself, I had an idea that Samnaea knew where he was—or, judging by what Lilim just told me, what had happened to him.  
 
    The Jury had confiscated that list of Sanguine Court members before I was able to see it, but recent activities led me to believe that both of them were at the top. And that was a hard truth to swallow, especially after Samael. However Yahweh had requested to meet, claiming he could shed some light on all of this, so for the meantime I’d put my assumptions on ice.  
 
    I locked my office and informed my staff that I was going to lunch. Simeon drove me to Akkaroz’s cephalon, swearing to tell no one, and I slipped inside undetected and took the portal to Junah.  
 
    Hopefully Lilum thought to call a driver.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Soran estate floated on an island above Junah, with two arching spires that always reminded me of robotic arms. Chains the length of city blocks and width of pillars hung from them, their use still lost on me after all these years.  
 
    Samnaea was expressive, among other things. I was afraid to ask about the chains, since she’d probably delve into a lecture about the symbolism of the Ring War. Of everyone, she carried the most scars, and not all of them skin deep. 
 
    The digital clock tower at the center of the city told me that I only had thirty-five minutes left to convince Samnaea to return to work.  The numbers flashed as the hour turned, leaving a hazy, blue glow across the sky, like moonlight.  
 
    Junah was the sixth layer of Hell—cold and dark, but not cold and dark enough to warrant a biodome. The scenery was perpetual night, little vegetation, with buildings etched from tundra plateaus and jagged gorge-side cliffs. Most of the citizens wore luminance-enhanced spectacles, the lenses like high-definition cameras that made it impossible to see the wearer’s eyes. We called them dark glasses. People got creative with them, crafting embroidered frames or eccentric shapes. Dark glasses were the one thing that never went out of style around here. 
 
    It turned out Lilum had thought to call a driver, and he’d handed me a pair of dark glasses on the way to his craft. I took them off when I reached the estate, as warm light bled through the crack in the front door when Lilum came to greet me. She bowed, almost dramatically. I watched her silky, rust-colored hair slide over her shoulders. With eyes the color of molten steel and skin the smoothest ivory, it was hard to resist pursuit. But I wasn’t here for that. Twenty-five minutes was not enough time, anyway. 
 
    “Sir, thank you so much for coming.” 
 
    “Thank you for telling me, Lili.” 
 
    Lilum looked up at me, and I could tell that she hoped I would pursue her as well. She was going to be disappointed. “Right this way.” 
 
    The estate was lavish with abstract paintings and glass furniture. I didn’t particularly think glass furniture was a safe form of décor—given its owner—but I kept my opinions to myself.  
 
    She led me up the winding staircase and down the black-carpeted, second floor hallway. Samnaea’s bedroom lay at the end of the hall. It was locked, just as Lilum had said. 
 
    I pressed my ear to it, waving the servant away with a nod in thanks. Alone, I knocked softly. 
 
    “Samnaea?”  
 
    Silence.  
 
    “Samnaea, I just want to talk to you. Can you please open the door?” 
 
    I heard the soft tapping of footsteps. I pressed my ear to the door again, feeling a slight resistance this time. She had her hands against it.  
 
    “Go away.”  
 
    Her voice was coarse, dry, weak. 
 
    “Can I remind you of the offense for telling the Commander of Hell—your boss—to go away?” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk to anyone.” 
 
    “That’s a lie. Open the door.” 
 
    Her footsteps padded away. I sighed. 
 
    “Samnaea, if you don’t open the door, then I’m going to break it down.” 
 
    “I’ll explode your head.” 
 
    “No, you won’t. I’m going to count from five.” 
 
    Silence, again. 
 
    “Five, four, three—” 
 
    The lock unlatched with a click. I pushed the door open, finding Samnaea in the center of the room. Her back was turned as she wiped her tears away. Boxes of documents were strewn across her bed, loose sheets littered the floor.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked. 
 
    “Digging. Research.” 
 
    “Research for what?” 
 
    Instead of replying, she sank to the bed and held her face. My eyes trailed over the fresh scabs on her arms. She was a masochist, but that was no secret. She’d explained once that her pain was so deep, the only way to release it was to cut it from her body. Both Caym and Samael had tried to convince me to stop her on numerous occasions, but who was I to stop her? She wasn’t causing fatal harm to herself, only little incisions no deeper than her skin, and if it made her feel better—saner—why stand in the way? 
 
    There were more cuts than usual, though, and that caused a twinge of sadness in my chest. Samnaea was renowned for her beauty. Undisputed, she was the most beautiful demoness in all of Hell, and the sight of those cuts even hurt me a little. 
 
    We went back a long way, she and I; never intimate, but always close.  
 
    And although right now she was certainly unfit for office, these episodes were seldom. Most days she was charismatic and charitable, pouring her talents of economics and diplomacy into her job. And it showed. Despite her layer being the weakest in terms of resources, she had transformed a frozen, desolate rock into a flourishing city of technology and academia. Junah found its success within the medical and scientific spectrum. Samnaea Soran was too important to lose. 
 
    “I’ve done terrible things, Lucifer,” she whispered. “Terrible, terrible things. Saying them out loud will make you hate me.” Fresh tears streamed down her face, and she hung her head to hide them.  
 
    Here it was; her confession. I closed the door behind me and sat next to her on the bed. Although I didn’t respond, my look was enough to make Samnaea feel safe. Yet as calm as I seemed, my pulse was throbbing in my ears as I braced myself for her betrayal. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As Samnaea sobbed on the floor, I placed my hand on her shoulder, feeling the chill of her skin.  
 
    I tried to hide my anger, but knew she could see it. She was crying out of loss, guilt, and the fact that she’d practically crushed my heart with only a few long-winded sentences. 
 
     “I’ll see you tonight,” I whispered, getting up to leave.  
 
    She said nothing, only sobbed harder.  
 
    I closed the door behind me and made my way down the stairs. Lilum found me in the foyer.  
 
    “Did it work?” she whispered, casting a worried glance at the second floor. 
 
    “Lady Soran will be returning to work tomorrow, but I’m giving her one more day to collect herself. Please see to it that she has everything she needs until then.” 
 
    Lilum bowed again. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” 
 
    The overuse of sir always made me cringe.  
 
    “No,” I said, opening the door. “Thank you.” 
 
    On the return flight to Junah’s cephalon, I thought about my next move. The dark, ominous scenery served a fitting ambiance.  
 
    Political machinations were never my thing. Unfortunately the Sanguine Court had to be eliminated, and now I had the proper fuel for that fire. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    II 
 
    REPERCUSSIONS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucifer Raith—; 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “DO YOU remember Day Zero?” 
 
    I hesitated, studying Samnaea as she sat cross-legged on the floor of my study, cradling a cup of hot cider. She awaited my response, eyes large and bright like liquid gold.  
 
    “Of course I do.” 
 
     She smiled sadly, staring into her steaming beverage. “Thousands of us stumbling through the ruins of Sanctum, scared and excited, sifting through our losses and gains.” 
 
    Day Zero was the first day that the demons had migrated to Hell. Back then our home was nothing more than seven layers of tundra and endless fields of ice, so we’d had no choice but to seek shelter in Sanctum, then centuries lost. The angels had shuttled us down here in transporter crafts, prodding us out like cattle, leaving us shivering in darkness.  
 
    I didn’t know how to respond. The mentioning of Sanctum left a bitter taste in my mouth, which then left me vulnerable to thoughts of Justice Alezair Czynri.  
 
    Qaira Eltruan.  
 
    How Leid had found him was a mystery; we had all thought that he was dead. I wasn’t yet afforded any time to pull Leid aside and ask just what the hell she was doing, as his appearance had coincided with our political disarray. But I planned to. Soon. 
 
    For now I had to believe that he wasn’t a threat, as his memories were still in safe-keeping at the Nexus.  
 
    “And now here we are,” Samnaea went on, shattering my thoughts. “Millions strong, yet still we wear these invisible shackles. Why?” 
 
    “There aren’t any shackles.” 
 
    “But there are. I wear a dozen of them as we speak. Shackles of poverty, shackles of rapidly decreasing resources, shackles of imminent starvation, shackles of our pointless Contest… Do you know what I would give to see Heaven’s sun again?” 
 
    “Let’s stop traipsing down Irrelevancy Lane. Tell me about the next Sanguine Court meeting.” 
 
    “It’s tonight,” she said, lowering her gaze. “I was supposed to attend.” 
 
    “What time?” 
 
    Samnaea glanced at the clock. “An hour from now.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Avernai.” 
 
    I bristled. “Does Malphas know?” 
 
    She shook her head. “His underlings do, though. The meeting is being held at the governing house after hours. A secretary will be there to unlock the door.” 
 
    The Sanguine Court was a syndicate of cleverly-placed seeds throughout Hell’s legislature, preying on the poverty-stricken to illicit tallies through code violations. Although Samnaea had informed me that neither her brother nor partner were part of it, she was, along with a handful of other Archdemons whom she’d refused to name.  
 
    But that was fine. I’d find them out soon enough. 
 
    I grabbed my coat from the hangar, while Samnaea blinked at me.  
 
    “Well then, we better get moving,” I said. 
 
    “Wait.” She tilted her head. “What?” 
 
    I grinned. “Tonight I’ll be your surprise guest of honor.” 
 
    “No, you can’t,” she gasped, moving to stop me. “If they find out I’ve snitched, then—” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about that. Not after tonight.” 
 
    Her fright switched to confusion. “… What are you planning to do?” 
 
    “I plan to remind everyone of who’s in charge around here, and I need your help.” 
 
    Samnaea hushed, looking conflicted.  
 
    “Since when are you afraid of anyone?” I said, near whisper. “You think a little thought and all of your enemies march themselves off cliffs.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of them. I’m afraid of you.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “I want your word that there won’t be any repercussions.” 
 
    I smirked, heading for the foyer. “You’ll have more than my word, believe me. Come, or else we’ll be late.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I didn’t call a driver when we reached Avernai. Samnaea’s confession had left me paranoid, with good reason. Word of my being here might get out if security was tainted, and I had no doubt that it was.  
 
    Instead we walked ten blocks from the cephalon to Avernai parliament, taking back roads and alleys through the city. The streets were clear, as Avernai enforced a curfew due to high crime and murder rates.  
 
    The first layer of Hell suffered worst of all, decorated in eroded buildings well past due for repairs, abandoned houses, piles of garbage and hordes of homeless. 
 
    Malphas Tremm, Avernai’s Archdemon, was left floundering as his citizens migrated to other layers, taking jobs and taxes with them. Despite our best efforts to replenish Avernai’s capital, the only people left were those financially incapable of migration fees, members of drug and prostitution crime rings, and the feeble minded unable to care for themselves, left to rot on the streets. 
 
    Being here and seeing it all was another bag entirely. Hell was collapsing, layer by layer, the effect like dominos. Although right now I was grateful for the abandoned streets, I was also well aware that our lives would be in danger should we run into the wrong type of people, regardless of our titles.  
 
    Something had to be done, but I could only pluck one thorn at a time. 
 
    “I should have worn a different coat,” whispered Samnaea, her heels clicking loudly as she walked. “I’m sure every dredge here thinks my pockets are stuffed full with money.” 
 
    “We’re almost there.” 
 
    “We’re still three blocks away.” 
 
    “A much shorter distance than ten.” 
 
    She clicked her tongue, pulling the hood of her scarlet petticoat over her head in effort to conceal her face.  
 
    “So what were those boxes in your bedroom?” I asked. 
 
    “Research, like I said.” 
 
    “For the Sanguine Court?” 
 
    “No, for me.” 
 
    “Care to share?” 
 
    “Belial Vakkar.” 
 
    When she said nothing else, I looked down at her with a curious tilt of my head. There had always been bad blood between them, but she’d never gone this far. “What about him?” 
 
    “I acquired copies of Tehlor’s transactions for the past three fiscal periods. The taxes that Belial is paying to the Obsidian Court don’t match the taxes he’s receiving. He’s embezzling money.” 
 
    “And how did you get your hands on Tehlor’s financial records?” 
 
    She smiled coyly through the shadows of her hood. “I have my ways.” 
 
    “Mm.” 
 
    “I’ve also found receipts of transactions from the Celestial Court.” 
 
    That almost made me halt. “Say again?” 
 
    “Belial is taking payments from the Jury. He’s an informant.” 
 
    I exhaled, not wanting to think about that right now. Samnaea didn’t take the hint. 
 
    “He’s been keeping the Jury in the loop. I understand not all of our activities have been… clean, but the fact that he’s bribable shows his level of fealty to our Court.” 
 
    “And what sparked such a witch hunt?” 
 
    Samnaea looked away, watching a pile of trash burn; shadowed figures in rags were huddled around it. “I was trying to find out who tipped the Jury off to the manifest. I have no doubt it was him.” 
 
    “I thought your brother gave the Justice Commander that list?” 
 
    “Belial made its existence apparent. She got her dirty claws into my brother and threatened my impeachment if he didn’t hand it over.” 
 
    “And how did he know about it?” 
 
    “Belial told him, too. Isn’t that peculiar?” She let that question hang for a moment, and I had to admit that I was intrigued. “Why would he tell Leid and Samael? Whatever the cause, it certainly stirred some shit. Now my brother is dead; Caym, too. Not to mention the angels have tightened our noose.” 
 
    There was something about the look in her eyes that told me Samnaea wasn’t relaying everything she knew, but I let it slide. For now.  
 
    The twin spires of Parliament came into view across the street, wrapped in steel-knitted barbed wire. We paused, surveying the guard station. There were no patrol units, but a lone guard stood watch from the tiny glass cubicle near the entrance. Convenient.  
 
    Too convenient.  
 
    “Do you think he knows about the meeting?” I whispered. 
 
    “Of course he does. Who do you think let everyone in?” 
 
    “Pity. I’ll need your expertise, then.” 
 
    “…Should I kill him?” 
 
    “No, no murder, please. Just make him fall asleep or something.” 
 
    Samnaea nodded, and together we crossed the street. 
 
    I waited by the gate while she strolled up to the cubicle, striking conversation. I couldn’t hear what was said, but then Samnaea leaned in and the guard slumped in his chair. She waved a hand in front of his face, verifying unconsciousness, and then beckoned for me.  
 
    As we ducked under the median, I caught a glimpse of the guard. His eyes, nose and ears were bleeding. “Samnaea.” 
 
    “He’s not dead,” she assured, smiling. “He’ll just have a nasty migraine for a couple of days.” 
 
    Sometimes she even sounded like him.  
 
    Of all the potential traits, she’d acquired Qaira’s brain apoptosis. If only he knew of the legacy that he’d left. 
 
    Arguably Samnaea was more powerful than he’d ever been, as her ability was much more specialized. Mind control was a weapon with no equal. 
 
    Rotating cameras atop the guard station followed our movements, but given the occasion I doubted anyone was on surveillance duty. We would have to do something about them later on. 
 
    The winding stone walkway to the entrance was vacant. Lamps oscillated over the front steps, covering us in shimmering, gold light. I stepped out of sight as Samnaea at the glass double-doors. A figure was at the front desk, head down, reading something over. 
 
    She knocked.  
 
    The figure stood and slowly made their way to the door. It was Dia, Malphas’ secretary. She released the lock and Samnaea stood back as the doors opened.  
 
    And then I stepped into view. 
 
    Dia’s eyes widened and she tried to shut the doors again, but I barged through and held them open, snarling. Before she could run, Samnaea took hold of her mind and forced her on bended knee. 
 
    “D-Don’t kill me,” whispered Dia, trembling. “Please, sir, don’t kill me.” 
 
    I stepped aside, gesturing to the entrance. “This is your only chance to flee. Tell no one, or I will find you and have you executed for treason.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s wise,” Samnaea murmured, leaning in.  
 
    I ignored her.  
 
    “Yes, I promise! I’ll tell no one!” Dia squeaked.  
 
    “Release her,” I said. 
 
    Samnaea did so, and without another word the frightened secretary bolted through the doors, fleeing into the night. She’d even left her purse on the desk. 
 
    “We should have killed her,” said Samnaea, watching her retreat.  
 
    “That’s not how I do things.” 
 
    “I guarantee she’ll snitch to anyone who’ll listen.” 
 
    “And who is that? Her boss has no idea of her activities, not to mention after tonight, no one will care to listen anyway.” 
 
    Samnaea shot me a look. “I suppose you have a plan all figured out.” 
 
    I grinned. “Of course I do.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just order your guards to bust the meeting?” she asked. “I don’t really understand what we’re doing here.” 
 
    “Guards are too impersonal.” 
 
    “So you’re taking this personally?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?” I asked, casting her a venomous look. “Members of my court are attempting to usurp my rule. They’re coercing my people into doing horrendous things—things of which I stand against completely. They’re making Hell a dangerous, ugly place, Samnaea.” 
 
    “And what exactly are you doing to make Hell a less dangerous and ugly place?” 
 
    My voice caught in my throat. All I did was glare at her. 
 
    “The Sanguine Court formed because you aren’t doing anything. Hell is collapsing and you haven’t taken any steps to keep us from sinking with it.” As I stood there, stunned, she pulled a malay cigarette from her bag and lit it, fouling up the air. “At least they keep the tallies in our favor, so we aren’t facing slavery, too.” 
 
    The poor, poor girl. She had no idea that the Contest was a farce. There had never been an agreement to compete for re-slavery. All Yahweh and I had done was bade time for blood. But time was running out. 
 
    “Come on,” I muttered, heading for the hall. “We can talk about this later.” 
 
    Other than the lobby, Avernai Parliament seemed abandoned of staff. The halls were decorated in paintings, mock-oil lamps and modern, black grate wall shelves that held memorabilia of political achievements. This city was the oldest, built directly over Sanctum, and it showed.  
 
    Every layer was unique, all depending on the Archdemon who ruled it. Each layer was a territory, and over time the need of identity generated cultures, even dialects. Avernai’s theme was much more classical than Junah or Akkaroz, having placed a heavy emphasis on old-Crylle architecture. The pillars and statues outside the governing house reminded me of Theosyne, and thoughts of Heaven always left me melancholic.  
 
    Soft, orange light bled through the cracks from the council room at the end of the hall. The murmur of conversation filled my ears, and I noticed Samnaea was losing her nerve. She’d strayed behind several paces, staring at the light with trepidation. 
 
    I stopped and look over my shoulder.  
 
    “Are you sure you want to see?” she asked.  
 
    “See what?” 
 
    “Them. You’re going to be surprised, and possibly hurt.” 
 
    I said nothing and gestured for her to enter first. Samnaea sighed and lowered her head, moving through the door. The conversation turned into heated demands of why she was so late. I could already recognize a few of their voices. Before Samnaea could respond, I appeared in the threshold, and their demands turned to silence.  
 
    My eyes swept across every guest seated at the rectangular table, stopping at the end. Betrayal built to anger at the identity of their leader.  
 
    Vetis Cull. 
 
    He’d been thrown out of office half a century ago for sedition, infamous for rallying citizens against their Archdemons. Fanatical yet charismatic—Vetis was never charged of any crimes because his protests were always nonviolent. Until now. 
 
    Thinking back, I should have suspected him sooner, but the Sanguine Court wasn’t his modus operandi. Whatever the reason, Vetis’s psychotic vision of seizing Hell would end tonight.  
 
    Almost a minute passed; no one said a thing. Samnaea inched to the side of the door, smoking her cigarette, eyes cast to the ground.  
 
    I moved across the room until I towered over Vetis, who cowered in his seat. Never a brave man when it came to facing his dues, more the type to mutter insults at your back. The other members saw this, undoubtedly, and their silence held.  
 
    “I’m sorry to interrupt your meeting,” I said, and he finally dared to meet my gaze. His eyes were like malachite, flecks of amber peppering each iris. The crimson rings around them seemed black in comparison. “Please, by all means, continue.” 
 
    “L-Lucifer, I—” 
 
    “None of you have anything to say?” I interjected, looking around the table. “Because your actions have a lot to say. Not only has your sense of absolution placed all demons under persecution by the Celestial Court, but you’ve nudged us on the brink of a war that we’re not ready to fight.” 
 
    The members—among them Azazel Lier of Orias, Mastema Tryess of Lochai—all looked at the table like scolded children. I’d expected them to be a little more gallant. Pity.  
 
    Then again, I’d stolen Samnaea’s loyalty. Without her, they were powerless against someone like me. 
 
    Vetis didn’t try to speak again. All he did was sit there, staging a pathetic attempt at placidity. “Go on,” I said to him. “Recite our decree.” 
 
    Reluctant, he only shook his head. 
 
    I removed the gun from my coat pocket and pressed the barrel against his temple. The hiss of its charger made Vetis flinch, and his hands trembled on the table’s surface. No one else said a thing, yet their shame escalated to fear.  
 
    This wasn’t exactly my modus operandi, either. But drastic times called for drastic measures.  
 
    “U-Unity and peace among the citizens of Hell,” stammered Vetis, his courage all but gone as the cold metal brushed against his skin. A bead of perspiration trickled from his hairline. “Protection from harm, shelter from cold, edify—” 
 
    I pulled the trigger, and Vetis slumped over. A third of his head was gone and blood flowed from the still-smoking exit wound, running like a river down the table. 
 
    I looked over the horrified crowd, cocking my gun. “Run.” 
 
    The other demons scattered, fleeing the meeting room, the thunder of their feet heard all the way down the hall. Samnaea lingered in the doorway with a hand clasped over her mouth. Her cigarette had burned out a while ago, now just an arch of ashes threatening to fall from the filter at any moment. 
 
    Pocketing the gun, I headed for the door. Samnaea flinched, cowering against the frame. 
 
    I shot her look. “Don’t be silly. Let’s go.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “The security room. I need to confiscate those tapes and deactivate the feed.” 
 
    Samnaea pointed at Vetis’ body. “What about him?”  
 
    “That’ll send a message to the others, loud and clear.” 
 
    She said nothing else, following me to the basement elevator. I caught her look from the corner of my eye, knowing that she viewed me in a new light. Prior to this moment, I was never pictured in blood-splatter. The Fall had changed everything, especially how I dealt with traitors. 
 
    And the look in Samnaea’s eyes wasn’t fear, but respect. Dominance and aggression were attractive qualities to our kind—it was scary how close we’d grown to our predecessors. The cure had done much more than altered our appearance. 
 
    The elevator doors opened with a soft ding, and we stepped into the cool, lightless corridor. As I suspected, the security floor was vacant. Easy as pie. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “No, no murder please. That’s not how I do things,” mocked Samnaea as we hurried back to the cephalon. “I’ll just shoot my cousin in the head, that’s all.” 
 
    “Second cousin.” 
 
    I burrowed into my scarf, thankful for the darkness that hid the blood on my coat. But I probably could have dragged Vetis’ near-decapitated body through the streets in broad daylight and not a single person would have batted an eye. Just another day in Central Avernai. 
 
    “And what will you do now?” she asked, stepping over a drunken homeless man lying in the middle of the alley.  
 
    “Not sure,” I admitted.  
 
    “You should have killed the others. They might come back for you. For me.” 
 
    I laughed under my breath. “Always so quick to kill. For someone who’s feared across Hell, you sure have quite a bit of it yourself.” 
 
    “At the very least they could tell the press.” 
 
    “Tell them what? That I came busting through the doors of their secret meeting and murdered their leader? Sounds like good PR for me. Uttering a word of this would ruin their careers, and they know it. They’ve learned their less—” 
 
    Something caught my eye.  
 
    A figure huddled near a cluster of waste bins, shadowed by a looming sill. 
 
    I froze, and so did Samnaea. 
 
    “Lucifer?” she asked, confused. 
 
    I didn’t respond, approaching the waste bins.  
 
    It was the corpse of a little girl; near-naked, bones jutting from her skin. She had died alone in a slow, painful process of starvation. I imagined her curling against the trash in a last attempt to keep warm, shaking and crying as her body finally gave up. Her dead, glazed eyes relayed such hopelessness. 
 
    I looked away, swallowing hard.  
 
    Samnaea took my side, gazing down at the girl, stoic. “There are a dozen of these every day. Avernai and Lochai have started bringing out sanitization crafts to haul bodies away every morning. Where have you been?” 
 
    That was an excellent question, and I didn’t know the answer. 
 
    But one thing was clear: this couldn’t be about keeping peace anymore. I couldn’t place a transparent alliance over the lives of my people. 
 
    Not anymore. 
 
    I turned away, tossing Samnaea my gun. She caught it, startled. 
 
    “Congratulations,” I muttered, vacating the alley. “You just became my General.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    III 
 
    CHECKMATE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucifer Raith—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE TEMPLE OF MAGHIR RUINS, MORITORIA. 
 
    Crumbled pillars lay beneath a thick blanket of fog, swirling around the stone plateau on a floating isle. Stardust glittered in the air, never rising nor falling, suspended by pockets of warped gravity. Moritoria marked middle ground for The Atrium—Purgatory just an island away—and here I traveled every few months to strip away my title.  
 
    Here, I regressed. 
 
    I cleared the fifty feet from ground to plateau, folding my wings when I landed. The cure had painted my hair and wings black, my Archaean traits all but gone. Fallen, some called us. Demons, others said.  
 
    Nehel, everyone knew, but wouldn’t dare speak it. 
 
    Yahweh was already seated at the stone bench, setting pieces across the chessboard. At my approached, he turned and nodded solemnly. Seldom did he smile anymore. 
 
    Clad in a black business suit and powder-blue tie, he was a long shot from the boy I’d raised. A young man now, forced to lead the Argent Court and rule over Heaven, time and events had snatched all geniality from him. Sad, but inevitable.  
 
    And I was proud of him, still. 
 
    “You’re late,” he said as I took a seat at the table.  
 
    “I’m always late.” 
 
    “You’re later than usual. Trouble?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t even know where to begin.” 
 
    Yahweh gave me a thin smile, but didn’t press. Instead he made his move: white pawn to F3.  
 
    I slid a black pawn to C5.  
 
    We had played chess thousands of times since our separation, but never before had I scrutinized his methods. Yahweh had no idea how much this game mattered, but he would. 
 
    “So,” I said, reclining as he mulled over his next move, “you told me you had news.” 
 
    Yahweh sighed, dismissing my inquiry with a wave. “One moment.” 
 
    Pawn to G5.  
 
    “Caym Stroth died in Atlas Arcantia,” he said then. “He was involved in a scheme to kill Leid Koseling; revenge for Samael Soran.” 
 
    I stared at him, stunned, fingers hovering over a bishop. “Atlas Arcantia? That’s not even—” 
 
    “Yes, I know. When I confronted the Jury about it, they told me…” He paused, worry in his gaze. “Leid told Samael about a statue that she’d hidden in Atlas Arcantia. Word of the statue got to Caym, and when she tried to correct her error and destroy it, your demons pursued her.” 
 
    A statue. 
 
    At the mentioning of that, my face fell. Yahweh needn’t explain.  
 
    “Calenus promised that the statue was destroyed; the threat of the Scarlet Queen gone. That’s the only reason why Leid was selected for Justice Commander.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me. I was there; I know.” 
 
    Exiled from the Court of Enigmus, Leid had returned to The Atrium seven hundred years ago to salvage a life lost to tragedy. But the life she’d had was gone; the world she’d known changed forever. The Ring War had just ended and talk of a demon-angel alliance was in the midst. Her re-appearance was fortuitous, and we’d offered her and her guardians a job of playing mediators of the Contest. In return she was granted asylum in The Atrium.  
 
    Calenus had assured us that the statue was gone and Leid could never pose another threat. None of what had happened to Sanctum was her fault, not entirely—yet just the same a disease never chose to infect anyone. It simply did. 
 
    And now the horrors of our past were re-surfacing all at once. Dead Vel’Haru queens, Qaira Eltruan—there was a hidden meaning in all of this, but I couldn’t find it. 
 
    Bishop to H6. 
 
    “Caym was killed by Leid, then?” 
 
     “No, Alezair Czynri.” 
 
    “… He was with her?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She’d taken Qaira to the site of the dead queen’s statue? Dangerous, dangerous, dangerous… 
 
    “Alezair didn’t claim to kill him. He said Caym’s head exploded.” 
 
    My stare trailed off. “So, he remembers?” 
 
    “No, not that I could tell.” 
 
    “But then how—?” 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine.” 
 
    Neither of us knew how to handle the situation. While our shock at Alezair Czynri’s employment was mutual, we couldn’t simply demand to know how Leid had found him or how he was still alive. We couldn’t demand that she remove him from The Atrium, either. Instead we were forced into faking normalcy, meanwhile the former Regent of Sanctum walked around with his melon scraped out. Any inquiries would have had him asking questions, and while it was apparent that he didn’t pose a threat right now, should he ever remember… 
 
    “The good news is that the statue has been destroyed, for real this time. One threat averted, hooray.” 
 
    I said nothing, lost in thought. 
 
    For a while we played wordlessly, and soon half of our pieces were absent from the board.  
 
    After my queen murdered his knight, I said, “Out with it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “You’re not telling me something. I know that face anywhere.” 
 
    Yahweh stared at the chessboard, deciding his next move, stalling for time. “Leid was having an affair with Samael.” 
 
    My jaw practically hit the table. “How do you know?” 
 
    “She told me. His attack in Najudis was driven by heartache. He thought she’d betrayed him.” 
 
    “This is becoming a circus.” 
 
    “True enough. But I’m left without options. Samnaea knows, and if word gets out, we’ll have to stage a punishment—” 
 
    “Word won’t get out.” 
 
    Yahweh lifted a brow. “You’re certain?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Because if she hadn’t told me, then she wouldn’t tell anyone. Yet now I knew of all the things she’d left out of her confession last night, and found myself wishing back that ignorance. 
 
    Yahweh looked at me, awaiting his turn. The scar across his eye never got easier to take in, and always made me reminisce about the day that he’d received it— the day he’d lost half his sight, and his innocence. The day I’d fallen. 
 
    My queen slid across the board, taking his bishop. He took my rook. A gallant play. 
 
    “You don’t seem as upset as I thought you’d be,” he murmured, wiping hair from his eyes. “I was really dreading this talk.” 
 
    “Hard to surprise me these days.” 
 
    “Mm.” 
 
    More game, less chatter. The board was practically barren, and I was impressed. Yahweh had never survived a match this long, and the odds were even. 
 
    The next move took a while to figure out, the tick tick tick of the timer like a tiny drum inflecting my thoughts. Yahweh had been tactful in the placement of his final pieces, to the point where almost any move I made was suicide. I looked at him with silent admiration, and he caught my drift, grinning. 
 
    “You’ve been practicing alone?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Well, you’re suddenly giving me a run for my money.” 
 
    “Perhaps I was always this good.” 
 
    “You? Deceptive?” I raised my brows. “Please.” 
 
    Although Yahweh had been joking, I hoped that he wasn’t. 
 
    He leaned into his hand, sighing. “The timer’s almost up. Stop dancing around the bush and kill me already.” 
 
    Kill me already. 
 
    Kill me. 
 
    That sentence looped around my mind, and I stared at him, conflicted. My search for sympathy only turned up memories of the dead child in Avernai. I saw her in the reflection of Yahweh’s eyes—even the cloudy, useless one. He and his people spent their days in sunlight, without fear of famine or cold. As empathetic as he was, there was no way that he could understand our plight. Not the way that he needed to.  
 
    And part of that was my fault. I’d made our bed half a millennium ago, unable to foresee how short that straw really was. Back then I was protecting him. But clearly he didn’t need my protection anymore. 
 
    I lowered my gaze, sliding a piece across the board. 
 
    “Check mate,” Yahweh said, near whisper. He looked confused by it—brows furrowed in question of whether or not I’d let him win. But I hadn’t. 
 
    He was finally ready. 
 
    “The Contest is over,” I stated, and his confusion intensified. “I’m declaring war on Heaven. The official declaration will be broadcasted tonight, but I wanted to give you a heads up.” 
 
    I couldn’t meet Yahweh’s gaze, casting my attention to the board. He didn’t speak for a long time. 
 
    The timer sounded off, and I silenced it with a slap. 
 
    “W-Why…?” he asked, stammering. 
 
    “That question tells me of your naivety. The Contest won’t hold, Yahweh. Our resources are drying up. Demons are dying, and my own Court is attempting to usurp me because I haven’t—can’t—do anything about it. We’ve already tried the diplomatic route, but your Court won’t go forward with allowing us more territory. They want us dead, gone, so that they can finally live without any mementos of their failings.” 
 
    He had flinched several times during my explanation. “I… I don’t feel that way.” 
 
    “I know you don’t,” I said, guilt creeping through the cracks of my stoic façade. This was harder than I thought it’d be. “And you’ve done everything you can, but it’s not enough. The only way your angels will ever agree to forfeit their paradise is through war.” 
 
    The sadness and confusion on Yahweh’s face began to wane, anger filling up the empty space. “War is not the answer. You’re trying to solve your problem of death by more death? Resolve famine by creating nuclear wastelands? Have you gone completely insane?” 
 
    Yahweh’s inability to see reason left me cold. Ignoring his slander, I left the table. “In a month’s time we will be marching on Heaven. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll take the necessary precautions to defend your land accordingly.” 
 
    He shot up as well, smacking the board off the table. Pieces scattered across the plateau, and I watched them roll away, not bothering to fetch any—;  
 
    Because I knew that this had been our last match. Now we would play for real. 
 
    “No!” he shouted. “I won’t let you do this! You can’t do this! We made a promise that war would never happen again! Stop walking away! Stop walking away and face me!” 
 
    My wings unfolded and spread. I paid him a single glance over my shoulder. “War is coming, whether you want it or not. Good luck with whatever you decide, Yahweh Telei.” 
 
    I lifted off, ignoring his shouts at my back. But as frigid as I’d been, there was an aching deep inside, perpetuated by guilt. My poor son; he couldn’t see the hurt in my eyes as I flew away. Visions of everlasting peace had deluded him, yet the inevitability of this moment was a century-coming.  
 
    I was not his father anymore, but his adversary. 
 
    And hopefully he would come to terms with that soon enough.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    IV 
 
    EMBERS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Belial Vakkar—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE STAGE LIGHTS WERE PERFECT, AS WERE the prop designs and costumes. Aesthetically this production couldn’t have been better, but any talented playwright knew a theatrical presentation couldn’t coast on visuals alone.  
 
    And that was exactly the case here. My actors couldn’t hold a line to save their lives, their movements clumsy and overcompensating. I wasn’t even watching anymore; instead I stared at a close-up view of my palm as it covered my face.  
 
    “Oh my god, cut,” I sighed.  
 
    No one heard me.  
 
    The Maiden stuttered her next line, and the Bear tripped over his own feet. The costume had been designed for someone bigger, but my first choice was in critical care after having his skull fractured by a flying punchbowl during that brawl at my masquerade. I had a half a mind to sue the Jury for the revenue I was certainly going to lose, and I’d have sued Samael Soran too, but he was dead.  
 
    “Cut!” I shouted, and this time everyone heard me. They froze; the music stopped. “What the bloody hell was that? Am I directing an elementary school performance?” 
 
    “I can’t keep my lines straight if Dreisel won’t keep his!” Alina the Maiden exclaimed. The Bear, played by my servant and usually-talented actor Dreisel, ripped off the head of his costume, tossing it on the floor. His face was drenched with sweat. 
 
    “Master Belial, I’m suffocating in that thing! Can’t we use make up, or even glue some ears to my head?” 
 
     “Just take five,” I hissed, unable to deal with them any longer. As Alina and Dreisel continued to have at it, I retreated backstage, debating whether to call the whole thing off. But I’d poured so much money into it already—even if the production sucked, at least I could gain a little money back. The only dilemma here was the idea of staining my reputation for revenue.  
 
    Well, not like that hasn’t happened before, but still. 
 
    I found solace in the rehearsal room, sinking into a swivel-chair. Staring at my reflection, I pulled a malay cigarette from the pack in my breast pocket. My reflection showed a tired man, in desperate need of rest. Archdemon of Tehlor by day, playwright and director by night. Sleep was for the dead. 
 
     I closed my eyes and fantasized about my bed—the way the sheets felt across my skin, the softness of the pillow. My Aeon vibrated in my jacket, jolting me awake. I had to get out of this bloody chair before I fell asleep.  
 
    I held the cigarette in my mouth, squinting against the smoke while pulling the Aeon up to my face. A frequency flashed across the screen. It was Persephone. 
 
    I glanced at the clock over the door. It was an hour and a half past the time I’d promised to be home. This production wasn’t boding well for anyone.  
 
    I left the rehearsal room and headed for the alley-side exit, hoping some cold air would wake me up. The entire trip I debated answering Persephone’s call. If I did, I’d hear an earful. If I didn’t, I’d hear an earful when I got home. Better now than later. 
 
    Hello, my dear.  
 
    Don’t you ‘my dear’ me. Where are you? 
 
    Still at Garivel. So sorry. 
 
    No you’re not. It’s almost midnight and I haven’t seen you for three days! 
 
    The night sky was blanketed by clouds; a shower was imminent, and it was already starting to sprinkle. Demons on the street hurried by, their heads covered by fans or top hats. Women kept the ends of their dresses raised so as not to drag them over puddles. A zeppelin soared overhead, blinking an advertisement for a clothing line and warning of severe weather. There was a homeless man huddled by a dumpster, covered by a tattered petticoat. I hailed a guard by the door, signaling for him to remove the unpleasant scenery. Lochai’s poverty was bleeding into my layer. More and more people crossed the borders by illegal transit, and I feared that soon Tehlor would look like Avernai.  
 
    But that was a problem for another day. First, Persephone. 
 
    I’ll be home soon, I promise. Our production is proving more challenging than I thought. 
 
    That bad? 
 
    Think of a nightmare within a nightmare. A layer of nightmares.  
 
    I’ll wait two more hours, then I’m going to bed. 
 
    That’s a bet. See you soon. 
 
    I watched the guard drag the crying homeless man out into the rain. I didn’t like doing that, but a bleeding heart would only give me crowds of homeless camping under Garivel Theater by next week. I couldn’t take care of every dredge down on his luck, not if they were coming in from other places. That was Lucifer’s bit, and he was doing a piss-poor job of it. 
 
    I threw the cigarette down, mashing it with my boot. The door opened and my stagehand poked his head outside. 
 
    “Sir, are you ready? It’s getting late and I only have one more go in me.” 
 
    “Yeah, be there in a second.” 
 
    He nodded and closed the door, and I gazed at the sky again. Multicolored lights from taprooms along the main street decorated the horizon with pale oranges, reds and greens, like the faintest rainbow on a stormy day. Laughter was carried with the wind, while music blared from audio posts and would continue to do so until early morning. Tehlor’s nightlife was something to talk about. After all, I had a title to keep. 
 
    But I didn’t feel as merry as I should, and there was something ominous in the air. I couldn’t place my finger on it, as the feeling came and went far too quickly to catch. I leaned against my cane, reaching for the door. Throwing it open, I gave a slow exhale, ready to endure one more hour of pain. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In the early morning, Persephone lay in bed beside me, her naked, sleeping body wrapped in sheets. She always slept on her stomach with a leg curled beneath her. It looked horribly uncomfortable.  
 
    Her long, ruby-red hair was splayed in every direction, reaching across the bed to tickle my arm. I idly swept it away, my attention remaining on the cluster of sheets in my hand.  
 
    Persephone had come to Durn Manor ten years ago, applying for a maid position. She was the daughter of a poor watchmaker from Avernai, who turned her out the moment she was old enough to work. Her talents were limited, her ability to clean virtually non-existent, but I had hired her anyway. Eventually the only service she provided was to me, personally, in our bedroom.  
 
    Somewhere down the road, lust turned to love. I don’t know when it happened, but having a partner wasn’t as bad as I’d thought. When Persephone wasn’t nagging me to come home, she was spontaneous and intelligent, and sometimes we talked all night about little things that no one else would ever care about.  
 
    I read over the Maiden and the Bear script for the umpteenth time, ignoring the weight of my eyelids. I should have been in bed hours ago, but desperation led to deprivation, and I was determined to save this production yet. 
 
    A knock at the door startled me awake. Exhaustion had won and I’d fallen asleep with the script in my hand. I grimaced, trying to determine whether the knock had been a dream. But then it happened again.  
 
    Three raps, in quick succession.  
 
    “Sir,” said a whisper. It was Dreisel. “Sir, are you awake?” 
 
    “One second,” I grumbled, throwing off the sheets and trudging to the door. Persephone stirred, but didn’t wake.  
 
    I cracked open the door. Dreisel stood on the other side of it, his look relaying urgency. He, too, had been asleep, as his clothes were wrinkled and thrown on quickly. His hair was disheveled and his face was plagued with fatigue lines. 
 
    “I’m sorry to disturb you,” he whispered, casting an easy glance at Persephone, as surely there’d be hell to pay if she was woken up. “But Samnaea Soran is in your foyer.” 
 
    “… Samnaea Soran? Whatever for?” 
 
    “I don’t know, sir, but she has guards. Obsidian Court guards.” 
 
    That took a moment to process, and then I nodded. “Thank you, Dreisel. Keep them company until I get down there, yeah?” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
    I shut the door and smoothed my air, making my way to the closet. Samnaea’s visit should have come as a surprise, but it didn’t. As crazy as that cow was, she wasn’t stupid. Given enough time to stew, she’d put all the puzzle pieces together. Thankfully it was her word against mine, and the Jury would never let me hang. 
 
    I emerged from the hall and descended the stairs in a top hat and cream suit, cane at the ready. Samnaea waited at the bottom, a row of guards behind her, watching my entrance with a raised brow. A malay cigarette smoked from a thin silver holder between the fingers of her left hand, her ice blond hair shining unnaturally in the chandelier light. She wore a scarlet coat that reached her boots, a tulan-fur hood hugging her neck-line.  
 
    “Put that out,” I said, frowning at the cigarette. “There’s no smoking in here.” 
 
    Samnaea dropped the cigarette on my floor, stamping it out with her foot. I glared at her. “Belial Vakkar, you are under arrest for high treason against the Court. I’ve afforded your arrest some privacy—given the hour—and you’d do well to come quietly so your subjects never discover what a disgusting snake you really are.” 
 
    I laughed, leaning on the rail. “Oh, am I? And since when can one Archdemon arrest another? Why don’t you come back with a general, and then we’ll talk.” 
 
    Samnaea reached into her pocket and lifted a tiny leather case. It flipped open, revealing the Obsidian crest. One glance, and all amusement drained from me like water through a sieve.  
 
    “… You’re shitting me.” 
 
    “Afraid not,” she said, smiling. “Will you come quietly?” 
 
    I sneered, holding up my hands as a guard approached with cuffs. “Quietly, no. Care to explain what high treason entails?” 
 
    “Your crimes will be read aloud in Akkaroz. You can debate them there.” 
 
    Dreisel watched my arrest, crestfallen.  
 
    “Belial?” came a voice from the top of the stairs. Persephone looked down at us, huddling into her violet sleep-robe. “What’s happening?” 
 
    “Nothing, my dear,” I muttered as the guards led me to the door. “Go back to bed; this will all be cleared up by morning.” 
 
    “Wait!” Persephone cried, ignoring my advice. She hurried down the steps, but another group of guards stopped her approach, holding her at the bottom. “Why are you being arrested?” She looked up at a guard, frantic. “What has he done?” 
 
    “I’ve done nothing,” I said, staring knives at General Soran. “I’m being framed for the stupidity of her brother is all.” 
 
    Samnaea’s smile turned frigid.  
 
    Without warning, Persephone’s head exploded.  
 
    Startled, the guards dropped her body, trying to wipe away the gore on their armor. All they did was smear it around even more. 
 
    I stared down at Persephone’s headless corpse, stung. The hollow feeling filled with shards of glass as despair and fury coalesced.  
 
    The guards holding me looked at each other, their expressions showing unease for what they’d witnessed. Lucifer had made a grave mistake by choosing her, but his biggest mistake lay in crossing me. 
 
    I broke the cuffs with just a tug, and the guards stepped back, alarmed. As they reached for their weapons I turned on them, snapping one of their necks, disarming the other, knocking him out with the handle of his own gun. I spun, sniping the remaining guards between the eyes. All of this had happened in a fraction of a minute. 
 
    Samnaea squinted, and I felt a tug on the back of my mind. But she wouldn’t explode my head. She couldn’t. And once she figured that out, her anger turned to fear and she backed for the door.  
 
    “What are you?” she snarled, but that demand was stunted by the quaver in her voice.  
 
    “Like you,” I said, grinning. “Better than you, my dear. Stronger than you, smarter than you.”  Unlike the other select few, I hadn’t gone public with my psionicity. A good thing, too, or else I might have been in some real trouble here. “But the act is just beginning, love. Let me show you what happens to cheeky cunts who barge in uninvited and destroy my property.” 
 
    My sight flashed crimson, and there were starbursts behind my eyes. Samnaea witnessed that effect, as she gasped and reached for the door. Before she could escape, the walls erupted in a bed of flames, fire licking every inch of my home. The smell of burning upholstery mingled with searing flesh, and I watched delightedly as she dived through a window, screaming into the night.  
 
    Bitch. 
 
    But now I was a fugitive, and there was only one type of punishment dealt for violence against a Court superior. 
 
    As my life burned away, I stalked toward my study. The flames bent around me, my lungs immune to the searing, oxygen-deprived air. A steel-plated chest lay in the corner, shrouded in smoke, sealed by an electronic lock. I knelt, punching in the code with a squint.  
 
    I grabbed as much of its contents as my pockets could carry, tucking my most prized piece, a gold revolver, into my belt. Getting back on my feet was painful without my cane, and once there I paused, paying Persephone a final thought.  
 
    I’d loved her. Pity. 
 
    And then I headed for the back entrance port, destination cephalon. Purgatory was my only chance, and hopefully the Jury could wipe the penalty of execution off the slate. 
 
    The world would never see The Maiden and the Bear.  
 
    All for the better, probably.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    V 
 
    EXHILED; QUEEN OF NOTHING 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Leid Koseling—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    LOCHAI’S PRISON WAS DANK WITH ROT, PLAGUED by the scent of mildew and musk, the air like icy nails across my skin. 
 
    I’d made my way here straight from Caia, my clothes still damp with rain and blood. A guard led me to Namah Ipsin’s quarters, the last cell amid a hall of many. Most of them were empty.  
 
    The guard opened the door and left, assured that I could fend for myself if Namah tried to flee. But I knew he wouldn’t. He was here because he wanted to be here, and I intended to find out why. 
 
    Namah lay huddled on the bench, adorned in chains. A meal tray sat beside him, untouched. Shadows kept most of him concealed, but the yellow glow of his eyes burned on me the moment I entered. I could still remember him before the Ring War; before the Fall. The nihilistic angel doctor who was much kinder than he’d ever let on. Remembering those times always left me heartsick.  
 
    “I was expecting you sooner,” he said, and despite the rest of him, his voice hadn’t changed a bit.  
 
    I took a seat, silent.  
 
    “Did you find him?” 
 
    “How did you know?” I asked.  
 
    Namah leaned forward, emerging from the shadows. Greasy brown hair clung to his forehead, and his once handsome face was now withered by fatigue and years of stress. It pained me to see him so. Up until a week ago he had been the Archdemon of Lochai, but the code violation of Jerusalem, Earth had fated his execution. Namah would hang tomorrow.  
 
    “I’ve known for quite some time,” he confessed, smiling weakly. “Spent years debating what to do.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Ixiah.” 
 
    I recoiled. “He knew.” 
 
    Namah nodded. “His noble lied to you. Qaira didn’t die.” 
 
    I looked away, wincing at the thought of all this time—so many years—Qaira had been locked up in that galactic prison, mind raped and made subservient to the Anakaari. It was a fate almost worse than death.  
 
    Damn you, Calenus. 
 
    “Is he here?” asked Namah. 
 
    “You sound hopeful.” 
 
    “Is he?” 
 
    I thought of Alezair, lying unconscious in Cerasaraelia. Soon he would wake up to a new life. An old life, really, but that was something he could never know. And even though Qaira was here with me again, it still felt like he was dead. Because he was dead, and Alezair wore his corpse. It was both painful and beautiful to look at him, and whenever I did I was torn between laughter and sobs. Likewise, I hated and loved Namah for reuniting us.  
 
    Life was fickle. 
 
    “Why did you do it?” I asked, shelving his question. 
 
    “Something has to change,” he murmured, looking to the barred window above us. “Everything is collapsing, layer by layer, and I believe that this is the first step…” 
 
    “The first step to what?”  
 
    He smiled. “I don’t know; just a feeling. Don’t you feel it?” 
 
    I did. Ever since I’d brought Alezair here, the air felt lighter. Heady. The feeling was ironic, given who he really was. “Namah,” I sighed, “are you sure you want to go through with this? I can motion for a pardon—” 
 
    “No, I’m done,” he snapped. “I’ve seen all I want to of this world. I don’t belong here anymore. No one does, but they won’t admit it.” 
 
    He had never recovered from the Fall. The subsequent years of war and death were too much for him. I’d caught it from hearsay, but never understood the full extent of his burden until now. I wanted to beg him to reconsider, but knew that I had no right to impede on his decision. I had no right to force him to live. Instead I nodded, getting to my feet. Namah had given me all the answers I’d sought.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said, fighting tears.  
 
    “My pleasure, Justice Commander,” he replied, near whisper. “I only hope I’ve done the right thing.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The foul air turned sweet, and my eyes fluttered open.  
 
    Blood tears trickled down my face, their presence warm and thick. I wiped them away and stared at my bedroom ceiling, the darkness of Lochai’s prison fading from view.  
 
    History was like tiny metal shards, piling atop one another, elongating, forming a sturdy blade. Time and tragedy had worn it dull, coated it in rust, yet that blade still managed to cut me every time.  
 
    And its cuts were always deep—straight to the heart. From it poured memories of what had been, even more painful were the hopeless reveries of what could have been. Should have been.  
 
    The heartache diminished as confusion settled in. I couldn’t remember how I’d gotten here. And then I realized that my bedroom door was gone.  
 
    No, not gone; in pieces, scattered across the floor. 
 
    I shot up, and the sudden action left me lightheaded. I collapsed against the pillow, holding my head, fighting vertigo. Every little movement caused tremors in my muscles. The ache was frightening. 
 
    I crawled from bed, slowly this time, my hands raking over splinters of wood as I made my way to the hall. Paintings and lamps were strewn everywhere, and the staircase railing was annihilated. I grabbed what was left and pulled myself to a stand, wincing as the ache intensified. My head pounded and my feet tingled, making it difficult to walk. I waited for the fatigue to pass, and it was then when I remembered the meeting with Yahweh and his generals, the sudden nosebleed and the darkness. I’d collapsed.  
 
    That meant they knew. 
 
    Oh god, they knew.  
 
    I slid down the stairs legs first, knowing if I tried it the normal way I’d break my neck. It wouldn’t kill me, but a broken neck felt extremely unpleasant, Vel’Haru or not. 
 
    Our front door was broken, too. Blood was smeared across the frame, and I sank into a large depression in the wall. It was the shape of someone’s body. What the hell had happened? 
 
    My ears caught sound of whispers from the kitchen. Frightened, panicked whispers. Amid their conversation, one word was repeated over and over again: 
 
    Alezair. 
 
    I scaled the dining room until I was leant against the kitchen doorframe. Adrial and Zhevraine were arguing. Neither of them saw me yet.  
 
    I listened, trying to get an idea of what had happened before they spotted me and spun the truth. Alezair wasn’t here. He wasn’t in Cerasaraelia at all; I couldn’t feel him. 
 
    Before anything more was said, Zhevraine caught sight of me. Her mouth froze, eyes widened, and her expression cued Adrial to turn. He didn’t seem as surprised. 
 
    “Welcome back,” he said. 
 
    I pointed at the door with a trembling hand. “What happened to our house?” 
 
    The look my guardians shared was as if they were saying, ‘You tell her. No, you.’ 
 
    “Where’s Alezair?” I continued, not giving either of them a chance to explain.  
 
    Adrial sighed, nodding at the dining table. He plucked a bottle of wine from the liquor cabinet and Zhevraine brought three glasses. “Take a seat. We’ve got some things to discuss.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The rest of the afternoon was a haze. I spent most of it on my bedroom couch, staring at Qaira’s violin case. For centuries, that violin had been my only keepsake, aside from the marriage vows that I continued to ink on my arms.  
 
    After all that had happened, and even in death, I’d never loved another man so much. And when Alezair appeared in Jerusalem, stalking me thereafter, I couldn’t just discard him. I couldn’t kill him like our code had ordered. Not him, that poor shell of a man, with no memories of the life he’d lost. I’d already done him in enough.  
 
    So I kept him, a small part of me always hoping that one day he’d remember. But he never did. He couldn’t. The Nexus had scraped out his mind and programmed him human, and soon the mere sight of him hurt worse than anything. 
 
    God, my heart. 
 
    Tears brimmed my eyes and I winced, reaching for the pipe on the couch arm. But nothing numbed the ache. Soon Qaira would know himself, if not already, and then what? What would he do? Would he come back? 
 
    I hoped not. Just the thought of facing him was unbearable.  
 
    And in the midst of it all, my time was running out. Any day now I’d fall permanently unconscious, and my guardians would carry me back to Exo’daius for execution. Euthanasia. There were worse kinds of death, but I wasn’t ready.  
 
    The Aeon chimed somewhere downstairs. I didn’t move. 
 
    A moment later, Zhevraine appeared. “Yahweh Telei is on hold,” she announced. When I didn’t respond, she said, “It’s urgent.” 
 
    I forced myself off the couch and headed to the library, all the while debating to tell Yahweh the news. He deserved a warning. 
 
    After all I’d given a vengeful man the powers of near-invincibility. Should Qaira come looking for blood, Yahweh was defenseless. He and Lucifer both. 
 
    Neither of them had said a thing. I wasn’t sure if they even knew what to say. Their level of silence was shocking, as I’d anticipated uproar at the sight of Alezair sitting behind that podium. I’d tried to hide him by prolonging his training, but I couldn’t keep him caged in Purgatory forever. And the more I thought about it, the more I knew how inevitable this all had been. 
 
    I touched the rune on the Aeon, exhaling slowly. 
 
    Hello, Yahweh. 
 
    I’m sorry to call your home, outside business hours no less. I tried the Celestial Court first.  
 
    Don’t apologize. What’s the matter? 
 
    We need to meet. Tonight. Something’s happened and I can’t really talk right now. The Argent Court is up in arms and I’m expected at the Grand Hall for a statement in ten minutes. 
 
    A statement for what? 
 
    … The Contest is over, Leid. Lucifer withdrew Hell’s participation this afternoon. He’s declared war on Heaven. 
 
    I said nothing, staring at the wall. Seams were unraveling all at once.  
 
    Can we meet? he pressed. 
 
    Yes, um, why don’t you and your generals have dinner with us? We sit down in two hours, or is that too soon? 
 
    Two hours is manageable. I’ll see you then. 
 
    As I removed my finger from Crylle’s rune, Adrial burst into the library. He looked distraught. “Commander Raith is making a speech over Hell’s airwaves. He’s declaring war on Heaven. It’s on every channel.” 
 
    I hung my head, closed my eyes. “Yes, I know. Yahweh just informed me.” 
 
    When I said nothing else, he held out his hands. “What are we going to do?” 
 
     “I don’t know yet. Yahweh and his generals will be here in a couple of hours and we can get the full story then.” 
 
    But that wasn’t what Adrial meant. Our contract ended with the Contest. If Lucifer repealed the Contest, then our asylum here was null. Our options were to scour the Multiverse in search of a new home—a new life—or return to Exo’daius, tails tucked between our legs.  
 
    No. 
 
    I couldn’t think about this now. Too many other things were happening.  
 
    Adrial continued to speak, but I didn’t hear him. His words were nothing but white noise amid a tangle of barely-coherent thoughts.  
 
    I pushed by him with a raised hand, a gesture for silence. I needed quiet, solitude.   
 
    The garden. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Moritoria had changed over the years; the temples and Acolytes of Maghir lost to time and irreverence, buried with Sanctum and its people.  
 
    Left behind was the city of Adure, isolated yet intact, the garden offering a clear view of the ornate pillars and domiciles from Cerasaraelia’s escarpment. Alezair had worn a look when I toured him through there. He’d seen it many times before; we were married only half a mile away.  
 
    But what hadn’t changed was the gray sky and ever-present blanket of fog. Although such monotony was usually maddening, today I found the scenery ataractic. It offered a glimmer of hope, on some level.  
 
    Seated on a marble bench with a cigarette smoking between my fingers, I thought of how to mend Heaven and Hell’s alliance.  
 
    Lucifer had already made a statement, and he was a rational man—much more so than his peers. That meant he’d given war a lot of thought, and the chances of convincing him to renege were slim to none. I could get Telei and Raith to sit down, negotiate, but the fact that they were unable to do that of their own accord was…strange. Troubling.  
 
    I winced as the cigarette singed my fingers. It had burned all the way to the filter, and I released it. It fell to the cement with a tiny bounce, extinguishing soon after.  
 
    I was so tired; all I wanted to do was crawl back into bed and pretend that none of this ever happened. My lids felt heavy and I appeased them, closing my eyes for only a minute. My body hummed with exhaustion as the world fell away, and I floated in between consciousness, like a lucid dream. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, someone was standing in front of me. 
 
    Belial Vakkar, covered in blood and soot. At my confusion, he swallowed hard and removed his top hat, wiping away the black smudges on his face. His usual, vainglorious air was gone. Now he was gloomy, subdued.  
 
    “We have a problem, Justice,” he said. “A big problem.” 
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    ~*~ 
 
    Malkhet, the fourth of ten 
 
    Sons of Terehet, was stricken when 
 
    There among the fields of Moritoria 
 
    His beloved; 
 
    Bloodied, ravaged, without life 
 
    Untimely death, an unfair fight. 
 
    Forsaken, lost 
 
    Against the night she died and burned 
 
    A gift for strife 
 
      
 
    Hand against her cold, pale face 
 
    He made an oath to save his race; 
 
    Avenge the fallen  
 
    Take their lives 
 
    Stake their heads for sacrifice. 
 
      
 
      
 
    - Kelkrah; Di Abanyeri Veroma (For the Sordid Heart, Verse I) 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    I 
 
    VISITOR 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Calenus Karim—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    CANDLELIGHT WICKED ACROSS BARE STONE WALLS. My shadow stood sentry, flickering in orange haze.  
 
    Kyothera rested open between my hands, but I hadn’t written anything yet. My mind was elsewhere. It was elsewhere often. 
 
    I abandoned the podium and ascended the stairs, moving through the mezzanine. The candlelight did not bleed here, but the sky cast the hall in crimson iridescence from ceiling panels, and tiny particles of dust floated absently, sparkling in rays.  
 
    Our Sanctuary—a place where past was never past but an eerie snapshot of our future. While the dead returned to the universe elsewhere, nature had forgotten us. Our dead turned to stone, obsidian, but unlike true obsidian we never decayed—non-erodible. In many ways we defied universal laws, this being one of them. Staring at the statues here always reminded me that one day I, too, would be placed on eternal display.  
 
    Arranged in varying positions, pantomiming their final moments, these scholars had once stood exactly where I was, staring at the Lost, apprehended by the thought of joining them. Each of their faces was blurred because I dared not focus on any. Too many memories—most of them fresh, others stale and needed forgotten. Some yet were sharp and keen, cutting through my apathetic design with such precision that it still managed to sting a bit. 
 
    Aipocinus. 
 
    I bid the dead a silent farewell, exiting the gallery. Through the mezzanine, down the stairs, I passed the podium on my way to the entrance, leaving Kyothera open, empty. Muse had forsaken me tonight. Maybe tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ixiah and Zira played toh in the courtyard, near Enigmus’ gate.  
 
    I lingered, watching.  
 
    Ixiah’s glass ball rolled too far down the path, passing the ring that Zira had set for him. By the look on his face, they’d betted more than just a friendly match. Forty years since they had been home at the same time, and they spent this rare occasion in ceaseless competition. Puzzling. 
 
    “You’re back early,” Zira said, tossing his ball in the air. “Did you not write?” 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    “Two days in a row,” Ixiah said. “Maybe let someone else try.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” I muttered, heading to the gate. “The dead can’t read.” Some customs were confusing but we were bound to follow them, as were our predecessors, and theirs, and so on. I could not force myself to write uninspired. “Tomorrow, maybe.” 
 
    “Saphi and Talen are making evening meal,” said Ixiah, more an inquiry than statement.  
 
    “They are.” 
 
    “Do you know what?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Tell them to salt the food,” Zira said as I climbed the steps. “Their meals taste like wet paper.” 
 
    “If you have a problem with the way they cook, you should volunteer to make evening meal.” 
 
    Zira frowned and rolled his ball down the courtyard path. “I already make all the drinks.” 
 
    I smiled, saying nothing. Just as I reached Enigmus’ entrance, Ixiah called, “Calenus!” 
 
    I spun. 
 
    My guardians gazed across the courtyard, beyond the gate and out into the Khel’hanna Scar. Ripples in the air caught breath in my throat. Our pendulum gateway had been opened.  
 
    Someone was here, but none of mine were scheduled to return today.  
 
    We stood there, watching, waiting, as a figure emerged through the scar, limping in his approach. Close enough, I sampled his resonance.  
 
    Violet.  
 
    I relaxed. 
 
    Qaira Eltruan lost his footing outside the gate, bashing his shoulder on the iron bars. He was injured—gravely—and the fear in his eyes alluded to the fact that he was not able to regenerate here. The matter that made up Exo’daius was unusable, unlike that of outside. Here we were lessers. We bled and suffered like everyone else.  
 
    His clothes were torn and blood stained, and he dragged his foot behind him, near-crawl. Surely he saw us now, but refused to meet our eyes.  
 
    Ixiah and Zira looked back at me, bewildered. They hadn’t known of his escape from the Nexus, let alone his assimilation. I only smiled.  
 
    Halfway through the courtyard, Qaira collapsed for good, sprawled atop Zira’s toh rings. Before they’d closed, his eyes met mine, and he snarled.  
 
    So angry, yet so helpless. He had come here for answers. 
 
    And answers he would receive. 
 
    “Get him inside,” I said, retreating to Enigmus. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    II 
 
    THIS DARKENED HEART 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
    IN SLEEP I DREAMT OF A VOID RIMMED WITH neon stardust; shadowy hands stretched through, gripping all that they could reach. They pulled the universe in, and it ripped away like curtains from a screen. My heart thrummed as the hands moved toward me, and through the void came a voice.  
 
    “Qaira,” it whispered, tone like a sack full of nails.  
 
    Qaira, Qaira, Qaira…  
 
    My eyes shot open and I shivered in cold sweat. Someone was leaning over me, the image blurred from sight. Liquid splashed, and something warm hit my leg. I couldn’t remember where I was.  
 
    But then I did. 
 
    The room melded into view.  
 
    I was on a bed below a window that bled eerie red light. Ornate furniture stood sparse, the stone floor carpet-less. A bucket of blood-tinted water lay at the foot of the bed as a pair of hands wrung a cloth above it. My eyes followed the hands to their arms, chest, then face, adjusting in the darkness. 
 
    Ixiah Telei. 
 
    He froze with the cloth over the bucket, cool blue eyes showing alarm at my wake. We stared at each other, silent, waiting to see what the other would do. After a moment he looked down, running the cloth across my injured leg. A roll of bandages lay on his lap. He was dressing my wounds.  
 
    A surprising sight, as I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been injured for more than several hours. Yet the pain was still fresh—mortal pain, the kind I had forgotten.  
 
    Ixiah had rolled my pants to my knees and was cleaning out the deep gashes on my shins. The wounds on my back and chest were already wrapped. I’d slept through that. Not a word was exchanged as he worked.  
 
    Done, he moved to the desk across the room and snatched a blue vial from it, returning to the bed. An aroma of licorice and skunkweed fouled the air when he unscrewed the cap.  
 
    “Healing tincture from Eros,” he explained, sensing the question behind my gaze. “Nothing works better.” 
 
    It stung. I clenched my teeth and arched my back as he poured a generous amount across my legs. The awful aroma of the tincture was smothered by the stench of burning flesh, and I watched as my skin oozed pink bubbles over the sheets. I collapsed on the pillow and stared at the ceiling, wishing for death. 
 
    Ixiah wrapped my legs and then grabbed the bucket, exiting the room without another word. After a while the intense burning sensation switched to icy tingles, equally unbearable. I closed my eyes and tried to fend off madness, wondering why I’d even come here.  
 
    The tingling intensified, sending shivers across my body, and strangely it became pleasant. Pleasance escalated to euphoria, and my breathing grew labored as my heart thump-thump-thumped in my chest. Whatever Ixiah had rubbed into my wounds was stimulating every nerve ending. I couldn’t take it. 
 
    Fear turned to dream as my mind thankfully shut down. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The red light from the window was the same. It felt like I’d been out for hours, but nothing had changed. The ache in my legs was diminished, the strange tingling sensations all but gone. I felt better, stronger.  
 
    I sat up and pulled the sheet away, leaning against the wall. That sheet hadn’t been there before.  
 
    My eyes trailed to the window, settling on the hazy light that beamed across the room, making a crimson circle on the floor. My stomach growled and I winced, realizing it was days since I’d eaten. The hunger pangs had turned to nausea, churning bile up my throat. My stomach was eating itself.  
 
    I moved to leave the bed, but froze as memories of recent events flooded back, overloading my fragile mind. I recoiled against the wall, holding my throbbing head.  
 
    The anger was gone, given way to an empty ache, like something had scraped out my insides. My life had ended almost a thousand years ago, yet it seemed like only yesterday. Technically it was only yesterday that Sanctum had fallen; my people, my family—; 
 
    Leid. 
 
    I said her name out loud—nothing more than a whisper. It cut through my tongue like a razorblade, boosting my adrenaline, releasing a fresh twinge of fury. But after the fury came sadness; a recollection of the look on her face before I’d pressed that killswitch. Her tears, her pleas. Whose fault had that really been?  
 
    No, I could not return to Purgatory.  
 
    The door creaked open and my eyes followed the sound. A woman entered with a diamond-shaped plate and oval mug. Her hair was long and electric blue, with sparkling skin that looked dipped in gold dust. She wore a black sleeveless dress that trailed along the floor in her approach. It was practically see-through.   
 
    I straightened, watching. 
 
    She knelt at the foot of my bed, setting the tray and mug on the floor. Her eyes never left mine, and up close I saw that there were orange starbursts in them. Her appearance was confusing; she was beautiful, but beautiful in a way one might consider a painting, or a statue. Abstract. 
 
    “I want to speak to Calenus,” I said.  
 
    The woman retreated to the desk; caution behind her gaze. “You will, but not now. Eat. You look half dead.” 
 
    We spoke Exodian, something I had never tried on my tongue. Innate, nonetheless.  
 
    I waited for her to leave, but she didn’t. Calenus had probably sent her to make sure I was replenished. His charge was needless, because I was starving and could no longer ignore the aroma of the meal. I snatched it up and placed it on the bed, eating with my hands. My taste buds recognized none of it, nor could I even take a guess as to what the meal entailed—but food was food. The plate was clean in just a few minutes. I brought the mug to my lips, downing the cool, sweet liquid in three gulps. It tasted like fruit, kind of.  
 
    The woman reached for the empty plate and mug, nodding once I handed them over. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked.  
 
    “Jii.” I opened my mouth, but she said, “I already know your name. Calenus would like you to bathe, and I will give you some clean clothes. Come, let me show you where.” 
 
    My knees trembled once they bared my full weight. I looked at Jii, now at the door. She beckoned me, and I followed her out of the room.  
 
    Enigmus was a giant dome with layers and layers of floors. Standing at the ledge and looking out over the railing reminded me of the Ark—the way the floors wrapped around like rings on a planet, open at the center for all to see. Yet unlike the Ark, nothing was made of crystal, but black glass with spiral surface patterns. It was cool to the touch and often accompanied by strange blue sparks that didn’t shock my fingers. I wanted to ask Jii what they were, but decided to save my questions for Calenus. 
 
    Descending the stairs, I passed other scholars along the way, most as abstract looking as Jii. They all paid me a brief glance of curiosity before continuing up the stairs to wherever they were headed. Adrial had told me there were only twelve Vel’Haru left, including us. That meant there were only eight who lived at Enigmus.  
 
    Calenus and seven more; such a huge place for so few.  
 
    Most of the doors were closed on the lower floors, their purposes etched in glowing script across placards: 
 
      
 
    Observatory 
 
    Lab 5 
 
    Apothecary 
 
    Distillery 
 
    Lab 6 
 
    Studio 4 
 
    Spa 
 
      
 
    Jii touched the placard labeled Spa. More blue sparks ran down the surface of the door, like a network of veins, and then the door disappeared in a blinding flash of light. 
 
    I peered into the open room, astonished. 
 
    She gestured inside, amused by my reaction. “Towels and soap are provided. Don’t wet your bandages.” 
 
    The spa mimicked a paradise oasis with flowery vines and faucets along the walls. The water was blue-green and shimmered from little circular lights at the bottom of the artificial pond. The air was humid and sweet. Beside the pond were vials similar to the one that Ixiah had used, and a net of clean towels rested by the door. 
 
    So far Enigmus was more magic than science, at least to my eyes.  
 
    “Someone will bring clean clothes in a little while. Enjoy.” 
 
    Jii walked away, leaving me at the door. I looked back at the spa, reaching over the threshold. My arm crossed some kind of invisible barrier, rippling the air like a surface of water. Rings spanned around my fingers, and I closed my eyes, stepping through. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t gotten into the pond since I couldn’t get my bandages wet.  
 
    Instead I’d grabbed a cloth in the net and dipped it into the water, running it over my skin. Bruises marred every inch of my body, my skin stained muddy brown from old blood. The water wasn’t just water—there was some kind of healing factor in it because after a while my skin glowed and the tingles I’d felt earlier returned, albeit not nearly as intense. 
 
    I opened several of the vials and sniffed them, not liking the idea of using something I didn’t know about. I didn’t want to accidentally slather on another gallon of that black licorice crap and spend an hour writhing on the floor with a painful erection.   
 
    One of the vials held sweet-smelling oil. When I poured a bit into my hand, there were tiny black particles in it; almost like seeds. I settled for that, being too tired to go through every single one on the rack.  
 
    Finished, I looked toward the door. There was a wad of clothes near the net, but I hadn’t seen or heard anyone come in. Creepy. 
 
    A black robe and mantle, the Court of Enigmus symbol etched in gold across the breast. The pants came with a belt attached to a strange looking skirt tail. It wasn’t an actual skirt because it only covered the back of the pants, like a cape for your ass. When I put everything on, the sigil flickered, emanating red light. Then it lit up in flames, just as I’d seen on Zira and Ixiah at Eroqam. 
 
    Eroqam.  
 
    I winced, trying to away that thought. I felt tears in my eyes and shut them tight, holding my face, counting to ten. Crying was pathetic. And messy. Tears weren’t salty water anymore—they were blood, and I’d just spent an hour scraping that off my skin. 
 
    The hall was empty. I took several steps toward the stairs, about to wander aimlessly, but Zira appeared at the bottom. He looked up at me, then at my clothes, enmity in his blazing, orange eyes. He didn’t think I belonged here. That made two of us. 
 
    “Calenus will see you now,” he said, disappearing down the stairs.  
 
    With a slow exhale, I followed. 
 
    We never sidled, and I kept a ten foot distance as he led me through hallways, down more stairs, through more hallways, until I was certain that I would never find my way back. Enigmus was huge, like a city-hive of halls and doors with blue-electric placards.  
 
    I paused at a window, looking over the expanse. Beyond Enigmus and its courtyard was an endless sprawl of yellow grass that blurred into the red horizon. My internal clock told me it was night, but the sky hadn’t changed. No sun, no clouds, no wind. Nothing moved, and the quiet was ominous.  
 
    Zira had realized that I’d stopped and waited in the entrance of another hall. The look on my face seemed to melt the ice in his expression and he came to the other side of the window, following my gaze.  
 
    “Nothing like your world,” he said, near whisper.  
 
    I didn’t respond, and he looked at me. 
 
    “Are you homesick, Regent?” 
 
    I met his stare, feeling my own harden. Zira hadn’t called me that as a taunt—at least I didn’t think he did, because his tone stayed soft. The animosity was gone from his eyes. “No.” 
 
    Without another word I left the window, and together we continued down the hall. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In a vast, dark room, Calenus stood behind a desk.  
 
    His eyes were raised to an image reflected across the ceiling, which rotated in a slow, steady circle like telltale clockwork of the cosmos. 
 
    It was the cosmos. I’d recognized the constellations of Apaeria Minor within seconds.  
 
    The door closed and I glanced over my shoulder once Zira had taken his leave. It was just me, Calenus, and the cosmos hologram. Another source of light flickered on and off in the corner of the room. It was a podium—one that looked remarkably similar to the one in our library, floating electric sphere and all. It was flashing like a beacon; non-repetitive. Code. 
 
    The holographic image zoomed in on a star-cluster that breached another galaxy. The image moved at warp speed, and suddenly spanned out into a pattern I’d never seen. Little circles and diamonds, starbursts and flecks that, when combined, looked like petals on a flower. 
 
    Petals on a flower.  
 
    I gasped.  
 
    It was a map of the entire Multiverse. 
 
    Although Calenus hadn’t looked at me during my revelation, he’d sensed it just the same, and smiled. “Senestyre is a world located in Arbettia Major, Torika.” His eyes shot to the flickering beacon in the corner. “They’re calling me.”  
 
    The image zoomed in on one of the petals, zooming and zooming and zooming until a close-up projection of a world rotated in real time. This was no hologram. The Court of Enigmus had some kind of Multiversal surveillance system. How was that even possible? How was any of this even possible?  
 
    Once upon a time Archaean gadgets made my eyes widen.  
 
    Vel’Haru tech brought me to my fucking knees. 
 
    “Look,” he murmured, pointing to one of the suns. At a glance I could guess it was a hundred million miles from Senestyre, but it was huge and flaring gamma rays. Nova. The look on my face told Calenus that I understood what he was alluding to. “Star restoration; not a popular form of contract around here.” 
 
    I said nothing, staring. 
 
    “But it pays well and we’ll be saving a few solar systems,” he added, debating himself. “We could use the PR, no doubt.” 
 
    “Star restoration,” I repeated, cuing him to explain. The physicist in me couldn’t resist. 
 
    “Refuel the star, stabilizing it. I’m sure you know the nitty gritty.” 
 
    “I’ve read of it.” 
 
    “But the real task is trying to educate the people into creating a recharger ring. Senestyre hasn’t even mastered deep-space voyage.” 
 
    “Looks like they’ve got about a hundred years before their planet cooks.” 
 
    Calenus paused, paying me a grin. “How clever you’ve grown.” 
 
    I didn’t humor him. 
 
    He lowered his attention to the desk, pressing something. The planet flashed and the projection faded. The podium stopped blinking. “Dangerous job, but there’s glory in it. A nova sun is nothing to fool around with. I’m sure you’ve realized we aren’t invincible.” 
 
    Yes, I’d gathered that we couldn’t survive a star collapsing on itself. 
 
    “More on that later,” he said, waving a hand. The room was illuminated in daylight, and he leaned on the inactive desk. The mirth on his face was gone. “Welcome to Exo’daius. I’m glad you accepted my invitation.” 
 
    His invitation had been a portal on the Astral Trail. I’d known what it was, and given the choice between Purgatory and here, I came here. I had been injured, confused, devastated, furious, and was in no state to return to The Atrium. Upon reawakening I had been dead set on returning to exact revenge, justice, but injury had slowed movement, which had also given me a lot of time to think. Like that sun, my anger had deflated and my conscience had collapsed on itself. A guilt and shame supernova. 
 
    As far as I was concerned, I could never go back. For a hundred years I was humiliated—Leid’s pet, slave to the very people who had once feared me. My world had been stolen, my people laid to waste in the wake of a New World Order fronted by Yahweh Telei and Lucifer Raith, employers of my wife and her guardians.  
 
    Just the thought of it all made my head spin. None of it made any sense. How had everything turned out like this? How had they seen me and not reacted?  
 
    How could Leid have done this? 
 
    And the more I thought about it, the more little things came creeping back; how she’d looked at me, how she’d treated me—always keeping me at a distance and never fully explaining anything. Leid had done so much to ensure I would never remember, but in the end the truth always came out. It was only a matter of when. 
 
    There was pressure between my eyes and I looked away, choking back sorrow. The last thing I wanted was for Calenus Karim to see me break. I hated him, but needed him just the same, and he knew that. 
 
    “I won’t pretend to know what you’re going through, Qaira,” he said, having noticed the change in my expression. “And now that you’re here, I’d like to tell you how sorry I am.” 
 
    “I don’t need your apology.” 
 
    “I’m sorry that I couldn’t persuade you into believing me. I’m sorry that the penalty for your selfish choices was eight hundred years of slavery, and your world.” 
 
    “You should have killed me.” 
 
    Calenus smiled. “Should I have? Are you not grateful to be alive?” 
 
    I smiled back. “I always repay my favors in full.” 
 
    His eyes sharpened. “Oh, I know how you are; believe me. But that’s not why you’re here.” 
 
    I didn’t respond, only stared. 
 
    “Come,” he said, heading for the door. “Let’s take a walk.” 
 
    I pointed at the podium. “What about your contract?” 
 
    “It’s on hold. I’ve sent word that we received their message, but it’ll take a while to choose a scholar. If there are any volunteers, that is.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    III 
 
    EDGE OF THE WORLD 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltuan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    I LOOKED OFF THE CLIFF, UNABLE TO SEE ANYTHING BUT RED HAZE. There was no mist or fog anywhere in Exo’daius that I had seen, until now.  
 
    I didn’t know why we were here. 
 
    Calenus had led me out of Enigmus and its courtyard, through several miles of rocky, uphill terrain. Exo’daius was not developed like other worlds, its domiciles only Enigmus and a giant cathedral-looking structure at the other side of the cliff, half a mile away.  
 
    I had watched it pass with curiosity. Calenus had noticed my curiosity but didn’t say anything of it. I wanted to ask, but didn’t want to seem too eager.  
 
    He talked, I listened. That was how this operation ran. 
 
    Calenus was crouched beside me, watching the swirling fog with an imperceptible gaze. His silver eyes looked pink against the luminosity of the sky, and I figured mine looked the same. The noble appeared exactly as I’d seen him eight hundred years ago; young, yet old enough to be a man, his long, black hair pulled away from his face. Vel’Haru here only ever wore one expression: introspection. 
 
    The silence was beginning to get awkward, and I shot him a sidelong glance. 
 
    “This is the edge of our world,” he said, on cue. “Long before I was born, our proxies attempted to make this theory fact by sending several of their winged guardians off.” He pointed ahead, into nothingness. “Some thought there was other land beyond our eyes. That Exo’daius as they knew it was just a little island floating amid a world of bigger islands.” 
 
    Like The Atrium, I thought. 
 
    He trailed off.  More silence. 
 
    “And then?” I pressed, now invested in the story. 
 
    “They never returned.” 
 
    I looked back at the fog, cogwheels turning in my head. “Why not?” 
 
    Calenus looked up at me, questioningly.  
 
    “If they’d gotten tired and found nothing, why not turn back?” 
 
    He smiled. “Indeed.” 
 
    His response left me puzzled. “You think they found something?” 
 
    “Not sure. If they did, it must have been a lot nicer than here.” 
 
    My attention rose to the sky. “This place doesn’t feel like a world. It feels like a dream.” 
 
    Calenus nodded.  
 
    “What universe are we even in?” 
 
    He shrugged, and I stared. 
 
    “How don’t you know?” 
 
    “We have yet to locate our world in attica. It doesn’t recognize the waves here. Our portals are few and far between throughout the multiverse, only recognizable by us. You can’t get to Exo’daius by ship or interstellar voyage.” 
 
    “Attica?” 
 
    “Our multiversal map.” 
 
    “Are we in an alternate dimension?” 
 
    Again, he shrugged. “I haven’t wondered too much, myself.” 
 
    “I thought your group was full of wonder.” 
 
    “What I mean is I don’t think we’ll find any answers here. That’s why we look elsewhere.” 
 
    My legs were still sore and the uphill climb hadn’t helped any. I sat on the edge of the cliff, feet dangling over air. We didn’t speak for a while. 
 
    “Why were you injured?” he asked.  
 
    I hesitated, swinging my legs. Calenus was not going to like my answer. “I got in a fight.” 
 
    To my surprise, he smiled. “Did you kill Aczeva?” 
 
    “He went first.” 
 
    “Is the Nexus still in operation?” 
 
    “Probably not.” He waited for me to explain, but all I said was, “It’ll take a while for them to get things running again. A lot of damaged equipment and dead employees. I wasn’t really thinking straight.” 
 
    Calenus laughed. “Yes, I was counting on that.” 
 
    I lifted a brow. “You’re pleased?” 
 
    “Of course I’m pleased. The Anakaari Empire is fueled by slavery. They’ve taken over numerous worlds, valuable worlds.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you get rid of them sooner?” 
 
    “It isn’t that easy. Their empire spans across four solar systems and they’re allied with a few confederations. Going at them directly would cause tumult. I couldn’t risk our reputation. Not to mention once I brought you there I had no choice but to bargain for treaty. Sparing your life was expensive.” Another smile. “But worth it.” 
 
    My stare turned into a glare. “Was that your plan all along? Shove me into the Nexus so that one day I’d wake up and bring down the house?” 
 
    “I can’t predict the future, but I try to plan for every possibility. The Nexus was their main source of funding, and with their President dead an uprising is imminent.” 
 
    “Won’t they see you as responsible?” 
 
    “No, because you were with the Jury, not the Court of Enigmus. Technicalities. It’s all about the technicalities.” 
 
    I looked away, seething.  
 
    “Think of it as a first step on your road to atonement. You’ve just freed billions of people and spared billions more from a similar fate.” 
 
    Atonement. 
 
    I laughed under my breath. 
 
    “Why are you here, Qaira?” 
 
    The humor on my face melted away. I looked toward the strange cathedral in the distance. “Don’t have anywhere else to be.” 
 
    “You do have somewhere else to be. Even if you don’t want to be there, her resonance pulls at you. Guardian’s gravity, they call it.” 
 
    I felt my lip curl. 
 
    Instead of pressing, he nodded at the cathedral. “Why don’t we take a look?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’ve been eyeing that place since we got here.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “The Sanctuary. The answers you seek are there.” 
 
    I watched him rise, incredulous. Vel’Haru weren’t clairvoyant but Calenus seemed to read me like an open book. This was going to be a lot harder than I thought. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Sanctuary rested on a tiny island, separate from the mainland. A glass plateau bridged them together, a narrow hundred-yard trek across red abyss. A flight of steps led up to massive doors with no obvious way of entry. It looked like a palace for giants.  
 
    “How did you build this?” I whispered, marveling.  
 
    “I can’t take any credit. It was here long before I was born. The proxies built it.” 
 
    “Proxies,” I repeated, having heard that word twice now. 
 
    “I’ll explain in a minute.” 
 
    He approached the doors and I hung back, watching. I had been so floored by the height and magnitude of the structure that I’d failed to see the runes etched across the surface of the frame. It almost looked like an Aeon switchboard, but these runes were akin to the placards at Enigmus. There were a dozen runes; Calenus selected one, placing his hand over it. It lit up in blue light, and then the light traveled through fractures between the doors.  
 
    A rumble shook the ground.  
 
    For a moment I thought the bridge was going to collapse and stepped away, yet all that happened was the doors opened inward, revealing black recess.  
 
    Calenus retreated inside. I lingered at the entrance, inspecting the runes. They were written in Exodian, each rune a single word concealed in a ring that connected other words, conglomerating into what resembled a chemical diagram. A super-molecule.  
 
    I unfocused my eyes, studying the larger picture. 
 
    Genetic material. 
 
    The runes were arranged in double helices. Not human. Not anything I’d seen before, but specific enough for me to gain some idea of what they conveyed. 
 
    The words enclosed were colors. Scarlet, ivory, silver, celadon, violet.  
 
    The silver rune was lit, the others lay inactive.  
 
    I spent another minute remembering the shape of the molecule, burning the image into my mind. My most important skill was a keen attention to detail, which had skirted me through lessons for a hundred years. You couldn’t be a physicist without something like that. Not an amazing one, anyway. 
 
    Calenus waited for me in the middle of the corridor. All I could see was his faint silhouette in the shadows. I followed and he led me through a lengthy hall, lamps on the wall illuminating as we passed. Motion sensitive candles or pyrokinesis?  
 
    That question remained a thought.  
 
    The hall opened into a huge circular room, dimly lit by more candles on the wall. The lack of light caused shadows to dance along the floor and pews. It looked like a church, but there were engravings on the wall, much like the ones on the door. None of them were lit. A single podium lay in the center of the room, a black, leather-bound book resting atop it. My eyes rose to the ceiling; more engravings.  
 
    A staircase ascended to another door at the other side of the room. Calenus waited at the top, allowing me some time to look around.  
 
    “What’s this?” I asked, nodding to the podium and book. 
 
    “Kyothera.” 
 
    That was Exodian for compendium. Still, I didn’t understand.  
 
    “Our custom says we must write in it, once a day.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “All of us.” 
 
    I stood at the podium, staring at the book. The cover was nondescript. “All of you write in this thing every day?” 
 
    “No, one person per day. I’ve been doing it the most.” 
 
    “What do you write?” 
 
    Calenus shrugged. “Whatever comes to mind.” 
 
    “So it’s like a community diary.” 
 
    “Yes and no. Emotions are left out of any account. Kyothera is used as a historical reference to our world and its members.” 
 
    “As a failsafe?” 
 
    He paused, confused. “For what?” 
 
    “In case everyone dies?” 
 
    That question seemed to strike a chord with him. “The proxies started the custom as a way of recording their lives. Their information was useful to us, now not so much.” 
 
    “Proxies,” I said again, cueing him to explain. 
 
    “The firsts.” I opened my mouth, but he beckoned me. “Come, I’ll show you.” 
 
    We walked through a mezzanine of stained yellow glass and skylights, up a small four-floor tower and out onto a plateau guarded by a black iron fence. Yellow grass crunched beneath our boots. Here five statues lay, each placed harmoniously to the rest. All but one was paired.  
 
    All of these statues resembled the one Leid had shown me on Atlas Arcantia. Now that I knew what they were, I took notice of how tall each was. Like Calenus, seven feet, some even taller. Nobles were giants. 
 
    But there were also slight deviations, too. The statues’ faces seemed… more feral. Sharper. Pointier teeth. Their arms and legs were longer than ours. Most of them wore armor that looked fashioned out of stone, or glass—or maybe that was because they were obsidian. Others were in robes that clung to their bodies like thin sheets of plastic. Their hair was long and twisted, even the men. This was not how I expected any Vel’Haru to ever look. 
 
    At my surprise, Calenus half-smiled.  
 
    “How old are their bodies?” I asked. 
 
    “Two thousand Exodian years, give or take.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that means.” 
 
    “About one hundred thousand years on The Atrium.” 
 
    One hundred thousand. Few civilizations ever made it that long, even ones that had superseded their home world. The Nehel had made it forty thousand, and that was if you’d counted the primeval era of warring tribes.  
 
    “Longer in other places,” he added. “All depends on the universe and its gauge of time.” 
 
    “They look different.” 
 
    “Yes. Our transcendence to higher intelligence was unlike any other species. We are the product of two races—two separate worlds.” 
 
    “Which ones?” 
 
    “We only know of one. They’re called Razekhan, and they’ve been extinct for a long, long time. Kyothera gave us bits and pieces of our history through the accounts of our proxies, but didn’t say much about how we came into being. A war was waged between two supremely-intelligent worlds and we were the unexpected result. The Razekhan planet, Philo, is now a wasteland without an atmosphere. We’ve excavated it but turned up little information, other than a theory that they weren’t the victors.” 
 
    “And you have no idea what the second race was?” 
 
    “No. We’ve put the pattern of our genetic material into attica. Other than Razekhan, no other species remotely resembles us.” 
 
    “How do you know there’s another species at all, then?” 
 
    “One of the proxies mentioned a war of worlds; that and our genetic material is only a forty-percent match to theirs. From what we gathered during our excavation of Philo, their world ended around the same time Exo’daius began.” 
 
    And now I understood the purpose behind the Court of Enigmus. On the surface they were a conglomerate-race of scholars sent out to help underdeveloped worlds by educating them on the secrets of the cosmos. In reality they were trying to find their origins, and looked to the multiverse for any further clues. The more worlds they understood, the more that understanding could be directed toward their ancestry. Leid had mentioned there were thirteen known universes in the Multiverse. Known being the key word in that statement. Perhaps the answers lay in another that had yet to be discovered. 
 
    “Are there any more?” 
 
    Calenus shook his head. “Only six.” 
 
    “There are five statues here.” 
 
    His expression darkened. “One was destroyed.” 
 
    Destroyed. 
 
    Again, I thought of Atlas Arcantia. “Why?” 
 
    “You aren’t ready for that yet,” he said, casting down his eyes. “Soon, but not yet.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to object, but realized that maybe he was right. Maybe what he was going to tell me had something to do with Leid, and just the thought of her made my knees tremble.  
 
    We stood there, staring at the statues under the red, Exodian sky. There was no wind, and the silence was condemning. Calenus’ expression told me that he, too, had a sordid past. 
 
    “I was told once that wisdom perpetuates grief,” I began, and he looked at me, surprised. “Any comments on that?” 
 
    That question seemed random, but it wasn’t. I was letting him know that I’d noticed his tumult. I could tell he understood that, so perhaps it was my passivity that surprised him. After a moment, he smiled. 
 
    “Ignorance is bliss, Qaira.” 
 
    I didn’t smile back.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jii was waiting in my temporarily-assigned room. I hadn’t noticed her until I shut the door. When I did, I froze. 
 
    She stood, gesturing to another plate and mug on the desk. “We don’t usually serve food after hours of operation, but you look like you could use it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    But she didn’t leave. Instead, she lifted the robe from her shoulders and let it fall to her feet. My eyes trailed down her body.  
 
    “Calenus suggested you might need to relax a bit,” she said.  
 
    “He ordered you to fuck me?” 
 
    “Calenus doesn’t order us to do anything. I volunteered.” 
 
    I hesitated, fumbling for words. Jii took that as an invitation to kneel in front of me and start unfastening my belt. Before she could get my pants down, I stepped away from her and moved to the plate, as if she wasn’t even there. 
 
    I kept my back turned, listening. After half a minute I heard her rise to collect her robe. As she vacated my room I looked over my shoulder. She was looking over hers. Rejection didn’t mark her face; her expression was something else. Something elusive.  
 
    Jii closed the door behind her. 
 
    That had been a test. 
 
    I didn’t know whether I’d passed or failed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I dreamed of Sanctum’s final hour. Leid dangled me over Eroqam’s port, saying something, but her voice was on mute. I stared into her black eyes, seeing a reflection of myself. I was scared, confused, bloodied.  
 
    She let go, and I fell.  
 
    Weightlessness and silence, terror in the dark. 
 
    I tried to release my wings, but they wouldn’t come. Instead, pain ravaged my back and— 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I shot out of bed, screaming. The pain bled into reality, and my screams grew even louder. Razor-like sensations shot through my shoulders and I fell to my knees, sobbing. I couldn’t see; the pain blurred my vision. 
 
    The door burst open and voices exploded into the room. Shadows loomed around me, discussing something, and then my shirt was torn away.  
 
    “Hold him down.” Calenus. 
 
    Hands grabbed my arms, keeping me flat on my stomach. I was still screaming. 
 
    I heard the unmistakable sound of a scythe unleashing. Fear muted the pain, and I thrashed. 
 
    More hands. 
 
    “Keep still.” Ixiah. “Your wing slits have sealed shut. We’re going to reopen them.” 
 
    My body went rigid and I clenched my teeth as the serrated edge of Calenus’ scythe sliced through my skin. He made a second slice. Blood trickled down my back and leaked over the floor. The pain peaked as my wings tore through the incisions and I screamed one final time.  
 
