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An unsettling sound echoed throughout the chamber, that of something hard hitting the surface of something porous and moist. He ignored it, walking forward as he threw the last head roughly to the ground, coming to stand directly in front of the oily blackness of the pool before him. The other heads rolled around, bumping gently into one another before coming to rest, inanimate and cold. Their unseeing eyes stared into the darkness with disinterest and apathy, as though they had met their end at the edge of the blade with the same air of stoicism their faces now contained.

The cold prickled beneath his skin, icy needles in the dark. Although he could not see into the depths of the seemingly infinite blackness, his senses led him true, and he found his way. He had long been stripped of the gifts of the Council, but he did not require them now. He had been here before and knew his path. He allowed himself a moment of self-indulgence, scowling with resentment at the memory of the Council – his erstwhile brothers as they sat upon their gilded thrones.

Returning his mind to the moment at hand, he stared expectantly into the pool, unable to see into the tarry depths but knowing still that the creature was there.

“Do not keep me waiting,” he said irritably, the power of his voice creating an almost visible ripple throughout the thick darkness surrounding him. The cavern was ancient, and the very air itself seemed to object to his presence, his voice belatedly echoing off walls from an unfathomable distance away.

Just as he was about to lose his patience, something stirred in the depths of the pool. The water caught what little light there was here, but rather than reflect it, it seemed to absorb it. He turned his face in disgust, the smell of sulphur and rotting flesh rising upwards to assault his senses.

Serpentine coils churned just below the surface. The water lapped lazily and slowly on the shore, giving away the fact that what appeared to be water was actually an unnatural, viscous liquid. Any human would have enough wits about them to know of the poison it held within.

But he was not human.

“The Guardians,” a thousand voices whispered in hushed tones, yet he knew there to be only one being here – a singular, foul creature, greedy and capricious. He cared not for it – only the secrets the creature harboured as it lay hidden in its cavern for millennia.

“Their heads you have brought,” the voices hissed, coils unravelling below the waves as multiple snake-like appendages roiled out of the water at once, reaching for the dead things where they lay. 

“The heads. . .” they said hungrily.

He lifted a leg and slammed it down on one of the creature’s many limbs.

“Not until you give me what you promised.” He pushed his leg down more firmly until an ugly squelching sound could be heard below his foot. The creature moaned and tried to retract its appendage, but he only pushed down more firmly. “Give it to me!” he shouted now, angry.

The creature, unlike most, did not fear him.

A thousand voices laughed softly at once, increasing in volume. It echoed throughout the cavern, reaching nearly intolerable decibels. Human ears would not have withstood the sound. He was unmoved by the display.

He lost his patience and drew his sword. In the blink of a moment, a millisecond, he lashed out and severed one of the creature’s arms.

All at once, the appendages withdrew. The creature shrieked, the pool splashing around the coils that defiantly lifted themselves upwards. He stared back into the darkness, unwavering at the challenge. The threat meant no more to him than the lives of the Guardians whose heads he had taken for his purpose.  

“The heads you have brought, but the sword you still possess. . .” the voices cried. “Give us the sword.”  

“The sword,” they hissed in lower tones. “Give it to us. . .”  

“I will not,” he said, sheathing the sword just as quickly as it had been drawn. “If you do not give me what you promised, I will invoke the blood covenant. You will be destroyed for your treachery.”  

The creature recoiled further, and he knew he had hit his mark. He smiled menacingly into the waters.

“We will not give you the means to reach the Disc without the sword,” the voices hissed, “that was not the bargain.”  

“No,” he agreed, it had not been the bargain. He wanted the Disc, but that would come later. He was here now, for one thing only. The Disc would mean nothing without the strength to wield its power.

“What will you have, then?” the voices whispered. The pool continued to roil darkly, plumes of smoke now rising upwards, creating a mist of poisonous gas and saturating the cavern.

“Give me my army,” he responded, smiling slowly.

The coils snaked out, snatching the heads and pulling them into the depths below. Whatever fate awaited them, he cared not. The creature had its prize for now. He did nothing to stop it from retrieving its tokens.

The pool stilled. He could already feel it – the change. It would soon penetrate the waking world, the world of humans. The war was within reach. Soon, he would retake what was his. 

The silence was more deafening than the voices that cried out moments before. He knew it was done. A glimmer of the strange light somehow escaped the blackness of the pool and lit across his face.

His grin dripped with malice.

“It is done,” the voices whispered, in unison, then apart.

“It is done. . .”  

“done. . .”  

“done...”  

“It is done. . .  

 

. . .Azrael.”  
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I first felt it in the spring of my eighteenth year. Wrapped in my dirty blankets, a nightmare pulled cold sweat to my body. The mattress springs had long ago torn through the filthy fabric, my body strategically angled to avoid being stabbed before succumbing to sleep. But in my mind, I ran from something, screaming as my feet were pulled ever downward, as if in quicksand. The more I struggled against the bonds gripping my legs, the more I sank into the unknown abyss. Every movement served only to strengthen the hold the unknown entity had, pulling me down into the abyss.  