    I was released but couldn’t move, left shaking on hands and knees. My wings shuddered. I couldn’t open them, as they were too weak. Eight hundred years unused. 
 
    The pain had dulled to a burn. Ixiah rubbed ointment on the incisions, making it a cold burn. I hung my head and groaned.  
 
    The others stood back and surveyed my wings. They were covered in blood and sinew. Blood and sinew painted the walls, too. I’d made quite a mess. 
 
    “He needs a bigger room,” noted Zira.  
 
    “Leave us,” said Calenus. 
 
    I heard the shuffle of feet, and then the door closed. 
 
    Calenus sat on my bed. I kept my head down, riding the euphoria of Ixiah’s tincture. Damn him. 
 
    “It’ll take a while for you to heal. You were assimilated without your slits. Lucky that you’re here. Keep your wings out until the scarring is complete.” 
 
    “H-How long?” I stammered, wiping drool from the corners of my mouth. 
 
    “Not sure. Several days at least. Don’t sleep on your back.” He watched me writhe, the beginnings of a smile on his lips. “Better ecstasy than excruciation. Ixiah is very good at what he does.” 
 
    “What… w-what does he do?” 
 
    “He’s a master apothecary.” 
 
    A pharmacist, like his brother. The apple didn’t fall far from the tree.  
 
    He helped me into bed and laid me on my stomach, wiping down my wings. Once upon a time they’d felt a part of me, like arms and legs. Now they felt alien. Everything felt alien.  
 
    I was given a hot drink that made me drowsy. Trauma fueled exhaustion, and I gave in. My last thought was of Adrial. 
 
    He’d been right. 
 
    I should have never gone to the Nexus. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    IV 
 
    IDEOLOGY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Leid Koseling—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    NOTHING SAID DINNER PARTY LIKE AN ANGEL AND DEMON arguing moral justifications for war over leriza soufflé and oreiz soup. Why, oh, why hadn’t we done this sooner? 
 
    “Hell has requested more land a thousand times,” said Belial, “and each time Heaven gave us the finger. Don’t act so surprised that Lucifer has finally taken off his gloves.” 
 
    “The Obsidian Court was given seven layers. Seven. That’s eighty percent of The Atrium,” Seyestin said through his teeth. “If the demons can’t stave overpopulation, that’s no fault of ours.” 
 
    “You gave us seven layers of shit. Frozen, unfertile ground and wastelands left by the Nehel—” 
 
    I flinched. 
 
    “Of the seven, two are able to produce food sources. Two layers to feed seven. What a bargain.” 
 
    “Please,” Yahweh sighed, holding his face.  
 
    Adrial tapped his fork against a glass. Belial and Seyestin looked toward him. “We’re not here to point fingers. That ship has sailed.” 
 
    “Let’s talk about ranks,” I said. “How much of an army do you have?” 
 
    “Not much,” murmured Yahweh, eyes on the table. “Twenty thousand active, another ten thousand in reserve.” 
 
    Adrial and Belial shook their heads. It was common knowledge that Hell had quadruple that.  
 
    “There was no need,” he added, on the defensive. “We were paying soldiers for nothing. I had no idea that—” 
 
    “How quickly can you gather more forces?” I asked. “You’ll need at least double that in a month’s time.” 
 
    “Less than a month,” Cereli said. “We don’t know when Hell will attack us.” 
 
    “Numbers are insignificant. You’re sorely outnumbered either way,” said Zhevraine. “The angels will have to rely on tactics.” 
 
    Yahweh said nothing, overwhelmed. He was not a seasoned Commander. Never had he participated in a war—not like this. Although he and his generals had sought counsel here, I could tell he was not ready to face the truth. Not yet.  
 
    As it stood, Heaven would fall. 
 
    But I had faced odds like these before.  
 
    “We can gather a few thousand more soldiers; ones retired from active duty,” offered Seyestin. “We can enlist others, but their training will be insufficient.” 
 
    I nodded. “How many jets do you have? War machinery?”  
 
    “We stopped producing them a decade ago. Again, no need,” said Cereli. “But we can restart production at any time. We have twenty thousand jets on reserve at Theosyne WDR. We can make triple that in a month if we place all of our resources into it.” 
 
    “So in a month’s time you’ll have thirty thousand soldiers, half of them practically untrained, and sixty thousand jets,” said Belial, amused. “How many pilots do you have?” 
 
    “Why do you care?” snarled Seyestin. “Why is he even sitting at your table, Leid? He could sneak back to Hell and tell their Commander everything in exchange for asylum.” 
 
    “He’s been our informant for ten years,” I said. “He’s a traitor, but not to us.” 
 
    “Not a traitor,” said Belial, frowning. “A businessman. And Lucifer doesn’t negotiate, in case you’ve forgotten. I’m set for execution, now and forever. Looks like you’ve got a demon ally.” 
 
    “Half of the jets are drones,” Seyestin said, shooting Belial a look. “We won’t need many pilots, only aerial team leaders.” 
 
    “It’s still not enough,” said Yahweh. He was crumbling. “We might as well surrender.” 
 
    The table grew quiet, all eyes on him. 
 
    Seyestin leaned in. “Commander, please—” 
 
    “This is hopeless,” he said, standing. “Leid, we won’t waste any more of your time.” 
 
    The burdened look on his face had turned to anger. He was angry, and I could empathize. “Commander Telei, please sit. I know right now it all seems hopeless, but you’ve got two million people relying on you.” 
 
    Yahweh swallowed hard and his expression softened. He sat, slowly. 
 
    “We’ve been here for two hours and haven’t made any headway. In the meantime, start producing war machinery and gathering troops,” I said. “I’ll contact you in a few days, once I think of a solid battle plan.” 
 
    Adrial looked at me, startled. “Leid?” 
 
    I didn’t respond, waiting for Yahweh’s response. He seemed just as surprised as my guardian. 
 
    “You… you’re going to help us?” 
 
    “Do you need a contract written?”  
 
    “No, but—” 
 
    “I’m willing to act as your advisor, so long as you grant us continued asylum in The Atrium.” 
 
    Cognizance. Nothing ever came free. “You have my word.” 
 
    “Leid.”  
 
    I gave Adrial a sidelong glance. He didn’t seem pleased. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s wise,” he said. 
 
    “I didn’t ask for your thoughts.” 
 
    Adrial’s lips grew tight, and he looked away. He wouldn’t discuss my expiration to an audience, but I was certainly in for it when they left. No matter. 
 
    Yahweh nodded, finishing his wine. Cereli and Seyestin had already left their seats. Grave concern replaced their usual masks of pride. They had been charged with serving a Commander half their age—fresh out of adolescence. For all Yahweh was worth, he was not warrior material. Intelligence was a weapon far more dangerous than brute strength, but right now that intelligence was muzzled by fear and confusion. Yahweh was only confident in his expertise. War was not his expertise. 
 
    The Argent Parliament was doomed, and Raith knew it.  
 
    But the game had just begun. He would not see this play coming. 
 
    “Can you see us out?” Yahweh asked, following his generals to the door.  
 
    “Of course,” I said, leaving the table, ignoring Adrial’s condemning stare at my back. Our conflict was imminent, but I’d stall it as long as possible. 
 
    We lingered on the veranda. Yahweh relieved his generals, telling them he’d be on his way soon. They had much to do in the coming days, and I assumed none of them would be getting any sleep in the foreseeable future. News of the severed alliance had already hit Crylle. Heaven was in disarray. 
 
    Once alone, Yahweh asked, “Where is he?” 
 
    I knew who he was referring to. I hesitated, unsure of whether this was the right time to tell him. I had no choice. “Gone.” 
 
    “Gone?” 
 
    “He knows.” 
 
    Yahweh said nothing, staring. 
 
    “I didn’t tell him. Calenus came here.” 
 
    “Why did he come here?” 
 
    That was something he couldn’t know about. Not yet. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Yahweh looked out at Adure. “Where is Qaira now?” 
 
    “He left for the Nexus several days ago. Hasn’t returned since.” 
 
    “It was inevitable. You knew that. I still wonder why you brought him here at all.” 
 
    I didn’t respond. 
 
    Yahweh leaned on the rail. He surprised me with a smile. “His return might be advantageous.” 
 
    “I don’t think he’ll come home for a reunion.” 
 
    “If he comes home, it’ll be for blood. Whose blood, I wonder?” 
 
    Mine. “What’s your angle?” 
 
    “Qaira knows his way around a battlefield. You should call to him. Maybe he’ll come knocking.” 
 
    His lack of empathy was appalling. “I won’t use him. I thought you knew me better.” 
 
    “Don’t I?” 
 
    I felt my eyes narrow. Yahweh sighed and looked down.  
 
    “Please excuse me; I’m not myself.” 
 
    He retreated down the path without another word.  
 
    As heartless as his idea had been, he was right. Lucifer could use that kind of distraction. It would make our war simpler. Smart, but cruel. 
 
    I’d done enough damage. This was about making amends. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You’re not thinking straight. War is the last thing you should be involved in right now.” 
 
    “I suppose you think I should go back to Exo’daius and live out the rest of my days under Calenus’s watch. He’ll certainly be happy to see me. Maybe he’ll throw us a welcome party.” 
 
    Adrial crossed his arms. “Expiration isn’t a joke.” 
 
    “You’ve never even seen one. What do you know?” 
 
    He massaged his forehead, battling a scream.  
 
    “I refuse to be placed under their scrutiny. Not as long as I’m awake.” 
 
    “This isn’t about you anymore.” 
 
    “No, this is about you. You and Zhevraine. Once you go back, they’ll never let you out. You’ll be paying for my crimes for the rest of your life.” Asylum in The Atrium was the only way. I was trying to ensure their safety. Why couldn’t he see that? 
 
    “Your anti-Calenus campaign isn’t convincing. He’s never treated you ill, even after…” Adrial trailed off, not able to say it. I knew what he was referring to, so he didn’t have to finish. “You’re weak, bleeding, and you were in a coma only yesterday. It’s time to throw in the towel, Leid.” 
 
    It wasn’t about how Calenus had treated me. It was his games, the little hints in his speech that alluded to his disappointment in me. He’d wanted me to bear his children, be his Queen. I was no Queen. I’d wanted none of that. And until recently, I’d thought he had killed Qaira. That had been the deal breaker. 
 
    Now I would expire, and a new Queen would rise. Zhevraine.  
 
    Calenus was no longer obligated to be kind to me. I had no idea what would happen if I returned to Exo’daius, and didn’t intend to find out. 
 
    Adrial had nothing to gain by going back. He only wanted to because he was worried about me. His anger was for my sake. He was my second guardian, but I loved him, and he me. Our love was not romantic, but something deeper, transcending words. I had been his scholar once, many years after Sanctum. Adrial was one of the few things I didn’t regret about Enigmus.  
 
    “I won’t. Not yet. You can drag my comatose body back to Exo’daius when I no longer have the will to fight if it pleases you, but I have to do this one last thing.” 
 
    He squinted, confused. “Why is it so important to you?” 
 
    I didn’t know; it just was. This world had seen too many wars already, and I’d become invested in it. I felt partially responsible, and the thought of leaving The Atrium to burn was too much. If Qaira ever returned, I needed him to know that I had tried to save it. 
 
    Qaira. 
 
    I shuddered, turning away. “Please, just help me. I don’t have the strength to fight you.” 
 
    I heard him sigh. A second later the gravity changed, and I knew that he had left the library. A silent concession.  
 
    Adrial had protected me when Calenus tried to steal me away. He could have died, but honored my charge anyway. I owed him more than my life. I owed him a future, and he would understand that one day. 
 
    Enough musing. I had work to do. 
 
    I’d gathered a collection of war philosophy books, as many as our library carried. Commander Raith was a force to be reckoned with. I knew that from personal experience, and wouldn’t chance Heaven’s victory on whim alone. Research was necessary.  
 
    As I opened a book, the room suddenly grew cold. A pressure in my head warned of an incoming message, and a voice I hadn’t heard for three centuries invaded my mind: 
 
    He’s here. 
 
    I froze, icy tingles shooting down my spine.  
 
    Calenus said nothing else. He didn’t need to. That had been enough. 
 
    Qaira was in Exo’daius.  
 
    It was only a matter of time before he found out everything. Everything.  
 
    He’d connect the dots and tell Calenus about Atlas Arcantia.  
 
    And then they would come for my head, expired or not. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    V 
 
    TELLTALE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    IXIAH COUNTED VIALS ON THE DESK. When he found a shortage, he replaced them from a box strapped to his shoulder. I watched him work, leaning against the wall on the bed. He pretended I wasn’t there, but I knew I was making him uncomfortable.  
 
    My wings were splayed around me, trailing all the way to the floor, each tip brushing the stone. A mug and plate sat on the foot, untouched. I wasn’t hungry right now. 
 
    Ixiah turned, vial in hand, and I was relieved to see it wasn’t the black licorice kind. He approached, gingerly, tilting his head as if to say, ‘What are you staring at?’ 
 
    We had done this thrice since Calenus had cut my wings out. I knew the drill and turned my back. He sat on the bed and I heard him open the cap, rub his hands together, and then felt a combination of heat and cold against my raw, exposed skin.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said, wincing. 
 
    “Don’t thank me,” he murmured. “Calenus’ orders. I would let you suffer just the same if he wished it.” 
 
    “I wasn’t thanking you for this.” 
 
    His hands stopped. He had found the meaning behind my gratitude. “How did you know?” 
 
    I’d had a lot of time to think, as my room was small and days of solitude tended to do that to you. “Namah Ipsin came to the Nexus, asking for me.” 
 
    “Have you told Calenus?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Ixiah continued rubbing ointment into my wounds. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder. “What if I did?” 
 
    “The next tincture will be acid.” 
 
    I smiled. Surprisingly, so did he. 
 
    “Why did you do it?” 
 
    He tilted his head, an Archaean gesture. “Why?” 
 
    “You told Namah where I was.” 
 
    “Mm.” Another Archaean gesture. He seemed so much like Yahweh, and that thought roused a strange sensation. “Not sure.” 
 
    He was lying, but I didn’t press. “What happened to your brother’s face?” 
 
    “He killed our father.” 
 
    I stiffened, and he felt it.  
 
    “The demons’ freedom cost him an eye. After the Fall our father had Lucifer impeached and planned mass genocide. Lucifer took the blame for Jehovah’s assassination and they were cast out of Heaven, to your lands.” 
 
    I looked away, taking that in. The idea of Yahweh Telei killing anyone was… strange.  
 
    At my shock, Ixiah grinned. “Time is a bitch.” 
 
    “How do you know all this?” 
 
    “Namah knew. We saw each other still. He turned crazy later, after his fall. Kept talking about retribution for his crimes and all that he and the others did after Sanctum’s collapse. He believed that freeing you would make amends.” 
 
    “Freeing me.” 
 
    “It got him executed. Your life for his. You must have swooned him.” 
 
    “I barely knew him.” 
 
    “He thought you could save their world.” 
 
    My world.  
 
    I was not here to save anything. Not anymore. 
 
    The look on my face made Ixiah frown. Disappointment played in his eyes, and I was confused by it. “Namah was mistaken.” 
 
    “How did the demons come into being? They… look like me.” 
 
    Ixiah shook his head. “That I don’t know. Namah knew, again, but never spoke of it. Only that he was involved. Experiments, I think.” 
 
    Experiments.  
 
    In eight hundred years, half of the angels had turned into demons—Nehel, for appearance’s sake—and a civil war had shattered Heaven. The only type of organization that could have ever caused such an experimental disaster was the Plexus. I needed to know more. Well, I didn’t need to know, but compulsion wouldn’t let matters rest until I did.  
 
    I wasn’t finished here. My wings needed to heal, and I needed more information.  
 
    But there was a plan forming; one that involved a place which I’d sworn never to return.  
 
    “I’m glad he’s dead,” Ixiah whispered, screwing the cap on the vial.  
 
    “Namah?” 
 
    “My father.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There was a meeting held downstairs about who would be sent to Senestyre to stabilize the nova sun. Zira, Jii, and another scholar named Saphi volunteered. After some discussion, Calenus chose Saphi.  
 
    Zira was upset. He and his noble spoke heatedly in the corner of the room after the decision was made. We didn’t have enhanced audio perception in Exo’daius, so I heard none of what was said.  
 
    “He’s playing favorites,” said Ixiah, sipping from a mug. We stood in the doorway as dinner was served. I thought I’d acted nonchalant. Guess not.  
 
    Calenus had invited me down to dinner, and although I had no desire to mingle, feigning sociability was the wisest option. Pleasing Calenus posed a higher chance that he would tell me more about the proxies, specifically Leid’s statue. 
 
    They had given me a robe with the back cut to accommodate my wings. It’d been three days since, and my body had acclimated to their weight. I didn’t get caught in doorways or knock things over anymore. Progress. 
 
    “He favors Saphi?” 
 
    Ixiah laughed, mirthfully. The last time he’d laughed I was pinned to Eroqam’s lobby and he was about to crush my throat. “No, Zira. A nova ring is a dangerous job, and Zira’s ambitious. He has a history of refusing to pull out when things get critical.” 
 
    “You didn’t volunteer.” 
 
    “I’m no astrophysicist. You are, though, aren’t you? Would you have volunteered?” 
 
    “Probably not.” 
 
    Their argument concluded. Zira stalked off, dejected, while Calenus moved to the other side of the room to speak to Saphi. He paid me a quick glance.  
 
    “Only fools feel the need to prove themselves. I’m smart enough to know when to fold,” said Ixiah, watching Zira’s retreat. He clicked his tongue and left the room, moving up the stairs.  
 
    Alone, Calenus beckoned me. I didn’t budge.  
 
    I was not his guardian, and wouldn’t pretend to be. Pride had drawn its line. 
 
    My cold shoulder seemed to amuse him, oddly enough, and with a smile he came to me instead. “You’re not going to eat?” 
 
    “Not hungry,” I said. 
 
    He looked past me, into the hall. “Let me show you euxodia.” 
 
    I’d heard that word before, but couldn’t recall when. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Our library.” 
 
      
 
    Their library looked nothing like Cerasaraelia’s. Up until now, my understanding of libraries was that they carried books. Calenus had led me into a room very similar in appearance to the one housing attica, except a little more furnished. Couches, desks, wall shelves with ornaments and strange gadgets, yet not a single book in sight.  
 
    But then I noticed all the little podiums near every couch, atop end tables, and on the middle of each desk.  
 
    There were books. I just couldn’t see them. 
 
    On the wall hung strange visors that looked derived from workshop goggles, circuitry through each translucent frame.  
 
    I nodded to myself, beginning to understand. Leid had told me that their books were not like ours, and she was right. “A database like attica.” 
 
    “Correct,” said Calenus, surprised at my deduction. We’d only been here half a minute. “Euxodia and attica go hand in hand. Our information is gathered by contracts. Each world’s geophysical and cartographical information is added to the attica database, but here our scholars can learn history, culture, or whatever else intrigues them.” 
 
    I thought of Leid sitting here, learning of The Atrium prior to our encounter. It made my heart heavy.  
 
    “How do scholars upload to the euxodia database?” 
 
    Calenus gestured to a stack of clear sheets on a stand beneath the wall shelves. They had looked like plastic file folders, but at second glance they looked more like lamination. The gadgets on the shelves, I realized, were writing utensils.  
 
    “Perhaps one day you can see how it works,” he said. 
 
    I didn’t respond. If Calenus thought he could recruit me, he was getting way ahead of himself. 
 
    “Each scholar is given a headset and sheet before they attend their contracts. They update euxodia from their experiences. We try to visit each world at least once every millennium to keep our records current.” 
 
    “Can I see the database?” 
 
    He nodded, handing me a headset.  
 
    I sat on the closest seat, inspecting the visor. Wherever my hands touched, those familiar blue sparks kissed my fingertips. I glanced at Calenus in question, but he only motioned for me to put it on.  
 
    I slipped it over my eyes and fastened the edges of the frame behind my ears. There was no warning to its activation, and the lenses lit up in a flash of blue phosphorescence. I jumped, startled, but was quickly subdued by the scenery. I was floating in space, stars like tiny flecks amid an endless sea of black. 
 
     “Think of something you want to know,” instructed Calenus. He sounded far away. “Any place.” 
 
    The Atrium. 
 
    Like attica, the lenses zoomed through space at warp speed, through constellations and solar systems. It slowed at a small planet in Aledon, Eversae Major.  
 
    There it was. 
 
    I was bombarded with flashing texts and images of planetary configuration, elements, species, history, geography… 
 
    Sanctum. 
 
    I was shown a picture of ruins. My heart grew heavier. Euxodia stated it was no longer in existence, having been destroyed by war. I tried to get the specifics, but that was all it would say. Sanctum was known now as Tehlor City, Hell. 
 
    Tehlor. I’d felt something when I was there, but Alezair Czynri couldn’t have known why. 
 
    Nehel. 
 
    Extinct, eight hundred years ago. When I looked further, the reason stated was NEUTRALIZATION. A contract breach. 
 
    I tore off the headset and glared at Calenus. His look was cool, seeming to know what I’d learned. Apparently I was that predictable. 
 
    “Neutralization,” I repeated. 
 
    “Leid left us no choice. There could be no witnesses.” 
 
    “You spared the angels. Surely a few of them saw what really happened.” 
 
    “They swore to secrecy. It was in their best interest.” 
 
    I clenched my jaw. “And what lies do they feed history?” 
 
    Calenus hesitated. “You destroyed your city.” 
 
    I stared, stung. 
 
    “The end of your race is told that you went mad after the death of your family, and burned Sanctum to the ground.” 
 
    My chest felt tight. I had to look away, unsure of what I might do. Calenus was a noble; attacking him was out of the question. Even here, he had almost a foot on me and violence solved nothing. It would get me nowhere in the long run. 
 
    Anticipating an explosion, Calenus sealed the library.  
 
    “There’s nothing left for you there,” he said. “You can stay here with us. It’s where you belong now.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why you’re so inviting of me.” 
 
    “Past is passed. What you were then is not what you are now. You are Vel’Haru. You are us. I am obligated to treat you with the same kindness as I do the others. I’ll hold no secrets from you anymore.” 
 
    I decided to put that statement to the test. “What were you trying to cover up?” 
 
    Again, Calenus hesitated. “Are you sure you want to know?” 
 
    “You said Leid left you no choice but to neutralize us. Why? What was her sickness that you spoke of?” 
 
    He looked away, conflicted. I stood, impatient. 
 
    “Why did her eyes turn black? Before she threw me off Eroqam’s port, she spoke to me. It wasn’t Leid. She told me Leid was not there.” 
 
    “Oraniquitis Loren.” 
 
    “…What?” 
 
    “Leid was infected. She had… invoked the powers of a proxy.” 
 
    I squinted, confused. 
 
    “The missing statue that you noted at the Sanctuary; it was the statue of Oraniquitis Loren, the Scarlet Queen. She was our first Queen. Aipocinus’ mother.” 
 
    “I thought statues were corpses.” 
 
    “Usually they are. I can’t provide any insight as to how it happened, but…” He trailed off, thinking of a way to explain. “The proxies didn’t expire. They were killed by their children.” 
 
    “You?” 
 
    “No, not me. I am third generation. Aipocinus and his generation rebelled against their predecessors. It was a slaughter, one that cost us many, but it was necessary. The proxies were dangerous, unstable, destructive. They sought to destroy everything— every world they reached. They were called God Killers.” 
 
    Ah, God Killers. 
 
    “Their children called for a more civilized life. That aspiration was paid with blood. Their statues were placed in tribute at the Sanctuary. It was our first practice of that custom.” 
 
    “How does Leid come into play?” 
 
    “She never followed the rules. Aipocinus forbid anyone to see the proxies, but Leid’s curiosity is like a storm, unyielding. She went there and saw Oraniquitis, became mesmerized by its likeness of her.” 
 
    The Scarlet Queen had resembled Leid, it was true. Even I had thought it was her.  
 
    “That had been a large part of Aipocinus’ obsession with her. He’d found a woman on a distant planet that resembled his mother in nearly every way. He stole her and forced her assimilation.” 
 
    “Sounds like he had a few issues.” 
 
    “As his guardian, Leid was powerless to free herself. She sought power elsewhere, and that journey took her to the proxies. She must have touched Oraniquitis, and whatever had been dormant inside that statue moved to her. 
 
    “It had been good timing, as Aipocinus expired shortly after and without her, we wouldn’t have stopped the slaughter. It was the first time any of us had witnessed expiration, and no one was prepared for it. 
 
    “But slowly her powers took a different form. They manifested in ways we couldn’t explain. Before she’d left on your contract, she had suffered brief episodes of personality disorder, the kind that made me believe it wasn’t only Oran’s powers that had entered her.” 
 
    Oraniquitis, herself. That was who I’d spoken to. 
 
    “You should have told me.” 
 
    “I couldn’t. You were a lesser.” 
 
    “A world was at stake.” 
 
    “Worlds are always at stake, Qaira. You wouldn’t have cared either way. Back then nothing could have torn you from your precious wife.” 
 
    I lowered my eyes, saying nothing. 
 
    “Oraniquitis’ statue. What happened to it?” 
 
    “Destroyed. The Scarlet Queen manifested fully just a little while after Sanctum’s collapse, and we fought her. There were a lot of deaths, a lot of…. Leid was nearly gone by the time I ripped Oran from her and shoved her back inside that statue. In hindsight I should have killed her, but Leid was not at fault. Not wholly.” 
 
    “That was how all your nobles died off?” 
 
    Calenus didn’t even bother asking how I knew that, only nodded. “Leid ascended to Queen, but she shirked her duties and left Exo’daius with her guardians. We haven’t seen each other since.” 
 
    “Sounds like she really fucked this place over.” 
 
    “I’ve made my peace with it. Aipocinus made the mistake of choosing a reluctant guardian, and we all paid the price.” 
 
     I nodded, having nothing else to say. I’d just received everything I had come here for, and it had cost me five days and a lot of pain.  
 
    After a moment of silence, Calenus unsealed the library. “I need to draw up a contract for Senestyre. Euxodia is at your disposal.” 
 
    He left.  
 
    My mask of pity bled dry. Calenus was mistaken. That statue had not been destroyed; Leid had taken it to Atlas Arcantia.  
 
    Memories of Caym’s attack returned, vivid as a screenplay. Leid’s dismemberment, her fingertips brushing the statue, those black eyes.  
 
    She had laughed when she’d seen me, so surprised that I was still alive; and one of them to boot.  
 
    Leid was infected again, and no one knew but her and me.  
 
    All I had to do was say the words and Calenus and his group would be off to The Atrium, seeking her execution. I’d have my revenge without even lifting a finger.  
 
    In my hand was another killswitch.  
 
    All I had to do was press it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    VI 
 
    INTERIM 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucifer Raith—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    “OUR RANKS AREN’T NEARLY AS STUNNING AS the projections said they’d be,” Samnaea muttered, reading over the report. “One hundred and ten thousand; the enlistment volunteers are at an all-time low. Twenty-five percent across the layers.” 
 
    “That’s still a lot more than Heaven can gather,” offered Lilith, smiling weakly. She’d averted my eyes our entire conference. No one had spoken of that night in Avernai since Verin’s assassination. I was just as eager to put it behind me.  
 
    “We need a unified Hell for this war,” said Samnaea. “Avernai and Lohr’s soldier-civilian ratio is ten percent, and only five hundred more volunteered for enlistment.” 
 
    The Archdemons across the table were silent, reflective. Samnaea was right that Hell needed unity, however recent events made that task a challenge. Half of Hell was ready to fight, while the other half was frightened by yet another factor threatening their lives. Poverty was enough. Malphas was campaigning to rally more troops to our cause, but all that’d done so far was make his people flock to Tehlor.  
 
    “They want freedom but won’t fight for it,” muttered Azazel, leaning into a hand. “Surprise, surprise.” 
 
    “Should the angels invade, Avernai, Lochai and Lohr are the closest layers to Heaven’s border. That’s why they’re running,” said Naberius. “They’ve endured centuries of suppression. No campaign will make them unterrified of the Argent Court. We all remember the Ring War.” 
 
    “We are ten times more powerful now as we were then,” snarled Samnaea. “Jehovah Telei is dead. Yahweh sits on that throne instead. A doctor playing dress up, nothing more.” 
 
    “I’m not arguing that,” said Naberius, hands raised. “I’m telling you what our people believe. We have to find a way to make them understand without forcing a mandatory draft.” 
 
    “First we need damage control in Tehlor,” ventured Azazel. “They’ve practically cut themselves off from the Court. Bad press if I ever saw it.” 
 
    Belial’s disappearance had caused quite a fall-out. His closest, most loyal subjects spread rumors that the Obsidian Court had tried to assassinate him and burned Durn Manor to the ground. Forensic evidence found the bodies of court guards and his wife, Persephone Tremond, which fueled even more controversy. General Soran had reported that Belial resisted arrest and burned down his own house after killing the guards, his wife, and attempting to kill Samnaea. He had hid his psionicity, which was yet another count of treason. You didn’t walk around with a gun hidden behind your back. Not here.  
 
    “Commander Raith,” called Malphas, “have you any say?” 
 
    “Keep with the campaigns, all of you. I’m going to issue an evacuation of Avernai and Lochai in the next few days. The people are right; they’re sitting ducks if Heaven advances.” 
 
    “Heaven is probably scrambling like lerizas without heads,” said Samnaea. “They’ve grown fat and happy in their tyranny. We could give them a year and they still wouldn’t be fully prepared to take us on.” 
 
    I wasn’t so sure. Yahweh had the tendency to surprise. His best chance was first strike while we tried to stabilize Hell and gather militia. If he thought with a little less chagrin and a little more clarity, he, too, would see that—; 
 
    Not that I wanted him to.  
 
    Or, maybe I did. 
 
    “How is the search for Belial faring?” I inquired, casting Samnaea a look. 
 
    “Not well, sir,” said Samnaea, solemn. “He has more allies than we thought.” 
 
    All eyes turned on Naberius.  
 
    “He hasn’t contacted me,” said the Archdemon, brows arched. “He knows better, since I would be the first suspect. Which I was.” 
 
    “I can only conclude that he’s fled Hell,” said Samnaea. 
 
    Yes, I’d gathered that already.  
 
    “He was working for the Celestial Court. Could the Jury have given him asylum?” asked Lilith.  
 
    “If that’s true, then there’s no retrieving him,” said Azazel. “Half our people’s fear has to do with the Jury. We haven’t even spoken to them since our declaration. Where does their fealty lie?” 
 
    “Nowhere, hopefully. They were sworn to preserve the Contest, nothing more. Leid and her ilk know better than to get involved in our war,” said Malphas. 
 
    I smiled, finding humor in that. None of them knew Leid Koseling at all. But how could they? 
 
    My Aeon chimed, and everyone looked at me. My secretary’s frequency flashed across the screen. She knew I was in a meeting, so the call was urgent. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I said, lifting the probe to my temple. A moment later I was on my way out of the conference room, telling everyone to continue without me. Samnaea was left in charge for the time being. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The communications room was dimly lit and vacant. A projection screen in the center of the room flickered with static, and I took a seat behind the panel. I activated the flashing telecom beacon and the static faded, presenting Justice Commander Koseling. 
 
    Ah, Leid. 
 
    She sat in their vacant conference room at the Celestial Court. I glanced at the time; it was a little after lunch.  
 
    “I was beginning to worry,” I said, breaking the ice. 
 
    “I wouldn’t settle just yet,” she said, coolly. Her wide, violet eyes gleamed with contempt. Looking at her was like looking at a doll. An angry doll. Giant eyes, tiny nose, pouty red lips. Her jet colored hair was bone straight and always perfectly combed. She was beautiful, undeniably, but her beauty had long since faded from my eyes. This rose had thorns, sharp enough to draw blood and keep anyone at arm’s length. “I ask that you reconsider your decision to war against the angels.” 
 
    I reclined, leaning into a hand. “Yahweh’s seen you?” 
 
    “He has. Should you continue with your plans of war, I will serve as Commander Telei’s advisor until he perishes, or conquers Hell.” 
 
    I clenched my jaw.  
 
    “Again,” she said, “I ask that you reconsider your decision to war against the angels.” 
 
    “Are we really going to do this again, Leid? Before you try to intimidate me, you might want to remember that you lost our last match.” 
 
    She smiled. “My newest client is a little more level-headed.” 
 
    “You were contracted here to maintain the Contest. The Contest is over, and you no longer have business in our affairs.” 
 
    “The Contest is over, yes, but then so is our contract—which means I’m a free agent and your son is in desperate need of someone with my expertise.” A pearly grin. “A fair fight is what I guarantee. A challenge. Of course, you could always call off the war and think of a less fatal way to negotiate.” 
 
    Cunning, but I wouldn’t bite. “What is he giving you in return for your services?” 
 
    “That’s between me and my client.” 
 
    “He’s granting you permanent asylum in The Atrium, right?” 
 
    She raised her eyes, as if to say, Maybe. 
 
    “What if I’m willing to grant you asylum if you don’t advise the Argent Court?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “I’d say your fealty lies with Calenus Karim, and I don’t particularly trust you.” 
 
    I laughed. “You don’t trust me? Really? That coming from the very woman who raised Qaira Eltruan from the dead and waved him in our faces. Have you any shame?” 
 
    Leid said nothing, stoic. I’d struck a chord.  
 
    “Qaira being here was not my doing, and you know it,” she said after a moment. “And if you thought I was capable of killing him…”  
 
    Leid trailed off, looking away. 
 
    “You have Belial Vakkar.” 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    “You’re housing a fugitive accused of high treason.” 
 
    “He was our informant, aiding in the Contest. That’s not high treason.” 
 
    “He evaded arrest, murdered five Obsidian Court guards and injured the Obsidian First General. That is high treason.” 
 
    “Samnaea Soran,” said Leid, frowning. “An interesting choice, although I’m sure you have your reasons for promoting her. Belial sings a very different tune, Commander. He claims Samnaea killed his wife after his arrest and he retaliated. Judging by General Soran’s track record, I’m forced to believe Archdemon Vakkar.” 
 
    “So you won’t hand him over.” 
 
    “I will not. He is proving useful to our cause.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond, but noticed a thread of blood trickling from Leid’s nose. Anger turned to momentary confusion, and my look was enough to alert her to wipe it away. But then I noticed other things, like the sickly sheen of her skin and the dark circles under her eyes. 
 
    Her façade shattered. Confidence gave way to vulnerability, and Leid sagged in her seat.  
 
    “I’m dying,” she whispered. “I don’t want to see this world in ruins before I go. Lucifer, it can’t be like this.” 
 
    “There’s no other way,” I said, apologetic. “We’ve tried for years. You’ve seen it yourself. War is imminent. I wish it wasn’t.” 
 
    She sighed, pained. “Then I will spend my final days fighting you; end it where it all began. See you on the battlefield.” 
 
    Static. 
 
    I stared at the screen long after Leid had severed our connection. For centuries her looks had gone ignored, as did the tone of her voice whenever we spoke. But it was clear she blamed me for what had happened to Qaira. I’d tried to make peace by offering asylum, yet her forgiveness was forced, like a wild animal trapped in captivity, forced to tolerate her master.  
 
    I wouldn’t try anymore. I’d had no hand in Sanctum’s fall, as much as she believed otherwise. In fact, Sanctum’s fall was more her doing than anyone else’s. Only she and Qaira were at fault.  
 
    My thumb slid over the Aeon, dialing Junah WDR.  
 
    When the front desk answered, I asked for a transfer to Dr. Caelis Jonarr’s private frequency. Another minute, and then he spoke: 
 
    Good afternoon, Commander. 
 
    Proceed with the prototypes, Dr. Jonarr. 
 
    … You’re certain? 
 
    I’m certain. 
 
    Very well. I’ll send a diagnostic report to Akkaroz once the design is complete. 
 
    We ended our exchange without goodbyes. The cadence hadn’t called for any.  
 
    Looking once more at the screen, I sighed, wishing I could say I hadn’t seen this coming. Leid was always arrogant in her ways, but she didn’t have the element of surprise like last time—; 
 
    This time, I was miles ahead of her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    VII 
 
    QUANDARY AND CONUNDRUM 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yahweh Telei—; 
 
      
 
    “SIR.” 
 
    Seyestin’s voice startled me awake and I shot up in my seat, smoothing my hair. I glanced at the time. It was early morning; I’d slept half the night at my desk. 
 
    My first general stood at the door, fingers curled against the frame. He’d knocked, but I hadn’t heard. Allowing me a moment to compose myself, he then said, “Theosyne WDR has completed our request. We’re moving all artillery aboard the Ezekiel.” 
 
    It’d been two weeks since we had sought the Jury’s counsel. Leid and I had held two more meetings to create, and refine, a surmountable war plan.  
 
    The Ezekiel had sat unattended for three hundred and fifty years. Heaven’s only military ship, it had been designed by WDR in case the Contest fell through. According to Belial Vakkar, Hell had a base ship for each of its layers, so once again, we were sorely outnumbered. Lucifer had been building arms all the while, right under my nose.  
 
    How long had Lucifer planned for war? After Archdemon Vakkar’s insight, I’d known his declaration wasn’t made on whim. I should have seen this coming somehow.  
 
    Somehow. 
 
    I was still wiping drool from the corner of my mouth. “Thank you.” I eyed the table across the room as my nose caught the aroma of fresh coffee. The dispenser was on, brewing. “Thank you,” I said again. Seyestin knew me like the back of his hand. 
 
    He smirked. “Should I call your driver to take you home?” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    He lifted a brow. “You’ve been wearing the same clothes for two days. You haven’t left your office just as long.” 
 
    “No, I have too much work to do,” I mumbled, gathering disheveled stacks of files that had served as my pillow. “Get WDR on my private line so I can go over the artillery manifest. I need to call Commander—Advisor—Koseling later this morning and schedule another meeting. Will you come to Purgatory? You and Cereli, too?” 
 
    Seyestin hesitated, seeming concerned. “I can go, but Cereli is processing recruits.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, having completely forgotten. I needed coffee. 
 
    “Sir, why don’t you let me handle your work for a couple of hours? I will talk to WDR, I will call Leid and set up another meeting. You should go home and rest. And bathe. You’re not yourself and, quite frankly, I refuse to go anywhere with you looking like… that.” He waved a hand at my crumpled, sloppy ensemble. 
 
    Seyestin usually treaded his boundaries. I understood his worry and knew that he hadn’t meant to insult me. He was only trying to preserve my dignity. “Let me have some coffee before you kick me out.” 
 
    He sighed, moving to the table to pour me a cup. As he approached to hand it over, I noticed the fatigue lines on his face and dark circles under his eyes. “How long has it been since you’ve slept?” 
 
    “That’s not your concern.” 
 
    I frowned, incredulous. 
 
    “I am a soldier, Commander,” he reminded me. “I’ve had my fair share of sleepless nights.” 
 
    It was true that he had served Theosyne long before I’d taken office. He and Cereli had been in Lucifer’s Elite Guard, before the Fall. Outspoken at times, yet loyal, General Trede’s qualities surpassed his shortcomings. 
 
    “Let me call your driver,” he said again, heading for the door while I quietly sipped my coffee, gazing out the window. “I’ll notify you of any updates.” 
 
    “Mm.” 
 
    Seyestin left my office. I watched the door close behind him 
 
    A shower did sound nice. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I awoke as the sun crept behind Crylle’s towers, immersing the city and my bedroom window in orange light.  
 
    Squinting against the light, I huddled deeper into my blanket until the drowsiness of sleep faded and I remembered who I was, and what was happening. I shot out of bed, reaching for my Aeon, dialing General Trede’s private line with clenched teeth. 
 
    Good evening, Commander. Did you sleep well? His tone was spirited, which made my anger even hotter. 
 
    You promised to call me with updates. I was only supposed to rest through the morning.  
 
    And updates you shall get. I’m ten minutes from your estate. 
 
    What? I drew back the curtain, looking over the city.  
 
    Leid and her guardians are meeting with us in an hour at Cerasaraelia. I’ve brought the weapons manifest so you and she can look them over there. 
 
    Anger faded, and gratitude came flooding in. I couldn’t deny that I felt a thousand times better. I need to get dressed. See you soon. 
 
      
 
    The ride to the cephalon was mostly quiet. Seyestin sat in the seat across mine, watching Crylle blur by in night’s shadow. Lights from Aeroway traffic signals reflected against the glass panes of the craft, illuminating his eyes. His expression was melancholy, and I knew that even though he feigned confidence, it was all for my sake. He was just as terrified as me. 
 
    They all were. 
 
    We both wore suits—mine black, his white—adorned with the sigil of Argentia. Seyestin caught me looking at him from time to time, returning my gaze through the window’s reflection. He didn’t say anything, musing silently to himself. His hair hid the side of his face, hanging just under his jaw, angled shorter in the back. He was much older than me, closer to Lucifer’s age, but still looked boyish at times. He and his sister were beautiful creatures, built tall, lean, and powerful. In the end, I had honored Qaira’s advice.  
 
    I had surrounded myself with powerful people. 
 
    “What is it like?” I whispered. 
 
    He looked at me. “Sir?” 
 
    “How does it feel to have served someone like Lucifer Raith for hundreds of years, only then to be forced to serve someone like me?” 
 
    The confusion faded from his eyes and I saw his mouth begin to move, as if he would reply. But he didn’t. He looked back out the window, and it was a long time before I heard, “I live to serve the Archaean Commander, no matter whom. My opinion of you or Commander Raith is irrelevant.” 
 
    “Knock it off with your diplomacy.” 
 
    I heard him laugh quietly. “You’re inexperienced at war, but your heart is in the right place. I don’t regret serving you.” 
 
    Seyestin had a way of answering a question without completely answering it. I mumbled a form of acknowledgment, forced to accept his vague response. I could tell he was uncomfortable, as never before had I shown any lack of confidence. But things were different now. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Adrial Trisyien saw Seyestin and me into Cerasaraelia, guiding us to their library. Zhevraine stood in front of a long wooden table at the center of the room, an Aeon holo-graph resting atop it. An IMAGE PENDING message flickered in soft blue light above the device, rotating slowly.  
 
    Belial Vakkar sat at a desk a little ways from the table, thumbing his portable Aeon. Only one probe was attached to his temple, and he didn’t even acknowledge our entrance. He frowned with a degree of concentration at the screen, as if looking for something or having a conversation. 
 
    A conversation with whom, I wondered. 
 
    “Leid will be here in a moment. She’s… preparing,” said Adrial, noticing our curious glances around the room. I took from his tone that he was lying. 
 
    “Where is Justice Czynri?” Seyestin inquired, and I inhaled sharply. “He hasn’t been here for weeks.” 
 
    “In Exo’daius,” Adrial said, he and I sharing a look.  
 
    Seyestin frowned, incredulous. “I thought you weren’t allowed there anymore.” 
 
    “We aren’t, but they’ve made an exception for him. It’s not a permanent arrangement. He’ll be back sooner or later.” 
 
    “Hopefully later than sooner,” he muttered, and from the corner of my eye I saw Belial smirk. It was no secret that Seyestin and Justice Czynri didn’t get on. 
 
    Thankfully he didn’t press any further, as even Seyestin knew that Vel’Haru affairs were their own and we were obligated by their code not to pry even an inch.  
 
    I stood in silent agreement. I hoped Qaira came back later than sooner, too.  
 
    “Drinks?” offered Adrial. 
 
    “Please,” I said, and to my surprise Seyestin nodded as well.  
 
    He named a few liquor selections—none of which I recognized—and once we’d decided he left the library to fetch them. Zhevraine stood stoic, statue-like, at the table. Her eyes were drawn ahead, gazing at nothing. Of all the judges, she was hardest to read. 
 
    Belial removed the probe from his temple and reclined in his seat, throwing us a bemused look. There was still no sign of Leid. 
 
    “Are we early?” I asked the others. Zhevraine shook her head, while Belial grinned. 
 
    “Leid’s been under the weather lately,” he said, and Zhevraine shot him a sidelong glance. He winked, honoring her silent threat. “You’ll hear all about it once she’s here.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize she told you already,” stated Zhevraine, surprised. 
 
    “She didn’t,” said Belial with a shrug, “but I do have ears, you know, and it’s really hard to sleep with her and Adrial having at it every other night.” 
 
    Zhevraine rolled her eyes, saying nothing. 
 
    Seyestin and I only looked at each other. 
 
    Ten minutes of uncomfortable silence later, Leid appeared in the doorway, leaning on the frame. Infirm, frail, it seemed she was doing everything in her power just to keep her head up.  
 
    I hadn’t seen her for a week, and in that week’s time she had shriveled into something unrecognizable. Pale and lethargic, eyes sunken, their violet shine without luster. I couldn’t stop the loud gasp that erupted from my throat. Seyestin seemed horrified, too.  
 
    At our reaction, Leid lowered her gaze. “Good evening,” she said. Even her voice was weak. 
 
    “What’s happened?” I asked, stepping forward. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “No,” she almost whispered. “But I’ll get to that. Where’s Adrial?” 
 
    “Fetching refreshments,” said Zhevraine, beckoning her with a worried, sympathetic look. 
 
    Leid came to her side, appearing even smaller than normal. Wiping the sweat from her brow, she said, “I’ll begin without him, then. He already knows.” 
 
    We stood silent, waiting. 
 
    Leid’s eyes moved around the library. “I’m expiring, and there isn’t a lot of time left. I didn’t accurately gauge my decline, but don’t worry,” she smiled, “this is just a spell. The spells will get worse, though, and last longer each time. Eventually I will slip into a coma, and then I will die.” 
 
    “Die?” I asked, tilting my head. “I’ve been told a Vel’Haru death was never documented.” 
 
    “Naturally, no.” 
 
    I held my breath, catching her drift. Expiration was spoken of before, but its meaning had eluded me until now. It still did, somewhat. “Are you too sick to advise?” 
 
    “Tell him everything,” said Adrial from the door, holding a tray of drinks. “Yahweh deserves to know all the risks.” 
 
    Leid gave him a fractious look. And then she did.  
 
    Expiration was a natural process of the Vel’Haru life cycle, but was alien to the one we experienced. Where we grew old and died, Vel’Haru grew old and turned mad. Leid warned us that should we continue our plans with her as Advisor, there was a risk she might turn on us, along with everything in her path. When I asked how long she thought she had, Leid shook her head. 
 
    “A month or two at most,” she said.  
 
    I doubted we could win the war in a month or two, and it was clear from Seyestin’s expression that he thought the same. We were standing at a crossroads now; one road led to perdition, the other certain death.  
 
    “Die or lose,” Belial said, smiling despite everything. “What hand will you play, Commander Telei?” 
 
    “You seem awfully cheery, given the news,” sneered Seyestin.  
 
    “I’m facing death either way,” said Belial. “With Leid I face a smaller chance of death, albeit fractional, so I’m onboard with her coming along for the ride.” 
 
    “And you?” Leid asked, nodding at me. “If that’s a risk you can’t take, I understand. We will go over the plans here and I’ll give you as much counseling as I can until the Ezekiel departs from Crylle, but then you’re on your own.” 
 
    All eyes rested on me, awaiting my verdict.  
 
    This was probably the hardest decision I’d ever had to make. I hesitated, measuring pros and cons, as only my logical brain could do. The pros and cons weighed equal. I might as well have flipped a coin. 
 
    “You said that there’s only a slight chance you won’t fall into coma,” I repeated for good measure. 
 
    “Of the ten expirations I’ve witnessed, one noble did not fall into coma, and I was his guardian.” 
 
    I looked away, gathering that the chance was more than slight. Still, without Leid our loss was imminent. I would save Heaven, even if it meant my death. “It’s a risk I’ll take, Advisor Koseling.” 
 
    Leid seemed relieved, while Adrial and Seyestin were clearly against my decision. I averted their stares. “Let’s talk about the plan.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The plan was first strike.  
 
    In two weeks we had gathered twenty thousand soldiers and four thousand pilots. What we had amassed so far was nowhere near the number in Hell’s army, but it was definitely enough to engage a single layer. Crylle would continue processing recruits and building arms while we invaded Hell. 
 
    Invaded Hell; I still couldn’t believe it. 
 
    Belial had an informant in the Obsidian Court—he had numerous informants, but this one was particularly valuable—who told him that the Archdemons were still trying to unify Hell. There were some political issues amiss: protests against the war and controversy surrounding Belial’s charges of high treason. Lucifer had issued an evacuation notice for the first two layers and civilians were fleeing to Tehlor and Orias. If we attacked soon, the occupation of Avernai would be easy enough. 
 
    Lucifer was expecting a first strike, hence the evacuation, but certainly not so soon.  
 
    Take Hell, layer by layer. Our first target was Malphas Tremm in Avernai. Without an Archdemon, the layer would crumble.  
 
    A unified Hell would bring Heaven to her knees. That was why we wouldn’t give them a chance to unite. A successful first strike would reinforce their fears of the angels, and hysteria would commence. Their morale would plummet. 
 
    Leid was already serving me well. 
 
    As the meeting drew to a close, I stood with her on Cerasaraelia’s back veranda, overlooking the garden. Seyestin, Belial, Adrial and Zhevraine remained in the library, going over the details. We would leave Crylle in three days. 
 
    In three days, war would commence.  
 
    War against my father and the demons. For a thousand years we’d practiced war through chess; it had taken me this long to see it. 
 
    Leid’s gaze was sullen, drawn ahead. She smoked an otherworldly, foul smelling cigarette, immersed in thought. I watched her, silent, wanting to offer comfort but not knowing how. The idea of her gone left me with an empty feeling, sort of like the feeling I’d get whenever I thought of Qaira. She and I had not seen eye to eye on every matter, but in the end we had known each other so long, been through so much, we were practically family.  
 
    I had grown much taller than she, yet could still remember looking up at her.  
 
    “I will mourn you when you’re gone,” I said, softly. 
 
    She didn’t respond, but her expression lightened. “Are you ready, Yahweh?” 
 
    “I’ll never be ready for something like this.” 
 
    “We have a winning chance. The odds are much better than they were for Qaira.” 
 
    Leid had paused toward the end of that sentence. “Does it hurt to say his name?” 
 
    She smiled, sadly. “It hurts to think of him—of what he must think of me.” 
 
    “Is he really in Exo’daius?” 
 
    “Yes,” Leid said, lowering her eyes. “I’ve no idea what Calenus has told him. Everything, probably.” 
 
    “If he’s told him everything, he won’t hate you.” 
 
    She laughed. I didn’t know why. “You have bigger things to think about. Rest as much as you can for the next several days, because I fear we won’t have any of that where we’re going.” 
 
    That was impossible; not with all the preparations in store. I nodded nonetheless. Without another word, Leid mashed her cigarette into a tray on the bench and slipped inside. As she left, Seyestin appeared.  
 
    “We’re done,” he said.  
 
    “I’ll be there in just a minute,” I said, holding up my unfinished glass of wine. Seyestin seemed annoyed, but heeded my request. I was enjoying the warm tingles in my stomach. Seldom did I drink, but when I did, I usually craved sedation. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    VIII 
 
    FOLD 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    EUXODIA WAS MUCH MORE SOPHISTICATED THAN I’D THOUGHT.  
 
    Scholars were able to telepathically link to the attica database like neural software, and I spent several days ‘downloading’ information to memory. Solar systems, universes, histories and theories I’d had yet to even hear of—I now had an excess of information at my disposal; all things that I had never learned under Leid’s instruction, because none of them pertained to The Atrium or Contest.  
 
    The puzzle of how scholars were so quickly assimilated into Enigmus was solved. Their knowledge was presented through euxodia, easily accessed by any inquiring mind. I had probably learned a thousand years of work in a matter of hours.  
 
    Scholar I was, albeit a reluctant one.  
 
    I had no intention of staying here.  
 
    Although a scholar’s lifestyle was tempting—multiversal secrets known by no one else, exploration, purpose—I still had things to do. Enigmus welcomed me, all of them, despite my history. I was Vel’Haru now so all was forgiven, but I didn’t operate like that.  
 
    There were scores to settle, bridges to burn, and mend. 
 
    Leid was on my mind more and more lately, and I was growing cagey. There’d been little else to do while waiting for my wings to heal but reminisce, and the more I did, the more the cage closed in around me. All the little things crept back, and the ice around my heart began to melt. 
 
    Leid was Vel’Haru when we’d wed, and she’d had to re-ink her vows twice a month to keep her skin from regenerating. She had still worn them at Cerasaraelia, which meant she had continued to ink long after I was gone. Eight hundred years of filling.  
 
    She had kept my violin, and had even offered it to me after I had found it in her room. That night she’d cried herself to sleep. 
 
    I hated her still, but now that hate was laced with reprieve, dulling its blade. I needed to get out of here before I lost myself completely.  
 
    My wings had healed a day ago, and I made the decision to leave Exo’daius quietly, without any goodbyes. Goodbyes might instill doubt that I would ever return, and I needed Calenus to think I was on his side. I spent my final night at the Sanctuary, looking over the helices on the doors. I sifted through Kyothera, finding a single entry from Leid many years ago. I’d recognized her hand right away. 
 
    Calenus had said that scholars kept emotions out of their entries, but Leid’s was not so. She recounted her kidnapping and assimilation into the Court of Enigmus, writing in excruciating detail of her years of rape and slavery to King Aipocinus Loren. For the better part of her time here, before Aipocinus’ death, she had been used as his sex slave and trophy—the only guardian who hadn’t chosen fealty to Exo’daius of their own accord. She had had a husband and child, left behind on her home world.  
 
    I had no idea why she would write something like that in Kyothera, nor why Calenus would keep it there. Something like that would be humiliating to Leid, at least the Leid I knew, but perhaps not so much in earlier years. Maybe this had been a cry for help before she’d realized that there was none. 
 
    It was clear that Exo’daius was reformed after Aipocinus’ death, but I could also empathize with Leid’s undying hatred. Touching that statue hadn’t been a selfish want of power, but a way to kill the monster that had destroyed her life. She had never told me any of this, and I despised her even more for her secrecy. Had I only known… 
 
    I closed the book, seeking a final glimpse at the proxies. 
 
    When done, I headed for the portal at Kel’hanna’s Scar, deciding against telling Calenus about Atlas Arcantia or Leid’s re-infection. 
 
    I would handle all that myself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    IX 
 
    CURTAINS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Calenus Karim—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    “HE’S GONE.” 
 
    My eyes left the attica screen, settling on Ixiah as he entered my office. He paused, confused, knowing I’d heard what he’d said but didn’t seem the least bit surprised. 
 
    “Should we—?” 
 
    “No,” I said, returning my attention to Saphi’s contract. She left tomorrow morning and I hadn’t even finished her documentation. “I already know where he’s going.” 
 
    Ixiah tilted his head. “I thought he was staying here.” 
 
    “I’m sure you did. Disappointed?” 
 
    He scowled, souring his fair, boyish features. “No, I’d just like to be informed every now and then. Where do you know that he’s going?” 
 
    “Back to Leid.” 
 
    “He gave me the impression that he was never going back to her.” 
 
    “He might not think he’s going back to her, but he’s her guardian, and she’s his noble. He’ll fold eventually.”  
 
    But Leid would expire, and now I’d planted my seed in Qaira. Following her coma, her guardians would return and Enigmus could repopulate. Zhevraine seemed eager to take Leid’s place, yet honorable enough to stay by her noble until the end.  
 
    Leid told anyone who’d listen that she and her guardians were exiled from Exo’daius, but that wasn’t the whole truth. Leid left of her own accord, much to my dismay, and I had no choice but to excommunicate her when she’d pledged allegiance to The Atrium. She had tired me out—by then I’d just wanted some peace and quiet.  
 
    But Leid didn’t hate me, and I couldn’t hate her either. Not entirely. We were victims of circumstance, nothing more. Life was cruel like that. 
 
    I wouldn’t treat her guardians ill; that was counterintuitive. They were valuable. Despite her other flaws, Leid was an excellent judge of character. She’d chosen her guardians well. Even Qaira. 
 
    “What are you planning?” demanded Ixiah. 
 
    I smirked. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    He frowned, heading for the hall. “Always so scrupulous.” 
 
    “Come by my room tonight.” 
 
    Ixiah paused in the doorway. “When?” 
 
    “Before you retire. I’ll be up.” 
 
    He gave me a wicked grin, closing the door behind him. So easily distracted. 
 
    I finished the contract an hour later, encrypting the file and sending it to Senestyre Adeceptia, their federation house. They should receive it in time for Saphi’s arrival.  
 
    My night was far from over, though.  
 
    There was a request for a war tactician from the Amrial Alliance, another for a cartographer from Uton III. I was running low on tacticians, and Ixiah was the only cartographer in Exo’daius worth anything to Uton. I couldn’t send every scholar out on contracts or there would be no one left to man the fort. Another reason why Leid’s guardians were so valuable; with her expiration I’d gain two war tacticians and a physicist. They were multifaceted too, what with their extensive knowledge of political intrigue and war philosophy. Time with Leid had done them some good. Always silver lining. 
 
    I reclined in my seat and stretched. About to tend to the growing request signals, my arm froze outstretched toward the attica probe, a sharp pain knifing its way across my head. It made me gasp, and for a second I sat there, wide-eyed, icy tingles shooting down my spine. 
 
    The pain vanished within seconds. 
 
    Warmth surfaced on my upper lip.  
 
    I touched the affected space, retracting my hand thereafter to gaze down at my trembling fingers. Blood.  
 
    No.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    X 
 
    FIELDS OF GRAY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    I MATERIALIZED IN CERASARAELIA’S LIBRARY. Stone-still, baited breath, I waited for the cavalry.  
 
    But no one came.  
 
    Our manor was empty, abandoned.  
 
    I glanced back at the podium. For a hundred years I’d wondered what it was, and now I knew—an Exodian gate. I laughed under my breath, recalling Calenus’ disappearance.  
 
    Creepy to think there was an open channel to Exo’daius in our house. Any scholar could waltz through whenever they wished, but I supposed they’d have no reason to. Calenus had probably given it to Leid in an ‘in case you change your mind’ offering. 
 
    I wandered the halls, gaze adrift, feeling no one else. Just as well; my task would be easier to carry out without an audience. 
 
    In my room, I changed out of the scholar garb and into regular clothes. On my way out I snatched my black jacket from the coat hanger by the entrance. No one had fixed the stairs or front door in my absence. My scuffle with Calenus was marked everywhere. Even the walls were still smeared with blood.  
 
    On our veranda, I breathed in. The crisp air stirred memories of times lost. I had lived here for a century, but it’d never felt like home until now. 
 
    I trekked through the abandoned city of Adure, head hung, hands shoved into my pockets. The dull, steady ache intensified, resuscitated by the idea of Moritoria’s sacred city tainted by the Celestial Court.  
 
    To my surprise, the Celestial Court was closed, its lobby dark and inactive.  
 
    There was no one in Purgatory. What had happened here? 
 
    It was early afternoon, well within business hours. There was no reason for the Celestial Court to be closed, unless… 
 
    I fumbled with my keys, letting myself in.  
 
    The interior was cool and smelled of stale coffee. It must have been several days since anyone was here. I looked behind Nephilim’s desk. Her drawers were open, cleaned out. Her schedule was no longer sitting beside the computer. 
 
    I looked toward my office, heading up the stairs. The stale coffee smell was coming from there. My files were still scattered across the floor, glass shards glittering in the darkness. The coffee dispenser was covered in mold.  
 
    No one had been here since I’d left. How long ago was that? Several weeks? 
 
    I sat on my desk and reached for the telecomm remote, tuning it to Heaven’s public news broadcast. The headlines made my eyes widen. 
 
      
 
    ~COMMANDER LUCIFER RAITH DECLARES WAR ON CRYLLE. 
 
    ~COMMANDER YAHWEH TELEI CALLS FOR ARMS 
 
    ~THE JURY HAS CHOSEN TO PROTECT THEOSYNE, RUMORS SAY. 
 
    ~ARCHDEMON BELIAL VAKKAR STILL MISSING AFTER DURN MANOR RAIDED BY OBSIDIAN COURT. TEHLOR IN CHAOS. 
 
      
 
    Well, that explained a few things.  
 
    Lucifer Raith had declared war on his son. Left field. 
 
    Which led to why I was here. Time to dig. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    //search?database—keyword ANGEL PLAGUES 
 
    No search results found. 
 
    //search?database—keyword PLEXUS DEMONS 
 
    Five results found. 
 
    I had used Nephilim’s computer to access Theosyne’s private database. She was a higher ranking official than I’d thought. No hacking required.  
 
    I selected the first result, an archive file from the Plexus written a hundred years after Sanctum’s collapse. I skimmed the document, coming across the term Pleuroferrosis several times. The angels had fallen victim to an epidemic they called Pleuroferrosis, a progressive form of emphysema that scarred their lungs and made it impossible to breath. Death by asphyxiation.  
 
    Digging deeper, I found that a quarter of their population was killed by Pleuroferrosis over the course of a century. The Plexus had worked rigorously to find a cure, and a clinical trial was set in motion by Dr. Namah Ipsin and (of course) Dr. Yahweh Telei, funded by Commander Lucifer Raith and Theosyne Parliament.  
 
    Another hour of digging, and I discovered those clinical trials had somehow turned the infirm participants into demons, yet I had no idea how, as none of the entries explained it. All I could find was summarized documentation of the scourge (as Theosyne called it).  
 
    //search?database—keyword PLEXUS CLINICAL TRIALS DEMONS+PLEUROFERROSIS 
 
    My eyes settled on an archive titled: Transposon gene therapy for Pleuroferrosis patients, by Dr. Yahweh Telei. 
 
    I selected it, but three red X’s appeared onscreen, warning me that the file was encrypted and I was unauthorized to view it. Only users in a parliament house had access to the file. 
 
    I gave the screen the finger. I spent twenty minutes trying to bypass security, but I was about as good a hacker as I was a poet.  
 
    No use. I’d have to re-access the database from a parliament house, as apparently the Celestial Court was no longer considered one.  
 
    Theosyne was out of the question. I’d already gathered Leid and the others were there, planning for war alongside the angels.  
 
    Leid partnering with Yahweh Telei; hopefully Lucifer liked it rough. 
 
    No, Hell was the only option. With my transformation I looked near identical to the demons—yet the mystery as to why had yet to be revealed. Only a select few had ever seen me, and that was at the hearing. Eight hundred years would have wiped the face of the Nehelian Regent out of everyone’s memory. No one there would know me as Alezair Czynri or Qaira Eltruan. 
 
    Avernai was the closest layer, and the least protected to my knowledge. Sneaking into Avernai’s parliament would still prove tough, but thankfully I’d had a hundred years of stealth training for such an occasion. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    All of the portals in the cephalon were deactivated. Hell was in lockdown.  
 
    That meant I had to fly to Avernai, a two hour descent from Moritoria. The fog didn’t help any, obscuring floating rocks and debris, preventing me from moving at maximum speed.  
 
    I’d been wrong; my wings weren’t fully healed. Releasing them was excruciating, and each flap revived the ache of my still-sore wing slits, shooting pins and needles across my shoulders. 
 
    Soon the fog disappeared and the sky grew darker. Avernai was cast in permanent dusk, with pillars of hazy light breaking through cloud cover. I’d landed an hour’s trek from the city capital, knowing good and well that aerial patrol units would spot me if I flew any closer.  
 
    I stood alone in an open field of dead yellow grass and cushion-shaped hedges. The wind was cold and arid. The distant sound of roaring jets subverted the silence, serving as a reminder that I needed to move before one of the guards decided to check their ground radar. 
 
    I sprinted over the wasteland, head down to keep the wind from freezing my face. It was colder here than in Moritoria. Once upon a time this kind of weather was nothing to my Nehelian skin, but I had settled in more temperate climates since and was no longer used to it. A harrowing thought. 
 
    Silhouettes of spires appeared over the horizon, and I slowed. Avernai was surrounded by a wall—a hundred feet in height, not much reinforcement. But as I got closer I spotted a dozen aerial guard units skirting the perimeter. Jumping the wall was out of the question. 
 
    The city gate was guarded by ground patrol; there was a transport craft way-station nearby. I was crouched behind an embankment bordering the valley in which the city rested. About to start my steep descent toward the way-station, I froze as thunder broke the sky. I looked up—and then ducked—as a giant zeppelin soared past, its tailwind strong enough to nearly toss me down the hill. The zeppelin landed at the way-station and a few passengers got off, though a lot more were boarding. The sign read that it was Lohr-bound. 
 
    This was my chance. There was enough of a crowd now that I could drift through unnoticed.  
 
    I joined the crowd, moving through them unseen. I stopped at the entrance line, watching as each civilian presented a ticket to the guard before being allowed entrance into Avernai.  
 
    A boarding pass from the zeppelin? I hoped so, since an official form of identity was impossible to procure. A boarding pass I could handle. 
 
    I backed up, taking a moment to think, and bumped into a young demoness that had stepped into line behind me. The collision was hard enough to knock the satchels from her arms. Her belongings scattered across the ground, and I winced. 
 
    She gave a startled cry and scrambled to grab them. I helped her, muttering an apology. 
 
    The demoness looked over my face as I handed her a few items. I could tell by her expression that she found me attractive. Even better. I’d been taught to pick up facial cues and body language in training. At the sight of me she had relaxed, the irritated look melting into one of mild intrigue.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said again, looking genuinely so.  
 
    “No mind,” she murmured, belongings in-hand once again. “Are you enlisting?” 
 
    Enlisting. That was a good excuse. “Yeah, you?” 
 
    She smiled. “No, but my brother is here and they’re offering housing and a fair salary for anyone who enlists. I spent everything I had on my ticket.” 
 
    I noted her tattered cloak and dirty fingernails. She was a slummer, probably off the streets of Lohr. Lucifer was rallying the poor to fight for him with illusions of wealth. Heartless, but efficient. 
 
    I didn’t respond, looking ahead. The line was getting shorter.  
 
    “I wish you all the luck,” I said as a patrol guard waved me toward his booth. “Sorry, again.” 
 
    The guard stuck his hand through a tiny hole in the window. I reached into my pocket, producing a boarding pass. He took it, glanced it over, and then glanced at me. I saw a flicker of suspicion in his eyes. 
 
    I had no belongings on me, nor did I appear to be in want of anything. I seemed like a normal, middle class citizen, and all the normal middle class citizens were in line to leave Avernai, being wealthy enough to buy their way out of the draft. 
 
    “Purpose for your visit?” inquired the guard. He hadn’t asked the previous traveler that.  
 
    “Enlistment,” I said, coolly. 
 
    He studied my face, and my clothes. “You sure?” 
 
    He was relaxed; a joke. I smirked. 
 
    “I’m in need of a little excitement.” 
 
    “Where are you coming from?” asked the guard, stamping my pass. There was no demand in his tone anymore. 
 
    “Junah,” I said, thinking fast.  
 
    He grunted, handing off my pass. “Hope the war is exciting enough for you. Don’t get killed before you finish training.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    I walked through the booth and into Avernai’s port terminal. The ambivalent smile on my face faded, replaced by a stoic frown. Behind me the woman I’d spoken to was getting detained for illegal transit because she couldn’t find her boarding pass.   
 
    I entered the city, ignoring her cries and the pangs of guilt they caused. Not even three hours back and I’d already ruined someone’s life. Old habits. 
 
      
 
    Avernai City was a baffling combination of Byzantium and Neolithic design. Not quite like old-Crylle, but reminiscent of it. It would have been a beautiful city, if not for the slums and dredges that filled its alleys and building stoops, stewing in the stench of burning garbage. Few civilian crafts soared overhead, and my frown turned from complacence to pity as I walked the streets, taking in the scenery.  
 
    Most of the buildings were abandoned. Billboards atop them were flashing evacuation warnings.  
 
    Lucifer was cleaning out this layer, it being nearest to Heaven and the most likely place of an attack. That explained the deserters, and also the draftees. They were building arms here to defend a first strike. The idea of Yahweh Telei and his angel army attacking anything still seemed so… confounding. Then again the Commander of the Argent Court was nothing like the boy I’d known. Time had stained him, too. There was no element crueler.  
 
    Here was no place to wade in reverie, I had a mission to complete. 
 
    I passed the recruiting station with my head down, having no intention of enlisting. Instead I followed the road that led to the spires of Avernai Parliament, devising a plan of getting by the guards stationed around the gate. 
 
    The only plan I could think of would cost a few lives. So be it. Demons looked like Nehel, but they were nothing more than angels in costume. 
 
    It was late afternoon, and there was a shift-change in order. Shift-change was an ideal time for any infiltration, as the guards were tired and distracted with the idea of being relieved from duty. They would be careless.  
 
    Some were already congregating around the entrance—not at their designated posts—chatting about things that didn’t pertain to their jobs. I moved through an alley a little less than a block away from the parliament gates, emerging at a spot less manned.  
 
    There was one guard that looked extremely bored. He’d slid his visor up so I could see his face, pulse rifle lying limp against his shoulder. I surveyed the perimeter; not another guard for at least two blocks. He would do. 
 
    I whirred in front of him, and he jumped, grasping for his rifle. 
 
    And then his head exploded. 
 
    I grabbed the guard’s body and sprinted back into the alley, crouching behind a dumpster. There was a homeless man sleeping in a door stoop at the other end of the alley—or maybe he was dead, I didn’t know—and the commotion didn’t even stir him. I stripped the guard’s corpse and then myself, suiting up. I wiped the blood and brain matter from the visor with my coat, covering the body with it thereafter. 
 
    I re-emerged from the alley, now an Avernai Parliament Guard.  
 
    Easy enough. 
 
    There was another guard standing where my victim had been stationed. I almost froze, startled, but kept a casual gait.  
 
    “Where were you?” he demanded.  
 
    “Taking a leak.” 
 
    That didn’t seem unusual, thankfully. “Couldn’t wait another five minutes ‘til shift change?” 
 
    “No, I saw you coming.”  
 
    “Catch you tomorrow morning,” he muttered, and I nodded farewell, heading through the gate with the other off-duty guards, right into parliament. 
 
    I followed the herd for a few hallways, falling back as they descended a set of stairs. Hanging left, I traversed a shadowy corridor in search of a vacant room with a computer. I passed a records office, but heard activity behind the frosted glass window. Continuing on, I caught a glimpse of a server room sign on a door at the end of the hall. The door didn’t have a window like the records room, and it was locked when I tried the handle. Servers had computers to run them.  
 
    I turned the handle a little harder, forcing the lock with ease.  
 
    Click.  
 
    I was greeted with tile floors, cool air, the quiet whir of machinery, and a row of vacant computer terminals. Bingo. 
 
    I sat at the middle terminal, recalling Nephilim’s username and password. Avernai was dilapidated and I would assume the same of its database security. The Celestial Court account wasn’t even flagged as a breach. In a matter of moments, I was back within the Plexus private archives. 
 
    And then a rumble shook the parliament, accompanied by the sound of an explosion from somewhere outside. The lights flickered. I looked up. 
 
    More explosions. 
 
    Alarms sounded. A message blared from speakers in the hallway; all guards were to report to the gate. 
 
    Fuck, really? 
 
    I ignored the automated charge for now, too close to abandon my mission. All I needed was another couple of minutes, but I had to hurry. 
 
    Heaven had come knocking. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XI 
 
    HEAVY RAIN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yahweh Telei—; 
 
      
 
    “ONLY FOUR THOUSAND,” I whispered, watching clouds of argent jets blow Avernai’s gate into dust. “It’s a slaughter.” 
 
    “A slaughter is good,” said Leid, watching too. “This will send a message to Commander Raith.” 
 
    We stood within the protective glass walls of the Ezekiel navigation room, hovering ten thousand feet above the city. Frontline jets ceased their attack, retreating to our port. Ground assault poured over the wreckage, slaughtering demon soldiers scrambling to protect their city perimeter. Even up so high, I could still see blood running rivers down the streets. 
 
    I turned away, unable to witness any more. My finger pressed the button on my headset. “Ground General Trede, remind your soldiers to avoid targeting civilians. The only bodies I should see are ones holding guns.” 
 
    “Sir,” said Cereli, and then nothing more. 
 
    Leid continued to survey the battle, not at all disturbed by the carnage. It was what she’d done for centuries, and had continued to do for me. For us.  
 
    Four thousand against twenty; the odds were in our favor. It was all going exactly as we had planned. Storm Avernai and take the city—occupy their parliament and place Malphas Tremm into custody. Not an hour had passed and already half of our goal was met. Eventually Malphas would get cold feet as more and more of his soldiers fell, and he would flee to the cephalon. We had to reach parliament before that happened. 
 
    Cereli’s forces were halfway into the city, swarming over defending troops in an unrelenting wave of ammunition-fire. Black smoke billowed into the sky, obscuring the view.  
 
    “She’s not going to make it,” I muttered, watching again.  
 
    Leid said nothing, but her expression relayed agreement. She tapped her headset. “Zhevraine.” 
 
    “Commander?” 
 
    “Fetch the Archdemon.” 
 
    Leid’s guardian emerged from the communications tower, gliding across the bridge. She was dressed in all black assassin-esque apparel. As Zhevraine boarded a transporter bound for a hot zone drop-off, she glanced up and nodded. Her image faded with the transporter as they disappeared into the smoke.  
 
    I glanced at Leid, confused. “Can’t you two speak to each other inside your heads?” 
 
    “Yes, but that would be rude. I am an advisor, and an advisor doesn’t keep her Commander out of the loop.” 
 
    “Can we deactivate the cephalon?” I asked. 
 
    “We can, but the configuration panel is inside parliament. It has to be, since our jets already brought down the silos powering the city. There must be a backup generator in Avernai’s central house.” 
 
    “You should tell Zhevraine—” 
 
    “That’s her first objective.” 
 
    Advisor my left foot. Leid was always twenty steps ahead of me. I might as well have handed her my Argentia crest. If only. 
 
    I wouldn’t short-change this victory. It might be our only one.  
 
    For weeks I’d been wracked with panic, and still the idea of being here seemed wrong. But surrendering Heaven would be worse. Lucifer had backed me into a corner; I had no choice but to fight. And by evening the angels would have Avernai.  
 
    Only six more layers to go. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XII 
 
    CONVERGE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE ANGELS HAD ALL BUT TAKEN THE LAYER, and the explosions grew fewer and farther in between. One explosion felt a little too close to home, and the subsequent alarm relayed a parliament breach. 
 
    Time to go. 
 
    I darted out of the server room, leaving the Nexus archive on the console screen. Didn’t matter now.  
 
    Sprinting up the stairs, I stopped at the top for a moment to glance over the area map. Avernai Cephalon was in the eastern spire. I was in the north. That meant I had to cross a giant glass mezzanine and risk getting shot at. Awesome. 
 
    I pushed my speed to its limit, blurring down the hall. Surely someone had seen me, but I’d been far too fast for a target lock, and they had probably stopped to scratch their heads, wondering what could move that fast. 
 
    The cephalon was deactivated. 
 
    On cue, all the lights died within the terminal.  
 
    A demon was huddled in the corner, clutching at a portal pillar. He waved a gun at me. My eyes adjusted to the darkness, and I recognized his face. 
 
    Malphas Tremm, Archdemon of Avernai. 
 
    “Protect me!” he cried. 
 
    Wait, what?  
 
    I spun toward the entrance, just in time to see a silhouette blur into the terminal, coming right at me. I dove out of the way, and the blur changed trajectory at supersonic speed. Again, it lunged.  
 
    I relieved myself to survival instinct and we became two blurs across the room. Within seconds I was pinned on the ground, my assailant’s arm crushing my neck, careful not to slice me with her scythe.  
 
    Zhevraine. 
 
    She stared down at me, stunned. I used this opportunity to kick her off and dash for the mezzanine. I didn’t even make it off my knees before I felt the barrel of a pulse rifle against my helmet.  
 
    “Don’t move,” warned a woman. She wore full plate armor, but I was able to match a face to the voice. 
 
    Cereli Trede. 
 
    Killing her wasn’t ideal. I hadn’t wanted to reunite with everyone like this, but life seemed to always have a way of fucking you.  
 
    I yielded, saying nothing. 
 
    Zhevraine ripped off my helmet, and I exhaled.  
 
    Cereli recoiled, almost dropping the gun. “Alezair?” 
 
    I looked up at her, and she blanched at the sight of my Nehelian eyes.  
 
    Malphas was still huddled in the corner, blinking at us. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” demanded Zhevraine. 
 
    “Getting some answers,” I said. “Until you crashed the party.” 
 
    “What happened to his eyes?” asked Cereli, staring at Zhevraine. “He looks like a demon.” 
 
    Zhevraine ignored her question, tapping her headset. “Commanders, we’ve got a situation.” 
 
    She waited. 
 
    “Qaira’s here, dressed as an Avernai elite guard. He was protecting Malphas Tremm.” 
 
    “Was not,” I muttered. 
 
    “Qaira?” repeated Cereli, abashed.  
 
    “As you wish,” murmured Zhevraine, looking back at me. “Are you going to come quietly or do I have to drag you to the Ezekiel?” 
 
    “You taking me prisoner?”  
 
    “Yahweh wants to speak to you.” 
 
    “Someone needs to tell me what’s going on,” said Cereli, annoyed at our avoidance of her.  
 
    “You’ll be filled in soon,” promised Zhevraine. She nodded at Malphas. “Take him. We’ll talk on the ship. Where are your soldiers?” 
 
    “They fell back at the bridge, waiting for my signal.” 
 
    “Tell them we’re clear.” 
 
    I stood, dusting myself off, trying to salvage what little pride I had left. Zhevraine walked alongside me, staying on edge in case I tried to run. Cereli dragged Malphas behind us, his wrists bound in ion-cuffs. Their confusion seemed mutual.  
 
    “Siding with the demons?” she asked, near-whisper.  
 
    “I’m siding with no one.” 
 
    “Why are you dressed as an enemy soldier?” 
 
    “I told you, I was trying to get some answers.” 
 
    “Answers to what?” 
 
    I didn’t respond, and Zhevraine let the topic die, realizing there was more to this equation than she’d thought. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The angel command ship, Ezekiel, was an image to behold. Nearly the size of central Avernai, it loomed over the capital, casting the city in shadow. The ship’s architecture was reminiscent of the Ark—what I could remember of it, anyway—crafted into a molecular illusion of spheres and luminary halos, rotating slowly over the hull.  
 
    Avernai’s streets were teeming with corpses—mostly demon, salted with a few angels. Blood ran in streams between my boots, the smell of death and jet fuel permeating the air, brought in by the wind and smoke. Cinders and ashes fell like rain, and I kept my head lowered to avoid their singe.  
 
    A transporter awaited Zhevraine, Cereli and her soldiers’ returns at the border waystation. As we ascended toward the command ship, I watched angel soldiers directing demon refugees out of the wreckage and to shelter inside the station. Apparently Yahweh’s game plan was to deliver hospitality to those whom they conquered; a little angelic ambivalence. Mercy and honor went a long way during war. Maybe he hadn’t changed so much after all. 
 
    Or maybe Leid had advised him to play nice. 
 
    I kept my head down as we boarded, too afraid to see who had come on deck to witness our arrival. As we were led into central headquarters, I caught a glimpse of Adrial in my peripherals, standing by the door as Zhevraine forced me inside.  
 
    For a second, our eyes locked. 
 
    Adrial said nothing as Malphas and I disappeared into the main corridor, but I could sense suspicion behind his gaze. It bothered me. 
 
    Cereli and her guards led Malphas down a separate hall, while Zhevraine guided me toward an interrogation room. I squinted against the fluorescent lights as she gestured to the table and two chairs in the center of the room.  
 
    I didn’t budge.  
 
    “I’ll be right outside should you try anything,” she warned, shooting me a look. 
 
    “Am I under arrest?” 
 
    “No,” she said.  
 
    She left without another word. I heard the door lock behind her; not that that would stop me from escaping, but Zhevraine certainly could. She was a seasoned guardian, double my speed and strength. Having no other choice, I sat on one of the chairs. 
 
    Leid was here somewhere. Here on this ship, undoubtedly aware that I’d been captured. The idea of her walking through that door quickened my pulse. This wasn’t how I wanted to see her again. This wasn’t how our reunion should have gone.  
 
    I hadn’t wanted a reunion at all—only to learn what had happened after Sanctum’s fall. Coming to The Atrium was a mistake. I’d known that, but the transcendental pull had left me powerless in its grasp.  
 
    Footsteps echoed through the wall. I heard an exchange of words from behind the door. The handle jiggled, and I braced myself. 
 
    My first visitor was not Leid, but Yahweh Telei. 
 
    I exhaled, relieved. As much as I didn’t want to be here, I did have a few things to say to him. Our gazes locked as he sat across the table. He wasn’t a boy anymore, but a young man scarred and unflappable. Dressed in a suit and mantle adorning the crest of Argentia, something I had last seen worn by Commander Raith, he had the look and demeanor of Archaean Commander. Impressive, nonetheless. 
 
    “We meet again, Qaira Eltruan.”  
 
    As Alezair Czynri I hadn’t felt nostalgia at hearing his voice, deeper and authoritative, sucked dry of youth and naiveté. It reminded me of all the things I’d lost—time, especially. 
 
    I reclined, building a stony façade.  
 
    Unfazed by my lack of response, he smiled. “You already told Zhevraine that you haven’t allied with the demons, but I’d like to hear it from you.” 
 
    “Your war is the least of my concerns.” 
 
    “Then what are you doing in Avernai?” 
 
    “I’m not telling you anything until you give me what I’m due.” 
 
    Yahweh tilted his head. “And what do I owe you?” 
 
    “An apology.” 
 
    Amusement wicked across his face. “You want an apology for almost killing me?” 
 
    “An apology for using my blood will suffice.” 
 
    His amusement faded quickly; now he looked at me with dark revelation. He’d figured out what I was doing here. 
 
    “Right before your whites attacked Avernai, I read an interesting article titled Transposon gene therapy for Pleuroferrosis patients, written by you.” 
 
    He said nothing, staring. 
 
    “I couldn’t hack the Plexus archives at the Celestial Court. They were only accessible through a parliament server.” 
 
    Yahweh’s gaze trailed downward.  
 
    I leaned forward, snarling. “You used my blood to cure your sick? You mixed my genes with angel DNA?” 
 
    “Yes.” His response was coarse, denying nothing. “That was the only way to save them.” 
 
    I grinned. “Save them? You turned them into demons and then Heaven cast them out. Now you’re slaughtering them while they starve to death. You should have let them all die.” 
 
    “You’re right, but I’m not an oracle,” he said, deadpan. “I had no idea what would happen, nor what my father would do.” 
 
    “Which father? The one you mutated or the one you killed?” 
 
    My little jabs were starting to get under his skin, and it showed. Yahweh’s jaw clenched and his eyes were reduced to tiny slits as he struggled to stay composed. “You know nothing.” 
 
    “I know a lot more than you think. The blood I donated for your transfusion was kept and experimented on. Was that the information you were trying to hide on your Plexus database?” 
 
    It took a moment for him to recall what I was talking about. “We couldn’t ignore the attributes of your genome, Qaira. You were a medical anomaly. A miracle. Have you ever wondered why you were born the way you are? I know you have. Do you want me to tell you why?” 
 
    I took the bait, waiting. 
 
    “Fifty percent of your genome consists of transposons. You should have been still-born, but you weren’t. Although you looked the same as your ilk, you were fifty percent foreign, enough to claim species-divergence.” 
 
    “You’re saying I wasn’t Nehel?” 
 
    “I’m saying you were a miracle. Your blood had the power to heal. Gene therapy erased all inflictions of Pleuroferrosis. What I didn’t expect was mutation. Your transposons molded with angel DNA, changed it, and turned it into something else.” 
 
     “They all look like me.” 
 
    “Because you’re Patient Zero. You donated fifty percent of your traits to them. They’re half angel, half Nehel.” 
 
    “Still Nehel enough to segregate them. Enslave them.” 
 
    “I did not want this war. Lucifer declared war on me. I’ve been trying for hundreds of years to mend the damage of the Ring War.” 
 
    “Why was it called the Ring War?” 
 
    Yahweh pointed to his eye. “That was the first symptom of mutation. Red rings around their eyes, like Nehel. The public grew scared and shut the clinical trials down after that, but the damage was already done.” 
 
    I said nothing, looking away, overwhelmed by the impulse to reach across the table and snap his neck. What he’d done was too disgusting, too horrific, to forgive.  
 
    My expression gave away my thoughts, and he repeated, “I was trying to save them.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” I said through my teeth. “You weren’t trying to save them, you fucking snake. All you’ve ever been interested in is glory. Well, genius, how did you like the reward that came with your miracle cure?” 
 
    Yahweh sat there, tight-lipped. The silence continued for eons.  
 
    “Fight for me,” he said. 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “Lucifer is fighting this war so the demons can take over The Atrium. I am fighting this war so we can finally make peace.” 
 
    “Peace through war? Could have sworn you were against that philosophy.” 
 
    “The war will end when the Obsidian Court lays down their arms and agrees to negotiate. That can only happen if Lucifer is impeached and a new Commander takes his seat. We plan to relinquish all borders and unify The Atrium and its resources to both domains thereafter.” 
 
    I frowned, incredulous. “And what demon would defy Lucifer Raith and claim his seat?” 
 
    Yahweh only smiled. “I am trying to make amends. Our victory will serve as my apology to you.” 
 
    I’d forgotten how persuasive Yahweh could be. I stayed silent, staring at the table.  
 
    “Fight for me,” he pressed. “We can save this world together.” 
 
    “I don’t fight for anyone,” I said. “I’m not the clueless twat that left here.” 
 
    He nodded, sighing. “I won’t force you. I can’t, really. My offer remains on the table should you ever change your mind. You’re free to go.” 
 
    With that he stood, heading for the door. Yahweh vacated the room without farewell or even a glance over his shoulder. He’d left the door ajar, reinforcing the fact that I really was free to go. 
 
    … Free to go where? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I stood on deck, waiting for a transport craft to take me back into the city. From there I would return to Moritoria, grab my things, and get as far away from The Atrium as I could.  
 
    At least, that was my plan. It seemed someone else had another. 
 
    I ignored the sidelong glances from passing angel soldiers. I was unmasked and still dressed in Avernai Elite armor, without ion-cuffs. On my way out of headquarters, Seyestin and Cereli stared at me from afar, their faces decorated in restrained fear. Obviously someone had filled them in. None of their soldiers seemed to know. Yet, anyway.  
 
    Would anyone believe it? I was like a mythological character; ancient history. Sanctum’s fall felt like yesterday, but really it had happened almost a thousand years ago. My identity was dust, like the world as I’d known it. 
 
    Adrial appeared out of nowhere, standing at the gate. I pretended not to see him. 
 
    “Leaving so soon?” he asked. 
 
    I didn’t respond. 
 
    “Qaira Eltruan,” he said, trying the name on his tongue. “I was told you were an evil, child-eating tyrant. You’re like the boogeyman around here.” 
 
    Now he was just trying to get a rise out of me. 
 
    “But you don’t look or seem much different. Albeit, Alezair wouldn’t have been able to sneak into Avernai’s Parliament and hack their database.” 
 
    “I didn’t hack anything. Their security is a joke.” 
 
    Adrial smiled, victorious. I glanced at him, and then at his attire. He was wearing the Celestial Court uniform, its Jury insignia shining red under the deck lamps. Once upon a time I’d worn the same thing, back when my mind was as blank and drab as its design. 
 
    He was taken aback by my eyes, gazing into them with startled curiosity. It must have been strange seeing me as a ‘demon’. “So, where will you go?” 
 
    I didn’t have an answer, so, again, I didn’t respond. 
 
    “Alezair was never much for planning, either,” he noted. 
 
    My lip curled as I shot him a look. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Whatever you were, you aren’t anymore.” 
 
    “Don’t pretend to know me.” 
 
    “I do know you. You might think this revelation has shaken you to your core, changed you forever, but it hasn’t.” 
 
    “Not even two minutes in and you’re already psychoanalyzing me.” 
 
    “You’re a violet guardian. Your place is here, with us.” 
 
    “Calenus seems to think my place is with him.” 
 
    Adrial frowned. “And that might be true, in due time.” 
 
    And then it struck me. With everything going on, I’d completely forgotten that Leid was expiring. Suddenly my heart felt heavy, and the look on my face revealed that I’d caught his drift.  
 
    “You should go and see her,” he said. “That’s why you’re here, after all.” 
 
    “Wrong.” 
 
    “Am I? What was stopping you from cleaving your way through Cereli’s guards and making a break for it?” 
 
    “Zhevraine.” 
 
    “… Fair enough, but you know as well as I do that she wouldn’t have killed you had you fought. You seem pretty docile, even now.” 
 
    I stayed quiet. He didn’t know what had happened between us. Not really. I couldn’t expect Adrial to understand why the thought of facing Leid made my blood boil. This was no one’s business but mine. 
 
    The transporter glided through the clouds, docking at the port. My ride was here. 
 
    Adrial stepped back as the gate opened and soldiers bled through the doors. More looks. “She only has a few months left,” he said. “Don’t do something else that you’ll regret.” 
 
    All I paid him was a cold stare, and he left for headquarters. The transporter was vacant. The pilot waited for me to board with an impatient glare. 
 
    One, two, three.  
 
    Three seconds—that was all the time it took for me to step away from the gate and head back along the deck. The pilot set off again, disappearing toward the city.  
 
    Adrial was right.  
 
    Leid was dying, and I had a few things to say to her before she went. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XIII 
 
    DISCLOSURE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yahweh Telei—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    I WAS FORCED TO FILL MY GENERALS IN in on the situation.  
 
    Zhevraine had already told them a bit of it, having provided some cushioning for the fall. Seyestin and Cereli stood cool and aloof as I relayed everything—from Namah’s contract with the Nexus to Qaira’s memory-less alter-ego, Alezair Czynri, claiming membership in the Jury—until I revealed my plan of enlisting his military expertise to aid us in our war.  
 
    Seyestin was the first to crack. “Qaira Eltruan destroyed his own city. He was a genocidal psychopath. You want him on our side?” I opened my mouth, but he wasn’t finished. “He tried to kill you. Years before that he starved and slaughtered our kind until we forced him into an alliance.” 
 
    “Past is passed, General Trede. He has no power here. He’s not in control of anything anymore, and you’d be surprised to see how the Mighty might act after they’ve fallen.” 
 
    “We don’t need him,” he pressed. “We have Leid and the others. Today was an affirmation that we have a chance.” 
 
    I turned my back, looking out the navigation room window. The dock was vacant. Moments before I had watched Qaira and Adrial exchange words. Apparently Justice Trisyien convinced Qaira to stay, as he had left the dock without boarding the transporter. “Chance is an arbitrary thing. Today was a fluke. Lucifer was not ready for our attack, but now he will be. Our next battle will involve an army well outnumbering our own. Today was… a warm up exercise, nothing more.” 
 
    “Qaira publically hated the angels,” said Cereli, as her brother had given up his fight. “What makes you think he’d even consider fighting for us?” 
 
    Qaira was so misunderstood. None of them knew him like I did—none of them had seen what the death of his sister had done. He hadn’t hated the angels, not until post-trauma ascended to extreme paranoia. “You two forget that a rogue band of angels snuck into his city and murdered his sister.” 
 
    Cereli shook her head. “I haven’t forgotten, but that only solidifies my doubt that he’d even consider siding with us.” 
 
    I knew he would, just like I knew him. Leid held all the cards; if she willed it to happen, then it would. She and Qaira just had to mend their issues (to put it lightly) without killing each other and/or destroying Ezekiel.  
 
    … On that note, perhaps I should have been more worried.  
 
    Cereli left the room, having nothing more to say, evidently upset. Her brother lingered, glaring at the back of my head. I could feel his eyes burning a hole through my skull. 
 
    “You lied to us,” he said, near-snarl. “For a hundred years that monster was here, among us, and you said nothing.” 
 
    “He didn’t know who he was, Seyestin.” 
 
    “But you did. You, Leid and Lucifer.” 
 
    “We were trying to keep his identity secret. Had we told anyone, word might have spread, and Qaira would have found out who he was prematurely. Telling anyone would have placed his life in danger. I’m certain more than a few angels and demons would have felt they owed him some due justice. And let’s not even discuss the political chaos that would have caused.” 
 
    “As your general, I am forced to abide by your decision. But you are making a mistake, Yahweh.” He dropped formalities, hoping to needle his point. “Qaira is a derelict—at the very least a wild card. If you think for a minute that you can command him, control him, then you’re more naïve than I thought.” 
 
    I spun, startled by the insult, but he was already out the door.  
 
    Seyestin was wrong. They were wrong. 
 
    None of them knew Qaira, or me for that matter. 
 
    My gaze settled on the chessboard resting atop the digital map control panel. My thoughts then drifted to all the games Lucifer and I had ever played. He had always given me first move. He had also given me first strike: Avernai.  
 
    This war was a chess match, true and true. 
 
    Seyestin and Cereli were my bishops, Leid my queen. I had pawns aplenty, rooks, but there was still a piece missing; a piece that every player always seemed to underestimate, whose moves were often overlooked until it was too late. 
 
    I needed a knight. 
 
    Qaira would be my knight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XIV 
 
    HARROWING 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Leid Koseling—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’D FELT HIM COMING.  
 
    Thump, thump, thump, said my heart, as I stared at the door with a scythe unleashed.  
 
    I had fled the command station when Yahweh ordered Zhevraine and Cereli to bring Qaira onboard. Since then I’d waited in my assigned living quarters, praying he would leave.  
 
    In Moritoria I had thought about seeing him again, anticipated it, but now that our reunion was seconds away I realized that everything would explode from our closet. Everything. Every skeleton, every sin, every vile thing we had ever done… 
 
    Scars would revert to festering wounds, and those scars had taken forever to heal. 
 
    Qaira was angry; I could already taste him. Being a noble was a horrible thing. 
 
    I’d always had a talent with words, and was often prided on my ability to talk my way out of almost any situation. But not this time. This time things could only be settled with scythes.  
 
    The lock on my door was engaged, but it wouldn’t hold against Vel’Haru strength. If Qaira wanted in, he would get in.  
 
     The residential sector was isolated—no one was in their rooms at a time like this. Except me.  
 
    Down the hall, the elevator doors slid open. Footsteps. 
 
    Tap, tap, tap.  
 
    I held my breath. 
 
    The footsteps stopped in front of my door. Seconds passed.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    The door handle shifted.  
 
    Nothing, again. 
 
    I waited with baited breath, but there was only silence. Qaira knew that I was in here, watching. He needn’t make his presence known. 
 
    But his lack of calamity was confusing. I was certain he’d kick the door down, but all he seemed to do was stand there, docile.  
 
    “Open it.” 
 
    Even his voice had changed. Deeper, confident. At the sound, something stirred in my chest. Conflicted, I looked at the lock, but didn’t move. 
 
    “Are you really that frightened of me?” I imagined the question accompanied by that wicked smile of his.  
 
    No, I wasn’t frightened of him. I was frightened of killing him. I didn’t know what Qaira intended to do when I opened the door, and the thought of putting him down nearly broke me in two. But there was no escaping the situation. Not anymore. Better that I handled it without cowardice.  
 
    Steeling myself, I hit the lock disengage button beside the door. It deactivated with a beep. A second later, Qaira turned the handle.  
 
    He was dressed in black armor, demon armor, the kind found at Avernai Parliament. His eyes held mine, their red rings made his silver irises ten times brighter. They shined like ingots— molten, chaotic. Alezair had never worn such an expression; the kind that cut you deep, made you shiver. Innocence was lost, replaced by horrible memories and a sordid soul.  
 
    And he was beautiful. 
 
    It was true; I loved a monster. 
 
    His stare trailed toward my scythe, and then he smiled. “That for me?” 
 
    I said nothing, unable to generate any words. I’d rehearsed this a hundred times, but one look at him and my breath was sucked right out of my lungs. My mouth felt like a desert. 
 
    Qaira didn’t enter my room, remaining in the doorway. When I didn’t respond, he looked at me again, eyes wandering across my face. He’d noticed my infirmity.  
 
    I looked like death, that much was certain. A few hours ago I was vomiting blood in the sanitizer. A migraine throttled my temples, like little fingers pushing against my skull. I watched the hard edges of his gaze soften, hating him for it. His pity made me feel even more vulnerable. 
 
    I turned away, unable to take it. 
 
    My scythe slid back into my wrist and my hand began to heal.  
 
    Qaira said nothing else. I felt his eyes linger on my back. 
 
    “What do you want?” I muttered, his silence even worse than his pity. 
 
    “I had quite a few things to say to you,” he began. “Many, many things, but… I don’t know anymore. I see now that there’s no sense in saying them.” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder. His smile was gone. 
 
    “You know what you did, and I know what I did.” He looked around the room, then at the sanitizer in the corner, still stained with blood. “Karma’s a bitch, isn’t it?” 
 
    Anger stirred from deep within. “Don’t you talk to me about karma.” 
 
    Qaira smirked. “Playing puppeteer for the angels now, huh? You seem to get around. Someone should warn Yahweh that anyone who hangs with you tends to wind up dead, or worse.” 
 
    I smiled at his venom. “Says The Atrium’s most notorious mass-murderer. You can’t discredit me, Qaira. You’re as filthy as they come.” 
 
    “At least I’m not a fractious bitch.” 
 
    “Name calling. Quaint.” 
 
    “How’s Oraniquitis?” he asked, tapping his forehead. “Can she hear us?” 
 
    My blood ran cold.  
 
    He noticed the immediate change in my demeanor. “Have you told anyone?” 
 
    “Have you?” 
 
    Qaira shook his head. 
 
    That surprised me. “Why not?” 
 
    He looked at the ground, silent. 
 
    “I guess that means you don’t want me dead.” 
 
    Qaira’s eyes met mine again, stony. “It was good to see you.” 
 
    Without another word, he left.  
 
    I stepped into the hall, but he was already gone. Abandoned to heartache, I retreated into my room and shut the door. It felt like Sanctum’s fall all over again—the numb, empty crater in my chest, the gnawing in my stomach. Back then I’d thought the sorrow would never end. And here it was again, unbearable as ever. 
 
    I should have killed him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XV 
 
    OBJECTIVE COMPLETE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucifer Raith—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    “AVERNAI HAS FALLEN,” announced Samnaea, near whisper. “The angels have taken the first layer. Malphas Tremm has not contacted us since the attack, therefore we can assume he is subjugated, or—” A tremor broke her voice for good. She did not speak again. 
 
    Our conference table was dead silent. The only person unmarred by the news was me.  
 
    Public broadcast had somehow managed to sneak several recordings of the attack past the border. Intelligence leaked a few others. The angel command ship was certainly something to behold as it oozed jets that tore through Avernai in a storm of fire and ash. Alarms blared. Screams ensued, followed by gunfire that silenced them forever.  
 
    They had taken the bait. 
 
    “I want Lochai and Lohr’s militia moved to protect Lochai’s border. Fifty thousand ground soldiers and ten thousand jets.” I glanced toward Lilith and Naberius, whom happened to be sitting side by side. “Are your carriers ready?” 
 
    They nodded, solemn. 
 
    “We’ll head the angels off before they advance. Keep the fight away from any cities. Don’t let them near Lochai’s Parliament. Each of you will be assigned a Primer. Let them do the heavy lifting.” 
 
    Primers were seasoned admirals of the Obsidian Court. The cream of the crop, trained from adolescence to lead a war should the occasion ever arise. Until now they had overseen militia throughout the layers, serving as judiciary council and law enforcement on a smaller scale than that of the Jury. Any in-house crimes were dealt with by them and their ilk.  
 
    Our political and societal bearings had long since deviated from the Archaean Theosyne structure. If Yahweh thought Avernai was a reflection of our ability to defend Hell (which I was almost sure he didn’t), then our next match would come as a surprise.  
 
    Naberius and Lilith were excused from the room, led by their accompanying guards to return to their layers and prepare for war. Real war.  
 
    Avernai was only a test, yet no one had known that but me. 
 
    Our first layer was the weakest link, holding the weakest people. I’d seen that firsthand on my way to murder Vetis Cull.  
 
    Malphas Tremm was equally weak, a reflection of his layer, unfit for rule and a coward that, to my knowledge, had hidden in parliament while his soldiers were slaughtered. A unified Hell needed to be a strong Hell—smooth the wrinkles, separate grain from chaff. But in the end, Avernai and Malphas had served a purpose. 
 
    Morale. Fear. 
 
    I made sure our public broadcast aired the angel attack on every station across Hell, leaving an imprint on the people that would shake them to their core: the angels were coming, and only we could stop them.  
 
    Displayed was a consequence of too few soldiers to man the fort. That lead worked, as thousands of recruits flocked to Junah and Akkaroz to enlist in the few hours since Avernai’s occupation was announced. Demons feared re-slavery. They’d been dying for centuries to prevent it. It was all a lie to preserve order, a lie perpetuated by both the Argent and Obsidian Courts, but the lie must hold until its barbed wire effect was no longer needed. 
 
    I excused Mastema and Azazel a short while later, ordering them to gather more arms should Lochai need any reinforcements. Samnaea and I were left alone. 
 
    “Dr. Jonarr called while you were speaking to WDR,” she said. “He said the carnifex prototype is ready for review.” 
 
    I nodded, miles away.  
 
    Yahweh’s willingness to come along on the Ezekiel might have been honorable, except that he was guarded by Vel’Haru. He was cheating. Guarded by the Jury was invincibility, therefore I would have to take out his military until he was forced to surrender. The odds were in my favor, but there was always a small chance things wouldn’t turn out as I’d hoped.  
 
    I had a few tricks up my sleeve yet.  
 
    The carnifex was insurance. 
 
    Insurance, but a last resort.  
 
    “I’ll head there tonight,” I said, reaching for my briefcase. “I need a projections report for Judas when you have the time. It has to be armed and ready by tomorrow.” 
 
    “It’ll be done before that,” she promised, smiling. “All that’s left is the central AI and ion shield.” 
 
    “Good. Junah Primers will assemble the men?” 
 
    “They will.” 
 
    Together we walked out of the conference room and down the steps of Akkaroz’s Parliament lobby. My general would spend her afternoon making military preparations, while I would spend mine talking to the press. Samnaea suggested we grab lunch before parting ways, and I obliged, knowing good and well that this may be the last time either of us had any freedom. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XVI 
 
    A NECESSARY EVIL 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
    I WANDERED THE EZEKIEL, INDECISIVE of my next move. I was in a good position to take my leave, travel somewhere else far, far away and never look back.  
 
    But returning to The Atrium had done something. It was hard to explain, but nowhere else had felt like here—home—even though my world as I’d known it had ended long ago.  
 
    The Atrium was no longer my home, no longer my world, yet still nostalgia cemented my feet to its ground and the thought of leaving made me anxious.  
 
    Seeing Leid was a mistake.  
 
    All of my anger had deflated the moment our eyes met. Our history stained her as much as it did me. Talking about it was useless, and all I could think about during our brief, mostly one-sided conversation was Ara’s lifeless body on Eroqam’s research science floor; the empty, faraway gaze in his eyes and the blood that pooled around him.  
 
    Leid had pulled the trigger, but she hadn’t killed my brother. That was on me. 
 
    I’d left her quarters sick with guilt and pity. It was a disgusting, shameful feeling that had me wishing back that white hot rage. But the rage had boiled over, leaving my conscience to stew in what was left: regret, disgrace. 
 
    The Ezekiel was massive. I wandered its winding glass halls for what seemed like hours and the scenery barely changed. At one point the angels’ uniforms switched from armor to white coats as I’d passed an infirmary, and then a laboratory, but the floors were always cream tile, the walls translucent, the lights fluorescent. Doors with the sigil of Argentia and Theosyne lined the halls, and I eventually found an elevator that took me back on deck.  
 
    The air was colder now, the sky painted muddy brown as dusk turned to twilight. Shadows loomed across the deck, blending with silhouettes of soldiers dancing across lamplight. The command ship had ascended since its siege on Avernai. I couldn’t see the city anymore, only clouds. 
 
    I leaned over the rail, closing my eyes against the glare of Ezekiel’s halo. It immersed me in golden light, and I looked at my hands, moved by the shimmer of my skin. 
 
    I wondered what would happen if I stepped off the deck. At such a height, a lesser body would explode upon impact with the ground. Would that happen to me? Could I survive that? 
 
    The fear of surviving such a fall—and the agony to follow—made me forego that idea. My hands were no longer just hands; they were weapons. I could bend steel, crush stone, probably even lift a jet. Dying was a feat.  
 
    For years I had revered my wife and her abilities, and here I was the same. She had turned me into a god. Leid had done it to protect me, to keep me close in case anyone found out that I had broken free of the Nexus. That moment felt like yesterday, on Caia’s cliffs, in the rain—the way she’d looked at me, so broken and distraught. She’d told me I’d regret this, and, as always, she was right. 
 
    For a hundred years I—Alezair—pried at the mystery surrounding Leid. I’d wanted to know what terrible thing had happened to make her so somber and lifeless.  
 
    And it’d been me all along. 
 
    I was that terrible thing. 
 
    “You’re still here,” said a familiar voice, shattering my thoughts.  
 
    Adrial appeared on my right, and I paid him a sidelong glance. 
 
    “Decided to stay, then?” 
 
    “Don’t get your hopes up.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes, concluding I was full of shit. I pretended not to notice. Instead of replying, Adrial leaned on the rail, mimicking my stance, and pulled a package of malay cigarettes from the breast pocket of his coat.  
 
    The demons had capitalized on malay. They also loved to drink. Their culture was enamored with mind-altering substances. They had inherited more from me than they knew.  
 
    I shook my head when Adrial offered one. He shrugged and slipped the pack back in his pocket, glancing at the angel soldiers repairing jets on the other side of the bow. They kept looking at us. “You should really change your clothes,” he said. “Your armor is confusing everyone.” 
 
    “And the Jury insignia wouldn’t?” 
 
    Demons and angels were not allowed to serve as members of the Jury. The reason was obvious. 
 
    “People are going to find out who you are regardless. There’ll be no stopping that. I can’t even fathom the shit storm it’ll cause. The Nehelian Regent, back from the dead.” He smiled, amused, malay in full-effect. “Fighting for the angels, no less. Best scare tactic ever.” 
 
    “Don’t get ahead of yourself. I haven’t agreed to stay.” 
 
    “Oh, stop. You have so.” 
 
    I didn’t respond, and more quietly he asked, “Have you seen her?” 
 
    I didn’t respond again, but my expression said it all. A look of pity flashed across his eyes, and then they rose to watch the halo sweep over the deck, dusting us in gold. “Did Calenus tell you what happened to us?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “So you know about the Scarlet Queen.” 
 
    Again, I nodded. 
 
    “Before we left Exo’daius, the Scarlet Queen claimed many lives, one belonging to a woman I loved.” Startled, I looked at him. His smile was gone, gaze distant over the black clouds. “I wanted to hate Leid, and for a while I did, but none of that was really her. 
 
    “She invoked the Scarlet Queen to save us from Aipocinus’ tyranny. He was dead before my assimilation, but he’d sounded like a beast. She couldn’t know the consequences, none of us did. Not until it was too late.” 
 
    Calenus had known. For whatever reason, he had tried to cover it up. Leid had unknowingly carried the soul of a wrathful queen inside of her, and as it slowly ate away her insides, he’d sat there and watched, telling no one.  
 
    Anger sparked in me again. Adrial had made his point—Leid was not responsible for Sanctum’s collapse. If any of the Vel’Haru were, it was Calenus Karim. But mostly me. 
 
    “You stayed with her.” 
 
    Adrial nodded. “She’s my noble, and guilt scars her still. I’ve forgiven her, The Atrium has forgiven her, but she hasn’t forgiven herself. Part of the reason why she avoids Exo’daius is out of shame.” 
 
    Zhevraine appeared from out of nowhere. Neither of us had seen her approach. She moved like a black cat through shadows.  
 
    “We’ve already caught our first snag,” she said to Adrial, paying me only a moment’s glance. She was out of combat uniform, now wearing civilian clothes beneath her Jury coat. A blue plaid scarf was twined around her neck, covering the lower half of her face, black hair loose and flowing in the night wind. “Some of our militia is calling for Malphas’ execution.” 
 
    “And Yahweh?” asked Adrial. 
 
    She shook her head. “He wants to keep him in the gallows for future questioning. We need to stand in for the briefing. Remind the crowd to maintain order.” 
 
    “The briefing is now?” 
 
    “We’re set to depart for Lochai in five hours, well before dawn.” 
 
    Adrial cursed, throwing his cigarette over the rail. “So much for sleep. Where’s Leid?” 
 
    “We don’t know. She won’t come to the briefing.” Zhevraine shot me another look. “Probably because he’s here.” 
 
    Subtlety wasn’t in her skillset. 
 
    “I’ll find her,” he muttered, heading for the residential quarters. “Tell the Commander we’ll be there in a few.” 
 
    We watched him stalk off. When Adrial was gone, Zhevraine headed for central headquarters. She paused halfway across the deck, looking back. “Are you coming?” 
 
    I looked at her, questioningly.  
 
    “You are a member of the Jury, are you not?” 
 
    I hesitated, and she continued on. Her question almost made me smile. 
 
    It was like nothing had even happened. Neither she nor Adrial cared about who I really was, and accepted me back for the sole reason that I was violet. I was them. Vel’Haru were a loyal lot. 
 
    “Wait,” I called. She held the door open as I jogged to catch up. “I need a change of clothes.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ezekiel’s conference room was a massive globe, resting atop a cylindrical, two way elevator passage south of central headquarters. Panels framed the room in ascending rings, and here angel officers surrounded a holo-map of the Lochai-Avernai borderlands displayed above a projection podium. Yahweh stood next to it, a microphone clipped to his ear so that everyone could hear him. I’d entered half an hour late, hanging back near the door.  
 
    Adrial had found Leid, and they stood sentry behind Yahweh. Zhevraine was seated with Seyestin and Cereli, front row. To my surprise, Belial Vakkar was seated next to Zhev. I wasn’t aware that the angels had a demon in tow. Interesting. 
 
    Several heads turned at my entrance. I was wearing Adrial’s spare Jury uniform so there was no question as to who I was, but my demon appearance confused the crowd. 
 
    Yahweh and Leid glanced toward the door.  
 
    He smiled. She looked away. 
 
    I listened to the briefing half-attentively, all the while staring at my wife. Her posture was rigid and she hugged her arms in a self-conscious stance. Her gaze was stoic, peering ahead at nothing. It strayed from time to time, almost meeting mine, but never quite. She was trying really hard not to look at me. 
 
    Yahweh’s plan was to depart from Avernai two hours from dawn, reaching the Lochai borders before morning. The Argent Forces couldn’t afford to give the Obsidian Army any more time to group, and an attack was less likely if they traveled at night.  
 
    Geography complicated things. The descent into Lochai was a narrow gorge riddled with floating debris. The Ezekiel couldn’t skirt that shelf. 
 
    “Your bird is too big to fly through there,” interrupted Belial. “You’ll smash her to pieces. There’s another entrance; a back door with wider berth near the Trenhaza ridge.” 
 
    “That’s three hours more travel time,” said Seyestin, “and the likeliest place the demons will think to ambush us.” 
 
    “True, on both accounts, but fact is fact. Your ship is too big. No one flies through the Verdh Shelf. Too much turbulence. If one of your jets can pass through it without getting knocked out of the sky by supersonic debris, then I’ll eat my bloody cane.” 
 
    Seyestin looked to his Commander. “I can do it.” 
 
    “I’ve no doubt you can, General Trede,” said Yahweh. “But not many of our pilots are as skilled, and we can’t afford to lose any.” He paused, looking at the map. Leid thumbed a button on the holograph and it zoomed in on the passage through the Verdh Shelf. They shared a look then, as if speaking telepathically. “After this briefing, I want every officer to recommend their best pilot. Send them to the hangar. We are going to attempt a pincer attack. 
 
    “A small team of jets, led by First General Trede, will navigate through the Verdh Shelf and attack whatever army awaits us from behind. It will lead them astray and give the rest of us enough time to emerge from the Trenhaza Ridge.” 
 
    “How many?” asked an officer.  
 
     “One hundred and fifty.” 
 
    One hundred and fifty against thousands. Cannon fodder.  
 
    “It will be dark, and they will not suspect us,” said Yahweh, deflecting the doubt across the room. “We are not trying to attack them head on, we are trying to lead them away from the ridge.” 
 
    “This is all hypothetical,” said Belial, appearing bored, “but what if Lucifer has his army stationed at both passages?” 
 
    “Then we certainly have a tough battle ahead of us.” 
 
    “If you give me a little while, I can get a better scoop on what’s what,” said Belial.  
 
    “That your informant has not provided us any information is evidence they are not organized yet. Time is to our advantage, Archdemon.” 
 
    Belial shrugged, saying nothing. 
 
    “Assemble your teams. We leave in half an hour.” 
 
    The room cleared out. The conquering of Avernai had left the angel ranks drunk with victory, but this briefing had sobered them quick. The battle of Lochai had much higher stakes, and it was certain a few (if not many) of them were going to die.  
 
    As I headed down to unite with the other Jury members huddled around Yahweh, Seyestin and Cereli passed me on their way to the door. Seyestin and I shared a look. Neither of us smiled, but I was surprised at how calm he was. Minutes ago he’d been ordered to lead what could only be described as a suicide mission.  
 
    Yahweh saw my approach and cut me off at the stairs, gesturing to follow so we could talk privately. He led me to central headquarters, into Navigations. Sealing the door behind us, he sat at the panel underneath the radar-holo and set pieces across his chessboard. It looked like he’d been playing earlier. 
 
    I lingered at the controls until he motioned for me to take a seat opposite him.  
 
    “No thanks,” I said, frowning. “Shouldn’t you be preparing for war?” 
 
    Yahweh smiled. “We have a while, and I reckon this won’t take long at all.” 
 
    Despite everything else, he was still an over-confident little shit. It was a welcomed constant.  
 
    I obliged, sitting in front of the white army. Before now he’d always been white, and I had no doubt there was reason behind giving it to me. I slid a pawn to C3. 
 
    He slid a black pawn to E5. “You’ve been convinced to stay,” he said, matter-of-fact. “Elating.” 
 
     I could tell from his tone that he wanted to know what had changed my mind, but I didn’t take his bait. Instead I moved another pawn. 
 
    “A daring plan you’ve formulated,” I said after a lengthy silence.  
 
    “Thank you.” Yahweh’s eyes rose to mine, and I studied his scar. The cut had been clean, made from a blade. I’d worn plenty of those in my previous life. “But I’ll have to give Leid most of the credit.” 
 
    I’d assumed as much. “Your men are very loyal if they’re willing to follow you right into their coffins.” 
 
    “You see a problem with our plan?” he murmured, unsurprised. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s wise for you to sacrifice all of your best pilots, for one,” I said. “Not to mention your first general.” 
 
    “Seyestin will come out of this alive, believe me,” said Yahweh, pulling out a bishop. “We’ll lose a few, but you of all people know that death comes with the territory.” 
 
    I reclined, staring. He held my gaze, coolly. 
 
    Yahweh wasn’t a child anymore. That fact screamed from the square angles of his jaw and his broader, rounder shoulders that had once been so lithe and boyish. He’d grown a foot and a half in height, reaching my chin. He wasn’t strapping like many of his soldiers, but he was a man nonetheless, and nothing showed that more than his hard, apathetic look. He’d seen much in my absence—even much in my presence. An assassination attempt and the collapse of an entire civilization. 
 
    “How did you kill your father?” 
 
    That question took him by surprise, and he lowered his gaze to the chessboard. “He came to the Plexus with guards, looking to arrest Lucifer. The angels couldn’t have a demon Commander, and Jehovah sought the throne. He’d already rallied support. They… were going to execute him.” 
 
    I waited, listening. 
 
    “I stabbed him with a syringe filled with potassium chloride, and while he succumbed to cardiac arrest I beat his face in with a test-tube rack. He didn’t go down easily.” He smiled, tracing the scar. “Lucifer shot his guards. We spent the rest of that night formulating a plan to evacuate the demons and diplomatically end the Ring War.” 
 
    I raised my brows, impressed. “Lucifer took the blame for Jehovah’s death, and you rose to power, forming the Contest and the diverging houses.” 
 
    He nodded. “It’s not… something I am proud of, but I don’t regret killing him.” 
 
    The demons weren’t the only ones to fall.  
 
    Yahweh laughed sadly, lost in reverie. “I was so cemented in my belief that murder was inherently wrong. Back then I couldn’t understand why you did the things you did, but now I can empathize. A little.” 
 
    I was somewhat crestfallen, as Yahweh’s innocence had always been so grounding. There were a ton of men like me in the world—in the cosmos, no less—but seldom had I ever seen anyone like him. But now that child was gone, replaced by this. 
 
    “I will fight for you, but there’s a condition.” 
 
    “Of course there is,” he said, expectantly. Yahweh could play at intuition all he’d like; my proposal was going to knock his socks off. 
 
     “You have a laboratory here. Is it fully-equipped?” 
 
    Confusion settled in. I was the unlikeliest person to ever ask about a laboratory. “Mostly.” 
 
    I hesitated, trying to think of a way to explain this in one, nicely-wrapped sentence. “I want you to study Vel’Haru expiration.” 
 
    Yahweh’s confusion dulled into a blank stare. “… What?” 
 
    “If you’re capable of genetic manipulation on the scale of turning angels into Nehelian-Archaean hybrids—” 
 
    “That was an accident.” 
 
    “—Then you might be able to figure out how expiration works and whether it can be treated.” 
 
    Our game came to a dead stop.  
 
    He wiped hair from his eyes, perplexed. “Qaira, I know next to nothing about the Vel’Haru genome. They’re unlike anything else in the Multiverse, let alone our limited scope of sentient life.” 
 
    I grinned, tapping my head. “Well you’re in luck, because I have their genome memorized. I can draw it for you.” 
 
    “While that’s… impressive, I would have nothing to compare it with.” 
 
    “You might be surprised.” 
 
    That had piqued his interest. “Might I?” 
 
    I nodded. “Do we have a deal?” 
 
    He leaned back, folding his arms, studying me. “I am the Commander of this ship. We are in the middle of a war. My time to play scientist is limited.” 
 
    “I can win you the war.” 
 
    He feigned doubt. “Can you?” 
 
    I said nothing, only stared. 
 
    “I was told Leid had several months left, at most. Even if I worked around the clock, I doubt I’d be able to find anything worthwhile. This kind of thing takes years, not months.” 
 
    “All I want you to do is try.” 
 
    “Does she know?” 
 
    “No, and it stays that way for now. I don’t want to get anyone’s hopes up.” 
 
    He smiled. “You’ve changed.” 
 
    “So have you. Do we have a deal?” 
 
    Yahweh looked away, conflicted. 
 
    I slid from my seat. “I guess my services aren’t that important to you.” 
 
    Two steps from the door, he said, “Draw me that genome.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Half an hour later I returned on deck, having been forced to finish that chess match. Eight hundred years and a million IQ points later, Yahweh still wiped the floor with me. 
 
    Plasma and particle physics, sure. Chess? Forget it. 
 
    Soldiers were amassing at the port, preparing for departure. I felt the hum of Ezekiel’s engine underfoot, and watched aviation engineers prime jets for the selected pilots, whomever they were. 
 
    Belial was standing several feet away, watching as well, shaking his head. He’d transformed from a flamboyant aristocrat into a space-faring gunslinger. His top hat and feathery coat were gone, replaced by leather pants, a vest, bullet belts, and a cowboy hat. Where he’d gotten any of that was a mystery, but more curiously the duster he wore was emblazoned with the Ivienare symbol, Archaean for far-shooter. Yahweh had assigned him to their sniper team.  
 
    He turned, sensing my presence. A holo-lens hugged his right ear, covering his eye like a monocle. A rifle was strapped to his back, and two pulse hand-cannons hung from the belt across his hips, barely visible beneath the duster. I had a really hard time believing he was Belial Vakkar, demon entertainment kingpin and playwright.  
 
    “Morning,” he said, looking me over. I imagined similar thoughts circling his mind.  
 
    “I’m surprised you’re here,” I said. 
 
    He snorted. “That makes two of us. An Archdemon and the Regent of Sanctum onboard an angel warship, allied to take over Hell. This’d make one excellent screen production.” 
 
    Well, it was good to know his change was strictly superficial. “And what’s in this for you?”  
 
    “General Psychotic Cunt—Soran, pardon—framed me. Killed my wife and goaded me to act. My options were to come along for the ride or sway on a noose.” 
 
    I recalled the news report of Belial’s manor burning down, but that was the least confusing bit. “General Soran is dead.” 
 
    “The other Soran. The crazier one.” 
 
    “Lucifer made Samnaea his first general?” I asked, unable to hide my shock. 
 
    “Right, the first clue that he’s finally losing it,” grumbled Belial. “Not every demon is aligned with him, though. I’m proof of that. A lot of us don’t want this war.” 
 
    And then it clicked. Belial was the Archdemon set to take Lucifer’s seat. I didn’t know if that was such a good idea. In the hundred years I’d worked for the Houses, it was common fact that Vakkar was shadier than dusk. Then again, I was certainly one to talk. 
 
    House politics was the least of my concerns. I was here to win the war and keep Yahweh alive long enough to ‘cure’ expiration. Whatever happened next was inconsequential. Trivial.  
 
    The port shook as dozens of jets ascended the docks, pulled by claw-cranes. Released and revved, they hummed quietly, awaiting pilots. 
 
    On cue, soldiers in aviation gear marched double-file from central headquarters and to the port. Seyestin led the charge—the only confident-looking one—decorated in white-plate, painted with commemorations and the Argentia crest. His head turned toward us, and I imagined him scowl. 
 
    “I hate that guy,” said Belial, offering a salute. “Snobbish bigot. I hope he dies.” 
 
    I tried not to grin.  
 
    My gaze strayed to the conference room above headquarters. The lights were on, casting hazy orange iridescence through the frosted panes. Leid was still in there, no doubt planning our next move. I could feel her. Time to wrap up that loose end. 
 
    I swallowed hard at the thought, leaving Belial to scowl at Seyestin’s team. We parted ways without a word.  
 
    Leid was not alone. Adrial and Zhevraine stood by her as they all studied a holo-map of the Lochai-Avernai borderlands. I’d heard them conversing until the door slid open. Then they looked toward me, silent.  
 
    “I’d like to speak to our noble,” I said. “Alone.” 
 
    I was expecting them to object, untrusting, but to my surprise Adrial and Zhevraine cleared out without any protest. That wasn’t to say they hadn’t responded at all. Zhev shot me a warning look as she passed, which I took to mean ‘lay a finger on her and I’ll break your neck’, and Adrial gave me an assuring pat on the shoulder.  
 
    The door slid shut, and we were alone. 
 
    Leid stood unflinching in the center of the room. She hadn’t moved since my entry. Her eyes burned into mine, cautious, the holograph spreading blue shimmers across her face.  
 
    As I descended the aisle, she turned inward, trying to deflect my energy. I stopped a foot away, staring down at her, placid. 
 
    Leid looked just as I’d remembered her, pre-Alezair, except now she was sickly. She seemed meek, frail, her frame gaunter and her cheeks slightly sunken in. I’d lost nine hundred years, returning for these few final months.  
 
    No, not if I could help it. 
 
    “Qaira,” she whispered, lips quivering, “I’m—” 
 
    “Don’t.” 
 
    She winced, blood tears brimming her eyes. “Please, let me say it. I’m sor—” 
 
    “Don’t.” 
 
    I cleared our distance and cupped her face in my hands. My thumb grazed her bottom lip, and then we kissed, viciously.  
 
    Our embrace brought warmth and ice, bliss and gut-wrenching agony, as memories of times lost—for better and for worse—flooded back too quickly for me to handle. I broke away and sank to my knees, forced to finally come to terms with everything. It had all been thrown into a blender, minced, and we were the only ones left standing in this regurgitated mess. Though we were here, we were hardly whole. 
 
    And it hurt. 
 
    Fuck, it hurt. 
 
    My vision blurred; my eyes were wet.  
 
    Leid combed her fingers through my hair as I began to sob. I hugged her waist, pulling her against me. Pressing my face into her stomach, I let it all out. She held me through it, trembling in shock. This was my apology, my plea for forgiveness—; 
 
    This was the first, and last, time that I ever cried for Sanctum.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XVII 
 
    THE PRAETOR 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucifer Raith—; 
 
      
 
    THE JUDAS WHIRRED AT THE WDR PORT, spanning four of the eight docks. It stood the height of Junah’s tallest high-rise, black metal shimmering under the crimson halo that rotated across the hull.  
 
    The halo was an ion charger and pulse shield, capable of protecting the ship and acting as an airwave radar detector with a long-range of three hundred and fifty miles. Charger cells were stored beneath the hull, keeping power to the halo. For all intents and purposes, the halo of any command ship was a jet stream of its operational brain.  
 
    How beautiful the Judas looked, floating weightlessly in the dark. Oscillating lights on the deck swept across the port from time to time, illuminating the awaiting crowd of soldiers, supporters and media personnel alike. Everyone had come to witness Judas’ departure and show their support to the Obsidian House. 
 
    Our craft landed across the dock, where guards kept the crowd held back. Simeon released the lock and four armor-clad Obsidian soldiers slid open the door. Samnaea and I stepped out, greeted by a thousand camera flashes and roaring applause. Side-by-side, we walked the length of the port to the dock housing Judas’ glowing entrance. Although people were celebrating us, General Soran and I kept stoic. We were about to join the war, and there was nothing celebratory in that. 
 
    “The crew is still putting the final touches on the AI navigation,” informed Samnaea as we ventured inside. “They’ll be finished before dawn.” 
 
    I nodded as she and the guards led me to the command station. Four elevator rides and two glass bridges later, I stood at the top of a tower overlooking the deck—a one hundred and fifty count craft carrier, complete with port—through a window the size of a wall.  
 
    The Director of Junah WDR, Caelis Jonarr, stood beside the navigation panel. A holo-projection of a fiery sphere floated several inches off the panel, a LOADING message blinking above it. 
 
    “Commander,” greeted Caelis, eyes glued to a thick manual as he programmed system controls. “Welcome aboard.” 
 
    Caelis, like Yahweh, had been a child prodigy. Where my son had prevailed in biomedical science, Caelis had mastered engineering physics. Before the fall they had often been compared, and Yahweh always harrumphed anytime Caelis’ name was brought into a conversation. They had worked together at the Plexus until its bankruptcy during the Ring War. Dr. Jonarr was well known for designing biomedical equipment and military technology. I was grateful to have him onboard.  
 
    “How is it coming?” I asked, eyeing the holograph.  
 
    “Slow, but steady,” responded Caelis, the yellow of his eyes muted by the flames. If setbacks were frustrating him, his halcyon expression failed to show it.  
 
    Samnaea had moved to the window, watching crafts descend the port. They were military grade, like the one we’d arrived in, the seal of Obsidia decorating their doors. 
 
    “The Primers are here,” she announced, pointless as I was watching, too.  
 
    General Soran hung back to oversee Dr. Jonarr’s progress and organize the soldiers bleeding across Judas’ deck. I left to greet the Primers.  
 
    They had arranged themselves in a line outside their crafts, anticipating my presence. Each Primer was covered head to toe in black plate, their visors emanating soft, green light from digitized readings, shown to their eyes only. Crimson horns of various shapes and angles protruded from their helmets, black wings framed by razor-sharp knives. They were the elite of the elite, and would serve as Judas’ specialized assault team.  
 
    In my presence they knelt, bowing their heads—all but one, who stood sentry front and center. Smaller than the rest, both in frame and height, the soldier before me hadn’t ascended to Praetor by brawns. Primers were rarely selected based on fighting skill alone, albeit that was a crucial part.  
 
    “Commander Raith,” said Praetor Delvori, nodding once, tone raspy and androgynous from the voice modulator of the suit, “it is an honor to serve you again.” 
 
    “The honor is mine,” I said, motioning for them to follow me into headquarters. “My General will show your Primers around. I would like to speak to you alone.” 
 
    “Sir,” said Praetor Delvori, parting from the others as Samnaea appeared at the entrance to welcome our guests.  
 
    A guard led the two of us to my private quarters, half a mile across the ship. It was furnished like a suite one might find in Tehlor, and I frowned my disgust. Luxury was silly at a time like this, not to mention a waste of money.  
 
    The door slid shut and I activated the digital lock. The Praetor threw an armor case on the satin-covered bed, kneeling to pop the latches. The rigid, formal air Delvori had carried across the ship was gone. We were alone; no formalities needed. 
 
    I snatched a bottle of wine chilling in a bucket on the table and poured myself a glass. “Would you like any?” 
 
    “Wine gives me a headache,” said Praetor Delvori, tugging off the helmet. Fawn hair spilled down the back of her armor, woven in tangled braids. She looked at me, sullen, before assembling her weapons. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’re still angry about the Convocation.”  
 
    Delvori said nothing, loading a cartridge into her mini-cannon. She tossed an ion blade beside the case, not at all mindful of slicing the sheets.  
 
    I reclined on the couch near the window, leaning into a hand. “Ava, that was a hundred years ago. Are you really going to give me the cold shoulder forever?” 
 
    “I’m not giving you the cold shoulder,” she muttered, strapping the cannon to her belt. “I’m doing my job. Was this why you called me in here, Commander Raith?” 
 
    “The ice between us isn’t good for our endeavors,” I said, smirking at her indignation. “I want assurance that whatever happened is set aside, at least for now.” 
 
    Ava shrugged. “Water under the bridge to me. You’re the one kicking up debris.” 
 
    “I suppose if you really hated me you wouldn’t have come, so fair enough.” 
 
    “Even if I really hated you, I would have come. You are Commander of the Obsidian Court, and demon liberation is more important than a grudge.” 
 
    “If it’s of any consolation, I had no idea how you felt about me.” 
 
    Ava hesitated, narrowing her steel-colored eyes. “Because sleeping with you wasn’t evidence enough.” 
 
    Scathed, I looked away.  
 
    The topic died then, and Ava moved to the window, watching all the parts of Judas fall into place. “Declaring war on Yahweh Telei. I bet the biggest war waged right now is inside of you.” 
 
    I sipped at my wine, aloof.  
 
    “I can still remember when he was this tall,” she said, holding her hand flat against her hip.  
 
    “You weren’t much taller then.” 
 
    “Truth, but I could toss him clear over the schoolyard fence.” Neither of us smiled at her mirth, and she lowered her gaze. “How time bleeds us dry.” 
 
    “Truth,” I said, holding up my glass in salute. Ava and I had known each other a long, long time. One careless, drunken night had ruined everything. Promiscuity was something I was known for—most demons were—but she had been playing for keeps, a fact completely lost on me back then. 
 
    “I would like to be shown to my quarters,” she said, heading back to the bed to fetch her case. “When do we depart?” 
 
    “Dawn,” I said. “I’ll call a guard to show you to your room.” 
 
    “Don’t trouble yourself,” she said, slipping on her helmet, the husk in her voice returning. “I’ll wave one down. Thanks for the pointless chat.” 
 
    Praetor Avarice Delvori released the lock and slid out before I could respond, leaving me to glare at the door instead. Not exactly how I thought our reunion would play out, but at least she hadn’t castrated me with that ion blade.  
 
    Still, I didn’t need something else to feel guilty about. Getting through to her wouldn’t be easy, either. Ava had been an autist ever since her parents’ death; and, knowing this, I should have been gentler with her. 
 
    I was downing the last of my wine as my portable Aeon chimed. Samnaea was calling me back to the bridge; Caelis was finished with the AI and wanted to give us a tutorial. Dr. Jonarr would be our acting Chief Engineer, but it never hurt to learn in case he was incapacitated—dead, simply put. 
 
    The attendants had left my mantle hanging near the door. My gaze lingered on it, until I forced myself off the couch and slipped it over my shoulders. There was an armored case of my own stowed beneath the bed. It didn’t hold as many weapons as Ava’s but there were two pulse hand-helds and a smaller, thinner ion blade that I strapped to my back.  
 
    It was three hundred years since I had used any of these, and they’d been upgraded since. But I was no newcomer to weapons, though hopefully I wouldn’t have to use them. A Commander forced to fight meant the enemy had breached his ship and got past the Primers. At that point, he’d already lost.  
 
    I hit the lights and locked the room behind me, heading to the bridge. The crowd of media and civilians still packed the port entrance, having amassed even larger since my arrival. Such an encouraging sight would vanish soon, replaced by ominous terrain and enemy soldiers, bullets and bodies. Yahweh was right; I didn’t want this war any more than him. But I couldn’t watch my people self-destruct, starving and desperate. Placed in my shoes, he’d have done the same. 
 
    For all the skills my son had claimed over the years that I’d raised him, empathy was something he lacked. Yahweh often mistook his self-righteousness as empathy—he had a strong grasp of what was considered intrinsically good and bad, passionately so, but was unable to see through blurred lines.  
 
    And that would be his downfall. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XVIII 
 
    POLITICS, POLITICS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Belial Vakkar—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    EZEKIEL’S PRISONER SECTOR WAS A GIANT SLAB OF cement and iron in the bowels of the ship. The air was cold and dry, lights dim and flickering—probably a scare-tactic—and the cells were empty. All except one. 
 
    The sector’s newest tenant sat with his back against the wall, legs propped on the adjacent bench. His gaze lay ahead, tired and defeated, but that all changed the moment he spotted me.  
 
    A little black stool was conveniently placed outside Malphas’ cell. I adjusted it and plopped down, paying him a crooked smile.  
 
    “Morning.” 
 
    Archdemon Tremm laughed, but all the humor was canceled by the fury in his eyes. “Really?” 
 
    “You hurt me, Malph, you really hurt me. I came all the way here to see you and that’s all you have to say?” 
 
      He soured at the nickname. “Sending you down here to soften me up.” He shook his head, clicking his teeth. “The whites are even stupider than you.” 
 
    “Now, now,” I tsked, slipping a malay cigarette between my lips, “let’s keep this chat above elementary-school level. I know that’ll be hard for you, but exercising the mind keeps you healthy. That’s what my mother used to say.” 
 
    Malphas glared at me. “Belial, what do you want?” 
 
    “Nothing, really. I just came to point and laugh at you, all locked up in the angels’ basement.” 
 
    I had always been the black sheep of the Obsidian Court, no pun intended, and needless to say Malphas had never liked me. It was very satisfying to see him in such disarray. His ruby-red hair, usually neatly pulled back, hung loose and tangled. His black suit was torn at the shoulders and his tie was nothing but a raggedy piece of fabric dangling off his neck. He was young. Too young to have been nominated as Archdemon of Avernai. In a hundred years he’d turned that layer into a toilet.  
 
    “I’d rather be a prisoner than a traitor. I might be chained in the angels’ basement, but at least I’m not on their leash.” 
 
    I feigned hurt. “So loyal, even after Lucifer dangled you as bait.” Malphas’ expression hardened. “He hasn’t called yet, by the way. Looks like he doesn’t care if you’re executed. Want to know why?” I leaned in real close, as if imparting a world-shattering secret. “He knew the angels were coming, Malph. He knew, and he also knew your layer couldn’t protect itself.” 
 
    I wasn’t even lying. Avernai was expendable—a drain on Hell, even more so than Tehlor. I’d have done the same thing. “But thanks to you I’m sure Lucifer now has a good idea of what to expect. Wasn’t all for nothing. Thank you for your sacrifice.” 
 
    “The angels won’t make it past Lochai,” snarled Malphas, feral as ever.  
 
    “I’ve got four god killers who say otherwise.” 
 
    “Your god killers will have a tough time with our Primers.” 
 
    Ah, the Primers. “A bunch of demon freakshows in armor can’t contend with the Jury, Malph. Sorry to say.” 
 
    Malphas smiled serenely, giving me inclination for a follow up. But I wouldn’t pry just yet—not until he knew what I was.  
 
    His eyes trailed to the cigarette lodged in the corner of my mouth, still unlit. That seemed to confuse him.  
 
    “Do you know how I escaped arrest?” I asked, resting my cane against the wall.  
 
    Malphas didn’t respond, but the look on his face said it all. 
 
    I snapped my fingers and a small burst of flames appeared with the noise. The fire licked my flesh without singe, and I used it to light my cigarette.  
 
    “You’re immune.” 
 
    It was my turn to smile. 
 
    “Concealing psionicity is high treason,” he said. 
 
    I blew smoke. “That ship has sailed. I don’t care much anyway. The angels have given me an offer I can’t refuse.” 
 
    “When the demons win, you’ll sway on a noose until your bones turn to dust.” 
 
    In a blink, I grabbed his arm and yanked it through the bars. My strength alone knocked him off the bench and his face slammed against cold iron. My fingers curled around his wrist, gripping it hard enough to cut his circulation, and then I put my cigarette out on the top of his hand.  
 
    He screamed, trying to wrench away, but I was too strong. I was a psion, he a nothing. Had the Obsidian Court known this, Lucifer would have sent Primers to arrest me, not Samnaea.  
 
    “I’ve worn many faces, Malph. Too many to count. Let me warn you now that I am not a man to cross. Unfortunately those who have crossed me can’t attest to that, because, well, they’re dead.” 
 
    My face was stone. Even though the cigarette was still smoldering on Malphas’ hand, he’d stopped moving and stared up at me, listless as a statue.  
 
    “Tell me everything you know about Lucifer’s army. The Primers, their positions, and all that other top-secret stuff you keep smirking about. Your cooperation isn’t necessary, but much appreciated.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Half an hour later I emerged from the prisoner sector, nodding at the two angel guards standing sentry in the hall. Behind them, Cereli Trede leaned on the wall with her arms crossed. As the door closed, she heard Malphas’ moans echo from inside. Her eyes trailed to the blood on my hands. 
 
    “He might need a doctor,” I said, wiping myself with a handkerchief. “Unless you intend to hang him.” 
 
    “The Commander wants him alive. How badly is he hurt?” 
 
    “Not too badly, but he’s always been a frail thing.” 
 
    She straightened, standing nearly as tall as me. Cereli was a giant; she and her brother both. “Was the information worth it?” 
 
    I shrugged, and she guided me to headquarters. Even though I was considered an ally, I didn’t go anywhere unsupervised, aside from the deck. They played it casual, but I knew better. I always knew better. “That’s for your Commander to decide.” 
 
    My Aeon chimed and I pulled it from my pocket, grinning at the message. As always, my contact was right on time.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XIX 
 
    GODS TO MONSTERS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    BELIAL LEFT THE COMMAND STATION AS I WAS going in. He paid me a nod and grin before setting off down the hall without looking back.  
 
    I lingered in the doorway, watching as he disappeared out of headquarters. The Archdemon’s cane made a steady tap tap tap that I could hear even when he faded from view. I always thought the cane was purely for show—a prop to match his costume—but he used it even now. His gait wasn’t a hobble, at least not with the cane, but instead there was a slight hitch in his right leg that I hadn’t noticed before.  
 
    Yahweh was at the navigation desk, staring. “Yes, Qaira?” 
 
    I stepped inside, pulling a sheet of paper from my pocket. As promised, I’d drawn the genome. It’d only taken me half an hour, but I’d had to access euxodia twice. The genome was available in Enigmus’ data-stream, but I had a sneaking suspicion that the scholars catalogued each visitor. The last thing I needed was for Calenus to find out my plan. He wouldn’t like it, nor would he have liked me handing off our genetic code to a lesser race. 
 
    Yahweh took it, looking it over. “Double helices. I’m surprised.” 
 
    “I accept your proposal,” I said, nodding at the sheet. “That enough to whet your palette?” 
 
    “Maybe,” he murmured, folding it just as I had and stuffing it in his breast pocket. “I might need your help again, if we’re still alive.” 
 
    “With?” 
 
    “We’ll discuss that later,” said Yahweh, pointing to the seat at the control panel. “Sit. Let’s talk about more pressing matters.” 
 
    Sure, because Leid’s expiration wasn’t at all a pressing matter. The look on my face made him fumble. 
 
    “Pressing as in quickly-approaching, sorry.” 
 
    I sat, saying nothing. 
 
    He eyed the door, frowning. “Belial was able to get some information from Malphas Tremm. Lucifer has gathered all of the Primers onboard his command ship, Judas, and plans to head us off at Lochai, should we make it there. His Obsidian Court contact confirmed that armed forces are waiting at the Lochai-Avernai border. Both borders. Fifty thousand give or take.” 
 
    Primers. I’d only heard of them. Demon soldiers of the highest tier—psions, all of them. Fifty thousand demons against our twenty. Worrying. 
 
    “I’ve already made Seyestin and his team aware of the danger. We’re an hour and a half out, and not much can be done about the coming battle. But if we survive this, I will need you. Or, more specifically, I will need Commandant Qaira Eltruan.” 
 
    I arched a brow. 
 
    “The Primers are a problem. I don’t know what you’ve heard of them—” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “—Belial made it clear that they are a force to be reckoned with. Not much seems to faze him, but he looked very concerned when we spoke.” 
 
    “You’re protected by Vel’Haru. What’s there to be concerned about?” 
 
    Yahweh sat on the chair beside mine, moving several pawns across his chess board, playing himself. “There are as many as two dozen Primers, and three members of the Jury.” 
 
    “Four.” 
 
    “Leid is in no condition to fight, if you haven’t noticed.” 
 
    Oh, I’d noticed. She had almost fainted in the conference room.  
 
    “Three,” I conceded.  
 
    “Although Lucifer would never admit to this, the Primer program was developed as an attempt to fight Vel’Haru. Given what happened to Sanctum, I’m sure you can understand why.” 
 
    “… I thought they were special police.” 
 
    “An illusion. They have state of the art technology and armor, pulse shields and other gadgets designed to defend against you and your ilk. They’ve never been tested, no need until now, so I can’t say whether or not the Primers will even be effective. Better to err on the side of caution, regardless.” 
 
    “So, somewhere in that longwinded bit of exposition, you said you needed me.” 
 
    He shot me a look. “If Lucifer has an elite team, then we need one, too. I’ll have my officers recommend their most skilled physical combat fighters. Train them like you would Nehelian enforcers.” 
 
    I blinked. Twice. While I was willing to do anything in exchange for Leid’s health, there was a glaring problem with Yahweh’s idea. “Angels lack Nehelian strength. I can’t train them to fight like Nehel.” 
 
    “You could teach them similar tactics. Close range combat is your specialty. We need that here.” 
 
    “While that might work, it’ll take time. Too much time. Your special team of whites won’t be ready before we reach the Judas.” 
 
    He smiled, thinly. “Several hours ago you asked me to cure expiration in a span of three months. If I’m expected to work miracles, so are you. Do we have a deal?” 
 
    I fought a scowl. “You’ve turned into a real piece of work, you know that?” 
 
    Yahweh awaited my verdict, smile frozen on his face. 
 
    “Fine, whatever.” 
 
    “Excellent. I’ll include that in the briefing.” He stood, snatching up a folder so full it was nearly spilling pages. “I’m heading there now; walk with me.” 
 
    I had to laugh at his command, but complied and followed him out the door. He locked the station behind us and we ventured to the conference room elevator. An alarm blared three steps down the hall, but I quickly realized that it was a briefing announcement. All officers were to report to the conference room. 
 
    My identity was about to be made known, and I could only guess how the angels would take the news. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    If the crowd was upset, I couldn’t tell. At the end of the briefing—where Yahweh refined Ezekiel’s charge founded on Belial’s intel—it was announced that officers were to hand over their best close-range fighters to Justice Qaira Eltruan. He’d said my name as quickly and incoherently as he could, hoping no one had heard. But they’d heard.  
 
    I’d been expecting a riot, but all I was met with was confusion. They stared at me like one might a mythical creature: fearsome, curious, disbelieving. No one had even bothered to inquire as to how I was still alive.  
 
    I might have been able to go by Alezair Czynri if not for my eyes. Demons weren’t Judges. That was a known fact. I was forced to face the music. 
 
    I could only imagine what was going through everyone’s heads. Qaira Eltruan was alive, a Vel’Haru, and fighting alongside Yahweh Telei, an angel. If no one had questioned The Atrium’s fabricated history prior, they sure as hell would now. I added to the confusion by placing a protective hand on Yahweh’s shoulder as he spoke, to which he turned and looked up at me, unnerved. 
 
    I averted my gaze from the shocked, silent crowd, staring at Leid instead. She held my eyes with her own, solemn and apologetic. She wondered why I was doing this. I couldn’t tell her yet. 
 
    Cereli was distressed by Yahweh’s instructions, knowing good and well she would have to hand over several of her best soldiers. To me, no less.  
 
    But she didn’t speak her complaints, keeping it all contained in that cold, angry stare. She was Ground General, which meant we would work closely together in the future. Fun. 
 
    Meanwhile Belial sat front and center, grins aplenty, seeming amused by the whole event.  
 
    When the briefing concluded, the officers filtered out of the room and prepared for battle. We were forty minutes out. The Ezekiel was descending the Trenhaza Ridge, and Leid, Adrial and I watched the giant floating escarpments skirt by the ship, drifting only feet away from the hull. Things were getting awfully familiar as we neared what had once been Sanctum’s jurisdiction.  
 
    Zhevraine had left on a transport vessel with Belial and the other snipers. They would circle the battle, picking off ground targets. Yahweh had put everyone to work, it seemed. 
 
    In a few moments the three of us would part ways, too. Adrial was ordered to accompany General Trede’s ground army, and Leid would head to the command station to observe and instruct alongside Telei. 
 
    I had no particular role to play yet. Yahweh had called me a wildcard and said I was free to help as I saw fit, as long as I didn’t get myself killed.  
 
    As the angels reported to their stations, I noticed how few were left to guard Ezekiel’s deck. Like on the Ark, the angels had placed ninety-percent of their forces on the offensive. In the event of a breach, there would be little defense standing in the enemy’s way. I suppose that had been Yahweh’s plan for my special team, but for now Ezekiel was manned inadequately, and I didn’t know if Leid could put up enough of a fight to protect herself or the Argent Commander. I doubted it—not with how sick she looked.  
 
    For her sake, I chose to man the deck with a small group of soldiers. They seemed relieved and frightened by my company. 
 
    Cereli and her army were assembling near the three dozen transporters on the south-side port. Adrial noticed them and pushed off from the rail.  
 
    “See you on the other side,” he said to Leid and me, an ominous farewell, before setting off.  
 
    We were alone. 
 
    Our embrace in the conference room seemed like a dream. The warmth of our reunion had fizzled out, leaving us wordless and confused. Too much needed to be said, mended, but neither of us knew where or how to start. Instead we just stood there, trying not to look at each other.  
 
    The ridge finally opened, revealing shadowy, bleak terrain under a bruised sky. The scenery hadn’t deviated much from Avernai, but it was a little colder. There were lights in the distance, the unmistakable flickering of halos and craft beacons.  
 
    Alarms sounded. Demon army spotted. 
 
    Half our fleet was already off the ship; the other half scrambled to follow suit.  
 
    It was time. 
 
    Leid’s hand found my own, her cold, clammy fingers twining with mine, seeking warmth. She didn’t look at me, gaze lingering on the lights in the distance. “Be careful.” 
 
    I leaned down and kissed the top of her head, providing no other response.  
 
    She let me go and walked toward headquarters with her head down. So much about Leid had changed, even before she fell sick. Part of her damage was on me.  
 
    And I refused to let her die like that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XX 
 
    TO THE BEAT OF THE WAR DRUM 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Naberius Uhnem—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    THERE WAS LITTE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN DUSK AND DAWN in Lochai, even less in Lohr.  
 
    As the new day approached, the sky switched from black to navy blue, hazy pillars of light poking through pockets between hanging islands. There were no clouds to curtain the Azenou Fields, only lithic platforms of the Avernai rift. Debris of various sizes and shades hung in the air, suspended by altered gravity, shimmering as weak rays of daylight struck their surfaces. 
 
    Lilith watched our army assemble with her assigned Primers on deck.  
 
    I stood in the vacant hall near the control room, relaying a message on my port-Aeon. 
 
    The screen flashed and a chime verified the message was sent. I pocketed the device and headed on deck, standing alongside Lilith as aircraft carriers soared by, taking position at the Verdh Shelf.  
 
    The Archdemoness of Lochai seemed worried, even while surrounded by thousands of soldiers and artillery. Her concern was warranted, as two primers and fifty thousand men were still not a guaranteed win against the Ezekiel and their Jury. 
 
    She huddled into her white coat, its hood drawn as loose strands of black curls swept against her face. The cold air had turned her cheeks red, her coal-colored eyes relaying silent duress. She wanted to be here as much as me, but Lucifer’s charge was final, universal, and the idea of freedom from the angels and their Contest was too tempting. Freedom was worth the chance of death. 
 
    To her, at least. 
 
    “Anything?” I asked, breaking the silence. The primers stood sentry at our sides, though they were more like scenery than people. I’d heard no more than four words from them since boarding the command ship yesterday night. 
 
    “Glad you could finally join us, Naberius. Proximity radars show nothing yet,” said Lilith, uncertain. “We’re ahead of them, it seems.” 
 
    “Loosen up. Even I can tell you’re pissing your pants.” 
 
    She nudged me, and I smirked.  
 
    And then an incoming, urgent message beeped from our headsets. Lilith answered the call. It was from the patrol jets near the Verdh Shelf. 
 
    “We’ve picked up activity a hundred and fifty miles inside the passage.” 
 
    “Activity? Specify.” 
 
    “We can’t trace flight trajectory. If it’s the enemy, they’re cloaking. All we can sense are heat signals and Verdh’s gravity compression is making them erratic. On and off the charts every few minutes. We can’t pinpoint an exact location.” 
 
    “Heaven’s here,” announced Primer Tor, surprising everyone. It was like watching a statue suddenly come to life. He pointed in the direction of the shelf. “Order your troops to surround Verdh. Fire the moment they appear. Snuff them out before they reach open skies.” 
 
    Lilith was about to repeat that order, but a series of explosions erupted near the shelf. We spun, watching as objects poured from the narrow passage, right into our awaiting forces. They’d been a lot closer than our readings had gathered. That or they’d unloaded something with high heat signatures to keep us off their trail.  
 
    Clever, but then again that was always how the angels played. 
 
    They tore through the unsuspecting front line in a matter of seconds—at a glimpse there were a hundred, while more poured through Verdh behind them. Alarms sounded.  
 
    The battle had begun.  
 
    “Shields!” Lilith screamed into her headset as she and I sprinted across the deck toward the command station, the shields activating at our backs. It encased the ship in a glowing red sphere; not a moment too soon either, as two dozen angel jets broke away from the shelf assault and soared straight at us. A second after the shield rose, the jets whipped by unloading heavy rounds of pulse ammunition across the hull. Their target was the halo. Enough fire would break the shield, and if the halo’s charger was destroyed, the ship was as good as gone. 
 
    A cluster of our jets took chase, keeping the angels from getting another chance to shoot. Primer Tor and his partner stayed on deck, unflinching against the close-range chaos, rallying troops from the Trenhaza Ridge to aid in the fight. 
 
    From the command station, Lilith and I watched the battle in holo real-time. Verdh was the least guarded area of the Azenou Fields, as it was near impossible to navigate through the shelf and the less-likely route of an attack. The army near the Trenhaza Ridge began to thin as jets and carriers bled closer to the shelf.  
 
    And that was when Ezekiel emerged from the Ridge, like a fiery, golden sphere, surrounded by jets, carriers and transporters. They hovered around the Argentia command ship like rings on a planet. A pincer attack. 
 
    Our army was scattered and frantic, ripe for the picking. 
 
    And as Lilith broke, cursing and fumbling to order our troops back to the Ridge, I grinned. 
 
    Check-mate, Yahweh Telei. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Seyestin Trede—; 
 
      
 
    The sky was dark when we’d arrived. Now it was on fire. 
 
    Pursued by demon jets, my team barreled across the Azenou fields, shooting at hordes of ground troops and their war machinery. Smoke clouds and soaring debris made navigation near-impossible. I was forced to rely on radar-topography alone.  
 
    Our attack on the Obsidian Command ship was a failure, but that had been a last minute bonus. The ship was stationed so close to the shelf, the opportunity too sweet to ignore. Our prime objective was met: scatter the demon army. It was time to regroup. 
 
    “Commander, we’re heading your way,” I reported. 
 
    “Well done, General Trede. Fatalities?” 
 
    “Eighty so far. We lost fifteen at the shelf.” But those fallen jets had aided our cloak, scattering our heat signatures. 
 
    A cluster of demon crafts ripped through the smoke, opening fire. I rolled, evading, returning a spray of my own. Two plummeted in flames, the rest swerved and carried on, tapping out.  
 
    Ezekiel lit the sky with Argentia light, releasing transport carriers that descended the mouth of the ridge. From it poured angel ground soldiers, my sister leading the charge. The armies collided on the field below, immersed in pulsefire and bullet tailsparks. Death marred the horizon and terrain, raining fire and blood. The sight was overwhelming, crippling. 
 
    I thought I’d never see this again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
    The chaos was arousing. 
 
    I stood on Ezekiel’s port with a group of wary soldiers, watching the war from the (relative) safety of the shield. The deck and everyone on it was phosphorescent gold, blindingly so. Reserves were called to arms in rapid succession, and away they went, trembling as the transporters carried them off to their portentous fate.  
 
    Things were beginning to fall apart. The angels had gained an edge with that pincer attack, but tactics weren’t enough against the enemy ranks and soon they seized the upper hand. The angel ground army was getting slaughtered, outnumbered five to one. Demons owned the sky, too, and I could barely see an Argentia craft anymore.  
 
    The group I stood with seemed to sense this as well, because they were looking more and more frightened by the minute. I gathered it wouldn’t be long before the enemy was close enough to knock down our shield. Good thing I stayed behind. 
 
    “General Trede, gather as many jets as you can and prepare a full-out assault on the Obsidian Command ship,” ordered Yahweh. I’d been granted permission to listen in on the feed. “I want its shields down now.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander,” answered Seyestin, complacent despite the sheer impossibility of that charge. Loyal fool. 
 
    Zhevraine. 
 
    That was Leid, calling out on our Vel’Haru line. She didn’t give an order, only called to her guardian, but all of us knew what she wanted. Adrial and Zhev were listening to the feed, too. She pinged back, a nonverbal message that sent tingles down my spine, meant to let Leid know that she’d received her order loud and clear. 
 
    Well, at least there was some hope now. Zhevraine had a better chance of getting on that demon base ship than anyone else. And if she did, god help them. 
 
    A team of enemy jets tore through the last line of our meager defense, firing at our shield. We scattered, taking shelter behind pillars around the port. Ezekiel’s repellant shield held against the pulsar shockwaves, rippling like disrupted water, spanning over the hull in a torrent of gold static. A couple more rounds of that and we were toast. 
 
    Alarms sounded across the ship; all soldiers to the deck.  
 
    Another wave of demon jets. The shield fried, flickering a warning. 
 
    I stepped out from behind the pillar, ion blade in hand. I was dressed in non-descript Argentia armor, the lowest ranking kind. The element of surprise would be essential here.  
 
    Angel troops amassed behind me. The shield gave way as an enemy transporter crashed into the hull, almost blowing out our halo-charger. Demon soldiers made the jump across. Three dozen, led by an officer in armor I’d never seen before. Full black plate, ram horns, gleaming red eyes. There was an ion blade clutched in one of his hands, a mini-cannon in the other. His armor bled soft red light—some kind of shield. 
 
    Our sniper teams filed around the upper-level deck, opening fire as the demons charged. Crossfire commenced, a blood bath ensued, and I stood unflinching in the middle of it all, eyes locked on the leader.  
 
    He noticed me, too, and as he charged, ion blade raised over his horns, I dropped my weapon and unleashed my scythes. Through the tint of his visor I watched as fear wicked across his eyes. It made me smile. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Yahweh Telei—; 
 
      
 
    Ezekiel trembled as the demon transporter charged the hull. Her shield fell, its light fading, leaving us in almost complete darkness. The holo-map flickered, as did the data stream on the screens around the navigation room. I nearly lost my footing and grabbed the edge of the panel. 
 
    Gunfire erupted beyond the observatory. The demons had breached the ship. 
 
    Leid ordered the few soldiers stationed inside to guard the door. I kept quiet, mesmerized by the fight taking place only fifty feet below me. Until now I hadn’t come to terms with the idea that I could die, and soon.   
 
    A bullet hit the glass, snapping me out of that trance. I ducked, the glass thick and strong enough for the shell to catch. Had it broken through, it would have been a clean shot to the head. 
 
    Leid pulled me away from the window and pushed me down into the corner, standing sentry between me and the command station entrance. She said nothing, casting a feral gaze at the door, expecting enemies to break through at any moment. In her state I was uncertain whether Leid could fight at all, yet was humbled to know that she would die to protect me. Our contract meant more to her than I could ever understand. 
 
    “General Trede, status.” I tried to sound calm, but was sure he could hear the chaos happening just outside the room. 
 
    “Approaching Verdh, sir. I have most of our jets in tow. Ezekiel’s shield is out; requesting orders to reroute back and defend the ship.” 
 
    “Request denied, General. Blast the enemy base ship with everything you’ve got. Don’t worry about me, we’re holding our own.” 
 
    Seyestin hesitated with a response. He didn’t like my decision. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Yahweh,” called Leid, near whisper. “Are you armed?” 
 
    “No,” I said. I hated guns. 
 
    She said nothing else. 
 
    “Can you fight?” I asked, concerned. 
 
    “I can, but not as well as I could.” Her eyes drifted left. “If they get past Qaira and his team, I’m going to break the emergency hatch. I want you to take an escape pod back to Avernai and get to their cephalon. I’ll hold them off as long as I can.” 
 
    “I’m not retreating.” 
 
    “If you don’t, you’ll die.” 
 
    “If I run, we’ve lost.” 
 
    Leid frowned. “You’re a brave idiot.” 
 
    “You’re the first person who’s ever called me that.” 
 
    “Brave?” 
 
    “Idiot.” 
 
    I saw her smile against the soft luminescence of the holo-map. It was a smile I hadn’t seen in years. 
 
    “Sir,” Seyestin’s voice broke through the feed, “enemy shields are down. Leid’s attack dog is already on board.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Naberius Uhnum—; 
 
      
 
    “We’re winning,” Lilith whispered, her voice shrill with disbelief. “We’re actually winning!” 
 
    As she practically jumped up and down, I smiled, pretending to share her joy. She hadn’t seen the foreboding frown I’d worn as Ezekiel’s shield went down. She’d been too busy cartwheeling around the command station, metaphorically speaking. 
 
    In an hour since the battle had begun, our forces—by sheer number alone—were able to push the angels away from Verdh and now held them in the middle of the Azenou Fields. Primer Tor was still on deck, shouting at jets and ground troops like a war-fueled psychopath. His partner had left our ship on a transporter with an elite team to storm Ezekiel. In everyone’s eyes, the demons had already seized the day. 
 
    Lilith and I were alone in the command station, having sent all the preliminary guards down with Primer Tor to guard the deck. An easy, safe charge; clearly the angels weren’t knocking any time soon. 
 
    “Naberius, get ready for the best promotion of your life,” exclaimed Lilith, and I suppose I understood her excitement. If the Argentia army lost, we would be commemorated as heroes.  
 
    My Aeon chimed and I slid it from my pocket, glancing down at the message.  
 
    It was time. 
 
    When I looked away from the device, Lilith was staring at me. “Who are you talking to?” 
 
    Her suspicion was valid, considering no one ever used their Aeon devices during a time like this. But this was not an Aeon issued by the Obsidian Court, or even their commercial communications branch. It was an encrypted, off-the-wave prototype that our intelligence department could never intercept, courtesy a friend from Junah WDR.  
 
    Instead of replying, I dropped the Aeon and grabbed her, reaching for the gun in my belt. Surprise inhibited a quick reaction, and before Lilith could fight I had the barrel pressed to the soft space beneath her chin. 
 
    I fired, three times. 
 
    Remnants of her brain hit the ceiling. She had died wearing an expression of confusion, like an animal slaughtered by a master whom it had loved and trusted. I let her go and she collapsed at my feet. No one had heard the shots fired amid the chaos outside. 
 
    For a second I stared down at her, feeling the pangs of guilt creep through my chest, settling in my heart. I’d liked Lilith; there’d been no qualms between us. Our only issue had been that she was happy where she was, and I was not. 
 
    I leaned over the navigation desk and opened systems control. A holo-grid of the ship’s configurations appeared across the panel. After a moment of hesitation, I pressed the button that deactivated our shield. Usually that was a command left only to the navigators, but I’d been given an admin code that overrode any permissions. 
 
    The shield faded in a warped hum. The halo charger chugged, vulnerable, and as Primer Tor and the guards on deck looked confusingly up at their fading failsafe, something heavy hit our ship. 
 
    An angel transporter.  
 
    A wave of jets accompanied them, raining bullets across the deck. The halo-charger caught fire, erupted, and then all power was lost. I watched the holo-map flicker and dim, fading slowly to black. All the screens switched to static. I remained in the safety of the command station to watch the subsequent events, having held up my part of the bargain.  
 
    It was time for Belial to deliver his. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Belial Vakkar—; 
 
      
 
    I leaned against the rail as our transporter sped toward the defective ship. Pulse rifle resting over my shoulder, cane lodged against the iron gate; the only indication I was sailing through a war was the bullets and explosions in the backdrop. I’d taken twenty lives in an hour, but sniping was no longer necessary because the enemy’s command ship had been disabled. Those still alive in the air and over the field were scattering in retreat.  
 
    There were twelve of us on the transporter, Zhevraine in front. Before our craft made impact with the hull, she leapt over the rail and blurred across the deck, taking down a row of Obsidian guards before they even had a chance to grab their firearms. It was clear who her target was.  
 
    I grabbed the rail as we rammed the deck. The halo charger erupted into flames and fell sideways, crashing over their port. The others fled the transporter, yet I strayed, grabbing for my cane with an encumbered sigh. I needed a path cleared before I’d step on that ship. Close range fighting wasn’t really my thing. Not if I had a choice, anyway. 
 
    Zhevraine had engaged the ship’s Primer. It was an interesting sight, as any other guard came out of a scrap with her like a crumpled tin can. But this demon’s armor held, and for a moment he looked like he even had a chance. They exchanged blows, blades gleaming against firelight, but our Justice was too strong, too fast. She’d pinned him on the ground with a scythe through his shoulder plate, banging away at his armor shield until it broke. Surprisingly he didn’t scream when she’d hacked off his head. 
 
    Zhevraine snatched the rolling head, still armor-clad, and lifted it to her face, tilting her head as she inspected it. I walked past her, heading for the command station. Most of the demon guards were dead, and I had to mind the floor or else I would trip over their bodies.  
 
    Fire licked across my glove, illuminating my face as I traveled up the stairs. There were no guards in the hall. The command station door was unlocked, flashing green light on a keypad beside it.  
 
    I pushed it open.  
 
    Archdemon Naberius Uhnem sat on a rolling chair, feet elevated on a deactivated control panel, watching as my team thinned his herd on the deck below. He waved without turning around. “That was close.” 
 
    I took a few steps into the room and my cane hit something. I looked down. Lilith’s body lay in my path, a pool of congealing blood spanning around her head. “Fucking hell. Where’s your Aeon?” 
 
    “Somewhere on the ground.” 
 
    “Don’t leave it on the ground, you idiot. You want someone to find it?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have left it.” 
 
    I found the device lying near the navigation desk and stomped it until the screen went dark. “Anyone see you kill her?” 
 
    “Of course not.” Naberius left the chair. We shook hands and he grinned at my armor. “Fitting.” 
 
    And then Zhevraine entered, still carrying the Primer’s head. Naberius looked at it, disturbed. She stared at our hands interlocked, then at Lilith’s body beside our feet. Although she didn’t outright say that she’d figured everything out, it was clear from her expression that she had. “I have to put ion cuffs on him,” she said, nodding to Naberius. “We need to make it look like we’re taking him into custody, or else Lucifer will know.” 
 
    Smart cookie. 
 
    Naberius held out his hands. “Fair enough, but not too tight. They burn.” 
 
    Despite his request, Zhevraine blurred behind him and kicked at his legs. He cried out in surprise and hit the ground. She cuffed him face down, a knee wedged between his shoulder blades. She made the ion cuffs exceptionally tight, and Naberius groaned. 
 
    As Zhevraine dragged him into the hall, he stammered, “Hell, she is exquisite. Can you imagine what she’s like in bed?” 
 
    I frowned. “There’s something very wrong with you, friend.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXI 
 
    GRAVITY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucifer Raith—; 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE AUDIENCE IN THE JUDAS OBSERVATORY was silent, watching the final minutes of the Azenou battle, their expressions all varying degrees of dread. We were able to watch remotely using Naberius’ and Lilith’s command ship holo-radar, and for a while it looked like they had all but won. Ezekiel’s shield had been deactivated first, with the angels nowhere near our command ship to retaliate.  
 
    Suddenly, the angels had rallied all their jets and breached our front lines, leaving Ezekiel practically defenseless. Yahweh’s gamble paid off in the end; our shield fell soon after. And then we saw nothing, as the command ship’s halo was destroyed. We were left stewing in our worst fear, surrounded by flickering static.  
 
    Samnaea paced behind my chair, speaking on her Aeon. After a moment she looked back at the screen, frowning sorrowfully. “The angels have taken Azenou.” 
 
    “The Primers?” inquired Praetor Delvori, leaning in the corner.  
 
    “Not sure,” said Samnaea. “But let’s assume they’re dead.” 
 
    Avarice looked away, her posture rigid with anger. She had never taken losses well. But then again, who would? 
 
    I was taking our defeat worse than anyone, but refused to show it. I reclined in the chair, sweeping a cool gaze across the blank panels. “Have you heard from the Archdemons, General Soran?” 
 
    “Lilith is dead. Naberius is unaccounted for.” 
 
    Interesting. “Let’s find out what happened to him, then. Dr. Jonarr, bring up the command ship holo-cameras.” 
 
    “Sir,” murmured Caelis, patching into the security feed.  
 
    Most of the footage was corrupted by the damaged halo charger, but he was able to salvage several minutes of footage on deck and in the corridors near the command station. In those few minutes we watched angels storm the ship, Justice Zhevraine Khrost hacking away at Primer Tor on deck, and then Belial Vakkar and the Justice hauling out Naberius in ion cuffs.  
 
    Reports stated that guards had found Lilith dead in the command station. Zhevraine and Belial were the only ones who’d ventured inside, which meant one of them had killed her. However Lilith would have never put up a fight against a member of the Jury if she was cornered. I couldn’t image them having any reason to shoot her. 
 
    “Dr. Jonarr, can you determine when the shields went down?” 
 
    After a calculated moment, Caelis reported, “They went down five minutes before the angel transporter rammed the hull.” Before I could respond, he added, “Someone breached the ship’s navigation controls.” 
 
    All eyes were on him. He stared at the screen as it scrolled lines of script, biting his lip in fierce concentration. “According to the ship’s system control commands, someone turned off the shields right before the angels attacked.” 
 
    “Someone?” 
 
    “Someone with navigator permissions.” 
 
    “Can you tell me where that command took place?” 
 
    Caelis shook his head. “The network is centralized to the halo-core. It doesn’t tell me from which system the command took place.” 
 
    “Show me the footage of Naberius again.” 
 
    We watched his arrest for a second time. This time I paid close attention to everyone’s faces. It proved unfruitful. Naberius looked like he was in pain, Belial was grinning, and Zhevraine wore an empty, vacant expression. Typical for her. 
 
    I leaned into a palm, tapping my temple as I studied the frozen picture. Samnaea could recognize my look anywhere. She leaned down, whispering, “What are you thinking? A mole?” 
 
    “Belial has a lot of friends. One of them could have been a navigator.” 
 
    She spun to Praetor Delvori. “Have your primers arrest any surviving navigators. I want them questioned in Orias.” 
 
    Praetor Delvori nodded, repeating that command over live feed.  
 
    There were other things to consider, too. Executing Lilith yet sparing Naberius. It was no secret that Archdemon Uhnem had once been close with Archdemon Vakkar. He’d sworn allegiance to us, but that meant nothing.  
 
    Samnaea seemed to have tapped the same vein. “Dr. Jonarr, please show us footage of the deck again.” 
 
    He did. Both of our eyes moved to the same area of the feed: the command station observatory window, just before the shields went down. We couldn’t see much, considering the shadows, firelight and everything else happening outside, but then there was a spark from behind the glass. Three sparks.  
 
    “Roll that again,” said Samnaea. 
 
    Shots fired. Unmistakably. 
 
    “Someone could have been in there with them,” offered the Praetor, having caught our drift by now. 
 
    That was true, but unlikely. “If there was someone else intent on breaching the ship’s commands, they would have shot Lilith and Naberius. The only way Naberius could have avoided that fate is if he was the perpetrator, or at least in on the plan.” 
 
    Ava said nothing, knowing I was right. “What now, then?” 
 
    “I’m going to have Mastema send a third of her army into the Lohr-Tehlor borderlands. Whatever Naberius may be planning, we’ll nip it at the bud. Occupy Golheim and seize the capital before the remainder of Naberius’ troops can revolt.” 
 
    Samnaea rushed out of the observatory to initiate that charge. The Praetor took her place behind me, squeezing the back of my chair. I could hear the metal almost bend beneath her fingers. “This means nothing,” she said, offering assurance. “Those were my lowest-ranking men. We’ll give those god killers hell when they catch up to us.” 
 
    “Sir,” interjected Caelis, “you should see this.” 
 
    The panels switched to aerial feeds of jets that had flown over Ezekiel during the battle. At first I couldn’t discern what Caelis wanted me to see amid the chaos and shaky footage, but then he froze the screen with a clear view of Ezekiel’s port.  
 
    Corpses clad in demon armor were strewn everywhere, but then I realized that they had been arranged.  
 
    Standing in the center of the fallen soldiers was a man in blood-stained, low ranking Archaean armor. He was anything but an angel, scythes gleaming at his sides. Beneath him lay Primer Korna, his armor dented, mangled and oozing blood. The white-plated soldier rested his boot on the dead Primer’s head. He stood still with his chin slightly raised, looking at the sky. Clearly he knew someone would record this. It was a taunt. To me. 
 
    Caelis offered the same footage from several angles, and the symbol that these bodies shaped was made clear: 
 
    ELTRUAN. 
 
    My cool demeanor shattered like a rock through a window.  
 
    “Fuck!” I slammed my fist on the control board, and the panels shook. 
 
    Everyone jumped. It was the first time I’d ever cursed aloud. It was also the first time I’d ever shown fury in front of my subordinates. The only person unaffected by my outburst was Ava.  
 
    She stood still behind me, calmer than ever. The Praetor’s visor was lifted and her eyes glittered with reprisal, never leaving the screen.  
 
    “He’s alive,” she breathed, overjoyed. “… How?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXII 
 
    HINDSIGHT, RETROSPECT 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Naberius Uhnem—; 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “WELCOME ABOARD EZEKIEL,” greeted Argent Commander Yahweh Telei, and even though I’d seen him on Crylle PB and at House forums a thousand times before, his youthful appearance still always managed to startle me.  
 
    His greeting was transparent. I was fairly certain he wasn’t as happy to see me as his words relayed. The first clue was that I was sitting in an interrogation room. The second was his frown, and third was the guards stationed outside the sealed door. So much for gratitude.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said, looking around. “A lot less cozy than I imagined.” 
 
    “Perhaps if I knew you were coming, I might have had time to prepare a more formal welcome,” said Yahweh, folding his arms.  
 
    “Belial thought it best to keep things under wraps,” I explained, offering a meek smile. “We were playing a very serious game; one that could have gotten me hanged if anyone found out.” 
 
    He tilted his head, gaze introspective. “And why the risk at all, Naberius Uhnem?” 
 
    I glanced away, frowning coldly. “I’m the Archdemon of a crumbling layer, Commander. I was given a better offer. Self-preservation is quite a motivator, let me tell you.” 
 
    Yahweh said nothing for a moment, leaning back in his seat. His eyes never left me, but in the passing seconds the suspicion behind them turned to ire. “A lot can be said about the integrity of a man who reneges on his fealty.” 
 
    “Yet Belial Vakkar is heading your sniper team.” 
 
    “He was set to hang by an unlawful charge. His circumstances are different than yours.” 
 
    “There is an army waiting to fight for you in Lohr. My army. That will give you another four thousand soldiers and nine hundred fighter jets. It’s not much, but I’m betting you need all the help you can get.” There was no sense battling morals with the young Commander; might as well cut right to bribery. 
 
    That was too good of a deal, even for him. “Are there any more enemy forces lying between Azenou and Lohr?” 
 
    “Not before I defected, but I can’t tell you what Lucifer has planned now. The sooner we move, the better. The Obsidian Court was suspicious of me from the get-go because Belial and I were friends before he… well, did whatever he did. They might figure out our deception if they do a little digging, and if they do, Lohr will be a hot zone.” 
 
    “We’re stuck here for a while, I’m afraid. Hopefully your act was convincing enough to bide us some time.” Yahweh rose from the seat, nodding once. “I’ll have someone organize your living arrangements. A guard will come to get you in a few minutes. Thank you for your patronage, unexpected as it was.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
    My boots slid forward as I kept a fallen beam elevated ninety degrees over the hull. A group of soldiers were tying cables around the base and hooking it to their crane. The beam weighed in at 600 lbs, and for once the angels seemed happy to have me around. 
 
    Adrial was doing the same at the port. Ezekiel was stuck in Azenou until we could repair the ship, and the damage was severe. Yahweh predicted it would be a day and a half before engineers could repair the shield and its network systems. We were also waiting on reinforcements from Crylle reserves to move into Avernai, so the soldiers that currently occupied the city could catch up to us. 
 
    We still had enough power to ascend out of enemy reach, but the threat of an attack any time soon was slight. The demon army had already fallen back into Lochai—where they would go from there was anyone’s guess. The only enemies still around were the ones hauling their dead off the field, piling them into transporters to ship them off for burial or cremation. Proper honorary conduct declared that both sides were allowed to collect their dead after a battle. I could barely see any grass, only dead angels and demons, giving the illusion of rocky terrain. The small pockets of plain still visible were stained red with blood. Soldiers kept the field guarded from birds of prey and wild dogs looking to scavenge carrion. 
 
    Demons and angels only turned to salt if they died on alien worlds; here their bodies were left to rot. The salt phenomenon had something to do with that psi-essence trigger technology they’d used, but I didn’t know how nor did I care enough to ask.  
 
    After meeting with all the surviving officers, where in which Yahweh welcomed Naberius to our team and discussed army alliances in our near future, we were all relieved to either rest or help with repairs. When I confronted him about our deal, he agreed to talk after some sleep. Yahweh had been on full steam for thirty-six hours, as had most of his men. 
 
    Once the halo-charger infrastructure was re-cabled, I moved on to help with jet repairs. The engineers had marveled at my knowledge of mechanics, but physics was an all-encompassing field within the scope of mechanics and electrical engineering, like the root of every language. It wasn’t long before I was helping them rewire fried system controls, motherboards and recharging damaged battery cells. 
 
    After several hours of that, I found Adrial, Belial and Zhevraine at the port. A few soldiers were handing out hot drinks and food to those working on repairs. I grabbed a mug and plate, joining my group for lunch on the platform rail. We ate quietly, observing the field below. The gruesome scenery didn’t ruin our appetites.  
 
    Belial finished first and set the plate aside, chewing his final bite with a grimace. “One thing I don’t miss about being an angel is the food. It all tastes like glue.” 
 
    I smirked in silent agreement, while Adrial and Zhevraine ignored him. Belial was wearing a new crest on his duster, one that relayed an upper-officer rank. Yahweh must have promoted him. Vakkar wasn’t being escorted around by guards anymore, either. It was fact that he was the only reason Ezekiel was still in the air. That clever stunt had gained him respect, and fear. 
 
    “Where’s your friend?” asked Zhevraine, perched on the rail. That question had sounded more suspicious than curious. 
 
    “Nowhere nearby,” said Belial. “They’re keeping him contained until we can get this bird moving. Don’t want a satellite bot snapping a shot of him walking freely on deck.”  
 
    He pulled a package of malay cigarettes from his pocket, immediately offering one to Adrial. I declined, as did Zhevraine. As they smoked, Zhev left without warning, disappearing into central headquarters. It was normal for her to ditch a scene without saying goodbye. The others didn’t even seem to notice.  
 
    “You’re awfully quiet, Qaira,” said Adrial, shooting me a look. 
 
    I wasn’t here to chat or make friends, and half the things people said hardly made any sense to me. Since my return it felt like I was trapped behind a window, on the outside looking in. I was only here to hold up my part of the bargain, and oftentimes my mouth got me into trouble. Better to say nothing. 
 
    “I’m tired,” I muttered, finishing my drink. “Think I’ll head in.” 
 
    “Do you even have a room?” Adrial called as I retreated from the rail.  
 
    With all of the excitement, neither Yahweh nor I had thought about my living arrangements yet. “I’ll figure something out.” 
 
    I didn’t have to think too much of it, as the moment I stepped off the elevator in the fork between central headquarters and the residential sector, I spotted Leid standing in the hall. Just standing there, staring at me with this knowing, somber look. Once it was clear that I’d received the message, she started down the hall toward her room. 
 
    And I followed. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    I awoke when Leid sat up, throwing the covers from her body. Curling her knees to her chest she massaged her forehead, sighing into her hands.  
 
    I lay on my stomach, watching her over the slope of my arm. Rays of thinning light from the window played across her naked form, catching the scripture along her tiny bicep. My eyes followed them, rereading our marriage vows. I reached over and brushed my hand against Leid’s thigh, letting her know I was awake. 
 
    Judging by the light, it was late afternoon. Neither of us had slept more than several hours, having spent the majority of our free time fucking with abandon. 
 
    You wouldn’t have known she was sick then. She’d had enough strength to pin me to the bed and straddle me until my eyes were crossed. It was exactly how I’d remembered, albeit less physically taxing because now I was strong like her. She came twice; the first was hard and quick, the second strong yet slow, leaving her whimpering and shivering beneath me. There were scratches and bite marks all across my back, neck, chest and biceps, yet their pain was pleasant. And relieving. Leid hadn’t changed as much as I’d feared. We’d had a lot of time to make up for. 
 
    She caught my hand and squeezed it gently, looking down at me with reverence in her eyes. I didn’t move, still wading through post-sleep haze, and she headed to the washroom to clean herself up. Behind the door I heard Leid cough violently. She was retching.  
 
    I sat up when she emerged and headed for the closet to open a suitcase where her clothes were kept. A wadded tissue was wedged inside her right nostril, and she kept her head turned from me to avoid any concern. Her hair covered the entirety of her naked back, hanging all the way to her upper thighs, disheveled from sleep. After slipping on a white sling dress, she swept it across her shoulders, knotting it into a messy braid.  
 
     “I need to go,” she said quietly, reaching for her Jury coat that had been thrown beside the bed. She pulled the blood-covered tissue from her nose and tossed it into the trash. 
 
    “Where?” I asked. “We haven’t been called.” 
 
    “Reinforcements should arrive soon. Cereli and I have been tasked with seeing them in. No one has called for you yet. You should stay and rest while you can.” 
 
    “I’ll go,” I offered. “Seems like you need more rest than me.” 
 
    “No,” she said. “No amount of rest will fix this anyway.” 
 
    As she moved toward the door, I called, “Wait.” 
 
    She paused, looking back. 
 
    “Why now?” 
 
    Leid hesitated, confused. “What?” 
 
    “You could have had me any time before this. Why only now?” 
 
    Her eyes turned mean. “You honestly need me to explain?” 
 
    “Alezair, I, was in love with you. You knew that.” 
 
    “I did know that,” she murmured, opening the door. “But he wasn’t you, and I didn’t love him.” 
 
    Before I could respond, she left. 
 
    Leid was wrong. I was still Alezair, and her words had been like a knife to the heart. My programmed Nexus self wasn’t replaced by my former self. Instead I was two men in one body, blended together in a potion of chaotic halcyon. The ferocity of Qaira was dulled, the virtue of Alezair razor-edged, and the end result was me, adrift somewhere in the middle.  
 
    Leid hadn’t meant to hurt me; those parting words should have come as a relief. She was trying to tell me that she loved Qaira, not the man who had stolen his body. But the Alezair in me had heard that too, and for a second I was sick with heartache. 
 
    A chime interrupted that thought, and I looked toward the bedside table. The Aeon that Yahweh had assigned to me was blinking, its screen alit with soft blue light. 
 
     I snatched it from the table. There was a message which read: 
 
    Meet me in the lab.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXIII 
 
    WE ALL HAVE A WEAKNESS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    IT TOOK ME A LITTLE WHILE TO find the lab again. I also mooched some clothes off Adrial so I wasn’t forced to walk around in armor while off duty. He was broader and taller than me, his clothes a couple sizes larger than mine, but no one noticed beneath my coat.  
 
    The entrance to the lab was guarded by soldiers. At the sight of me they moved aside. Yahweh must have told them that he was expecting me. Or maybe I was a higher rank than them and they were obliged to yield. I actually had no idea of the ranking system around here, but surely Judge trumped guard. 
 
    Ezekiel’s laboratory was two levels tall, both floors the size of a gymnasium. Equipment I’d never seen before, nor could I even take a guess as to their functionality, was arranged in rows across the room. I found Yahweh seated at a desk on the second floor in a little room partitioned along the eastside, glaring sleepily at a computer screen, giant mug of coffee in-hand. His hair was disheveled and his clothes were rumpled, like he’d gotten out of bed without looking in the mirror. For a second it felt like old times. 
 
    “Hi,” I said, trying my hardest not to startle him. It didn’t work and he jumped, whirling around. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” he scolded. 
 
    “Don’t do what? Say hi?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes and looked back at the computer. “I’ve scanned your drawing and am running a comparison match to our genetic library. If the strain you gave me matches any other species within Apaeria Minor—at least among those that we know of—then it’ll ping me.” 
 
    “How long is that going to take?” 
 
    “Probably several hours. There are a lot of species in our universe, Qaira.” 
 
    I frowned at his ‘you’re an idiot’ tone. “Fantastic. Maybe we can finally get started on this sometime next week.” 
 
    “Like I said, these things take time. In the meantime I’d like to take a sample from you, which is why I called you in here.” 
 
    “A sample,” I repeated, raising a brow. 
 
    “It’s likely the drawing you gave me is a genetic representation of a noble, not a guardian. I gather guardian DNA will look slightly different since it was derived by extramural speciation.” 
 
    “Leid’s a noble, not a guardian.” 
 
    “She was a guardian before that.” 
 
    I squinted. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “How I know is none of your business,” he said, typing away. “But I could have made that deduction based on her phenotype alone. She doesn’t look like a true noble.” 
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    “Since you don’t want to include Leid in this yet, a sample from you will have to suffice.” He spun around in his chair, looking up at me. “Okay?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Good, come with me.” 
 
    We took a lift back down to the first floor. Yahweh led me to a station decorated in centrifuges and a square, black chamber that was the width and height of his desk. The temperature inside the chamber was relayed on the monitor above the keypad. Absolute zero. 
 
    He pressed several buttons on the keypad and the chamber’s temperature rose to cryogenic levels. I was beginning to grasp his plan. 
 
    “To keep the sample from petrifaction,” he explained, but I’d already gathered that. Vel’Haru turned to obsidian when they died, but that also went for dismembered limbs and/or other body parts.  
 
    I didn’t respond, eyes fixed on the surgical tools beside the cooler. “What are you taking from me?” 
 
    “A finger, please.” 
 
    I glared at him. Yahweh frowned, tilting his head. 
 
    “You’ve lost limbs, been nearly castrated, had all of your organs rupture simultaneously, and yet you’re reluctant to part with a finger.” 
 
    “It still hurts.” 
 
    “I could try giving you some local anesthesia if you’re that concerned, but you’ll metabolize it in a matter of minutes.” 
 
    “Minutes will be long enough, right?” 
 