I lurched upwards into a sitting position, sweat dripping down my face and creating an uncomfortable sensation as it eked its way slowly down my back. Every drop made my skin crawl, nails down a chalkboard. I reached up, wiping my dripping nose as I tried to steady my beating heart. I became aware of the fact that I had been crying, and I scrubbed rapidly at my eyes. It didn’t clear the dream from my mind, and I shook my head rapidly as I tried to regain control. 

“Jesus,” I muttered quietly, wrapping my arms around myself and taking a shuddering breath. 

 “Get it together, Larin.”  

Annoyed at myself, I tried to reshuffle back into my putrid mattress. Falling asleep in this house of decay was always a long and drawn-out process. A dripping sound nearby alerted me it was raining outside. The roof was on its last legs. Full of holes, the ceiling dipped in a threatening way, as though the house itself was sagging under the weight of its own miserable existence. An array of dirty pots lined the rooms and hallways of the single-storey, two-bedroom house I shared with my older brother and father. My father usually passed out wherever the moment called him, having no need for a bedroom. Calling him a “raging alcoholic” would be an understatement. My brother used the room next door, although you could hardly call it a bedroom. Getting into the room alone took an effort of Olympian endurance, covered as it was with empty beer bottles and rotting take-out containers. The only item of furniture was a stained mattress and a chair without a seat. There was no point in wondering why it hadn’t been discarded – everything in this house belonged in the city dump.

I didn’t dwell on the thoughts of my family. I had no idea where either of them was this night, but nothing was unusual in that. They were usually off doing god-knows-what with god-knows-whom, sometimes disappearing for days at a time. It had been like this since my mother died ten years ago, but frankly, things weren’t much better when she was alive. I just took it as I did everything else, with a grim sense of acceptance.

The thing I used as a pillow had long given up its purpose in life, leaving me with only with its carcass. I pulled it around my ears and shut my eyes tightly, attempting to drown out the noise. The dripping of the rainwater created a cacophonous symphony as it bounced off the scattered array of pots and cracked linoleum, preventing me from finding respite.

I sighed and sat up, attempting to mentally shed the remnants of an uncomfortable sleep. I didn’t get out of bed, having nowhere else in the house that was preferable to my current surroundings. I don’t know how long I sat there, hunched over, unseeing, into the darkness. The pinging noise of the rainwater hitting the pots continued, and I looked up to the ceiling. I was rewarded with a heavy pellet of rain as it hit me squarely in the eye.

“Oh, for the love!” I cried, rubbing violently at my eye, wondering what ailment I could expect from the bacteria accompanying the water as it traversed through the mouldy ceiling panels.

Suddenly, I felt something odd. 

My eyes still squinted from the assault moments ago, I reached over my shoulder and felt around for the thing that had distracted my attention. It was as if someone had poked my shoulder blade, hard, leaving an uncomfortable tingling sensation in its place. I reached further back, touching the smoothness amidst the scars from the times my father forgot himself in his moments of inebriation. He often took out his frustrations of life on me, but these episodes of violence were thankfully growing fewer and farther between as I had grown older. I recalled the day with sullen chagrin; the shift in his behavior had come nearly overnight. 

Not having a woman in the house to guide me and care for me, I knew little of what was supposed to be happening in my body. One afternoon, I had gone to the bathroom and noticed blood where it shouldn’t be. I screamed and ran into the living room.

“What in God’s name is your problem?!” my dad shouted, pushing himself up from the sagging couch with one arm to face me. He was frowning angrily, a half-drunk bottle of Budweiser in his hand.

“I’m bleeding!” I sobbed, running to him with my arms outstretched. “Daddy, help me!” The lights suddenly went on behind his eyes and he recoiled from me, pushing me back just as I arrived at his side.

“Goddamnit, Larin,” he said, pushing me back hard. I lost my balance and fell on the ground, looking up at him in shock. I continued to cry. He wasn’t kind, but I didn’t think he would turn me away at such a moment of urgency. But he looked down at me with an expression of disdain mingled with amusement. He didn’t know what to do, but that certainly didn’t stop the humor of the moment from seeping through.

I remember feeling frightened, but also shocked at his reaction. I was obviously dying, but he felt only . . .amusement? I stared at him with my mouth open in shock. The feeling of betrayal overtook the fear, however momentarily.

Sam had stood up when I had rushed into the room, also holding a drink in one hand. He knew what was happening, had happened, and looked at my father in disgust.

“Give the kid a break,” he said angrily. “What’s the matter with you?”  

Dad laughed, shaking his head and sitting back down on the disgusting thing that passed for a sofa. “So, you deal with it, Mr. Knight in Shining Armor.” He laughed drunkenly but shifted in apparent discomfort. He didn’t like having to be a parent, and it was clear he had no idea what to do when it came to raising a girl. He lacked, absolutely, the capacity to deal with me.