    “Maybe,” muttered Yahweh, kneeling in front of a tiny fridge beneath the centrifuges. He pulled out a vial of clear liquid, tapping it twice with his index finger. “We’ll have to time the procedure perfectly. This is the strongest stuff I’ve got.” 
 
    A shame his brother wasn’t here. I’d bet he had a few tinctures that could knock me flat on my ass.  
 
    Rolling up my sleeve, I placed my hand on the examination table as Yahweh filled a syringe with anesthetic. As he injected the needle into a vein on the top of my hand, I grimaced and kept my gaze ahead. I’d always hated needles, and seeing them reminded me of all the track marks I had accumulated as an addict. Overcoming a phobia in order to get blasted said a lot about someone like me.  
 
    The anesthetic worked well enough. By the time I looked down, Yahweh had already excised my middle finger. The sight was psychosomatic, however, and no sooner had I seen the severed finger, the ache started. I cursed, looking for something to regenerate with. 
 
    Yahweh quickly shoved the finger into a capsule and dropped it through a hole in the cryogenic chamber, sealing it thereafter. Done, he handed me a box of stone paperweights. “Here.” 
 
    I snatched one, feeling it erode into my palm within seconds. “You came prepared.” 
 
    “Of course I did.” Yahweh paused, smiling at me. “I’d like to thank you for your help this morning. Without you protecting the deck, I might not be standing here right now.” 
 
    I hadn’t done any of that for him, but held my tongue. “Just keeping up my part of the deal.” 
 
    Rue wicked across Yahweh’s face, but he quickly looked away, feigning nonchalance. “Yes, about that; please see Seyestin in the conference room. I’ve charged him with overseeing plans for your specialized team.” 
 
    Oh, great. “Am I done here?” 
 
    Yahweh nodded, sauntering back to the lift without another word.  
 
    I looked down at my injured hand, whose middle finger was already in mid-regeneration, resembling a fat, pink worm. Gross.  
 
    Pulling down my sleeve, I grabbed another paperweight and headed for central headquarters. Let the fun begin. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    General Trede was alone when I entered, sitting at a desk beside the idle holo-map projector, sifting through a stack of files. He was out of uniform, too, now dressed in a grey long-sleeve button-up and black slacks. I almost didn’t recognize him.  
 
    As I made my way down the aisle, he tossed the stack of files across the desk. “Those are the soldiers who were selected by Cereli’s ground officers.” 
 
    I reviewed them while Seyestin sat there, making a point not to look at me. Things between us had changed since our last scuffle at Cerasaraelia. He probably hated me more than ever, but the knowledge of who I really was kept his attitude in check.  
 
    “No,” I said, tossing the files back at him. This time he couldn’t help but look at me, surprised. “None of these soldiers will do.” 
 
    “They’re the best of our army,” he said, insulted. “With commemorations and everything.” 
 
    I didn’t want squeaky clean do-gooders. There had never been any heroes in my Enforcers. Hell, half of them were on par with the criminally-insane. But that was what it took—I needed ruthlessness, chaos, the kind of men who’d take a swing at their command if they thought it was warranted or break the rules if it meant getting ahead. Yahweh wanted a replica of the enforcers, and for that I needed monsters. Cut throats. 
 
    Seyestin wouldn’t understand any of that, so I spared us both the time. “Gather your delinquents. I want to look at some of the black sheep in your army. The more demerits, the better. Especially the violent kind.” 
 
    “The unruly scrappers,” he muttered, collecting the rejected files into his folder. “And what will you do when those misfits disobey your charge?” 
 
    “Let me worry about that.” 
 
    He reclined, staring coolly. “Why are you even helping us?” 
 
    “Just upholding my part of the deal,” I recited.  
 
    “And what deal is that?” 
 
    “It’s a little above your pay-grade.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t have anything to do with why my Commander is sitting in Ezekiel’s lab while he should be strategizing our next move, would it?” 
 
    I smiled. “Just find me those unruly scrappers, General. Neither of us have time to sit here staring daggers at each other. Or I could just pull out my dick and show you how much bigger it is than yours, since that’s the kind of vibe I’m getting here.” 
 
    Seyestin didn’t humor me with a response. Instead he tucked the folder under his arm and left the conference room. Puzzlingly enough, he didn’t even seem upset by my remark. Actually, he’d smirked. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    As reinforcements settled in and all the aviation mechanics and engineers put the final touches on Ezekiel’s repairs, Yahweh and his officers held a banquet in honor of our victory. Everyone was welcome to eat, though the upper-echelon military dined exclusively in the officer hall, overlooking the bow, while the middle and lower ranking soldiers had their meals in the mess hall, located below deck.  
 
    I hadn’t seen Leid or Yahweh for the remainder of the afternoon. They were busy strategizing our next move with help from Belial and Naberius. I’d spent the evening helping Adrial and Zhev with some heavy lifting in the hangar, all the while waiting for Seyestin to get back to me with any potential recruits.  
 
    He threw another folder at me when I sat down at the table. It almost knocked over the glass of water beside my plate. I glared at him and he smiled curtly, nodding at the files.  
 
    “There you go; every misfit two steps away from discharge that I could find.” 
 
    Yahweh wasn’t here yet, his chair at the head of the table vacant. I sat between Leid and Adrial, across from Seyestin and Cereli. Servers brought around crafts of wine and other liquor, along with bread and an assortment of fruit spreads. I ignored the food for the meantime, studying the recruits. 
 
    This was more like it. Each page was filled with demerits of insubordination, scrapping with comrades, and one guy had even hit an officer. The circumstances must have been out of the ordinary or else he would have been thrown out, if not arrested. Intriguing nonetheless. 
 
    Celestials had a Machiavellian way of rule—absolute respect and obedience to their upper chains of command, especially among their military. The strangest thing about that was Celestials (angels, mostly) never questioned their ruling party. The moment Yahweh stepped into office, he became the ultimate voice of his people, despite a glaring lack of experience in leadership and military function. Luckily Yahweh was a decent ruler and a (generally) good person, but such a practice turned deadly if someone like Jehovah Telei, his father, took the throne. 
 
    The Nehel had also used a Machiavellian form of rule, but in that case leaders had to first prove their worth before they earned the respect of their people and army. You weren’t just handed a shiny pin to place on your suit and then everyone automatically bended their knee to you. That was nuts. 
 
    Leid cast a quizzical look at the documents in my hand, but didn’t inquire about them. She’d already heard about Yahweh’s special team, though my requested picks seemed to surprise her. I didn’t know why, as she of all people knew the sordid types I used to mingle with. 
 
    Adrial poured wine into his glass and handed the craft over to me. I rejected it with a wave, and he stared at me in disbelief. My former self would have never turned down alcohol, but all of that was over. I couldn’t traipse around Ezekiel fully loaded. Alezair hadn’t had any responsibility—well, any responsibility unachievable after a bottle of Pelo Segua. Times had changed. 
 
    “These’ll work,” I announced. “When can they be handed over to me?” 
 
    “Whenever you like,” answered Cereli. “The sooner the better, really. A few of them are set to be dishonorably discharged tomorrow morning. I’m sure they’ll be thrilled at a chance to clear their name.” She’d said that with sarcasm. 
 
    I handed her the documents and she tucked them into her coat. Then we all piled bread onto our plates and slathered them with fruit spreads.  
 
    Halfway into the meal, Yahweh entered, and everyone stood as the Commander made his way to our table.  
 
    Except for me. I didn’t stand. Neither did Leid, Zhev or Adrial. He wasn’t our Commander, after all. 
 
    Belial and Naberius joined him, and it was strange seeing the Argentia Leader walking side by side with two former members of House Obsidian. Judging by a few expressions around the room, I wasn’t alone on this. 
 
    Once they were seated, the conversation switched to Ezekiel’s plans for departure. No one could seem to decide how many jets to place ahead of the ship for defensive measures. Seyestin and Adrial both advised a meager militia, as according to Belial and Naberius, it was very unlikely of a large scale attack in Lochai. Leid disagreed. 
 
    “That’s exactly what they hope us to think,” she said after the decision was nearly finalized. “Lucifer has placed stock in us believing that the rest of Lochai’s army has fallen back to the Lohr-Tehlor borderlands with the larger fleet.” 
 
    “Sacrificing smaller armies in lieu of an ambush seems like a fruitless endeavor,” said Adrial. Seyestin nodded. “None of them would get past our defenses, no matter how meager its number.” 
 
    “Less is never better, in this case,” said Leid, sipping her coffee. Although her tone was strong and authoritative, she looked sicker than ever and had barely touched her meal. She seemed to be getting worse by the hour, and I really had to fight to hide my concern. “A smaller defense means more deaths than we can afford. They wouldn’t ambush us to win—only to whittle down our ranks to hurt us in the long run.” 
 
    Her hand shook violently as she set her cup down on the dish. It rattled, and coffee spilled over the brim. Several pairs of eyes around the table glanced at the cup, then at her. Nothing was said for a minute. 
 
    “I agree with Leid,” said Yahweh. “Send a thousand jets ahead of the ship, General Trede. I don’t want any more damage to Ezekiel while on route.” 
 
    “Sir,” said Seyestin, conceding. Leid had posed a valid argument, one that even he seemed to agree with. 
 
    “Is there any sweetener?” interrupted Belial, puckering at the coffee. “This tastes like muddy water.” 
 
    “We don’t use refined sweeteners,” said Cereli. “It rots our teeth.” 
 
    “You don’t seem to use salt or any other type of seasoning either,” muttered Belial, though it was probably only audible to ears as good as mine.  
 
    When the meal was done, all of us parted ways again. Zhevraine and Adrial headed to the hangar with Cereli, Leid and Yahweh to the command station to plot Ezekiel’s next course, Belial and Naberius to the residential sector to find Archdemon Uhnem a place to stay other than the interrogation room, and Seyestin ordered me to the bow to welcome the misfits whom I would be training.  
 
    I took a detour to the armory, three levels below the deck. I had kept pieces of that Primer’s armor in hopes of getting it replicated—with some modifications. When the specialists confirmed that replication of the armor was achievable (with a bit of time, minus the shields since that was a job for the config engineers, whoever the hell they were) I left the primer armor with them and headed to the bow. 
 
    My recruits were waiting, most of them restless and impatient. I’d been at the armory a while. Didn’t want to seem too eager. All part of the game. 
 
    At the sight of me they straightened, forming a row in front of their higher ranking lieutenant, who handed over the files I’d given Cereli.  
 
    “Dismissed,” I muttered to the lieutenant, sifting through the files. I took another few minutes to pace the row, staring at each recruit. 
 
    Many of them were larger men. Not overweight, but tall and broad, accustomed to using size to their advantage. Size got their feet in the door, but according to the files they weren’t good at much else. 
 
    “I’ll skip the formalities, since you already know who I am,” I said. “But what you weren’t told is that I am your last chance. Ground General Trede has released you into my ranks as a last resort. Welcome to Hell, ladies. The real Hell.” 
 
    No one said a thing. All they did was glare, as if in competition to see who could stare me down the hardest. I wasn’t some higher ranking angel official. I was Qaira Eltruan, and Vel’Haru. There was confusion behind their glares—even hatred in some—and that was warranted. A thousand years ago I was their archenemy. A few of them were probably children at the time, but even they would remember. 
 
    “Your Commander wants a special team made to protect the ship. An elite force able to make up in strength what it lacks in number. The two dozen of you here will be expected to cut down any enemy soldiers that breach the ship in upcoming battles, no matter how many.” 
 
    “Even the Primers?” demanded a soldier on the far right. I matched his face to his file. Michael Kiran.  
 
    “Especially the Primers, private. If you speak again without raising your hand, I’ll knock out all your teeth.” I looked over the others. “You will address me as Sir. Forget what you’ve heard about me; I am now the only thing that stands between you and Death. You might think discharge is a good way to shake the hassle, but I’ll let you in on something: we pose a fifty percent chance of losing this war—maybe more, actually. What we’ve encountered so far is nothing compared to what’s to come, and if the demons win and they invade Heaven, they’ll kill you, rape your mothers and sisters, and then enslave them. Just as you did to them four hundred years ago.” 
 
    I actually had no idea whether that would happen, but what I said had worked. The defiance on their faces waned. A few of them shared knowing looks. “You’re about to ascend from misfits to warriors unmatched. Whoever isn’t interested in protecting Heaven, step out of line. I’ll have a guard escort you back to the brig and you’ll be back on Crylle soil by morning.” 
 
    I waited, silent, arms crossed. 
 
    No one stepped out of line. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Ezekiel started to move at midnight.  
 
    Yahweh kept to his plan of traveling by night, though how effective it would prove to be this time was anyone’s guess. The day and a half delay could have lowered the enemy’s guard, which meant safe travel through Lochai and into Lohr, or we’d given them plenty of time to regroup and anticipate our approach. Leid’s decision of more defense was, in my opinion, optimal. 
 
    We barely felt the engine’s rumble from five levels below the deck. At this hour the training arena was barren, serving as a perfect opportunity to show the recruits a few basic maneuvers. As expected of a high-technological society, their experience in hand-to-hand combat was limited, so I started there. In an hour and a half they had learned how to disarm soldiers, break bones—specifically those of the wrists, ankles, kneecaps—along with tackling procedures to keep their enemies down. Some were immediate experts, others needed more work. 
 
    I didn’t know how much time we had until Ezekiel flew into another battle—it could be hours or days. The flight across Lochai would take all morning, and to my understanding we were making a stop at Lohr to scoop up Naberius’ awaiting army. I had a sneaking suspicion that that wasn’t the only thing waiting for us there and so I expedited training, glossing over many points in order to give the recruits a chance for survival. A chance to live for more training.  
 
     Many of the items I needed weren’t available right now. Enforcers used different weapons than the angels. We hadn’t had high-tech rifles or ion shield armor. Back then, neither had the angels. Times were different, and I’d have to adjust accordingly.  
 
    It was early, early morning before we wrapped it up. I needed sleep and so did they if they were expected to defend anything. The night crew had trickled into the training arena to practice firearms and kill some time. If Ezekiel was still in the air when we woke up, training would resume. 
 
    The deck was active as ever as aviation mechanics primed jets and shipped them off to transporters flying high above Ezekiel. Seyestin was heading the flight team in front of the command ship. Despite thinking he was a snobbish prick, as Belial so eloquently put it, I had to commend him on his competency. I’d never seen a better pilot, and he was braver than a loaded Nehelian. His sister was briefing a group of officers near the port, but I didn’t stop to listen since I was too tired and ground army wasn’t in my scope anyway. 
 
    “How’d it go?” called Adrial from the headquarters doorway. “Did you get to rearrange someone’s face?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Ah, I bet you’re disappointed.” 
 
    “What are you still doing up?” 
 
    “I’m on night watch. Zhev turned in an hour ago.” 
 
    “Leid in there?” I asked, nodding at the command station tower.  
 
    Adrial hesitated, his expression darkening. “She’s not feeling well. I escorted her back to her room, as Yahweh ordered that she rest.” 
 
    My lips curled into a scowl. “Why didn’t someone get me?” 
 
    “She told us not to. Said you had more important matters to tend.” 
 
    I shook my head and pushed by him, hurrying toward the residential sector. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Leid was lying on the washroom floor, covered in bloody puke.  
 
    She hadn’t made it to the toilet, and instead her sick was sprayed across the bowl and tiles surrounding it. The state of the washroom made me freeze in terror. Leid stirred at my feet, shivering. 
 
    I scooped her up and undressed her, drawing a bath. As she lay weakly in the warm water, I scrubbed blood from the floor, toilet and walls. Her eyes were closed and her lids fluttered, like she was in lucid dream. I was glad she wasn’t awake for this. It would have humiliated her. 
 
    Soon the blood was rinsed from her body, soiling the water brown. I sat on the toilet beside her, kneading my aching head, trying to cope with the idea that Yahweh wouldn’t find a solution to her expiration in time. She was dying, and there was nothing I could do. 
 
    I was also furious at Adrial for not staying with her. But her decline was killing him as well—it was written all over his face. Leid had probably shooed him away before she fell unconscious. She’d never wanted anyone’s pity. 
 
    I dried her off and laid her in bed, arranging her tiny, frail body comfortably. It was hard to think how strong she’d once been as she lay so limply in my arms. I rummaged through her bag and found her cigarettes. I lit one and climbed into bed beside her, needing something to ease my stress. 
 
    The smell roused Leid momentarily. She looked at me through half-mast lids, eyes sad and tired. Lifting a trembling hand, she cupped the side of my face, fingers tracing along the edge of my jaw. Her skin was ice cold. 
 
    “I-I’m so sorry, Qaira,” she whispered. “None of this should have happened. I-I…should have killed you in Jerusalem.” 
 
    Before I could respond she fell unconscious again.  
 
    I exhaled smoke, staring numbly at the wall as my dying wife slept soundly against me. Nine hundred years ago we had lain just like this, dreaming of a new life together—;  
 
    And that dream had turned into a nightmare, from which there was no escape. 
 
    She was right. Killing me would have been easier for both of us. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXIV 
 
    FIRE WITH FIRE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucifer Raith—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    AVARICE SAT ON THE ARMORY BENCH, boot propped on the rest, thumbing the tranquilizer I’d given her. She seldom smiled, and even now there was only a tiny crook at the corner of her mouth. I’d known her long enough to take that as a good sign. “How long?” 
 
    “Approximately seven minutes after entry. You’ll have to time your shots well and at a far enough distance.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    I shook my head. “All of this is uncertain. So far we’ve only had a chance to test it on one of them.” Thanks to Caym and Samnaea’s endeavors on Atlas Arcantia. Despite the folly, General Soran had managed to at least bring some good out of all of this. Data. “One shot appears to weaken guardians. Two shots should put them out. I assume more will be needed for a noble.” 
 
    “You want me to take out the Justice Commander?” 
 
    “I don’t want you to kill her.” 
 
    Ava tilted her head. “Why not?” 
 
    A ‘lesser’ killing a Vel’Haru was an act that had never been committed, and I didn’t want to be the first. Calenus and Leid’s issues aside, the idea of The Atrium accruing the ability to subjugate and execute Vel’Haru wouldn’t sit well with the Court of Enigmus. They liked to believe they were invincible.  
 
    The sedative in Ava’s hand was actually a modified version of the brain-apoptosis inhibitor that Yahweh had created during Sanctum’s reign. Junah WDR had been secretly working on it for years. None of us had known whether it would even work until Samnaea had supplied Caym and his soldiers with a few samples for their trip to Atlas Arcantia.  
 
    Even the Primers couldn’t hold against the Jury; not without some heavy ammunition. This was never my first option, but our odds were wearing thin.  
 
    “Too much red tape,” I said. “I don’t want to know the repercussions of killing Exo’daius’ Queen, exiled or not.” 
 
    “Politics, politics,” sighed Ava, nodding nonetheless. “But do you think they’ll miss a guardian?” 
 
    The look in her eyes made me hesitate. “Revenge never ends well for anyone. Take a lesson from the man you seek to kill.” 
 
    Praetor Delvori said nothing, enclosing the capsule in her fist. After a moment, she whispered, “I’d say he turned out fine; living out the rest of his days at the cream of the crop.” 
 
    “After spending eight hundred years in the Nexus.” 
 
    “Doesn’t count. Difficult to credit a prison sentence if you can’t even remember it.” 
 
    She knew little of it, though that was how things had to stay. Regrettably we’d worked too hard on her—Ava was more like her nemesis than she realized.  
 
    She’d been a small child when Yema Theater had collapsed on spectators of the Angel-Nehelian Peace Ceremony, burying her older brother, mother and father in fire and rubble. She’d grown up an orphan, and was sentenced to slavery after her demon mutation. Ava had once told me it was hate that had kept her alive all those years, and I believed it. 
 
    She had volunteered for the Primer research, back when Hell was still developing. After it was clear that the Pleuroferrosis clinical trials had given us more than physical mutations, we isolated and excised the genes that had graced Qaira with his unexplainable abilities. Several candidates (and dozens more over the years) were then placed into gene therapy, becoming stronger, faster, and more psionically-specialized than ever before. What had once been a failsafe form of protection for our kind had now turned into a weapon against Vel’Haru. And with Qaira here among us, the irony was even stronger. 
 
    No matter how hard I’d try to persuade her otherwise, Ava would seek out Qaira on the battlefield, so I saved my breath. His presence had breathed new life into her; a chance for reprisal that either posed to revive the scarred soul she carried, or release it. I was not one to deny her evanescence. I owed her that much, at least. 
 
    “Your primers will be supplied with two dozen tranqs. Make each of them count; that’s all we’ve got for now.” 
 
    “Commander,” Ava said, bowing her head.  
 
    She tended to her weapons and I left the armory, heading on deck. Civil war raged across Golheim, Lohr, and I needed an update. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “We’ve breached the outer-city perimeter,” announced Samnaea as I entered the command station. Mastema’s image was projected over our televised screen. She and Azazel had been sent to Lohr’s inland to disseminate Naberius’ defected army. 
 
    As expected, Lohr had allied with Tehlor. Although not all parties had fallen in line with the angels, at least fifty percent had met our army with resistance. From the photographs taken by our satellite bots, only half of Lohr was left standing, buried in clouds of smoke and flames. Bodies lined the perimeter gate. The pictures left a lump in my throat.  
 
    Anger and regret waged war inside of me. I was furious at Samnaea for her part in all of this, but she couldn’t take all the blame. I’d been blind to the amount of influence Archdemons Vakkar and Uhnem had carried in the Court.  
 
    I’d been blind to a lot of things.  
 
    “Ezekiel is on the move,” reported Caelis from the navigation panel. “Approximately four hours out from Lohr.” 
 
    “That’s not enough time, sir,” Mastema said, having overheard Dr. Jonarr. “We don’t have enough soldiers to fight the resistance and the angel fleet.” 
 
    “Lochai’s ambush parties have gathered in position,” said Samnaea. “That should slow them down.” 
 
    “How many?” I asked. 
 
    “Four teams of five hundred jets, sir.” 
 
    I nodded. It wouldn’t stop them completely, but it would stall their route through Lochai. “How much more time do you and Archdemon Lier need to stabilize Golheim?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, Commander,” said Mastema, grave. “Just when we think we’ve won, more groups attack. They aren’t just soldiers, either. Civilians are revolting as well. It’s a blood bath.” 
 
    “Blast the entire city, then,” offered Ava, appearing in the doorway. “If all of Golheim has defected, it’s no longer of any use to us.” 
 
    “Destroy the entire city?” Samnaea gaped. “Its population is three hundred thousand.” 
 
    “Three hundred thousand rebels, from the looks of it,” argued Praetor Delvori, glancing at me. Despite the moral burden of her proposal, there was nothing in her eyes. Not an ounce of sympathy. Sometimes I envied people like her, who could do rotten, necessary things without a second thought—without those rotten things coming back to them every time they closed their eyes. “We need to place our resources into defending Hell against the angels. We can’t waste them on this.” 
 
    “Lucifer,” said Samnaea, her tone pleading, “think about this. Laying waste to an entire city would vilify us even more.” 
 
    “It would send a message to others who might think to rise against us,” said Ava. “A very loud message: we do not tolerate treachery. Let this be our blade to Naberius’ throat; his entire city demolished because of his defection. A fair punishment, I think.”  
 
    Mastema said nothing, observing the discussion with a conflicted look.  
 
    “I am General,” Samnaea snarled, to which Ava only smirked. “This level of brutality is the very thing we are fighting against! Are we to become what we’re trying to free ourselves of?” 
 
    I said nothing, staring at the image of smoking Golheim. Most of it was gone already. Samnaea’s words rang true, but Ava’s idea was one fashioned from logic—no emotions attached. Cut our losses and focus on the people who supported us and wanted to be saved. Letting Golheim stand meant giving Argentia an advantage.  
 
    It was a painful decision, one that I wished I didn’t have to make. 
 
    “Mastema, pull your forces out of the city. Order a jet strike on Golheim. Report back when it is done.” 
 
    Taken aback, Mastema could barely nod. “Sir.” 
 
    The screen went inactive and Samnaea stormed from her seat. “Why don’t you make her your General if you think such monstrous, heartless tactics are even remotely sound!” 
 
    “Says the woman who practically put us here in the first place,” sniped Ava, narrowing her eyes. “Suddenly you’re a moral paradigm, are you?” 
 
    “You’re but a grunt in flashy armor,” said Samnaea, stepping forward. “Never forget that.” 
 
    Ava responded by unleashing her ion blade. Caelis ducked behind the navigation panel, anticipating the worst.  
 
    “Enough,” I warned.  
 
    They froze. 
 
    “We’re on the same side,” I reminded them. “General Soran, don’t blame Praetor Delvori for her apathy. It’s in her programming. I made the executive decision, so if you have something to say about it, I’m all ears.” 
 
    Samnaea cast her eyes to the ground, battling a thought. Even she knew there was no alternative. We couldn’t keep mending the weaker links on Hell’s chain. Not while Heaven was invading us. But none of that meant the decision wouldn’t haunt me for the rest of my life.  
 
    General Soran exited the room without another word. Caelis, Ava and I were left looking at the inactive screen. 
 
    “Do you think I’m a monster?” asked Ava. 
 
    My eyes left the screen and trailed to the window. Junah’s sky seemed brighter than usual. “Yes.” 
 
    “Good,” she said, heading out after Samnaea. Her boots echoed down the hall, fading at the elevator.  
 
    I sighed and massaged my head. 
 
    “Kindness holds no seat here. There’s a monster in everyone, sir,” murmured Caelis, typing commands into the control panel. Of everyone, he seemed the least affected by what had just happened. “Monsters with manners; that’s all we are.” 
 
    And wasn’t that the truth. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXV 
 
    GENEALOGY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    “COME TO THE LAB. THERE’S A PING.” 
 
    My Aeon chimed a couple hours after I’d fallen asleep. That was the message left on its display.  
 
    My body felt heavy and the thought of leaving bed almost made me cry, but then I glanced at Leid as she slept restlessly beside me, her face contorted in pain.  
 
    I slid out of bed, making sure not to rouse her, stopping in the washroom to splash cold water on my face. If there was a battle in our near future, I’d be practically useless. I’d had about eight hours of sleep over the course of three and a half days, and I knew what could happen after long periods of sleep deprivation. Hallucinations, sanity-slips.  
 
    But Leid was worth those risks.  
 
    I crept out of her room and locked the door behind me, making my way to the lab. It was the middle of the night, again, and Zhevraine was perched on a guardrail, watching soldiers move jet parts across the port. She cast me a quizzical look, one that said, ‘What the hell are you doing awake?’ 
 
    I kept my eyes ahead, shivering into my coat.  
 
    The lab was vacant as always. I took the lift to the second floor and Yahweh hailed me from his office doorway. His coffee mug was the size of a pitcher. This time I opted for some, too. 
 
    I sat in a chair beside his desk as he typed away at his computer. “I thought we’d turn up nothing, honestly,” he said. 
 
    “What did you find?” 
 
    “Three ninety-eight percent matches; two hundred and fifty others that are relatively similar.” 
 
    I must have heard him incorrectly. “What?” 
 
    “The portion of noble genome that you gave me, if correct, has a sequence that is near-identical to three other species across Atrium-field worlds.” 
 
    Before I could inquire further, he activated the holo-projector. I was expecting to see a hominid creature—something similar to us—but what rotated before me in bright gold light wasn’t even sentient.  
 
    It was some kind of insect with fan-like wings and a multitude of legs. Spiral patterns crested its pill-shaped body, antennae arched like tiny hooks. Text blinked beneath the image. Faveria tenacae – Caia, Amerose tr.  
 
    “… Is this some kind of joke?” 
 
    “It is not. Most of the Vel’Haru genome is completely foreign to anything we’ve ever seen before, but one gene sequence caught over two hundred matches in our cDNA library. Are you familiar with metamorphosis life cycles of insects, by any chance?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Like butterflies, moths, and shit?” 
 
    Yahweh smiled at my choice of wording. “And shit. Insects that metamorphose use gene expression and suppression to control the cycle. What tenacae and many other metamorphosing insects have is something called a transitus gene. A transitus gene is suppressed during the juvenile stage of life and is expressed at the metamorphosis stage.” 
 
    I stared at him. 
 
    “There is a sequence in the noble genome that is nearly identical to a transitus gene—all except a few base-pairs. The stereochemistry is identical too, which suggests a hormonal lock-and-key that activates and deactivates the cycle.” 
 
    “Okay, so let’s pretend for a second that I’m retarded.” 
 
    “I was under the impression that you’re a scientist now, too.” 
 
    “In particle physics, not genetics.” 
 
    Yahweh shut off the holo-projector and reclined in his seat, sipping coffee. “I’m hypothesizing that Vel’Haru have a gene similar to that of metamorphosing insects. If I’m headed in the right direction, I might have an idea as to what expiration really is.” 
 
    And then it clicked. “Metamorphosis?” 
 
    Yahweh nodded.  
 
    “Into what?” 
 
    “That I can’t say. Some species spend their juvenile life cycles preparing for metamorphosis, cocoon, and then emerge as something phenotypically foreign. Their juvenile bodies break down—which might explain Leid’s growing sickness—and then take form as something else.” 
 
    I looked away, trying to grasp Yahweh’s proposal. “You’re saying we’re juveniles.” 
 
    “Nothing is certain at this point.”  
 
    If that were true, the implications were horrifying. For thousands and thousands of years, Vel’Haru had been killing each other out of ignorance.  
 
    No. That couldn’t be. 
 
    “This was too easy,” I said. “The Court of Enigmus would have already strolled down this alley.” 
 
    “Possibly,” admitted Yahweh. “Why don’t you check euxodia?” 
 
    The repercussions of that might prove deadly. Did I really want to search the database for transitus gene sequences and juvenile hormones for all Exodian eyes to see? If a scholar looked into the search, it would be made clear that I had shared Vel’Haru secrets with lessers, a crime that came with heavy consequences.  
 
    … But in the off-chance that they hadn’t looked into this yet, I could be saving our entire race. Leid might be cured yet. 
 
    I scoured the database, combing through search queries. It was fruitless. 
 
    “Nothing,” I confirmed.  
 
    Yahweh was holding his chest, staring wide-eyed at me. Something always happened to the air when one of us accessed euxodia. Little vibrations and tingles, like feathers across skin. “That never gets old.” 
 
    “So, what now?” All fatigue was swept away by adrenaline in light of this discovery. There was finally hope. I wanted to hug Yahweh, which was kind of frightening. 
 
    Yahweh’s tired, contemplative frown switched to a conflicted one. “I’ve already extracted blood samples from your finger. Not an easy task, mind you.” 
 
    “What are you looking for?” 
 
    “The juvenile hormone. Or a derivative of it. A close match, at least. The tests won’t come back for several hours, but…” 
 
    He trailed off, leaving me hanging. 
 
    I leaned in. “But?” 
 
    “There are two options; either you tell Leid now, or later. Now would mean you could convince her to give me an expedited sample. Later would give you some time to think of how to convince her. The choice is yours, but inevitably she will have to know. I can’t proceed without testing her blood to support my claim.” 
 
    My face said it all. This wasn’t going to be easy. 
 
    For one, Leid would vehemently object. If she knew I’d haggled Yahweh into working on this while he should have been concentrating on the war, there’d be a handprint on my face in the foreseeable future. I imagined a heated argument to follow. 
 
    Leid thought her life was dispensable. Somehow I had to change that.  
 
    “Fine,” I muttered. “She’s resting now. We’ll talk when she wakes up.” 
 
    Yahweh nodded. “This is good news, at least.” 
 
    It was.  
 
    I left the chair and headed for the exterior lab. As I walked out, Yahweh returned to his computer.  
 
    “Aren’t you heading in?” I asked. 
 
    “Soon. I have a few things to look at.” 
 
    I squinted. “Do you ever sleep?” 
 
    “Yes. Yesterday, I think.” 
 
    The intensity in his eyes said this was becoming more than just an obligation. Yahweh had stumbled onto a cosmic breakthrough. If he, a lesser, could find the cause and meaning behind Vel’Haru expiration—an achievement that had slipped even the Court of Enigmus’ grasp—then there was much more than fame waiting for him down the road.  
 
    But Yahweh had an affinity for obsession. Once he had holed himself up at the Plexus for days and Lucifer had to issue guards to remove him from his office and force him to sleep, eat and bathe. Heaven might be sacrificed for Leid’s life, and she would hate me even more for it. 
 
    I returned inside and hit the power switch on his computer. The lights in his office died. “Out. Now.” 
 
    He looked up at me, shaken, angry. “But—” 
 
    “Get out of here. I won’t say it again.” I snatched the pitcher of coffee from his hands, curling my lips into a snarl. “You need to sleep. We could be attacked at any second. If Ezekiel explodes, none of this will matter anymore.” 
 
    Sullen, he looked at the ground. “You’re right.” 
 
    Without another word he trudged off, hanging his lab coat on the door.  
 
    I watched him leave, noting to check his room later to make sure he was actually there. Daunting to think I had to babysit him. Seyestin’s job was a lot harder than I’d thought.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    I was feeling sadistic so I woke up my recruits and marched them back to the training grounds. None of them seemed annoyed—in fact as I taught them dir venyara (shield wall) they soaked me up like little star-struck sponges.  
 
    It was confusing. I’d expected more resistance, considering I’d once set out to kill them all. Then again they’d been children—no older than Yahweh, minus the freakish intelligence—and judging from their track records, morale held no place with them. These were the violent youth types, fresh out of broken homes with no options except enlistment. Now they were taking lessons from The Atrium’s most notorious mass-murderer. In their eyes, I was a celebrity. That notion was flattering and unsettling all at once. 
 
    After dir venyara, everyone pitched their ion shields and I selected two recruits to fight each other. The rest of us watched from the sidelines; each soldier was allowed a steel baton. No blows to the head. The winner wouldn’t have to fight at next session. 
 
     My method of training had gathered an audience. Other soldiers in the training arena had stopped to watch, their looks ranging from disgust to mild intrigue. This wasn’t routine. From what I understood, beating each other to a bloody pulp wasn’t part of formal Argentia Guard training. That was probably why they were so horrible at physical combat. 
 
     I ignored them, shouting insults—and sometimes lines of encouragement—to the battling trainees.  
 
    Keep your guard up.  
 
    Stop looking at his fucking weapon. 
 
    If you don’t keep eye contact, he’s going to know your next move. 
 
    Eventually one of them remembered my previous lesson about disarming a foe. His opponent fell after a few more clocks, nursing a near-broken wrist.  
 
    I selected two more soldiers, ordering them to fight thereafter. As their battle commenced, the victor of the previous match, Michael Kiran, took a seat next to me.  
 
    “How come you’re not fighting for the other side?” he asked. 
 
    “My reasons for fealty are none of your business, Private.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    Curious, I looked at him. 
 
    Michael smirked. “How much is the Commander paying you to work for him?” 
 
    “Did I stutter?” 
 
    He only shrugged, glancing away. After a moment he said, “I saw you back then, on the televised screen. You used to give some convincing speeches. That peace ceremony was all the talk around Crylle. Until you blew it up.” 
 
    This time my eyes stayed on him. Burned on him.  
 
    Michael was barely a man, with pretty Archaean features and shaggy ice-blonde hair. His attitude was bolshie and forward. Private Kiran was trying to impress me with his courage, but sadly the only way he would ever impress me was with an extraordinary kill-count. True, he seemed the most promising of the bunch, but attention to detail and a decent memory only got you so far in an actual war.  
 
    “You hate us,” he stated. 
 
    “Hate is subjective. Circumstance tends to play a heavy part in it.” 
 
    “That’s shit. You hate us and it shows. Why should I fight for someone who secretly wishes us dead?” 
 
    If I’d been the Commandant and one of my lieutenants had spoken that way to me, I’d have broken his jaw. But I was not the Commandant, and this was not Sanctum. His question was valid, and I had to be somewhat diplomatic in all of this. “You’re not fighting for me. You’re fighting for you. I’ve been tasked with showing you how to protect the fleet. Feelings aside, Heaven’s victory benefits everyone here. Your morale shouldn’t lie with me; it should lie in your desire to protect your region and its people. I’m just teaching you how to stay alive.” 
 
    Michael said nothing, but his expression hardened. He didn’t look at me.  
 
    And that was the end of that. 
 
    When the final match was done, I ordered everyone to grab their pulse rifles and practice at far range targets. The first to nail the furthest one dead center earned the prize of going back to bed. As expected, their firearms skills were better than their physical combat skills, and after a while I dismissed them because I was getting tired. We couldn’t move into actual training as an elite unit until the specialized armor and weapons were made, anyway.  
 
    On the way back to my room, I checked in with the specialists at the armory to inquire about my requests. They said they were working on them and the modifications should be done by tomorrow. I asked if they thought we would be alive tomorrow, and my question received blank stares.  
 
    To my surprise, Leid was awake. I entered our room to the sound of running water as she washed her face at the sink.  
 
    “Where were you?” she asked.  
 
    “Training.” I threw my coat on the bed and grabbed another cigarette from the nightstand. “Take your time. Yahweh’s asleep.” 
 
    “Nonsense. He never sleeps.” 
 
    “I saw to it myself.” 
 
    I caught a smile from her reflection. Not a true smile, but it was more than I’d seen since Avernai. Leid looked a little better, but not by much. Her hair had lost its silky sheen, now stringy and tangled. She’d settled for a messy bun. Nothing could hide her pasty complexion and the bags under her eyes. Seeing her like this always pinched my heart. I was used to fixing things. I couldn’t fix this. Not yet. 
 
    “We need to talk,” I said, exhaling smoke. As casual as I’d sounded, my heart was pounding in my chest.  
 
    Leid paused at the closet, waiting. 
 
    “Come,” I said, patting the bed. “Sit.” 
 
    She shot me an incredulous look, already well-familiarized with that line.  
 
    There was really no easy way to say this. Might as well delve right in. “I’ve struck a deal with Telei. He’s been researching expiration while I’ve been training a group to fight like enforcers.” 
 
    Her stare iced over. 
 
    “He found something this morning. Something big. I didn’t want to tell you yet because—” 
 
    “How long has this been going on?” demanded Leid. 
 
    “Since Avernai.” 
 
    “The beginning of the invasion,” she reiterated. “So, this whole time you’ve been blackmailing the Argent Commander into placing his precious time and resources into pointless research.” 
 
    Here we go. “It isn’t pointless. Let me finish.” 
 
    “Do you understand the importance of what we’re doing here? Yahweh is essential in this war. You know how he gets. You’ll fill his head with illusions of grandeur and he’ll obsess over trying to find a—” 
 
    “A way to save your life?” I snapped. “Yeah, that’s totally unimportant. Unessential.” 
 
    Conflicted, Leid resumed dressing. She offered no response. 
 
    “I gave him a recreated diagram of noble DNA.” 
 
    “You’ve been to the Sanctuary,” she murmured. A rhetorical statement. 
 
    “He found a sequence that matches something called a transitus gene in insects across a few worlds. These insects metamorphose. He thinks expiration is a stage of metamorphosis, and if he’s right, we might be able to figure out how it works and how to stop it.” 
 
    “How to stop it?” she asked, brows raised. “Stopping metamorphosis kills the organism. It’s a natural part of their life cycle. You can’t tamper with nature like that.” 
 
    “Says the woman working for a faction that genetically engineered forty different species across the galaxy.” 
 
    Leid only shook her head.  
 
    “He needs to take a blood sample from you,” I pressed. “I’ve already given him mine. He wants to compare them.” 
 
    “Qaira, there’s no use in trying to save me. I’m dead anyway.” 
 
    “What the fuck is your problem? There is a legitimate way to save your life, and you’re passing it up?” 
 
    “Have you already forgotten?” 
 
    Decoding that cryptic question took a second. “No, I haven’t. One thing at a time.” 
 
    “It’s beyond that,” she whispered. “Touching that statue sealed my fate. Even if you and Yahweh miraculously find a way to stop the expiration process, that doesn’t change the fact that I’m a ticking time-bomb. You of all people know what might happen if I let her dwell inside of me long enough. Please, just… just let me die.” 
 
    “I’m not going to let you die! You think this is all about you? You think you can turn me into …this… and then self-righteously march off a cliff and leave me here to rot?!” 
 
    “Keep your voice down!” 
 
    “You threw your rights to the wind the moment you decided to bring me back here instead of killing me. You want to be put out of your misery? Then put me out of mine first.” 
 
    Leid sighed, sinking to the bed. She leaned forward and held her face, drained. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. Let me help you. Let me help us. We’ll find a way to keep you around and once this war is over we’ll go somewhere else. Just the two of us.” 
 
    Leid looked at me, hope filling up her eyes. Sad hope. Transparent hope. She and I both knew the consequences that might arise if we stopped her expiration. It would certainly put a kink in how the God Killers did things. And how far would we have to run for them not to find us? A cure for expiration was a double edged sword. It could offer longer life—immortality, maybe—but would tear apart their social structure at its core. Calenus would never have his queen. I doubted he could live with that. 
 
    There wasn’t much time to consider things like this. All I could concentrate on was how to keep the only piece of my former life in existence. She’d destroyed my world and had stolen almost a millennium of my life, but none of that had been entirely her fault. Most of it had been mine, and no matter how much it hurt to even look at her sometimes, I couldn’t stop loving her. I loved Leid more than anything, then and now. Part of this was our noble-guardian bond, but mostly it was the understanding that without her, there was nothing else.  
 
    It was selfish; I knew that, but also couldn’t help it. I was who I was. 
 
    Our relationship had never been rainbows and blue skies. It’d been molded out of blood, tragedy, death, war—we’d grown to learn of our equal damage and understood each other better than anyone. We’d nursed our wounds together. 
 
    “I still can’t believe you’re here,” she said, no louder than a whisper. “I can’t believe any of this is happening. You don’t know how many times I’ve…” 
 
    She didn’t finish her sentence, but I’d caught the gist of it. I pulled her into me and she leaned on my shoulder. We didn’t say anything for a while. 
 
    And then sirens blared. 
 
    We broke away, gathering our things. The hall beyond thundered with sprinting boots as soldiers bled from their quarters to answer the call. Leid would reunite with Yahweh and head to the command station, and I would regroup with my recruits and man the deck. Each time this happened, there was a chance that we would never see each other again. 
 
    I stopped her on our way out. “Are you onboard with this?” 
 
    She pulled my head down and kissed me hard. The frantic crowd around us didn’t seem to notice.  
 
    Leid hurried away, wordless.  
 
    I took that as a yes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXVI 
 
    ANALOG BLUES 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Calenus Karim—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    ZIRANEL LEANED BACK IN THE CHAIR, his shoulders sagging in succumbence to the attica nod. He’d been at it for a while, the strands of black hair against his forehead now damp with perspiration. We couldn’t see the sereneness of his face as he combed euxodia’s database, a look of half sleep, half consciousness that masked the true strain of his task. The visor covered him from eyes to the bridge of his nose, casting blue iridescence across his skin. 
 
    Ixiah sat across from him, shooting me occasional looks—looks that asked, “What are we doing?” 
 
    “Found some,” murmured Ziranel, his speech slurred from partial sleep. “Several queries were made recently, too.” 
 
    “What are they?” I asked.  
 
    “One is a submission; our genetic map. The other three are search queries of transitus genes, juvenile hormones and something called Faveria tenacae. I’m not familiar with that species.” 
 
    “Was any information brought up?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I breathed a sigh, rubbing my chin. I’d really hoped he wouldn’t go down this road, but then again I should have known better. Shame on me. 
 
    “What does this mean?” Ixiah asked. “Why did Qaira copy and upload our genome into attica?” 
 
    Ziranel pulled off the headset, rubbing at the creases it’d created on his face. “To access it at a later time, obviously. I bet he’s got your brother on board for something. Or Leid. Or both.” 
 
    I already knew what he was up to. “He’s looking to remedy expiration. Surprisingly he’s treading down the right path.” Which meant he had help. Yahweh, probably. He certainly wouldn’t have gone to Lucifer. 
 
    My guardians fell silent, staring at me.  
 
    “Remedy expiration?” asked Ixiah. “I wasn’t aware there was a remedy.” 
 
    “Because that information was pulled long before you or Zira arrived here. In the purest sense it isn’t really a remedy, because we can’t place our natural cycle on indefinite pause.” 
 
    “What is Faveria tenacae?” asked Zira. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said, shrugging. “But judging by his other queries, I’ll assume it’s some sort of insect.” 
 
    I’d piqued their interest. Unfortunately this was neither the time nor place to delve into the truer version of expiration. “Can you explain this to us?” pleaded Ixiah. 
 
    “I will, but not right now. Right now I have to make the executive decision of whether to intervene.” 
 
    “Sharing information like that is a court violation,” seconded Zira. “But if he’s sharing and using it with Leid, it’s not.” 
 
    “It might also be for personal use. We get curious sometimes,” argued Ixiah. “Just because Qaira’s doing some research doesn’t mean he’s violating anything.” 
 
    I smiled. Ixiah had taken a liking to Qaira, and it was saddening to shake him from the delusion that Qaira had been here without an ulterior motive.  “You’re right. We have no evidence proving that he’s sharing information with celestials. But it is logical to deduce that since Qaira is not biologically-inclined whatsoever, someone must have pointed him to the transitus gene after comparing it to our genome.” 
 
    Zira shook his head. “Leid is a biochemist.” 
 
    “Leid is expiring, and we all know she’s the type that would welcome it. She also knows that we regularly monitor euxodia, and such queries could make waves.” 
 
    My guardians said nothing, seeing my point.  
 
    “I want to know more about the transitus gene and what Qaira is trying to find,” said Ixiah, growing restless. 
 
    “Ixiah.” 
 
    He wouldn’t relent. “Why weren’t we told of this?” 
 
    “Because the information is useless, and dangerous. When we expire, we grow twice as strong and a hundred times more violent. There is a transitus gene in our DNA that suggests expiration is a stage of metamorphosis. How long the stage lasts is unknown. It could be days, years, or centuries. We don’t have the means to keep violent, powerful Vel’Haru in Exo’daius for centuries. And what is the end result? What do we turn into? Allow me to point you to the statues of our proxies.” 
 
    “Is that a fact?” challenged Zira. 
 
    “Of course not, but can we risk it?” I frowned, annoyed. “What if the metamorphosis stage takes three hundred years and the end result is the monsters featured at the Sanctuary? Considering our second generation had to kill them and their reign lasted well beyond our point of expiration, I can only assume that they are the final products. Crazy, barbaric, blood-lusting.” 
 
    Their expressions darkened. It seemed I was finally getting through to my guardians.  
 
    “If euthanizing us before we reach that state prevents hundreds of Oraniquitis Lorens from hatching across Exo’daius, then so be it.” 
 
    Zira slumped back into his chair. “Hear, hear.” 
 
    “How do we intervene?” asked Ixiah.  
 
    “Let me think,” I said.  
 
    This was delicate all around. The violets were already on thin ice. Traveling to The Atrium with my scholars would prove easy enough. Leid would be weak as her expiration approached, therefore unable to put up much of a fight.  
 
    But then there were her guardians. Demanding Leid and her kin return to The Atrium wouldn’t sit well with Qaira and Adrial.  Zhevraine, I didn’t know. Hopefully she would understand.  
 
    Playing God with Vel’Haru nature was a lethal thing, especially when you knew nothing of it. Qaira’s probing at longevity placed The Atrium in danger, yet again, and should Leid expire there we would have another mess to deal with. A mess that might permanently stain something.  
 
    This had to be civil. It’d been centuries since any scholars fought each other, and doing battle on a lesser world would cost the lives of too many. That left me with one option: 
 
    Speak to Leid myself. 
 
    But that wouldn’t be easy. Getting past her guardians undetected could prove a task. Reconnaissance was crucial. 
 
    “Ixiah, Zira, head to The Atrium and locate Leid and her guardians. I want to know exactly where they are. When you find them, let me know.” 
 
    Zira raised a brow. “Right now?” 
 
    “Yes, right now.” 
 
    They marched off, glancing over their shoulders on the way out of our library. Confusion and alarm played on their faces. I was never so abrupt. They didn’t know how urgent this was. 
 
    As soon as they were gone I winced, lurching forward to massage my head. I’d had a headache for half a day, the pain getting worse by the hour. How ironic that the two nobles left were expiring simultaneously. I’d never thought about dying until now, and admittedly the idea was frightening. Worse yet was the pain; it served as a warning that my time was almost up. Perhaps this wouldn’t have been so harrowing if I’d had a successor—if I’d had a Queen to continue our line. But there was no Queen. Not here.  
 
    And what would happen to Exo’daius without a noble male? 
 
    If only Aipocinus had known that his reluctant first guardian would be the end of us all. All the trouble she’d brought, all the death she’d caused, and for what? The King Leid had sought to main was already dead, so she settled for doing the rest of us in. 
 
    Leid Koseling. 
 
    Killing her would be such a pleasure. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXVII 
 
    MEDITATIO ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE ATTACK WAS A RUSE. JUST A couple hundred jets that didn’t even make it through Seyestin’s team. I had to wonder how General Trede was doing. I hadn’t seen him since yesterday afternoon, which meant he’d been leading front line defense for twelve hours straight. 
 
    Yahweh held Ezekiel on guard. The attack seemed suspect— maybe bait to a larger ambush down the road. We had entered Lohr airspace half an hour ago, yet had seen very little in terms of enemy activity. That had surprised everyone, considering we’d all been certain of a hostile welcome wagon.  
 
    Raith wasn’t proving as predictable as Telei had thought. 
 
    Naberius and Belial surveyed Lohr’s skies on deck, both of them wearing looks of concern. They, too, feared something was amiss. We were less than an hour away from Golheim; one of Archdemon Uhnem’s troops should have tried to contact him or Ezekiel by now. 
 
    The specialists had completed my armor customizations. After giving them a look-over, also noticing the armorsmith’s unnerving glare as I held up the helmet—which was nearly identical to the Sanctum Enforcers’ standard issue, albeit with some upgraded tech—I decided it would do. I sent my recruits to the armory to get fitted, waiting on deck with the two rebel demons, Adrial and Zhevraine.  
 
    “I think Commander Raith figured out your plan,” said Zhevraine, watching the sky turn. The third layer’s horizon had taken on a two-tone iridescence; one of fiery amber and cool navy. Lohr had once been Celca, an outside rural territory of Sanctum. Despite the rest of the scenery, the sky hadn’t changed at all. Looking at it left a lump in my throat.  
 
    “We should have seen some activity,” said Naberius. “I can’t believe my city would surrender so soon. They didn’t want this war. The enlistment protests and public rallies said it all.” 
 
    “Lucifer could have cut them off before they made it out here,” offered Adrial, malay cigarette in hand. It seemed he never went anywhere without one these days.  Vel’Haru loved mind-altering substances, if that wasn’t already apparent. 
 
    “Chatter is useless until we see what happened,” said Belial, clicking his teeth. “Speculations are a waste of time. Either way we’re winning.” 
 
    “Winning,” I repeated, unenthused. “We’ve faced one tiny army and have survived the poor, lowly-populated armpits of Hell. Hooray, us.” 
 
    Belial frowned. “Stop being such a negative nelly. Let me tell you, I thought we were done for after Avernai. Your lot has surprised me, so let’s try to keep our chins up.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say.” Naberius sulked. “Your city isn’t facing total destruction.” 
 
    “That has yet to be seen. Besides, Tehlor isn’t my city anymore. I don’t have a city. The only thing I have here is a noose with my name on it.” 
 
    Adrial removed himself from the conversation, joining my side. “Some of the soldiers are filing complaints to Cereli about your method of training.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Let them say what they want. Yahweh has given me free reign over how I train my men.” 
 
    “Just giving you a heads-up, in case she says anything to you.” 
 
    “And what would she say? If she has a problem she’ll have to take that up with Yahweh.” 
 
    “How is the armor design going?” 
 
    “It’s done. My men are being fitted as we speak.” 
 
    “Is it as disturbing as the primers’?” 
 
    I smirked. “They’ve got nothing on this.” 
 
    Adrial raised a brow. “Ooh, I’m intrigued. Mind if I take a look?” 
 
    “Help yourself.” 
 
    He nodded, departing for the armory.  
 
    Adrial would be back in a few minutes to tell me how deranged and insensitive I was, so I high-tailed it to the command station.  
 
    Two guards stood sentry at the door. Yahweh and Leid were stationed around the holo-map of Lohr. Leid was entering coordinates into the control panel, while Yahweh spoke to someone through his audio-feed headset. It only took a second to know that he was speaking to Seyestin, and the apprehension in his eyes warned of bad news. 
 
    In contrast to the evident tension, Leid seemed adrift as ever, surveying optimal routes of passage over Golheim. Yahweh had taken a sample from her a little while ago. A finger, like me. A small kerchief was wrapped around her regenerating thumb, and a box of paperweights rested on the navigation desk. She hadn’t used any yet. 
 
    Yahweh severed the call and gazed at the window, perplexed. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Golheim is practically a crater. Lucifer ordered a fire strike on the entire city.” 
 
    Brutal, and uncharacteristic. “So we skip the city and continue on.” 
 
    “A few of Seyestin’s pilots got close enough to the scene. There’s no aerial defense, and soldiers were spotted in the ruins. None of them can discern if they’re friend or foe.” 
 
    “Too risky. Keep moving.” 
 
    “I already said that,” added Leid. 
 
    Yahweh shook his head. “If there are survivors, we should get them. More soldiers are always better.” 
 
    “They won’t have the things we need. If the city’s gone, so is their war-machinery and artillery.” 
 
    “After the battle of Azenou, Cereli desperately needs reinforcements. I understand the risk. I’ve ordered Seyestin and his team to take some photographs and send them over. Hopefully Naberius and Belial can shed some light on the identity of the soldiers in Golheim.” 
 
    Yahweh’s mind was made up. If he’d refuted Leid, nothing I said would sway him either. 
 
    “Do what you want, but if there are two Judges telling you otherwise, it’s probably a bad idea.” 
 
    “Thanks for everyone’s opinion, but sometimes erring on the side of safety isn’t the best tactic. If they’re allies, the risk is worth it. Not to mention our willingness to rescue demon survivors attacked by their own territory would make us look all the better. Let’s be heroic.” 
 
    I smirked, impressed. “Plus one for heart.” 
 
    “One step at a time,” said Leid, incredulous. “Get Naberius in here to identify them, and then we’ll talk plans.”  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    No one seemed to like my elite customized armor. 
 
    I’d seen it coming, but hadn’t expected everyone to flip out this much. 
 
    Only twenty minutes after my squad arrived on deck, Yahweh was forced to halt the entire Golheim recovery operation after uproar raged across the ship. 
 
    Naberius had identified the demons in Golheim as his own. The red chalice emblem on their armor marked them as Lohr Imperial, one of the main factions working against the Obsidian Court.  
 
    That had settled it. Yahweh ordered an extraction team into Golheim to recover the demon allies. Cereli led the charge, accompanied by Zhevraine and Adrial. 
 
    My team was ordered to go as well, serving to defend the extraction team in case of an ambush. Suited up, we headed on deck for the transporter lift, and then everyone started shouting. Some even ran. The only one unscathed by the sight of us was Belial, who’d laughed out loud.  
 
    I found everyone’s horror kind of flattering. 
 
    Yahweh and Cereli didn’t seem to think so. I was pulled into the command station and accused of being insensitive and abusive toward their history. 
 
    “You asked me to train an elite unit on par with the enforcers,” I reminded Telei. “You wanted enforcers, you got enforcers.” 
 
    Yahweh scowled. “I said to train them like enforcers. I didn’t say dress them like enforcers. Qaira, the sight of them alone is a trigger. I don’t have to recount what you—they—did to us pre-settlement.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s frightening. It’s a trigger. It’s supposed to be. The demons were angels, too. If they see a group coming after them dressed in enforcer gear, it’s likely they’ll shit their pants. Isn’t that what you want? The primers use scare-tactics, too. Let’s raise the bar.” 
 
    “This isn’t about raising the bar,” spat Cereli. “Qaira’s masturbating to his glory days.” 
 
    I shot her a mean grin. “Masturbating? The idea of whites dressed in Nehelian armor makes me want to puke. But if that’s what it takes to intimidate the enemy, pass me a fucking bucket.” 
 
    “Keep this civil, please,” Yahweh sighed.  
 
    Leid was silent behind him, trying not to smile. 
 
    “We don’t have time for this,” said Adrial. “It’s too late to change the armor. We can hold an assembly after the extraction is done, but for now everyone will have to deal with it until we’re out of Golheim in one piece.” 
 
    “I kind of like it,” said Belial, looking me up and down. “It gives off a holy-shit-what-the-fuck-is-that vibe. I think Qaira’s on to something.” 
 
    “You’re demented,” muttered Zhevraine. 
 
    “Suck it up, people,” I said. “Your history is no less twisted. Here we are, invading Hell, killing demon armies even though four hundred years ago you enslaved and murdered them. Are we going to sit here discussing how Argentia armor might be a trigger for them?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “No? Good. Let’s all move along and try to focus on winning the war.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Cereli’s group moved ahead of us, barely visible through the smoke clouds and heavy debris. There was a tense feeling in the air, and the silence was ominous.  
 
    Golheim was massive and it would have taken hours to scour just half the city. The transporter dropped us off where Seyestin’s jets had spotted ally activity. Oddly enough, none of these allies revealed themselves when we’d landed. Red flag number one. 
 
    The extraction team moved down the street in clear view, while we covered them from behind walls and within alleys. Our opticams were boosted by heat-signature, but it didn’t help much. Everything was hot from the strike, a few fires still raging several blocks away. Our squad had been out here for twenty minutes. None of the survivors had come to greet us yet. We hadn’t even seen anyone else. Red flag number two. 
 
    I kept tabs on the open channel between Seyestin and Yahweh, listening from the radio embedded inside my mask. There were no signs of airstrike activity near or around Golheim’s perimeter. Ezekiel’s jets circled the city, holding firm aerial defense. Their engines broke sound-space now and then as they soared across the district, concealed by a blanket of smoke that hung over the city like smog. The only other sound was of our boots hitting puddles on the streets from broken waterlines. Bodies lay abandoned in gutters and doorways of collapsed abodes.  
 
     “There’s no one here,” I reported on the open line. “We should pull out.” 
 
    “They may have moved since the photographs were taken,” said Cereli. “But I agree, this looks wrong. Commander, please advise.” 
 
    “Have you shot a flare?” asked Telei. 
 
    “I have not.” 
 
    “If they’ve moved, you might be able to attract their attention by a flare.” 
 
    “They would have seen our transporter fly in,” I said. “None of this smells good. We need to get out.” 
 
    “I’m seconding Qaira, sir,” said Cereli, halting her team. 
 
    Before Yahweh could respond, the ground shook. 
 
    Both of our teams crouched, Cereli’s in the open street, mine behind a ruined building, pointing our guns into the veiled unknown. 
 
    The shaking stopped. We all held our breaths. 
 
    “Do you see anything?” I asked Cereli. 
 
    “No, nothing.” She sounded shaken. 
 
    “What’s going on down there?” demanded Yahweh. 
 
    “A quake,” answered Cereli. “I don’t know—” 
 
    Shadows emerged through the fog. We locked our guns on them. 
 
    A few soldiers in chalice armor stepped forward with their hands up. We were a ways down the street, so I couldn’t hear much, but it sounded like Cereli ordered them to kneel. 
 
    They did not. One of them was shouting something, distraught. 
 
    Again, Cereli ordered them to halt. 
 
    I fingered the trigger of my pulse rifle.  
 
    And then a roar shook the streets. The sky filled with dark objects shooting up from the center of the city, soaring into the sky.  
 
    Startled, Cereli looked toward the commotion. The soldier in the chalice armor grabbed his gun and opened fire, nailing her once in the chest before I shot him down. 
 
    And then the street became a hot-zone, riddled with crossfire. Adrial and Zhevraine blurred into the chaos, executing the soldiers hidden by the smoke. Cereli’s team scattered, and I ordered mine to fall back and snipe.  
 
    I darted out and grabbed Cereli, pulling her off the street. She was shouting orders and coughing blood, firing off at anything that moved. The bullet had hit something vital.  
 
    “Yahweh, we need a fucking transporter!” I screamed into the radio. “It was a trap! The enemy is dressed as allies!” 
 
    “Ezekiel is under attack,” he reported. “I’ll send out a transporter but I can’t guarantee it’ll get there. Cleanse the city as best you can until Seyestin can cut a safe path for rescue.” 
 
    I was about to tell him Cereli was bleeding to death, though that would have done nothing but added more fear to the situation. Not to mention her brother was listening in. He needed a clear head. 
 
    Stupid kid. Here was where heroics got you. 
 
    I stayed with Cereli behind a collapsed pillar, shooting whenever a target presented itself. I would have been worried if Adrial and Zhevraine weren’t here, since I couldn’t leave Argentia’s wounded second general alone in the middle of a red zone. All I had to was sit tight and wait until the Jury eviscerated our foes.  
 
    But every moment that I waited was another moment the Ezekiel stood unguarded. There were troops onboard, but should enemy jets somehow get past Seyestin’s team like they did at Azenou, then— 
 
    “Leave me,” Cereli rasped, wincing in injury. “Get out there and flay them.” 
 
    I ignored her, shooting demons as they ran into the street to escape Zhevraine’s wrath.  
 
    “I said leave me.” 
 
    “I do that and your brother would make me his perma-nemesis.” 
 
    “He already has. Go. I’ll pretend I’m dead.” 
 
    I looked at her, and she at me. The confidence in Cereli’s expression waned, and that was when I knew. I pulled the hand-cannon from her belt and she cradled it, nodding, telling me to go one more time. I jumped over the pillar and joined the fight, stowing the rifle, unleashing my scythes.  
 
    The street was almost vacant now, the demons having long sought shelter in the alleys. The angels were nowhere in sight either, but the distant sound of gunfire told me the fight was still on.  
 
    And then I froze. 
 
    Zhevraine crawled from an alley and into the street, disoriented. One of her arms was missing at the elbow, the stump oozing blood across the ground. She looked up at me, and my eyes trailed down to the two tiny capsules protruding from her neck. The terror on her face was something I’d never seen before. 
 
    “Run,” she croaked. 
 
    I looked ahead as primers emerged from the alley, following her trail of blood. There were eight of them. I prepared to strike, but halfway there one of them shot at me. Normally I wouldn’t even bat my eye at a bullet, but what left the chamber of the gun wasn’t a bullet—; 
 
    It was a dart. 
 
    The shot was precise, piercing through the weaker joints of my armor. I was not in full-plate, as plate always restricted movement. The rest of my group was fully-plated, but I had opted for a more classic version of the Enforcer garb, because, you know, what could possibly hurt me? 
 
    Hindsight certainly was a bitch. 
 
    The primers scattered as I stumbled, memories of both the Ark and Atlas Arcantia flooded my thoughts. Fear raked across my chest. I was getting dizzy. 
 
    I knew what this dart in my shoulder could do, and I also knew that if they shot me with another, I was dead.  
 
    Retreat.  
 
    I sprinted through the alley, leaving Zhevraine to her fate. Guilt clenched at my insides, but trying to save her would only kill us both. This had been a plan to draw us out and sedate us. Pick us off, one by one.  
 
    I barreled through the alley system practically cross-eyed, giving it my all just to stay upright. If memory served correct, the sedative would wear off in ten minutes, max. The thunder of boots behind me said I didn’t have ten minutes.  
 
    The drug inhibited clear perception. Running at full speed was out of the question, as I’d smack into something and break my skull.  
 
    I slid into an alcove and leapt over a twenty-foot fence, landing hard on my back. Ignoring the pain, I scrambled to my feet and slipped between two large shipping containers, rusted and abandoned. If the primers followed, I’d have to think of a way to disarm them. The numb ache in my arms and legs was starting to dull, and the tingles of semi-paralysis had ceased their havoc on my spine. It was wearing off already. 
 
    I kept my scythes at the ready, breathing hard. 
 
    The primers never showed. They must have regarded the time-limit.  
 
    “Telei, come in.” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Yahweh, I said come in.” 
 
    Static. 
 
    This was getting better and better. 
 
    An angel jet crashed into a building just a block over. It brought the entire thing down, creating a mushroom cloud of fire-laced smoke.  
 
    It began raining jets, demon and angel alike.  
 
    It wasn’t safe here.  
 
    It wasn’t safe anywhere.  
 
    Footsteps echoed through the alley, getting louder in their approach.  
 
    I turned, bracing myself.  
 
    A single primer emerged from the shadows, bereft of a dart gun. This one’s armor was different. Flashier, protecting a much tinier frame than I’d seen on others.  
 
    At the sight of me he paused. Judging by his reaction, this primer was familiar with the Nehel. 
 
    Light flashed from his armor, encapsulating it in a hazy sphere. A shield. 
 
    I activated mine too, just in case this tiny elite could hit harder than I thought. Challenging a Judge took balls, especially alone. I wouldn’t underestimate him.  
 
    But that proved impossible, because I would have never expected the primer to just disappear. He moved like us, maybe even faster, and he was behind me in a fraction of a second, ion sphere in full swing. 
 
    I deflected it with a scythe, swinging with the other. The primer rolled away, blurring out of sight. He struck again a moment later, and again he barely missed. Traces of the sedative were still in my system, so it was hard to maneuver perfectly. Instead I bided time as the primer hacked away at my shield when I wasn’t fast enough to deflect. The display screen on my mask warned that a few more hits would break the shield, and then I started to worry. 
 
    I drew him from the alcove, ducking blows. I had to get him out in the open or I wouldn’t last much longer.  
 
    My strength was coming back, so was my perception. I began to see the spectral lines of his phase-shifts. Little tail ribbons of light wherever he moved.  
 
    The next time he struck I parried and plunged my scythe right through his shield, shattering it on instant. The primer had moved enough that I’d only hooked his shoulder plate. I flung him down the street, watching him skid across cement and crash into a fallen pillar. A blow like that would have shattered every bone in a normal celestial’s body, but the primer got up immediately.  
 
    He was psionicity like I’d never seen before.  
 
    Someone should have warned me of this. 
 
    We were at an impasse, at least until the tranq wore off. He was nimbler than me, but I hit a lot harder. The primer hesitated, considering his options. I assumed these options were driven by the fact that he was shieldless and running out of time.  
 
    I didn’t dare strike first. That was what he wanted. Instead I stood there, waiting. 
 
    He unleashed his razor-sewn wings, rushing me again. I released mine, bracing for impact. Black feathers laced the wind as blade hit scythe. Wings clapped.  
 
    He clipped me right before my head collided with his, denting his visor. It shorted and he reeled away, throwing it off. I was surprised. 
 
    He was a she. 
 
    More surprising were her eyes. They were identical to mine, ablaze with scorn. Thin lips and nose, a pronounced chin and high cheekbones—she could have been related to me. I was looking at myself in female form. 
 
    Adrial appeared at my side, snarling, daring the primer to charge again. Outnumbered, she backed away. The Primer phased off, disappearing for good.  
 
    Adrial moved to take chase, but I stopped him. “Zhevraine.” 
 
    He looked at me, questioningly.  
 
    I headed in the direction I’d seen her last. She was still there. 
 
    Dismembered, stone. 
 
    Adrial dropped to his knees, stricken. 
 
    The gunfire had ceased, and angel soldiers were regrouping in the street. We had won. Sort of. 
 
    “Did you get hit?” I asked.  
 
    “No,” said Adrial, unable tear his gaze from Zhev’s corpse. She was drawing a crowd. Nothing killed morale like a dead Judge lying in the middle of the street. Lucifer had the means to eliminate Vel’Haru, and this had been his way of letting us all know. Leid was going to be devastated. 
 
    Leid. 
 
    Ezekiel. 
 
    I looked up at the sky, unable to spot a single jet. That was a good sign, but I had to be certain. 
 
    “Can anyone contact central command?” I called to the group.  
 
    “Communications have been cut,” said Michael, moving through the crowd. “They went offline after the fight began.” 
 
    If a transporter was sent, it would have been here already.  
 
    The dart was still in my shoulder. I was stupid not to have activated my shield from the get-go. After regenerating one of my hands, I plucked it out for safekeeping. I caught a glimpse of Cereli’s body being dragged away from the pillar, but I kept the image strictly in-peripheral. I’d seen enough already. 
 
    Commander Raith had planted a seed he’d known Yahweh would pluck. He figured it wouldn’t crush us completely, yet just enough to weaken us in the long run. Cereli had been crucial, Zhevraine irreplaceable.  
 
    I spread my wings, preparing for flight. 
 
    “Where are you going?” asked Adrial.  
 
    “To the ship.” 
 
    “You could get shot out of the sky.” 
 
    “Better that than stay here and let Ezekiel burn.” 
 
    Others opted to go with me. In light of everything, it seemed I’d gained some respect.  
 
    Adrial and a dozen soldiers stayed put. I promised to send a transporter down once the ship was secured. Hopefully I didn’t die before that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXVIII 
 
    MEDITATIO TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ixiah Telei—;   
 
      
 
      
 
    “IXIAH, STEP BACK,” warned Zira, pulling me from the ledge. 
 
    I could barely hear him, too taken with the battle on the skyline. No one had told me that the demons and angels had gone to war. No one had told me my brother was on a ship that was currently under attack.  
 
    Calenus must have known, yet sent me here anyway. A test of loyalty, perhaps.  
 
    Zira and I stood on a hill that overlooked the Golheim border, the city nestled in a crater outlined by jagged, rocky terrain. Fire ravaged the Lohr capital, plumes of black smoke swirling into the horizon. Gunfire and explosions clipped the air, audible even at our distance.  
 
    From the information we could gather on the trek here, the Argent Court was invading Hell. I had no idea how it had come to this or why. All I knew was that my brother was in trouble. Somewhere on that fiery ship, Yahweh stood to lose his life. The violet resonance was strong, its gentle hum felt in my bones; Leid was with him. Protecting him, or trying to. 
 
    We’d been sent here for reconnaissance, and asked to stay until an opportunity presented itself. Now was not ideal, which meant I was forced to sit here and watch the battle ensue. Zira couldn’t understand how hard this was. 
 
    He stood beside me, solemn, watching the battle like one might pretty scenery. I wanted to smack him across the face. 
 
    “This isn’t our fight,” he said, as if having read my thoughts. “Our orders are to watch, not intervene.” 
 
    Zira was right, but that meant nothing. The only thing keeping me here was the memory of what had happened last time I’d disobeyed Enigmus’ charge. Those scars ran deep. 
 
    He studied my face, his own showing concern. “Fall back. I’ll stay.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I looked back at the angel ship. It was smoking like the city, its gold halo gone. Angel jets circled the fray, trying to keep enemies away from the port, but they couldn’t stop all of them. More crafts rose up from the bowels of the city and joined the fight. There were more angels than demons, but Argentia was taken off guard. There’d been no chance to regroup, or to plan.  
 
    Suddenly the scars didn’t matter. 
 
    I stepped on the ledge again, releasing my wings. Zira reached to stop me but I turned and hit him across the face so hard that he stumbled. I was older than him. Stronger than him. All he could do was beg me not to go. But he didn’t have a brother, so he couldn’t know how this felt. 
 
    “Ixiah, please, consider what you’re doing!” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “If you do this, Calenus might—” 
 
    “If Calenus doesn’t understand, he’s even more frigid than I thought.” 
 
    Zira stared at me, abashed. 
 
    “Go on,” I snarled, “go back and tell him what I’ve done like a good little puppet. Earn a few more points. They’re worth everything, you know.” 
 
    Zira clenched his jaw. He didn’t move, and I didn’t wait for his heated response. 
 
    I stepped off the ledge and took to the sky, leaving him staring after me. Whether Zira would leave or stay was uncertain, but it didn’t matter. Expecting me to stand by and watch my brother’s murder was cruel and disgusting. 
 
    I wouldn’t abandon Yahweh again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXIX 
 
    MEDITATIO THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Avarice Delvori—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    PRIMER GARR WATCHED ME FROM THE the corner of his eye. His visor was still intact, unlike mine, but the angle of his head gave him away. He thought me insane to board the carrier. My armor was useless—shield broken, control systems fried—but I didn’t need armor. After failing to kill Qaira Eltruan, what I needed was a win. Mastema’s army had cut a path straight to Ezekiel, and all of Commander Telei’s strongest arms were stranded at the ruins of Golheim.  
 
    This would be like slaughtering a litter of puppies. Didn’t need a shield for that. 
 
    The few angel crafts still in the air were too preoccupied with our strike jets raining artillery on Ezekiel’s hull. Soon their halo would fade. Reports of Argentia reinforcements closing in made this a time-sensitive matter. Lucifer hadn’t given us an army, only a large strike team, and we had to make the best of it. No doubt we would get overrun.  
 
    Incapacitate Leid Koseling.  
 
    Apprehend Yahweh Telei. 
 
    Those were Lucifer’s orders. I’d told him I would kill Qaira Eltruan, too. He’d shrugged and said whatever suited me, so long as it didn’t interfere with my main objectives. 
 
    I leaned on the rail, loading my gun with the two tranqs Commander Raith had provided me. Qaira would have been dead had I used them, but I’d erred on the side of caution. Lucifer had told me nobles would need at least two, and two was all I had. 
 
    “Praetor, you need a visor.” 
 
    “I’m fine. Mind your post. Have you briefed the Commander?” 
 
    “I didn’t know I was supposed to.” 
 
    I loaded the tranq gun, clipping it to my belt. It hurt to frown; the muscles along the side of my face were tender. That head-butt had come as a surprise. Qaira fought dirty. “Does it look like I can contact Lucifer, Garr?” 
 
    Primer Garr wisely chose not to respond, radioing Judas instead. 
 
    Angel jets spotted our craft and we ducked as they whipped by, firing at the shell. Our meager shield held. We were almost at the port, now blown wide open.  
 
    Primer Garr and I stood at the gate, a group of snipers and ground soldiers formed behind us as our carrier flew into Ezekiel’s base entrance. Two other primers were already on board. They were still alive, too, which was a good sign.  
 
    The darkness lifted as bullet tail sparks sliced the air. We had no choice but to dock in the middle of crossfire, and my team exploded out to join the fight. Primer Garr and I parted ways then, as his orders were different than mine. Garr was to take out as many officers as he could find, and I was to locate and capture Yahweh Telei. 
 
    I phased through the port, into the hangar, hacking my way on-deck. I avoided open areas and weaved between the chaos, phasing from group to group. A few demon soldiers noticed me and provided cover as I sprinted up the stairs toward central headquarters. Without my visor or shield, I wasn’t as noticeable. Few angels wasted their time on me, too preoccupied with the raiders near the halo.  
 
    Central headquarters was abandoned. Angel engineers and navigators lay dead at the control panels, sprawled across their desks in growing pools of blood.  
 
    This was a time-sensitive matter. I couldn’t risk scouring the ship. Ezekiel spanned four miles in diameter. 
 
    Shoving a dead navigator aside, I opened up central command. A holograph of Ezekiel’s map rotated over the podium. The map was accessible to anyone and the navigator had left his terminal unlocked. My eyes immediately moved to two locations: the laboratory and the residential sector. 
 
    Yahweh was somewhere quiet, isolated, and those areas would be the least populated right now.  
 
    Unfortunately they were at opposite ends of the ship.  
 
    The residential sector was the closest point from here.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The air was cool and clean, and I breathed easier without the smoke and stench of burning flesh. My armor and face was painted with the blood of a dozen angels that had gotten between me and the door. I stepped over their bodies and crept down the hall, ion blade at the ready. It looked abandoned, but I knew better. Fear was something I could sense, and it was very strong here. 
 
    Footsteps; down the hall. 
 
    I slid through an open door; someone’s room, ransacked and abandoned. There was a power shortage in this sector, and the flickering lights made it difficult to see. I held my breath, listening. 
 
    The footsteps were getting closer. They sounded slow, cautious.  
 
    I pressed my back against the frame, looking through a vanity mirror adjacent to the open door. An angel stood in the middle of the hallway, two doors down, his back turned to me. He was on the shorter side, unarmed. 
 
    Yahweh, unmistakably. I’d seen him many, many times. 
 
    But why was he here alone? Where were his guards?  
 
    Where was the Justice Commander? 
 
    Better not to question these things. I should count my blessings. 
 
    I phased into the hall, lunging to grab him.  
 
    Yahweh spun, having somehow sensed me. 
 
    And then I saw it wasn’t Yahweh. They were nearly identical, but this angel didn’t have a scar.  
 
    He sidestepped me with ease. Before I knew what happened he’d snatched me up by the neck and slammed me against the wall. My feet dangled off the floor. I choked, swinging my blade, but he grabbed my wrist and twisted, forcing me to drop it. He stared up at me as I struggled, and I could see my reflection in his cold, murderous gaze. My wild, frightened eyes darted to the emblem on his coat.  
 
    And then I knew that I’d made a terrible mistake. 
 
    His fingers clenched harder at my throat.  
 
    I gritted my teeth and rammed my knee into his ribs. My strength surprised him and he stumbled, dropping me. I ripped the dart gun from my belt and fired a tranq under his chin.  
 
    The scholar unleashed a scythe and I scrambled away. I heard a thud at my back and froze.  
 
    He was on his hands and knees, looking at me in bewilderment. I grabbed my ion blade and approached, slowly. 
 
    The scholar tried to get up, but kept stumbling into the wall. I watched him, conflicted. It was wisest to flee, but now he knew my face and could find me once the tranq wore off. I had no other choice. 
 
    I brought the blade down on his neck. His severed head rolled to the wall, and his body slumped sideways. The fire of his emblem faded. I exhaled, knowing good and well this meant trouble down the road. 
 
    And now I only had one tranq.  
 
    Damnit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXX 
 
    MEDITATIO FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Leid Koseling—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    YAHWEH PUNCHED A CODE INTO THE keypad on the wall, locking down the lab.  
 
    I reloaded a pulse rifle with a new cartridge. I’d taken the weapon from a body along the way, the spare cartridge from another. Decades since I’d used one, but not much had changed in its design. What had changed was my strength—that I even had to rely on weapons was an indication that we were not safe. 
 
    Yahweh had waited in the command station as long as he could, trying to repair the command line. Communications were lost, at least for now, thanks to strike jet EMP bombs. It’d been a suicide mission, but Hell’s army was proving a lot more sacrificial than ours.  
 
    Right before feeds were cut he was told that reinforcements were half an hour out. I estimated it was ten or fifteen minutes since. The plan was to keep Yahweh out of harm’s way until then. I was unable to offer him adequate protection, so hiding him was the only other option. 
 
    “Hopefully this will hold,” he said, backing away from the door. 
 
    “It won’t if a primer comes knocking.” 
 
    “There’s no other exit. We’re trapped in here.” 
 
    “Perhaps next time you’ll listen to us. If there is a next time.” 
 
    Yahweh’s expression grew tight with annoyance. He never liked being told he was wrong. “Even you couldn’t have guessed at such an orchestrated plan.” 
 
    “No, but even Qaira sniffed out the trap.” True, neither of us had expected two hundred enemy jets waiting in Golheim’s underground hangar. In hindsight, we should have—that had been Qaira’s plan against the Ark. 
 
    He said nothing, looking down. 
 
    I grabbed his arm and tugged him forward. “Come. There’s a chance they won’t find us if we hide ourselves well.” 
 
    “They’ll know we’re in here if the door is locked.” 
 
    “I never said they wouldn’t know we’re here.” 
 
    Yahweh led me to the lift and we ascended to the upper-level. There were a row of giant gas chromatography columns, three times our height, arranged in aisles that ran perpendicular to his office. Not the best hiding spot, but better than anywhere else. 
 
    Yahweh crouched at the end of the aisle. I stood in front of him, rifle pointed at the lift. The first demon up here would have his guts sautéed.  
 
    “I wasn’t able to send a transporter to our extraction team,” said Yahweh, looking worried.  
 
    “My guardians can take care of themselves. Better there than here right now.” 
 
    “What are we going to do if—?” 
 
    “Let’s just wait for reinforcements, please.” 
 
    Yahweh sighed, leaning back. I heard the soft tap of his head hitting the wall. “I’m no good at this.” 
 
    “At what?” 
 
    “This. Science, definitely. Politics, sure. Machinations, depends on my mood. War, not a clue.” 
 
    “We’ve made it halfway into Hell. Give yourself some credit.” 
 
    He laughed. “I wouldn’t have even made it into Avernai without you.” 
 
    I looked at him, and he at me. There was something where our eyes met. Our history held so much; it was hard not to care for him in a familial way. 
 
    And he felt the same. “I really hope that I can save you,” he whispered, deadpan. “I’m not doing it for the glory. Not this time.” 
 
    “Hush,” I said, uncomfortable. “We can bleed our hearts dry when this is ov—” 
 
    Pain. 
 
    Breath caught in my throat. I almost dropped my gun. It was indescribable, and I’d only heard of it before. Despite having never felt it, I knew—; 
 
    One of my guardians was dead. 
 
    Yahweh watched me, anxious. “What is it?” 
 
    I didn’t respond, steadying the rifle. Telling him would only scare him more. 
 
    “Leid, what is it?” 
 
    “Nothing. I felt ill for a second.” I bit back tears that welled in my eyes, fighting to keep a straight face. Yahweh would notice any wane or wither. I wanted to call out to them, find out who I’d lost, but my telepathy wasn’t working anymore. All I heard was static. 
 
    Hope began to fade; everything was falling apart. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    BANG.  
 
    I kept the gun steady, crouching low. At this angle I would blow off their legs. 
 
    BANG. 
 
    Yahweh jumped, looking over a column. The noise was coming from the lower-level. Someone was using very heavy artillery to break down the door. Each blast raged like thunder across the lab. 
 
    BANG. 
 
    “Will the door hold?” I murmured. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. 
 
    “When this starts, I’ll distract them. Make a run for it when you get the chance.” 
 
    He looked at me, wide-eyed. “Make a run for it where?” 
 
    BANG. 
 
    Yahweh darted from the columns and I shouted for him to stop. He didn’t listen, heading to a station across the room. Sliding on his knees, he ripped open a drawer and pulled out several empty syringes. I watched, bewildered. 
 
    There was a cabinet beneath the drawers. He tore open the glass display and yanked out a handful of vials, skimming the labels before selecting a few.  
 
    “Yahweh,” I hissed, urgent. 
 
    He ignored me, filling each syringe with the contents of the vials. He capped them, stuck them into his coat and scrambled back toward me. 
 
    And then I realized the thunder had stopped. 
 
    A second later, the lights fizzled out.  
 
    We looked around the darkness, tensing.  
 
    “There’s an electronic switch that shuts the power off in this sector,” he explained, breathing heavy. “Looks like they found it.” 
 
    “Does it deactivate the lock?” 
 
    My question was answered when we heard the door slide open. Whoever was down there entered violently—shattering glass echoed across the lower-level. Boots crunched over glass shards, stopping at the lift. 
 
    “Bring down Commander Telei,” called a voice. A woman. “I know you’re up there, Leid Koseling.” 
 
    I didn’t recognize her, but Yahweh certainly did. He muttered an Archaean curse, which was very unlike him. 
 
    “It’s the Praetor,” he said.  
 
    Praetor Avarice Delvori. I’d heard enough about her to know this was going to be trouble. At full strength I might have been amused, but not now.  
 
    “Make this easy on yourself,” Delvori said. “Cut your losses and send him down. No more harm will come to you or your own. Lucifer has ordered Yahweh’s capture, not execution.” 
 
    No more harm.  
 
    I snarled, coiling my finger around the rifle’s trigger. “Sorry, you’ll have to work for your prey.” 
 
    She laughed.  
 
    “How does she think to get up here without the lift?” whispered Yahweh. 
 
    I had to resist shooting him a look. “… Wings, maybe?” 
 
    “Oh, right. Sometimes I completely forget I have them.” 
 
    There was a breeze, accompanied by peculiar threads of blue and purple light. They vanished as quickly as they appeared, and in their place loomed a shadow. The silhouette was only several feet away, and I fired a shot aimed toward its chest. As the pulse bullet left the charger, the shadow disappeared. Another breeze—this time from behind. 
 
    She was moving faster than even I could see.  
 
    Phase-shifting. Impossible. 
 
    I blurred away from the arcing glow of an ion blade. Yahweh backed against the wall of the aisle. I had no doubt the Praetor knew he was there, but she kept at me.  
 
    The rifle was useless. I threw it aside and unleashed a scythe.  
 
    Only one; I needed a hand free. 
 
    Our fight was one that was difficult to follow, especially in the dark. Avarice thought she was smart for cutting the lights—or perhaps that’d been the only way of getting inside—but the shadows served as a detriment, emphasizing the woven threads of spectral light that accompanied her movement. She charged and charged, while I kept more reserved, ducking and avoiding until an opening presented itself.  
 
    The Praetor materialized with her ion blade raised over her head. I bent my knee and sent my elbow into her ribs, crushing them through her already damaged armor.  
 
    She phased before I could use my scythe, reappearing at the opening of the next aisle over.  
 
    We stared each other down. Her eyes shone like moonlight, emanating malice.  
 
    In the commotion I hadn’t noticed how many times she’d struck me. The blade had cauterized the slices on touch, but I could smell the charred flesh of my calves and arms. My coat was tattered at the shoulders, smoking. The Praetor was a formidable fighter, but now she knew that I wasn’t one to rely on strength alone.  
 
    Her lips curled into a mean grin. I was startled by how much it looked like Qaira’s. 
 
    She charged again. 
 
    I pulsed.  
 
    The shockwave ripped across the upper-level, knocking down several rows of columns. Shattered glass accompanied the magnetic groan as the air bent to send the Praetor off her feet. She collapsed across broken glass and gave a cry as it dug into her flesh.  
 
    I was on her, scythe poised to strike.  
 
    The Praetor shot me with something, and I felt its pierce at the center of my chest.  
 
    Instantly my head grew fuzzy and my vision blurred. Before I knew it she was gone. 
 
    Yahweh screamed words at me, but I was having trouble understanding what they were. He sounded far away, like it was all a dream, and then a hard blow at the back of my head knocked me on all fours. 
 
    “Yahweh, run,” I rasped, seeing stars. I had no idea what she’d done, but I was practically immobilized.  
 
    I pulsed again, but it was much weaker. All it managed to do was stagger the Praetor, but that had given me enough time to retreat out of range. Nausea savaged my stomach and there were knives behind my eyes. She tried to strike me again but I snatched a long spear of jagged glass from the ground and swung.  
 
    Avarice screamed and recoiled, holding her face. I’d cut a deep gash, trailing from cheek to cheek and over the bride of her nose.  
 
    It was an empty victory. The Praetor was still alive and I couldn’t keep this up much longer. Injury and illness were doing me in. My body was too sick to regenerate quickly enough, and all these lucky shots were amounting to nothing. 
 
    In seconds Avarice had me pinned, sneering, fingers crushing my throat. Blood from the gash along her face dripped across mine, beading warm against my skin. I hadn’t even the strength to lift my scythe, let alone push her off. 
 
    “Call to your guardians,” she growled. “Call on Qaira to save you.” 
 
    Confusion and relief coalesced. Qaira was still alive. 
 
    Yahweh appeared behind Avarice, hooking his arm around her neck. Before she could react he stabbed a syringe into the side of her face. Over and over he stabbed, gnashing his teeth. 
 
    She screamed and flailed, bucking him off. He fell backward and she grabbed him by the neck, throwing him through a row of still-standing columns. They collapsed like a fragile wall, shards and sand spilling out of the aisle.  
 
    My stomach heaved. I rolled over and vomited blood.  
 
    From my peripherals I saw Avarice stagger. It appeared she was having problems standing. Whatever was in that syringe had impaired her, but not enough for it to matter. Overexertion had caused malady to wreak havoc on my body. It wouldn’t be long before I fell unconscious. 
 
    Gunshots struck the air. Three of them. 
 
    Avarice collapsed beside me, dark blood pooling around her head. Her eyes were open and glazed, staring into the abyss. 
 
    I squinted through the darkness.  
 
    Belial stood at the lift, wings spread, sniper rifle in-hand. The barrel was smoking. 
 
    I was expecting a sarcastic line, but instead he knelt at my side and helped me up without a word. There was caution in his gaze. 
 
    “Are you alright?” he asked, grazing over my wounds. “You’ve been flayed.” 
 
    “Yahweh,” I breathed, looking toward the broken columns. 
 
    Belial followed my stare, hesitant, waiting for him to make a sound. There was only silence. 
 
    He winced, pulling me to stand with him. I rushed—limped—to the place where Yahweh had fallen—; 
 
    And then I froze. 
 
    Yahweh laid in a bed of broken glass, long, serrated shards protruding from his coat. A blood stain expanded in the fabric, and a thin crimson thread trickled from the side of his mouth. He looked up at me, confused, eyes dull with revelation.  
 
    I knelt at his side, clenching my teeth. Sadness and anger took turns with my insides. “I told you to run. I told you to run!” 
 
    Belial hung back, massaging his head. He spat a curse, knowing good and well what this meant.  
 
    Yahweh said nothing, only coughed.  
 
    I spun. “We need to take him to the infirmary.” 
 
    “No point,” said Belial. “It’s been gutted. Doesn’t look much better than here. Reinforcements have arrived and we’ve secured the ship. Not that that matters anymore.” 
 
    No, it couldn’t end like this. 
 
    “Leid,” whispered Yahweh, and I looked back at him. “My research can be accessed on the computer in my office. The terminal password is—” 
 
    “No, stop.” 
 
    “You need that research. You have to finish it.” He coughed again, and a fresh stream of blood trickled down his chin. He told me his password, but I barely heard him. “The samples are in the cryogenic chamber over there.” He nodded across the lab. “Your tests are being analyzed. Actually, t-they should be done by n-now.” 
 
    I winced, feeling hot tears run down my face.  
 
    Yahweh smiled at me, and then his eyes rolled into his head.  
 
    “We’ve lost,” said Belial. “This is it. It’s over. Bloody fuck.” 
 
    Heartless bastard. “Get on deck and rally the engineers to fix the halo. We need communications back online.” 
 
    He stared at me, confused.  
 
    “Go,” I hissed.   
 
    “I gather you have a plan,” he muttered, stalking off. “It better be a good one.” 
 
    It wasn’t a good plan. It was a horrible plan. 
 
    But it was a plan. 
 
    As Belial vacated the lab, I touched the soft space under Yahweh’s neck. His pulse was weak; he had minutes, at most. Gathering what little strength I had left, I lifted my trembling hand to his face and cupped his cooling cheek. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXXI 
 
    UNDONE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    EZEKIEL WAS STILL AIRBORNE, THANKFULLY. 
 
    But my relief was quickly flushed at the sight of all the bodies littering the port. My group dispersed to help where needed, and I ran through the hangar and onto the deck in search of a pilot. Aerial defense survivors were scattered around the halo, helping as much as they could to get communications running. Communications was priority.  
 
    EMP was ingenious, but lethal. The demon jets that had dropped those bombs would have lost all power to their crafts as well. That was something we lacked; soldiers stupid and selfless enough to die for the greater good. 
 
    The aircraft carriers and floater stations hovered beside injured Ezekiel. The command ship was scorched and smoking, somewhat similar to the scenery in Golheim. I grabbed an aero-lieutenant and told her about the soldiers at the ruins. She hurried to the port to issue a transporter from the carriers.  
 
    No one knew where Yahweh was. He wasn’t seen since the ambush. I took that as a good sign. If he’d died, news would have spread like wildfire.  
 
    The command station was reminiscent of a killing floor. A holomap of Ezekiel floated at the podium. External communications had been lost, but the ship’s shield had held long enough to conserve its central AI.  
 
    Someone had selected a zoom option on the laboratory and residential sectors. Whoever was here had been looking for something. 
 
    Or someone. 
 
    Seyestin found me on the way out. I was happy to see he was alive. Never thought I’d say that.  
 
    “Where’s Leid and Yahweh?” I asked.  
 
    “Leid took him to the infirmary. He’s injured.” Seyestin seemed worried. I could empathize. 
 
    “How bad?”  
 
    “I’m not sure, but he’s unconscious and Belial told me there was a lot of broken glass involved. The primers attacked the ship. I didn’t get back here in time to help. Luckily your wife is still strong enough to contend with their leader.” 
 
    I blanched. “Their leader?” 
 
    “Praetor Delvori. She’s lying in the lab.” 
 
    She. 
 
    So, here was where that demon bitch had run off to. Lucifer was going to be thrilled that we’d just slain all of his elites in one fell swoop. It almost made me smile, but then I thought of all we’d lost.  
 
    I pushed by him, heading for the infirmary.  
 
    He grabbed my arm, and my heart sank. I didn’t want to be the one. 
 
    “What happened down there?” he asked. 
 
    “Same thing that happened up here,” I said, coolly. “Minus the jets and EMPs.” 
 
    “How many did we lose?” 
 
    “A lot.” 
 
    He studied me. I tried to hold a straight face, but failed.  
 
    Seyestin’s eyes narrowed as he prepared himself. 
 
    “Where’s my sister?” he demanded. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    A handful of surviving medics, Leid, and an on-site physician had pulled what equipment they could salvage from the wreckage to make Yahweh as comfortable as possible. 
 
    From what Seyestin had described, I was shocked that there were no bandages or even an IV. Yahweh laid on a gurney, sleeping soundly, the sheets free of blood or any other indication that medical treatment had been provided.  
 
    As I moved by the window and entered the room, Leid turned and clasped her hands together. It was a meager gesture of relief. Public display of affection was looked down upon in Archaean society. She asked everyone to give us some privacy, and they filtered out of the room. I drew the blinds across the window. 
 
    “You look like you’ve gone through a giant paper shredder,” I remarked, eyeing her still-fading wounds.  
 
    Leid’s response was a kiss. She looked up at me, forlorn. “Who was it?” 
 
    I didn’t bother asking how she knew. “Zhevraine.” 
 
    She winced, covering her mouth. “How?” 
 
    “Tranqs.” 
 
    If Leid had come across primers here, she must have understood.  
 
    “How is he?” I asked, nodding at Telei. 
 
    She looked at him, too. Her gaze was harrowed. “He’ll live.” 
 
    And then I heard it: snaps of bones and twisting of tendons; the wet noises of shifting viscera. I shot her a look, but she didn’t return it.  
 
    I moved toward his bed, tilting my head. Leid reached out to me but I didn’t relent. 
 
    “Qaira, wait.” 
 
    I threw back the sheets that covered him. My eyes widened. 
 
    I turned to Leid, horrified. 
 
    Her eyes stayed on the kid. They were brimming with red tears. “I had no choice.” 
 
    Before I could respond, Belial opened the door. I threw the sheets back on Yahweh. 
 
    “Ever heard of knocking?” I snapped. 
 
    He ignored me, looking to Leid. “There’s something in the residential sector that you need to see. Looks like we’re in a lot more trouble than we thought.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    XXXII 
 
    CRESCENDO 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Calenus Karim—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’D BEEN AT A MEETING WITH THE Aldephori Tzengra in Taran IV.  
 
    Conflicts were escalating between empires of the Sridan and Vardonia systems. Both had called on the Court of Enigmus for advisory aid, but I’d been at a crossroads about a contract. I couldn’t pit two scholars against each other, no matter how fun it might seem to them, and choosing one side would only anger the other. Foregoing the idea of getting involved in this war at all seemed the wisest route. But we needed things; things they could provide us. Neither the Sridan nor Vardonia Empire contained people even remotely similar to us, thus an anonymity clause was impossible in this case. It had become a contest of incentive. Who could sell their offer better? 
 
    However, none of that mattered as soon as I’d felt it: 
 
    Icy pain, like a frozen blade shredding its way down my back. My chest fluttered, and I’d stopped mid-sentence. The council looked at me, and then each other when I failed to continue.  
 
    This feeling wasn’t foreign; I’d experienced it once before and would never forget it. 
 
    I couldn’t even render words to formulate a plausible excuse for abandoning the Tzengra. I simply left. 
 
    Zira was standing at the pendulum gate when I arrived in Exo’daius. He looked distraught, and then hurt when he saw my disappointment. Of my two guardians, he would have been the easiest to handle. 
 
    “What happened?” I said, a demand that was barely anything more than a whisper. 
 
    Zira exhaled, looking back at the still-open pendulum. Infused light shined against his face. “Ixiah disobeyed your charge. Again.” 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    Zira shook his head. He didn’t know—couldn’t know. Guardians never felt death the way nobles did. “He left to save his brother. Their ship was under attack.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and clenched my fists.  
 
    Who had done it? Qaira? Leid? 
 
    Zira was beginning to realize something terrible had happened. “Calenus?” 
 
    I turned, heading for Enigmus. Zira followed ten paces behind me. 
 
    I would round up our scholars and relay the news of Ixiah’s death. We would then go to The Atrium and find out how it happened.  
 
    My kindness was only so flexible. We would not return until Leid came with us. Her part was too thick; she was the very stew from which this chaos stirred. Bad things followed her. Tragic things. Her existence outside our realm was a terrible omen in itself. 
 
    I’d wanted all of this to happen quietly, but not anymore. 
 
    The death of a scholar was a declaration of war. 
 
    And if Leid wanted a war, she would get one. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Love, morals tossed aside 
 
    Across the ground he drew a line 
 
    Promise, promise 
 
    Heart of knives 
 
    Maghir will bleed them for their crimes 
 
      
 
      
 
    - Kelkrah; Di Abanyeri Veroma (For the Sordid Heart, Verse II) 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    I 
 
    TWIST THE KNIFE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Leid Koseling—; 
 
      
 
    I’D ALMOST FORGOTTEN WHAT CALENUS LOOKED LIKE.  
 
    I was unable to keep my heart from cracking open, to keep my chest from filling with ice. The pain was indescribable. 
 
    Indescribable, because to look at him was to remember every terrible thing that had happened. To look at him was to acknowledge he had tried to save me, even when no one would have blamed him if he’d just given up; and in the end, I’d spurned him.  
 
    I’d thought he had understood how I felt. I just couldn’t be there anymore.  
 
    Calenus had loved me, corrosively. He would have made a kind master, yet a master nonetheless. I was not a true noble. The Court of Enigmus would have never recognized me as their Queen.  
 
    Perhaps he’d kept my infection a secret not for my sake, but his; allow me to lose my mind and then kill everyone ahead of him in line to the Exodian throne. Save me and then charm me into being his Queen. Have his cake and eat it, too. 
 
    “Three hundred years and you’re still wearing the same face as when you stormed out of Enigmus,” he said with a mirthless smirk. “I’m surprised, Leid. You used to think all your problems lay in Exo’daius. How long did that belief actually last?” 
 
    “I don’t have time to do this with you.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” he said. “Back to business. Your carelessness has cost the lives of two scholars.” 
 
    “Zhevraine was not a scholar.” 
 
    His stare hardened. “You may have thought that, but she didn’t.” 
 
    We’d been here for a while already. Calenus hadn’t taken the news of Zhevraine’s death well, but was even more upset over the idea of tranquilizer bullets capable of immobilizing us. I could sympathize. Lucifer had outdone himself this time, even I had to admit. 
 
    “Ixiah’s death had nothing to do with me, or mine. He had no business on this ship.” 
 
    “You’d placed his brother’s life at stake,” he said, coolly. 
 
    “Yahweh placed his own life at stake. This war would have happened with or without me.” 
 
    “I don’t disagree with you; I’m just explaining Ixiah’s reasoning for being on this ship. His reasoning is from a lesser source. Like yours.” 
 
    Calenus took pride in tearing me down, each blow laced with serrated geniality.  
 
    My eyes narrowed. “Collect Ixiah’s statue and get out of here. I have nothing left to say.” 
 
    Calenus gave me a lightless smile. “You’ve denounced our throne and therefore have no place giving me orders. This is more than enough, Leid. You look sicker than ever, and it’s time for you and your guardians to return home.” 
 
    “I’m still on two feet. You can have me once I’ve fallen unconscious.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s no longer an option. Zira combed euxodia and found some interesting queries made extramurally. Judging by the look you’re giving me, I don’t have to explain.” 
 
    “I had no part in that. I didn’t even know until recently.” 
 
    “A noble needs to have control over her guardians.” 
 
    It was my turn to smile, in spite of him. “Trying to control Qaira is like trying to control the wind. You’re the one who gave him access to euxodia, so why don’t you turn that finger around?” 
 
    Calenus sighed and shook his head. “I am finished with trying to convince you that this situation has become critical. It is absolutely mind-blowing how you cannot see that staying here is a terrible idea.” 
 
    “I’ve taken steps. I made Adrial swear to kill me once I’ve fallen unconscious.” 
 
    “Do you think he’ll do it?” he asked, incredulous. 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “And if you don’t fall unconscious?” 
 
    “Let’s cross that bridge when we get there.” 
 
    “Except the bridge is set to explode.” 
 
    “I’m not coming with you. End of discussion.”  
 
    “Apologies, but this isn’t your choice.” 
 
    I tensed. “Are you planning to take me by force?” 
 
    “That’s all up to you.” 
 
    I felt his resonance shift two-fold, leaving tingles across my skin as my own heightened in response. A pointless measure of defense; in my state he could have pummeled me.  
 
    Pressure condensed between my eyes. Calenus took a step forward and I prepared to defend myself, as hopeless as that was.  
 
    My head swam with lyrics of a song in a tongue unfamiliar to me, sung by a voice too beautiful for words.  
 
    My vision inked over.  
 
    I saw the terror on Calenus’s face in the final moment before everything turned to black. 
 
    I knew. 
 
    Hello, my lovely doll, she whispered, her voice caressing my soul. It’s been too long, hasn’t it? 
 
    Oh, Qaira—; 
 
    Goodbye. I love you. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    II 
 
    AFTERMATH 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    LEID WOULDN’T LET ME NEAR THE NAVIGATION ROOM. She’d even parked Adrial in front of the door. Nobles were somehow able to use a private line on our telepathic channel, so I couldn’t even hear what they were talking about.  
 
    The King’s favorite guardian was found dead on this ship. Someone was in trouble, and there was little either of us could do in the event of a conflict between noble Vel’Haru.  
 
    Adrial hadn’t sent a warning ping yet, so all parties involved were playing nice for now.  
 
    I killed time by trying to coax Yahweh out of his private quarters again.  
 
    Needless to say, he wasn’t taking his new situation well. And with news of his brother’s death, well, this was going to be tough.  
 
    But there were things to do; an entire fleet to lead. The idea that Yahweh had shut everyone and everything out to wallow in self-pity was alarming. His angel subordinates were even more puzzled, considering they didn’t (and couldn’t) know what had really happened. The only thing I could think to do was tell them he was still recovering from his injuries, while he hadn’t suffered a single scar. And never would again.  
 
    There were a lot of things he would never do again. A sad thought but Carpe diem, or whatever. 
 
    The guards stationed outside his door looked bored and hopeless. I told them to go and get some rest. Not bothering to knock, I stepped inside his quarters.  
 
    Yahweh sat with his back to me, facing the circle-window that overlooked the southern bow. He hadn’t moved since the last time I was here. Trays of fancy food were all left in varying degrees of decay across the table. He was very thin. 
 
    “Alright, enough,” I said. “You need to snap out of this. Your army is worried.” 
 
    Yahweh didn’t respond. 
 
    I sighed. “This isn’t the worst thing that has ever happened to you. I don’t get it.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” he sniped over his shoulder. “My brother is dead, and I’ve been removed from my race.” 
 
    “No one else knows that but us. We can keep it that way until the war is over.” 
 
    He looked at me, angry. “And then what? What happens after that? Where do I go? If anyone finds out, then they’ll know the honorary terms of this war were violated. It’ll happen all over again.” 
 
    “No one’s going to find out. We’ll think of something. You really need to eat; you look dead.” 
 
    “I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “Don’t forget I now know exactly how you feel. I can hear your body metabolizing itself. Pretty soon your ass is going to start absorbing that chair.” 
 
    Yahweh grimaced. 
 
    “Trust me, eat.” 
 
    He waved me off. “Leave, I need to think.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere until you get up, get dressed, and issue a statement to your men and Crylle PB. We’re still winning this war; everyone needs a victory speech to keep up the morale.” 
 
    “A victory speech.” He looked away, solemn. “What victory? We lost.” 
 
    I shot him a warning look. “Last time I checked, the only way we could lose is if you surrendered.” 
 
    “Or died.” 
 
    “Which you didn’t.” 
 
    “Yes, I did.” 
 
    “You’re not dead. Yeah, we’re cheating, but still.” 
 
    “Cheating makes the victory empty.” 
 
    I snarled, getting pretty annoyed. “This is not a game, Yahweh. This is war. War has no rules, and trying to follow a ridiculous guideline of proper conduct is how you got yourself into this fucking mess.” 
 
    “Angels must follow something. It’s ingrained into us.” 
 
    “Not you. You’re not an angel anymore, remember?” 
 
    Yahweh said nothing, casting down his eyes. 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “Go and tell everyone the truth. Watch Heaven burn.” 
 
    He returned to the window, sadness etched across his face.  
 
    “I’m sorry you don’t have more time to mourn,” I said, lightly this time. “I wasn’t given much time either. My advice is not to think about the future. Focus on the present. Clean yourself up and make that speech.” 
 
    “Very well,” he conceded, massaging his head.  
 
     “Page me when you’re at the command station.” 
 
    Before he could respond, I left.  
 
    Poor kid; at least now he had a personal investment for curing expiration, but the idea that he was part of the family was unsettling. 
 
    And Zhevraine was gone. We’d never been as close as she and Adrial—or Leid for that matter—but her death left a void in me. I had to chalk it up to something involuntary.  
 
    Adrial was taking it worse than Leid, surprisingly. Sometimes I wondered if there’d been more going on between those two than they had let on. I valued my teeth, though, so I never planned to ask. 
 
    Belial and Naberius were at the port, watching the angels burn their dead. An ambassador of Raith’s army had been here yesterday with two transporters to haul off all the demon bodies on Ezekiel. They were also cleared to take the dead demons we had contained in the prisoner sector. We found Malphas and a handful of others laying on the floor of their cells, each with a bullet between their eyes. The primers must have executed them so no further intel could be garnished.  
 
    It was infuriating how composed both sides kept during clean-up. Sure, come aboard our ship and collect your corpses; that gigantic battle the day before where you downed half of our army isn’t important. Unreal. 
 
    I stood with the Archdemons, watching the black smoke pool into the sky, darkening the already dingy horizon.  
 
    The ruins of Golheim were silhouetted, and I thought of Sanctum. The smoke, the sky, the shadows. It smelled the same here.  
 
    “Yahweh’ll be at the command station in a few,” I informed them. “Might want to make an appearance, in case another battle plan comes to surface.” 
 
    Belial smirked. “Glad to know he’s feeling better.” 
 
    He knew the truth, but was also the least likely to say anything.  
 
    My eyes settled on Belial’s face. The sinister perma-grin on his lips; the way his jade-green eyes were ringed with crimson, just like Ara’s.  
 
    Did Vakkar even know my blood ran through his veins?  
 
    Of course the demons knew they carried Nehelian genes, but how many of them knew those genes had been mine exclusively?  
 
    At least one. 
 
    I started off toward the command station, driven by that thought.  
 
    “Where are you going?” called Naberius. 
 
    I didn’t respond, and he didn’t ask again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    III 
 
    ADMONISHMENTS OF AN ARCH-ENEMY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucifer Raith—; 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE LOOK OF SURPRISE ON AVARICE’S FACE WAS PRICELESS.  
 
    I was the first thing Ava saw as she woke, glaring at me like I was the one who had killed her.  
 
    Stupidity had killed her. Impatience, carelessness; all the things I’d never known Ava to be. 
 
    “No,” she whispered, curling her knees and holding her head. “No, this is wrong. I felt myself die.” 
 
    “Welcome back,” I said, rising from my seat. 
 
    She looked at me, bewildered. “How?” 
 
    “A miracle,” I said with a smile. “And now you can’t say I’ve never done anything for you.” 
 
    Avarice winced. “Lucifer, tell me how I’m alive.”  
 
    “There are more important things to discuss,” I said, the whimsy of my tone fading away. “You disobeyed my order. You made revenge your top priority. You’re right, you died. You were dead for almost ten hours, all because you didn’t take my advice.” 
 
    She stared ahead, the dazed look melting into one of grave concern. And then guilt. “I’m sorry, sir.” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    “Did we lose?” 
 
    “No, not really. But Commander Telei was not captured like I’d requested.” 
 
    “I couldn’t contain the situation. Justice Koseling was too strong, even with the tranq. Commander Telei attacked me and I defended myself. I never meant to kill him.” 
 
    “… I beg your pardon?” 
 
    Ava looked as confused as me. “Your son is dead. Has no one told you? How else could we have won?” 
 
    “Yahweh isn’t dead.” 
 
    “He was thrown through a wall of glass. I saw shards penetrate his body. If he’s not dead, he’s gravely injured.” 
 
    “The angels have not announced their Commander’s death, and one of our ambassadors reported that he saw Commander Telei aboard Ezekiel, fine as ever.” 
 
    The Praetor glanced away, stunned. Without her armor she was a tiny thing, and in her state she seemed frail; child-like, almost. “That’s impossible.” 
 
    “There are a lot of impossible things happening, it seems,” I said, no more than a mutter under my breath. “Like how the Justice Commander was still capable of defending herself after being shot with two tranquilizers.” 
 
    Ava’s eyes slowly rose to mine. She hugged her knees. “I only used one.” 
 
    I tilted my head, feigning confusion. 
 
    There was a long pause from Praetor Delvori. I had an inkling of what was coming, as news of a dead scholar aboard the Ezekiel had traveled quickly here.  
 
    “I shot a scholar,” she confessed. “It was a mistake. He looked so much like Yahweh; I thought it was him.”  
 
    Panic hit my chest, sharp like an icy dagger. She’d killed Ixiah Telei. At this information, I was unable to conceal my distress. 
 
    “He would have killed me,” Ava explained, misinterpreting my expression. “I had no choice.” 
 
    I turned, breaking our gaze. “You need your rest. It shouldn’t be more than a few days before you’re well enough to lead another team. I’m confident you’ll be more careful this time.” 
 
    Ava watched me leave, desperation in her eyes. She thought she’d done us harm, me harm, but that had yet to be determined. In fact, Ixiah’s murder might bring me some luck.  
 
    Our small success in Golheim had brought back some spirit. The Argentian army may have thought they’d won that round, but the goal never was to take down Ezekiel. It was to stab them in places that hurt. Perhaps the wounds wouldn’t kill them, but it would definitely slow them down. With a judge and upper-command officer gone, Yahweh and his court would certainly feel the impact.  
 
    I’d have patted myself on the back, but the thought of what that tiny victory had cost was nauseating.  
 
    And each time I gazed at Golheim, blown off the face of Hell’s map, I pictured the look on Samnaea’s face when I’d executed the order.  
 
    Samnaea was a patriot, true and true. No one loved and supported the Obsidian Court more than her—not even me. Every mistake, every crime, every murder had all been for Hell. At least, in her mind they were for Hell. I was disappointed to realize she believed that we could save everyone. Samnaea over all demons should have known the stakes of war. She’d barely survived  two of them. 
 
    Fifty percent of the decisions I’d made as Commander I didn’t agree with, but you had to think of the bigger picture. Leaving Golheim standing was a waste of resources. Over half of the capital had defected and their rebellion would have placed a strain on our army, giving Argentia a twice-fold advantage over us.  
 
    It had to be done. There’d been no other choice. One day, Samnaea would forgive me. Until then I had our freedom to defend.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    It was late in the evening and Judas thrived with shadows of the night-watch. Announcements and automated messages echoed across the deck, some even floating down from the guard tower. Samnaea was in central headquarters discussing tactics with the primers and Archdemons until early next morning. Ezekiel’s journey would conclude in Tehlor; this council would see to it. 
 
    The navigation room was barren, many of its operators having already headed in for the night. A blinking green light on the incoming communications panel caught my attention. Caelis sat beside it, a finger against his headset. He seemed tired and out of sorts. 
 
    “I was about to call you,” he said, eyeing the pulsing light. “The telecom request is from Ezekiel’s central command.” 
 
    Yahweh wanted to speak to me? That seemed unlike him. Or, maybe not. Maybe he would try to negotiate terms. “Put it through.” 
 
    The person on the holo-screen was not Yahweh. As he flickered into clear view, Caelis froze, mid-objection. 
 
    I relaxed. “Oh, it’s you.” 
 
    Qaira grinned, all teeth and thorny eyes. “Let’s chat.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “You got my message. I was worried the bots wouldn’t pick it up.” 
 
    I’d sent Caelis out of the room, not entirely sure what Qaira was going to say. “Yes, I got it.” 
 
    I’d looked at Alezair Czynri numerous times since he’d joined the Celestial Court, but I’d never seen Qaira gazing back until now. The gleam in his eyes had returned—the tiny flicker of wickedness that always kept you on guard.  
 
    “Just wanted to say that it’s great to be back.” His holo-eyes trailed over my image, and he smirked. “I like your new look.” 
 
    “If there’s nothing important that you wish to tell me, Qaira, then I’m terribly busy.” 
 
    “Hats off to you. You smacked us one good,” he said. “Even managed to kill Zhevraine and Ixiah. Calenus is here right now speaking to Leid. I’m sure she’s letting him know exactly how they died, and by whose hand.” 
 
    “Surely he knows that the real reason Ixiah’s dead is all due to Leid and her guardians inserting themselves into a war they have no business being in.” 
 
    “Oh, but it’s all my business,” said Qaira. “You stole this world from me; now you’re warring on it.” 
 
    “I didn’t steal The Atrium from you. You forfeited your world by committing genocide and crossing the Court of Enigmus.” 
 
    “Details, details. I’m here to give you one more chance to surrender. Yahweh’s willing to offer a truce, even. So long as you agree to his terms.” 
 
    I lifted a brow, amused. “That’s quite a bold proposal, considering the recent turn of events.” 
 
    “You may think you’ve gained the upper-hand, but you haven’t. A truce would be the wisest route. You’ll never win this war, Raith.” 
 
    Something was different about Qaira. He seemed a little more collected, a little more patient. Nine hundred years ago he would have been belligerent as ever, spitting insults and profanity. He had the same look, the same aggression in his voice, but… not as much heart. “As frightening as that sounds, I think I’ll take my chances.” 
 
    His expression grew dark. “Leid is expiring.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. She already told me.” 
 
    “She is determined to see this war to its end. She grows sicker each day. If she expires here… well, you’ve seen what could happen.” 
 
    “And like last time, the Court of Enigmus will contain her.” 
 
    “It isn’t that simple. Not this time.” 
 
    I tilted my head, curious.  
 
    Qaira wasn’t here to threaten me. He and the angels were in more danger than us. When Leid went mad, Ezekiel would be the first to see her wrath. “If you’re so concerned for her life and my wellbeing, you should convince the Argentia fleet to surrender.” 
 
    The anger returned. “I’m throwing you a fucking bone here. A truce is better than a surrender for either side. You whites love to talk; figure out a way to negotiate.” 
 
    “Sorry, Qaira, but I must attend to other matters. We’re violating the terms of war by speaking to each other privately, and I have much more at stake here than you.” 
 
    He looked right, as if something in the room had surprised him. The holo-screen faltered momentarily, leaving fuzzy lines across his image. I could have sworn I’d heard an explosion, screams.  
 
    The surprise on Qaira’s face turned to fear. 
 
    I opened my mouth to inquire, but he cut the transmission and the screen faded to black.  
 
    I sat there, perplexed. 
 
    After a minute or so I moved to the internal communications board and pinged security. A guard stepped into the room not a moment later. “Fetch General Soran and escort her to the sky conference room.” 
 
    “Sir.” And away he went. 
 
    On the way out I ran into Caelis, thumbing a port-Aeon outside the navigation room. His back was against the wall, a foot propped up. “I’m done in there.” 
 
    “Have a good night if I don’t see you again,” he murmured, shuffling into the room.  
 
    I began in the direction of my private quarters. “You as well.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    IV 
 
    LIAR, LIAR 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    IT FELT LIKE A SMACK ACROSS THE FACE.  
 
    Danger. 
 
    My noble was terrified. I’d never felt Leid so afraid.  
 
    I cut the transmission, leaving Lucifer hanging. I’d try again later.  
 
    Vel’Haru behavior was strange and frightening. It was almost entirely driven on instinct. I ran for her, knowing good and well that if she died, I would die. That was the feeling instilled into guardians. Protect their nobles, at any cost.  
 
    I whirred on-deck, seeing smoke plume out from the top floor of central headquarters. Adrial was somewhere up there but he wasn’t answering our private line. The nobles were still jamming it.  
 
    Alarms had sounded; angels were running over the bow and gearing up in the hangar. They thought this was an enemy attack. Not quite. 
 
    Crowds moved aside as my wings unleashed, stalling for a fraction of a second as I bent my knees and prepared for flight. 
 
    Adrial descended in a blur and I barely had time to evade. He hit the deck and slid on his side, crashing through a crane motor station. He’d been flung from the smoking guard tower and now all angel activity had ceased. They realized this wasn’t the demons, and cast their frightened gazes upward. 
 
    Adrial got to his feet, wincing in pain.  
 
    “Something’s wrong,” he rasped. “I can’t feel Leid anymore, can you?” 
 
    I couldn’t either. But she wasn’t dead; it certainly didn’t feel like last time, on Atlas Arcantia.  
 
    A group of silhouettes loomed over the top floor of the watch tower. Among them, Jii and Zira. Calenus hadn’t come here to talk, but we’d all known that. 
 
    “Do we fight?” I said, the question more or less rhetorical.  
 
    Before Adrial could respond, another feeling struck. Cold, sharp, like the terror Leid had felt seconds before.  
 
    There was something else, too. Power. Fury. A bitter, metallic taste formed at the back of my tongue. Someone sang in my head. 
 
    I flinched and tried to shake these feelings loose. When I looked up again, the scholars were gone. Adrial had recoiled, eyes wide with shock. 
 
    “No,” he whispered. 
 
    “What is it?” I called, substantially worried.  
 
    Adrial didn’t even look at me. “No, no, no.” 
 
    He whirred back into action, running for the tower again. I choked on his dust cloud.  
 
    Belial was on the lift, staring at me. The look he gave me was one I’d never seen on him: a small grin that only lifted one side of his mouth. His eyes gleamed mean. It all felt very familiar, if only for a second. 
 
    Yahweh emerged from the residence sector, battling with his coat.  
 
    “Qaira, what’s happening?” he screamed over the blaring alarms. 
 
    I was already waving him back. “Find General Trede and get to shelter!” 
 
    But I knew he wouldn’t. Yahweh was being pulled, like me.  
 
    Before he could object I took off from the deck, soaring toward the watch tower. My wings hit the air, clapping like thunder. Adrial had vanished, but that song was still looping in my head. 
 
    By now I’d figured everything out; it wasn’t Leid who I was trying to save. Not anymore. 
 
    I landed on the tower rail in a crouch, taking a quick survey of the area. The party had moved inside central command. I heard a lot of shouting. The metal entrance door was dented and ripped off the frame, strewn against the bridge rail. No body of a celestial could make a dent like that without decorating the bridge in a gooey mess.  
 
    Damnit, not here. Even if I survived this, I would be in a shit ton of other trouble. 
 
    First thing’s first: survive, and make sure Leid survives. Everything else was hypothetical. 
 
    Thinking and fighting at the same time was a difficult feat, especially when you moved as quickly as me. As I whirred inside, I barely had time to assess the situation—a fraction of a second, really—before I needed to act. 
 
    Calenus was recovering from what appeared to be a heavy blow, sagging over the crackling central command board. Zira had taken the reigns and he and Leid were in a vicious struggle in the middle of the room. Jii had Adrial near the navigation bridge entrance, keeping him from protecting our noble. 
 
    I intercepted Calenus’ as he returned to the fray, knocking him off balance. We both were flung into the wall; a communication panel crunched against my shoulder.  
 
    After that the surprise wore out—his fist cracked the side of my face before I’d even seen it move.  
 
    I staggered to my feet again to keep him from advancing on Leid. 
 
    Calenus studied me with an empty expression, but his gaze betrayed the collected demeanor he was going for. There was a storm brewing in his eyes, generated by a sense of betrayal. Now he understood that I had never truly made peace with him. There was no friendship between us. No amnesty at all. 
 
    “You knew,” he breathed.  
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “And you still protect her? She destroyed your world, Qaira!” 
 
    “No,” I said, my lips curling into a snarl. “You did. You destroyed my world.” 
 
    Before we could share any more words, Zira lost the fight against Leid and ducked away from her sweeping scythe. He seemed scared, and had good reason to be. After all, Leid was no longer Leid. 
 
    Zira didn’t even get a chance to stand before she phased behind him, hooking a tiny arm around his neck, the serrated edge of her scythe pressing against the soft flesh beneath his chin. Calenus started, but Leid shook her head, tsking. 
 
    “No, no,” she said, her sable eyes glittering with malice. “I wouldn’t do that, lest you desire another guardian slain.” 
 
    “… How?” he asked, conceding. “Leid destroyed the statue. She promised me that she’d destroyed it.” 
 
    Neither of us volunteered to explain, although now Adrial was staring daggers at me. He and Jii stood motionless. No one dared to call the Scarlet Queen’s bluff. 
 
    “I want you gone,” she said. “I’ll release your guardian once you and the others have left this world. And don’t try to trick me; I can feel your resonance all the way from the other side of our galaxy.” 
 
    Calenus’s eyes narrowed. He didn’t move. Neither did anyone else. 
 
    Oraniquitis laughed. She threw her head back and howled, as if someone had just told her a hilarious joke. “You’d rather have it out? Here, on this world? Think of all the lives we’d grind to dust under our heels, Calenus. If that doesn’t upset you, then you’ve changed.” 
 
    Zira was listless, eyeing his noble. He seemed remarkably calm being the Scarlet Queen’s hostage. The entire room was in varying degrees of disarray; half the scholars were stunned, the others having gotten past the shock and were now working through the horrible reality that Oraniquitis Loren was alive and well, Adrial among them. 
 
    Calenus was the only one standing sentry, confident. He was also the only one that stood any chance against Leid’s darker half.  
 
    But Oran had a point: at what cost? 
 
    He’d weighed that decision, too. Without another word Calenus turned and retreated to the deck. The other scholars followed suit, until we were all alone with Zira. After another moment, Oran let him go as promised. He followed his kin, now already off The Atrium, looking back once before retreating on deck.  
 
    “You’re defending a monster that’s committed four counts of genocide across the Multiverse. We’ll be back. That’s a promise.” 
 
    Oran only smiled, saluting his departure with a dainty wave.  
 
    Within seconds he, too, was gone. 
 
    And then the silence was crushing. 
 
    I waited with baited breath for a fallout, but the silence kept on. Oran lowered her head and sighed blissfully—the first noise to happen other than the shorting command board—and then vanished. Our eyes couldn’t follow her phase shift, but she was definitely somewhere nearby. I could still feel her; so could Adrial. 
 
    Adrial. 
 
    “You motherfucker,” he snarled, advancing on me. I took notice that he hadn’t retracted his scythe. “You selfish, lying snake!” 
 
    I held my hands up, retreating. I wasn’t as afraid as I probably should have been. “Wait, listen.” 
 
    “The statue was never destroyed, was it?” 
 
    “Yeah, it was, but she got infected again before that. I didn’t know back then. Couldn’t remember shit and no one told me anything, right?” 
 
    Adrial’s anger waned, but only a little. He stopped coming at me, though. “You’ve had full cognition for a while, and you never said anything. Not one thing to anyone.” He glanced away, clenching his jaw. “Neither did Leid.” 
 
    “I told her not to,” I said, trying to redirect the blame. “She wanted to go back to Exo’daius and—” 
 
    “You’re not helping your case.” 
 
    “There’s a chance expiration can be treated. If Leid went back to Exo’daius, there’d be no way of knowing that for sure. I’m trying to save her, Adrial. Don’t you want to see her live?” 
 
    Adrial grimaced, confused. “A treatment for expiration? What treatment?” 
 
    The cat was out of the bag. Oh well; better than getting flayed alive. “It’s a long story. Talk to Yahweh later. The point is—” 
 
    “The point is that you have harbored a multiversal serial killer in the body of an expiring noble. What do you think will happen once Leid expires?” 
 
    All I did was look away. I couldn’t argue with Adrial. We were pretty fucked on all fronts right now. 
 
    Instead of the preceding coma, Oraniquitis Loren took over her body. Leid was asleep and Oraniquitis was in the driver’s seat for the foreseeable future. I had no idea what this meant for the angels’s war. Oraniquitis probably had little interest in defending the Argentia Nation. The fact that she’d even diffused the situation with the Silver King so diplomatically confused the hell out of me. Why didn’t she just nuke everything? From what everyone had said, she was psychotic and savage. I’d seen it once before, but not this time. 
 
    Why? 
 
    However I couldn’t ignore the fact that without Oraniquitis, things might have gone a lot differently here. She’d saved us, in a sense, and that was as alarming as it was incredible. 
 
    As guards began filtering inside, their guns drawn, demanding to know whether or not we were okay and if the coast was clear, Adrial gave me one final look. 
 
    “When the multiverse collapses—taking with it this world and everyone on it—I can only hope you stay alive just long enough to acknowledge your hand in all of this.” 
 
    That stung. 
 
    I tried to keep my face even but I felt pressure between my eyes as fury bled from them. Fuck him, self-righteous cunt. Those were things I wanted to say, but for whatever reason didn’t. Instead I watched him leave the room. 
 
    In his place was Yahweh now, watching the commotion in the navigation room from the threshold, a look of worry and pain etched across his face. Our eyes met, and I knew a difficult conversation was in store for me in the near future. 
 
    This fucking day just kept getting worse. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    V 
 
    PENSIVE FLOW 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucifer Raith—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    “FORCES HAVE AMASSED AROUND THE MOUTH and altar of Anevhin Cataract. They await our command.” 
 
    I gave her a musing look, tapping my fingers on the table. “And this time we’re sure the Cataract is the only feasible passage through the Tehlor-Orias borderlands?” 
 
    Samnaea bowed her head. “The cartographers have confirmed it.” 
 
    “Good. What of the assault teams around Tehlor?” 
 
    “On standby.” 
 
    I paused, and she said nothing else. Samnaea was trying her very best to keep eye contact, but she broke away here and there, glancing at the table instead. She was cross with me.  
 
    Of course she’d never say it, I was the Commander of Hell after all, but speech was unnecessary. I’d taken a lot of time to practice reading body language. Any (good) leader had a talent of reading unspoken words that lingered in a subject’s eyes. The quiver of their lips, the tremors in their hands, the direction in which they glance—all important signals that shouldn’t be ignored. Body language told me everything about a person. Character, especially. 
 
    Samnaea’s unhappiness bothered me. You couldn’t please everyone, but she wasn’t everyone. There was a lot of history between us, and I’d spent most of my career trying to glue all her broken pieces back together. With some success.  
 
    “Praetor Delvori is in stable condition,” I began, baiting her. “With some rest, I think she’ll be ready to lead the battalion at the Anevhin Cataract.” 
 
    Samnaea’s eyes widened slightly. “Isn’t that a little soon?” 
 
    “Not for her. She’s not like us.” 
 
    “You don’t have to remind me. I don’t think she should lead the fleet at the Cataract.” 
 
    I lifted a brow. “Avarice Delvori was crafted to lead wars, and yet you don’t think she should lead this war. Explain.” 
 
    Samnaea glanced away, fighting a response. After a moment, she said, “Your project is defective, Commander.” 
 
    “Beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Defective. Avarice Delvori isn’t a leader. She’s a little machine in heavy armor, fueled on revenge. You injected her with too much Patient Zero. She may as well be his next of kin, from what I can remember of him. It’s only a matter of time before she goes rogue completely.” 
 
    I sighed, rising from my seat. Samnaea always had a way of putting me on edge, forcing me to pace. “I think you’re blowing things out of proportion. Why would Praetor Delvori ‘go rogue’? I can’t really see her aligning with the angels, can you?” 
 
    “Not with the angels, no. That’s not what I meant. She’s already deviated from your command and ended up failing her mission and killing a scholar. A scholar. The last thing we need is the Court of Enigmus investigating us. Giving her those tranquilizers was a terrible idea.” 
 
    “If I recall correctly, you’ve deviated from my command recently as well. In fact, I’ve never had to clean up a bigger mess than yours. Should I toss you out like garbage, too?” 
 
    Samnaea’s somber gaze hardened into one of insult. She reached into her coat and produced a malay cigarette, already fitted inside a silver holder. She lit it, and then took a long drag. “Fine, whatever. Nothing I say ever holds any weight with you. I don’t know why you even bothered to name me General. It’s clear I can never live up to Samael’s legacy.” 
 
    Smoke slithered from her lips as she spoke, framing her head like a violet halo. I was drawn to the goldness of her eyes and the shimmer of her cheeks. Her lips were painted rose red, pulled into a frown. For a reason I couldn’t explain, Samnaea’s shifting level of beauty was directly correlated with her level of anger.  
 
    Beautiful and furious; a perfect recipe for disaster. 
 
    “This has nothing to do with your brother. He also deviated from my command. In fact, let’s be honest here; the entire Obsidian Court has betrayed me.”  
 
    I had surprised her. With far less chagrin, she asked, “And what of Golheim?” 
 
    “There was no choice. Ava was right, only we couldn’t say it.” 
 
    I heard her exhale slowly. Samnaea hung her head, and her icy hair slid across her shoulders like silk. “I wasn’t ready for this. I thought I was, but…” 
 
    “Do you want out?” 
 
    She looked at me, abashed. “What?” 
 
    “I’m giving you the option of stepping down. If you don’t think you can do this, I won’t force you. I’m not in the business of forcing anyone to do anything against their will. I thought this was what you wanted, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I just want to be taken seriously.” 
 
    “You are taken seriously,” I said with a hint of annoyance, “but I won’t heed your advice without a challenge. You have a beautiful heart, Samnaea. It’s a little… reckless at times, but beautiful nonetheless. And naïve. Samael was my general because he was an excellent strategist, capable of predicting criminal activity and noticing its patterns. You’re my general because you’re as dedicated to Hell as I am. In that way, there is no one else like you.” 
 
    Samnaea cast her eyes to the ground.  
 
    There it was. I was officially forgiven.  
 
    She moved to the long, vertical window adjacent mine, crossing her arms and leaning against the sill. “Fifty Primers guard Abraxes. We have another fifty on sentry at Yjorgiva Hall. What shall we do with them?” 
 
    “That’s up to Praetor Delvori. I’ll arrange for you two to meet once she’s back on her feet.” Samnaea gave me a feeble nod, and I headed for the conference room exit. “Are you going to the tower, by chance?” 
 
    “In a while, yes,” she said. “I have a briefing with Central Command. Why?” 
 
    “Stop by the hangar and find Admiral Behrem. Ask him to recalibrate.” 
 
    When I said no more, she looked confused. “Recalibrate what?” 
 
    “Just recalibrate. He’ll know what I mean.” 
 
    “But I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “Have a good night.” 
 
    I heard her mutter something as the door closed. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    It took me only fifteen minutes to return to the residential sector—not to sleep, but to drink and strategize—and in that time, Samnaea had somehow already relayed my message to Admiral Behrem.  
 
    I knew this because Calenus Karim was waiting for me on my couch. It might have been funny if he hadn’t startled me, not to mention his face was injured. There was a bruise forming over the right side of his jaw, only visible in proper light. 
 
    Once calm, I hung my jacket on the wall. “That was quick.” 
 
    “I was in the neighborhood.” 
 
    “So I heard.” 
 
    Calenus’s gaze sharpened. “You calibrated our sigil. Why?” 
 
    “I owe you an explanation, don’t I?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I headed for the small in-unit bar. “Would you like something to drink?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Not sure why I’d even bothered asking if he wanted anything. It was ritual to have a stiff drink readily available upon Calenus’s arrival. An offering, of sorts.  
 
    I handed him a glass of a sour wine, and sat on a chair opposite him. A table that framed a flat-screen rested before us; news headlines scrolled along the screen with messages from central command. I was always at work, no matter where.  
 
     “I’m very sorry for your loss,” I said after another moment of awkward silence. “I had no intention of harming any of yours.” 
 
    “They all are mine,” said Calenus, calloused. “And they are either dying, divided, or on the brink of extinction.” 
 
    A chill descended my spine. “Are you alright?” 
 
    My concern seemed to snap him out of it. His vainglory came back. “You know I can’t let you reproduce the tranquilizers you’ve created.” 
 
    “I figured. They weren’t intended for anyone but the Jury.” 
 
    “Yet one of my scholars is dead.” 
 
    “I can’t tell you how sorry I am for that, but Ixiah attacked the commander of my army, aboard my enemy’s ship. Should Praetor Delvori not have defended herself? Does she not have a right to live?” 
 
    Calenus took a sip of wine. “She does, yes. The only reason you and Praetor Delvori are still alive is because Ixiah was at fault. He shouldn’t have been there at all.” 
 
    “He was trying to protect his brother,” I said, sympathetic. “I understand why, but I need to emphasize that the only reason those tranquilizers were developed is because Leid and her guardians have breached their contract. Again.” 
 
    “Not quite,” he objected. “I remember the terms. Your contract is voided if the Contest ends. There isn’t any limitation to what happens after the Contest ends, so that isn’t a breach.” He saw my expression falter. “I don’t really want to side with her, but in this she wasn’t wrong.” 
 
    “But your contracts always prohibit scholars from physically involving themselves in Lesser affairs. Why is this any different?” 
 
    “It’s not.” He paused, thinking. “Well, it is, but it isn’t. Technically Leid isn’t a scholar. Neither are her guardians. The contract she drew up for you in turn relinquished her membership to us.” 
 
    Oh, for the love of Hell. “You can’t possibly allow Vel’Haru to engage in battle alongside the angels!” 
 
    Calenus gave me a conflicted look. “You’re right. I can’t, and won’t. But the situation has grown complicated and right now I am unable to remove Leid against her will.” 
 
    “… Is that where the bruise came from?” 
 
    “I need time to prepare,” he said, ignoring me. “You’ll have to fend them off by yourself for now.” At my evident displeasure, he looked away. “Everything here is upside-down. How did it all come to this?”  
 
    I finished my drink and left it on the table, rising to my feet. “I don’t know. Time has a way of turning everything sour.” 
 
    “Right,” murmured Calenus. “Thanks for the drink.” 
 
    “Sorry, again. Ixiah did so much for this world.” 
 
    “His brother looks a lot like him now, doesn’t he?” he said, on his way to the door. “Even feels like him.” 
 
    That last part made me pause. I wasn’t quite sure what he had meant. “As a matter of fact, Praetor Delvori mistook Ixiah for Yahweh. When will I hear from you again?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Soon.” 
 
    “Do you swear that you’ll remove Leid and her guardians from The Atrium?” 
 
    Calenus narrowed his eyes. Seldom could he look at anyone eye-level. “I swear I’ll remove Leid, only if you swear you’ll never make another tranquilizer.” 
 
    I smiled diplomatically. “Once the Jury is gone, I’ll have no need for them. Until then, I’m obligated to protect my people in any way that I can.” 
 
    “Noted,” he said, icily.  
 
    Calenus slipped through the door and by the time I looked into the hall, he was gone.  
 
    I still had no idea how he’d gotten in here. The door was locked and the window was two hundred feet above the deck. I couldn’t recall them being able to teleport, but then again why would they have shared anything with me? 
 
    Whatever was going on between the lines—this ‘complication’—was eating away at me. Qaira had used that phrasing, too. Almost word for word. 
 
    And then I thought of our final game of chess, where Yahweh told me about the statue on Atlas Arcantia. Complicated.  
 
    Oh, no. 
 
    I reached for my aeon, nearly knocking the bottle of wine off the table. Caelis answered my call on the third ring.  
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Have the hangar prepare a freight run. We’re sending Abraxes three carnifexes.” 
 
    There was hesitation on Caelis’s end. “The carnifexes? I thought they were only for—” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Oh. Uh, oh, okay. I’ll send a freight to Archdemons Lier and Tryess right away.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    I was about to cut the signal but I heard him add, “They might not even work. There wasn’t a way to test them, you know.” 
 
    “Better to try than die.” 
 
    “That rhymed.” 
 
    “Good night.” 
 
    I placed the port-aeon on the table and leaned back in my chair. Hopefully my hunch was wrong and we wouldn’t have to use the carnifexes. Seldom was I wrong.  
 
    As my eyes closed, I thought of Samnaea and what she would think of the carnifexes. I wouldn’t tell her unless it was crucial that we use them—;  
 
    And if we had to use them, she would hate me forever.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    VI 
 
    THE GIFT OF GIVING 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I DIDN’T KNOW,” I said after locking the navigation room door. Broken glass crunched under my boots. Even the blast shield was cracked. “Not while it mattered, anyway. I couldn’t stop it from happening.” 
 
    “But you’ve known since you’ve been back,” said Yahweh. “And you’ve told no one.” 
 
    “What should I have said? If I’d opened my mouth, she would have been dead.” 
 
    Yahweh clenched his jaw and turned away, massaging his forehead. He looked tired, at his wit’s end. “What does Adrial say of all this?” 
 
    “That I’m a motherfucker.” 
 
    Yahweh laughed in spite of me. “I don’t even care anymore. Everything is so messed up, war is the least of our problems.” 
 
    “It’s still your first priority,” I said. “Things continue as planned. Nothing’s changed.” 
 
    He blinked.  
 
    I’d begun to notice a deviation in his personality; he was a bit more sardonic, passive-aggressive. Must have been the transformation.  
 
    “Er, everything has changed, Qaira. The Court of Enigmus just tried to kill us, and my advisor is no longer in charge of her own body. And I’ve been turned Vel’Haru, and—” 
 
    “Nothing has changed. Win the war.” 
 
    “What’s the point? The Scarlet Queen, destroyer of universes, is strolling aboard our ship! We’ll most likely be eviscerated before dawn!” 
 
    I wasn’t so sure about that. “If you don’t win this war, we can’t place all of our attention into treating Leid’s expiration. Leid is the only thing keeping Oraniquitis Loren from permanently acquiring her body. Do you understand what that means? If Leid expires, Oraniquitis is reborn; this time with berserker strength.”  
 
    Yahweh paused, taking a moment to let that sink in. “Where are we on the ship repairs?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m not the maintenance crew.” 
 
    “Fetch Seyestin. I need a briefing. And some coffee.” 
 
    “I’m not bringing you coffee.” 
 
    “Seyestin will, if you ask him. We should be en route through Tehlor by midday. Central Command recalibrations and system checks take three hours alone.” 
 
    I lifted a brow. Seyestin was half general, half personal butler. Poor asshole. “Fine. Where are you going to be?” 
 
    “Around here somewhere, helping the navigators restart the database. That speech will have to wait.” 
 
    When I unlocked the navigation room door (Yahweh and I had wanted privacy), I found a group of guards huddling on the threshold, trying to hear us through half a foot of steel. Obviously it hadn’t worked or they’d have heard me coming. I couldn’t blame them; it must have been pretty exciting, Vel’Haru fighting and all. 
 
    “Get back to your posts,” I snarled, and they inched away like frightened mice. “One of you send for the analysts. The Commander needs a troubleshooter.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    General Trede was nearly impossible to track down.  
 
    Exhausting every logical place a general might be, I found him in the executive dining room, completely shitfaced.  
 
    I had no idea how long he’d been in here, but it had to have been before that scuffle on the watchtower. That meant he’d sat here through the ship exploding. Fucking hell. 
 
    I pulled out a chair and sat across from him. A group of nervous-looking servers watched from the kitchen door. Their expressions begged me to get rid of him. 
 
    He didn’t look at me, but once I sat down he sighed heavily.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I demanded. 
 
    “Having a drink. What does it look like?” 
 
    “Didn’t see you around when there was trouble at central command. Were you here?” 
 
    “Yes.” He finished his drink, waving for another one. There were about nineteen empty liquor glasses on the table already.  
 
    “No,” I called to the approaching server. “He’s done, you can go.” 
 
    Seyestin studied me with tired, glassy eyes. “I don’t recall inviting you to join me.” 
 
    “Yahweh wants you. He’s back in the game. He also wants some coffee.” 
 
    He laughed dryly. “Yes, right away.” 
 
    I waited; he didn’t budge. 
 
    This was irritating, but I could empathize for once. “Losing my sister drove me mad. Literally. She was half the reason Sanctum fell.” 
 
    Seyestin’s expression changed. He stared, saying nothing.  
 
    “I can see you’re at a crossroads, too. But believe me, Cereli wouldn’t want to see you here.” 
 
    “I’m not going mad,” he murmured, looking away. “I’m just trying to process everything.” 
 
    “There’s no time. We’re sitting ducks if we don’t get a move on. You need to oversee the ship repairs, speed them up.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, faraway. “I’ll be there in a moment, with coffee.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Oraniquitis was seated on the narrow ridge of the halo charger. It loomed over Ezekiel’s nose and deck, so that her legs dangled thousands of feet over a cold, cloudy abyss. She didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    Leid’s white coat flapped soundlessly in the wind. Her hair was pulled into a complicated braid that wrapped around the right side of her neck and trailed down her chest, disappearing into the linings of her coat. Even with my approach, she continued to watch the sky. 
 
    “Welcome to the club, Qaira. I haven’t been able to formally congratulate you,” said Oraniquitis. She peeked over her shoulder, flashing me a smile. “Is your membership everything that you thought it’d be?” 
 
    I said nothing, still trying to get a reading on her.  
 
    “Are you surprised I’m speaking coherent sentences? Had you assumed I’d just start foaming at the mouth?” 
 
    The novelty had worn off. I’d had a memory of Sanctum on fire and my anger was back, fresh. “No need to assume. I’ve already seen you do it.” 
 
    Oraniquitis shook her head. Reading her was difficult. Those black, pupil-less eyes made everything she said so disingenuous. “Come and sit with me, the scenery is beautiful.” 
 
    I gazed at the back of her head, snubbing her invitation.  
 
    Oraniquitis continued to stare out into the murky fog, silent. This went on for over a minute, until she asked, “What are you waiting for?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You want to say something to me.” 
 
     “Why are you here?” I demanded, finding the courage to take a step closer. “What do you want?” 
 
    “What does any being want?” 
 
    “That all depends on the being.” 
 
    “To live. I’m sure you can agree that every being wants to live.” 
 
    “No, actually I can’t.” 
 
    Oraniquitis laughed. “Leid wasn’t suicidal, love. She only wanted you to think that.” 
 
    I flinched, and she noticed. 
 
    “You want to know the truth about Leid? I can tell you, you know. I’ve lived inside her thoughts—her soul—for years and years.” She patted the ground next to her. “Come, sit. I’ll tell you anything you want to know.” 
 
    No, don’t. 
 
    “Not interested. What do you intend to do here?” 
 
    Oraniquitis’s smile drooped into what I could only describe as a pout. “Right to business, are we? Fine. Your wife is gone, Qaira. It won’t be long until her expiration begins. Weeks, maybe.” 
 
    I had to consciously relax my jaw or else I risked cracking a molar.  
 
    Oraniquitis found my anger funny. It was like she fed off of it. “And since no one will be using this body for the meantime, I have some unfinished business to settle.” 
 
    “You have to stay,” I said, and my words shook with fury. It took everything inside me not to attack her. “Leid has to see this war to its end. She played a crucial part, as I’m sure you know.” 
 
    Intrigued, Oraniquitis thumbed the right side of her chin. Another reminder that she wasn’t my wife. “Why would you care about this war?” 
 
    “I don’t,” I said. “She did.” 
 
    Oraniquitis studied me, musing. “What if I said we could strike a deal; would you come sit with me then?” 
 
    I approached the rail and leaned against it, remaining standing. My one small act of rebellion. “Name your price.” 
 
    She looked away, solemn. “I’ll win you this war, only if you’re at my side for the next one.” 
 
    Predictable. “Done.” 
 
    She lifted a brow, impressed. “Are you sure you don’t want to take a minute to think it over? I’d understand.” 
 
    “I said done. That all?” 
 
    She smiled. “Yes, that’s all.” 
 
    “Good, I’ll find you when I need you.” 
 
    I could feel Oraniquitis’s eyes on my back as I left. I hardly cared, since I was still trying to wrap my head around why she thought she needed me on her quest for revenge against the Court of Enigmus. I wasn’t even a big deal. Next to Yahweh, I was the weakest one.   
 
    This was all too much; I needed everything to stop for a second. I needed to think. 
 
    I passed the clusterfuck on deck—soldiers, aviators, engineers, all trying to put the ship back together again—and headed straight to my room. I lingered in the doorway, realizing I was now its only tenant, and then slid open the closet. I rummaged in the dark for a bit, throwing aside clothes, bags and other objects. My hands hit cool metal, and I closed my eyes in relief. 
 
    Of course Leid would have taken them; there’d been a chance she might never return to Cerasaraelia.  
 
    I pulled out my violin case, laying it across my knees, popping the latches. A thousand memories swarmed my head all at once. With my heart pounding in my ears, I reached inside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    VII 
 
    DAMAGE PLANS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yahweh Telei—; 
 
      
 
    IT WAS DIFFICULT TO CONCENTRATE. My eyes couldn’t focus on any single object; not when there were waves of colors, sounds and tastes invading my senses all at once. I wasn’t even eating anything.  
 
    My perceivable reality had been turned into abstract art.  
 
    Still I’d dragged myself to central command and joined the War Council (what was left of it, anyhow). The good news was that everyone was far too traumatized and/or inebriated to notice my eyes rolling around in my head. 
 
    A steaming cup of coffee sat next to my seat at the table. A digital map of Hell lit the table surface, blinking landmarks and borders, illuminating us in hues of red and green. “General Trede, have you an update on repairs?” 
 
    “Sir,” he said, eyes cast to the map. “The halo charger will be fully functional within the next hour or two. The IS engineers will contact me once central command is up and running.”  
 
    There was a slur to his speech, and everyone could tell he was very drunk. I wasn’t particularly upset by his slip—more impressed that anyone could still do their job so efficiently.  
 
    Belial, however, was regarding him with a raised brow and lofty grin. He said nothing, though; even a demon wouldn’t dare tread on Seyestin’s loss. He was here, that was all that mattered. 
 
    Leid was not, and I felt less confident without her. 
 
    “Golheim is lost,” I said, clearing my throat. Naberius gave me a razor-edged stare. “Our recovery operation has failed, but we’ve still managed to claim the city.” 
 
    “What’s left of it,” muttered Belial. “There aren’t any war machinery, rations or other supplies in that smoking casket. What good is Golheim to the Argentia Army?” 
 
    “Spin,” said Adrial.  
 
    We all looked at him. 
 
    “This war shouldn’t solely be of the physical kind. We’ve got the layer’s Archdemon at the table and even if the capital has fallen, there are several other smaller townships that still live here. They’ll suffer without the support of the capital. We can broadcast Archdemon Uhnem; have him make a speech to the citizens of Lohr.” 
 
    “And what will I say?” asked Naberius, horrified. 
 
    “That their poverty is the Obsidian Court’s doing; the Argentia Army is trying to reform Hell and you’re onboard.” 
 
    Naberius’s face darkened. “But it wasn’t the Obsidian Court’s doing. It was Argentia.” 
 
    At my defense, Seyestin opened his mouth, but I quickly intervened, “You’re right; it was our doing.” 
 
    “Sir,” warned Seyestin.  
 
    “No, it’s fine. I’ll admit Heaven hasn’t done all it could to help your realm, Archdemon Uhnem. But you’re playing on our side of the board now and you’re going to have to lie.” 
 
    “Very well,” he said after a moment of thought.  
 
    “I’ll write your speech,” grinned Belial. “I’ve been having some creativity withdrawals.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” groaned Naberius. 
 
    “Where are Leid and Qaira?” asked Seyestin, glancing at their empty seats. Overall there were four empty seats, but two would never be filled again.  
 
    I cast my eyes to the digital map. “Things have happened. I’ll brief you once I have all the information. Right now, neither of them can attend the war council.” 
 
    “This wouldn’t have anything to do with what happened earlier tonight,” pried Naberius. 
 
    “Leid is infirm,” Adrial said sternly. “Qaira is tasked with looking after her for the time being. That’s all anyone needs to know.” 
 
    “Sir,” said a guard from the door, placing a fist over his Argentia Crest. “Sorry to interrupt.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” I said. 
 
    “Navigators have just received word that reinforcements are two hours out. Crylle has immobilized ten thousand soldiers into Avernai, allowing us ten thousand more at the front line.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sergeant Dien.” 
 
    When Dien left, I looked back at the map. “General Trede, once this briefing is over I need you to contact Theosyne and have our militia send us more machinery. We don’t have enough weapons or jets for reinforcements.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander.” 
 
    I activated the legend function on the map, the layer of Tehlor illuminating in brilliant green light. “Archdemon Vakkar, tell us everything you know about routes through your domain.” 
 
    Belial gave me devilish smile. “With pleasure, Young Commander.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Our session ended as reinforcements broke the skyline, the hum of aircraft carriers growing louder with their approach.  
 
    I walked across the busy deck, guardless, hands shoved into my pockets and my head down as icy wind lashed against my face. Seyestin would greet the reinforcements on my behalf. I was too distracted. Too hungry.  
 
    Back at my room I asked a guard to bring me a slice of leriza pie and chilled tea, which had been on the dinner menu earlier this evening. My plan was to eat in private, giving myself some time to reflect, all the while eyeing my port-aeon for word of our central command system repairs. In truth, the idea of speaking to anyone right now made me nauseous. But I was Commander, so I would chew the gristle. 
 
    It was early morning, daybreak just a few hours away, but you couldn’t tell from Ezekiel’s activity. The pitch-black of the sky was fading to navy, streaked with powder-blue. There was no sun anymore. Day and Dusk coalesced. 
 
    The food was dry and tasteless. I wasn’t sure if it was an effect of my transformation or from anxiety. Maybe both, but I had to admit I felt much better. Sharper.  
 
    I hadn’t received any word from central command by the time my plate was clean, so I decided to head over there.  
 
    Justice Trisyien was on the highest tier exo-bridge, just outside of the central command upper-deck. He smoked a malay cigarette with eyes cast toward the sky, aloof as ever. At my appearance he shot me a sidelong glance, and then I realized his loitering here was no coincidence.  
 
    “How long has it been since you’ve slept?” he asked, foregoing a formal greeting. 
 
    “I slept days straight,” I replied. “There’s too much to do to sleep right now.” 
 
    Adrial took a drag of his cigarette. “Have you eaten?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    He nodded too, and there was an awkward silence.  
 
    I bowed my head, about to press on, but then he said, “I’m sorry that this happened to you, Yahweh. I really am.” 
 
    “I’m sorry as well,” I murmured. “I know how close you and Zhevraine were.” 
 
    He laughed sadly, shaking his head. “You’ll come to feel the bond, too. Well, perhaps not.” Adrial glanced away, exhaling smoke. “Guardian’s gravity weakens when our nobles are gone.” 
 
    “Leid is not gone yet.” 
 
    He stared at me, hesitant. “I’ve heard that you’re trying to cure her expiration.” 
 
    The incredulity in Adrial’s eyes made my heart sink. “We’ve made a lot of progress. I can show you my work if you’d like, once we have the time.” 
 
    “And tell me,” he said, an angry smirk forming on his lips, “have you formulated a plan to cure her infection?” 
 
    “You don’t approve of my research.” 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t approve; I just don’t think it’ll ever work. Especially now.” 
 
    “Nothing’s changed.” 
 
    “Now you sound like Qaira.” 
 
    “He’s right. Leid is still here—well, somewhere. We shouldn’t give up on her.” 
 
    “Give up on her,” he repeated, stung. “I’ve never given up on her. Years and years of repentance, and I’ll stay by her until the bloody end; whether that thing inside of her kills me or her body is turned to stone. You and Qaira look at me like I’m the enemy, but neither of you know a fucking thing.”  
 
    Adrial turned away. I wanted to apologize, but my mouth was too dry, my words too tangled. Instead I leaned on the rail beside him, sighing into the brisk morning wind. I couldn’t walk away now.  
 
    And then he shook his head. “I couldn’t end her life if I tried to anyway. Not anymore. She made me promise, too.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    “Qaira doesn’t know. A few days ago, right over there,” he nodded several paces from where we stood, “she made me promise her that when she slipped into that coma…” 
 
    Adrial didn’t finish, but he didn’t need to.  
 
    “And how can I fulfill that promise now?” He clenched his jaw. “Leid has never been honest with me. After hundreds of years, still. How can I protect her when I never know what’s really happening? You have absolutely no idea what it feels like, knowing your noble can’t confide in you.” 
 
    “You’re right. I don’t.” 
 
    Adrial’s malay cigarette was almost finished; he tossed the still-smoking filter over the rail, oblivious to my frown of disapproval. “I shouldn’t unload on you like this. You have enough to think about.” 
 
    All I could offer was a sympathetic smile. “When things have settled down, please come to the lab. I’ll show you my research.” 
 
    “I don’t have time for false hope.” 
 
    “Hope can’t be true or false; it’s always uncertain. Hope is hope.” 
 
    “Well,” Adrial muttered, pulling out another malay cigarette from his pack, “I can tell you what’s true: any moment now Oraniquitis will get bored with whatever she’s doing here and start killing everyone.” 
 
    I glanced behind me, half expecting her to be right there. “Why do you think she hasn’t yet?” 
 
    A look of trepidation crossed Adrial’s face, shadows bolding out creases of his forehead and mouth. For a second I couldn’t even see his eyes. “Not sure, but she’s probably plotting something. Oraniquitis straddles the border between ingenuity and madness.” 
 
    “Don’t we all?” I whispered.  
 
    Strings music echoed across the bridge, carried by the wind.  
 
    Adrial and I looked up, and then across the deck.  
 
    There was Qaira, sitting on the outer-pointe of the southern watch-tower, his arms and fingers skittering across his pearlescent violin. It was a sight that brought me back to the Adoria Era, where Sanctum stood strong; their Regent even stronger.  
 
    Sadness clawed at my chest, and I had to look away. 
 
    I missed that Qaira. He wasn’t the same—with good reason. But his spirit was a memento of time on The Atrium when things had been good, albeit brief. A time before genocide, war and hatred had torn my father and I apart.  
 
    We’d never chosen it to happen and had stood by helplessly as our ships drifted further and further away. Now, I was lost at sea. 
 
    The music made my knees weak. A man like him shouldn’t have been able to produce such beautiful art but Qaira had always managed to surprise me, whether it be in horror or delight.  
 
    Everyone on deck had stopped to listen, confusion and intrigue playing across their faces. Even Adrial seemed moved.  
 
    But most interesting of all was Oraniquitis Loren, perched on the hangar observational deck. Her hands were clasped together, pressed against her heart. She watched him play, reverent.  
 
    And it was then when I knew that Adrial’s theory was wrong. The Scarlet Queen didn’t intend to destroy Ezekiel, or the angels, or The Atrium—; 
 
    Only Qaira.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    VIII 
 
    JUST IN CASE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Avarice Delvori—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    I HATED THIS FEELING; EMPTY YET FULL, ravenous yet sick. My head swam and my stomach felt hollow.  
 
    I should have never woken up. I was dead. 
 
    I’d been dead. 
 
    But how did I know that? Did I really know what it felt like to be dead?  
 
    Right before sleep, whenever I closed my eyes, I relived the chilling of my blood, the slowing of my heart—that peaceful moment I’d never been afforded. And now that I’d known it, I craved it again.  
 
    What had Lucifer done? How had he done it? 
 
    My hands trembled as I put on my armor. My limbs were weak, like I’d slept a hundred years. I didn’t want to see anyone, but Commander Raith had insisted that I join them.  
 
    It took me thrice as long to suit up, partly because I kept having brain blanks, as if I’d never done this before and had merely watched someone else perform the task.  
 
    What was the next step? Which button should I press?  
 
    Commander Raith had explained that my hindered functioning was because of brain damage. I don’t remember having my brain damaged. There’d been no blunt force against my skull.  
 
    Only a bullet. I could still see its smoke; smell the scent of my own flesh burning. 
 
    I wished these thoughts away. Then the image of Yahweh’s brother came to mind. Such a beautiful, angry creature, the blue fire in his eyes dwindling as I’d raised my ion blade over his head. 
 
    My skin tingled as I relived that moment over and over, relishing Ixiah’s fear. There was a certain rush to be felt, knowing a God Killer looked upon you with fear in his eyes.  
 
    Before I knew it my armor was on and I was heading toward the door, sliding my ion blade into its charger at my hip. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “If they manage to take the cataract, Orias is all but lost before they even step foot on it,” said Mastema Tryess through the holo screen, her face plagued with worry.  
 
    “She’s right,” murmured General Soran, contemplative. “Anevhin Cataract is the only water supply Orias has. It leads into the basin, and if the angels have it, they have everything.” 
 
    “And surely Archdemon Vakkar knows this, too,” said Commander Raith. “I have to assume Argentia will attack Anevhin.” 
 
    Samnaea nodded. “I propose that Archdemon Lier’s army move to guard the cataract, while Archdemon Tryess’s army remain on standby outside Tehlor City, at least until we know Ezekiel’s course through the layer.” 
 
    “That’s a sound maneuver,” said the Commander, looking to Mastema and lifting a brow. “Where is Archdemon Lier, by the way?” 
 
    We all could see Archdemon Tryess shift uncomfortably in her seat. “Azazel is in Tehlor City right now, defusing a … situation.” 
 
    Lucifer tilted his head, feigning fascination. “And what type of situation might that be, Mastema?” 
 
    Archdemon Tryess lowered her eyes. “A mutiny, sir.” 
 
    I’d said nothing since the war council had adjourned, crossing my arms and residing in the furthest corner. I always preferred to just watch and listen; words were meaningless by themselves and most people spoke lies anyway. I could gather every piece of information I needed to know by watching their expressions, gestures— their nervous ticks and idle fidgetings.  
 
    I was just a wallflower. An armored wallflower, decorated in not petals but shiny weapons. 
 
    There was a long pause to follow, spent with the council sharing looks of concern. Any second now, I would receive my orders. 
 
    Lucifer sighed and rubbed his forehead. “A transporter is set for Tehlor City and will undock in an hour. General Soran, you are to accompany the transporter and aid Archdemons Tryess and Lier with morale recovery.” 
 
    Samnaea looked like she’d been slapped. “What?” 
 
    “If anyone can charm them, it’s you.” 
 
    “But who will advise you? I’m the General of the fleet!” 
 
    “You’re a general, not an advisor. I don’t need an advisor.” Lucifer frowned with scorn. “A general leads, and right now I need you patching the cracks in our army’s wall. Is that a problem, General Soran?” 
 
    I couldn’t stand idle any longer. “Commander, I am better suited for that task. I could also offer them better protection.” 
 
    “Better protection?” asked Lucifer, turning to look at me. There was a glimmer of mockery in his eyes and he wore a cruel, whimsical smile. Never, ever had I seen his face like that. “You think I can’t see the limp in your gait, Praetor Delvori? Sending you out in such a weakened state is like putting you to death. You aren’t set to lead the primers again for at least another week. No, Samnaea will take your charge until then.” 
 
    … Why was he doing this?  
 
    I could understand why he might want to punish me, but what had General Soran done?  
 
    While she possessed one of the most dangerous abilities known to celestial-kind, Samnaea was no soldier. She was a politician, and no one sent a politician to the front lines. 
 
    Even though I’d objected on her behalf, she still seemed to think I had something to do with Lucifer’s decision. The stare she’d given me then was so sharp it could have drawn blood. 
 
    “No, sir,” Samnaea said, defeated. “No problem at all.” 
 
    “I wish you a safe trip, General Soran,” said Mastema, bowing her head in respect before the transmission ended and her holo-image faded from view. Lucifer stood and declared that the council session had ended.  
 
    I waited until everyone left, and once I was alone in the room I moved to the thin, rectangular window overlooking the eastern deck. Snow streaked the otherwise sable sky—Junah was far too cold for rain. Snow was seldom, too. Usually the weather here was nothing but darkness, frost and wind. The little flecks of light falling from Junah’s sweat left me melancholic, wanting.  
 
    And then I thought of Qaira Eltruan, my fist tightening on the hilt of my blade. 
 
    I remembered the moment my parents died—moments, if you will, since I hadn’t any idea how long it had actually taken for them to die, trapped beneath thousands of tons of burning rubble of Sanctum’s Yema Theater.  
 
    I’d watched it all on screen, from the safety of my home. My classes had run over that day and I’d been unable to attend the Peace Ceremony with them. Both had worked for Theosyne’s Diplomacy Council. They’d received front row seats. I could still smell the staunch aroma of my dinner burning, abandoned atop the stove while I watched paralyzed as Crylle reporters documented Yema Theater’s attack.  
 
    Since that day, I’d never felt whole again.  
 
    Before then I’d only been thinly aware of the issues between Sanctum and Crylle. I’d known what they’d taught us in school, starved within the residential sector of the Ark. But all of the fear and hatred of the Nehelian race evaporated once Heaven was formed.  
 
    Or so I’d thought. It’s hard to carry adult burdens and concerns when you’re so young. Everything had seemed so ephemeral. 
 
    For a reason still unknown to me, I’d felt betrayed by Regent Qaira Eltruan.  
 
    Maybe it was because I’d always secretly fancied him; unheard of, an angel finding beauty in a Nehelian. Feelings like that would have faced a lot of scrutiny had I told anyone. But I couldn’t deny the flutter in my chest and the tightening in my stomach whenever I’d caught his speeches on my screen. It was only a youthful crush, like the ones my friends had had on other boys in our classes.  
 
    Perhaps that was an early sign; I’d already had one foot within the waters of malice.  
 
    My parents and friends wouldn’t recognize me now. Once upon a time my hair was silky white, eyes bluer than the sea—now I looked just like my mark, twisted with scorn.  
 
    Yet still beautiful he was, covered in so much blood.  
 
    Qaira had to die. 
 
    I needed to convince Lucifer to send me to Orias.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Only a dozen primers were stationed on Junah. No need for more, floating so far behind front lines. Most of them were assigned tactics counseling for lesser fleets.  
 
    Meanwhile, I’d been assigned a routine daily check-up from Dr. Caelis Jonarr, who had absolutely no medical experience whatsoever other than creating sentient bioweapons. I’d spent more than three decades under his vigilance yet we’d never shared an informal word.  
 
    He was a peculiar man, looking half his age with unevenly cut black hair and eyes a shade of yellow. Despite his line of work, Dr. Jonarr was always ambivalent. I couldn’t understand how. A part of me was convinced Lucifer had taken him under his wing because Caelis was a demonic Yahweh. A surrogate son. 
 
    Cay-less. I’d always liked that name. 
 
    “How have you been?” he asked absentmindedly, analyzing my biopic chart. “Better? The same? Worse?” 
 
    “Better,” I replied, “but I don’t feel like myself.” 
 
    Caelis paused, looking over his shoulder. “Who do you feel like?” 
 
    I hesitated, unsure whether I should tell him the truth—that I didn’t feel alive. Soulless, like there was something missing. “I can’t explain it.” 
 
    A knowing look crossed Caelis’s face. “You sustained some damage. More damage than ever before. That’s understandable; give it time.” 
 
    “Convince Lucifer to let me accompany Samnaea to Orias.” 
 
    “Commander Raith has made up his mind, Praetor. Once he makes up his mind, there’s no persuading him otherwise. You know that.” 
 
    “I have faith you could.” 
 
    “Do you?” asked Caelis, giving me an incredulous frown. “And why would that be?” 
 
    I tilted my head. “He thinks very highly of you. Like family, almost.” 
 
    He caught my meaning and glanced away, uncomfortable. “Lucifer’s always thought very highly of Samnaea too, and now he’s sending her off for execution. I’d rather stay off that list, thank you.” 
 
    “So, you think the same as me.” 
 
    Caelis’s ambivalent façade vanished for the first time ever. Now he looked nothing like Yahweh. “What I think, Ava, is that you should heed the Commander’s charge. Need I remind you of how you ended up here?” 
 
    I feigned sheepishness. “I’m sorry, doctor. Forgive me.” 
 
    Caelis sighed and removed his coat. “Your biopic report shows excellent progress. You’ll be better in no time, chin up.” 
 
    “Holding my chin up sounds uncomfortable.” 
 
    Caelis only smiled.  
 
    His silence was my cue to leave. 
 
    I did, thinking about Dr. Jonarr’s anger when I’d asked him to get involved.  
 
    It wasn’t anger at all. It was fear. He was afraid of Commander Raith, afraid of what he might do if Caelis dared to question him. The fact that such a fear would even be necessary was world-shaking. Lucifer had never ruled by perpetuating fear. His subjects had followed him because he was honorable, noble, selfless in most cases… and now he was something else. Not any of those.  
 
    He was changing, embracing that inner-demon the angels had warned their kind about; the Nehelian brutality scratching at our insides, begging to be let out. This war was bringing out the worst in him, and I found that strangely attractive.  
 
    Lucifer had invested too much in me to send me off for execution. I’d already defied him once, and here I was. Caelis had turned me away, but I was never good at manipulation. That was Samnaea’s game. 
 
    No, I would go directly to the source.   
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “I’ve already told you the concerns of your health,” said Lucifer disapprovingly, eyeing me like a rebellious child.  
 
    I’d accompanied him out on his private veranda, where he smoked a malay cigarette without any judgmental looks from his subordinates. Malay cigarettes were legal and consumed by many at a voracious rate, but that didn’t stop the general public from knowing what it truly was—; 
 
    An escape. And how dare the Commander of the Obsidian Court want to escape his sobriety at a time like this? 
 
    “Samnaea Soran is the General Archdemoness, not a soldier,” I said, leaning against the sill. “You’ll be placing her right in harm’s way.” 
 
    Lucifer said nothing for a while, gazing out into the night. “You’re right,” he finally murmured, “she’s not a soldier, but Samnaea isn’t a meek little thing either, believe me.” 
 
    Oh, I believed him, but that didn’t mean she could survive the front line. I held that thought, pretending to muse while watching the troops load and calibrate the transporter below.  
 
    Somewhere, Samnaea was shaking like a leaf, counting down the minutes to when she’d have to board that thing. “And if we lose our only general?” 
 
    “Praetor Delvori,” cautioned Lucifer in that soft, disciplinary tone of his, “might I remind you that I don’t have to explain my orders.” He took a long drag from his cigarette. When he exhaled his breath intermingled with the hazy, violet smoke. “Rest assured that I have a reason for sending Samnaea to Orias, and if you are half the leader I thought you were, you might be capable of figuring it out on your own.” 
 
    I frowned, scathed. “I wasn’t questioning you.” 
 
    “You were, but it’s fine.” He gave me a charming smile, the very smile that had made my heart sigh so many years ago. “I’m not sending you to Orias, and that’s final. I’ve wasted too many resources on you already.” 
 
    “What kind of resources?” 
 
    He didn’t answer my question and instead smoked the last of his cigarette in silence. After a while I stood, heading inside.  
 
    “Are you leaving?” he called from the veranda. 
 
    I wasn’t giving up that easily. “No. Where do you keep your liquor?” 
 
    Lucifer hesitated, and I could picture his confused stare. “You want to drink with me?” 
 
    “I want to stay the night,” I said, breathing in. “Unless you don’t want me to.” 
 
    Alcohol would soften him up, ease him into a more agreeable state. I was sure that he already knew of my plan, but I was also sure that he couldn’t pass up on my offer. Hopefully once we were in his bed, he wouldn’t care anymore. At the very least I’d get good, rough sex and several orgasms out of it. At the very most I’d be headed to Orias tomorrow morning. 
 
    His response was latent, but then I heard the door to the veranda slide shut and the hiss of the lock. That was enough for me to continue uncorking the bottle of wine in my hands. Let the festivities begin. 
 
    Maybe manipulation was my thing after all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    IX 
 
    WAR PAINT 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    “ONCE THE SIGNAL FLASHES GREEN, you’re on,” said the Chief Analyst, nearly shouting over the automated sounds of fingers hitting keys on the sea of computer terminals behind him.  
 
    Naberius and Belial stood vigilant at the front of the room, recording bots hovering eye-level around them, awaiting their cue. Belial seemed excited, while Naberius looked like he was about to vomit.  
 
    I’d cast a critical gaze to anyone in power shy of the camera; once upon a time I’d hated public speaking—broadcast or in real time—but at least I’d had the wits to pretend otherwise. Archdemon Uhnem was showing his stripes, or lack thereof. 
 
    We were a day out from the Anevhin Cataract, our next targeted zone. Everyone on Ezekiel mutually anticipated an enemy army waiting for us, but our reinforcements were strong. There was still a chance that we could lose, but life was always a gamble. 
 
    I glanced at the time on the holopanel nearest me. In just under an hour I had to be in the conference room, briefing my team on their future role in our upcoming scuffle. But all I could think about was Oraniquitis, wandering Ezekiel somewhere, and the inevitable moment when the Court of Enigmus would crash this party and kill her.  
 
    Kill Leid. 
 
    I thought of Oraniquitis, her black eyes tracing the horizon. She’d worn a look resembling that of my wife.  
 
    It’d been hours since she’d presented herself to us, yet not a hair on anyone’s head had been touched. She agreed to help us, only if I reciprocated. The Scarlet Queen wasn’t as crazy as I thought. 
 
    Yahweh, seated at the center pew, turned to look at me.  
 
    My skin pricked with the warning that I was being watched. I kept forgetting what he was now. I had to steel my thoughts around him, like Adrial, or else he’d sense my emotions. There was no privacy on this ship anymore. 
 
    “Hurry up,” I said, pointing at the time.  
 
    “You can’t rush this!” cried Belial, already in theater mode, speaking with his hands and eyes. “Give him a few more minutes; he has to get it perfect. A single mistake could lose us the war.” 
 
    I shot Naberius a disgusted look. “He’s about to puke. Perfection isn’t going to happen; not in a few minutes, not in a few millennia.” 
 
    Belial waved his cane at me with an aggravated hiss. “Can someone please remove him? He’s giving off negative vibes and it’s ruining the atmosphere.” 
 
    “Can’t you just do the speech?” begged Naberius. 
 
    “He can’t,” interjected Yahweh. “You’re the Archdemon of Lohr. You need to address your own people.” 
 
    Exasperated, Naberius pointed at Belial. “He’s the Archdemon of Tehlor! Which, if I know my proper geography, is the layer we are currently flying over! If anything, Belial should speak with me.”  
 
    “That’s actually a good idea,” said Yahweh, brows arched.  
 
    “You too,” I added, eyes on the kid. 
 
    Telei blinked. Belial and Naberius turned to look at me, surprised. 
 
    “Have Yahweh stand center,” I explained. “Belial and Naberius can be on either side of him. It says a lot more if you’re actually standing with the Commander of the Argent Court, don’t you think?” 
 
    Belial sighed, seeming pained. “Bloody hell, I really don’t want to admit how brilliant that sounds.” 
 
    “I’m a genius, I know. I can even outshine self-proclaimed media gurus.” 
 
    Vakkar laughed in spite of me. “Never mind, remove him.” 
 
    “Don’t bother; time’s up,” I said, heading for the door. “Good luck. Hopefully all your fans still love you.” 
 
    Belial grinned. “There’s no such thing as bad publicity.” 
 
    “Shows how much you know.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Seyestin and Michael met me in the conference room. I was last to arrive, and when I did, I caught a glimpse of the General and my private eyeing each other like adversaries. I’d invited Michael because he was showing the most promise; I needed eyes and ears when I wasn’t around, and he was the likeliest to memorize and preach my orders to the others.  
 
    “I guess we don’t have a plan yet,” I said, wading through all the tension.  
 
    “I’m only here to oversee and advise,” sniped Seyestin, shooting Michael another look. “Why is he here?” 
 
    “He’s my best student.” 
 
    “Really? Because he was my worst.” 
 
    Michael kept silent, staring at the idle holoscreen as if neither of us had said a thing.  
 
    I joined them, glancing at the screen as well. “Load Yahweh’s plan and let’s see what we can do.” 
 
    Seyestin entered a command into the control board. A glowing topographic map of the Tehlor-Orias border flickered in front of our eyes.  
 
    A second later, the war council’s battle plans filled the template. Estimated placements of enemies were highlighted in blinking red spheres, our best measures of offense/defense were marked in blue. The council must have been at it for hours, since there were over a dozen variations of projected tactics.  
 
    I swallowed hard. There was no way that I could prepare for all of these in just forty minutes. 
 
    “How many primers, do you think?” asked Michael, almost a whisper.  
 
    I shook my head, unsure. “We downed quite a few of them in Golheim. Has Belial or Naberius ever said how many there actually are?” 
 
    “More than what you killed,” said Seyestin. “I’m willing to bet we’ll see more of them in Anevhin than we ever have. How organized they’ll be without the Praetor is another matter.” 
 
    Avarice Delvori; what a prize she’d been. Her image still sent a shiver down my spine. Looking at her had been like looking at my sister—if Tae had resembled me a little more. I’d never seen a demon with eyes like mine. Not until her.  
 
    For some reason I was disappointed that Praetor Delvori was dead. Maybe it was because I wanted to know more about her. But it wasn’t too late. It seemed like Yahweh had known her well enough. I’d have to file this in the back of my mind for now. “Our team’s primary objective is to protect the Commander and Ezekiel’s halo.” 
 
    “You could probably do that on your own,” muttered Seyestin. 
 
    “I’m not as strong as you all think,” I said, frowning. “Enough pulse rounds and I’ll be nothing but a rolling head.”  
 
    Seyestin smiled, imagining that.  
 
    “I’d still be alive,” I back-pedaled, “but it’d take me a while to regenerate my body.” 
 
    “What happens if someone stomps your head into mush before you can regenerate?” asked Michael. 
 
    “I’d die. Probably.” 
 
    “Are we strategizing or not?” Seyestin intervened. “I’ve got a million things to do, and listening to you two talk about stomping on decapitated heads isn’t one of them.” 
 
    “Two thirds of my team will remain on the ship,” I said. “The other will assist special forces. The overview says the primary objective is to subjugate Archdemons Mastema Tryess and Azazel Lier.” 
 
    Seyestin nodded.  
 
    “And how are you guys planning to board an impossibly-guarded command ship?” 
 
    “This is exactly why you should have been at the council.” 
 
    I sneered. “You know, everything would move more quickly if you stopped being such a dick.” 
 
    Michael’s expressionless façade broke. For a fraction of a second he looked as though he might laugh, but quickly glanced away to hide his face. As rebellious as the sheet may have reported him, the acknowledgement of authority almost seemed embedded into angel DNA. They longed to serve a hierarchy—to serve something, anything. 
 
    Seyestin glared at me for nearly half a minute before he said, “Archdemon Vakkar still has a few connections behind enemy lines. He’s been contacted by a group of rebel soldiers who are acting in secret within the ranks of Tehlor City.” 
 
    I cringed. “Why does everyone like that guy so much?” 
 
    “He’s a celebrity.” 
 
    “He’s a politician,” I corrected him. 
 
    Seyestin sighed. “If he were an actual politician, no one would like him. By now a few of the civilian demons have probably started betting on us. If Belial wins, they’ll want a piece of his success.” 
 
    “He’ll have a lot of promises to keep, then.” 
 
    “I guarantee a lot of them will be disappointed. I can only imagine what he’s promising these idiots. Fame, fortune, blah, blah, blah.” 
 
    I grinned.  
 
    For the first time ever Seyestin had amused me, and not at his expense. He realized this too, because his smirk faded and we both glanced away, uncomfortable.  
 
    “So,” he said, clearing his throat, “we’ve arranged for a small team of twenty soldiers to infiltrate Tehlor City and board a demon transporter to Anevhin’s command ship with the rebel group.” 
 
    “Uh, how are they supposed to go unnoticed?” 
 
    “The rebel group has managed to ascertain Obsidian Guard uniforms. Obsidian Guards protect command ships and their Archdemons, respectively.” 
 
    “How’d they manage that?” 
 
    “Stripped from corpses, I imagine.” 
 
    Stripping corpses was one of their most serious offenses, next to murder and treason. Celestials didn’t mess with their dead like that during war. I’d witnessed their ritual, pre-settlement. I still couldn’t wrap my head around it, seeing as rituals and irreverence hardly seemed to mix. 
 
    “And what happens if one of them is unmasked during the operation?” 
 
    Seyestin hesitated. “I didn’t say it was a good plan. Just a plan. We still have other strategies to fall back on, but anything is worth it right now.” 
 
    “How outnumbered are we this time?” 
 
    “From what we expect, we aren’t outnumbered at all. Not with our reinforcements. But that could change in a matter of moments.” 
 
    He didn’t have to tell me. “No, that plan could work, given the right tactics.” 
 
    Seyestin was amused by my critique. “I’m all ears.” 
 
    I was about to tell him to bring his sister in, but then I remembered Cereli was dead. General Trede was now the only general, which meant he had to oversee both aerial and terrestrial forces. No pressure. “Scratch your special team. I’ll take a dozen or so of my men and do the job myself.” 
 
    Seyestin blinked. So did Michael. 
 
    “Come on, look at me. I fare a better chance of blending in than any angel you send, not to mention I’m the equivalent of two dozen men.” 
 
    “And what about your angel team?” asked Seyestin, incredulous. 
 
    “Do we have any coua?” 
 
    Seyestin lifted a brow. “What?” 
 
    “Is there any coua around?” 
 
    “Yes, I heard you, but what does that—?” 
 
    “It can be turned into dye. We can wash the angels’ hair with it. Dilute it down a bit more, and we can even give them a dark complexion.” I glanced at Michael. “Can’t do anything about their eyes, though.” 
 
    Seyestin considered the offer. “Congratulations, you’ve managed to impress me.” 
 
    Tch. “Yeah, because I give a shit about impressing anyone; most of all you.” 
 
    “Pick your team and be at the conference room in fifteen minutes,” he said, ignoring me. “I’ll call an emergency war council and propose the idea to Commander Telei.” 
 
    “I volunteer to go,” said Michael, the eagerness in his eyes bordering maniacal. Something had changed between now and training. He no longer saw me as a murderer. And for some reason Michael’s evident admiration made me feel stronger.  
 
    “We’ll discuss that in a minute,” was all I offered in response, heading out of the conference room behind Seyestin.  
 
    The night wind was brisk and heavy, and I shivered into my coat.  
 
    The frost of Ezekiel’s deck sobered me as I watched soldiers scramble about. The command ship army worked in shifts around the clock. The only difference between night and day around here was… nothing, considering the sky was always dark. This place felt a bit like Cerasaraelia.  
 
    These thoughts eventually led to others, and before I’d even made it to the hangar, my mind had once again settled on Leid.  
 
    Oraniquitis.  
 
    I really needed a cigarette. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Adrial was barely speaking to me, but still gave me a malay cigarette when I asked for one. The first half of the cigarette was spent in silence, with occasional angry glares from Adrial. Eventually he could no longer keep his opinions internalized and spouted, “If Leid saw what you were doing right now, she’d cry.” 
 
    “It’s just one cigarette.” 
 
    “Not that, you idiot.” 
 
    I’d known what he meant, but didn’t offer a response.  
 
    “I understand why you’re doing it,” he added in a softer tone. “Yahweh told me about his research. I admire your hope. It’s… refreshing. Nostalgic, really—but it won’t work. Nothing will. You’re marching down a road to ruin.” 
 
    I exhaled a cloud of purple smoke. “Waxing the poetic as always. I’ve been down this road more than once.” Honestly, I’d never left it. 
 
    “She made me promise her,” said Adrial, and my skin tingled in warning again. That feeling was back. “I had no idea what she meant at the time, but now I do.” 
 
    The malay in my system managed to dull the aggression my instincts normally would fuel. The drug wasn’t nearly as intense as I remembered, but that was good thing. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “She made me promise to kill her once she was ‘no longer herself.’ I thought she meant expiration, but she didn’t, did she?” 
 
    I finished the cigarette and tossed it aside, exhaling smoke through my nose as I took a step toward him. “Do you plan to keep that promise?” 
 
    He stared, stoic. 
 
    “Because if you do, then we have a problem.” 
 
    “I could separate your head from your shoulders, Qaira.” 
 
    “Maybe, but that means you’ll have to kill both of us. Could you really live with that?” 
 
    Adrial looked away, finishing his cigarette as well. “Perhaps, perhaps not.” 
 
    “We’ve still got a fighting chance,” I said. “Yahweh’s really on to something, and—” 
 
    “The Court of Enigmus is going to return here and flay us.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t think so.” 
 
    Adrial lifted a brow. “Is that so? By all means, I’d love to hear your prediction.” 
 
    “I’ve spoken to Oraniquitis. She’s agreed to help us.” 
 
    Adrial laughed. His laugh wasn’t in spite, nor was it at me. It was sad, knowing, like he’d heard that all before. It made my heart sink. “And what did she ask for in return?” 
 
    I hesitated, debating to tell him the truth. For once in my life, I wouldn’t be a liar. “She wants me to help her topple the Court of Enigmus.” 
 
    “Did you agree?” 
 
    “Of course I did. I would have agreed to learning ballet if it kept everyone on this ship alive.” 
 
    Adrial sighed. “Calenus had a twin sister once, and when Oraniquitis found out he was plotting to overthrow her, his sister was found hanging by hooks the very next day. Her limbs and head had been ripped from her body. He’d had to place her statue in the Sanctuary, piece by piece.” 
 
    I smirked, shaking that off. “Well, lucky for me I don’t have anything precious in my life. Not anymore.” 
 
    Adrial said nothing, his gaze one of pity.  
 
    I was running out of time. I’d briefed the war council and my team half an hour ago and was supposed to be at the hangar in fifteen minutes. My selected group was getting their hair and skin dyed as we spoke, and there was something else I needed to do before setting off on that transporter. 
 
    “If we survive the Anevhin Cataract, you and I need to sit down and have a talk.” 
 
    “What shall this talk entail?” 
 
    “I want to hear everything you know about Oraniquitis. Especially how Calenus defeated her.” 
 
    All he did was nod. The look on his face depicted how hopeless he thought our situation was, but clearly something was keeping him here rather than high-tailing it back to Exo’daius. He had some faith in me, albeit fractional. I appreciated it. 
 
    We parted without another word. Adrial disappeared at my back, into the shadows of the approaching dusk, the scent of malay carried off by the wind.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    I’d felt eyes on me all the way back to the residential sector. I looked for the source once or twice, but saw no one. The malay made me indifferent to practically everything, and I savored the numbness. Little flecks of light bordered my peripherals, as if someone was throwing glitter at both sides of my face. A new and interesting side effect. 
 
    My room was dark, save for the glitter, and I hit the lights and rummaged through the closet. Leid had ink stashed somewhere, I knew it. She’d had to refill our marriage vows probably a thousand times since.  
 
    The angels couldn’t make ink like we used to. It took weeks of burning and evaporating moisture from coua to be turned into a tar-like substance, capable of staining skin. My skin itched for paint. I’d felt naked without it, even though I knew it was just a stupid custom from a race and civilization a thousand years removed.  
 
    But they had been my race, my custom, and inking my skin was as close as I could get to waving a banner in their name.  
 
    I found it stashed in one of Leid’s bags. Her canister was the same one I’d used in Sanctum; how she’d acquired it was anyone’s guess. I caught an image of her picking through Eroqam’s ruins with a tear-stained face; carrying her cello and my violin, searching for something, anything, that might serve as a token of our paradise lost. 
 
    I didn’t know if that was what had actually happened or just my mind filling in blanks, but I hadn’t conjured that image voluntarily. It was almost like a memory, except not one of mine. Vel’Haru weren’t psychic. As far as I knew, anyway. 
 
    I sat on the bed, ink and pen in-hand, closing my eyes and remembering all those nights Leid and I had shared, where she’d inked my skin as I lay on my stomach; her violet eyes alit with life, her smile not yet fractured by loss. These memories carved a hole in me. Even if I somehow managed to save her, our lives could never be like that again. 
 