Sam was six years my elder. Being nineteen, he was too old to be a friend but too young to step into the role of a parent. He wouldn’t know how to, anyway. Neither of us had positive examples to follow.

My dad barked out a short laugh and belched, dismissing me by returning his gaze to the television. I could still see his discomfort. I would grow to learn that “women’s issues” made men squirm, but my father was already insulated that night in an emotional protectant called a Beer Buzz. That protectant did nothing to quell his anger and rage on numerous occasions, but it effectively blocked the requisite feelings of love and compassion you’d expect of a parent.

“Larin,” Sam said to me, “Google it. But trust me – you’re fine.”  

I Googled it. We had no money, no computer, but for some reason, my father always had a phone. Who knows what he used it for, or how he could afford it, but this night he let me use his prized possession to Google the particulars of what happens when girls get their periods.

After that night my father didn’t hit me as much. He did though, at times when he was particularly drunk or particularly angry at something and needed somebody to take it out on. That somebody was usually me, and I learned to lay in a ball on the ground with my hands protectively around my head, saying nothing lest I make my father angrier. If I kept quiet, I could usually get away with being knocked around a little. A bloodied nose was thankfully the mildest form of injury, and it usually ended when my father saw blood. Once, he had knocked me over and I stood up, defiant. I told him to go to hell. I was rewarded by being punched directly in the face and knocked into the wall before I crashed down onto the ground. It was one of the rare occasions he actually hit me in the face, knowing that visible bruises would have to be explained. He limited his assaults to areas I could cover with long sleeves or jeans. But this night I had broken the cardinal rule and spoken back. As I lay on the ground, my vision blurred, he stomped as hard as he could on my hand, and I could hear the crunch of my ring finger as it broke.

I hid it the next day at school. When they noticed in gym I couldn’t hold a basketball, I laughed and told a ridiculous story of clumsiness. The black eye happened at the same time. I pretended I had fallen somewhere, I can’t remember now. I had gotten good at making excuses. So good I could have taught a masters class on How to Hide Beatings Given to You by Your Father. In retrospect, I should have said something more. Gotten help. Anything would have been preferable to living with my father – even going to a foster home. But my father told me of the evils that existed outside our home. He brainwashed me into believing there was a fate worse than being stuck where I was. That social services would take me and do unspeakable things to me. I know now that he only wanted me there to keep the welfare cheques coming in. If I was taken away, his allowance would be cut.

Had I only known then what I know now...

But I didn’t. 

So, I hid it. Every bruise, every bump, every scar. Hindsight, as they say, is 20-20.

My brother was no help, he’d received his fair share of beatings as well as he grew older. His were just as bad if not worse. I remember finding him one day after school on the floor of the kitchen, both eyes so swollen he couldn’t have opened them if he tried. I picked up a cloth and wiped the blood off the fridge where he’d probably been smashed into repeatedly, judging from the pattern of the carnage. When he’d woken, I helped him into my bed, neither of us saying anything to the other. It was just our lot in life. We had accepted it.

One day, he was too big to push around, and he fought back. I’ll never forget that first night when Sam and my dad had at it. I remember kneeling down beside the couch, covering my ears and screaming as they toppled the coffee table and broke the old television.

Returning to the present, I pushed those thoughts aside. 

I groped around at my back, but feeling nothing, withdrew my hand and laid back down. I exhaled uncomfortably as a spring bit into my side, adjusting my position yet again.

Just as I thought I would give myself over to sleep, the sensation was there again. This time, the urgency of the poke couldn’t be brushed off as my imagination.

I leapt quickly out of bed and threw off my nightshirt, walking over to the dirty mirror on the bureau with its missing shelves. I turned around, looking backwards over my shoulder and feeling around. Still nothing. I could have sworn that something had poked me. Physically, forcefully poked me. But there was no sign of anything but the redness from where my hands had pulled at the skin.

“What the hell is going on?” I asked out loud, turning around and scanning the darkness for my discarded shirt. I tripped over unseen objects as I somehow found it, and throwing the ratty thing back on, I walked to the window and pulled back the blinds. There was nothing outside but the dirt-ridden yard, the familiar fence with its broken panels leading into the landfill that was our neighbor.

I turned around and leaned against the wall, listening to the pitter-patter of the rain as it slowed its assault. I thought abstractly that I should empty the pans and pails of collection around the house, but my fatigue was suddenly too great. I felt pleasure, knowing that sleep wouldn’t be far behind such a feeling. 

I crept back into bed and pulled the covers, such as they were, around me. My back had returned to normal.

If you could call anything about my life normal. I closed my eyes and slept.

This time, I didn’t dream.
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The next day found me sitting outside my school on a bench, waiting for my friend Kaila. My other best friend, Gee, knelt on the ground ransacking his backpack as I picked at my nails.

“What are you looking for?” I asked him, not looking up.

“I can’t find my phone,” Gee said, tossing his bangs out of his eyes. Gee was embroiled in his current obsession – a guy he’d met online but never in person. Kaila and I had both told Gee on multiple occasions he was being catfished, given the guy’s profile picture was reminiscent of an Instagram model as opposed to a real person. This was usually met with angry admonitions about how we weren’t supportive friends.

“We are supportive,” Kaila had said, rubbing Gee’s back before he angrily shucked her hand off. “We care about you, that’s why we don’t want to see you get hurt.”  

“If you were supportive, you wouldn’t ride me so hard about Tripp,” Gee said, indignant. 

“Tripp,” I had said, smirking. “Honestly, Gee. Even the name sounds fake. Come on, all we are asking is that you don’t go too deep with this guy until you get proof of. . . you    know. . .” I faltered, trying to find the words.

“What, until he shows me his. . .” Gee started. He raised his eyebrows at us and we couldn’t help but giggle in response.

“Stop!” Kaila laughed, struggling to grab Gee’s phone from his hands. He pushed her back, visibly unamused. 

“Kaila!” he shouted, annoyance flashing through 

his eyes and coloring his cheeks. “Give it back!”  

“Fine,” I said, waving at Kaila to cease her assault on Gee, “but don’t say we didn’t warn you. Remember, it’s only because we care that we’re trying to help.” I had never really known what it meant to be protective of someone you love. I had no examples of it previously. But Gee and Kaila both had found me, and all the love I had been denied in my life came tumbling out all at once, and they became mine. As a child, we were all together, moving forward through classes and mingling in the schoolyard. They were always kind, but one day something changed. 

I was obviously always the quiet one, wearing more layers of clothing than was necessary in the heat to hide the evidence of my previous assaults. I kept my distance, watching the other children. Listening. Trying to understand what it meant to have a normal life. 

I remember one particular Valentine’s Day. It must have been the fifth grade. Everyone was sharing their Valentines, simple cards with stupid sayings. Nonetheless, I looked over their shoulders, envious. I hadn’t received a single card. I tried to take all these omissions of my inclusion as signs I was succeeding in my deception. That I was invisible but normal. I had trained myself to do enough, just enough, to escape the notice of anyone who may threaten my already tenuous existence.

“Come hang with us,” Kaila had said to me one day when we were in middle school. I looked around, thinking she was speaking to someone else. Kaila was always a happy, bright girl. Full of spirit. She was well-liked by teachers and classmates. I was certain it wasn’t me she was speaking to.

“Larin?” she asked, looking at me with a tilted head. Gee stood behind her, engaged in a conversation with another boy whose name I can’t remember now. Gee, on the other hand, was someone you couldn't forget. He had always stood out – both for his bright attire and outspoken attitude. Neither had said much to me before, but for some reason that day was different.

“What, me?” I asked, surprised. I wiped my nose with a dirty hand, the hole in the sleeve I used to slip my thumb through less of a fashion statement and more of a means of keeping my sleeves appearing even. I was not popular by any stretch of the imagination, but I wasn’t unpopular either. I was simply ignored. I felt it was better than drawing unwanted attention from the monsters my father would have me believe lurked in every corner of the school system.

“Yeah,” Kaila laughed, turning around as though to end the discussion. “You’re sitting there all by yourself. Come hang out with us.” Her eyes sparkled kindly as she smiled at me. I stared at her, trying to think of something to say. Fortunately, Kaila wasn’t one to take no for an answer. “Let’s go sit over there.” And she walked off, expecting me to follow. I waited a moment, realizing something was popping open within me. A desire to be included. A fervent desire, and a hope. Gee stopped talking to what’s-his-name and looked up at me, smiling and waving a hand at me to follow as he turned and traipsed off with Kaila. I followed.

That day was the first day of every day. The only thing I had to look forward to. The only thing with meaning. My friends.

They never knew the full extent of what happened at home, but I knew they suspected. As our friendship grew, so too did their concern for my well-being. They prodded a lot, initially. So much so I started to withdraw from them to protect my secret life. Rather than lose me, they accepted my desire for privacy. And as I said, I was good at hiding my scars. I learned to hide the internal scars as well as those that hid below the layers of clothing. Instead, they tried a different approach. I found myself saturated in their lives, distracted from my ordeals at home. They ensured I was always included, and I always felt there were acceptance and affection. Their families responded in kind, taking me into their homes and making me a part of their lives. There I learned how to be normal. How to converse with others and how to learn the nuances of social inclusion. Kaila’s family often invited me over for dinner, and on those nights, I went to bed with food in my belly. Gee’s family was almost as colourful as he was – full of life and happiness. They loved each other. Gee had a massive family, and I almost lived for his family gatherings. I ate until I nearly burst, and I would always be sent home with plates overflowing with food.