    “May I be of some assistance?” whispered a voice on my right.  
 
     I opened my eyes. Oraniquitis was seated on the bed next to me, awaiting my response with an eager grin.  
 
    Startled, I glanced toward the door, then back at her. I had no idea how she’d even gotten in here; our doors were hydraulically automated and not exactly quiet. “With what?” 
 
    She nodded at the ink canister.  
 
    “You want to ink my skin?” I reiterated in disbelief. 
 
    “I know everything my host does,” she explained. “Therefore, I am just as much an expert in inking as your wife.” 
 
    After a moment of consideration, I gave her the canister and pen. “Please don’t make me regret handing you a sharp object.” 
 
    Oraniquitis laughed. It sounded like Leid, except wispier. “If I wanted to hurt you, Qaira, I wouldn’t need a flimsy ink pen.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you don’t.” 
 
    “Need an ink pen?” 
 
    “Want to hurt me.” 
 
    Oraniquitis dipped the pen into the canister, starting on my bicep. She worked incredibly fast, filling in lines that had long since faded. It seemed her memory was even better than mine. “And why would I want to do that?” she cooed. “You are my kin, after all.” 
 
    “You didn’t seem to think so when you threw me off Eroqam’s port.” 
 
    She shrugged, continuing her work. “You weren’t my kin back then, and you were being a beast. You’d caused a lot of pain to my host, and her pain is my pain. Heartache is the worst pain of all. I know that now.” 
 
    So did I. 
 
    “But you seem different, more honorable. You’ve gained fealty to something other than yourself.” 
 
    Oraniquitis was so close to my arm that I could feel her breath across my wet skin. She even smelled like Leid. Being so near to her cut me deeply, because she wasn’t my wife. We were engaging in a tradition that seemed too intimate to be shared with anyone except for her. 
 
    Oraniquitis sensed my discomfort and withdrew. “All done. Would you like me to do your face as well?” 
 
    “No. If anyone sees that, it’ll blow my cover.” I stood without thanking her and gingerly pulled my shirt back on, taking care not to smear the drying ink. I headed for the door. 
 
    “If it’s unclear,” started Oraniquitis, and I paused in the doorway with my back to her, “I’m trying to make amends.” 
 
    I turned with a snarl, my eyes like daggers. “You killed my brother, slaughtered my people and leveled my city. Because of you, Leid has lived a horrifying life. Nothing you do can make up for that.” 
 
    She offered me a cunning smile. “And you think we’re so different?” 
 
    “I never said that.” 
 
    The door closed before she could respond. As I walked down the corridor I swabbed some of the wet ink with my fingertips, smearing it over my eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    X 
 
    FACE VALUE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE TRANSPORTER SMELLED LIKE OIL AND BLOOD. I wondered how many people had died in here.  
 
    I kept off the headgear since I was the only one who looked properly demonic. I’d make a point of putting it back on right after anyone who mattered caught a glimpse of my face. The suspicion would be off us, then.  
 
    My name was Sergeant Briikel Ardec, if anyone bothered to ask.  
 
    He wasn’t dead, just absent. The armor given to us had been hacked and supplied with alternative identities of the same rank. Eventually they’d catch on, but it would take a while. We’d been told that they didn’t check that kind of thing; just scanned our badge, waited for it to beep a certain way and then told us to get lost. Considering that came from Belial, I knew the intel was solid. 
 
    But doubt always had a way of needling itself into my mindset, and I was losing a battle against my nerves. We were crammed into a transporter cabin with twenty-five other soldiers of varying rank, on our way to Abraxes, Anevhin’s command ship.  
 
    So far, so good.  
 
    We’d been dropped off half a day’s trek from Tehlor’s border, where we met with Belial’s rebel group in Eiyen Port, a transportation hub outside of the capital.  
 
    The group had led us through crowds of Gothic-Victorian dressed civilians, ferrying us across station check-points. No one even looked in our direction. Why would they? It wasn’t like anyone was suspecting angels dressed as demons. And I had to agree it was a stupid idea without me.  
 
    With me it was ingenious, and I almost grinned while envisioning the moment Raith found out how his Anevhin army had fallen.  
 
    Asshole. This would mark the second time that he’d fallen for it. 
 
    The dock to Abraxes was another story. The entire perimeter was enclosed in a wall of guards—lowly-ranked, thankfully—scanning armor of militant passengers as they were siphoned through to an awaiting line of transporters.  
 
    We slowed, cautious.  
 
    Michael was just a pace behind me, having fallen back with the others, sticking to Obsidian Guard tradition. The squad leader walked in front, his attendant right behind him. I was expecting some form of shake down, considering all the civil revolt happening across this layer, and here it was. 
 
    Unfortunately, Belial had forsaken me.  
 
    They were making everyone take off their helmets to confirm their identities. My picture had been implanted into the suit’s identity code, and there was about a fifty percent chance no one would notice my team if they were forced to show their faces. The early morning resembled twilight; perhaps it would dull the aquamarine hue of angel eyes. 
 
    No, probably not.  
 
    This would take some smooth operating. 
 
    There weren’t many Obsidian guards hanging around the port, which made this troubling. No one approached us because of our rank, but everyone certainly noticed us. The tension lifted as I sensed the guards’ apprehension—the shift in their demeanor as we approached. I kept my helmet off, choosing one guard to glare at. 
 
    I gave the demon salute. The group of guards tending to us returned theirs. The one closest to me, the one I was glaring at, scanned my identity code. He matched the picture with the face, and then saluted again.  
 
    “Can’t have enough of you guarding central command,” he said, trying to break the ice. “Especially with those God Killers around.” 
 
    “Commander Raith sent us from Judas personally,” I said. 
 
    “Were you the ones neutralizing Tehlor City?” 
 
    Tehlor City had been neutralized. Belial was going to love the news. “That’s right.” 
 
    “I was expecting to see more of you.” My team began their scans, and no one asked to see their faces. Success. “You’d think our Lady General would have dozens of Obsidian Guards around her.” 
 
    Lady General? Shit. “She will. The others have been flown from Judas directly; we were called out of duty from Tehlor City.” I was talking too much. Sometimes I got a little too into character. “Although none of that is your business; is it, soldier?”  
 
    The guard shrank. “No, sir. Have a safe flight.” 
 
    And just like that, we were en route to Abraxes.  
 
    Seyestin had given me a transmitter—a bracelet around my wrist, concealed by armor. Once pressed, it sent a signal back to Ezekiel, confirming we had made it to the command ship.  
 
    Hopefully this would make Yahweh and Adrial feel better, considering it had taken a lot of red herrings to convince them this plan could work. They’d thought it better to send more disciplined soldiers, but they wouldn’t have made it past the dock.  
 
    Now I had something else to worry about: Samnaea Soran. 
 
    I couldn’t walk around without my headgear like planned, and if I was ordered to protect the Obsidian General, I’d have to mask my voice in case she recognized it. My team couldn’t speak at all, either, since demons and angels had developed different dialects of Archaean after segregation. I could mimic it fine; they were obvious. 
 
    And not to mention the most evident danger—Samnaea had abilities that mirrored mine, maybe even stronger. While that didn’t pose a threat to me, it certainly did my team, and without my team I was just a single man amid a ship of enemies. Vel’Haru or not, I’d be in serious trouble, especially if they had more of those tranquilizers. 
 
    Yahweh, I said on our private telepathic line, Plans need to change. Samnaea’s aboard Abraxes.  
 
    Wonderful, he sighed. That must have been a last minute decision on Lucifer’s part. Our intel had no idea about it. Is it too late to pull out? 
 
    Uh, yeah. We’re halfway to Abraxes right now. I wouldn’t pull out anyway. This might be advantageous to us. 
 
    —Are you planning to subjugate General Soran? 
 
    No, I’m planning to kill her. If she’s downed, Lucifer won’t have a general anymore. It’ll be great.  
 
    He was hesitant with a response. I feel as if she may be more useful alive. 
 
    Coming from someone that’s never had to face her. She isn’t exactly obtainable. Once she figures out who you are, there’s about a two second window before you’re eviscerating yourself.  
 
    I agree with Qaira, for once, said Adrial, jumping in. Samnaea Soran is too dangerous to take hostage. Qaira may not be susceptible to her abilities anymore, but that doesn’t mean his team or anyone on Ezekiel isn’t either. 
 
    Yahweh took a little longer with a response this time. As he thought it over, I fidgeted with my pulse rifle, trying to look natural—as if I wasn’t hearing voices in my head. 
 
    I felt the transporter’s descent begin to slow. Some of the soldiers were moving closer to the door. Time was almost up. 
 
    Are you there? I asked, annoyed. 
 
    —Yes. 
 
    Well, what’s the verdict? 
 
    —I didn’t realize you needed one. 
 
    You’re the Commander. I’m just a lowly grunt, awaiting orders. 
 
    —Take Samnaea Soran hostage, if you can. If it’s too dangerous, you have permission to kill her. 
 
    What about Tryess and Lier? 
 
    The objective is to take command of Abraxes, Yahweh reminded me. We still need to take them into custody. 
 
    Got it. Over. 
 
    Fuck me.  
 
    The original plan was somewhat doable, but now the kid was really reaching for the stars. He must have had some major faith in me if he thought I was capable of taking over an enemy command ship crawling with primers and a sado-masochistic Archdemon, all with just twelve soldiers. They were good soldiers; skilled fighters, tough and rotten to the core, but still.  
 
    The most feasible way to accomplish all of this was to get into Abraxes’s command station as quickly as possible and destroy the ship’s halo. The battle would end before it even began. However the timing had to be perfect or else we’d have an entire fleet of angry demons to handle, without hope of any help from the angels. 
 
    And then there was Samnaea. The only way to safely secure her was to take her by surprise. That would have to happen before we seized central command. Last but not least, we’d have to spend four hours aboard Abraxes without being caught.  
 
    As I pieced together a plan, the transporter stopped with a jolt.  
 
    A moment later the doors slid open, and then I glared out into a brightly illuminated dock, the cold wind slapping away the stagnant, muggy air of the transporter cabin.  
 
    My team and I stepped out with the crowd, mimicking the salute each soldier had done ahead of us to their superior chains of command.  
 
    First things first; I needed to find a place where we could discuss my plan in private, and judging by all the activity happening on deck in anticipation of the upcoming battle, that wouldn’t be an easy task. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    I got lucky. Really lucky. 
 
    Mastema and Azazel were without the companionship of Samnaea once we arrived ready for duty. I’d overheard some of the soldiers along our trek through the highbridge; General Soran was with the primers, taking the place of Praetor Delvori.  
 
    As a member of the Jury, I’d never been formally introduced to Archdemons Lier and Tryess. Certainly they had seen me at trials, but I looked different enough now that without a second glance no one would recognize me as Justice Alezair Czynri.  
 
    But they recognized me as something—someone they couldn’t quite put their fingers on. The curious, cautious glimmer in their eyes said it all. Risky as it was, I used that to my advantage. 
 
    “Sergeant Ardec and the Obsidian Third Watch, at your service.” I gave Mastema a salute, tactfully placing my helmet back on. “We’ve been shipped from the Judas by Commander Raith’s orders to assist wherever needed.” 
 
    I’d caught her attention the moment she had spotted me approaching. The Archdemoness hesitated with a response. Azazel just glared. No one had told either of them that Lucifer was sending special guards. Because he wasn’t. 
 
    “Did he send you any specific orders, Sergeant?” asked Mastema. The eagerness in her cobalt, red-rimmed eyes suggested a sexual interest in me. Demons were typically more vulnerable to desire, given their nature, and to Fallen eyes I was cream of the crop. Flirtation was optimal here. 
 
    “No, Lady Tryess,” I said, softer this time. “Only to assist; wherever needed.” 
 
    Mastema seemed to catch the double-meaning. She hesitated again, twirling a lock of coiled, auburn hair. 
 
    Azazel rolled his eyes. “There’s no time to screw the meat-shields, Mas.” 
 
    “This could be my last day on Hell,” she whined. “I’ll only be a couple of minutes.” 
 
    Michael looked at me from the corner of his visor. His expression read, ‘Have you gone insane?’ 
 
    “Whatever,” sneered Lier. “You’re lucky I don’t tell Commander Raith what an unprofessional slut you are.” 
 
    Mastema pulled Azazel to her, licking the corners of his lips. She combed her fingernails through his sandy-blond hair, whispering, “I know you won’t. You love me too much. Don’t be jealous, it’s a meaningless fuck.” 
 
    Even I nearly guffawed at that. Demons, christ. 
 
    Azazel melted into the palm of her hand. His slender, pretty face dulled with trust, and then he turned a hard gaze toward us.  
 
    “Sergeant Ardec, please escort Lady Tryess to her quarters. The rest of you, assist the primers at the hangar. Make sure General Soran has everything she needs.” 
 
    “Sir,” I said to a backdrop of similar responses from my team. 
 
    We then parted ways, much to my concern—my team guided away by Azazel toward the hangar while I followed Mastema as she hastily led me toward the residence sector. I had to wonder how many attractive soldiers had been ordered to be her ‘meat’ before me. It wouldn’t have been torture; she wasn’t hard on the eyes.  
 
    Time to rock her world. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XI 
 
    INNER ANGELS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Belial Vakkar—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    “HOW LONG UNTIL WDR AND AKKAROZ PB are able to cut our transmission, do you think?” 
 
    “Thirty seconds, give or take,” responded the analyst. 
 
    Well, that wasn’t much time at all. 
 
    “Which means we need to cut to the chase,” said Naberius, frowning. The lights had been on him for only a minute and he was already starting to sweat. “None of the usual theatrics from you.” 
 
    “Oh, come now,” I said, feigning insult. “Everyone loves my theatrics. But yes, you’re right, it’s time to give a speech, not a performance.” 
 
    “The signal breach is clear,” announced another analyst. I never bothered asking their names since it wouldn’t do me any good either way. I’d been a demon so long that every angel looked the same. “We’ve hacked into every radio wave frequency across Hell. You’re live in five, four, three—” 
 
    In just two more seconds, every telegraphic billboard, projection screen and broadcast station would cut their scheduled programming to a gigantic image of my grinning face. The rumors of my death would fade, and new ones surrounding the Obsidian Court’s shady dealings would surface. I didn’t have a massive army and war machinery backing me; I didn’t need them. Media was the key. In thirty seconds I could make half of Raith’s followers turn on him, all with a little camera and press coverage. That’d show him for underestimating me. 
 
    “Two—” 
 
    Beside me, Naberius swallowed hard. I rolled my eyes. 
 
    One. 
 
    The projection screen light flickered a soft green. The analyst pointed at me. My grin grew to devilish proportions. 
 
    “Good evening, Hell. Sorry to interrupt whatever it was that you were watching or listening to, but I just wanted to settle the score.  
 
    “I’m not dead. Far from it, actually. You see, dear demons,” I leaned back on an imaginary wall, “the Obsidian Court tried to have me executed because I didn’t want to participate in this war. Where does war ever get you? Where is it getting you now? How many loved ones have you lost this week?” 
 
    I yanked the Young Commander toward me, sharing the spotlight. He looked mildly uncomfortable. “Commander Yahweh Telei isn’t your enemy. Our leader declared war on the angels, and despite all the hardship that he and the angels have faced thus far—” 
 
    I caught Naberius wince. 
 
    “—He is unwilling to kill any Archdemon we capture. Do you know why? Do you? Because it’s all been a lie from the very beginning, ladies and gentlemen. The Obsidian Court has been trying to cause a war for half a century, spinning media and political agenda to ignite that spark.” 
 
    I gave Yahweh a cue to speak.  
 
    He cleared his throat. 
 
    “Citizens of Hell, demons, I am Commander Yahweh Telei of the Argent Court, Regalia of Crylle. Lay your hatred and your weapons down. I don’t wish to kill you, only to neutralize the threats of Heaven. I am offering peaceful negotiations and a solution to your societal ails. Belial Vakkar and Naberius Uhnem stand by Argentia. Please do the same.” 
 
    Naberius was cued to speak. He stepped forward and opened his mouth. 
 
    The flashing green light turned a solid red. 
 
    “We’re cut,” said the analyst, crestfallen. “They were faster than I thought.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” breathed Naberius, relieved. “You said enough. Although details would have been helpful.” 
 
    “Details of what?” I grimaced.  
 
    “How Samnaea Soran killed your wife?” 
 
    “Oh, they’ll find out. People will start to dig. Commander Raith is going to have a tough time leading the war while cleaning out his closet, too.” 
 
    General Trede entered the room. He and the Young Commander shared a look, nodded, and Yahweh murmured a goodbye, following his general out. I couldn’t tell if the news was good or bad.  
 
    Qaira and his team were on a suicide mission to Abraxes. Now we all knew that Vel’Haru could be slain. Since then, the war had gotten a bit bigger—more complex. And all we needed were the other god killers joining the fight, as if the stakes weren’t high enough already.  
 
    Naberius sat down and lit a cigarette, looking troubled. We’d been given shit about smoking inside, but all the guards and analysts had filtered out. “Half of what you said was a lie.” 
 
    “Was it?” I mused. “I’d like to think it was a slightly distorted version of the truth. Samnaea Soran did try to kill me.” 
 
    “Not because you weren’t going to join the war, and I’m fairly certain she was acting alone. Commander Raith wouldn’t do that. Not even to you.” 
 
    “Oh Naberius,” I sighed, lighting a cigarette too. “You really need to grow a spine. Have you any idea how much trouble it was getting you into office in the first place? Fight for your title, man.” 
 
    “I’ve already put my neck on the line for you,” he growled. “I’m a traitor, just like you.” 
 
    “Yet you’re still arguing for the Obsidian Court. If you were golden with how things were going then you wouldn’t have blown Lilith’s brains out.” 
 
    Naberius rolled his eyes, but said nothing. He knew I was right. 
 
    “Now you’re either with me or against me. Don’t be a one-foot-wet kind of lad.” 
 
    He responded with a noise, nothing remotely coherent, and I headed for the door. We were about to run smack into another battle and I had a sniper-team to school.  
 
    Well, pretend to school. It wasn’t like I had much experience with a military, but I could at least direct them toward the best sniping spots on a battlefield. Once upon a time I’d been a soldier of sorts, but never a leader of soldiers. 
 
    On my way there, Naberius’s statement circled my mind. 
 
    Commander Raith wouldn’t do that. Not even to you. 
 
    What the bloody hell was that supposed to mean?  
 
    I’d been with Obsidia from the very beginning. I was an Archdemon—fallen angel, angel born—and had helped build Hell, just like the others. Sure, I’d been a Jury informant, but Lucifer hadn’t known about that before Samnaea tried to arrest me.  
 
    Had he? 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t slept for over a day. I’d never outwardly complain, since others had probably gone with less sleep; but exhaustion was creeping up on me, dulling my enthusiasm and bolding my apathy toward the prospect of our defeat. Difficult to uphold the morale when I couldn’t even keep my eyes open. 
 
    The briefing had lasted half an hour and now I was on my way to the hangar to get suited up. There was no way out of it this time; I’d have to lead my team.  
 
    I kept trying to think of how valiant I’d appear after our victory—millions of demons saluting my image on the battlefield—but every daydream ended with rolling footage of me lying amid layers of fresh corpses, my head blown open like a melon. Having an imagination was a double-edged sword, let me tell you. 
 
    The sky had changed again from clear navy to a muddy orange-brown wash. The air felt thicker with moisture, and I knew that we were getting close to Anevhin. It was the only place of the lower layers where it still rained, all because of the cataract and her basin. Cephalon killed any sense of adventure we demons had ever possessed, and because of that I’d only been there once before. 
 
    Breaks in clouds revealed bordering farmlands, all abandoned. Some of the irrigation systems were still operating; they must have booked it quickly, maybe within the last several hours. I didn’t want to think about what might happen once their streams ran red with blood. 
 
    The Young Commander had given me a personal locker, one the size of a walk-in closet. Sniper and assault rifles of both angel and demon issue lined the walls. At the very back was my ballistic uniform. I grabbed that first. 
 
    I loaded my selection of weapons on the dock outside, savoring the slightly-temperate weather. My top hat was replaced by another with a wider brim, lower stock. My right eye was covered by a coded monocle that splayed into a digital visor with one of the best magnification options I’d ever seen. Nearly three hundred years of progress, and the angels were still better than us. 
 
    Sirens started to blare.  
 
    Activity around me began picking up.  
 
    We weren’t being attacked, but the noise served as warning that we needed to wrap up preparations because the show was about to begin. 
 
    I didn’t budge and kept on calibrating my rifle. My group wasn’t set to depart until after we arrived. We’d be flying over the field with bullets whizzing by our heads. Great times were in store. One would think they’d try to keep the Next-In-Line Commander of Hell a little safer.  
 
    I caught something in the corner of my eye and turned to look over my shoulder. Leid was sitting on one of the higher benches, swinging her legs with a strange smile on her face.  
 
    Something was wrong with her eyes.  
 
    Something was wrong with her. 
 
    No one had told me what was going on—I assumed it was because they themselves didn’t know either. God killers always kept their ways secret. Her expiration was already made known, but I didn’t think this was it. From what I understood expired Vel’Haru didn’t smile or pass the time by sitting around and enjoying scenery. Adrial had muttered something about Leid being ‘no longer herself’, but he may as well have grunted something unintelligible with how vague that statement had been.  
 
    “Good morning,” I said, having nothing else to say. “Shouldn’t you be in the command station?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t I?” she responded. Her voice was wispy, not at all like Leid’s.  
 
    Hearing Justice Koseling speak for the first time had been a surprise. Such a tiny little thing is expected to have an equally tiny voice, but her voice was deeper, authoritative. It had a rasp to it that no one of the male sex could deny was seductive.  
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked after a lengthy pause. “I haven’t seen you around and you don’t look so good.” 
 
    “I feel perfect,” she said, pouting. “It’s not nice to comment on a lady’s looks, you know.” 
 
    “Well your skin is see-through and your eyes are black. You kind of look like you’re a minute from dying, so I had to ask.” 
 
    The wicked smile on her face spread from ear to ear. “I’m further from death than ever before, Admiral Vakkar. But thank you for your concern.” 
 
    Well, it seemed she’d been turned into a nutter. Hopefully if I said nothing else she would go away.  
 
    “You’re a changed man,” she ventured, cocking her head to the side, leaning in as if to study me. “Wearing an Argentia Crest, fighting against your own.” 
 
    “Not changed,” I grumbled, checking the precision of the rifle’s scope. “There’s only ever been one thing fueling my actions. But yes, I’d agree this is out of character for me.” 
 
    Leid gave a tiny laugh, watching the jets soar overhead. “Of course, of course; but not quite out of character as the last time, right?” 
 
    I froze, my eyes slowly drifting to their corners. “Beg pardon?” 
 
    Her gaze lowered to the cane resting beside my knee. “I don’t identify with people based on the way they look. For me, it’s energy. You’ve got a different type than the rest; headier, more vibrant. Hard to forget, even after a thousand years.” 
 
    Now she had my full attention. “Who are you?” Because she wasn’t Leid, that much I knew.  
 
    “Who I am isn’t important. What’s important is who you are. Do you understand? I know who you are, and I know what you did.” 
 
    “Maybe you should go to the infirmary and get your head examined.” 
 
    Leid’s shoulders sagged, she sighed. Her breath came out as steam and she nestled into her coat, sweeping her hair over her shoulders. As she did, I caught a glimpse of black veins wriggling beneath the skin of her neck, like evil tree roots scrounging for water. It made me shiver.  
 
    “I’ve been here this entire time.” 
 
    “Here?” 
 
    “Inside of her; watching, waiting. I’ve been with her through almost everything she’s ever done as a scholar… and Sanctum, especially.” 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    “I’ve felt your energy before. It’s the kind that sticks around for days, wherever you’ve been. And here you are, fighting shoulder to shoulder with Qaira Eltruan. Wouldn’t it be funny if he found out?” 
 
    “No,” I said, dropping my act, “it wouldn’t be. Actually, it’d probably be bad for everybody, including you. My past is passed, Whoever-You-Are, and it needn’t be dredged up here.” 
 
    Not-Leid stood, her smile diligent and diplomatic. “I agree, but I’m very partial to chaos. I can’t guarantee my tongue won’t slip.” 
 
    I stood as well, hooking the rifle to my strap. I gave her a cold look down the brim of my hat. “What do you want? It’s not like I’d have anything valuable to a god killer.” 
 
    “I might need a favor one day,” she said, descending a step toward me. “And someone like you might come in handy.” 
 
    I studied her, hesitant. These were the worst kinds of deals; mainly because I had no idea what I was agreeing to. On the other hand, declining her request meant being gutted on the spot. The smart choice was obvious. 
 
    “Don’t strike deals with demons unless you plan to hold up your end,” I warned. 
 
    “Believe me,” she said, extending her hand, “my word is everything.” 
 
    I took her hand and we engaged in a single shake.  
 
    Her skin was cold and dry, scaly almost, and it took everything not to recoil at the touch.  But there was something else that happened when our palms met. Electricity, albeit weak, no more than a pin-prick of heat. It traveled up my arm, and then I felt different somehow. A second later I couldn’t tell if I’d imagined it or not. 
 
    Not-Leid gave me a sharp, knowing smile. Without another word she turned and left the dock, disappearing into the crowd of soldiers gearing up for transport. I stared until I couldn’t see her anymore. 
 
    Well, fuck.  
 
    This was not part of the plan. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XII 
 
    A MATTER OF DISCRETION 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    THERE’D BEEN NO SURE WAY THAT Mastema Tryess wouldn’t break free of any bindings, so I had no choice except to kill her. 
 
    Yahweh wasn’t going to like it but he’d told me to use discretion, and I was doing just that.  
 
    This Archdemoness was small fries anyway; Abraxes had two others to offer, one of them Lucifer’s general. Not many tears would be shed. The good news was that now there was one less officer to worry about and her security card had universal access. Cha-ching. 
 
    She’d led me right up to her executive suite. It had a huge window on the outer wall, giving us a panoramic view of Abraxes’s deck and central command towers. Living comfortably, even in war.  
 
    Mastema took off my helmet, liked what she saw, muttered something about keeping up the morale, and then literally shoved me on to her bed. Like I said before, demons really liked to party. It was almost as if the Nehelian blood in their veins unlocked all the pent up inhibitions the Archaeans avoided. Needless to say, I didn’t have to pretend too hard to seem interested.  
 
    As Mastema straddled me, all the while removing articles of clothing from her upper body, I shoved my scythe through her stomach. Then I pulled upward, slicing her in two, giving her corpse a sort of pronged look.  
 
    It wasn’t the smartest way to kill someone, considering the mess, but time was of the essence and she had been pulling her shirt over her head, covering her neck—the easiest and quickest way to kill someone. Now I had blood all over me and could only afford a few minutes to clean up. First, the body.  
 
    I rolled Mastema in the bloodstained duvet and middle sheet of the bed and stuffed her into the closet, still trying to shake off the look of confusion in her eyes when I punctured her gut. The confusion had turned to terror in an instant. Her ‘why?’ had become an ‘oh.’  
 
    I’d killed a lot of people in my lifetime, but surprisingly I didn’t like doing it. I’d always thought it would get easier but it never did.  
 
    Had anyone actually known how guilt-ridden I was over blowing someone’s brains out, no one in Sanctum would have followed me. Malay had made it more manageable back then.  
 
    Or maybe it was because I wasn’t a slave to my honor first, feelings last heritage any longer.  
 
    Vel’Haru were much more aloof than Nehel, and it was annoying. I didn’t want to think about this. There was no time. 
 
    I washed the blood off my face, hair and suit, trying my best to keep the washroom clear of any diluted bloodstains. I placed my helmet back on and vacated the suite, ready to regroup. It would probably take a while for anyone to discover Mastema’s body. Once Yahweh attacked, she wouldn’t be available for any guidance. I’d stabbed the fleet good enough to draw some blood. The wound wasn’t life threatening, instead painful and inconvenient. 
 
    The guards by the residential suite saluted me. They would be a problem. Eventually—if they weren’t completely inept, anyway—one of them would realize the Archdemoness hadn’t come out. I had to switch roles. Switch clothes. 
 
    And that meant killing someone else. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have any time.  
 
    The moment I stepped out on deck, an admiral summoned me to stand in for a meeting with the higher-ups. Only Obsidian guards did that kind of thing. They knew how to keep their mouths shout; it was how they got the job in the first place. 
 
    Michael was already in there. His head followed my slow transition to the other side of the room.  
 
    Samnaea Soran was in there too, her back to us. She was shaking her head at a series of projection screens, all different broadcast stations playing the same footage. 
 
    “He is unwilling to kill any Archdemon we capture. Do you know why? Do you? Because it’s all been a lie from the very beginning, ladies and gentlemen. The Obsidian Court has been trying to cause a war for half a century, spinning media and political agenda to ignite that spark.” 
 
    “Cut all radio waves,” she ordered quickly into her headset, admirals and other high collars buzzing behind her, giving minions orders into their own headsets. “WDR, I repeat, cut all transmissions. I want a total black out in three seconds.” 
 
    “If we black out, so do our troops,” cautioned Azazel. 
 
    “It’s a risk we have to take,” said Samnaea, pointing at a demon near the door. She gestured something I couldn’t decipher, but it was enough to send her underling fleeing into the hall. “Cutting the transmission will sever the broadcast. We can afford two seconds.” She paused, looking back at the screen.  
 
    “Sir,” she breathed. Samnaea had switched calls, and I had a good idea of who was on the receiving end. “WDR is cutting all transmissions. We will be silent for at least ten seconds. Yes, we’re waiting for Mastema and then we’ll execute your order.” 
 
    Fuck.  
 
    Looked like my cover was going to get blown sooner than I’d expected.  
 
    And now I was trapped in a room with executives and Archdemons. I also had no idea where the rest of my team had gone.  
 
    It didn’t matter yet; the signal wouldn’t send off until Ezekiel got here, but still. Things were getting dangerous, and I couldn’t check out. 
 
    Samnaea threw half the room on all the layer-wide broadcast stations, then gave the remaining audience a speech about diligence and diplomacy—blah, blah, blah. I had to admit she was a crowd pleaser. The last time I saw her, all raccoon eyes and bloodthirsty, I wouldn’t have expected such a one-eighty.  
 
    “As far as Abraxes is concerned that broadcast never happened. The rest of Hell will follow suit. Don’t let the Archaeans get into your heads right before our battle. That’s what they want. They’re outnumbered and the only thing they can throw at us anymore is psychological warfare. Demons, Archdemons, the Argent Court isn’t freedom and you know it. Take it from someone who’s watched their progress for three hundred years—nothing’s changed. They’ve just decided to try and look like the heroes this time.” She waved her hand. “Go, prepare for war. The angels are coming whether you choose to believe what that lying prat had to say or not.” 
 
    Officials began filtering out of the room.  
 
    Michael nodded at me and pretended to escort them to the deck. Samnaea turned and took a call while I made my escape. 
 
    “You can’t find her?” I heard her murmur. “Where was the—oh.” 
 
    I was two steps from the door when I heard her say, “Wait, you.” 
 
    I froze, suppressing a sigh.  
 
    If I had to kill Samnaea, Yahweh would never forgive me. I’d have essentially won them the war singlehandedly, but not on his terms. Yeah, I got it; less violence meant the angels’s image wasn’t smeared, especially after that political stunt. Sadly my options were getting pretty slim. 
 
    “What’s your name, Sergeant?” 
 
    “Ardec, Lady General, of the Obsidian Third Watch.”  
 
    “Archdemon Lier says Archdemon Tryess brought you to her private quarters less than an hour ago, and that was the last time she was seen.” 
 
    I tensed. “Yes, Lady General.” 
 
    By the look of disgust in her eyes, I could tell Samnaea wasn’t a fan of her associate’s romps with underlings. The disgust wasn’t directed at me, at least; I was just following orders as far as she saw. “Do you have any idea where she went after that?” 
 
    “No. Archdemon Tryess was still on her bed when she ordered me out. She’d been wearing a lot of clothes.” 
 
    General Soran studied me, looking me up and down, the disgust in her eyes turning to suspicion. And intrigue.  
 
    Come on, I thought. Let me go, bitch. I don’t want to kill you. 
 
    Samnaea smiled, gesturing to the chair beside her. “Close the door and sit.” 
 
    I did as she commanded. 
 
    “I believe you, Sergeant Ardec, but I have to make sure, you understand.” She placed her hands on my shoulders, her touch gentle, careful. It brought back memories of the masquerade. Alezair’s memories. “Please, remove your helmet and let me slip inside of you.” 
 
    I hesitated, still.  
 
    I felt Samnaea shift. She was looking down at me, surprised at my lack of unconditional obedience.  
 
    “No,” I whispered. “I can’t do that, Lady General.” 
 
    Before she could respond, sirens blared.  
 
    The room’s illumination began to dim and brighten rhythmically, shading us in red. In about five seconds more officials would be in the room and then the body count would triple. I couldn’t let that happen.  
 
    I whirred to the door, engaging the manual lock. Samnaea hadn’t moved, startled. 
 
    “I can’t do that, Samnaea,” I said again, switching off the suit’s voice modulator. “Waste of time. Wouldn’t work on me, anyway.” 
 
    Samnaea’s lips stammered, her golden eyes wide with fear and realization. “T-Take off your helmet.” 
 
    “There are two sure things that can get you killed in this world,” I said, taking slow, calculated steps toward the panel. “Promiscuity and curiosity. Need I say more?” 
 
    “Take off your helmet,” she repeated, her gaze averted to the banging on the other side of the door. To my surprise, Samnaea seemed more worried about that than the prospect of her demise. “Hurry.” 
 
    I felt the heat from the transmitter on my wrist. Seyestin had executed the signal.  
 
    I had no idea why Samnaea kept insisting that I prove my identity. It was clear she already knew who I was.  
 
    I ripped my helmet off and unleashed a scythe. “Samnaea Soran, by order of the Argent Court, I am placing you—” 
 
    “Take me with you,” she practically pleaded, rushing across the room, gripping my arm in mercy. She looked me in the eyes, noticing how they were just like hers. Surely Lucifer told his court who I really was by now—at least told the people who mattered and could do something about it. Still, it was probably a trip staring into the face of a man so darkly renowned.  
 
    I was stunned into silence at her request. The surprise was only momentary and all I did then was offer her a frown in suspicion. 
 
    Samnaea stood vigilant. “Lucifer’s trying to kill me. Please, place me into custody. I’ll come quietly, I swear.” 
 
    I’d run through a million different scenarios of Samnaea’s surrender, but had never quite expected it to turn out like this. I was relieved and disappointed at the same time—disappointed because my vengeance meter called for some blood after what had happened in Purgatory’s solarium. You didn’t nearly force me to castrate myself with a piece of broken glass and walk away unscathed.  
 
    But now was not the time. Duty before honor, as the angels pathetically put it. 
 
    “Open the door and act like the system glitched,” I advised, shoving my helmet back on. “Stay here, if you can. I’ll come back for you when my job is done. Don’t come quietly; that was Naberius’s mistake.” 
 
    She bowed her head, appearing strangely submissive. Then, without another word she headed over to unlock the door.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XIII 
 
    THE GAMBLE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yahweh Telei—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    “QAIRA GAVE THE SIGNAL. He’s infiltrated Abraxes,” announced Seyestin, eyeing the holomap. “We’re set to engage the enemy in nine minutes, twenty-five seconds. Ezekiel is forty aros from the Cataract.” 
 
    “Good. Have Belial and Adrial move ground force transporters ahead of us. Aerial strike, too. Have the satellite bots located enemy positions?” 
 
    Seyestin shook his head. “They were shot down by demon feelers before we could get any clear images. We’re in the dark on this one.” 
 
    I hesitated, glancing at the map. Sometimes my ideas made me sick. “Then we’ll need a cavalry. Only twenty-five percent of our ground forces and aerial strike should proceed. The second wave will follow after the demons give us their hardest blows.” 
 
    My general sized me up, impressed. “Yes, sir. I’ll head for the hangar now.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Seyestin paused, already halfway across the room. “Sir?” 
 
    “You’ll lead aerial strike from inside here this time.” 
 
    He cocked his head, baffled. “Sir, I always lead aerial strike in the sky. That’s how I do things.” 
 
    “And that was also how your sister did things, and now she’s dead.” 
 
    Seyestin fell silent as my statement bit even deeper.  
 
    Now was not the time for sentimentalities. “Do you know what Argentia doesn’t need? Both of her generals dead because they always believed in leading by example. I won’t lose you too, General Trede. You owe it to our people to stay alive and help us win this war.” 
 
    He scowled, but made no motion to disobey my order. “You’re different. You’ve been different lately. Care to share why?” 
 
    I gestured to the door. “Just take a step outside and see for yourself. What’s happening right now would change anybody. Hopefully for the better. Now, get on the central command halo and talk to your troops. Please.” 
 
    Without another word Seyestin activated his headset and began to type commands into the central station. He glanced at me once, but not again. 
 
    Before now he’d questioned my decision of placing Adrial and Belial in charge of ground patrol—Adrial, because he was tasked with making sure Belial wasn’t up to anything, since anything was possible when it came to Archdemon Vakkar.  
 
    Seyestin had insisted Adrial be charged with guarding me, since Leid/Oraniquitis was a wildcard in the stack. I couldn’t relay that I no longer needed guarding, but he probably assumed I had just set that burden onto his lap. Whatever made things easier.  
 
    My only fear now was that he’d witness me catching a bullet. 
 
    “You need to tell me about what’s happened to Leid, sir,” he murmured, eyes on the central command board. “I’m starting to get the feeling that you—we—are in danger.” 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s too complicated to share. But let me assure you that we’re not in danger.” 
 
    Seyestin eyed me. 
 
    “Well, not in any immediate danger,” I rebuked. “It seems we’re always in some kind of danger, right?” 
 
    I forced a smile, and so did he.  
 
    “I’m sorry about what I said.” I fitted the coil-mic around my ear. In about a minute it would start to ache, as if the headset wasn’t even designed for Archaean physiology. “Or rather, how I said it.” 
 
    Seyestin cocked his head to the side, purveying confusion. 
 
    “Mentioning Cereli’s death.” 
 
    He nodded, saying nothing else, typing away. The group of intelligence analysts I’d sent for finally arrived, taking their places around the central station. They began to gear up, and our conversation ended.  
 
    “Try to tap into Abraxes’s communications,” ordered Seyestin. 
 
    “From central command, sir?” cautioned an analyst. “That’s risky; they could send a holo-retaliation.” 
 
    “Worth a try, if it means we have any bloody idea of what they’re up to,” muttered my general, looking down the analyst for even questioning him. “I need any and all information about their positions and weaponry, no matter the source.” 
 
    “Will we have contact with Qaira and his team?” I asked. 
 
    “No. We can’t risk any kind of radio communication system,” said Seyestin. “Gates might be rigged to sound an alarm if a soldier passes through it carrying a device it doesn’t recognize. The transmitter is—was—our only contact.” 
 
    I nodded solemnly.  
 
    My eyes drifted to the glass mezzanine of Ezekiel’s bridge, sewn into the Central Headquarters tower. Oraniquitis leaned on the rail, staring up and through the observatory glass. At me.  
 
    Directly at me. 
 
    When my eyes caught hers, she smiled.  
 
    A shiver went down my spine; fear and intrigue filled my soul. The new Vel’Haru part of me yearned for her while the true me knew good and well to keep away.  
 
    Her stare had me locked for a while before Seyestin called in a less than patient tone, signifying I had ignored his first several attempts of claiming my attention.  
 
    I whirred around. 
 
    “Where are you?” he nearly shouted.  
 
    Everyone was looking at me. Alarms were sounding. Aerial strike. 
 
    “Our cavalry has disappeared from the radar,” my general spoke quickly, pausing to listen to conversation from our military feed. “They were two minutes away, and we’ve got four enemy strike teams coming at us.” 
 
    There was chaos out on deck. Adrial had taken Qaira’s place as headquarter security, his soldiers standing sentry around the halo and tower perimeter, shields aimed at the sky for a measure of defense against spraying bullets.  
 
    “Where did they come from?” 
 
    “I don’t know. There’s too much fog over the cataract for anyone to see clearly. But there’s no excuse for our radar not to have picked them up sooner. There were feelers just—” Seyestin paused, and his eyes widened. He muttered a curse and spoke into his headset. “Everyone stop. Stop. All jets regroup around the Ezekiel and her satellites. Protect the ship from airstrikes. Stave the demons off until further notice.” 
 
    I’d finally caught up.  
 
    A missing army, undetectable raid parties…  
 
    Somewhere ahead of us was an EMP minefield; probably along the basin. The water dropping from a warmer level into the freezing terrain of Orias made the air thick with clouds. Easy to see why they’d chosen this place for a stand-off.  
 
    “We’ll hold for now,” I said. “There can’t be too many strike teams positioned a minefield away from their ship. Once we’ve eradicated them they won’t be able to send out anyone else without setting off their own trap.” 
 
    “Do we know that for sure?” asked Seyestin, running a hand through his hair. He was pensive, and rightly so. “The mines might be controlled remotely. We don’t even know what kind of technology Lucifer’s WDR has been working on.” 
 
    “It would be pointless to make the mines remote controlled. They have no radar and can see about as well as us; how could they be selective about who crosses the field?” 
 
    Seyestin grunted a response, too worked up to admit that I was right. Instead he conceded by ordering our army to do as I had proposed.  
 
    The only sound in the room now was a faint roaring of engines, the even fainter rumble of explosions, and the analysts communicating with our fleet. Seyestin paced the room, trying to think of a solution while I stared numbly from the observatory window, watching fireworks through the mist.  
 
    “Get Adrial in here,” Seyestin said. “He can call Qaira from his mind, can’t he? We need some intel.” 
 
    From my headset, I ordered the guards outside the door to fetch Justice Trisyien. This was advantageous, because I had an urgent message to deliver. “I’ll meet him at the door.” 
 
    Seyestin gave me an odd look but said nothing of it. I hurried to the high-bridge, just as Adrial stepped across, and gestured for him to slow. 
 
    He did, puzzled. 
 
    “Qaira sent me a message. Samnaea is aboard Abraxes,” I whispered, turning to look over my shoulder to make sure Seyestin hadn’t followed me. “I need you to make mention of it when you speak with Qaira; if he doesn’t tell you himself, that is. You have to tell Qaira to subdue the Archdemons on the ship and make them surrender. That’s the only way we can win this.” 
 
    “Of course,” he murmured, heading past me. I caught the look of worry on his face and the fatigue lines from lack of food and sleep. Adrial had made it obvious he did not want to be here, yet here he was nonetheless all because his noble had asked him to come. That loyalty…it made my heart shudder.  
 
    Could I ever feel like that for Leid?  
 
    Would I even get the chance? 
 
    Qaira, I heard Adrial call over our private line, We need you to subjugate Abraxes. There is a minefield keeping our ship from crossing the Cataract. 
 
    —Subjugate the entire ship. Yeah, sure, I’ll just overpower thousands of soldiers singlehandedly. Totally fucking doable, thanks for that task. 
 
    —Get the Archdemons to surrender. I wasn’t proposing taking on the entire fleet. 
 
    A lengthy pause.  
 
    —That might be easy enough. Samnaea has defected and I’m my way to see Lier now. 
 
    General Soran has defected? I blurted out. 
 
    Hi Yahweh, said Qaira, Usually we announce who’s all listening at the start of the conversation.  
 
    —I fail to see why that’s necessary. 
 
    —It’s necessary in case I wanted to tell Adrial that you’re a— 
 
    Qaira, focus, warned Adrial. 
 
    —Sorry, but if there’s a ghost watching me take a shit, I’d like to know about it. 
 
    Adrial grimaced. What did you mean when you said Samnaea has defected? 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Qaira? 
 
    —Got ambushed, sorry. I’m kind of making a mess over here and your questions aren’t helping my concentration any. Samnaea managed to sniff me out early on in the game. I thought I was toast, but she asked me to take her prisoner. Apparently Lucifer’s trying to kill her. 
 
    Have you ordered her to surrender? I asked. 
 
    —No. This has to appear legitimate. We don’t need the Judas blasting away Junah or Orias, right? We made that mistake with Belial and Naberius. 
 
     Honestly I’m surprised you care, said Adrial. 
 
    —I don’t, but I’m sure Mr. Bleeding Heart over there does. 
 
    Well, thank you for this rare philanthropic suggestion, I said.  
 
    —Don’t mention it. I’ll try to do something about that minefield. Over. 
 
    Adrial and I glanced at each other. Seyestin’s stare switched between us, awaiting the verdict.  
 
    “Good news,” Adrial announced. “It seems Samnaea Soran is aboard the command ship and has requested for Qaira to bring her to Ezekiel. He’s further along than we assumed. Abraxes should be taken within the next couple of hours, as long as there aren’t any other surprises in store.” 
 
    Seyestin blinked. “General Soran wants to board Ezekiel?” 
 
    “She’s defecting, or that’s the story at least. Either way she’s agreed to allow Qaira to continue his pursuit of the other Archdemons.” 
 
    “Defecting?” repeated my general. Then, he shook his head. “That sounds a little convenient, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed, nodding. “But at the moment we aren’t in any position to investigate. She hasn’t blown Qaira’s cover yet; that’s enough for me.” 
 
    “We have the means to subjugate her,” added Adrial. “Samnaea won’t be a threat, even if she isn’t telling the whole truth. The moment she shows any signs of disloyalty, we’ll have reason to interrogate her. We’ll have Lucifer’s right hand at our disposal.” 
 
    Seyestin stared long and hard at Adrial, dissecting his reasoning. Then he glanced at me. “If my Commander is confident about this operation, then so am I.” 
 
    Well, that was a first. “Did he mention anything about the mines?”  
 
    At my prompt, Adrial cleared his throat. “No, not really. I let him know our situation and he said he’d look into it. He was a little busy—massacring, and all.” 
 
    Seyestin’s radio began to ping. His flight imperator declared all immediate threats in our aerospace cleared. The skies had been quiet for some time now. With all of the excitement, I’d barely noticed. 
 
    “We’re on standby for now. Protect our perimeters,” ordered Seyestin. After a moment of silence he muttered, “Once again, somehow the entire fate of this war relies on Qaira and his team of misfits keeping their shit together long enough to take down our enemy. What do you suppose the chances are?” 
 
    Adrial rubbed his chin, amused. “Well I’m not a betting man; but if I were, I’d say about fifty-fifty.” 
 
    That was a lie, of course; he and I both knew Qaira would have Abraxes within the hour. It’d be messy—not at all even close to what I’d ordered—but he’d do it, claiming just enough objectives to keep me from hating him. And that was how it’d always been between us.  
 
    Such a complicated relationship. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XIV 
 
    MONSTER, MONSTER, AT MY DOOR 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    ABRAXES WAS HUGE, RIVALRING THE size of Ezekiel. That meant there was a lot of ground to cover, and word of Mastema’s dead body found stuffed in her closet was probably spreading exponentially.  
 
    There hadn’t even been enough time to find another suit for disguise. Instead I had plowed through the third and fourth sectors, gutting anything that got in my way. Except for the doors, which I had access to, all thanks to Lady Tryess.  
 
    As convenient a tactic as this was, it definitely wasn’t the best. Soon word of Mastema’s body and a Vel’haru on the ship would spread. Everyone would be on the lookout for Sergeant Ardec, the undercover judge. I really needed another suit. 
 
    The final doors guarding the bridge-lift were lined with soldiers. Normally I’d continue charging, but a primer led the group. Primers meant tranqs. 
 
    The group opened fire and I rolled along the walls and ceiling, the force of my speed propelling me like a pinball through the corridor. I felt a few bullets bite the vulnerable areas of my suit, but the pain was only enough to make my jaw clench. I wasn’t trying to evade ordinary artillery, anyway.  
 
    Boom.  
 
    I hit the guards like a cannonball, sending them all ways. Their bodies flew like fodder; limbs flailing, fingers still pressing their triggers, shooting themselves and their peers.  
 
    My final destination was the door, which dented against the force of my body. The lead primer had managed to evade both me and all the friendly-fire, but didn’t get so lucky one-on-one.  
 
    And just like that, I’d scored a new disguise: Primer Fessa Cit’jaro, ember ranked.  
 
    Time to randomly reappear on the bridge, claiming that pesky judge killed all my men. Hopefully Michael and our team were faring better than me. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    As expected, Azazel had gotten a clue and was trying to flee. I found him being escorted by a group of primers to the hangar where a getaway craft hummed with anticipation. No one gave me any notice as I fell in line. Just another primer on duty.  
 
    The craft door slid open as we marched along the dock, my ears pricked to the conversation Azazel was having with Commander Raith through his headset. Samnaea was still sitting pretty in the command station, pretending to do a good job of protecting the ship.  
 
    She really wanted off. But why would Lucifer try to kill her? And why would she think we wouldn’t kill her? What the hell was her angle here? 
 
    No, that was a later problem.  
 
    Focus, focus.  
 
    Once I’d heard enough, I started slitting the primers’ throats. I’d nailed three when the other three finally turned around, fumbling for their weapons.  
 
    Too late, I had this assassination shit down.  
 
    And then it was just me and Azazel, and all the other guards on the second floor grafts shooting at us. 
 
     Archdemon Lier stumbled back into the open craft to evade the shower of bullets, seemingly shocked that his men would shoot so indiscriminately. Honestly, I was too. Maybe they’d gotten trigger sensitive while pissing in their pants.  
 
    Grinning against the bullets, I slammed the door shut and punched it twice, warping the metal enough to make sure it never opened again.  
 
    I ripped the panel out of the left side flank, severing the fibers of its holo-connection.  
 
    Azazel was now up against the window door, slamming his fist against it, screaming for me to stop. In reality, I didn’t know how much longer I could take the bullets.  
 
    I fell to my knees, panting, blood seeping from my parted lips.  
 
    Too much damage. I was taking too much damage. There was nothing I could do about it now. 
 
    Go. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and narrowed my vision on the panel. Beside it was a manual override lock, sort of like a neutral mode, intended to have the vessel coast in case of a system failure. The angel crafts had the same thing.  
 
    “Bye,” I rasped, flipping the gear and releasing the lock. The ship began floating out of the hangar, toward the open misty skies of the Cataract basin.  
 
    I collapsed just as there was another explosion behind me. More gunfire, but this time it wasn’t aimed in my direction. 
 
    I lay against the ground on my stomach, head to the side; and through blurred vision watched two groups of demon soldiers go at each other. My punctured lungs heaved for air, and I gasped reflexively.  
 
    I started grabbing for anything within reach, anything I could strip to heal myself. 
 
    I grabbed a hand.  
 
    “Qaira!” screamed a familiar voice. Michael’s voice. “Qaira, fuck, are you alive?!” 
 
     I was alive, but punctured lungs equaled no air, which therefore equaled nothing for my larynx to vibrate with. There was no way I could tell him to pass me his helmet so instead I just snatched it off his head, nearly crushing it in my fist.  
 
    Michael recoiled, surprised by the feral reaction his question received. I was probably a sight to behold; covered in my own blood, gasping and retching, halfway a corpse. 
 
    The helmet became nothing but metal slivers, slipping from my clamped palm like glittering threads of sand. By now my lungs were patched and I was getting to my feet, grasping for more armor off another body.  
 
    Michael froze as I walked by him, finishing off the remaining soldiers near the door. My team gathered around me, save a few who’d fallen along the way. Sweat had begun to wash away the coua on their skin, leaving their necks and faces patched with white. 
 
    “M-Mission accomplished,” I mumbled, still weak. Michael rejoined us, glaring at me with terrified reverence, or at least something resembling that. “Get to the command station and seize General Soran.” 
 
    “What about the mines?” asked Michael. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said, heading for the lift. “Those’ll be handled in a few minutes.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The moment Samnaea heard us banging on the door, she mass-executed all the staff in the room. The look on my face when we walked in must have been priceless because she gave me a fleeting half smile before glancing at the cameras. They were disarmed, thank god. 
 
    We surrounded her, weapons drawn. She couldn’t tap me, but my men were fair game. There was no certainty that she wouldn’t try anything between now and Argentia custody.  
 
    “Step back,” I ordered my men. “To the south wall, now.”  
 
    Samnaea’s relaxed demeanor fell and she glared at me in alarm. “What are you doing?” 
 
    I didn’t answer her, waiting for everyone to back up. When they did, I dropped my rifle and let my hands fall slack at their sides.  
 
    “We had a deal,” Samnaea said, shrinking back against central command. “I-I’m surrendering. You can’t kill me.”  
 
    “I’m a man of my word, Samnaea Soran. Yahweh wouldn’t be too happy with me if I killed you, but I’m going to have to take steps to ensure you don’t harm anyone while we drag your ass to angel prison.” 
 
    Samnaea said nothing, realizing what this really was. Instead of a rebuttal, she cast her eyes to the ground. 
 
    And that was when something hit the ship, making all of us lose our footing. The lights went out, glass shattered.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    XV 
 
    INTERIM I 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Avarice Delvori—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    EVEN WITH THE FANCY SHIP AND ALL THOSE toys, Lier and Tryess had managed to blunder everything.  
 
    I bet Commander Raith was thanking his stars that he let me straggle along now that his precious Samnaea was compromised. The last signal we’d received from Abraxes was an alert of a judge aboard the ship disguised as a demon, having already slaughtered Mastema Tryess. Only one judge was capable of blending in so seamlessly with us.  
 
    Lucifer’s words of caution echoed in the back of my mind as I gripped my pulse rifle, licking my lips with excitement. I wondered, if I died again would he bring me back twice? Probably not. I’d disappointed him enough already.  
 
    But Qaira wasn’t as tough as Leid. I wouldn’t lose to him. 
 
    I’d take down a judge and show that it could be done. No one would fear those godkilling scum nearly as much after that.  
 
    Our assault ship rammed Abraxes’s bridge, scattering bodies that were strewn across the deck. It was a massacre; impossible for a single man—Vel’Haru or not—to exact. There were more than Qaira on this ship. Belial’s or Neberius’s goons?  
 
    No, angels. 
 
    Angels with dirt-smeared faces.  
 
    I snarled in disgust at the stupidity of the fleet. They’d let a group of angels and their leader, a judge, aboard their ship. Not only that, but they must have boarded behind enemy lines.  
 
    They appeared out of the command station, walking in double file toward the bridge. I told my soldiers to halt as we stood on the deck of our ship, just in front of the dock. The lines broke apart and Qaira appeared front and center, dragging Samnaea by her hair. He was covered in blood and his armor was nearly torn to shreds.  
 
    “You look like you’ve gone through a meat grinder,” I called, and he stopped, stunned by my voice.  
 
    He watched me remove my visor, and his eyes widened. 
 
    “You’re dead,” Qaira snarled. His anger made me stir with delight. “I saw your body with my own eyes.” 
 
    I smiled. “You’re not the only one that can heal, I guess. Makes you feel a bit ordinary, doesn’t it?” 
 
    He kicked Samnaea’s legs out from underneath her and she fell hard on her knees. General Soran cried out as Qaira grew a scythe and pressed the gooey, serrated edge against her neck. “Fuck off, you cunt. Take your ship and fly away or I’ll execute your General on live holocam.” I eyed the bots overhead, likely there to monitor the ship. “Wouldn’t you love the media to get ahold of this?” 
 
    I felt my smile fade, and I looked at Samnaea.  
 
    She was pretending to be brave but her face was stained with tears and liner; she shuddered, knowing any moment might be her last. She and I had never been friendly, and the last time I’d seen her she’d showered me with insults. But now here she was, at my mercy.  
 
    “I can’t let you leave, Qaira Eltruan.” 
 
    He smirked, and then Samnaea grimaced, twisting her neck and holding her head. She sank forward, trembling. My eyes drifted to the angel soldiers, standing a suspiciously far distance from their leader.  
 
    Then, I understood. 
 
    “Better start moving,” he said, smirk unfaltering, “or it’s about to get messy.” 
 
    Samnaea started screaming. The soldiers on either side of me flinched. No, I couldn’t make them watch this.  
 
    Just as I was about to make a decision that would in turn make me appear weak, a groan rippled across the sky, followed by a clap of thunder so loud it left our ears ringing. Air pressure shifted and I let my stare slide toward the horizon. “What was that?” 
 
    Qaira, too, looked at the sky. “That was Azazel Lier setting off his own trap. Ezekiel will be here shortly. Are you sure you want to keep this game up? You’re two Archdemons down already.” 
 
    Samnaea collapsed at Qaira’s feet. She seized a moment more, then lay still. 
 
    I shook my rifle at him, snarling. “Did you just fucking kill her?!” 
 
    “Relax, she’s taking a nap. But her brain is one notch away from mush. Last chance.” 
 
    … 
 
    Our fight would have to take place at a later time. I nudged the soldier on my right. “Take the flight chair. We’re falling back.” 
 
    “That’s very wise of you, Praetor Delvori,” goaded Qaira. “Send Raith my regards.” 
 
    Fucking bastard. His blood was going to look so beautiful on my blade.  
 
    I bit my tongue and turned around, retreating into our ship. Lucifer was going to love the news, if he didn’t know already. 
 
    While Plan A had been tactful, well-strategized and above all else optimal, Plan B was flawless. It was also devastating, catastrophic and genocidal. 
 
    Not that I had any issue with that; I was more angered over the idea that Qaira may die by Plan B and not my blade.  
 
    Hopefully he’d survive the night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XVI 
 
    INTERIM II 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yahweh Telei—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    “SIR, THERE ARE REPORTS OF A CRAFT FLYING toward the basin,” said Seyestin, puzzled. “Front line says it’s Obsidian in design and sigil.” 
 
    Adrial and I looked at each other.  
 
    “Try to communicate,” I said. “It might be Qaira.” 
 
    “We are, so far no one is responding.” 
 
    “Well this is just lovely,” muttered Adrial, crossing his arms.  
 
    Seyestin looked back at us, concerned. “What exactly happens when an EMP bomb goes off?” 
 
    “Depends on whether it’s nuclear or not,” I said.  
 
    “… And what if it’s nuclear?” 
 
    “It destroys everything within an x amount of space.” 
 
    Seyestin swore under his breath. “We need to back everyone up.” 
 
    “Pull back several miles from the basin. That should put us at enough distance.” 
 
    “We won’t make it several miles, judging by the craft’s speed,” said Seyestin. 
 
    “Then go as far as we can,” I ordered, starting for the bridge. “I’ll be on deck if anyone needs me.” 
 
    “The deck isn’t safe!” cried Seyestin.  
 
    “I’ll watch him,” said Adrial, patting my general on the shoulder.  
 
    He didn’t seem relieved. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    There were a group of spectators amassing near the bow, trying to catch a fading glimpse of the coasting enemy ship as Ezekiel and her army fled the basin. Adrial and I watched the sky, waiting for signs that the trap had been triggered. Nothing yet, though the fog had thickened two-fold, my skin already damp from the moisture-laden air.  
 
    Qaira, I called, hopeful. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “I don’t think he’s on that ship,” said Adrial. “That’s a suicide mission, even for Vel’Haru.” 
 
    “Then who is?” 
 
    Adrial shrugged. “Maybe no one.” 
 
    The cataract mouth had long faded by now, but we still managed to hear the groan and feel the pressure in our ears. Lightning streaked across the sky, creating an illusion of fiery-blue orbs in the mist. Everyone was silent; watching, waiting. 
 
    “Sir,” Seyestin’s voice bled through my headset, making me jump. “Qaira’s patched through Abraxes’s command line. He wants to talk to you.” 
 
    I frowned. “Connect him through. As soon as the coast is clear, Ezekiel and her fleet will press on. It looks like the bombs have been dealt with.”  
 
    Qaira had chosen to ignore our private line, which meant he’d done something naughty and was trying to shield himself from my wrath by way of public conversation. 
 
    “Hi,” said Qaira not a second later, sounding a bit winded.  
 
    “Status, General Eltruan?” 
 
    I could almost feel him cringe at that title. “Abraxes is under Argentia command. Samnaea Soran has been taken into our custody.” 
 
    “And Archdemons Tryess and Lier?” 
 
    There was a lengthy pause. 
 
    “Dead.” 
 
    “Both of them?” 
 
    “Yeah, couldn’t be helped.” 
 
    I felt my blood start to boil. “Who was on the demon fleet you sent to trip the bombs?” 
 
    “Why does it matter? I did as you asked. I took the ship and handled the EMP, all by myself.” 
 
    “Who was on that ship?” 
 
    “Azazel Lier.” 
 
    I clenched my teeth, while Adrial only offered a quiet scoff. “Everyone off the line except for myself and General Eltruan.” 
 
    “Sir,” said Seyestin, sounding far too pleased with this situation.  
 
    “Really?” Qaira exclaimed, once we were alone. “You want to do this right now? I’m chin deep in dead demons and had to scare away a backline attack led by Praetor Delvori.” 
 
    My voice caught. “Avarice Delvori?” 
 
    “Yeah. I thought she was dead, didn’t you? Looks like Lucifer’s been playing Frankenstein with my blood.” 
 
    “Frankenstein?” 
 
    “Nothing. I keep forgetting what world I’m in.” 
 
    “Qaira, my orders were to seize the ship and take the Archdemons alive.” 
 
    “And deactivate the bombs. All at the same time.” 
 
    “Why did you have to put Officer Lier on the craft? You could have coasted it without him.” 
 
    “He was already in there! You try thinking properly while being shot in the head for twenty minutes straight.” 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “Look, kid, nothing went right,” he said after a moment, and although the term kid pricked at my patience, it also let me know that Qaira was trying to be sentimental. “We had to make do with our circumstances. We have Abraxes, we have Samnaea. We’ve won, without exhausting any troops.” 
 
    “All of that would be dandy, except Belial just advertised we weren’t killing Archdemons.” 
 
    “Maybe he should have specified we weren’t killing Archdemons who surrendered. Again, not my fault.” 
 
    “Yes, that absolves you from everything you’ve done. See you when you get here, Argent General.” I cut the line, looking skyward once more.  
 
    Sloppy yet effective, Qaira created as many messes as he scored victories. Messes were easier to clean up than bodies, however.  
 
    I felt a crooked grin form at the right corner of my lips. I caught myself and internalized the smile, searching for the reason I’d find any satisfaction in something like this.  
 
    And then I realized I wasn’t angry at Qaira for killing the Archdemons; I was angry at his intentional deviation from my orders. Empathy had no home here, not right now. This was a first, and I couldn’t say I wasn’t frightened.  
 
    Adrial murmured something congratulatory before whisking off to smoke malay with Belial and Naberius. I tilted my head in acknowledgement, but said nothing. Alone, yet surrounded by soldiers and officers, I looked over my shoulder and up toward the bridge connecting communication towers—; 
 
    There was the silhouette of Oraniquitis Loren, her features cloaked by shadow, her form covered in a crimson glow.  
 
    Without a doubt she was watching me because my skin tingled whenever she did. I shivered and forced myself to look away, walking quickly toward the command station as what little light in Orias began to die.  
 
    Here, night seized the mid-afternoon.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XVII 
 
    FALL FROM GRACE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Avarice Delvori—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    I KEPT MY HEAD DOWN AS WE vacated the assault craft and headed out of the hangar, yet could still feel the sting of serrated glares from our surrounding troops. This walk of shame continued on deck, all the way to Judas’s command station.  
 
    I wanted to turn my blade on them. All of them.  
 
    Lucifer sat at the central panel, watching the altercation I’d had with Qaira over the holosphere. He seemed a lot calmer than I was expecting and my steeled demeanor cracked, if only for a second.  
 
    “Qaira’s forcing my hand,” he said.  
 
    “It seems that way, sir. Argentia has Samnaea.” 
 
    “Yes, I can see that, thank you.” 
 
    Silence.  
 
    He kept his back to me, staring into the luminous gold cloud of the idle holosphere.  
 
    “Do you need a moment, Commander Raith?” I asked, unsettled.  
 
    “I want you to hear me,” he murmured. “I know it’ll mean absolutely nothing to you, but that’s precisely the reason why it has to be you.” 
 
    I tilted my head, feeling something stir inside of me. Nothing heartfelt, more curious in nature. “You speak as if I were a robot. A thing.” 
 
    “You are a thing. We are all things.” 
 
    “Sir, I don’t really understand what you’re—” 
 
    “When the war is all said and done, whatever happens after, I want you to know that I didn’t want this. Tell anyone who will listen, because our people know that you’re unbiased. You’re as brutal and honest as they come.” 
 
    It was a backhanded compliment, but I’d take it. “You shouldn’t feel guilt for this. You’re doing what anyone would.” 
 
    “Regardless of that fact, the moment I make the order, everything will change. Everything I’ve stood for will come crashing down. No one will ever look at me the same, including you.” 
 
    “You’ve walked the line long enough, Lucifer,” I said, dropping formalities. “Stop trying to preserve the cultures of a dead empire. The angels aren’t honorable anymore. Look at who’s leading their charge.” 
 
    He turned, fixing his cool, blue eyes on me. “Don’t confuse the meaning of this conversation. I’m not innocent; far from it. I’ve never claimed to be such. But I’ve always been honorable. I don’t care who or what the angels are these days; that doesn’t change who I am.” He dropped his gaze. “Who I was. After this, no longer.” 
 
    “For what it’s worth,” I began, softer now, “you’re less a monster than anyone else I’ve ever known.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, near-whisper, “but still a monster all the same.”  
 
    Before I could respond Lucifer looked away, sending for Dr. Jonarr through the halo-comm. When I saw his face again, his expression was stone. Our moment was gone. 
 
    Time for the carnage to begin. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The Judas pulled forward across the Junah-Tehlor border, no longer bound by caution. After tonight, we’d have all but won.  
 
    The carnifexes were en route to the cataract basin with an assault team of two thousand jets. Draw their armies out, execute them all in one fell swoop. With two-thirds of Ezekiel’s forces downed Yahweh Telei would have no choice but to surrender.  
 
    In case he was stubborn, we had plenty more where that came from. 
 
    From the deck I watched clouds streak by, barely smears of black against an even blacker sky. The red glow of Judas’s halo warmed my skin. I wanted to smile, but refrained.  
 
    Movement stirred in my peripherals. Caelis had joined me. Which was odd, considering he barely spoke to anyone except for Lucifer and other colleagues. I assumed this wasn’t a social call. 
 
    “I think Commander Raith is losing it,” he said, boldly. His flame-orange eyes were fixed on the attendants priming jets on a dock below us. Caelis seemed like he was trying to work through something. Probably his honor, considering what he’d just said could be twisted into something well worthy of treason.  
 
    “He’s shedding his morality,” I replied, “while gaining an edge. Lucifer’s not losing anything.” 
 
    Caelis shot me a sidelong glance.  
 
    I grinned. “I’m excited to see what the net result will be.” 
 
    “Do you remember when you were an angel?” 
 
    I hesitated, sizing up that question. “Yes, and I wish I could forget.” 
 
    He nodded, saying nothing else for a moment. Then, “You were probably too young to have indulged in any philosophy.” 
 
    “Look who’s talking. Aren’t you younger than me?” 
 
    “A Felorian-era ruler laid out certain guidelines to maintain a healthy mind. Those who wish to look back on their lives and feel good about it must have…well, let’s say a moral compass.” 
 
    “Rubbish.” 
 
    “You don’t understand since you were born into darkness.” 
 
    “I was born into war,” I said, feeling my lip curl at his ignorance. “No single individual matters in the biggest picture, only the continuation and longevity of our race. How we get there is just a means to an end.” 
 
    “And what kind of end will that be? We war against our enemies because we deem them unfair and dangerous tyrants, fueling poverty and crime in Hell by withholding precious resources from the demons. Our end is to secure freedom and break the angels’s chains from our necks.  
 
    “Depending on the means, the end may be us becoming the angels. Violent, savage, power-hungry slavers who turn the tables on our foes, practicing the very thing we’d fought so hard against.” 
 
    “Deep stuff. You should write a book.” 
 
    Caelis gave me a look. “Battle monsters long enough, you become a monster. No matter who you are, no matter what you are.” 
 
    I was getting tired of this nonsense. “And what exactly am I supposed to do with this information, doctor? It’s not like anything I say could change Lucifer’s mind. I’m the Praetor, boy, not a foot soldier with a warped moral compass. I am the Obsidian Commander’s war machine; perhaps you should divulge all this to him.” 
 
    “I’m divulging nothing. Just calling it now.” 
 
    With that he left, heading for the command station. I watched Caelis until he disappeared from view. Not once did he look back.  
 
    What on Hell had been the point of spewing all that philosophical crap—at me, no less?  
 
    Everyone was losing it, not just Lucifer. I guessed the idea of mass-executing thousands of angels and demons alike could put a strain on your psyche. Good thing I didn’t really have one. Not that kind, anyway. 
 
    One of my men stepped from the shadows of the bridge post. “Praetor, we’re awaiting a briefing in the sky conference room.” He bowed his steel-decorated head. 
 
    “Thank you, Primer Vella; I’ll be with you all in just a moment.” 
 
    He cast a curious look around us, probably wondering what I was doing here in the first place. Me, too. “Yes, Praetor.”  
 
    I nodded in gesture for Vella to leave, and once he was gone I gave a final glance toward the command station. Lucifer’s silhouette hung in the warm, orange backdrop of the observatory window. The moment I spotted him, he retreated out of view. It was casual-seeming enough, but I was smarter than that. 
 
    Time for that briefing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XVIII 
 
    THE SPACES IN BETWEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Samnaea Soran—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    I SAT QUIETLY IN THE BASTILLE, the shallow wound across my throat throbbing with my pulse. Everything within me screamed that I had made the wrong decision, but it was too late now. I was a prisoner.  
 
    His prisoner. 
 
    Qaira’s piercing stare stayed on me, even while he spoke to his team. I avoided eye contact, but was unable to shake the feeling that any moment he’d change his mind and tear me up like a flimsy sheet of paper. He’d been given orders, no doubt about that, but the Qaira Eltruan of which history recited never followed any rules except his own. 
 
    He spoke into his headset to whomever, arguing about what to do with me. He wanted to put me in the soldier barracks, that way there’d always be an eye on me, but someone else wanted me in the medical wing.  
 
    His lemmings wiped their faces, slowly revealing their powder-white complexions. Disgusting; he had once slaughtered them on sight and now they were following his orders. Not by force, either—they looked up to him, I could see it in their eyes.  
 
    “Fine, whatever,” Qaira muttered, having obviously lost the argument, “but when you have brains decorating your hospital wall, that’s on you.” 
 
    He was talking to Yahweh Telei. 
 
    “Looks like you’re paying our Commander a visit in Ezekiel’s medical bay,” he said to me, tossing his gun aside. It made a clang against the ground and I flinched, to which he smirked. To think he’d once been Alezair Czynri, and to even think that we’d— 
 
    “Everyone out. I’ll be her personal guard for the return flight.” He sat down on the adjacent bench, paying me a wink.  
 
    The door shut and we were left in darkness, save for a flashing red beacon that signified the room was in lockdown. I sat still and gazed ahead, having no intention of playing any games with him.  
 
    “So, help me figure out why Lucifer would try to smoke you,” he said, lounging back. “I know him pretty well and he doesn’t seem the type to murder one of his own.” 
 
    “Tell that to Vetis.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The head of the Crimson Court. Lucifer put a bullet in Vetis’s head while he sat at the council, in front of everyone.” 
 
    Qaira was clearly considering that scenario, intrigued.  
 
    “He’s not an angel anymore. Things have changed.” 
 
    He held up his still-regenerating hand. “Haven’t they, though?” 
 
    “I don’t agree with his tactics,” I said, struggling with this confession. “Lucifer’s becoming something—someone—who won’t be able to lead Hell’s new republic.” 
 
    “There isn’t going to be a new republic. Thought that was already obvious.” 
 
    “I’d rather there be no new republic than the one Lucifer is turning it into.” 
 
    Qaira leaned in, tilting his head. “You’d rather have the angels win than a Commander with balls?” 
 
    My eyes narrowed. “He’s turning into you.” 
 
    I thought I saw him flinch, but it was subtle. Then came the cracks in his cold façade. I had hurt him, if only a little, and it felt wonderful; so wonderful that I drove the dagger home. “A world doesn’t survive long when it’s run by someone like you.” 
 
    Qaira hung his head between his shoulders. He gave a dry laugh. “Yeah, maybe you’re right, but I’d hate to think what kind of first general your new republic would have, too.” He raised his head, a fiery gleam dancing in his eyes. “What with a traitorous, demented whore filling its shoes.” 
 
    I spat at him. “Keep talking, Savior. You’re just Yahweh’s sock-puppet.” 
 
    “Okay, now you’ve lost your privilege to speak.”  
 
    “Are you trying to repent for all the celestial blood you’ve spilled?” I kept on, even as he grabbed the hem of my dress and tore at the seams, taking a long scrap and moving for my face. “Redemption is something you will never—”  
 
    Qaira wrung the cloth past my teeth, all the way into the creases of my jaws. I whimpered as pain shot down my neck, but he tied the knot even tighter. 
 
    “You’re prettier when you don’t speak,” he whispered, returning to his seat. He lounged back again and closed his eyes. That bastard was taking a nap. 
 
    I hung my head and battled tears the rest of the way. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The ship docked at Ezekiel’s hangar. The jolt of the engine stabilizers woke Qaira and without a word he grabbed my arm and pulled me to my feet.  
 
    On the hangar bridge, a group of argent soldiers awaited us at the end of the dock. Seyestin Trede stood front and center, visor-less. His cold, crystal-blue eyes shifted between Qaira and I, and he gave his comrade a look, as if to say, ‘Really?’ 
 
    “She talked a lot of shit,” said Qaira, catching the meaning behind Generel Trede’s look. He shoved me forward and I stumbled, almost falling over, but Trede’s soldiers caught me before my knees hit the grate.  
 
    Seyestin didn’t respond. All he did was cut the gag from the back of my head, tossing it aside. I tried to close my mouth but sharp pain prevented me from doing so. Instead, I winced. 
 
    “I should escort her, too,” said Qaira. “You’re susceptible.” 
 
    “That won’t be a problem,” said Seyestin. “Surely General Soran is clever enough not to try anything.” He shot me a sidelong glance, to which I was silent. “The Commander is requesting you find Justice Koseling and bring her to what’s left of our lab.” 
 
    Qaira grimaced. “Sure, I’ll get right on that.” 
 
    He moved past us as the rest of his coua-smeared team dispersed.  
 
    Seyestin leaned down and murmured in my ear, “Please, please try something. I need just the tiniest excuse to kill you.” 
 
    A shiver descended my spine.  
 
    “Take our detainee to the Commander,” he ordered his group. 
 
    And off we went. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “Are you bloody kidding me?!” came a muffled yell from behind one of the viewing panels of an engineering sector.  
 
    My eyes moved to the glass, catching a glimpse of an angry, horrified Belial Vakkar. He was surrounded by angel soldiers with sniper weaponry, all of whom looked our way as General Trede’s men dragged me down the hall. 
 
    “No one said anything about taking her hostage!” he continued.  
 
    General Trede sighed, waving him off. “Take it up with Yahweh later; I’m following orders.” 
 
    Belial said nothing else, watching us head toward the medical wing. I looked back right as we were stepping through the cleared sector barrier, catching Vakkar’s venomous gaze.  
 
    I smiled.  
 
    He did too, but a smile like his meant I had to watch my back.  
 
    No matter. I’d get that traitorous clown one way or another; if he tried to kill me first, even better. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Yahweh Telei was waiting at a gurney partitioned behind white curtains. He was dressed in a black suit and powder-blue tie, and I was alarmed at how much taller he was than me; decades of standing next to Seyestin and Cereli Trede hadn’t done him any justice. 
 
    The partitions were in vain. By now every pair of angel eyes was on me, watching the Commander’s right hand guide me to the back of the room. I felt their condemnation like hot blue lasers, honing in for the kill. My only comfort was knowing I could wipe out this entire room with just a bit of concentration. But I wasn’t here for that.  
 
    I was here for the bigger picture. 
 
    “Thank you, general,” said Yahweh as we approached. “I’ll take it from here.” 
 
    Seyestin seemed unsure. “You mean to be with her by yourself?” 
 
    He rummaged through a cabinet. “I do.” 
 
    “Sir, as your general I need to advise—” 
 
    “As my general, you need to do as I command,” interjected Yahweh, paying Seyestin a diplomatic smile. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Adrial Trisyien appeared behind them. Seyestin turned and nodded in understanding. He and his guards left without another word. 
 
    “Having that god killer with us is unnecessary,” I said, taking a seat on the gurney. “Had I wanted you dead, you’d have been so by now.” 
 
    “And what god of yours have we killed?” snarled Adrial. “You throw that phrase around like you have any idea what it means.” 
 
    “Please, you two,” said Yahweh with a sigh, “let’s keep this as civil as we can. I assume you don’t intend to cause me harm, General Soran, but I’m not omniscient, either.” 
 
    I looked ahead. “Fair enough. Am I getting a physical, then? If so, I want a female doctor.” 
 
    Yahweh laughed a little, pulling a syringe from his breast pocket. “Not exactly a physical.” 
 
    The fine hairs on the back of my neck pricked at the sight. My pulse quickened when Adrial handed him what appeared to be a sharp silver bullet.  
 
    “Found some on a primer body,” said Justice Trisyien. “Thought you might want to study it.” 
 
    “I don’t have to study it,” murmured Yahweh, injecting the syringe into the tranquilizer cap, extracting the clear liquid inside. “I was the one who developed it.” 
 
    Adrial and I were mutually surprised.  
 
    Yahweh held up the syringe. “This is a sedative that I invented to suppress Qaira Eltruan’s brain apoptosis ability in the Adoria Era. Never did I expect it to be so potent on Vel’Haru as well.” He shifted an uncomfortable glance at Adrial. “It was never intended to be used again. Lucifer was once a man of morals; I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Says the Archaean with the Jury on his side,” I muttered. 
 
    “Let’s leave politics for later, hm?” whispered Yahweh, sliding the syringe into the base of my neck. “Let’s focus on getting you all relaxed and honest.” 
 
    Adrial grinned. “Like a kitten without her claws.” 
 
    “You monsters!” I slurred, my head already heavy, the room swirling before my eyes. “I came willingly, without any violence, and this is what you do?!” 
 
    Yahweh responded but his voice was a low-pitched drone. It felt like someone was holding me underwater. Hands grabbed my shoulders, pulling me to my feet.  
 
    Then, black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XIX 
 
    MORITURI TE SALUTANT 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    I FOUND ORANIQUITIS IN THE GARDEN.  
 
    It’d taken awhile to track her down, considering that was the last place I thought she’d be. Oran was able to turn her Vel’Haru beacon off somehow; half of the time I had no idea where she was.  
 
    Ezekiel’s garden wasn’t purely aesthetic. Although it gave the illusion of a fancy park in the middle of a warship, it recycled oxygen and cleaned the air which was greatly needed the deeper we traveled.  
 
    And there, near the fountain among a bed of white and blue flowers, Oraniquitis watched painted insects and birds fly amid the enclosure. The air was thick with moisture, simulating Crylle’s tropical climate. Not even a minute inside and I was drenched with sweat. 
 
    “Hello, Qaira,” she said, keeping her back to me. “Have you come to enjoy the view?” 
 
    “Yahweh wants you in the lab,” I said, not in the mood to chat. “If you want to keep your meat-suit from expiring, I suggest you follow me.” 
 
    She turned, the ends of her violet and jewel embroidered sundress swayed across her thighs. Leid’s white fur-lined coat framed her weird ensemble. The most gut-wrenching part was that this was so typically Leid.  
 
    Oraniquitis knew her, inside and out. She also knew that that was my favorite dress. I’d just about fainted when Leid had worn it to court for the first time. 
 
    But she wasn’t Leid, all mind tricks aside. Her eyes told me the truth. 
 
    “You don’t have to be rude,” she said. “I’m on your side this time, remember?” 
 
    I frowned. “You have a pretty hefty track record of fucking me over.” 
 
    Oran smiled. “I suppose you’re right. Please, lead the way.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Yahweh was sweeping up broken glass and pieces of instrumentation with his assistants. Half of the room was inoperable, and there was a roped-off section where the lift had been.  
 
    “Did you already see Samnaea?” I asked, stepping over shrapnel.  
 
    “Mm, she’s resting.” 
 
    “… Fuck, did you tranq her?” 
 
    Yahweh smiled. He set the broom aside and dusted himself off. “Clever as always.” 
 
    I was torn between the idea of anyone using that stuff and knowing it was probably the safest and most efficient way of keeping Samnaea under our thumb. I gestured to Oran. “Here she is.” 
 
    Oraniquitis stared at him, silent.  
 
    Yahweh stared back. 
 
    Just as I was properly creeped out, Yahweh broke eyes with her and gestured toward the other side of the lab. “Thank you for coming. Please, this way.” 
 
    As the two started to leave, I headed for the exit.  
 
    “You’re not staying?” called Yahweh. 
 
    “I’ve got shit to do,” I said, pausing at the door. “Call me when you’re done. I don’t need to watch; just give me a summary when I get back.” Hopefully Yahweh didn’t expect me to protect him, even if I could. By now I was fairly certain Oran wouldn’t turn genocidal—at least not anytime soon. He’d be safe without me. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    I found Adrial in Zhevraine’s room—or, the room that used to be hers.  
 
    He was knelt on the floor, tearing out books from steel shelving. It seemed as if he’d been at this for a while, considering the amount of books scattered across the floor. Ezekiel and her army were on the move again, into Orias and onward to Junah, and the downtime wasn’t treating Adrial well. 
 
    Zhevraine had always been tidy. She’d made her bed the morning of her death, even unpacked all of her belongings from her luggage as if this little box had been her new home. A leather-bound notebook on the bed stirred up memories of all those late nights back at Cerasaraelia, when she had bored me to death with her poetry.  
 
    Alezair’s memories, not mine, but I felt his grief just the same.  
 
    “What are you looking for?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing you’d care about,” said Adrial, not even paying me a glance. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Still sore, huh?” 
 
    “You make it sound like all you did was ruin my favorite shirt.” 
 
    I moved Zhev’s notebook and sat on the bed. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You’re not sorry,” laughed Adrial, rifling through a large volume of philosophical anecdotes from Caia. She’d been obsessed with that world.  
 
    “I’m not sorry for what happened, but I’m sorry that you’re mad at me. And, I’m sorry for your loss.” 
 
    I heard him exhale slowly. He dropped the book on the floor. “That’s more than I ever expected, from you.”  
 
    I smirked, and so did he.  
 
    “Yahweh confirmed that you’re researching expiration.” 
 
    I nodded. “I think we’re moving through stage one as we speak.” 
 
    Adrial lifted a brow. “Meaning?” 
 
    “Long story short, we have a hormone in us that fades over time. Yahweh found stereochemical matches in his database; it’s almost identical to insect juvenile hormones found in species that metamorphose.” 
 
    Adrial said nothing, waiting for me to continue.  
 
    “Right now we’re going to assume the hormone functions in the same way. The hypothesis here is that expiration is a transitioning state between juvenile Vel’Haru and adult Vel’Haru.” 
 
    After a long pause, Adrial applauded. “Congratulations, you were right.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You compared us to insects once.” 
 
    I frowned, reviled. “That wasn’t me.” 
 
    Adrial rolled his eyes. “What’s the method, then?” 
 
    “Yahweh took some hormones from me and made a serum. He’ll be treating Lei—er, Oran with it. If she stops bleeding and fainting, we know we’re good.” 
 
    Adrial was perplexed. “That’s not a cure, only a bandage.” 
 
    “It’ll give us time to figure something else out.” 
 
    “Qaira, you can’t cheat death. Death is something that comes for all of us. It’s the multiversal order.” 
 
    “Expiration isn’t death,” I snapped. “It’s a transition state to adulthood, like I said five seconds ago. You guys are executing yourselves before your lives even begin.” 
 
    “If we didn’t, our species would have wiped itself out millions of years ago.” 
 
    “Look, I’m not here to have a philosophical debate—” 
 
    “Let’s pretend that you’re right for a second,” he interjected. “Expiration is a transitioning state; and at what cost should we endure it?” 
 
    Ugh. “I just fucking said I’m not here to have a—”  
 
    “We self-mediate our life cycles because it is our duty as an apex species to preserve the balance of the multiverse. An expired Vel’Haru could wipe out dozens of worlds alone.” 
 
    “It’s not a natural balance if you’re mediating it. You’re not preserving anything.” 
 
    Adrial sighed. “Technically you’re right, but in this case it’s better to prevent natural order than the alternative.” 
 
    I disagreed, but wasn’t going to be side-lined. “Tell me about Oraniquitis.” 
 
    “She’s here. Why don’t you ask her yourself?” 
 
    I glared. 
 
    Adrial conceded. “Have you already spoken with Calenus?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Then there isn’t anything more to tell you. He knows better than all of us what she is.” 
 
    But there were things I hadn’t asked him; things that would have certainly aroused suspicion. “How did he defeat her?” 
 
    “Defeat,” Adrial scoffed. “That’s a relative term, and I’m not really sure. Those still conscious enough to have seen the fight to its end said Calenus and Oraniquitis were going at it solo, atop a mountain of obsidian carcasses.”  
 
    “Want a lyre or can we get to the actual answer?” 
 
    “The all-out assault on Oraniquitis had done enough damage that Leid was barely alive. All Calenus had to do was finish her off. And… he didn’t. He reached into her chest, somehow expelling Oraniquitis’s resonance, and then forced it back into the statue.” Adrial looked at the ground, seeing only memories. “He spared her life.” 
 
    My stare turned accusatory. “You don’t think he should have.” 
 
    “What I think means nothing in any grand scheme,” he said, returning his attention toward the shelf. “Or is that not obvious enough already?” 
 
    I sighed, getting up to leave. “Thanks for your help.” 
 
    “She wasn’t able to enter Calenus,” said Adrial, right before I hit the door.  
 
    I paused, turning around. “Why not?” 
 
    “We don’t know. Calenus thought that perhaps she can’t enter nobles, only guardians.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond, but an explosion outside Ezekiel shook the room hard enough that I almost bit through my tongue.  
 
    I grabbed the door to keep from being hurled off my feet, and Adrial shielded his head as the bookshelf came crashing down.  
 
    Within moments the ship re-stabilized, alarms now blaring across the halls.  
 
    “Jesus, fuck,” I exclaimed, knocking shelving debris and linens from my person. Both our headset halo-comms were flashing red from urgent calls.  
 
    I took Seyestin’s first. “Hi, why am I wearing furniture?” 
 
    “Get to the bridge. Something’s blasting our shields to high-Heaven and we can’t get a reading.” 
 
    “What do you mean you can’t get a reading?” I shot Adrial a look, who was now on the call as well. He looked as clueless as me. “If something’s close enough to shoot at our shields, we should be able to see it!” 
 
    “Qaira, if I was completely aware of what was going on I wouldn’t have called you.” 
 
    “What, you want my expertise?” 
 
    “You’re a Vel’Haru physicist. Either you or Yahweh will solve this puzzle.” 
 
    “Fine.” I cut the call and nodded at Adrial. “Round up my team and get Belial to round up his. A pack of cigarettes says this is going to get really bloody.” 
 
    “Of course it is,” muttered Adrial, tossing down a book. “It always is.” 
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    STRATEGY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yahweh Telei—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    I DID MY BEST TO KEEP A STEADY HAND as I extracted the serum into my syringe, all the while reminding myself that I was a doctor. I’d done this a million times before; never mind the fact that my patient was an ancient Vel’Haru who may or may not be psychologically stable. I was skilled at administering needles without pain. Children used to like me. Probably because I’d been closer to their ages. 
 
    Oran waited calmly for her treatment, peering at nothing.  
 
    Robotic, almost.  
 
    Ataractic as she was, her resonance sang to me, thrumming at my heart-strings, making it difficult to work. It was best described as a vibrational hum against my skin, maddening when focused upon.  
 
    Was this how every guardian felt near their nobles? I had so many questions, yet no time to ask them. 
 
    “I’d turn it off if I could,” she said, near-whisper.  
 
    “I’m sorry?” I managed, already knowing what she was alluding to.  
 
    “You’re shaking. Don’t pretend, precious boy.” 
 
    Heat rushed to my cheeks and I looked down. “I’m not a boy, nor am I under your spell.” 
 
    Oran smiled. “I don’t need a spell to make you mine. You’re already marked.” 
 
    Marked. “Please, elaborate.” 
 
    Instead she twitched her exposed bicep, still inked with Nehelian script. “Time is of the essence, Commander Telei.” 
 
    So it was.  
 
    I wiped a patch of her skin with an antiseptic swab—pointless, but I was a creature of habit—and then gingerly inserted the needle into her arm. She neither flinched nor frowned in discomfort. When done, I capped the needle and threw it in the sanitizer.  
 
    “Will this work?” she asked. 
 
    “I can’t guarantee anything, but I’m hopeful.” 
 
    Oran took a step toward me, cocking her head. “Why are you doing all of this?” 
 
    I raised my brows. “All of this being—? 
 
    “Meddling in our nature, all to save a woman you partially despise.” 
 
    That had felt like a punch in the stomach. “I don’t despise Leid. I respect her more than anyone I know.” 
 
    “You’re forgetting that I can feel what you feel. Your resonance sings to me the truth.” 
 
    I retracted, turning my back to her and removing my gloves. “The truth is Qaira asked me to do this and so I am doing it. Had I not agreed to do this, we would all be charred remnants scattered across Lohr.” 
 
    “So you’re doing this for Qaira.” 
 
    “I’m doing this for Heaven,” I said firmly, “and everyone else who is suffering on The Atrium.” 
 
    Oraniquitis laughed. It was so sudden that I almost jumped.  
 
    “Oh, save me the speech. Your moral compass isn’t any less skewed than the next person. But you admire Qaira, don’t you? I don’t blame you; he’s quite the specimen. As much as you pretend otherwise, you would do just about anything to appease him.” 
 
    I thought back to Sanctum, to that hospital bed. I’d told Qaira I wanted to be like him and he had laughed wistfully, as if that was a terrible thing to want.  
 
    And then I noticed Oran’s intensive gaze, as if she was also seeing that memory.  
 
    I killed it.  
 
    “We’re done,” I murmured. “I’ll contact Qaira and—” 
 
    Boom. 
 
    The lab tilted and both Oran and I lost our footing, tumbling past the privacy curtain and into the wall. We collided together, barely dodging chromatography cylinders I’d stacked away. Fortunately they couldn’t kill me again. 
 
    My immediate response was a lunge for the microfridge where other samples of the serum were kept in cold storage. Zero Kelvin storage, to be exact. Vel’Haru tissue didn’t have much of a shelf-life in vitro. The only way the serum held was in a cold vacuum.  
 
    Luckily I was no longer mortal celestial, or the weight of the fridge would have flattened me. Only a slight resistance on my part slowed its acceleration, and I was able to keep it from slamming into the wall until the ship stabilized.  
 
    Oran had disappeared. I was left alone. Drat. 
 
    I tapped my headset, receiving the first call. 
 
    “Report,” I said. 
 
    “We’ve been hit with something; a tenth of our frontline is unresponsive. Everyone is reporting that they felt something, but we can’t see it. Shit, we just lost a carrier.” Seyestin sounded panicked. “I’m sounding the alarms.” He didn’t need to tell me that, I heard them just fine. “Assembling deck troops, manning cannon stations.” 
 
    I threw off my coat and adjusted my tie, sighing deeply while vacating the lab. My gait was quick, eyes cast to the ground. “Can you still not get a reading?” 
 
    “No, sir,” said Seyestin. “We’re blind.” 
 
    “Summon Qaira to the command station.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound helpful, sir.” 
 
    “He’s a Vel’Haru physicist.” 
 
    There was a pause. “Contacting him now.” 
 
    “I’ll be up in half a minute.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What’s all the noise?” I asked, still trying to get into my coat. The shoulders didn’t fit right, like it was made for a teenage boy.  
 
    Seyestin was dispatching our aerial militia into a stagger. Fatal messages swarmed the central command and navigation screens. A third of Ezekiel’s shields were down; I hated to think about what might happen if we were hit again. 
 