Once, I came home with a container brimming with contents. My father was waiting, angry.

“And where the hell have you been?” he demanded. I could smell the liquor on his breath from across the room. Frowning, I looked down, walking towards the kitchen.

“I was at Gee’s and they had piles of leftovers. I thought you’d like some,” I said, trying to distract him.

There was a smashing sound. “Does he think we’re a goddamn charity case?” Dad asked, storming across the room to me. I froze, still looking down. Dad reached me and slapped the container and its contents of food – what could have been our meals for several days, out of my hands. The container burst open from the force of his strike, and I frowned unhappily as I felt it hit the wall and end up in a pile on the floor. But I knew the safest move was to make no move at all. I continued to stay frozen, staring at the ground. 

“I don’t want you to see that stupid fag anymore!” he shouted, and I finally looked up.

“Don’t you dare call him that!” I cried, immediately regretting it. Dad was drunk. That was never the time to engage. But Dad was almost always drunk.

The next day I didn’t go to school. Or the day after that. My bruises from that incident didn’t go away for weeks, but Gee and Kaila didn’t see them, as I hid them under my usual layers upon layers.

“Lar?” Gee was saying.

I looked up, the reverie broken.

“Yeah? What? Sorry,” I said, taking a deep breath. I remembered myself and smiled.

“I said Tripp wants to meet up this weekend!” Gee smiled, triumphant. I didn’t want to mention this was the umpteenth time Tripp had offered to meet him, but some emergency always seemed to arise at the last moment. Kaila and I were convinced this guy was probably some fifty-year-old, super-morbidly-obese man who lived in a basement somewhere and got his kicks from stringing the young lovelorn along on the internet.

“Just do me a favor,” I said, smiling despite myself. It was hard not to smile around Gee, even at the worst of times. “Don’t give him any money, ok?”  

It wasn’t like he had any money to give. Gee’s part-time job at a shoe store wasn’t exactly raking in the big bucks.

“I’m just gonna stop talking to you about this,” Gee glowered, and I laughed, getting up and walking over to him. I sat down and put my arm around him, giving him a squeeze as I forced his face towards mine. I kissed him quickly on the forehead quickly as he continued to scowl.

“What’s up?” Kaila had finally turned up from wherever she’d been and plopped down beside us. “What are we talking about now?” she asked as she pulled her dark hair into a bun. The hair tie in her mouth, she kept speaking, changing the subject to the latest scandalous rumour at school. “Did you guys hear about Jacob?” 

“We’re talking about ‘Tripp,’” I grinned, unable to resist giving Kaila a knowing smirk.

“Oh god, this again,” she moaned, rolling her eyes and giving Gee a pointed look. He stared back at her unhappily.

“He’s real, ok? And we’re in love.”  

This statement elicited groans from Kaila and I, and we went on to discuss the matter in some detail before the school bell rang.

I always detested school. I had no job, but my full-time job had been hiding my home life from the eyes of people who would take me away. Being taken away had meant potentially losing my dearest friends – frankly, my only reason for going on. I was eighteen now, having just become legal. I could be on my own, but the reality was that I had nowhere else to go. I endured my home to protect my relationship with the two people I loved the most. My friends. My heart. They accepted me despite my secretiveness around my life, my dirty and worn-out clothes, and my constant deflection of anything that got just a little too personal. I loved them. So much I could never risk losing them. I couldn’t afford college, had no desire to go, but I was determined to graduate high school and follow one or both of them wherever they went. With a diploma, I hoped to have a few more options. I just hadn’t figured them out yet. 

In homeroom, I pulled out homework I didn’t finish. I really didn’t care about my schoolwork, but somehow, I always pulled it together at the last minute to pass. My English teacher had pulled me aside recently, trying to get me to see reason.

“Larin,” he had said kindly. “I know you’re capable of more than this. I read your poetry unit, and it was. . . honestly? It was superb. Why can’t you be consistent? Is there something you need? Something you want to talk about?”  

Something I want to talk about. How I am a product of an abusive home, a father who hates me, a brother who could not care less about my existence, a home that could barely be called even that? A house falling apart around me, a life being held onto by a thread?  

“I’m fine,” I said, mustering up a smile. “I’ll do better, I promise.” I hoped to end the conversation. The last thing I wanted to do was fail. It meant I’d be trapped another year in my present prison, while Gee and Kaila moved ahead without me. The thought of them graduating and leaving for college while I languished in this hellhole town made me choke. I felt tears threaten to come to the surface and I pushed them back down. Hard. 

“Larin. . .” the teacher said, trailing off. He was looking at me with such concern I nearly broke down. But I was too well trained at the art of hiding things and I met his eyes, unblinking. He shook his head. “If you need to talk about anything,” he said, his words seeping with meaning, “just let me know.”  

“Thanks,” I managed a fake smile and looked him straight in the eyes. “I will. But it’s fine, honest. I know I need to focus more on schoolwork, and I will. Thanks so much for your concern.”  