    “Nothing but fog,” said Seyestin. “No army that I can see, just one mysterious bang so far.” 
 
    I surveyed the radar screens. “No army, because whatever they hit us with has a wide area of effect and isn’t precise.” 
 
    “If it was a bomb or other form of mass-effect artillery, the heat signatures would have identified it.” 
 
    “Did you identify any heat?” 
 
    “Yes, enough to hit our shields and knock our front-line jets out of the sky. The halosphere picked up fluctuations in the EM field.” 
 
    “Gamma-ray burst,” I said. “That’s the only thing that could hit our shields so hard.” 
 
    Seyestin spun in his seat, irritated. “Sure, but from what?” 
 
    I said nothing, watching the sky through the observatory glass. 
 
    “The Commander seems to think you might know what’s going on,” he added, impatient. 
 
    “Yeah, I might,” I said, “but I’ll have to see something first.” 
 
    Yahweh burst in, accompanied by soldiers. He stopped and they scattered to their battle-stations along the wall.  
 
    “Ezekiel has been placed in full combat mode, Commander,” reported Seyestin. “Jets are scattered, awaiting your command.” 
 
    “What’s the situation level?” asked Yahweh, joining us in front of the window.  
 
    “Critical,” said Seyestin. 
 
    “Escalate it to fatal.” 
 
    Seyestin looked up at Yahweh, confused. “But that unlocks the—” 
 
    “It frees up forty-five percent more power,” interjected Yahweh, “and I have a feeling we’ll need it.” 
 
    And then he caught me admiring him.  
 
    I looked away, feigning a scowl, but it was too late.   
 
    Although he’d never been a coward, he’d always been afraid of death—or defeat, for that matter. Here he was, commanding a warship that could quite possibly get blown out of the sky at any second. And he wasn’t afraid. 
 
    … But then I remembered what he was, what he had become. Yahweh wasn’t afraid because he wasn’t a man anymore, he was a thing.  
 
    A thing, like me. 
 
    “Any breakthroughs?” asked Yahweh.  
 
    “No,” I said, “other than knowing that it’s turning our shields into gamma rays.” 
 
    “Guess we’ll have to take another hit, then. Hopefully that wasn’t a one-time show.” Yahweh turned to the analysts on his right. “Boost shields to maximum capacity.” 
 
    “The halo will drop power,” objected Seyestin. “Sir, we’ll compromise central command.” 
 
    Yahweh shot him a side-glare. “And the point of preserving central command without a ship is—?” 
 
    Seyestin sighed, conceding. “Boosting shields.” After a moment, he said, “What if this is what they want us to do?” 
 
    “Then they’re very strategic, because that’s the only play I can make,” murmured Yahweh. “Everyone hold on to their seats.” 
 
    There was no way he could have seen it, but the timing was perfect. As soon as he said that, another blast hit the ship. It shook the command station, but we were prepared. A row of cavalry fell from the side-view observatory. Seyestin must have seen their engine failures on his screen, because he cursed, on cue.  
 
    And I still couldn’t see it. 
 
    I rifled through wavelengths, waiting to catch some radiation. But there was no radiation; only gamma. There should have been some indication of what the weapon was made of, but no cigar.  
 
    “How the fuck is this possible?” I said aloud. “It’s not on the spectrum at all.” 
 
    “Sir, we’ve lost half of our shields,” said Seyestin. “We can’t take another hit.” 
 
    “That isn’t possible,” Yahweh stated, aghast. “Aren’t you able to see all spectrums of normal matter?” 
 
    Normal matter. 
 
    I crossed my eyes, and I could see it.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Anti-matter,” I said. Then, louder, “They’re using anti-matter bombs.” 
 
    Obviously neither Seyestin nor Yahweh knew about this because they just stood there, stunned.  
 
    “Do you have anything to defend with?!” I exclaimed, pointing at the alarms.  
 
    “No,” said Yahweh, his voice trembling.  “That type of weaponry was banned on Felor. We haven’t used it for thousands of years. General Trede, pull Ezekiel back. Cavalry and front line will advance.” 
 
    “Don’t suppose you have a particle smasher in your lab.” 
 
    Yahweh shook his head. “But I think we can build one. I have vacuum chamber technology and a pump assembly.” 
 
    “Subvert the engine thrusters and use it as a charge,” I added, liking his idea. “But that will take a while. We don’t have a while.” I paced the room, thinking. Damnit, there was no way around this. “Do you need me to draw up the assembly plans?”  
 
    Yahweh blinked. “I assumed you would help me construct it.” 
 
    “No, I’m going out there.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m grabbing my entourage and we’re going to bring down whatever’s sending off those bombs, or at least try to stall them. Where’s Oraniquitis?” 
 
     “I don’t know,” said Yahweh. “She disappeared the second Ezekiel was attacked.” 
 
    “Great. She sure has been a big help so far.” I sighed, heading for the door. “Get that particle smasher up and reverse the code for the ion shields. The halo should siphon out anti-ions and—” 
 
    Yahweh frowned, insulted. “Yes, I know. You can go now.” 
 
    “Awesome. Hurry.” 
 
    We left Seyestin to protect central command alone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lucifer Raith—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ezekiel and her fleet are retreating, sir,” reported Caelis. “The carnifex is recharged and hot. Standing by for orders.” 
 
    I surveyed the remote navigations holo-map. Judas monitored the Gomorrah and her fleet remotely. “Move forward. Push them out of Junah. Chase them back as far as they’ll run. Do not launch any weapons unless they attempt to regroup.” 
 
    “Sir,” obeyed Caelis, sending the command through his headset.  
 
    I switched feeds and dialed Gomorrah’s frequency.  
 
    “Commander,” greeted Ava. “We’ve received your orders and are in pursuit of Ezekiel.” 
 
    “Devise a second party and have them on transporters within half an hour. I’m sending the desired route and coordinates to your command line.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “As many as you can afford; as many as deemed necessary to pincer Ezekiel from the Tehlor-Orias border.” 
 
    “Received your coordinates. I’ll let you know when they’ve left.” 
 
    “Thank you, Praetor.” 
 
    And now it was time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yahweh Telei—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    Seyestin pinged me. When I received his call, he told me there was a message pending from Judas. Lucifer was requesting a word.  
 
    I’d dreaded this moment only up until recently, having finally gotten over the shock of his betrayal. It wasn’t betrayal at all, really—; 
 
    It was something inevitable. Something from causality, from circumstance. Now he was knocking and I felt nothing at all.  
 
    I excused myself from the team of system and mechanical engineers rushing to build the smasher. We were still trying to come up with a plan of how to attach it to the propulsion motor without shutting Ezekiel’s engines down completely—since we were in the sky, on the run. This was something that should have taken weeks, not hours. The second I wasn’t there to mediate, the engineers began to argue heatedly, and I knew I couldn’t be long. 
 
    I took the call in the vacant conference room. By law, Commanders were given the right to interact privately, but only on neutral ground. I supposed that part of the rule could be waived, given the fact that neutral ground no longer existed between us. In fact, the Code was obsolete. There were no rules anymore.  
 
    Lucifer had beaten me to that conclusion. 
 
    “Greetings,” I said as his image flickered on the holosphere. “We’ll have to make this quick, since I must get back to fleeing from you.” 
 
    Lucifer wasn’t amused. “Stop running and surrender, Yahweh. This is something you won’t win.” 
 
    “You used to tell me I could do anything.” 
 
    “You can, including getting yourself killed.” 
 
    “If that’s the stake, then so be it.” 
 
    Lucifer’s eyes narrowed. “Listen to me, you need to surrender. Between here and the Junah-Tehlor border there are three townships, each with roughly twelve thousand demons. I’ll keep pursuing you if you run, but it tears my heart out to think about battling over civilian land.” 
 
    I stared at him, silent. He seemed surprised by the unmoved look on my face. “If you’re willing to sacrifice thousands of lives just to defeat me, then by moral law alone I cannot surrender and give you The Atrium.” 
 
    “You don’t seem yourself.” 
 
    “It’s amazing how much can change after you’ve dangled from the edge of death.” 
 
    “Praetor Delvori was only supposed to detain you.” 
 
    “Yes, I know, yet she’s still your Praetor.” 
 
    Lucifer sneered. “And I have two dead Archdemons. We’re both guilty of having dogs whose leashes aren’t short enough.” 
 
     His sneer took me off guard. I hadn’t seen that look for hundreds of years. “That’s fair.” 
 
    Lucifer caught himself and reeled it in. He leaned back in his seat, studying me. “Qaira seems well.” 
 
    “I’ll pass that along to him,” I said. 
 
    “So it means nothing to you, does it? What he did to them, to us? All’s forgiven?” 
 
    “It means everything. Enlisting Qaira shows how much I don’t want this war. I never did. I begged you…”  
 
    And, that was it. Everything I thought I’d gotten past came erupting out.  
 
    “I begged you not to do this! Don’t you dare try to blame me for the monster you’ve become!”  
 
    Lucifer flinched.  
 
    “You’re not my father. My father died the moment this war began. I will never surrender.” 
 
    He said nothing and his face was unreadable.   
 
    And then he cut the call. I stared at the swirling stand-by icon long after Lucifer had gone, my eyes blurring with tears. I wiped them away and then grimaced at the red smears across my cuff.  
 
    The particle smasher. 
 
    “General Trede,” I called into my headset, hurrying back to the lab, “how close are we to the nearest township?” 
 
    “Four hundred cetas. At our speed, about an hour away.” 
 
    Drat. “Adjust the course north-east. We need to avoid any civilian deaths.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Is there an ETA on the smasher?” 
 
    “Soon.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lucifer Raith—; 
 
      
 
    I stared at the flashing signal lost message. A sharp pain in my hand caused me to look toward the stimulus. Blood ran down the wrist of my enclosed left fist; I’d crushed my glass. 
 
    I winced, throwing what was left of the glass to the ground. The bandages were soiled with blood and wine. Had I not been what I am, my hand would have needed sutures. Lucky me. 
 
    I tapped into Gomorrah’s confidential line. Ava received my call. 
 
    “It’s worked,” I said. “The angel fleet is headed toward your team.” 
 
    “Are you certain, Commander?” asked Praetor Delvori.  
 
    “I am. Why?” 
 
    “We’re picking up a signal on our halo-rad. A cloaked angel flag craft is heading toward Gomorrah.” 
 
    “… Just one?” 
 
    “So far.” 
 
    “Shoot it down, with normal artillery.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXI 
 
    CARNIFEX 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    GOMORRAH WASN’T A COMMAND SHIP. It wasn’t anything I’d ever seen, or expected.  
 
    A giant beta-metallic spear, cast-iron black, alit with flashing blue lights and crimson haze. Its image cut through all the fog like a battle-axe, and we were left gaping in awe from our position: a flimsy flag ship.  
 
    But the flagship wasn’t meant for combat; it would only get us most of the way. It also gave us a chance to see our enemy and do some research.  
 
    It’d been twenty minutes since their last bomb. That meant it was a weapon with a cool-down, recharge function. I could do a lot of damage in twenty minutes; things were looking up already. 
 
    Our cloak wouldn’t help us anymore; we were close enough that their primary halo-rad could pick up our heat signature. Belial and Michael were revving their auto-raves (aRAVEs) for a quick escape once Gomorrah opened fire. The angels had placed some funding into single and double flying craft. Adrial planned to ride with Belial, while I chose to fly solo—;  
 
    Until Oran magically showed up; then I became her ride. 
 
    Her disguise was Leid—in that white coat with the fur collar, a black combat suit hidden beneath. She sucked on a malay cigarette and blew the smoke at me.  
 
    I wanted to hurt her, throw her off the ship and watch those ugly black eyes disappear into Junah’s mist. But I couldn’t.  
 
    So all I did was offer her ice and continued to charge my weapon. Oran would get nothing out of me. 
 
    “Gomorrah is priming an automatic weapons system,” cautioned Seyestin. “You’re about to experience some heavy rain.” 
 
    “It’s time to get off this thing,” I told the others. We spoke through voice-link technology embedded into our protective masks, or else I’d have had to compete with the wind and engines. Not to mention the air was so cold that nearly any natural exposure would freeze our lungs within minutes. The cold temperature aided Gomorrah’s secret weapon—anywhere hotter would have set the bombs off much sooner, blowing them up in her face. 
 
    Adrial and Belial needed no further cue, and off they went, vanishing into the aerofrost. 
 
    Michael, the acting pilot of the ship, threw the system into auto-ride and then he, too, soared off on our secondary aRAVE.  
 
    Oran threw the cigarette over the rail. The ship jolted as wind abraded the hull. No one was manning the pressure buffers any longer and we were about to figure-eight.  
 
    We united, as if this had been a practiced procedure. I knelt and spread my wings as she glided behind me, wrapping her arms around my neck. I rose and she curled her knees across my hips, locking ankles. Another jolt made me stagger, but I managed to lift off right as the ship capsized, spinning like a pulsar.  
 
    “Tell me why you couldn’t have just teleported onto Gomorrah and wasted the ship by yourself?” I asked. 
 
    “You’ve seen my power. It’s not guaranteed the ship is all I’d waste.” 
 
    “Now isn’t really the time to pull your punches.” 
 
    “Where’s the fun in ending it so soon?” Oran said, laughing softly. “This is the most excitement I’ve had since eviscerating Calenus’s sister.” 
 
    I said nothing, chewing on that statement for a while.  
 
    It was getting difficult to see; the freezing air was forming a layer of frost against my armor. My visor was fogging up, even with its antifreeze mode activated. Scrolling geometric data told me it was two hundred points below freezing. Even Oran had suited up for this. 
 
    Thunder shook the sky as Gomorrah’s rapid-fire cannons incinerated our spinning ship. This was the most dangerous part; flying out in the open. The command ship was already readjusting their weapons trajectory, noticing our approach. All we had to do was get on that ship and the rest would be history.  
 
    “A thousand meters,” announced Belial from somewhere ahead. “Hopefully they don’t drop another bomb anytime soon.” 
 
    “We’re past that point already,” I said. “We’re too close for them to fire. It’d tear them apart in the process.” 
 
    “If I saw you approaching, I’d commit suicide too,” stated Michael, to which Adrial and Oran laughed.  
 
    I didn’t. I was sure Lucifer had other things up his sleeve; he knew we would be the only ones able to stop Gomorrah. “Stay focused. I don’t want to hear any jokes until our feet hit Ezekiel’s deck.” 
 
    “Still attached to our bodies, might I add,” said Belial. 
 
    Michael chuckled. I sighed.  
 
    “Gomorrah has barbed her halo,” warned Seyestin. “It’s emitting a plasma shield. You’re going to feel some heat.” 
 
    The aRAVEs had ion shields of their own, a much stronger intensity than the ones generated from celestial armor. It would soften the blow for sure, but by how much? If their rides didn’t overheat, I’d be surprised. We were about to dive into the surface of the sun. 
 
    And there were other things to worry about, like the spiked metallic spheres that were spraying from Gomorrah’s pores, polluting our path with serrated mines. Belial and Michael’s aRAVEs opened fire, trying to cut a path, but it was difficult—like a supersonic rocket attempting to carve its way through meteoric debris. Speed had sacrificed almost all of our precision. 
 
    I felt Oran’s lock tighten across my shoulders as I rolled to avoid Gomorrah’s traps, some whirring by with only a meter’s distance. The command ship’s shadow darkened the sky as we closed the distance; the heat from the plasma shield spiking alarms from my visor. I couldn’t tell whether the sensation of my skin burning was real or imagined, but I clenched my teeth anyway. 
 
    “Impact in ten, nine, eight,” announced Seyestin. 
 
    We were in for a rough landing. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Avarice Delvori—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    The angel flagship had been destroyed, but there were three more approaching objects, moving even faster than before. Lucifer ordered us to boost our halo and release the calitrops. That might slow them down, but wouldn’t stop them. He and I both knew who we were dealing with now.  
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” I promised my Commander, getting ready to close the comm-channel. 
 
    “You won’t be able to take on more than one Vel’Haru,” interjected Lucifer, making me pause. “Ava, you’re not as strong as you think.” 
 
    I smirked at that remark, and he saw it. “I already learned that lesson, Commander Raith. I had Caelis give me four more tranqs before I left Judas.” I held up my gun, for emphasis. “Don’t worry, I won’t waste any this time.” 
 
    Lucifer seemed surprised, almost betrayed. “Good luck, Praetor.” 
 
    He cut the call.  
 
    “Praetor,” someone called from the command room doorway. I turned; it was our flight director, looking shaken. Before he could explain, two men pushed by him, entering the room. My eyes rose with their height.  
 
    The one with fiery eyes hung back, the other with icy eyes stepped forward. He had long black hair, longer than Lucifer’s even, twisted in a braid. My gaze lingered on the insignia emblazoning his coat. 
 
    “Avarice Delvori,” he said. “A pleasure to finally meet you.” He sized up my weapon, then surveyed the blaring alarms warning of approaching danger. “It looks like you may need some help.” 
 
    “How did you get on this ship?” I demanded. “And why would you want to help me?” 
 
    “Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t be interested in helping you,” he said. “But right now, numbers and power mean everything—for both of us.” 
 
    He didn’t require an introduction. I cocked my weapon. “Aren’t you angry that I killed your friend?” 
 
    “Anger is an illogical, lesser emotion. At least, it is in the way you’re referring.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, confused. The god killer behind Calenus said nothing, continuing to stare me down. We locked eyes. “And how exactly do you plan to help?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    My eyes opened; sparks marred my vision. A deafening ring invaded my audio sensory, and I cringed. The smell of smoke and burning flesh lingered in the air. A blurry landscape of fire, horses, catapults and rag-covered men swarmed around me.  
 
    The ring faded. Replacing it, gunfire. 
 
    Jerusalem evaporated. The visuals of Gomorrah’s deck roared in. 
 
    I scrambled from underneath a wrecked aRAVE. Pulse rifle tail-sparks whipped by as I sprinted out of crossfire. Belial and Michael manned the deck, their meager team holding off the defending soldiers with surprising talent. Adrial was already hacking his way toward their command center and invited me to join.  
 
    Oran didn’t answer my call. That cunt had left me laying on the deck.   
 
    I’d follow Adrial in a minute. My first objective was to kill Gomorrah’s primers.  
 
    I kicked open the barracks metal door, the lock-disengage panel sparking over the frame. I ditched the two-handed firearm, instead sliding an ion blade from its titanium sheath on my belt. Unleashing a scythe, I activated my armor’s defense system and headed for the hangar.  
 
    The doors slid open. Two dozen armed soldiers were waiting for me at the dock; twenty-four targeting lasers appeared on my chest. At least one of them belonged to a tranq gun. 
 
    My eyes rose to the second story armory window, overlooking the dock. Praetor Delvori, fully geared, watched the scene with a metallic finger hovering above her headset. 
 
    I snarled.  
 
    So, let the games begin. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Adrial Trisyien—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m a reasonable man. All you have to do is walk through that door and let me take your place.”  
 
    One soldier was locked around my arm, my scythe pressed against his neck. My other hand held a pulsar hand-cannon, taken from a friend guarding the door, now aimed at a shaken demon analyst. All of her friends were dead, scattered at my feet.  
 
    To my relief she conceded, tearfully raising her hands and ducking away to the elevator hall. I shoved my hostage in the same direction, and he fled too. I dropped the gun and headed for the central command board. Here it was; the key to the city. 
 
    Now I had to figure out how to dismantle the bombs. Qaira really should have been here for this.  
 
    I heard the door hiss open behind me.  
 
    “Walk away, friend,” I warned, not bothering to turn around, “unless you want to join the ranks.”  
 
    “Which rank is that?” asked a very familiar voice. My breath caught in my throat and I spun. 
 
    Zira smiled at me, crossing his arms. He studied the massacre at our feet. “And what little plotline does Leid have you playing in this time?” 
 
    “What are you doing here?”  
 
    “We wanted to see what all the fuss was about,” he said. Zira entered the room, stepping over bodies until he was beside me. His orange eyes drifted over the central command screen, sprawled across the span of an entire wall. “Everyone seems so interested in this Lesser war. Leid, Ixiah…” 
 
    His stare sliced into me like a piece of glass.  
 
    “The demons killed him, not us. So vengeance isn’t really the reason you’re standing aboard this ship.” 
 
    “Astute observation,” Zira nodded. “But it’s all a pointless measure to stall for time until Qaira gets here. Or Oraniquitis. But both of them are a bit tied up right now, so we should be able to catch up without anyone disturbing us.” 
 
    My senses went wild with caution. I backed away from Zira, raising my scythe. His menacing glare followed me. The rest of him didn’t move. 
 
    “I can understand your displeasure, but I wouldn’t have thought it enough to find any personal vendetta against me.” 
 
    “Displeasure is an underwhelming word to describe my feelings toward those who’d willingly serve the Scarlet Queen.” 
 
    “No one’s willingly serving her,” I snapped, insulted. “She would ruin this world if we didn’t comply. The only one on board with Oraniquitis is Qaira, so take that up with him. I’ve been assigned damage control, nothing else.” 
 
    “After everything you’ve lost,” murmured Zira, “I’d figured you’d be the last to fall in line with the rest of these pawns. I always felt sorry for you and Zhevraine, forced to serve that flawed, inept mistake of a noble.” 
 
    Anger. “I was never forced to serve Leid. Unlike you, I was given a choice to become what I am. She didn’t choose me because she wanted a plaything or an obedient puppet.”  
 
    “And that is why you are trapped here in this never-ending loop of loss. We aren’t designed for Lesser emotions. Your noble failed you.” 
 
    “I’m trapped in this loop because I won’t leave her. Not yet.” 
 
    Zira cocked his head. “Why? Can’t you see that she’s gone?” 
 
    “I promised her.” 
 
    “Promised her what?” 
 
    I said nothing, lowering my gaze. Zira let out a dry laugh. “It’s irrelevant, anyway. The Violet line must end. They can’t go on; not with their flawed programming. I’m relieved that I don’t have to kill Zhevraine, but am very sorry that I must kill you.” 
 
    I crossed my scythes as he lunged at me.  
 
    Everything became a blur. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yahweh Telei—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    Although we shared no true familial genetics, my father, Lucifer, was identical to me.  
 
    Anti-matter architecture had been banned after misuse and genocide between nations on Felor. I’d still been in school but had managed to procure some of its properties and practical designs from security heads within Jehovah’s ranks. The chip had since been kept away, archived within my secret stash of ‘probably-not-good-for-the-world’ technology.  
 
    Lucifer had done the same, it seemed. 
 
    But he had gone one step further. He’d brought anti-matter to fruition once again, using it for the very thing that had gotten it banned in the first place.  
 
    Would I have done the same, had I felt cornered? 
 
    The chip was now being used as reference, my team of high-ranking engineers working quickly to assemble the last of the particle smasher. Connecting it to central command energy and defensive systems would be tricky, but an analyst promised it could be done. Reversing our shields would render the demons’s anti-matter weaponry defenseless against Ezekiel, but keeping the shield from tearing our own matter-adorning vessel in the process was still a concern. I delegated finding a solution to our atomic weapons specialists.  
 
    I really wished Qaira was here. 
 
    “Sir,” Seyestin called. 
 
    “Yes, almost done,” I said, growing annoyed by his constant pressuring.  
 
    “No, this call is to inform you that scans are showing an army of enemy aerocraft approaching us from the south. At their current speed and trajectory, they will engage us in four minutes.” 
 
    A pincer attack. Gomorrah from the west, nukers from the south, trying to drive us north. I hated to think what waited for us in that direction. 
 
    “Send as many jets as we can afford,” I ordered. “Keep them away for as long as you can. Ezekiel remains east-bound.” 
 
    “Sir,” acknowledged Seyestin, cutting the line.  
 
    Alarms that called for artillery stations to be manned along the deck resonated across the ship. This song of war made my technicians pause, looking up toward the speaker with nervous anticipation. I called for them to keep their concentrations; our deadline had just been cut in half. 
 
    Four minutes later the smasher was being lifted past the fourth tier, en route to the engines room. At the same time Ezekiel began to rumble as artillery bursts from topside announced the battle’s arrival. I kept my footing as bullets and missiles rained against our shield, rocking the ship. The smasher teetered, but chains meant to keep it fixed on the platform held fast. We all breathed a sigh of relief. And then, I heard: 
 
    “There’s no end to them, Yahweh.” Seyestin. “East-bound is suicide. We won’t hold against so many jets. All of our cavalry is on Gomorrah.” 
 
    “Reinforcements are approaching from Lohr. We can hold that long.” 
 
    “No, we can’t. Not unless I go out there and lead them, Sir.” 
 
    “We’ve spoken about this already. I won’t have executive officials offing themselves for morale.” 
 
    “Qaira, Adrial and Belial are front-lining Gomorrah.” 
 
    “Two thirds of them are Vel’Haru. Not the same.” 
 
    “Commander, if I don’t lead aerial strike we will be scattered and shot down. I am an Argent General, not your Command Center specialist. I am confused as to why you continue to keep me out of harm’s way when my sole job is to be in harm’s way for the safety of Heaven.” 
 
    It was a while before I responded, too exhausted to argue any longer. “Do what you must, General Trede. But I command you not to die.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Do you hear me? That is an order. If you die I will thereby denounce your name and rank, placing you forever on charges of insubordination, even in death.” 
 
    “Sir,” Seyestin acknowledged, finally. “Orders received. I am placing Senior Analyst Attenyau as Steer of Central Command. I will continue to update aerial status once I’m off the ship.” 
 
    I didn’t respond, and he cut the call. I swallowed the emotions crawling up my throat. Cereli was already gone. If Seyestin followed suit, I would never forgive myself.  
 
    They’d never understood sentiments; love had been reserved only for each other. I was one hundred percent certain that General Trede’s care for my well-being stemmed only from the rooted sense of duty to serve Heaven. My personality, world-views, philosophies and even character all meant nothing to him. It was only recently that I’d proven myself capable of being able to partake in dangerous endeavors such as this. Before then he or his sister had chaperoned me everywhere. I’d been the Young Commander to them, prematurely forced to take a seat at High Court. 
 
    And just as I proved them wrong, Cereli died for me. It made me wonder if I’d proven them right. 
 
    I forced myself back to reality, heading for the command station to oversee the installation of the smasher control system into the engine drives. The ambush from the south had slowed our eastward retreat and Gomorrah’s shadow could be seen through the skyline of icy fog, closing the distance we’d fought so hard to gain. 
 
    The situation was dire. Even if we could protect ourselves from another of Gomorrah’s bombs, our hull was now under threat of artillery bursts from demon destroyer jets. I did my very best to hide the panic rising within. I avoided looking out at the ensuing battle, instead focusing only on the anti-matter shield. One thing at a time. 
 
    Everyone followed cue. The terror in the air was thick, palpable, but we acted calmly—robotically, even.  
 
    Flames from the sky illuminated the room through the observatory glass, our skin alit in red haze. A smoking jet hit the shield right above our station, an explosion and sonic boom wreaking havoc upon us. The holosphere at central command warned us that Ezekiel’s shields were about to fail. From what I could see there were thousands of jets swarming the sky around our ship like furious insects. Our own defenses were scattered, outnumbered. Fifty thousand were heading to our aid, but at this rate they’d arrive too late.  
 
    “How long until activation?” I called to my team.  
 
    Attenyau’s troubled gaze left the command panel, meeting my own. “We’re waiting for it to upload. There’s a lot of code, Commander.” 
 
    “I’m placing you in charge of this operation. If the shield is not activated in five minutes, we will all die.” 
 
    That did not help Attenyau’s nerves.  
 
    Although what I said had been the absolute truth, the sudden guilt I felt to see him trembling as he rushed back to work made me regret saying anything. I was not used to having to put things lightly, or say it in ways in which it didn’t abjectly affect a person’s emotional well-being.  
 
    Likewise, I’d never been aboard a war ship in the middle of an aerial missile battle, trying to make everyone understand the importance of haste while at the same time keeping them from urinating on themselves.  
 
    I was a fool to have thrown everyone at Gomorrah.  
 
    I was going to kill my entire fleet. 
 
    Calm down.  
 
        Calm down,  
 
             Calm down. 
 
    “I want aerial strike at the bow. Our halo is destabilizing,” I said, taking to the observatory deck. I stood in full view of the flaming skyline, indigo light rippling over the shield as we took hit after hit.  
 
    Wind from the downdraft beat my face. I didn’t flinch; I was now allowed courage. My fleet saw their Commander exposed. They worked harder, faster, their fear replaced with veracity.  
 
    Two dozen of our jets roared by, grouping to protect the bow.  
 
    “General Trede, report!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Seyestin Trede—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    “General Trede, report!” 
 
    It was difficult to report while five different enemy craft were shooting at you; however he was the Commander, therefore I must obey.  
 
    “Commander, I am currently still alive and leading a team toward the source of the swarm. We’ve detected several aerocraft carriers hiding along the escarpment. We are en route now; I have nothing more to report.” 
 
    Static.  
 
    His response was choppy, which meant Ezekiel’s shields were compromised. I didn’t bother to respond; I knew he wouldn’t hear me. Yahweh was now left to defend Ezekiel on his own. My initial reaction to this thought was to turn around.  
 
    My arms jerked as I resisted pulling on the steer.  
 
    Rushing to his help would do nothing but prolong an inevitable defeat. The only way of any victory now was downing the craft carriers before Ezekiel fell. There were five hundred strikers positioned behind my craft, ready for a signal. Even the largest of demon carriers couldn’t stand against a shower of beta-ionic missiles.  
 
    The shadows of the colossal carriers grew clearer as we approached. They had lodged themselves between mountains at the southern border. Red and yellow lights flickered from their ports as they spewed more craft in our direction, rocking the sky like thunder. 
 
    My team shared warnings of incoming jets. I handled their repositioning. They were more than agile, but the constant strikes thinned the herd. I lost fifty pilots and twenty drones in two minutes. 
 
    We moved in range of a lock.  
 
    I ordered the strike.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    Avarice staggered back, licking her wounds. The bodies of her soldiers were laying at my feet. I had to use up all of my suit’s juice to heal during the onslaught; now my armor was just for decoration.  
 
    Praetor threatened me with a shaking tranq gun, but for some reason she was reluctant to shoot. I assumed there was only one left in the chamber, and she wasn’t certain if I could dodge a shot at point blank. She was the toughest fight I’d had in Hell, but my wounds were already healing; hers were permanent. Nothing was a match for Vel’Haru. 
 
    “When are you going to learn to stop fucking with me?” My hand whirred, smacking the weapon out of her hand. The other reached for her throat, pinning her to the wall. I leaned in. “What’s with the death wish, hm?” 
 
    Avarice just laughed and spat blood across my visor. I unleashed a scythe, preparing for the kill, but something shocked me. Literally shocked me, like a taser.  
 
    I recoiled, falling to my knees. Avarice lunged for her gun.  
 
    “That’s enough,” said a voice from the dock. “I can take it from here.” 
 
    Calenus. 
 
    Despite his heed, Avarice aimed the tranq gun at me. “Let me do it once; it won’t kill him.” 
 
    Calenus hesitated, which made me snarl at him in disgust.  
 
    He smiled. “Thank you for your service, Praetor Delvori, but I don’t deal in unnecessary punishment.” 
 
    Her eyes were filled with so much hate, it was mesmerizing. They teared up at Calenus’s rejection, despair heaping upon rage. Finally Avarice succumbed, retreating into the hangar’s canopy.  
 
    I watched her exit, unable to do anything else. My limbs were still trembling from the psychokinetic attack. Well aware of the futility, I kept trying to stand.  
 
    “Can we end this mess yet?” asked Calenus, watching me writhe. “Or do you wish to keep suffering?” 
 
    “So, you’re working with Lucifer now. I distinctly remember some kind of bullshit rhetoric from you regarding not involving ourselves in Lesser affairs.” 
 
    “Even you can’t believe this is still just a Lesser affair. Stop fighting and come quietly. The Atrium is officially unsalvageable at this point, thanks to you.” 
 
    “Thanks to me?” I shouted. “This war was started by celestials; it is fueled by celestials. I came to you first, and you turned me away. Thank yourself for not giving me anything.” 
 
    Calenus’s fist cracked the side of my face. I lost my footing, and my head hit the docking gate on my way to the floor. Pain was mingled with the warm sensation of blood flowing down my face. Before I could react he ripped what was left of my visor off and wrapped an arm around my neck. I felt the serrated edge of one of his scythes against my spine. There was another shock involved for good measure. My eyes rolled into my head and I fought consciousness.  
 
    “I am done exchanging words with you,” he whispered in my ear. “Open your mouth again and I’ll cut out your tongue.” 
 
    I couldn’t be taken back to Exo’daius; this time there would be no escape.  
 
    There was someone who could clean up this mess in a second flat, but I was too proud to call for her. She’d abandoned us, and calling for her help would be a type of humiliation that I couldn’t live with. 
 
    A rifle blast erupted above, from such a close range it reverberated my skull.  
 
    Calenus’s grip loosened, and I was suddenly covered in blood that wasn’t mine. 
 
    I looked up just as he was coming down. Half of Calenus’s face was missing, the remaining portion black and charred.  
 
    I wiped viscera off my face, retching.  
 
    “What are you doing?!” yelled Belial. “Come on!” 
 
    I turned, surprised. He was on an aRAVE that hovered above the hangar. The barrel of his pulse rifle was still smoking, its recharge function activated. He’d just landed a headshot on the King of Exo’daius. 
 
    Calenus was already healing. I could see the muscles and soft tissue of his face rethreading themselves, reforming over the gaping wound. This was my chance.  
 
    I staggered to my feet, aiming my scythe at Calenus’s chest.  
 
    Belial, realizing what I was planning, demanded that I get on the bloody, fucking aRAVE.  
 
    I snarled, ignoring him.  
 
    All he understood was the consequences that might arise should Enigmus lose its King. Sure, everyone there would be angry but they were nothing compared to their leader. With Calenus gone, half of my problems were solved.  
 
    But something stopped me from plunging my scythe into his heart. 
 
    I froze, scythe raised over my head. The hatred I felt—my drive to kill—was ambushed by flashbacks of Sanctum. 
 
      
 
    My overdose. 
 
    Tae. 
 
    Calenus freeing me from that chair on the cold, blood-soaked ground. 
 
    Sanctum’s collapse. 
 
      
 
    My scythe shook. 
 
    No, this was for Leid; to let him live was to let her die. 
 
    I clenched my teeth and closed my eyes, fighting my honor for the deed. Belial screamed a warning, rousing me from my trance.  
 
    “Look out!” 
 
    Something knocked my scythe out of the air, the whiplash nearly breaking my arm. I was still trying to see what had attacked me when Belial cursed, opening fire.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Adriel Trisyien—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    I coughed, waking myself from the coma in which Zira had placed me.  
 
    I was alone on the control room floor, pebbles of obsidian that had once been my teeth were strewn about. I winced and ran my tongue across the regenerated ones. 
 
    Alarm systems blared, the engines were fully restored and the launch module had been calibrated. Another bomb was ready to fire. 
 
    I hadn’t the slightest clue why Zira didn’t kill me; what I did have was a mission to complete, so thoughts on him sparing my life would have to take a back seat for now. Qaira was still missing in action. I would have to go at this alone. 
 
    Anyone who may have known the password to Gomorrah’s power system was dead; the rest had fled during the fight with Zira. The only choice was to shut down the command terminal and disable the engines. No engines, no halo, no power to launch a bomb—;  
 
    At least, that was the logic from someone who had absolutely no experience with celestial tech. I could not digitally enter the command terminal to shut it down because, again, I did not have any way of accessing it. It was time to fall back on that iconic savagery everyone balked about.  
 
    Primitive, but reliable. 
 
    My scythes hacked away at the control board, slicing through sheets of steel and silicon-insulated wiring, sparks flying in every direction. Within a matter of moments, every terminal, every piece of digital equipment capable of activating another bomb, was annihilated. At least within here. 
 
    I stepped over the debris-covered bodies and headed for the hall. 
 
    Qaira, I have absolutely no idea where you are.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    I began to navigate down the lift, toward the bottom floor that held Gomorrah’s engine room.  
 
    I suppose I’ll forgive you if you’re dead. 
 
    —I’m not dead. 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. Then you’re a selfish prick. 
 
    —Fuck you. Calenus is aboard the ship; he stopped by to say hello. 
 
    Yes, I know. His guardian knocked me unconscious and then left… for some reason. 
 
    —Probably to save his precious noble before I shoved a scythe through his face. I left Zira with his wounded King. What’s your status? 
 
    The control room is rubble. I’m heading for the engines room to bring this goddess down.  
 
    —You’re going to sink the ship? 
 
    I caught a glimpse of Ezekiel’s silhouette through the fire and smoke over the dark horizon. We were closing in and it looked as if the Archaean warship had issues of her own. Whatever it takes to keep them from unloading another bomb. 
 
    Qaira scoffed. Yeah, but we’re on the ship. 
 
    It always works out, relax. 
 
    —And I’m the reckless one. How deep are you? 
 
    Sublevel four and falling. Why? 
 
    —Keep your guard up; you’ll be facing more than a dozen crew and soldiers once you get off that lift. Our team hasn’t made it there.  
 
    Yes, I can sense heat signatures, too. But I appreciate your concern. 
 
    After a while, Qaira laughed. Here we are again, you and me, his thoughts felt strained, tearing these motherfuckers up, possibly dying in the process. 
 
    Such is life. 
 
    We left it at that. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Samnaea Soran—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was an explosion and my eyes shot open. The room spun, I felt nauseous.  
 
    I couldn’t breathe. 
 
    I clutched my chest as the room shook again; bits of ceiling were peppered on my face and something across the room fell over.  
 
    I was in a fancy suite, on a soft bed. There had been a glass of water sitting on the night table. It was now a pile of wet shards scattered across the floor.  
 
    And then I remembered what Yahweh had done, but that was all. My memories stopped at the infirmary. Anything and everything that had happened since were lost. 
 
    “Let’s keep you relaxed and honest.” 
 
    I shuddered, trying not to retch as yet another explosion shook the room. Still confused, my instincts kicked in and I darted across the room. We were being attacked.  
 
    The sliding door was sealed and digitally locked. I banged on the metal surface, hoping someone was stationed outside.  
 
    “Hey, let me out!” I cried, fear rising in my throat as my plea garnered no response.  
 
    At that moment the ship tilted, sending half the furniture sliding into the wall. The clang that followed was deafening, and something crushed my ankle. The pain was so severe that I saw spots in my eyes.  
 
    By now I was in full survival mode.  
 
    The pain was suddenly gone and I climbed up the furniture through gritted teeth, clawing for the door that was now practically on the ceiling.  
 
    And then the ship tilted again, stabilizing. I crouched into a fetal position as the bed, night table, bookshelves and cabinet all rained upon me. Somehow, everything missed.  
 
    I heard a whir; the lights went out.  
 
    They came back on a second later, and a beep occurred behind me.  
 
    I looked toward the door. The lock and its computer systems had been deactivated.  
 
    Relief was such a wonderful feeling; underappreciated, really. 
 
    The pain was returning to my ankle, the throb intensifying and expanding to both my foot and lower calf. I could still put pressure on it but not without limping. I removed my shoes and struggled down the hall barefoot. I was still a bit dizzy, my heart pounding out of my chest.  
 
    If the demons take Ezekiel, then Lucifer would learn that I had surrendered to Qaira.  
 
    If the demons destroy Ezekiel, then I go down in flames with the angels.  
 
    If the angels keep me hostage, my future is uncertain, but its outcome was likely bleak.  
 
    Warm tears stung my eyes as alarms rang out, a deep and slightly muffled voice announcing over the speaker that the hull was compromised. All soldiers to the hull. 
 
    There was a strange pressure in the air, pushing lightly against my temples. My skin tingled against my clothes, the way it does in the presence of static.  
 
    The hallway was abandoned in every direction. Just me, alarms, and static.  
 
    I leaned against the wall and limped on, hoping to find a lift. Eventually the pain became unbearable and I was forced to use my wings for more resistance, which barely fit within the width of the passage.  
 
    Finally, a lift.  
 
    The sight of it resuscitated my hope. It was deactivated as well, but I could move up the shaft and perhaps find access to the outer-ship. 
 
    There was a breeze and the doors slid open.  
 
    I froze. 
 
    Yahweh stepped out of the lift, folding his wings.  
 
    I was practically on my knees at his feet. And, for some reason, he appeared terrified.  
 
    “You’re not supposed to be conscious yet,” he said, and knelt.  
 
    “What’s happened?” I stammered as he lifted me to a stand. “Have you lost?” 
 
    “Not yet,” he murmured, guiding me toward the vacant, vertical tunnel. “I’m here to get you to safer quarters.” 
 
    “Why is the Commander of Heaven manning an evacuation?” 
 
    “We’re a little understaffed at the moment.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The shaft was blocked several floors above. Judging by Yahweh’s expression, this was a new development.  
 
    He led me down another door-lined hallway, red lights flashing on and off. His grip was rough and he pulled me too quickly. I stumbled, and yelped.  
 
    There was a repetitive bang from the other side of the hall. Yahweh stopped. He let me go and I fell to the cold floor.  
 
    Surprised, I stared at his back, watching his gloved hands curl into fists. There was something inside of him that he was battling. I didn’t understand. 
 
    The door at the end of the sector hallway blew open, dented and charred. A group of armored demons poured through the newly-formed passage. Four kneeled, the others stood behind them, blocking the door and raising their weapons. 
 
    They demanded that Yahweh show his hands.  
 
    He remained still, fists clenched. His coat displayed no weapons for any form of defense. His stance showed conflict. 
 
    And then he raised his hands, slowly. 
 
    My heart sank.  
 
    I had placed my bets on the wrong side, and now I would be executed with them. 
 
    But… 
 
    I closed my eyes and concentrated, choking on the traitorous guilt that maimed my insides. 
 
    Nothing. Their minds should have been mush.  
 
    My only weapon—our only weapon—had done nothing.  
 
    Why? 
 
    I had no time to contemplate. Yahweh’s hands exploded, bits of blood-splattered glove and flesh painting the walls and my face. Black scythes slid through his shredded sleeves and he blurred out of sight. 
 
    Gunfire erupted and I cowered, shielding my head. My heart throbbed in my ears. 
 
    I felt the heat of sparks as bullets flew. I waited for the sting of their bite but never felt it. 
 
    Then, silence. 
 
    After several seconds, I unfolded. 
 
    Yahweh stood within the group of demons, all of them reduced to mangled body parts and slices of metallic armor. A stream of their blood ran toward me.  
 
    He looked my way from over his shoulder, motionless. Shadows covered his face and I couldn’t make out his expression. 
 
    I remained still, breathing hard, staring back at him. 
 
    Yahweh retracted his scythes and looked down at the corpses, waiting for his hands to heal. I watched them reform, mesmerized.  
 
    “You… You’re one of them.” My voice was barely louder than a whisper. 
 
    Yahweh said nothing, shaking out his new hands. I could see his face now, and he stared at his regenerated limbs in both confusion and awe.  
 
    “That’s against the terms. You’ve violated the rules,” I rasped.  
 
    “The Contest tossed its rules long before me,” said Yahweh, laughing sadly. His face and coat were decorated in blood. The contrast of colors made his eyes appear bluer, more intense.  
 
    “How long have you—?” 
 
    “I died when Praetor Delvori invaded the ship.” 
 
    I looked away, trying to process this.  
 
    “Hell has won, Samnaea. But you and I both know that that can’t actually happen.” 
 
    Disbelief quickly turned to fury. We’d won long before I’d defected in fear for my life; long before I’d questioned Commander Raith’s ethics.  
 
    “You horrible, cheating wretch,” I hissed, shaking. “The rules of the Contest can’t be broken. The Celestial Code is the only thing we have left. You’re a liar!” 
 
    Yahweh said nothing. 
 
    “You never meant to free us! You never meant to release us from this prison!” I was sobbing now, unable to see through my tears. “We were never meant to be given a chance, were we? Were we?!” 
 
    He inhaled, looking down. 
 
    “Answer me, you fucking beast!” 
 
    Yahweh’s eyes met mine, and they narrowed. He walked toward me, slowly. “Would I have risked exposure to evacuate you, a demon, if I am how you think?” 
 
    I fumbled for a response. I honestly had no idea why he’d come for me. 
 
    “The past haunts us, Samnaea. It doesn’t haunt me, but it haunts mine.” He paused, smiling weakly.  
 
    I flinched as he jerked me up. Yahweh allowed me to regain my footing before he led me down the cleared hallway. We gingerly side-stepped the bodies.  
 
    “I’m useful to you, surely,” I finally said. “I’m leverage against Lucifer. Well, I’m sorry to inform you that I doubt he cares whether I live or die anymore, hence my being here.” 
 
    “Which also raises the question as to why I’d go out of my way to be so diplomatic when I could easily just fast-travel to Judas and kill my father outright.” 
 
    I glared at him. 
 
    He shrugged. “The evidence is obvious if you stop and think about it.” 
 
    “Just get me to safety. I don’t want to talk anymore.” 
 
    “I don’t have to explain myself to someone who stands against four counts of treason at the Celestial Court, five if you include jumping ship from your own race.” 
 
    “The Celestial Court is dissolved. It was filthy and corrupt anyhow. It was nothing but a farce that kept my kind oppressed.” 
 
    “That is somewhat true.” 
 
    “You won’t execute Lucifer because you know your angels wouldn’t be able to live with the idea that they’d won dishonestly. Archaeans with their rules, their suffocating structure. They would sacrifice themselves before living with that kind of guilt.” 
 
    Instead of replying, he tapped his head set. “I’m returning to central command. The inversion seems to have been a success.” 
 
    He paused, listening. 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    There was a whir, followed by a chorus of beeps that signified the systems control had been restored. All the panels on the doors blinked green. 
 
    “Confirmed. I am bringing General Soran to the bridge. Please have someone ready to escort her.” 
 
    He badged into the panel; the doors to the lift slid open, a glowing disk now hovering before us, awaiting our departure. “We can sit here and argue politics or we can survive. The choice is yours, Miss Soran.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXII 
 
    A VISCERAL HOLOCAUST 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    WITH ADRIAL HEADING TO THE ENGINES ROOM, I was running out of things to do. Michael’s team had swarmed the deck, overrunning the enemy soldiers guarding the ship’s halo. But he was on foot. I was riding bitch with Belial on our last aRAVE.  
 
    “Move to the halo,” I shouted over the roaring wind and flames.  
 
    “Why? This thing’s out of artillery!” he shouted back. “We need to get the others and figure out an exit plan. I’d say this ship is about to sink.” 
 
    “If this thing still has power, it still has bombs!”  
 
    “Then what do you suggest we do? Run our bird into the halo?!” 
 
    “Just get me close enough.” 
 
    “Qaira, we need to get the fuck out of here. Have you forgotten the King of Exo’daius is bloody-who-knows-where on this ship and probably very, very angry at us?!” 
 
    No, I hadn’t.  
 
    I also still couldn’t tell for certain if Ezekiel had a method of protecting herself yet. “If we leave before deactivating their weapons, our flagship is done. We’re done.” 
 
    Belial said nothing, battling that thought. My viewpoint won out and he steered the craft toward the colossal, crimson hoop. It flickered intermittently, revealing damage already sustained.  
 
    Something rammed into the side of our aRAVE.  
 
    Belial swerved; a blurry form soared by, missing us by an inch.  
 
    I looked back, just in time to see Avarice Delvori somersault mid-air, changing trajectory. Her black, razor-clad wings expanded as she lunged for us again. 
 
    I let go of Belial and fell off the aRAVE, having had quite enough of Lucifer’s lab experiment. This time I would make sure there was nothing left to revive.  
 
    Belial’s worried cries echoed into the distance, the aRAVE dissolving in the clouds of black smoke that emanated from Gomorrah’s slow demise. My own wings expanded and I dove from another of the Praetor’s aerial attacks. Before she could recover I rammed her and we both crashed into a pillar, sprawling across the flaming hull.  
 
    That hurt. A couple of my ribs had broken for sure. 
 
    I staggered to my feet. Avarice did as well.  
 
    “I don’t get it,” I spat. “Any smart piece of shit would have retreated at the chance. You keep coming back, begging for another beating.” 
 
    Avarice said nothing, flickering her wings, unsheathing her ion blade. She lowered her head, narrowing her eyes. 
 
     I smirked at her lack of response, and lunged.  
 
    To my surprise, she dropped the blade and opened her arms. This happened too soon to retract, and my elbow rammed her gut. It dented her armor and she whipped backward twenty feet, sliding through a pile of charred bodies. I cleared the distance in half a second, grabbing her by the neck and making her kneel.  
 
    “What kind of game are you playing?” I snarled.  
 
    Still, nothing. Avarice hung limp in my arms.  
 
    “Fair enough. I’m not your therapist.” I unleashed a scythe, raising it over her head. “Anything you wish to express before joining your friends?” 
 
    “W-Wish,” she rasped, and then gave a throaty laugh. 
 
    I hesitated, thrown by her reaction. 
 
    “The dead don’t wish,” she said, struggling to breathe against my grip. “The dead don’t speak.” 
 
    Her eyes raised to mine. Silver to silver, gleaming with malice.  
 
    “I died in Yema Theater,” she whispered. 
 
    My expression must have changed, because her stare intensified.  
 
    “You died there, too.” Avarice’s gloves clutched at my fist clenched around her neck. “You are me, and I am you. So, do it.” 
 
    I was frozen as memories came flooding back; some of which I wasn’t equipped to handle at the moment. I let her go and backed away, disgust and empathy battling for control. It was the kind of empathy I didn’t realize I’d had until now. 
 
    Avarice dropped to her knees, enraged.  
 
    “Do it!” she screamed. “Kill me now! I can’t go back to him after this!” 
 
    I stayed silent, conflicted.  
 
    “I should have died in Sanctum! Correct your mistake! Correct your mistake!” 
 
    She was about to scream that again but was snatched up by an invisible force. Avarice’s squirming form was lifted fifty feet into the air. She clutched at her throat as if being strangled, and then was wringed in half at the midsection like a cloth. Her warm insides rained on me and I flinched at the macabre spectacle.  
 
    Both halves of her body hit the ground in a wet thud. Disconnected bits of armor clattered around her, settling in a growing pool of blood around Avarice’s remains. 
 
    My eyes moved from the corpse to a shifting figure in my peripherals.  
 
    Oraniquitis stood idle, watching me. She bore no expression. 
 
    “She was damaging your mind,” said Oran, having sensed the look of disgust and accusation in my eyes. “I felt your will crumble. It made you weak.” 
 
    “And why would you give a fuck? You haven’t even been here this whole time.” 
 
    Oraniquitis shoved her hands into her coat and only looked past me.  
 
    I turned, following her gaze. 
 
    Calenus and Zira stood next to the fallen communications pillar. Their faces were decorated in bruises and still-healing wounds. I hadn’t felt either of them coming.  
 
    “Qaira, back away,” cooed Oran. “It’s not you they’re after and I can’t afford your death.” 
 
    I glared at her, insulted. “Lady, I don’t walk away from fights.” 
 
    Oraniquitis frowned, but conceded nonetheless. Her attention shifted to the Silver King. “I let you leave once, but twice is where I draw the line.” 
 
    Calenus stood tall, unflinching against the surrounding battle. The halo was still intact, but the ship was tilting and smoke was rising from beneath it. Adrial must have found the engines room.  
 
    “I order you, as King of Exo’daius, to return to our place of origin,” he said, calmly. His gaze trailed to me. “All of you. Enough is enough.” 
 
    “You are not the King,” Oran rebuked, moving past me. “You are a derelict King of a usurped dynasty led by my sick-minded son. I am giving you one chance to kneel before me and acknowledge my rightful title as your Queen.” She stopped mere feet from Calenus and his guardian. Neither moved. The ship jolted and a groan rippled the sky as another engine failed. Oran’s gaze never left Calenus’s, and she smiled. “Time is of the essence.” 
 
    “Time is nonlinear,” Calenus rebutted, mimicking her cool demeanor. Zira and I stared daggers at each other. “You are Queen of Nothing, Oraniquitis Loren. Even when you sat on the throne as Zaylafon’s whore. Every failing Aipocinus experienced was because of you and your monstrous ilk. You seek to destroy; we seek to build.” 
 
    Ouch. 
 
    Oran had felt the burn. I’d never seen her angry.  
 
    Even in her most violent of moments she’d worn a gleeful smile. Now her face was twisted and her eyes gleamed red. The air changed, growing heavy. Gravity shifted and another groan rippled the sky; this time it was not from Gomorrah’s demise.  
 
    I had felt this before. 
 
    And so had Zira, because he snarled, unleashing his scythes.  
 
    Oran’s face had contorted into a cruel sneer that spread from ear to ear. Her expression resembled one from a demented jester’s mask, porcelain and wicked.  
 
    Calenus released his own resonance, pushing against Oran’s.  
 
    My mind felt compressed and I about doubled over, clutching my head. Fortunately Zira was scathed in the same manner, or I would have been taken off guard.  
 
    One thing for certain was that I had to get out of here. Fighting in the proximity of nobles was a dangerous thing, even for guardians. All of their powers were area-affected; they were unable to aim and damage was sustained within a mile radius, minimum.  
 
    As the two nobles blurred toward each other, initiating a battle that would surely destroy the demon warship within minutes, I took off to the other side of Gomorrah with Zira close on my heels. He would not let me escape. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Yahweh Telei—; 
 
      
 
    “Shields!” I shouted, and my navigator crushed the button that initiated the boost system.  
 
    Bringing the anti-matter shield online had been a success; however flying through a world containing nothing but matter with an anti-matter shield proved more challenging. For one, it created a shell of fire from the heat of antiparticle collision. To an onlooker we were a flaming meteorite, sailing horizontally through the darkness.  
 
    The drawback was that the shield could not hold for more than five minutes, as the heat would intensify to surface-of-the-sun levels if time exceeded that. We would melt our ship and just about anything in the vicinity. The timing of the bombs could not be predicted, but sirens from somewhere beyond Ezekiel made my senses prickle with warning. I could see the gamma rays, like squiggles of blinding confetti, moving rapidly toward us. 
 
    The rest of my team could not see what was about to hit them. They were drawn to the battle around our ship and its fiery haze.  
 
    Samnaea sat in a vacant chair, strapped with a safety harness, gripping the edges of her seat, white-knuckled. Her wide, golden eyes absorbed everything from the observatory glass. 
 
    I stood in front of the glass, back to my audience. As the bomb hit I only looked away, closing my eyes.  
 
    There was a blinding flash of light. A roar of angry waves. 
 
    The lights went out; Ezekiel’s command room shook.  
 
    Everyone screamed. 
 
    Everyone but me. 
 
    The lights flickered on; the whir of back-up systems returning online was drowned out by cheers from my analytical team.  
 
    The sky was clear. No fire, no enemy jets.  
 
    They’d been swallowed by their own weapon. 
 
    “Sir,” Seyestin patched through, and I breathed a sigh of relief at the sound of his voice. “I don’t know if you can hear me but—” 
 
    “I can hear you, General Trede. Our halo is within forty-five percent of self-repair.” 
 
    “All targets on the southern border have been eliminated. Returning to defend Ezekiel.” 
 
    “Anti-gravity shield is online and a success. I am cancelling our retreat and pressing on.” I eyed the systems monitor. “Ezekiel is heading southeast, back on course at 250 ceta.” 
 
    “ETA approximately ten minutes. Are you still in a position to defend?” 
 
    “We are set to confront Gomorrah in five minutes.” 
 
    “Slow down, Commander. I won’t be able to make it there in time.” 
 
    “I will stave them off until you do.” 
 
    I severed the call before he could protest. I then ordered our deck defense to regroup and prepare to board the enemy warship. Aerial defense was picking off the last of the enemies that had until recently been fed to us in a steady stream from the northwest. I ordered their commanding officer to prepare for a final strike and they too regrouped, forming lines across the front of the ship. 
 
    But what I saw as Ezekiel cleared the wall of cinders and smoke made my stomach churn. Gomorrah had already been laid to waste; only spatters of their aerocraft remain amid the groans of failing engines, fire and smoke billowing across the deck, and—; 
 
    Pain ripped through my head as the groan deepened, intensified.  
 
    I cried and fell to my knees, evoking alarm from the others in the room. Attenyau left his post and knelt at my side. I shrugged him away and stood, watching the magnetic shift warp time and space, casting latticed green and blue lines across Gomorrah and the basin below.  
 
    It brought me back to Sanctum. The fear was palpable, my child-self trembling as I watched the sky mold in an identical way.  
 
    And then, Eroqam collapsed. 
 
    A jet that had been flung from its trajectory from sheer electro-magnetic force hit our shields, exploding in front of the observatory glass. Everyone flinched, even me. 
 
    “What is happening?!” shrieked Samnaea, covering her ears. “What is happening to the sky?!” 
 
    “Attenyau, prime two rescue transporters now. Pull our forces back from Gomorrah.” 
 
    “Are you cancelling the attack, sir?” Attenyau asked, confused.  
 
    “Gomorrah needs no attack. Those who are still on her need to be saved.” 
 
    Not to mention any of our forces who got too close to the shifting fields would meet their untimely demise. This was a signature of nobles converging.  
 
    Everything in my body screamed for me to lend myself as well, but that would only worsen things; complicate things.  
 
    I could feel their fury, their sorrow, their fear and even physical pain as the onslaught ensued, forced to bite it all back and stand idle. I called to them numerous times through telepathy, but no one responded.  
 
    This only made me insist Attenyau prime the transporters faster. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    Several minutes in and I was nearly down for the count.  
 
    My jaw clicked whenever I moved it. Blood trickled down my chin from a split lip. I couldn’t see out of my left eye, and I had to drag my leg behind me because my ankle was broken.  
 
    I couldn’t flee either. Zira had me pinned by the wings with a jagged piece of metal. I had to tear one in half to put some distance between us. Through all of this I had to avoid his scythes; they would leave permanent damage. 
 
    “Forfeit,” instructed Zira, walking toward me as I kept backing up. “We’re not under order to kill you. Only her.” 
 
    I spat blood at him, raising my scythes. “What would you do if someone was ordered to kill your noble?” 
 
    Zira tilted his head, saying nothing.  
 
    The fight continued. We blurred across the ruined, flaming scenery, exchanging blows—him more so than me. Just as I was no longer able to stand, Adrial appeared. He attacked Ziranel, and both of them clattered through debris across the ship. 
 
    I knelt and clutched some scrap metal, waiting to regenerate.  
 
    Adrial was a tougher fight. I wheezed through the hot and cold pricks as my body stripped the metal of its particles, regurgitating and re-forming them as mine. Vision was returning to my eye, albeit the scenery blurry.  
 
    And then it cleared, and I was able to focus on the unfolding scuffle.  
 
    Calenus had Oran by the neck.  
 
    He pinned her, ramming his scythe at her head in blurred, frenzied lunges. Over, and over again. 
 
    “No!” I cried, starting toward them. My wing hadn’t healed so I was still flightless, limping pathetically toward a scene I would surely be too late to stop. 
 
    Oran moved her head fast enough for Calenus’s scythes to miss each time. She pulsed him off her, and the communications satellite they fought on bent against the force. They teetered over the edge, dodging armies of wires and circuitry.  
 
    Both of them held back, immensely.  
 
    Calenus I understood, but not Oran.  
 
    She faltered, clutching her chest, heaving up a stream of blood that ran to the deck below. Calenus lunged but an antennae beat him to the punch, skewering Oran through the midsection and she was vaulted from the tower. 
 
    Forcing as much pressure on my healing ankle as it could bear, I sprinted toward the toppling tower. Gomorrah tilted and dropped a hundred feet.  
 
    The remaining structures collapsed.  
 
    Angels and demons toppled off the ship, screaming into the abyss. 
 
    I searched the chaos for Adrial, but found him nowhere. Zira was missing too.  
 
    As I reached the scene, Ezekiel broke through the cloud-cover, hovering above Gomorrah. Its light illuminated the dark, fading demon ship—which we were on, about to sink. 
 
    Michael was trying to defend Oraniquitis, blasting Calenus with over a dozen rounds of plasma. The assault didn’t even break his gait, and he continued to order Michael to step aside. Oran lay sprawled at his feet, and Michael kept dragging her backward as she lurched and vomited more blood. Calenus had almost reached them when I intervened, knocking the Silver King off his feet. 
 
    I screamed for Michael to get Oran to safety, and he obeyed, carrying her off toward the transporters that launched from Ezekiel’s hangar. I was left to fend against Calenus alone, still wounded. 
 
    So, I fled. 
 
    By now Gomorrah had become practically vertical, and I climbed up the deck, dodging bodies and chunks of debris, all the while kicking and chucking whatever I could to keep Calenus behind me.  
 
    It was a futile measure, as he seemed capable of making himself weightless, levitating objects to leap upon in his pursuit.  
 
    I flapped my wings, praying for the moment they healed.  
 
    They did right as Calenus’s scythe would have torn off my leg. Instead I felt the breeze by my boot as I lifted off and soared toward the transporter. I looked back, watching as Calenus ran out of falling objects to climb; his eyes were wide, furious. They never left mine, even as he fell. 
 
    And then he sank with Gomorrah, disappearing into the black abyss of the Anevhin Basin.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lucifer Raith—; 
 
      
 
    Deceiver, receiver—; 
 
    You’ve been crowned to become its keeper. 
 
      
 
    Jehovah’s words always came back at times like this; they would cut deep, fracturing the cold, unmoved façade I struggled to perfect for so long. They weren’t true—at least, back then. Now I wondered whether the ramblings of a mad-man were actually an accurate prediction of the future.  
 
    There was no sadness accompanying these thoughts. I’d dealt with that a long time ago. Only curiosity, confusion. 
 
    “Sir,” Caelis urged, “please advise.” 
 
    On my left, screens showing Gomorrah crashing over Orias’s Anevhin Basin were on loop. To my right, a radar displayed Ezekiel’s accelerated advance toward the Orias-Junah border.  
 
    Everyone in Judas’s command station stared at me, expecting orders. 
 
    Instead, I stood. “Everyone out of the room, except for Dr. Jonarr.” 
 
    That was not the order they expected. Control analysts and senior engineers shuffled out quietly. Caelis remained still at his podium, looking to me in question. 
 
    When the door closed I slid open the drawer beneath my desk and pulled out a package of malay cigarettes. I removed one from the package and then threw it at Caelis.  
 
    He caught it with one hand, lifting a brow. 
 
    “Tell me you don’t need it,” I said, lighting mine. 
 
    “You’re an enabler,” he muttered, lighting his own. 
 
    I smirked in response.  
 
    For a minute we just sat there, smoking. The control room lights cast an eerie red glow across our bodies, flickering on and off like strobe-lights. 
 
    “We’ve lost,” I said with a slow exhale. 
 
    Caelis’s eyes shifted to their corners, at me. “Have we?” 
 
    I hesitated with a response, watching Gomorrah’s demise once again across the televised screen. “Yes, and I am sorry. I’ve failed us.” 
 
    “Well, we did our absolute best,” said Caelis, somber. “It was hardly fair from the beginning; not much we could have done against Commander Koseling and her godkillers, but…” He flicked the finished cigarette into a half-drunk cup of water. “You don’t seem as upset as I expected.” 
 
    “Yahweh has surprised me. My feelings of contempt are conflicted by my feelings of pride. To know my son has surpassed me…” 
 
    I looked away, not quite able to verbalize any following thoughts.  
 
    “You feel deserving of this,” Caelis mused. 
 
    “I feel redeemed, actually.” 
 
    Caelis tilted his head.  
 
    “I’ve lost sight of everything,” I sighed, rising to a stand. I peered out of the Judas command center observation glass. “What began as an honest attempt to vindicate my people has devolved into a show of pride. Until now I would have gladly crushed my own with an iron fist if it meant showing my son that I was mightier.” And that reminded me too much of someone I never thought I could be; someone whom I’d hated for centuries.  
 
    “Lucifer…” 
 
    “I am placing you in charge of the Judas. Take her back to the Junah-Akkaroz border. I will be issuing a layer-wide evacuation of the seventh precinct of Hell.” 
 
    “Lucifer—!” 
 
    “Deactivate all cephalons to and from Akkaroz. I will be there, waiting for them at the end of the line, but they’ll have to work for it.” 
 
    “I am not Commander material,” warned Caelis, unnerved. 
 
    “Then surrender. Do whatever you must. Yahweh won’t harm you or anyone aboard this ship if you lay down your arms.” 
 
    I began for the door. Caelis started after me. “But what of you?” 
 
    “The rules of the Contest still remain; what’s left of it, anyhow.” 
 
    “Why not surrender with us? Surely Yahweh would spare you as well.” 
 
    I lingered in the hall, looking back at my Central Command Officer with contempt. “I will never surrender again. Ever.” 
 
    The door slid shut before Caelis could argue any further.  
 
    I began down the hall toward the hangar, ready to initiate the final phase. Unbeknownst to Caelis and just about everyone else, I’d known our loss was imminent since Tehlor. This had all been an act of biding my time; allowing all the pieces to fall into place. And so here I was, meat dangling on a stick, leading the ravenous beasts down a rabbit hole from which they would never escape. 
 
    My king had left his place of safety upon the chessboard. It was a final act of both desperation and courage. Atone for my sins—; 
 
    And they will atone for theirs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXIII 
 
    HIS BEAUTIFUL NIGHTMARE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Adrial Trisyien—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’D LOST CONSCIOUSNESS SOMETIME BETWEEN GOMORRAH’S descent and the return to Ezekiel’s hangar. I’d been losing consciousness a lot lately; repeatedly getting my skull bashed in by Vel’Haru tended to do that. 
 
    I wandered out of the hangar and onto the deck, disoriented. I had no idea how much time had elapsed since the battle. Flashes of Zira chasing me across the collapsing antennae and towers as the Demon flagship capsized ran on repeat through my mind.  
 
    Engineers and maintenance crews swarmed the upper-ship in droves as repairs commenced. Enough time had passed that the Archaean forces were regrouped; the sky was quiet. Hours, perhaps days. Hopefully not days. 
 
    A crowd of low-ranking soldiers moved scrap metal across the southern bow. Beyond them, Belial and Michael were shooting at what appeared to be a curtain with black circular drawings on it, attached to fallen flagpole. Naberius sat on the rail, appearing bored. Belial turned and met my gaze.  
 
    “He lives!” exclaimed the demon, holding up a liquor bottle three-quarters drunk.  
 
    “What happened?” I shouted, approaching. “I don’t remember getting here. Do you have a cigarette?” 
 
    “I rescued you,” said Belial, reaching into his coat. He threw me his pack. “You hit five beams going down with the sodding ship and practically landed on my aRAVE.” 
 
    “And then you just dumped me in the hangar?” I grimaced. 
 
    Belial shrugged. “You’re a godkiller; figured you just needed to sleep it off. Half your head was missing.” 
 
    “Where’s Oran and Qaira?” I asked, lighting a cig.  
 
    “Not sure,” said Michael, taking aim at the curtain. “Oraniquitis was carted to the infirmary under Commander Telei’s orders. She wasn’t looking so well.” 
 
    “And by not looking so well he means blood was spewing from her mouth,” added Naberius. 
 
    I said nothing, taking a drag and glancing across the bow. 
 
    “Stop being so glum,” said Belial. “Come and play with us. Enjoy yourself; we won a battle that surely should have wiped us off the map.” 
 
    “I don’t think there’s much battle left,” said Naberius with a grin. “That was Lucifer’s hardest hit. The rest should be easy.” 
 
    “Right,” scoffed Belial as Michael handed him the gun. He took a swig from the liquor bottle. “This coming from the demon who hid in a utility closet, pissing in his pants the whole time.” 
 
    Naberius frowned. “I’m a lover, not a fighter.” 
 
    “He only fights with girls,” said Michael, “and only when their backs are turned.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smirk. 
 
    Naberius cursed at both of them and stormed off. Belial and Michael goaded him to come back until he disappeared below deck.  
 
    “I think we were a bit too hard on him,” chuckled Belial. 
 
    “Maybe he should learn to pull his weight,” said Michael, not amused.  
 
    Belial’s grin fell. “He gave us Lochai and all the intel we needed to skirt through two layers; he’s paid more than you and your gun could ever give us. He’s a pansy, but loyal.”  
 
    “So loyal he executed his partner and turned on his race,” muttered Michael. 
 
    “He’s loyal to me.” 
 
    Michael and Belial stared daggers at each other. I cut the tension by ripping the gun out of Belial’s hand. 
 
    “How does this game work?” 
 
    “Shoot the middle circle. If you miss, you have to drink,” instructed Belial. 
 
    I watched the curtain flap violently in the wind. “The target is moving.” 
 
    “It’s only moving as much as any real target would.” 
 
    “I think this game is just an excuse to drink.” 
 
    Belial winked. “One never needs an excuse to drink.” 
 
    Just then a line of armed guards marched across the deck, heading back from whatever drill General Trede had put them through. They dispersed, leaving Seyestin alone, watching us from the Command Center entrance. 
 
    Belial waved. Seyestin frowned. 
 
    “Care to join us?” he called, pointing to the bottle in his hand. 
 
    “How about you put the toys away and help us repair our ship?” Trede rebutted, folding his arms. 
 
    “No thanks,” said Belial, nodding at me to take a turn. “I think I’ve helped enough for one day.” 
 
    “Is that a privacy curtain?” Seyestin shouted angrily.  
 
    Belial pretended not to hear him. 
 
    With a shake of his head, General Trede receded into the command center.  
 
    “Twat,” said Belial. 
 
    Michael laughed, and I took aim. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Yahweh Telei—; 
 
      
 
    Qaira loomed in the doorway of the infirmary, watching as Oraniquitis lay across a gurney in a quiet corner. The area around her was sectioned off by translucent curtains, as I’d been unable to find the privacy variant previously attached. Other injured soldiers were placed as far away as possible—for their safety.  
 
    The injured toll this time had reached catastrophic levels. Those with non-fatal wounds had been patched and sent to the residential quarters, on-call medics made rounds there every four hours. Still the infirmary sector was teeming with soldiers on the brink of death. Among this sea of agony and suffering, Qaira’s eyes never left Oran. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” he whispered. “It was working. She was fine.” 
 
    “We’ve had this conversation before,” I murmured, offering him a hot drink. He waved it away.  
 
    “I don’t think we did.” 
 
    “I think we did.” 
 
    Qaira said nothing, coming to terms. 
 
    “Delaying the process isn’t a cure,” I said. “It’s simply delaying the process. Any organism belonging to a chrysalis life-cycle needs to reach the chrysalis stage.” 
 
    He turned away. “So that’s it then; there is nothing that can stop this from happening.” 
 
    “I don’t think she’s gone yet, and perhaps we can delay the process a little longer, but it’s ultimately inevitable and we need to speak about what happens next.” 
 
    Qaira’s eyes narrowed.  
 
    I tried to soften my gaze. “I will increase the dosage of the juvenile hormone. Her latest test shows that it’s depleting, even with our treatment. Her body is rejecting it, as is expected. However, if and when she turns, then—” 
 
    Qaira pushed past me, walking off down the hall.  
 
    I stared after him. 
 
    Something pricked my senses, and I adjusted my attention to the infirmary window. Oraniquitis was still laying on the gurney, but now her eyes were open—; 
 
    And she was looking at me. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Seyestin caught me on the mezzanine of the hull. At my expression, he slowed. 
 
    “Is everything alright, Commander?” 
 
    “Nothing is alright, General Trede,” I murmured, rubbing my head. I looked through the glass and down across Ezekiel’s southern deck. The reparations team was making progress, at least.  
 
    Darkness hit the landscape like a thick blanket, suffocating any light more than a hundred yards beyond our warship. Ezekiel’s halo was revived, casting the perimeter aglow. Beacons from watchtowers flickered rhythmically, and through my new vision particles danced like sparks, zig-zagging off into the night. They tasted sickly-sweet.  
 
    Seyestin nodded. “I wish I was here to offer you solace.” 
 
    “Mm, what now?” 
 
    “Obsidia has gone radio-silent. Our interceptors have received zero activity for the past several hours.” 
 
    “…An outage?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I leaned against the wall, relishing the cool, glass surface against the warmth of my pounding head. “The anti-gravity bombs weren’t the last trick up Lucifer’s sleeve.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure,” said Seyestin, conflicted. “They could have found a way to jam all signals. Perhaps they’re using an encrypted line.” 
 
    “Can our breachers penetrate them?” 
 
    “They’ve been attempting to pick up anything across the spectrum since transmissions went dark.” 
 
    “Splendid. I suppose we should plan for a surprise attack.” 
 
    “Drills are in progress. It’s a possibility. After Gomorrah I assumed they’d have the sense to regroup.” 
 
    “Or surrender.” 
 
    A dark smile played across Seyestin’s lips. “Your father will never surrender, Commander.” 
 
    He was right. Lucifer Raith was the only one who’d ever made the Regent of Sanctum surrender in turn. There was only one way that this war could end.  
 
    My thoughts must have bled through to my expression, as Seyestin’s smile slowly faded. His words had wounded me, and he recoiled in response. 
 
    “Keep on high alert until repairs are done,” I said, more callous than intended. “How long until we can cross into Junah?” 
 
    “A day. Two, at most. Reinforcements are twelve hours out.” 
 
    With a nod, I departed for my suite. I felt Seyestin’s eyes on my back until I reached the lift. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The two soldiers guarding my private quarters gave their quick salutes and stood aside while I activated the code to the door.  
 
    “Any activity?” I asked the one on the right. 
 
    “No, sir. Not since last time.” 
 
    I murmured thanks and headed inside.  
 
    I removed my coat and cast it over the back of a chair. Samnaea was sprawled face-down across the floor, several feet from my bed. It appeared she was metabolizing the sedatives much faster than I anticipated. The only way the guards would have heard her is if she’d called for help; by now Samnaea had known that that was a lost cause. 
 
    I knelt beside her, exhaling slowly. “Lady Soran.” 
 
    She stirred, murmuring something unintelligible.  
 
    “We already discussed how you shouldn’t try to move while sedated. Your leg is still healing.” 
 
    Her eyes opened slowly, lids half-mast with intoxication. One look at me and she gasped, dragging herself back toward the bed. The fear she displayed was palpable. It was dismantling; no one had ever looked at me like that before. But I was something different now and would have to get used to people regarding me this way.  
 
    I diverted my gaze to try to hide the shame and guilt that panged my heart. “Please allow me to help you back on the bed.” 
 
    Samnaea said nothing, breathing hard.  
 
    I took that as consent and gently lifted her back onto the mattress, setting her head against the pillow. Her long, white hair slid from around her body and dangled over the floor, almost blending with the sheets. Several bruises still marred her cheeks; her leg was damaged from the attack, encased in a biofilm splint. I was careful not to bump it. 
 
    “Are you thirsty?” I inquired. 
 
    She still said nothing, eyes trailing toward the door.  
 
    I relented, retreating to my desk. Once seated, I activated the holosphere database and began combing research articles for anything I could use to enhance the serum. Oran’s receptors had grown immune to the current formula; I had to find another constituent—something more potent, with better efficacy and selectivity. 
 
    “There are soldiers standing guard at your door,” Samnaea said. 
 
    I kept my attention on the holoscreen. “Correct.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I said nothing, continuing to read. 
 
    “They don’t know, do they?”  
 
    “Correct,” I sighed, jotting down a few notes. 
 
    “So who does?” 
 
    “A select few; obviously the Vel’Haru aboard our ship.” I peered at her over my shoulder. “And you.” 
 
    Samnaea tried to sit up, succeeding after several attempts. Her movements were inhibited partly due to the sedative, another part from injury. “Why are you keeping me in here?” 
 
    “It’s the safest place on the ship. In case you haven’t realized, you’ve made quite a few enemies. I couldn’t be sure whether someone might try to kill you if you’d been placed anywhere else.” 
 
    She attempted a sardonic smile. “So, now you are my protector.” 
 
    “Please don’t read too much into this.” 
 
    “Read too much into what? Locking me up in here, keeping me drugged? You are such a fucking hero, Yahweh Telei.” 
 
    “I keep you drugged because you won’t let me work otherwise.” 
 
    “You are holding me prisoner! I surrendered, remember?” 
 
    “True, but last time you threw a vase at my head.” 
 
    Samnaea’s stare turned razor-edged as the final traces of sedation wore off. She didn’t move, knowing it was futile, but I wondered what she would have tried had I still been celestial. 
 
    “I won’t give you another tranquilizer if you let me study in peace,” I promised.  
 
    Samnaea said nothing for a moment, processing this. She fidgeted with the sheet. Just as I returned to an article, she murmured, “What happens now?” 
 
    “Perhaps you could tell me. Roughly two and a half hours ago all Obsidian Court transmissions went dark.” 
 
    She looked away, perplexed. I waited for a response, but nothing came.  
 
    “I meant what happens to me? To us?” 
 
    “You will stay on the Ezekiel until the war is declared over. As for your ilk, if they surrender, no harm will come to them. You’re not the only demon our ship is harboring.” 
 
    Samnaea tilted her head. “And when Heaven wins the war?” 
 
    “I notice you said when, not if—” 
 
    “Answer me.” 
 
    I conceded to the idea of not getting any work done. I sighed, swiveled in my seat, and folded my hands together. “Why don’t you tell me what you want to happen when Heaven wins the war? Obviously you hope for something, as you wouldn’t have surrendered otherwise.” 
 
    “I surrendered because I didn’t want to die.” 
 
    I smiled. “So, not dying. Check.” 
 
    Another pause. “I want the demons to have equal rights with angels.” 
 
    “A united world,” I paraphrased. “Anything else?” 
 
    Samnaea scowled. “You’re mocking me.” 
 
    “I am not. I can assure you that I also don’t want you to die and I want a united world. But in order for me to grant those things which you desire, you have to trust me.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “And right now you don’t trust me.” 
 
    “You can’t provide any of those things,” she whispered. “You’re not even celestial anymore. You’ve been negated by our worldly rules of engagement and eventually everyone will discover that Heaven was holding a false-flag all along. A flag that can never burn.” 
 
    It was my turn to hesitate in response. Samnaea’s expression hardened once she’d gained the upper hand. “And where will you be when outrage and anarchy strikes the order you’re so desperately clinging to?” 
 
    I unclasped my hands, letting them sit idle in my lap. “The worldly rules of engagement have failed you and your race for centuries, Samnaea. You’re the one clinging to order, not me. It’s true that I most likely won’t be here to see The Atrium through its time of peace, but that doesn’t mean I’m any less determined to make it happen.” 
 
    Samnaea averted my gaze, watching the peripheral lights flicker against the curtain.  
 
    I leaned forward, redirecting her attention. “I’m sorry for what we did to you. I’m sorry, from the bottom of my heart. Lucifer wanted this war and I did my very best to stop it from happening, but now I realize that it has to happen. It has to happen if we want anything to change.” 
 
    She matched my demeanor; cool, collected. “Old war. New rules.” 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    “I don’t want another sedative.” 
 
    I raised my hands. “You won’t receive any from me.” 
 
    “I don’t want to stay in this tiny room forever.” 
 
    “Fair enough; you may leave if you’re escorted by me or another Vel’Haru.” 
 
    Samnaea fidgeted again, this time with a grimace. “Well, care to escort me to a toilet? I was trying to get there before I fainted on your floor.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    My knees buckled as I entered my room; I caught the doorframe before I hit the floor. My entire body felt like it was filled with lead. I couldn’t keep up appearances anymore; good thing I was alone. 
 
    I staggered into the bathroom and retched into the sink; dry heaving—we couldn’t really vomit—but my pain had reached an all-time high. Each clench felt like a stab in the gut. Perspiration trickled down my forehead.  
 
    I grasped for the bowl of stones that Yahweh had left Leid. My vision tunneled and I over-reached, falling instead, knocking the bowl and stones to the floor. 
 
    I grasped at whatever I could feel, the edges of my vision growing narrower by the second. The last fight had drained me more than I’d realized; I hadn’t been taking proper care of myself and my body had dipped into its final energy reserves. 
 
    Regenerate. 
 
    I closed my eyes and exhaled, laying against the cold floor as the stones broke down in my trembling fists. Sleep was a priority, but I didn’t think I could. Even in this pathetic state my mind wouldn’t slow down. A moment’s rest was a moment wasted on a potential idea to save Leid. 
 
    But there was nothing that could save her.  
 
    She was already gone; been that way for a while now.  
 
    I forced myself back on my feet and sank to the edge of the bed. Curled forward, head against my knees, I came to terms with the situation while waiting for the rest of me to heal.  
 
    Slowly my head rose and I looked toward the closet. The door was left half-open; the silhouette of Leid’s cello case was visible from here. My violin case rested beside it.  
 
    Seeing them sparked a cascade of still-frame memories; the first time she’d found the music room in Eroqam, how she had coerced me into taking lessons from her, the way her fingers guided mine in placement across the cello-neck. 
 
      
 
    The smell of her hair. 
 
    The feel of her skin. 
 
         The blood tears in her eyes once she’d discovered the monster that I truly was. 
 
      
 
    I snapped. The pain and exhaustion got all minced together in a blender of self-defeat, and I saw red—; 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    —and then I was back, crouched in the middle of the floor, surrounded by splinters of wood and broken strings. There were dents in the wall and blood on my pants. I felt myself for wounds, my fingers brushing something wet on my face. More blood. 
 
    I was crying. 
 
    Something stirred in my peripherals, and I turned.  
 
    Oraniquitis stood in the doorway, solemn. She examined the broken instruments strewn about, a mixture of confusion and surprise etched across her face. 
 
    I turned away, wiping my eyes, hot with shame. “Get out.” 
 
    She didn’t move, nor did she speak.  
 
    I didn’t either. 
 
    Oran’s footsteps drew closer. I heard the door slide shut. She touched my shoulder, and I flinched. 
 
    “You’re breaking down,” she whispered. It was not her voice, but Leid’s.  
 
    I faltered, looking toward her with widened eyes. Our faces were inches apart. 
 
    “I can be her,” she murmured, wrapping her arms around my neck. “If that’s what you need, I’ll be her; your beautiful nightmare.” 
 
    “No,” I breathed, but then Oran’s lips pressed against mine and I couldn’t fight it anymore. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXIV 
 
    MY GRAVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dr. Caelis Jonarr—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    I STOOD BEFORE THE WAR COUNCIL THAT had been called after Lucifer’s transporter departed from the Judas hanger. In my shaking hands rested his final orders. 
 
    I’d never been a public speaker, and the idea of having to address the admirals and lieutenants aboard our ship with news that their leader had deserted them made me sick to my stomach.  
 
    Commander Raith had not deserted them, of course; he was sacrificing himself in exchange for their lives, but to the awaiting crowd expecting an order to fight down to the very last celestial, they were going to feel cheated of any choice in the matter.  
 
    I shifted uncomfortably at the podium as everyone took their seats, and then I began: 
 
    The Judas would lay down her arms and wait for the Ezekiel to catch up. The encrypted line I’d enabled would be dropped, and negotiations would be made with the Argentian Forces to board and take the ship. There would be no resistance on our part.  
 
    Since Commander Raith was no longer present on the ship it was impossible for the angels to declare victory, as the rules of war dictated that the Commander of either side must surrender or die at the hands of the contending army. 
 
    Anyone who could be spared was to report to the Akkaroz waystation to help with the evacuation of civilians. The evacuations of Junah and Akkaroz were effective immediately; all non-military personnel were to report to Obsidian transporters. They would be sent to Lochai and Avernai until the outcome of the war was decided.  
 
    Commander Raith thanked everyone for their service and dedication to him, but dying in a losing battle would only do us more harm than necessary.  
 
    And that was all. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Several hours of disorder and chaos later, (almost) everyone had complied with our Commander’s charge. Outliers were thrown into the brig. Over three dozen transporters were dispatched to aid in evacuations from Hell’s recesses.  
 
    I hadn’t heard from Commander Raith and wasn’t sure if I ever would again. 
 
    With nothing left to do but wait, I sat at central command, scrolling through endless variations of evacuation warnings that were being broadcasted Hell-wide. Eventually reporters were replaced with digitized messages and gnashing sounds, as they too decided it was time to leave. We could only speculate what would happen once Heaven descended on us. Our fate was anyone’s guess. 
 
    That crushing thought was interrupted by a chime from the furthest left panel. I glanced toward the sound. The Judas’s halosphere was running a systems scan and had found a program abnormality. 
 
    I brought up the error code. A line of script was acting out of synch. 
 
    I initiated another scan for good measure; the program abnormality was resolved on the second run. Just as I was about to delve into the root cause of the first issue, the telecomm interlink light flashed. The frequency was Archaean. 
 
    The caller was General Seyestin Trede. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lucifer Raith—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’d never seen Akkaroz Parliament so devoid of personnel; it was like I’d walked into another dimension.  
 
    The oscillating doors that led to the reception desk were deactivated and I was able to push through without using any identification clearance. The desk beyond was vacant; scattered logs blew in the wind generated from the door, personal tech and other gadgets were left behind at workstations. My gaze rose to the televised screen mounted to the wall behind reception, the flashing evacuation warning that ran in loop served as Hell’s epitaph.  
 
    And this building was its grave. 
 
    I continued to my office with eyes cast to the ground, unable to stomach the scenery any longer. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The motion-sensitive lights activated as I unlocked the door. I exhaled slowly, taking in the scenery. I felt a certain sadness knowing this was the last time that I would ever be here. I had occupied this space for centuries.  
 
    The ache was familiar; one that I’d felt before, in Crylle. The only comfort now was knowing that I would never have to feel it again.  
 
    Caelis had lifted the bar over our transmission signals. I sat at my desk, reclining in my seat, and patched a signal to the Ezekiel Command ship. They would recognize the frequency; my call would be bounced to only the highest officials.  
 
    Yahweh accepted my telecomm request. I stared at him and he at me, a mixture of caution and surprise in his eyes.  
 
    “Commander Raith,” he acknowledged, “and what do I owe the pleasure?” 
 
    “Nothing, Commander Telei. You owe me nothing.” 
 
    Yahweh tilted his head.  
 
    “The Judas is surrendering to the Archaean fleet. You will receive no retaliation from them.” 
 
    “But you are not on the Judas.” 
 
    “I am not.” 
 
    “They cannot surrender for you.” 
 
    “They are not surrendering for me. They are surrendering for them. You may have the ship and take whomever you like into custody, so long as no one will be harmed.” 
 
    Yahweh frowned, his confusion deepening. “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    “Because I refuse to sacrifice anyone else. I have evacuated Junah and Akkaroz. There will be civilian transporters needing safe passage to Avernai. Allow them clearance.” 
 
    His expression softened. “And what will you do?” 
 
    “I’ll be here. Waiting.” 
 
    Yahweh said nothing; staring, analyzing. There was something different about his demeanor. He should have begged me to turn myself in, to surrender so I could live, but he did none of that. Not that he would have persuaded me, anyway.  
 
    Instead the softness of his gaze iced over, until there was no emotion left. “See you soon, father.” 
 
    Yahweh cut the call, and the holosphere went black. My attention lingered on the screen long after he was gone.  
 
    He would not see me soon. 
 
    I left the chair and unlocked my cabinet, retrieving two syringes and vials. I placed them in my pocket and vacated my office, leaving the door ajar. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    My estate was empty and dark, although it’d always been so. I was seldom home. The last time I’d sat in my living space was when I had brought Samnaea here to recover. Back then she’d been starry-eyed with ambition, ready to fight for a cause. Now she was either dead, in a prison cell, or turned to the other side with the false belief that anything would change.  
 
    Nothing would change; I realized that now. 
 
    I was tired of living in this world, in this body. I’d seen too many things to believe in anything anymore; and after this final act I could no longer be here. After centuries—no, millennia—of circular war and tragedy, the truth was clear: change could only be brought around by death. 
 
    Including mine. 
 
    But suicide was a hard act to follow through with, so I spent the next half hour staring at the wall, steeling my will to reach into my pocket and pull out the vials and syringes. Once I succeeded, I placed them on the glass coffee table, catching a glimpse of my reflection. I looked tired and defeated, and I recoiled with a wince. 
 
    Bottoms up. 
 
    I unscrewed the cap of the first vial. It contained a powder-blue substance that lowered inhibitions. I filled the syringe and rolled up my sleeve, staring at the ugly, twisted flesh of my mutated arm.  
 
    After my fall, I developed the power to heal through touch. I, too, was a psion, however I kept this secret to myself. A short while after we were released into Hell, my severed hand began to grow back. Not with the same skin, but like this.  
 
    I tried everything to get rid of it, even excising it with a kitchen knife and cauterizing the wound. Twice. It grew back both times, uglier than before. Therefore I surrendered, forced to wear this reminder of Sanctum and the Fall for the rest of my life. 
 
    With a quick exhale, I injected the contents of the syringe into my arm. There; the hardest part was over. Now I just had to sit back and wait for the courage to complete the task. 
 
    I closed my eyes, listening to the beating of my heart. When I opened them, Calenus Karim was sitting on the chair across mine, regarding me with unease. 
 
    His appearance made me jump. “Why can’t you knock on the door like ordinary people?” 
 
    “I’m not ordinary people.” Calenus eyed the items on my coffee table. “It appears I came at a bad time.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement.” 
 
    “You’re not doing what I think you’re doing.” 
 
    “Whatever you want, I can’t give you. I’m done.” 
 
    “I don’t want anything from you.” 
 
    “Then why are you—?” 
 
    Calenus narrowed his eyes. “Because you’re here.” 
 
    Ah, I was the bait. He’d wait for them to come and find me. “They may never show up.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Because I’ve set an anti-matter bomb to detonate the moment Judas lowers her bridge for docking.” 
 
    Calenus furrowed his brow. “Aren’t your forces still on the Judas?” 
 
    I looked away. 
 
    “I see,” he responded, wary, looking at the syringes on the table again. “Are you sure you’ve thought all of this through?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Very well.” He reached inside my coat, left on the back of his chair, and retrieved my package of malay cigarettes. “Can you afford the time to have one with me?” He raised his brows in question, waving the pack. 
 
    “I wasn’t aware you fancied mind-altering substances.” 
 
    “This warrants an exception.” 
 
    So it did. 
 
    I nodded and extended my hand. Calenus opened the pack and gave one to me, then a lighter. By now the substance had taken full-effect; my hand trembled as I lit the cigarette. I wasn’t sure if malay would cross-react with the injection, but I didn’t care. No inhibitions. 
 
    We smoked in silence for a while, lost in our own thoughts. 
 
    “This is what Qaira did, wasn’t it?” 
 
    I looked to him in question. 
 
    “Sinking into madness, blowing everything up?” 
 
    “I’m not mad. Just tired. The world would have a better shot if all the people making decisions for it disappeared.” Qaira had done it for revenge. I was doing this to save the world. The civilians would be free to decide their fate from here on out. 
 
    And then I noticed the crimson thread under Calenus’s nose. My expression gave it away, and he wiped it clean with his thumb. 
 
    “You as well?”  
 
    Calenus nodded. 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    He took a drag, exhaling purple smoke. “Soon. I have enough time to watch the Scarlet Queen die, however.” 
 
    “Are you frightened?” 
 
    He looked at me like what I said was incomprehensible. “Why would I be frightened?” 
 
    “Most sentient beings are frightened by the thought of their existence ending.” 
 
    “Lesser sentient beings. Vel’Haru philosophy abides by the notion that we are here to serve a task. Our task is completed upon death.” 
 
    “… That’s it?” 
 
    “I am not afraid of death because it’s a process of existence. Without death, do you really exist?” 
 
    I frowned, glancing at the second, unopened vial. “I’m really not the person to ask.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “What do you believe your task was?” 
 
    “To protect Exo’daius; to direct the others into learning more about the Multiverse.” 
 
    “So you’ve completed your task.” 
 
    “No,” Calenus said, near whisper. He ashed the cigarette in the tray beside the syringe case. “I still have to protect Exo’daius.” He took the smoking cigarette from my fingers before it burned all the way to the filter. I could no longer think straight, nor could I move right. “I’ll leave you to it. Goodbye, Lucifer.” 
 