I tried a little harder after that. My grades were fair, which is almost unimaginable looking back on it now.

That day in homeroom though was different. I was leaning forward on my desk, ignoring what was going on around me. I turned my head, lazily staring at the board and the writing about our latest assignment without interest. That strange poking sensation started again. This time, I felt it in both shoulder blades.

I sat up, reaching behind me casually as though to scratch an itch. I slipped a hand into my shirt, feeling around my right shoulder blade as the poking sensation stepped to a full-on throbbing. I frowned, pushing my hand against my skin. Feeling nothing, I rubbed it quickly and withdrew my hand. I looked around but all was normal. Somehow, things did not feel normal. I raised my hand. Ms. Channer, the teacher, looked up.

“May I be excused?” I asked as the sensation picked up again in earnest. It felt as though two small fists were trying to punch their way out of my back. There was a sense of urgency to the assault, and I felt as though something was compelling me to flee. A bead of sweat form at my hairline and wiped it hastily away.

“Are you alright, Ms. Thompson?” Ms. Channer asked.

“Yes, ma’am, I just need to use the restroom, please,” I said, a note of urgency slipping in unintentionally.

“Go ahead.” She turning back to her work, but a few curious stares from my classmates followed me as I nearly ran out to the restroom.

Once there, I rushed to the mirror and turned my back to it, lifting my shirt and trying to stare as best I could from over my shoulder. I groped around with my hand, trying to identify the source of the throbbing sensation. 

Nothing was there.

I turned around and frowned into my reflection in the mirror. I was a thin girl with extraordinarily pale skin. So pale as to almost see the veins underneath the surface. My hair was a golden blond. Under normal circumstances, you might consider it a beautiful color, but as it was, it hung slack and unwashed. Water was often a thing of privilege – there were weeks where the utilities were shut off at home. During those times I would try to bathe secretly after classes in the change rooms behind school gym. 

My dull grey eyes stared back at me, unblinking.

I sighed, turning on the tap and splashing some cold water on my face. I was rewarded with a brief rush of color in my cheeks as my body reacted to the sensation of cold. I felt nothing in gazing at my reflection. My exterior was a shell, most of it hidden to avoid attention to the constellation of scars that covered my body. If ever I could have been called beautiful, it was lost under the burden of the life I’d been given. My features reflected my reality. Nothing more.

I was about to turn and head back to class when I suddenly felt an acute sensation of pain and itchiness. I gasped, scratching at my back. I ran into a stall as another girl came in and slammed the door shut behind me. Once inside, I took my shirt off completely and scratched desperately at my skin. The itching was giving way to a sense of my flesh being on fire, and I stifled the urge to whimper, suddenly frightened.

After a short time, the feeling subsided, but not before I was holding the edges of the toilet as though my life depended on it. I felt a sudden urge to vomit and retched violently.

“Are you ok?” asked an unfamiliar voice outside, as I continued to gag.

“I’m fine,” I choked out, “food poisoning!”  

“Ok. . .” said the voice. I heard the door of the restroom open and shut, and I knew I was alone.

I ran back out to the mirrors and yanked my shirt up quickly, checking again. The sensation of fire was back, and it was getting to unbearable heights. As I stared, I noticed something different. Two small bumps formed under the flesh of both shoulder blades.

“What in the hell?!” I said to myself before the door of the restroom opened again. I pulled my shirt down hastily and pushed past two curious girls without saying a word. I walked quickly back to class, a full sweat breaking out all over my body. I felt feverish, suddenly incredibly ill.

I didn’t have to ask to be excused again. 

“Ms. Thompson!” Ms. Channer nearly gasped, looking at my pasty complexion. “Are you ill?” It was stating the obvious, and I nodded tightly.

“Yes, ma’am.” I croaked, gathering my things as another stab of pain in my back threatened to cause me to double over. I asked to be excused again, intending to leave despite the answer.

“Yes, go to the office,” she said, staring at me with a concerned and perplexed expression. I had absolutely no intention of doing as instructed but said nothing. I gathered my bags and nearly ran out of the room, ignoring the questioning stares behind me.

I ran all the way home between pauses to vomit uncontrollably in the occasional bush.

I was so relieved that nobody was home when I arrived that I nearly sobbed. I dropped my things at the front in my usual fashion, stepping over the trash that covered the floor of the living room. Someone had left the television on, and a reporter was discussing the implications for the change in stock prices that day. I ignored it completely and limped into my room, taking off my shirt and dropping it haphazardly as I made my way to the bureau. The pain and itching in my back had reached epic heights. I felt I couldn’t stand it and started scratching the bumps until I drew blood, crying in pain.

“What IS this?!” I cried, to myself, to nobody. “What’s going on?!”  

I stopped my frantic scratching and probed the bumps in my back experimentally. They felt as though they had something below them. A mass? Was it cancer? No. Cancer doesn’t pop up in the space of a few hours - or does it?  

I felt the urge to vomit again and bent over double, tears running down my cheeks. I wanted to call Kaila, Gee, someone. Anyone who could help me. I had no phone though and wondered momentarily if my father had left his somewhere around the house. I doubted it but embarked on a search anyway. Kicking over empty boxes, cheap take-out containers, and discarded clothing, I came up with nothing.

I bit the bullet and decided to go to the hospital.

In tears from the heat and pain in my back and racked by nausea, I nearly crawled my way to the front door. Just as I did, a searing, soul-destroying pain overtook my body, and I screamed.

I screamed, and I screamed, and I screamed.

I felt a tearing in my back, in both shoulder blades, as though something was emerging. I briefly remembered the scene from a movie about aliens, where the creature leapt out of its victim’s stomach in a hideously graphic fashion. Given the pain I was enduring, I didn’t entirely dismiss that idea.

Just as suddenly, the worst of the pain ebbed. I fell on the floor, gasping in relief and unable to move. After a time, I realized I was naked from the waist up and laying in the living room. I didn’t care. The president and his entire cabinet could walk in at that moment and I would have ignored them completely.

I tentatively reached a hand behind me. Testing. I felt something bulbous, strange. I 

reached to the other side and found a similar abnormality there. I withdrew my shaking hand and looked at it in disbelief. It was covered in blood, but something strange lingered - a small, tiny black feather.

The fever overtook me, and I lost consciousness.
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I awoke sometime later. It was dark out, and I had no idea how long I’d been lying half-naked on the floor of my living room.

I felt confused, sitting up and rubbing my face. I was incredibly hot and aware of a fervent thirst that couldn’t be ignored. I got up painfully but compelled by desperation. I limped into the kitchen and turned on the tap, thrusting my face under the faucet and quietly thanking whatever gods there were for the water not being turned off this month.

I drank and I drank until I felt I was full to the point of brimming. Leaving the tap on, I turned around and slid down the counter onto the floor, exhausted. The act of doing so drew attention to the pain in my back and the sensation that something was attached to me that shouldn’t be. Remembering, I reached urgently behind me, hoping I had had a dream in my fevered state. Two small nubs remained on my back, a strange feeling of bone and something soft that was emerging through my skin. I poked around with my hand, trying to make sense of what I was feeling. Knowing it wasn’t my imagination, I forced my body upwards and made my way to my bedroom.

“Please,” I uttered. “Please let this be a dream.”  

Turning around, I looked over my shoulder into the mirror. There were two dark, angular appearing things sticking out from either shoulder blade. I reached a hand over my shoulder and felt one carefully, noting again a softness that defied my expectations of reality.

“What?” I whispered, completely at a loss. Terrified.

I withdrew the shaking hand, then put it back, grasping part of the softness and pulling gently. My body rejected the sensation and the feeling of nausea returned in force. I closed my eyes against the urge to retch and steeled myself, pulling hard. 

Something detached into my fingers. I whipped my hand around and stared at another small, black feather.

“This is impossible,” I whispered as I turned the feather around in my hands. But it wasn’t, because as sure as I was standing there, there was a feather in my fingertips.

I sank to the ground, shaking, still holding the feather. I considered again if I should go to the hospital, but I remembered all the sci-fi movies I’d ever watched of people who discovered impossible changes to their bodies and found themselves on the tables of governmental agencies for study. I determined that was NOT going to happen to me. Whatever was happening – if it wasn’t a complete psychotic breakdown – had to be something outside the scope of our current scientific understanding. Everything inside me, every instinct, told me not to share whatever was happening to me with anyone. Nobody.

I rifled around the mess in my room and found a shirt, sliding it carefully over my body. I had to try twice to get it to slide over the two unfamiliar mounds on my back.

“This is impossible,” I muttered again to myself, tears making their way unheeded down my face. “What am I supposed to do?! What the HELL am I supposed to do?!” I yelled, wringing my hands. I thought immediately of Kaila and Gee, whether I could tell them, but I was at a total loss. I heard a loud banging on the door. 

“Lar?!” I could hear from my room. “Lar? Are you in there?” 

Gee.

My friends knew they were never to come to my house. I often explained my father was both controlling and homophobic, which was enough for Gee to keep away, but Kaila still tried occasionally.

“Lar, open up!” I could hear Kaila shout. Great. So, she was here too. I ran to the door, grateful my father wasn’t home. I cracked it open only slightly, looking out and around anxiously to make sure my father wasn’t in the process of stumbling home. I sighed in relief when I noted he was nowhere to be seen.

“You guys need to leave. Now,” I said quickly.

“Are you ok? You were supposed to meet us at lunch, Lar. . .you also missed plans after school to go to the Trend,” Kaila said, referring to the coffee house we often frequented after school, particularly on the days I had nothing to do but avoid going home until my father passed out. I knew it was unusual to leave with no notice, but their coming here represented a huge danger to me, and potentially to them. I always underplayed the extent of the danger, but it was very real.