    I leaned forward, shivering. “Good luck, Calenus.” 
 
    He disappeared into the foyer. I heard the door close, and couldn’t help but smirk at his choice of exit. At first I’d felt humiliated, but this visit had turned out to be quite ataractic, cathartic even. 
 
    And then I reached shakily for the green vial, more than ready to take the leap. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXV 
 
    ENIGMATIC CIRCUITS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Seyestin Trede—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    AFTER READING COMMANDER RAITH’S FINAL charge over telecoms and aeon transmissions, Caelis Jonarr sat back in his seat and sagged his shoulders, offering us some time to absorb all of this.  
 
    An hour ago, Lucifer had contacted Ezekiel and mirrored the same sentiments to Yahweh from his office in Akkaroz. After that brief conversation, now that communications were online once more, I was ordered to call Judas and negotiate terms.  
 
    I sat stoic in the chair at the command panel. Behind me, Yahweh, Qaira, Adrial and Belial shared troubled looks. Qaira was the first to speak. 
 
    “Who is left aboard your ship?” 
 
    “A handful of admirals and foot soldiers. The rest have been deployed to help evacuations.” 
 
    “Primers?” 
 
    “None. I believe you’ve killed them all.” 
 
    Yahweh stepped forward. “Doctor Jonarr, I am accepting your terms. We will allow any civilian evacuees clear airspace to retreat to Avernai. We have refugee camps already established that will shelter and feed them. All military personnel aboard Judas will be placed into custody. No harm will come to anyone who doesn’t resist.” 
 
    Caelis frowned. “Does that include me?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    Caelis sighed, nodding. “How far out are you, Commander Telei?” 
 
    “Roughly half a day from your coordinates. Ezekiel is crossing into Junah as we speak. Commander Raith’s terms are accepted only on the condition that we are not met with hostility through the layer.” 
 
    “As far as I know there isn’t anyone left capable of hostility, so that shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    “Also I must advise you to please not move the Judas from your current coordinates.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “That is all,” said Yahweh, glancing toward me. That was my cue to cut the call. 
 
    Once the transmission died we convened in a circle around the navigation table. The holomap projected the coordinates of Judas and the flight trajectories across Junah that would make for the quickest trip.  
 
    “General Trede, you’re awfully quiet,” remarked Yahweh. 
 
    “That’s because my comments would not have made for pleasant conversation when the line was hot,” I said. “This is obviously a trap of some sort.” 
 
    “I’m going to agree with Seyestin for once,” muttered Qaira, eyeing the others. “It stinks. Lucifer just lays down his fully armed ship and slinks off to Akkaroz?” 
 
    “I’m not sure if it’s a trap, but I do believe that something is amiss,” said Yahweh, rubbing his chin. “I doubt the threat will be aboard Judas, as Caelis is not a war tactician and obviously a fleetless command ship would lose against Ezekiel.” 
 
    “There’ve been refugee transporters moving through Junah all afternoon, so we know Raith has been truthful about that bit,” commented Qaira. “If there’s a threat, it’s not Judas. He wouldn’t kill everyone aboard while wasting time evacuating others.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure of that,” Belial interjected. “There’s a reason he’s not on that ship anymore, friend.” 
 
    Qaira scowled. “I’m not your friend.” 
 
    Belial blew a kiss at him. 
 
    “Let’s send a transporter ahead with a small team to secure the ship before we dock,” offered Adrial. “Either Qaira or I will go with them.” 
 
    “Why not both of us?” asked Qaira, lifting a brow.  
 
    “Overkill. Not to mention someone needs to stand guard here in case it is a trap.” 
 
    Qaira considered this, folding his arms, glancing down at the map. “I’ll go, with what’s left of my enforcer-angel team.” He thumbed the board. A red incandescent dot trailed from Ezekiel to the Judas. “We’ll deploy several hours from when Ezekiel reaches Judas. We’ll secure the ship before you all arrive.” 
 
    “No,” said Yahweh, and everyone looked at him.  
 
    “No?” Qaira repeated, brows raised.  
 
    “We don’t know if the Court of Enigmus will be there,” he elaborated. “They may not be there now, but could very well be scouting Judas and waiting for you to arrive. After what happened on Gomorrah we have to assume that they could reappear at any time.” 
 
    “Lucifer could very well be in on it,” I mused, “which gives reason for his departure, knowing a Vel’Haru fight would sink the ship anyhow.” 
 
    “The transporter will have to be without Vel’Haru,” deduced Yahweh, frowning.  
 
    Qaira conceded, looking down. 
 
    Belial’s face lit up with an idea, a crooked grin forming across his lips. “Why not use General Soran? Have her prove her worth to us.” 
 
    Everyone looked at him. 
 
    “Congratulations,” said Qaira, “you’ve just won the Worst Idea Ever award.” 
 
    “That actually might work,” said Adrial. “We’re playing it safe by sending her and a dozen soldiers. If anything goes south, we’ve lost almost nothing.” 
 
    Everyone considered this idea. Everyone but Qaira. 
 
    “You’re not serious!” he almost shouted, turning to Yahweh. “Belial is just trying to get her killed!” 
 
    “This is true, I’ll admit,” said Belial, “but it serves our purposes, too.” 
 
    “It serves no purpose,” snarled Qaira. “If she’s still allegiant to Hell, we’ve just delivered their general back to them and they could very well trick us into flying directly into an ambush.” 
 
    Belial sighed, frustrated. “I didn’t suggest sending her by herself. Like Adrial said, take a group of angel meat-shields to keep her in check.” 
 
    “So she can explode their heads and saunter onboard, unchecked?”  
 
    “Let’s let the Commander decide, hm?” said Belial, turning toward him.  
 
    Until now Yahweh had followed the argument with a conflicted frown. Now all eyes were on him. 
 
    He straightened, clearing his throat. “The transporter will have a dozen angel soldiers, accompanying Samnaea Soran—” 
 
    Belial grinned victoriously; Qaira turned and shook his head. 
 
    “—and you, Belial.”  
 
    I’d never seen a smile leave a face so quickly. 
 
    “I’m sorry, what?” 
 
    “Qaira makes a point that it isn’t certain whether Samnaea is entirely trustworthy. I agree, sending her on the transporter with the ability to execute any celestial by mere thought poses an unnecessary risk to our soldiers. However, you are not susceptible to her ability. We are unable to send the Vel’Haru, so therefore you are our next bet.” 
 
    Belial stared at him, stunned.  
 
    It was apparent Qaira was resisting the urge to laugh at him. “How about you both prove your worth to us, you selfish, murderous fuck?” 
 
    Yahweh’s expression steeled. “That is an order, Admiral Vakkar. General Trede, have a team prepare a transporter.” 
 
    I returned to my seat, delivering his charge. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yahweh Telei—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    Oraniquitis sat atop the gurney, waiting for her next injection.  
 
    She didn’t appear as ill as yesterday, but all the same she knew the dose I was giving her wasn’t a cure. I was a little surprised by how calm she seemed; Oran was taking this miles better than Qaira. 
 
    We didn’t speak until after I administered the dose into her left arm. Her posture was relaxed, lithe, with her head slightly hung. She looked at me and murmured thanks, and I came to realize her black eyes didn’t scare me anymore. She didn’t scare me at all. 
 
    I’d seen firsthand what Oran was capable of, but time had led me to the sad conclusion that everyone did things for a reason—whether it be for their own moral justifications or otherwise—and she wasn’t any different. She believed her throne had been taken from her (which was more or less true), and any tragedy or ill-consequence suffered by others in the process of reclaiming her title was justified.  
 
    And, it seemed mortality had humbled her.  
 
    “This is a stronger dose with a more potent constituent,” I said. “Hopefully we can delay the sickness a little longer.” 
 
    “I only need to make it to the end,” she said, near whisper. Her gaze trailed to the window. “And it appears the end is drawing near.” 
 
    “Why only then?” 
 
    “He won’t leave until then.” 
 
    I hesitated, knowing who she was referring to. “He made a promise to me, so I am partly to blame.” 
 
    “And you made a promise to keep her healthy. Or, at least, this body healthy. Should it falter, you know he’d crumble and lose any ambition to press on.” 
 
    “Mm.” 
 
    “She won’t survive. I don’t feel her fighting me anymore,” Oran confessed, “but the illusion of hope is necessary for both of us.” 
 
    I said nothing, sterilizing the injection site. 
 
    “You’ll come, too, won’t you?” she asked, and our eyes met. I was taken off guard by the fact that she was asking, not ordering. “Once this is over?” 
 
    “I suppose I have no choice.” Whether or not she was giving me one. Exo’daius was the only place I had to go after the war ended, and it was clear that the Violet Line was not welcome there under its current management.  
 
    There were troubling times ahead. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Adrial Trisyien—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stood in the doorway to Qaira’s room, watching him smoke a malay cigarette while staring at the wall. I was sure he’d noticed I had activated the door, but he wouldn’t meet my gaze.  
 
    There were fist-dents in the wall and wood splinters across the floor. Spots of blood soiled his bed. The entire room smelled like Oraniquitis—; 
 
    So did he. He’d reeked of her at the command station. 
 
    My attention settled on the Argentian coat he wore, which was unusual in itself. Qaira was more likely to burn anything resembling angel upper-rank apparel, but past its high collar I could see faint scratches marring his neck. Any wound he’d gained yesterday would have healed by now, unless it was from one of us. 
 
    I’d only known Qaira for the better part of a month, but Alezair for a century. Back then he’d reluctantly accept my counsel, but I wasn’t so sure if he would now. It was clear that he was in an advanced stage of nervous collapse; that distant stare and affinity for spontaneous destruction were perhaps the only two traits Qaira and Alezair had ever shared.  
 
    I sighed and stepped into the room, sealing the door behind us. I took a seat next to him on the bed, and he threw the pack of cigarettes into my lap. He still refused to look at me. 
 
    I lit the cigarette and took my first few puffs. Then, I nodded to his coat. “Did she force you?” 
 
    Qaira flinched at the question. “I don’t know. Not really.” 
 
    That wasn’t the answer I was expecting. “You consensually fucked Oraniquitis Loren?” 
 
    He shrugged.  
 
    This was worse than I’d thought. “She’s poisoning you, Qaira. That’s not Leid and it never will be. Keep it together.” 
 
    Qaira shot me a sidelong glance. “Thanks for the advice. I need to shower.” 
 
    He mashed his cigarette onto the floor and threw it in the sanitizer. Without another word he moved to the bathroom. He’d removed the coat before the door was fully shut; more nail marks ran all along his shoulders, disappearing under his shirt. I looked back at the blood on the bed, cognizance settling in. I vacated the room as I heard the shower run. 
 
    In the hall, on the way to the lift, I realized how alone I was.  
 
    Zhevraine was gone, Leid as well, and now Qaira was barely hanging on by a thread. There was no one to confide in any longer except for Yahweh, and burdening him with personal plights seemed unfair. He had enough on his plate. 
 
    This was not the first time that I’d considered leaving. The idea had been circling my mind for a while now. My instincts told me all was lost and I should be helping the rest of mine protect Exo’daius, but every time each idea was followed by the intrinsic sense of betraying those that were left here. 
 
    What would Qaira do if I was gone? I felt alone, but could barely perceive what he was feeling. I remembered how it’d felt when I had lost Aphasia. Magnify that tenfold by everything that had happened to him recently. 
 
    No, I couldn’t leave. 
 
    Not yet. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    After evening meal we were summoned to the command station for a final briefing before the transporter was set to depart. I walked with Yahweh through the halls, onto the deck.  
 
    “Is something troubling you, Justice Trisyien?” inquired Yahweh. “You seemed quiet at dinner.” 
 
    Well, since he’d asked. “It’s Qaira. He’s losing it.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve noticed. Hard to blame him.” 
 
    “Oraniquitis is sinking her talons into him while he’s vulnerable.” Quite literally. “I’m worried that he won’t be able to come to terms with the fact that she’s not his wife.” 
 
    Yahweh nodded, casting his eyes downward. “She’s wearing her skin.” 
 
    “We need to make an effort to keep them separated until he gets his shit together. The last thing we need is Qaira bending a knee to the Scarlet Queen.” 
 
    Yahweh paid me a faint smile, but the reason behind it was imperceptible. “I wouldn’t worry too much.” 
 
    I stopped walking, abashed by his response. He paused, looking back at me in question. 
 
    “What is wrong with you?” I demanded. “Is everyone going crazy except for me?” 
 
    Yahweh’s smile was gone, replaced by a look of introspection and a hint of sympathy. His eyes shone in the flashing lights across the deck. “You think the Scarlet Queen is seducing Qaira?” 
 
    I winced, confused. “Of course, don’t you?” 
 
    Yahweh shoved his hands into his coat pockets. “I think it’s the other way around, and we would be wise to let it all play out.”  
 
    At my silence, he turned and began to walk again.  
 
    “Come, Justice Trisyien, I can’t be late to my own briefing.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Belial Vakkar—; 
 
      
 
    Naberius offered me a smile of encouragement, watching me suit-up as the transporter descended to the hangar dock. “Good luck, though I doubt you’ll need it.” 
 
    I scowled and spat out my cigarette, side-eyeing the looney bitch boarding with the other soldiers. “It’s not the Judas I’m worried about.” 
 
    He looked beyond me as Samnaea disappeared through the transporter’s sliding door. “Maybe you should learn to keep your mouth shut, then.” 
 
    “Whose side are you on?” I muttered, strapping the sniper rifle to my shoulder, snatching my cane off the rail.  
 
    Naberius took a step back, seeing me off. “The winning side, like you.” 
 
    Prove your worth, Qaira had said. 
 
    I’d already done that, numerous times. I shouldn’t have saved that sorry twat. I’d shot King Godkiller in the head for him and now he treated me like fodder. 
 
    I frowned at that thought, entering the transporter.  
 
    Michael had opted to come along, which was a small comfort. He was the only angel I liked. Samnaea sat on the bench across mine, squished between soldiers. She was not in any armor, only a long black coat with a hood that cast a shadow over the upper portion of her face. Underneath was the red battle-gown she’d arrived in. I was a little surprised they hadn’t at least given her any armor—a protective vest, or something. She needn’t any weapons other than a clear head, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t get shot.  
 
    Samnaea’s head rose; her eyes met mine. She said nothing, holding my stare with equal fire.  
 
    I relented and turned away, praying she hadn’t seen the pity on my face.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Hours later, we arrived at the hangar beneath Judas’s port. The doors slid open, and we were greeted by Caelis and a group of demon guards. The look on their faces as they watched Samnaea and I exit the transporter, side-by-side, was priceless. Even better was the image of Michael and the other angels lining up behind us, awaiting our orders. It seemed Yahweh had failed to mention to them who would be sent to inspect the ship. 
 
    Once the novelty wore off, Caelis nodded to both of us. “Archdemon Vakkar and General Soran. Let me escort you to our command station.” 
 
    “Admiral Vakkar,” I corrected him, gesturing to the Argentia crest adorning my armor. 
 
    Samnaea turned to Michael. “You and your team, inspect the ship. Level by level. Start at the bottom and work your way up. Any suspected threats must be reported immediately.” 
 
    Michael nodded and he and his soldiers moved past Caelis and the demons, heading for the hangar exit.  
 
    Caelis watched them leave, uneasy. “I promise there are no threats onboard.” 
 
    I gave him a serrated grin. “Just a routine check. So, what have you got to drink around here?” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Samnaea watched me down another glass of wine. She stood by the observation glass of the Judas command station, arms folded in disapproval. I ignored her and happily continued. 
 
    “So, are you just going to get blasted in front of everyone?” she demanded, enmity in her eyes.  
 
    I grinned. “I’ve been drinking like this since I left Moritoria. My aim only gets better, love.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that,” she muttered, scowling out the window. Quieter, she said, “You’re disgusting.” 
 
    I held the bottle out. “Are you sure you don’t want a drink? It sounds like you need something to take the edge off.” 
 
    “The only thing I need is your severed head on a pike.” 
 
    “Take the lamp post out of your cunt, darling. The only person who did you in was you.” 
 
    Samnaea said nothing, looking over the port. The Judas halo rotated across the hull, illuminating us in hazy crimson iridescence. She seemed mournful. 
 
    Michael and his team had returned to the command station and declared the ship free of any threats. After that, they moved Caelis and the remaining military to the brig. Michael sent word of clearance to Ezekiel, and now we were biding our time until the cavalry arrived. 
 
    “Having second thoughts?” I said, mockingly. 
 
    “I don’t understand why you keep speaking.” 
 
    “If you don’t want me to speak, leave the room.” 
 
    “No, you leave the room. Go stagger around somewhere else.” 
 
    I just scoffed and poured myself another drink. “I can’t believe you want me dead.” 
 
    Samnaea frowned, giving me a side-long glance. “I’m fairly certain you want me dead as well.” 
 
    “Well, yes,” I said, matter-of-factly, “but that’s because you tried to arrest me for treason and killed my wife. I didn’t even do anything to you.” 
 
    Her eyes turned to slits. “Don’t play stupid, Belial. It doesn’t suit you. We all know the clever snake that you truly are.” 
 
    I sighed loudly, shaking my head. “I told Leid about the ledger, yes. I admit that I was giving information to the Celestial Court. There, I said it. I’m guilty.” I raised both hands. “However, I did not give Leid the ledger. Your brother willingly fucked her, fell for her charm and her lies. You can’t put that on me.” 
 
    Samnaea flinched. “Stop.” 
 
    “No, I won’t stop until you understand that I had nothing—well, very little—to do with your brother and your husband’s deaths. I was doing my own thing; just like you and the Sanguine Court were doing yours.” 
 
    “Why are you trying to make amends?” she asked after a lengthy moment of silence. 
 
    “Because it appears we might have to work closely together for the foreseeable future, and it won’t help anyone if we keep trying to murder each other.” 
 
    There it was. A smile. It’d been brief, but it was there. “None of it matters anymore,” she murmured, casting her gaze back out the window.  
 
    “Come, have a drink. I promise I won’t poison it.” 
 
    Reluctantly, she sat across from me. I fished another cup out of the cabinet below the podium and filled her up. “Cheers,” I said as she took the glass, “to being the only demons not dead or in jail right now.” 
 
    Samnaea fought a laugh. 
 
    Clink. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXVI 
 
    ERASURE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    SEYESTIN ENTERED THE HANGAR AS WE were gearing up to board Judas. Yahweh was at his side.  
 
    “I just spoke to Belial,” said Seyestin. “They have the ship contained and ready to dock. He also sounded really drunk.” 
 
    I shook my head, strapping on my vest and activating its shield. Although Lt. Kiran had assured us there were no threats aboard Judas, I wasn’t going to take any chances. 
 
    Beside me, Adrial scoffed. “Well, at least he got the job done.” 
 
    “Was Dr. Jonarr able to shed any light as to what Commander Raith has in store for us in Akkaroz?” asked Naberius. He sat on the bench, smoking a malay cigarette. He wasn’t accompanying us and had no reason to be here. I assumed he was just lonely, or something. 
 
    “They didn’t mention that,” said Yahweh. 
 
    Naberius nodded. “They should take the drives from central command. The ship has monitoring systems in almost every room, save for the private sector. If he had a conversation with anyone prior to him leaving, it’ll be on there.” 
 
    “Commander Raith would have wiped anything on him before he left,” said Seyestin, incredulous. “Surely he wouldn’t have left evidence of his plans before handing over the ship.” 
 
    Naberius shrugged. “It’s worth a look.” 
 
    “That it is,” agreed Yahweh, glancing at Seyestin. “Tell Belial to have Caelis pull the ship’s central command drive before their departure.” 
 
    Seyestin nodded. “Sir.”  
 
    He left to the command station. 
 
    Our orders were to board Judas, strip her of all resources—armor, weapons, jets, halo-charge cells—and return with her detainees. We would send a small group of ground soldiers ahead of us to clear the ship of its former tenants; Adrial and I would then help the engineering teams disassemble any equipment requiring special handling. So far everything was going smoothly. 
 
    Too smoothly. 
 
    I’d had a feeling in my gut since Michael’s call that something was wrong, but couldn’t pin-point exactly what.  
 
    The fact that Lucifer was just handing over Judas seemed unreal, although every step since then had gone according to the terms he’d laid out. Had there been an ambush lying in wait, they would have already presented themselves as we were too near the proximity of their warship to engage without risking any damage. On the surface it all appeared fine, but the feeling in my gut persisted. Judging by the foreboding expression Adrial had worn since we started suiting up, he shared my sentiments.  
 
    “Once we dock to Judas, you should stay in the command station,” I advised Yahweh.  
 
    He tilted his head. “Do you suspect something?” 
 
    “No. I don’t know. Maybe.” 
 
    “Qaira’s right,” said Adrial. “None of this feels good. I know it’s all going according to plan, but in case our course takes a sudden turn, it’s best you don’t be anywhere near the demon warship.” 
 
    “Stay with Seyestin,” I said, loading my pulse rifle. “I’m not risking any chances; not when we’re so close.” 
 
    “I think you’re being a bit paranoid,” remarked Naberius. 
 
    I eyed him, curling my lip. “Yeah? Did I just hear you volunteer to lead the first wave on board?” 
 
    Naberius cast his gaze downward, sucking on the end of his cigarette.  
 
    “No? Because you seem to think I’m being paranoid and that everything is completely safe.” 
 
    “Qaira, enough. You drove the point home,” said Adrial. 
 
    He was right. It wasn’t worth it. I turned to Yahweh. “Let me know when it’s go time. I’ll be on the deck.” 
 
    Yahweh nodded, wary. “See you then.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    It was cold in Junah. And dark. It was so dark that our deck’s light systems had to be on even during daylight hours. The layer was shrouded in never-ending night; and even as a Sanctum native, I could have never lived here. That anyone lived here was insane. And a bit sad. I could definitely understand why the demons felt like they were treated unjustly. 
 
    I pulled the collar up on my coat, shivering as I moved across the deck. The soldiers chosen to secure Judas were assembling into a line. My visor relayed that we had twenty minutes until then. I slid the screen down all the way; anything to break the cold from my face. 
 
    Oraniquitis was standing at the edge of the deck, overlooking the bow, staring off into the night. She felt my approach and turned her head, hair lashing against her cheek. She paid me a somber smile, and then looked back at the sable sky. Lately her demeanor seemed more and more like Leid’s. 
 
    I stood beside her, silent, following her gaze.  
 
    Silhouettes of jagged black peaks spired in the horizon. There was nothing but cold and rocks, not even wind save for what Ezekiel generated.  
 
    “You seem better,” I remarked, my voice resonating with a hollow sound through my mask.  
 
    “Yahweh’s upgraded potion seemed to do the trick,” she said. “For now.” 
 
    She was only wearing Leid’s coat. Her cheeks were already turning red with cold. “You should probably go inside before you freeze.” 
 
    “I’m not cold,” she whispered. “I can’t die from cold anyhow.” 
 
    “True, but I bet frostbite stings like a bitch.” 
 
    “I’m flattered by your concern for me.” 
 
    “No, really, you shouldn’t be out here. Your health is already compromised and your regeneration abilities aren’t up to snuff either. Just because you feel better doesn’t mean you are better.” When she didn’t respond, I added, “Last time the Court of Enigmus came to get you, we barely escaped. You’re not strong enough to defend yourself. Hanging out in the open isn’t an option.” 
 
    Oran sighed. Her breath left her lips as a snaking plume of steam. “Just a second more, then.” 
 
    “Why? There’s nothing to see.” 
 
    “I like the scenery.” 
 
    “What scenery?” 
 
    “The emptiness, the openness, the darkness.” 
 
    I hesitated, unsure of how to respond. 
 
    “Look around; it’s practically just us. The quiet is…calming.”  
 
    Ezekiel’s halo rolled over the deck, immersing us in shimmering light. Oran recoiled, shielding her eyes.  
 
    “We can go now,” she conceded, bowing her head and lifting her hood.  
 
    We retreated into the command station. Just before I slipped through the door, I caught a glimpse of Adrial watching me from the hangar entrance. I froze, holding the door ajar.  
 
    He looked at me, and I at him. There was ice where our eyes met. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Belial Vakkar—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    I ordered the soldiers to bring Caelis back to the Judas command station. As I polished off the last of Lucifer’s most expensive wine, the Good Doctor appeared in the entrance accompanied by Michael, confused as ever.  
 
    “Thanks, I’ll take it from here,” I said, flashing Michael a grin. He nodded and left to rejoin Samnaea. They were leading the detainees out of the brig and onto the deck. Ezekiel was here. I could hear her engine purring beyond the observation window.  
 
    “Sorry to bother,” I said, setting the empty bottle down on the navigation desk, “but I don’t know how to work this bird and the Young Commander wants her drive.” 
 
    Caelis furrowed his brows. “Why?” 
 
    “He didn’t tell me.” I gestured to the central command panel. “Time is of the essence.” 
 
    He sighed resignedly, taking a seat at the panel. “This will take some time. I’ll have to shut everything down so the systems command won’t turn the engines off.” 
 
    “Yes, that would be ideal.” 
 
    The Judas rumbled slightly as her docking mechanism engaged. I could tell because the screen above the panel blinked green with a message that read DOCKING. That was just about the extent of knowledge I had in operating a command ship.  
 
    I leaned against the wall, tapping my cane against the floor idly, watching Caelis’s fingers blur across the keypad.  
 
    I heard a strange chime, and then he froze. 
 
    “Again?” he murmured to himself. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” I asked. 
 
    “The system just encountered a program abnormality.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that means.” 
 
    “Neither do I. One second,” he said, typing again. 
 
    Several screens opened up on the panel, scrolling rapidly with script. I watched, dizzy, as Caelis typed commands into the prompt bar. One of the screens froze; a line of script was highlighted. He leaned in to read it. 
 
    “…Oh.” 
 
    I tilted my head. “Everything okay?” 
 
    Caelis turned in his seat, eyes wide with terror. “We have to get off this ship, now.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    It’d all been a roaring blur. 
 
    Ezekiel and Judas had conjoined their docking bridges, leading a clear path between ships. From the upper deck I’d observed Samnaea and Michael, their soldiers surrounding the demon prisoners, awaiting command to bring them onboard.  
 
    Yahweh had set up camp with Seyestin in central command, and Adrial had stood sentry a few hundred yards from me. Oraniquitis was leant against the rail, watching the commotion with a toilsome frown. She’d only heeded my advice of staying inside for half an hour. 
 
    Our group of soldiers had only made it halfway across the bridge when all of our transmission lines went crazy. It was Belial. 
 
    “Lucifer planted a fucking anti-gravity bomb on the Judas! You have twenty seconds to get out of there!”  
 
    He had sent that to all high-ranking officials aboard the Ezekiel. All eighty-five of them. 
 
    And then everything erupted into chaos. 
 
    Angels swarmed the deck—some running, others flying—in every direction. They dove off the railing in drones, their wings clapping the still, cold air as they vanished into darkness.  
 
    I was forced to make a decision that I knew I’d live to regret for the rest of my life, however short that may be. I blurred toward Oraniquitis, who stood amid the growing sea of white feathers, my wings releasing from my back. I grabbed her and pushed off the deck, ascending away from the Ezekiel. I sped upward, the air crushing my defiance of gravity, my arms clenching tighter around Oran. 
 
     Blinding light rose in a dome below, spanning faster than I could fly. I closed my eyes and clenched my teeth, begging my wings to go faster. 
 
    I felt the heat on my face and the gaining force against my body. Something heavy pushed me up, flinging me off trajectory. It hit me like a freight train, and the roar that followed burst my eardrums. The last thing I saw before I lost consciousness was Oran slipping from my arms, falling into the fiery sphere below. Her eyes were filled with surprise, fear and desperation.  
 
    And then she was gone. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXVII 
 
    AS THEY LAY DYING 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Seyestin Trede—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    I AWOKE ON THE GROUND IN A BED of ashes, my head filled with knives. At first I only had enough strength to roll onto my back, and when I did I coughed, sending a fresh twinge of pain up through my chest. It hurt to breathe. 
 
    All I could do was lay there wheezing, staring up at the sky as ash and cinder snowed across the frozen wasteland. I smelled smoke and heard fire crackling in the distance. I craned my neck to the side, catching a glimpse of something moving next to me. 
 
    Yahweh. 
 
    He sat with his knees to his chest, wings still released and fluttering behind him, adorned in torn pieces of his suit. His eyes never left the sky, pain and loss contorting his face. A crimson tear rolled down his cheek.  
 
    It all came flooding back. 
 
    Yahweh had activated Ezekiel’s anti-matter shield the moment Belial had sent the warning. I had screamed for him to follow me—to get to the deck and fly as far away as possible. Instead he had grabbed me. I remembered the sound of the observatory glass shattering. His grip had nearly crushed my wrist. My memories ended there.  
 
    Now I was beneath the ash, smoke and shrapnel of our warship; with Yahweh Telei huddled, crying blood tears as he mourned all we had ever hoped to gain. 
 
    And himself, because now I knew what he was and could only wonder what might happen next. 
 
    “Why did you do this?!” he screamed at the sky. “Why would you do this?!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
    My eyes fluttered open and all I could feel was searing pain in my stomach. My vision was blurred and I choked in surprise from the sudden sensation. Warm blood seeped from the corners of my trembling lips.  
 
    I lay in the middle of a still-smoking crater. A piece of antenna from our ship was speared through my gut, pinning me down. I ripped it out with a wince, clutching it thereafter, waiting for regeneration. My head lolled and I sighed as a tingling sensation overtook the pain. All of the events leading up to this moment spun circles in my mind. 
 
    Strong enough, I crawled out of the crater. The remains of angels and demons peppered the barren field among smoldering metal, already starting to freeze over.  
 
    I thought of the others. 
 
    Oran, Adrial, Yahweh, I called.  
 
    Silence. 
 
    I surveyed the wreckage, thinking of Raith, craving his murder all over again.  
 
    Qaira. It was Adrial, and I sighed with relief. Where are you?  
 
    North side of the blast-zone, I said. How are you still alive? 
 
    —Not exactly sure. The anti-matter shield stayed up long enough for me to jump ship and run. I got hit with part of the engine and blacked out. Where’s Yahweh? 
 
    Not with me.  
 
    —Oraniquitis is here. She pulled the engine off of me, apparently. 
 
    I thought back to the image of her falling out of the sky; I’d been so certain that I had killed her. Can you account for anyone else? 
 
    —No, but I can see a few survivors heading east. 
 
    Alright, I’m coming to you. 
 
    I got to my feet, legs wobbly from all the energy lost to cold, injury and exhaustion. The first few steps were staggers.  
 
    Adrial and Oran appeared from the screen of smoke after a ten minute hike across the crater, where Ezekiel had all but evaporated. Adrial was hunched on the ledge, still regenerating. Part of his body was smoldering; he’d been injured worse than me. Oraniquitis stood tall behind him, watching my approach. 
 
    Once we rejoined, Oran lowered her head and looked across the graveyard of corpses and warships. There was sadness in her eyes. For some reason it made me angry.  
 
    Angrier. 
 
    “I thought scenery like this elated you,” I said. “You’re a destroyer of worlds, right?” 
 
    “Usually,” she replied, morose, “but it appears you’re doing a fine job of that on your own.” 
 
    “What now?” asked Adrial, hoarse.  
 
    I nodded toward the staggering clusters of silhouettes, barely visible through the darkness. Ash had begun to coat my uniform and I lifted the visor to get a clearer picture. “We regroup. Find Yahweh.” 
 
    “He might be dead.” 
 
    “No,” I said. That wasn’t an option. “We need to find him and take shelter before whatever else Raith has for us is enacted.” 
 
    “Grigori-Tal is the closest city from here,” said Adrial, nodding east. 
 
    Most likely where the survivors were heading. “Good. Let’s go. We can call our reinforcements.” The closest reinforcements were a day out; we couldn’t wait that long out here. The Ezekiel had had thousands in her fleet. Jets, transporters, craft-carriers; all turned to dust. Lucifer had done the unthinkable. This was something I might have done a thousand years ago, but never had I expected it from him.  
 
    But he was no longer Lucifer Raith, Commander of the Archaeans. His Archaean blood grew thinner by the day. Further from angel he fell—; 
 
    And closer to me he became. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Grigori-Tal was a waystation, two hundred miles from Kirisyn, Junah’s capital city. It was encased in a metallic dome that shimmered like liquid silver under an invisible spotlight. Two pillars marked its perimeter, circular telepads between it designated transporter and zeppelin docking sites. It, like the rest of this layer, was abandoned.  
 
    Others had reached the site before us, as the doors had been deactivated and left ajar. We arrived with fifty other soldiers, demons and angels alike. Neither side of the celestial spectrum seemed intent on killing each other anymore. 
 
    The three of us could have high-tailed it across the frozen tundra within half an hour, but instead kept with the lessers to ensure they made it through alive. Had we abandoned them, Yahweh would have never forgiven me. Our journey had taken an upwards of six hours. 
 
    A dozen angel aerial craft were stationed outside the city—only a dozen had remained after Ezekiel’s destruction. That was a sobering fact. 
 
    I paused in the threshold of the station dock, inspecting the deactivated panel on the door. The clearance level was high—too high for a normal citizen to initialize. I gazed into the dark tunnel with a knowing frown.  
 
    “What is it?” asked Adrial.  
 
    “Looks like Samnaea is alive.” 
 
    “That means Belial is, too.” 
 
    Yahweh, are you here? 
 
    Still, no answer.  
 
    “This could be a trap set by the Demon Commander,” cautioned Oran.  
 
    That notion hadn’t eluded me, but anything short of another anti-matter bomb wasn’t going to stop me from finding out. “We have no other option. Do you sense anything?” 
 
    Oran squinted through the darkness. “Lesser life-forms. More than a few. Their resonance sings a sad, tortured tune.” She breathed in, closing her eyes. “It tastes wonderful.” 
 
    Adrial glared at her with disgust. That was verification enough for me.  
 
    We headed inside, motioning for the survivors to follow our lead.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    There were another two hundred survivors inside, huddled around the waystation commons. Samnaea was indeed alive, but far from well, trying to contact a ship alongside demon soldiers. So far no one was answering. Not a good sign.  
 
    Belial sat on the staircase beside behind her, smoking a cigarette, eyes on the ground. At our entrance they rose, but only for a moment. Until now I’d thought him to be unflappable; looked like the bar had been set. Mass-democide. 
 
    Both of them looked like shit. Clothes soot-ridden and torn, skin red from cold exposure. I was certain we didn’t look any better. 
 
    “Is Yahweh here?” was the first thing out of my mouth after reaching the commons. There was a weathered aRAVE leaning against a pillar, demon-designed. Belial must have snatched it off of Judas’s ship. More surprising was that he must have saved Samnaea. 
 
    “He’s in the medical bay with Seyestin,” muttered Belial. “He’s in denial that half the people there are already dead.” 
 
    Why hadn’t he answered my call? “Where’s the medical bay?” 
 
    Samnaea pointed to the westward tunnel. I nodded thanks.  
 
    Adrial and Oran hung back, knowing this was going to be a complicated ordeal. I wasn’t suited to handle such ordeals, but there was only me now. The mantle had made it all the way to the back of the line. 
 
    There were another fifty survivors in the medical bay, and I instantly knew what Belial had meant. I was no doctor and it was clear that almost all of them were beyond help, suffering third degree burns, mortal shrapnel wounds and head trauma.  
 
    But it appeared Yahweh had come to his senses—or not, depending on the context—as he sat against the wall amid the dying crowd, staring at nothing. This was an extremely depressing sight. 
 
    Before I could get a word out, Seyestin stepped from the doorway, blocking my path. He looked down his nose at me with narrow, angry eyes.  
 
    “When?” was all that he asked. He didn’t have to say any more. 
 
    “The Basin. Yahweh would have died otherwise.” 
 
    “And no one told me.” 
 
    “Of course no one told you,” I said. “You’re as devoted to the rules as they come.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea what this means?” Seyestin whispered, threatening. 
 
    I took a step in, challenging him. “What does it mean? Look around you. Angels and demons are taking shelter together. Working together. Raith just offed his entire fleet. What the fuck does it matter who Yahweh is now?”  
 
    “What Yahweh is now,” sniped Seyestin. 
 
    I stared at him with equal fire. “Keep talking and I’ll permanently shut your mouth, white.” 
 
    Seyestin said nothing, but took a step back. He leaned against the door, shooting his Commander a sympathetic look. “And what’s going to happen now? Look at him; any second he’s going to start crying and then everyone will know.” 
 
    “I was about to fix that before you interrupted me,” I muttered, moving past him. 
 
    Yahweh’s gaze never deviated from the wall, even as I knelt in front of him.  
 
    “Hey,” I said. “Snap out of it.” 
 
    He said nothing, though his eyelids fluttered and his expression grew even more defeated. A stethoscope hung loosely around his neck, threatening to fall.  
 
    I sighed and took a seat beside him, reaching into my pockets. No luck. “Go and get Belial’s cigarettes,” I called to Seyestin. 
 
    Seyestin snarled in insult. “I’m not a servant.” 
 
    “It’s not for me.” 
 
    Reluctantly, he stormed out. 
 
    “Yes, what happened is horrific and unforgivable and I’m sorry,” I said, calmly. “It hurts like a bitch and you never really get over it. But you continue to live and learn to deal with it somehow. The end.” 
 
    Yahweh tilted his head, eyes still on the wall. “No wonder you’re such a mess.” 
 
    I had to laugh a little.  
 
    Seyestin returned and threw me a package. I caught it with one hand, sliding two cigarettes out. I offered one to Yahweh. He didn’t move. Neither did my gesture.  
 
    Eventually his eyes strayed to the cigarette dangling in front of his face. Then he looked to me in question.  
 
    “Go on,” I said. “You’re a Vel’Haru. Nothing can kill you, not that this would have anyway.” I lit mine. “But hey, at least it’s completely guilt-free now.” 
 
    “Guilt-free,” he murmured, taking the cigarette. “And what would anyone say if they saw the Argent Commander smoking a demon drug?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He deserves it?” 
 
    A small trace of a smile tilted the left corner of Yahweh’s mouth. He slid the cigarette between his lips and I lit it for him. He took a long drag, and exhaled. Instantly he closed his eyes and leaned his head back. “Wow.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “You’re tainting me with your dark habits.” 
 
    “No, I’m showing you how to live a little.” 
 
    “As if my life isn’t exciting already.” 
 
    I said nothing, and neither did he. It was quiet for a while. Seyestin had vacated the room, not caring to observe our bonding time. For the better, anyway.  
 
    Someone among the injured was crying for their mother. We both looked toward the sound, listening to the soldier’s dying breaths.  
 
    “Do you ever think about anything before?” 
 
    “…Before what?” 
 
    “Before this.” Yahweh looked at me, solemn. “Before Alezair.” 
 
    “All the time.” 
 
    “Me too,” he confessed. “I honestly can’t work out how it ended up like this. When I saw you in Crylle I never thought we’d be here.” He took another drag, reflective. 
 
    I gave him a serrated grin. “I’m flattered. The good news is that you’ll be seeing a lot of me from now on.” 
 
    My response wiped away any happiness he’d gained. “I don’t see that being very long-term.” 
 
    “Oh, this is nothing,” I said. “We’ll get out of this alive.” 
 
    Both of us snickered, taking drags from the last of our cigarettes. 
 
    “You feeling better?” I asked after we’d mashed our smokes on the floor.  
 
    “No, but I suppose that doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Great,” I said, standing. “Because I’m about to hold a meeting.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Seyestin had managed to contact Argentia, waiting in Orias. They would arrive by morning. 
 
    Samnaea and Belial were unsuccessful in trying to contact Obsidia. Anyone within a day’s reach would have already evacuated. All the command ships were gone, Akkaroz cleaned out of any officials. The population of Hell was already in Heaven’s hands. 
 
    I gathered the others and we formed a circle in the waystation storage facility. Oran, Seyestin, Yahweh, Adrial, Samnaea and Belial. We were all that was left.  
 
    “We have fourteen varying crafts, roughly two hundred soldiers well enough to fight,” announced General Trede, relaying the odds. “We have insufficient firepower to arm these soldiers. Our best bet is to just sit and wait for reinforcements to arrive.” 
 
    “No, we’re not staying here,” I said. “Have your reinforcements transport the survivors back to Avernai. We’ll be gone by morning.” 
 
    Belial tilted his head, lifting a brow. “And where will we be, General Eltruan?” 
 
    I hesitated. My gaze drifted across every face around the circle. “On our way to Akkaroz, finishing this.” 
 
    “Just us?” asked Samnaea.  
 
    “No, not you,” I said. “No offense, but we need someone to look after the survivors and make sure the officials in Crylle are informed properly.” 
 
    Samnaea frowned, scathed. “Why? Because I’m a woman?” 
 
    “No, because you can’t fight. Your party trick doesn’t work on other psions or Vel’Haru, and that’s about all we can expect from here on out.” When she looked away, I sighed. “Take the free pass, little girl. Unless you know how to land a head shot, you’ll only get in the way.” I pointed to Oraniquitis. “She’s a woman, too. Don’t start with that sexist shit.” 
 
    “Do as he says,” advised Belial. “Someone needs to tell our story if we don’t come back.” 
 
    “You’re a high-ranking official of the Obsidian Court. We need leaders alive to fix everything once this is over,” I said, supporting Belial’s advice.  
 
    Samnaea only nodded.  
 
    “How do you propose us getting into Akkaroz?” asked Adrial, leading us back on topic. “Junah’s cephalon is deactivated.” 
 
    All the routes via flight were perilous ones, too. There was a reason why all craft transportation ended in Junah. The only way into Akkaroz was by cephalon. I remembered Akkaroz’s surface; the dark, windy tundra and the cave system we’d explored in the Sanctum Era. Negative one hundred degrees. Fifty percent air pressure.  
 
    I gestured to Seyestin. “He can navigate through anything. Trede will drive the transporter.” 
 
    Everyone looked at each other. No one seemed thrilled with my idea. 
 
    “We can’t stay here,” I persisted. “By morning who knows what plans have amassed. We are all that this job needs. If whoever’s left of Hell can stop three Vel’Haru, a pyrokinetic psion and Heaven’s best pilot, then they deserve to win.” While this in itself was a sound reason, I left out the fact that Oraniquitis was still expiring, now without access to a serum to slow the process down. Every moment counted. 
 
    “I will go,” Yahweh said. He understood the reality of our situation as well. 
 
    “I go anywhere he goes,” Seyestin followed, touching the Argentia crest on his totaled armor. Yahweh and he shared a warm look. Apparently General Trede had gotten over his Commander’s indiscretions. 
 
    Oran frowned “Someone has to keep you all alive.” 
 
    “Why not,” shrugged Belial. 
 
    Adrial was the last to agree. He sighed, resignedly. “I think this plan is terrible, but I’m not staying here by myself.” 
 
    I smirked, victorious. “Alright, grab anything we can use. We leave in an hour.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXVIII 
 
    ANATHEMA 
 
      
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE SCENERY WAS GIVING ME NON-STOP DEJA-VU.  
 
    A thousand years ago I was here—in this same place—gripping the arms of a chair for dear life.  
 
    For a second the image returned, veiling reality. I looked behind me, at child-Yahweh as he watched the recording of the cavern on-screen. He noticed me staring and met my gaze. 
 
    Reality took hold again, and child-Yahweh melded into now-Yahweh: taller, broader, clad in black thermal armor and a patch across his blind eye. The youthful excitement was gone, replaced by an understanding of how the world worked and all the darkness within it. His stoic stare switched to confusion when I kept staring at him.  
 
    I looked away, programming my headset. I didn’t need any help this time around. 
 
    Seyestin drove the transporter, silent. He hadn’t said a thing since we’d left Grigori-Tal. His expression was strained with fierce concentration, eyes darting between the windshield and the radar as we descended into a recess of pitch black and violent wind. The craft shook. All of us looked on in caution. 
 
    “I can’t see anything,” said Belial, a slight tremor in his voice. “How the bloody hell can he?” 
 
    “I can’t either,” said Seyestin, over his shoulder. “I’m ninety-seven percent certain that we are all going to die.” 
 
    “Then move aside,” I snarled. “I’ll fly this fucking thing if you won’t.” 
 
    Seyestin barely missed a giant boulder whipping toward us. “That would only kill us faster.” 
 
    “So shut up and keep driving.” 
 
    Adrial and Oran were seated at the back of the cabin. Neither one spoke, content to watch nothing out the window.  
 
    “Pressure is dropping,” said Yahweh, monitoring the external sensors. “Everyone get their visors on.” 
 
    More deja-vu. 
 
    I slipped the gear over my head, as did everyone else. The craft shook again; this time something hit it. Alarms blared. 
 
    “Left tank is punctured,” breathed Yahweh. The craft tilted, and everyone hung on. 
 
    “I don’t know how much more of this I can navigate through!” cried Seyestin, pulling up on the steer as another boulder darted by us.  
 
    And then we all saw something.  
 
    A glowing, blue light that grew brighter as we approached.  
 
    I stood from my seat, grabbing the ceiling rail. “There.” 
 
    The wind began to die. The entire area was illuminated in blue phosphorescence, revealing the rocky, black ground and floating army of boulders, suspended at various heights throughout the expanse.  
 
    But we weren’t in the caverns. Why was that light here? 
 
    The glowing ball took form; a sphere. A dome, the size of a city.  
 
    Yahweh was grinning at my expression when I looked back at him. He found the disbelief I wore amusing. “Bioluminescence, Qaira.” 
 
    “So, it was as useful as you imagined.” 
 
    “Approaching Akkaroz,” announced Seyestin. “Everyone back to their seats and buckle in. This will be a rough landing.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The transporter had crashed through the doors of the port, skidding into the dock in an eruption of sparks. We’d had to break through the biodome case; alarms at the hangar had issued a pressure-breach warning. No one had been around to answer the call.  
 
    The dome encased the smallest and most modern city of Hell: Akkaroz, Parliament of Obsidia.  
 
    Judicial high-rises and cobblestone walkways lined the heart of Akkaroz. Restaurants and shopping plazas surrounded the district, all closed for business. An evacuation warning looped silently across televised billboards.  
 
    The light from the biodome simulated a blue sky, albeit sunless. The climate was warm, almost as warm as Crylle. Everyone had removed their visors upon leaving the hangar terminal. Neither Belial nor Yahweh seemed marginally impressed, having been here numerous times before. The rest of us were in awe, gaping up at the sunless sky.  
 
    “Akkaroz is empty,” Seyestin said, surveying the scenery with confusion. “I was expecting an army.”  
 
    “Why would Lucifer come back here?” asked Belial, the question obviously rhetoric. “He’s a sitting duck.” 
 
    My gaze trailed from the sky, toward the spires of the court. “Maybe that was his plan all along.” 
 
    Yahweh looked to me in question, but said nothing. 
 
    Two blocks away from Obsidian Court headquarters, Oran collapsed on her hands and knees, retching blood. Seyestin recoiled, aghast.  
 
    I pushed by him, helping her stand. She was lithe, dizzy, and leaned into me once I got her back on two feet. Adrial watched us from the front of the group. We caught eyes, and he stared at me with cool indifference.  
 
    “I-Is she okay?” Belial inquired, watching as her blood began to sizzle into a pile of black sand.  
 
    “No,” I said, nodding for them to press forward. “We need to keep moving.” 
 
    Oran only laughed quietly, clutching my jacket with a tiny fist. The other wiped blood trickling from her nose.  
 
    The Parliament building was vacant, like the rest of the city.  Belial guided us through the domicile thirteen floors up, to where Commander Raith’s office lay. It, too, was dark and empty.  
 
    Yahweh was the first inside the room, trailing his fingers across Raith’s desk. A digitized frame sat next to the panel. He picked it up, and I watched his expression soften. A second later he placed it back on the desk, face-down. “I think we’ve been duped.” 
 
    I was inclined to agree, but my gut wouldn’t relent. After everything that had happened, it’d be a mistake to ignore it. “Where else might he be?”  
 
    “The only place he’d be other than his office is his estate,” murmured Yahweh.  
 
    Adrial lifted a brow. “Sipping a cup of tea, waiting for us to waltz in and take his head?” 
 
    “Seems unlikely,” said Belial. “He’s probably halfway to Heaven with another army.” 
 
    “We should go,” advised Seyestin, obviously on the same fence as Vakkar.  
 
    “No,” I said. Everyone looked at me. “He’s here. I can feel it.” 
 
    “You can feel that he’s here?” repeated Seyestin, incredulous.  
 
    I couldn’t explain it, so I didn’t. “Yahweh, take us to his house. If he isn’t there, we’ll reactivate the cephalon and head back to Crylle.”  
 
    He nodded, slipping out of the room. “Follow me.” 
 
    The others exited after him.  
 
    I hung back, glancing at the frame on Lucifer’s desk. Then, I picked it up. 
 
    It was a picture of Lucifer and Yahweh, pre-Fall. They stood in a garden, smiling for the camera, clad in Archaean uniforms. The image of angel-Raith reopened a few scars, the pain akin to fresh wounds. I returned the picture face-down on the desk. 
 
    On my way out, I saw Tae in the reflection of the window.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Lucifer’s estate was surprisingly modest, nestled between two larger homes, enclosed in a black iron fence. Cylindrical in shape, smooth metallic in form; a circular craftway led us up to the front door.  
 
    Without a doubt there were cameras somewhere on his property, although the only one I was able to spot was above the door. I glanced uneasily toward it.  
 
    By now it was clear that there wasn’t an ambush lying in wait. Half of our group was so convinced Raith wasn’t here that they waited for us on the craftway. Only Yahweh and I had pressed on.  
 
    “Should we… knock on the door?” whispered Yahweh. 
 
    Instead of answering his question, I kicked the door in. It fell inside the foyer, skidding off into the shadows. Before Yahweh could react, I slipped inside the house, releasing a scythe for good measure. 
 
    My eyes scanned the cool darkness, darting between each corner and doorway, scythe at the ready. At the edge of the foyer I slowed, then stopped; waiting, listening.  
 
    Tick, tick, tick— 
 
    My head turned toward the sound. Left door, last in the row. 
 
    Tick, tick, tick— 
 
    Yahweh came behind me, and I held out my hand, signaling for him to wait. He did, and I moved toward the door.  
 
    It was left slightly ajar, light casting an orange glow around the frame. I pushed it the rest of the way open, greeted by a ticking tower clock and the faint sound of recorded strings music. It was a study, the walls lined with books all the way to the ceiling. Then my eyes wandered to the center of the room, settling on a couch and table.  
 
    They widened. 
 
    “What is it?” Yahweh said, crossing the threshold, noticing the deviation in my expression.  
 
    I tried to stop him, blocking the way. “No, don’t.” 
 
    He shoved by me, seeing it for himself. Frozen several feet away from the scene, his expression twisted in confusion, then realization—; 
 
    Then, sadness. 
 
    Lucifer Raith was slumped on the sofa. His crystal blue eyes were clouded over, staring into an abyss. A syringe was on the floor next to the sofa, while two vials and a second syringe were scattered across the table.  
 
    Yahweh turned, crimson tears brimming his eyes. He fought to remain stoic. “We have our answer. Let’s tell the others and get out of here.” 
 
    “Hey,” I said, taking a step toward him. “Listen, this—” 
 
    “I’m fine, Qaira,” he sighed, moving toward the door. “It’s easier this way.” 
 
    And then he was gone. 
 
    I winced, able to feel Yahweh’s pain as he’d passed me. Instead of following I moved to the table, looking over Raith’s corpse, burning the image into my mind. I leaned down, lips inches from his ear. 
 
    “You don’t deserve his tears,” I said, near-whisper. “You hear me, you miserable fuck?” 
 
    He only sat, gazing past me. 
 
    I followed his eyes, looking over my shoulder.  
 
    There was an erratically-written message on the wall, next to the tower clock.  
 
      
 
    IT ALL ENDS HERE 
 
      
 
    I’d been Lucifer’s business partner long enough to recognize that it wasn’t in his hand.  
 
    Dong, dong, dong— 
 
    The clock struck the hour, making me jump. Something moved in my peripherals and my attention shot toward the table. A thin, near-translucent thread of smoke was coming from a mashed cigarette in a tray.  
 
    I checked in all of Lucifer’s pockets; not a package on him.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Seyestin had taken over the duty of being Oran’s crutch. When I got outside, he was trying to pick her up off the ground. She kept shrugging him away, laughing hysterically. Blood oozed from her eyes and nose. Yahweh was the only one not watching the spectacle, instead staring out at the spires of Akkaroz Parliament with his back turned to the commotion. 
 
    I walked into the situation and yanked Oraniquitis up, jerking her forward. “Come on, we need to go.” 
 
    The urgency in my voice snapped her back to reality. She came quietly, smiling like she’d just taken an entire bottle of muscle relaxants. Meanwhile I could feel Adrial’s eyes burning a hole through me.  
 
    “What is it?” Seyestin called ahead as I rushed them along the street.  
 
    “They’re here,” I said. 
 
    “Who’s here?” 
 
    Yahweh had stopped up ahead, frozen in place. As I approached, I saw what he was staring at. 
 
    At the fork in the road, Calenus, Zira and Jii stood along the sidewalk, looking very much like they were expecting us.  
 
    Everyone else caught up and they froze, too. After a moment, Adrial and I moved to stand on either side of Yahweh, displaying a protective formation around the lessers and Oran.  
 
    “Take her and get out of here, as soon as this begins,” I ordered Seyestin and Belial. “Get to the cephalon. Find a way to reactivate it.” 
 
    I wanted Yahweh to get out of here as well, but we needed him. Any and all Violets were necessary, crucial.  
 
    “No, you will not,” ordered Adrial. “Everyone except myself and Oraniquitis will leave to the cephalon.” 
 
    I looked at Adrial, the heat of betrayal rising in my chest. “What the fuck are you doing?” 
 
    “They’re not interested in you,” he said, lowly. “They’re interested in her, and for a good reason. She is about to expire and it’s time, Qaira.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “This isn’t up for debate,” said Adrial, his eyes growing colder by the second. “I don’t know why you can’t see that she’s too far gone and I’m sure this must be horrible for you, but I made a promise to her; a promise she asked while still sound. Leid knew you could never do it, so she ordered me.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving, and you’re not giving them to her.” 
 
    “You won’t win.” 
 
    “I think I could hold my own.” 
 
    Yahweh watched us, a mixture of fright and concern etched across his face. Our opponents let us keep going. Calenus was trying to determine who he wouldn’t have to kill.  
 
    Oraniquitis just laughed and laughed behind us. 
 
    “Qaira,” Adrial snarled, “you’re going to get everyone murdered. For what?” 
 
    “You need to trust me.” 
 
    Adrial was taken back by that. He hesitated with a response, searching my face. 
 
    “You need to trust me, please,” I repeated. 
 
    More silence. No one moved. 
 
    “What are we doing?” urged Seyestin, still trying to keep Oran from crumpling to the ground. 
 
    Adrial tilted his head toward me, eyes drifting back to Calenus and his team. “Get out of here, all of you. Take the Scarlet Queen.” 
 
    I was relieved, but insulted. “Forget it. I’m not leaving you here, either.” 
 
    He shoved me back hard enough for me to stumble. “Go! Now!” 
 
    Before I could protest, Belial snapped his fingers and the entire street erupted into flames. The fire made a wall, blocking the Court of Enigmus’s path.  
 
    Seyestin threw Oraniquitis over his shoulder, releasing his wings. Belial followed suit, priming his rifle. Both of them shot into the sky like bullets. 
 
    If one of Calenus’s lackeys were to chase them, it’d be over. Oraniquitis was too far gone to help them, and I couldn’t place Yahweh to defend the group alone; not against seasoned Vel’Haru.  
 
    I grabbed Yahweh’s arm, yanking him away. “Let’s go!”  
 
    Reluctantly, he followed.  
 
    I looked back at Adrial, and he at me. His expression read goodbye.  
 
    Then he disappeared into the pillars of smoke.  
 
    I forced my attention away as I felt the magnetic shift take place; pulsing groans rippled the street, knocking over street lamps and fracturing smaller buildings. I didn’t know how long Adrial could hold them off—I had to assume five minutes, at most.  
 
    I soared by Seyestin, ordering him to throw Oraniquitis.  
 
    He did, and I caught her. I moved ahead of them. Yahweh kept my stride, and I was surprised at how fast he flew.  
 
    We braced ourselves, crashing through the glass mezzanine of Obsidian Parliament, rolling along the bridge.  
 
    “The cephalon!” I cried, scrambling to my feet. “Which way?” 
 
    Yahweh pointed to the north side of the mezzanine.  
 
    Seyestin and Belial joined us then. We took off on foot toward the northern spire. I couldn’t hear anything from the residential block anymore, which was a bad sign. 
 
    Halfway through the mezzanine, something rammed into me with the force of a two-ton craft. I was sent over the other side in an explosion of glass. I heard Yahweh scream my name. 
 
    Then I was airborne.  
 
    Disoriented, Oran slipped from my arms and fell from the sky. I dove to catch her but a torrent of animated glass shards swarmed me like a cloud of insects.  
 
    Larger shards went through me, spearing me into the outer wall of a tower across the bridge. Each time I freed myself, more crucified me. I unleashed my scythes, snarling against the sting of a million glass incisions, tasting coppery blood as it invaded my mouth. 
 
    Jii stood on the tower above, manipulating the glass cloud. I’d hoped to never see her fight. If she was here, then Zira and Calenus were soon to follow. 
 
    Yahweh had swooped down and caught Oraniquitis. She was unconscious now; her head lolled back against his arms as he returned her to the mezzanine. The group made a break for it, allowing me to place my full attention on the orange bitch above. I swung both scythes, shattering all the glass into sparkly dust.  
 
    My wings clapped and I flung myself to the top spire, ramming Jii with my body. She stumbled but recovered quickly enough to deflect my scythe with her own. She moved like wind, like Zhevraine, but her blows weren’t nearly as strong.  
 
    Still, stronger than mine. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Belial Vakkar—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    I knelt below the cephalon’s window ledge, rifle at the ready. A pathetic attempt at defense, but the only defense I really had against godkillers was my impeccable aim. Fire worked too, but I didn’t want to roast my company. 
 
    “Can you guys kindly hurry up?” I called. The Young Commander and his general were frantically trying to reactivate the telepad on the cephalon from the power panel across the room. From the sound of their conversation, it wasn’t going well. 
 
    I watched Qaira dance with a golden-skinned godkiller on the adjacent roof. While I could barely follow their movements, it was clear our boy wasn’t winning the fight.  
 
    I kept an eye shut, the other attempting to get a more precise reading on the scope. If they’d only stay put for a second, I might be able to even the odds.  
 
    When the golden godkiller staggered from an evasion of Qaira’s scythes, I pulled the trigger. 
 
    Boom.  
 
    Headshot.  
 
    At the sound of my gun firing and the single ‘Ha!’ that followed, Seyestin and Yahweh looked at me. 
 
    “What are you doing?” demanded Seyestin. 
 
    The woman godkiller fell off the tower, blood sprinkling from her head like a garden hose. Qaira dove after her. “Biding us more time. Why aren’t the pillars activated yet?” 
 
    “They should be,” said Yahweh, hand on his head. “We’ve done everything right. They won’t turn on.” 
 
    Another building toppled in the distance. I watched the area surrounding it ripple with magenta sparks. “Well could you please find a fucking solution?” 
 
    They got back to work.  
 
    I reloaded my rifle. 
 
    “Micah.” 
 
    At the sound of a name I hadn’t worn for a thousand years, I looked down at Oraniquitis—laying beside me, previously unconscious—with widening eyes. 
 
    She hazily met my gaze. Dark veins wriggled up her neck, climbing to the sides of her face. “In my pocket.” 
 
    I reached into the right pocket of her ash and blood-streaked coat, retracting a folded parchment note. I marveled at the paper, seeing as we had never used anything remotely like this. “Give it to Qaira.” 
 
    “He’s a little busy, love.” 
 
    “After,” she gasped, battling consciousness, “this is over.” 
 
    I had meager faith that he would still be alive when this was over, but didn’t voice that opinion. “Is this the favor that you’re calling in, then?” 
 
    Oran said nothing, closing her eyes. Out again. 
 
    I slipped the paper into my pocket and resumed post at the window.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    I collapsed on the bridge, gasping for breath. My wings shuddered, shaking blood and feathers across the ground. Half of the mezzanine was gone from the fight with Jii.  
 
    She was dead.  
 
    Soon I would be, too. 
 
    I picked myself up and staggered toward the cephalon. My scythes retracted and I placed a regenerating hand against the wound across my stomach. Warm blood spilt through my reforming fingers, splattering in a trail as I fought to keep one foot in front of the other.  
 
    To my utter horror, everyone was still here. Not a single pillar was activated. 
 
    “Why aren’t you gone yet?!” I screamed.  
 
    “We can’t turn them on!” Yahweh screamed back. “He’s shut them off!” 
 
    He. 
 
    I looked out the window, a tingling sensation felt. 
 
    Calenus and Zira approached the cephalon, side-by-side. They walked across the courtyard in a relaxed gait, obviously having no need to hurry. Both of their eyes were raised toward the window. 
 
    I dipped below the window, pressing my back against the wall. My fingers clenched tighter around my stomach, trying to slow the bleeding. This had been made by a scythe. 
 
    Yahweh had noticed the growing pool of blood around me and knelt at my side, looking down at the wound that I was trying to hide. Then his gaze met mine. “We need to get out of here.” 
 
    I laughed, but there was no joy in it. “Time’s up, kid. There’s nowhere left to run.” 
 
    “Qaira, please, let me help—” 
 
    I shoved him away. “Help yourselves. They’re not interested in you. Get back to the hangar and take a transporter to Avernai. Don’t stop until you’re there.” 
 
    Yahweh looked like I’d struck him. “No.” 
 
    I forced a smile. “You’ve got a war to end. I can take this from here.” 
 
    My smile was met with a crimson tear that rolled down his cheek. Yahweh knew the only way out of this was to leave. I reached for Oran, but couldn’t move.  
 
    “Give her to me,” I said, haggard. Belial scooped her up and dropped her into my lap. I cradled her, pressing my cheek to her cold, damp forehead.  
 
    Leid. I just had to hold her one last time. I was so sorry, for everything.  
 
    I peered up at the others, ashamed of the pity in their eyes. “Get out of here,” I snarled. “Now.” 
 
    They fled the cephalon, disappearing around a winding corridor. Yahweh looked back before he too faded from view. It was now just me and Oraniquitis, awaiting our death sentence. I thought of Adrial and shut my eyes tightly, guilt clenching at my insides.  
 
    Bring her down, Qaira, Calenus called, invading my head.  
 
    I didn’t respond, intent on making them work for it. 
 
    And then something else invaded my head. Oraniquitis’s voice—; 
 
    That song. 
 
    Her black eyes were open, fixed on me. “I can save us,” she murmured, trembling. “All you have to do is let me in.” 
 
    Let her in.  
 
    That had been her play all along. She had never planned on storming the Court of Enigmus beside me, but as me. I was her chosen skin. 
 
    I exhaled, coming to terms with everything that could happen if I played into her hand. But there was no other choice now; she’d seen to that. 
 
    My response came in the form of a passionate kiss. 
 
    I relinquished myself, leaning down and pressing my lips against hers. She was cool and bitter from blood, but then something warm entered my throat. It filled my chest with razorblades, punching my gut from the inside. My mind reeled with memories that weren’t my own; happenings in places I’d never seen.  
 
    I pulled away and curled inward, holding my face as every nerve ending roared and images too dark for words ravaged my mind. I wanted to die.  
 
    Right before I started screaming, everything ceased. I gasped, staring dumbfoundedly at Leid. Had she really held all of this in? 
 
    My chest heaved and I felt… her.  
 
    The power Oraniquitis held was immeasurable. My eyes viewed the world in a much different light; particles flew by my sight like confetti. Violet and red waves arranged in what appeared to be script flickered in and out of existence. A tingling sensation washed across my stomach. I could feel Jii’s gash begin to heal.  
 
    Leid had really held back. Only now could I know of the true power she’d hidden. 
 
    Qaira, surrender now and we won’t kill you, warned Calenus. 
 
    I grinned as my sight inked over, allowing the Scarlet Queen to taint my resonance with her own.  
 
    He was right.  
 
    It all ended here. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    XXVIX 
 
    RISE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Calenus Karim—; 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    JII HAD NOT RETURNED. When I called to her, she didn’t respond. 
 
    “She’s dead,” said Zira, fury dancing in his eyes.  
 
    “Yes, it seems that way.” 
 
    “Leid is permanently on the bench. How did Qaira kill her alone?” 
 
    “Not alone,” I said, watching figures move across the bridge. None were Qaira or Leid, so I didn’t pursue them. Qaira’s resonance pulsed violet through the tower wall, like a beacon emitting light repetitiously. Vel’Haru couldn’t conceal their identities from each other. 
 
    Qaira, I called, surrender now and we won’t kill you. 
 
    “But won’t we?” Zira eyed me, cocking his head.  
 
    “No, not if he surrenders.” 
 
    Zira was scathed. “Ixiah is dead because of them, and now Jii.” 
 
    “And Zhevraine, and Adrial, and soon Leid. How many more of us do you wish to see dead? Will there be any court left after your thirst for vengeance is satiated?” 
 
    He met my gaze only momentarily before looking aside in concession. Zira placed his hands into his pockets and said nothing else. 
 
    Something shifted; the air grew heavy.  
 
    Zira and I looked in unison toward the cephalon tower.  
 
    Qaira’s resonance was gone. There was no way that he could have escaped without detection. We took a step back, also in unison.  
 
    The gravity shifted in the courtyard below the spires and bridge. The air rippled like the surface of water. The shadows from the spire above obscured my sight, but not my senses. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Zira asked, hushed. 
 
    “He’s here.”  
 
    My guardian only looked at me in confusion, and then something rolled from the rippling shadows. It came to a stop several feet from where we stood. 
 
    Jii’s black, petrified head screamed up at me. 
 
    “There’s another one for your collection,” said Qaira, emerging into view. He was alone, having left Leid at the cephalon.  
 
    I said nothing, feeling my expression harden. His resonance sang a different tune than usual; its frequency was amplified. This phenomenon would have left me fumbling for answers, but his frequency suddenly shifted colors.  
 
    Scarlet. 
 
    Zira had felt it, too.  
 
    “You’ve made a terrible mistake,” I said, coolly. Underneath the surface, I was terrified by the idea of Oraniquitis thriving inside a man with barely a soul already.  
 
    “You’re projecting,” said Qaira.  
 
    Without taking my eyes off of him, I said, “Zira, return to Enigmus and summon the others.” 
 
     Zira whirred away without a response, acknowledging our time-sensitivity. Qaira didn’t take chase, knowing the hour-glass was just turned. If he wanted to kill me, he’d have to do it soon. 
 
    Just as Zira retreated, Qaira phased.  
 
    A fraction of a second later, he was right in front of me. I leaned to the side, avoiding his scythe by a hair. He swung again, and I stepped back.  
 
    My right scythe unsheathed. It had been so long since I’d used it; the pain was sharp, fresh. Qaira lunged and my scythe cracked against his, a battle of strength commencing. He was putting up a very good fight but noble power was all very new to him still. 
 
    I pulsed, and it knocked Qaira off his feet. He landed across the courtyard on his side. 
 
    I phased, reappearing mid-leap, scythe aimed at his head. 
 
    Qaira rolled, pulsed. 
 
    I pulsed again, pushing back against him. Another battle of strength commenced. Around us everything crumbled; pillars holding the courtyard mezzanine were reduced to rubble in our wake.  
 
    Both of us relented simultaneously.  
 
    This dance continued for a while. We were getting tired, and our power seemed equally matched. In Leid I would have stood little chance against any scarlet resonance; but Qaira was a weaker guardian who muffled Oraniquitis’s strength. Lucky me. 
 
    Qaira staggered, losing stamina. I went in for the kill. 
 
    But he phased just as I had, reappearing slightly out of reach. The side of my head caught his elbow.  
 
    I stumbled, dazed.  
 
    Qaira’s wings released and he shot into the sky. He flew circles overhead, like a buzzard waiting for carrion. It was only a matter of time until the others arrived. All I had to do was stave him off until then. 
 
    I emitted a thought. Every intact window within one hundred yards blew out. The shards collected in a whirlwind, shooting at Qaira with the force of a hurricane.  
 
    This interrupted anything he’d planned to do, and little could deflect it. He attempted a pulse, but it only gave him a few seconds more before falling from the sky in sprinkles of blood and black feathers. 
 
    As he descended, the buildings around me collapsed like demolition. Every piece of debris flew across the courtyard.  
 
    I phased, reappearing on the street.  
 
    Qaira had disappeared—; 
 
    But not for long.  
 
    Cylinder lamps framing the street began uprooting from cement. I observed this with a knowing frown. 
 
    The first lamp I pulsed away.  
 
    The second, I phased.  
 
    On the third, I rolled. 
 
    There was no fourth. 
 
    A northern spire had begun to collapse. I quickened the process and levitated the wreckage, leaping from platform to platform. The ground was dangerous. 
 
    Qaira reappeared, pursuing me.  
 
    I released my second scythe as he landed on the platform.  
 
    “Am I lesser to you still?” he spat with blood tinged teeth. He had invoked Oraniquitis, wearing her sable eyes. “I’d say the odds are evened out.” 
 
    He didn’t deserve a response. 
 
    Our dance continued. The plan was to wear Qaira out.  
 
    We were blurs across the floating sea of debris, the sounds of our scythes colliding echoed thunder over the deserted demon city.  
 
    But, again, he was a weaker guardian. The Scarlet Queen was foolish to have chosen him. Within several minutes his attacks grew slower, sloppier.  
 
    I knocked Qaira off balance, ramming into him with my scythes crossed. He managed to raise his own, interrupting decapitation. 
 
    I pulsed and he was flung into a barely-standing high-rise, tearing through it like a wrecking ball. Upon impact the rest of the building came down. A mushroom cloud of debris and smoke fill the air.  
 
    Qaira was dragging himself out of the rubble when I arrived. One wing was completely torn from his back. He was covered in filth and blood that oozed from lacerations on the side of his head. His leg was bent in the wrong direction, crushed at the ankle. He panted as pink drool strung from his lips.  
 
    Qaira saw me and froze, defeat replacing fury. He hung his head, wheezing for breath. One of his scythes was retracted, the hand already in mid-regeneration. 
 
    I raised my scythe, preparing to strike.  
 
    And then he phased.   
 
    Impossible. How could he have garnished that much power with so many injuries? 
 
    Qaira rematerialized behind me. I turned as his arm blurred toward my— 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He reached into her chest, somehow expelling Oraniquitis’s resonance, and then forced it back into the statue.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    While everyone had revered this tale, enough for me to have heard its retelling twice, I’d been working through some theories of my own. 
 
    Leid was almost dead when Calenus had torn the Scarlet Queen from her body. This suggested that upon near-death of her host, Oraniquitis might release her grip on their resonance. Susceptible. 
 
    Now here I lay, damaged beyond any quick repair. Calenus stalked across the smoking ruin, raising a scythe with my name on it. It was a harrowing feeling, knowing you were about to die. 
 
    Oraniquitis felt it, too.  
 
    Something in me clacked, like the sound of chains breaking away. I could feel Oran’s anger and sadness. Her fear, too.  
 
    Fear. Clack. 
 
    I was lighter. I was free. 
 
    Oraniquitis could only act of her own free will within guardians, not nobles. Leid was a guardian when she’d contracted the scarlet disease. She’d been a noble the second time, but the lore said that Oran fed on darkness and weakness of the mind. By the time we had arrived to Collea, Leid was well beyond damaged. My company probably hadn’t made matters any better. 
 
    True nobles lacked the ability of a weakened mind. They couldn’t be poisoned by her malevolent whispers in their ear because they were paradigms of moral nihilism. But, if Calenus was able to physically touch Oran’s essence then obviously he was some kind of inert conduit. There was never a better time to test this hypothesis than now. 
 
    Calenus loomed over me, raising his scythe even higher. I closed my eyes and lowered my head, awaiting his execution. I felt the air break as his arm moved. 
 
    With the last of my strength, I phased.  
 
    As Calenus turned, I placed my palm against his face. He froze as blue sparks flitted where our skin touched. I clenched my jaw as I turned inward, giving Oran a nudge. She had broken her constraints and so I willed her out of me.  
 
    We both collapsed across the wreckage. I struggled to stay on all fours as Calenus retched. He kept coughing up blood and dark, gelatinous puddles. When he looked at me, his black eyes were wide with confusion. 
 
    “Qaira… why?” he breathed, and I knew it wasn’t Calenus who was speaking to me. Being inside of him was a toxic situation for them both. Oran trembled, shock and betrayal etched across her face. 
 
    I didn’t respond, only curled my upper lip into a vicious sneer.  
 
    For Sanctum.  
 
    For Leid. 
 
    I lunged atop her as she screamed. It was disturbing to see an image of Calenus so animated.  
 
    My scythe plunged into his chest, three times. When Calenus’s body wouldn’t bleed out quickly enough, I hacked off his head. It rolled a few feet away, coming to a rest beside a dented ceiling beam. Within seconds it began to petrify.  
 
    I lost track of how long I watched his statue-head stare at the fake, demon sky. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yahweh Telei—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    Beyond the cephalon there waged a war for Leid’s life, yet her final moments were spent alone. 
 
    She was strewn across the ground with a glassy, distant stare. Every visible portion of her skin was afflicted by wriggling black veins; each breath a wet clap.  
 
    I knelt beside Leid and cradled her shivering body against mine. She whispered my name and I told her it was going to be alright. Around us tremors shook the ground and I winced, knowing any moment their fight would get too close. 
 
    She exhaled, and her body grew limp. 
 
    I closed my eyes and swallowed sadness, knowing she may never wake up. 
 
    But I’d promised I would try. 
 
    I set her down and took several steps back, removing the pistol from the belt concealed beneath my coat. With shaking hands, I loaded two sedatives into the chamber. I raised the gun, breathing heavily, and waited. 
 
    Leid’s eyes remained closed. She was still. 
 
    Don’t move, please don’t move. 
 
    The silence became deafening, and then I realized that the commotion beyond the cephalon had ceased. My attention strayed toward the window. 
 
    Leid stirred. 
 
    My attention returned as her body flinched.  
 
    Her eyes shot open. They were not black like Oraniquitis’s, but cloudy and gray. Leid rose to all fours, her movement stiff. She looked up at me, tilting her head. No emotion was worn. 
 
    “Leid?” I whispered, gun shaking in my hand. 
 
    “Activating sequence,” she said. Her voice sounded robotic.  
 
    “…What?” 
 
    “Codebreaker sequence, activated,” she said, seemingly to no one. And then she stood, unleashing her scythes.  
 
    I pressed my back against the wall, firing a shot. The tranquilizer pierced Leid’s neck but she only looked at me. I fired another one, this time nailing her in the lower abdomen. As the second one hit, her eyelids fluttered. I hadn’t known if the tranquilizers would work on expired Vel’Haru. Now I did. 
 
    Leid slumped to the floor, seizing. Her scythes retracted. 
 
    I lunged for the broken window. Qaira! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Adrial took a seat beside me.  
 
    I looked at him in shock. 
 
    “What?” he demanded, shrugging. “Haven’t you ever seen a dead person come back to life before?” 
 
    I couldn’t tell if this was a hallucination. I searched his beaten, bloody face, waiting for his image to fade. It didn’t. “How are you here?” 
 
    He readjusted positions, wincing in pain. “I’m not sure. Zira stabbed me in the chest.” 
 
    “With his scythe?” 
 
    Adrial nodded.  
 
    “You can’t regenerate from a scythe wound.” 
 
    “Yes, I know.” 
 
    “But you regenerated from a scythe wound.” 
 
    He frowned, annoyed. “It sounds like you’re disappointed that I’m still alive.” 
 
    “No, just really confused.” 
 
    Adrial opened his mouth to reply, but was silenced as blurs formed around us.  
 
    Zira had brought the cavalry. The look on his face suggested I needn’t tell him that he was too late.  
 
    The other guardians gathered around us, gazing solemnly at Calenus’s decimated statue.  
 
    Zira’s expression was hardened with shock, but softened when he realized Oran’s scent was gone. His attention moved to Adrial, and he approached. 
 
    We were in no condition to fight. I wasn’t even half-way regenerated and Adrial looked like a craft had hit him at supersonic speed.  
 
    Zira stopped a foot away and knelt. He bowed his head.  
 
    Around us, the other guardians did the same. 
 
    I watched, confused, but a feeling washed over me and I knew. 
 
    “Hail, Violet King,” Zira said, struggling to sound genuine. The others repeated his salutation, three times. 
 
    Calenus had been the only male noble left in the Court of Enigmus. Adrial had ascended to nobility on the brink of death. That explained that. 
 
    Qaira! 
 
    All of us heard Yahweh’s cry, and we turned in unison toward the fractured mezzanine of Akkaroz’s cephalon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Blurred are the lines between beginning and end. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    O 
 
    IN CONCLUSION 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Seyestin Trede—; 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THERE WAS A KNOCK AT MY OFFICE DOOR. 
 
    “Come in,” I said. My attention never strayed from the document scrolling across the holosphere on my desk.  
 
    The door opened and in stepped my First General. He touched the Argentian crest on his uniform. In his other hand was an envelope. He placed it on my desk. “I was told that this was urgent, Commander.” 
 
    “If it’s urgent why didn’t they send word over port-Aeon?” I muttered, examining the mail. I read the receiver’s credentials and rolled my eyes. Of course; only he would write me a note on paper. I tossed the unopened envelope aside. “I’ll get to it later. Thank you, General.” 
 
    “Sir,” he said, taking his leave. 
 
    No sooner had the door closed, my Aeon chimed. I checked the frequency.  
 
    “Oh, for Heaven’s sake,” I sighed, answering the call.  
 
    Hello, Commander Vakkar. 
 
    Commander Trede, greeted Belial. I’m following up on the invitation list that I sent you. 
 
    Yes, that arrived about a minute ago. 
 
    Well, have you opened it? 
 
    No.  
 
    I need your approval of the angel guest list or else I can’t book the venue. 
 
    You own the venue. 
 
    Exactly why I don’t want to guess on the budget, Commander Trede. 
 
    I sighed, again. Very well. I’ll read it over and get back to you by the end of today. Has the bride-to-be decided on her choice of gift from the Argent Court? 
 
    The bride-to-be asks that you use some imagination and decide on one yourselves. 
 
    Very well. I’ll round up my most creative staff. 
 
    I look forward to hearing from you.  
 
    Belial severed the call before I could respond. The Atrium’s midday sun cast a momentary glare through my office windows and I looked out at Crylle in reflection. Then, I massaged my head and finished reading the document.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Two nights later, Belial and Samnaea held their pre-wedding ceremony in Lohr. Fifty-three Archaean officials were in attendance to celebrate alongside the demon court. 
 
    Lohr had been rebuilt to mirror Tehlor. Here, Arts and Entertainment thrived. Schools for performing arts, high-designed living spaces, eateries, theaters and auditoriums lined the white-paved streets. The atmosphere was a collision of modernism and traditionalism; it wasn’t even a shock to find several angel students socializing with demon friends under low-hanging cantilever umbrellas, the scent of lilac in the air as cigarettes burned between their fingertips. 
 
    Belial and I had begun an act of slow-integration, allowing a hundred demon or angel students cross-scholarships. It was difficult at first; much prejudice was conveyed, but it was amazing how plastic young celestials were. Acts of prejudice was a crime that held equal weight with high treason, the sentence one hundred years in prison. 
 
    Integrated employment was initiated by the reopening of the Plexus, replacing the Celestial Court in Moritoria. Heaven and Hell were in talks of making fully-integrated cities on the border of Avernai and having demon and angel professors teach at their “contending” schools. There had already been viable births of demon-angel celestials. Perhaps in several millennia demons and angels would be indistinguishable from one another.  
 
    Little by little, we honored Yahweh’s final order. 
 
    The ceremony had a lot of alcohol and dancing, orchestral music and food. Belial and Samnaea stood arm-in-arm at the center of the hall, surrounded by patrons that showered them with gifts and praise. Both were beaming. 
 
    …Which I found very weird, even after five decades of their courtship. When Belial and Samnaea were evidently growing intimate, I’d questioned why he had suddenly fallen in love with a woman who’d killed his former wife and attempted to get him hanged for treason. 
 
    She’s passionate, he’d said. The world’s different now and anybody dedicated enough to nearly ruin me deserves me. 
 
    I still didn’t understand what that had meant. I’m not sure Belial did, either. 
 
    After slipping away from my group in the middle of the ceremony, I retreated to the empty reception desk and traversed another hallway used for conferences. At this hour it was deserted, but Belial had given me the proper coordinates. 
 
    Atop a large executive table sat a podium with a floating sphere; it had come from Cerasaraelia’s library. Slowly I brushed its surface, my fingertips tickled by tiny blue sparks.  
 
    I took a seat, and waited.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, the podium lit the room in blue iridescence, pulsing three times. Then the light faded, immersing me in cool darkness. 
 
    “Greetings, Commander Trede,” said a voice to my left. 
 
    I turned, settling my eyes on Yahweh Telei for the first time in fifty years. He wore the Court of Enigmus uniform, its sigil burning across his breast. A strip of black leather etched with scarlet Exo’daian script concealed his scarred eye. He seemed older, but knew it was just a deception that his uniform gave.  
 
    “It’s been too long,” I said. “Hopefully you’re not busy. I figured that they’d send you if I contacted your court.” 
 
    “Not terribly,” said Yahweh, leaning against the frame and crossing his arms. “What do I owe the pleasure?” 
 
    “An update,” I said. 
 
    He waved a hand. “No need. I read your news.” At my subsequent surprise, he grinned. “You and Belial are doing a wonderful job. Tell him I said congratulations for his marriage to Samnaea.” 
 
    I left the chair and headed toward the door. “You can tell him that yourself. He wants to speak to you in private.” 
 
    Yahweh tilted his head, intrigue playing across his face. “I’ll wait here.” 
 
    I bowed in departure—which was more habit than necessity anymore—and returned to the banquet to fetch Hell’s Commander. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Belial Vakkar—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Young Commander!” I exclaimed while stepping through the door. At my bold entrance, Yahweh jumped. “Thank you so much for coming.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” said Yahweh. “Seyestin told me you have something private to discuss?” 
 
    I closed the door gently, reaching into my suit pocket. “Not to discuss, to give.”  
 
    Yahweh’s eyes trailed to my glove as it retrieved the note. I handed it to him and he unfolded it, reading it over. Something changed on his face—a crack in his collected façade—and Yahweh looked at me.  
 
    “Who gave you this?” 
 
    “That nutty half of Leid. She asked me to give it to Qaira, but there’s a fat chance he’d ever want to come back here. I figure you could deliver it to him.” 
 
    Yahweh raised his brows. “You held on to this for fifty years.” 
 
    “You haven’t been back since and I’m not brazen enough to dial the godkiller hotline like Commander Trede.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you didn’t just crumple the note and toss it off the side of our ship.” 
 
    “I made a promise. She was dying and I felt bad.” 
 
    Yahweh smiled. “That’s comforting.” 
 
    I scoffed, feigning insult. “Anyway, there’s the letter. Tell Qaira hello from me.” 
 
    When he left I gave a huge sigh of relief to the empty room. I grabbed my cane that was hooked on the back of an executive chair.  
 
    There, it was done. I’d washed my hands of it. And so died any modicum of information regarding Micah Triev’s identity. Tomorrow was a shiny new day. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yahweh Telei—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    I walked up the hill overlooking the Kel’Hanna Scar, slowing to admire the scenery. My attention rose to the obsidian spires of Enigmus as I crossed the gate into the courtyard. It was quiet, save for my footsteps against the path.  
 
    It was always quiet. 
 
    Passing the library and observatory, I murmured hello to Sapphi and Zira, who leaned against the upper railing of the winding staircase. They nodded, although there was no warmth to their expressions. I felt their eyes on me all the way around the corner. Some of us were still sore about the Violet Ascension, which was understandable. Zira was the oldest guardian, but for some reason nobility had passed him up. The only working theory we had was that Adrial’s resonance was stronger because his noble was still alive.  
 
    … Technically.   
 
    I stepped through the static, rippling doorway of Research Quadrant Four. If one ever wanted to find Qaira while he was off-contract, they first checked RQ4.  
 
    Because Leid was in RQ4. 
 
    She was encapsulated in cylindrical glass, immersed in absorbent electrolyte fluid. It was laced with 13.4% apoptosis inhibitor serum—now branded Somnia by the court—that kept her brain activity barely above a comatose threshold while whatever metamorphosis took place. In the fifty years she’d been asleep, the black veins had disappeared. Leid looked like Leid again. But still she slept.  
 
    Sure enough, Qaira was stationed at a desk ten feet away, browsing attica.  
 
    For the first forty years he had been a wreck. Two times he’d gone rogue on a contract and we’d drug him back from whatever otherworldly bar he’d happened to stumble across, kicking and screaming all the way to Enigmus. Adrial had placed him on probation, twice.  
 
    Ten years ago Leid’s hideous physical deformities (sickly-gray skin, hollow eyes, animated veins) miraculously went away. That had brought him a small bit of hope and slowly he changed. Qaira was still himself, although the sudden sign of possible recovery made him realize that if he and Leid ever stood any chance at a real life, he would have to conform to the Exodian customs. Since then he’d been on relatively-good behavior.  
 
    At my entry Qaira glanced over. “Back already?” 
 
    “Good, you’re still here,” I said.  
 
    “For another couple of hours,” he grumbled.  
 
    “What are you learning?” 
 
    “Planetary geography and geophysics.” 
 
    He’d just signed a five year contract from Sigma-7; planetary reformation. Changing the environment to better suit the needs of interstellar settlers.  
 
    “What did Heaven want? I saw their signal.” 
 
    “To give you something, actually.” 
 
    Qaira lifted a brow. “And what’s that?” 
 
    I tossed it on the table. He picked it up. I watched his eyes trail over the script, and then he blanched. “Who gave this to you?” 
 
    “It’s from Oraniquitis. She gave it to Belial before her death.” 
 
    Qaira squinted. “Why would she give this to me?” 
 
    “Probably because she figured you were going to be her next costume. Maybe she needed to remember a few clues? Honestly I have no idea.” 
 
    He said nothing, looking at the note again. “You tell Adrial yet?” 
 
    “No, not yet.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Qaira said upon our entry through Adrial’s study. He held up the note. “We’ve got a situation.” 
 
    Adrial leaned back in his chair, placing the square, translucent attica log on his desk. A glass of wine sat beside him. “And this situation is of no coincidence to the fact that you’re set to leave this evening.” 
 
    “Read it.” 
 
    He did. Then, he reread it. “Where did you get this?” 
 
    “Yahweh got it from Belial, who got it from Oran.” 
 
    Adrial blinked. “Oraniquitis sent us a message?” 
 
    “My theory is she was trying to send herself a message,” I said. “Assuming Qaira was her new body.” 
 
    The note was written in Exo’daian, containing only two words: 
 
      
 
    CODEMAKER//CODEBREAKER 
 
      
 
    Below that was a drawing of connecting lines without any obvious patterns.  
 
    “Codebreaker,” I said. “Leid said something about that as she expired.” 
 
    Adrial studied the note. “Any idea what that might mean?” 
 
    Qaira glanced away, his brows furrowing in thought. “When Oraniquitis was inside of me, I saw things differently.” 
 
    “Define differently.” 
 
    “Better. There were waves and… code. In spaces between what we normally see.” 
 
    Adrial and I exchanged looks. 
 
    “Code in what form?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know if it was actual code, but seeing Oraniquitis’s note made me remember. If there was script, it was too small to see and I wasn’t exactly in the position to read it.” He gestured to the note. Adrial handed it to him. Qaira read it over, again and again. He pointed to the drawing. “Could this be a map?” 
 
    “A constellation map,” I agreed, turning to Adrial. “Let’s query it in attica and see if there’s a match.” 
 
    “That’ll take a minute,” said Adrial, nodding nonetheless. “There are quite a few star arrangements in our thirteen known universes.” 
 
    I grinned. “Well, we definitely have the time.” 
 
    “Touché.” 
 
    “I don’t,” muttered Qaira, returning the note to Adrial. “Gotta pack.” 
 
    “Don’t take anything from Enigmus,” Adrial called to his back.  
 
    “Got it. See you in five-fucking-years.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Qaira Eltruan—; 
 
      
 
      
 
    Five fucking years.  
 
    I understood that everyone around here looked at time on a cosmological scale, but I hadn’t been Vel’Haru long enough to have forgotten how heavy five years was to a puny mortal.  
 
    Adrial thought it was wise to ship me wherever he could to take my mind off things. What he didn’t realize was that although a contract kept me busy, it was far lonelier; loneliness was a trigger.  
 
    But I was part of something (cosmologically) bigger, and to be fair this was probably the best gig that I’d ever had. I would pull my weight as best as I could. 
 
    Yahweh followed me into RQ4. I opened the satchel stashed beneath my desk and filled it with all of the pages of research I’d been working on.  
 
    I spent the majority of my free time combing through attica and absorbing all of the truths to the multiverse that my lesser mind could not have possibly understood. In Purgatory I had wondered about the constant that kept us fluid across universes, but only now could I grasp how ignorant such an assumption was.  
 
    It was more than just one constant. Particle and quantum physics from even the most advanced civilizations didn’t breach the surface of the true properties of their respective universes. And they could never know, because each universe was a different lens of designated normal vs dark particles.  
 
    The multiverse was actually a megaverse, but only certain matter could be seen and manipulated in certain universes. It didn’t mean the dark particles weren’t there, but…hidden.  
 
    I wasn’t allowed to bring anything designed for attica, so my research would have to continue with writing utensils and paper. I didn’t have to worry about anyone finding my research and translating its Exo’daian script, but having an actual piece of technology from Exo’daius was a definite no. 
 
    Our resonance was linked with attica innately, although we were only able to query present information streams. There were no updates until we returned to Enigmus. 
 
    I sealed the satchel and paused, watching Yahweh monitor Leid’s vitals on the panel above her tank. She had shown increased brainwave activity over the last several days. Yahweh had said that she was dreaming. Hopefully her dreams were better than mine. 
 
    “Nothing’s changed,” I said. 
 
    Yahweh sighed lightly. “Want me to walk you to the portal?” 
 
    I half-grinned. “Sure.” 
 
    We reached the threshold of the rippling, electric curtain and suddenly, alarms. It was coming from the panel. 
 
    We turned, sharing a look of building shock. I dropped the satchel and Yahweh raced back to Leid’s glass tomb. 
 
    “Oh dear,” he whispered, swiping through her biometric screens. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “She’s…” He looked down at Leid, and then froze. 
 
    I pushed past him, seeing for myself.  
 
    Leid’s eyes were open. She was looking at me. 
 
    The sound of my heart pounded in my ears. I held her gaze; unable to look away, unable to move. She lay still, staring up at me with halcyon eyes. Her eyes. 
 
    “Her eyes,” I breathed, the thought exploding from its cognitive restraints. They were no longer violet, but silver.  
 
    Yahweh sprang into action and darted out of the room, probably to inform Adrial.  
 
    I wasn’t sure of what would happen next. Whatever she had turned into may not be friendly, but I was numb to any danger and took a step forward. I placed my hand against the glass. 
 
    “Leid,” I murmured.  
 
    She shakily raised her arm and placed her palm flat against mine. Her lips curled into a warm, sardonic smile.  
 
    It was her.  
 
    This was real.  
 
    I dropped to my knees and hung my head, wading in the relief of a thousand years.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    This was a story about God and the Devil, 
 
    But not how you were taught to believe. 
 
    This was also a story about love and hate, 
 
    And the suffering both can bring. 
 
    This was about rights and wrongs and all the spaces in between, 
 
    With no villains, no heroes—; 
 
    Only those left scorned. 
 
    This was the story of Heaven, Hell, and the Jury that held them together. 
 
    This was The Antithesis. 
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