“I’m fine. You need to go,” I said, closing the door.

“Stop,” Gee said, preventing me from closing the door with his foot. “Lar, what’s going on? Are you really ok?”  

I was about to admonish them for ignoring my request, but I saw the concern reflected in both of their eyes and I realized that I had really worried them. The truth was, nothing was right. Something was very, very wrong. But my instinct told me it was even more dangerous for them to be here now.

“Really,” I said, trying with all my might to be reassuring. “I’ll see you tomorrow, ok? I have the flu or something, and I really don’t want you to catch it. Now if you don’t mind, I need to get to bed!” Finding the foot still there, I looked directly at Gee.

“Do you want me to puke on you to prove it?”  

I suppose my pasty complexion from the sickness that struck me earlier was the final straw to convince them I was actually ill.

“Ok, go to bed,” Kaila said in defeat. “Call us if you need anything, ok?” She turned reluctantly, taking Gee by the arm. He looked back with a frown that made me want to break down into sobs. Instead, I gave a weak smile and nodded at both of them. 

“I will. Goodbye.”  

“Bye,” they said together, walking down the path towards the road and staring at each other without speaking. I knew that shared expression, but I couldn’t worry about it now.

I closed the door completely and moved hastily to the window, lifting the old blinds and looking in both directions to ensure my father hadn’t seen their attendance at our house. Convinced he hadn’t, I ran back to my room and slammed the door shut. I threw off my shirt again, praying internally that everything had been a figment of my imagination. Both the throbbing in my back and the underlying fever I was experiencing told me it wasn’t. If that wasn’t enough, staring in the mirror I saw the black, feathered bulbs poking out, the raw flesh from which they emerged in angry contrast to their dark coloring.

“Oh my god,” I whispered, sitting on the ground and putting my arms around my legs. I rocked back and forth, considering my options.

I could cut them off.

I felt somewhat maniacal in my fever. Running into the bathroom, I found a pair of scissors and turned around to the mirror, leaning them downwards. As though in rejection of the thought, my body rebelled, and I rushed to the toilet before the heaving began. Although there was nothing left in my stomach, I vomited, my sides contracting painfully to the unfamiliar exertion from over the course of the day. I flushed the toilet and laid down beside it, fresh tears rising again to the surface. There was nothing to do but lay there and hope for a miracle.

I fell asleep again until I heard the door open and shut. I didn’t know what time it was, but it was late, as darkness had settled outside while I slept. I jolted upright as I felt a moment’s sense of panic. If it was Dad and he wanted to use the bathroom, he’d come in drunk as hell and no answer I gave him would be enough to stop his anger at finding me there. I scurried out as quickly as I could and crept towards my room.

“Larin,” I heard Sam say.

“Sam,” I nearly sobbed, relief palpable in my voice.

“What are you doing?” he asked, somewhat drunkenly. While he was nearly as far gone as my father was in his alcoholism, Sam wasn’t completely lost to it yet. I felt sad for him, but I didn’t know how to help him. Especially now, when I had no idea how to help myself. 

“I’m sick,” I said shakily. The urge to tell him what was really happening was quelled by some strange instinct in the back of my mind. Something had taken over my consciousness. I couldn’t cut the offending appendages off, and I couldn’t speak of them. I wanted to weep. Stifling the urge, I waved away my brother’s curious stares.

“I’m going to bed, goodnight.” I turned, signalling an end to the conversation as I walked 

towards my room.

“You’re sick? Why? Larin...” I heard Sam call. I knew he wanted to say more. But there was nothing between us anymore that ever needed to be said. Whatever was happening to me, I was on my own. I walked into my bedroom and shut the door, sinking to the ground. Wrapping my arms around me, I wept.

Had I looked out my window I might have seen them standing there. 

Watching. 
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“We’ve found another one,” It said.

Azrael called them all “things.” These creatures had no name to him, only a singular use. To be his soldiers. vessels for his own sinister purpose. As the Leviathan had promised, they were slowly coming forth. The trick of the task was to get to them first.

Azrael didn’t turn his head to look at the creature as it kneeled in a revoltingly human way, its black wings bowed and trembling. The creature was frightened, and well it should be. It knew it required a special position to look upon Azrael’s face when it spoke. Repugnant creatures, all of them. He felt the awakening of the first ones and sought them out. He chose the strongest to be in his guard. They, in turn, found others and were responsible for their handling. Azrael oversaw the work they did but tried as much as he could to avoid interacting with them. The Guard, the very strongest, were promised a position at his side when he was triumphant in the war. Those who failed in their tasks were punished. It kept them fearful, and loyal.

This particular one was brave in attempting to speak to him directly. His first instinct was to angrily chastise the Guard for allowing the creature an audience, but he looked below and saw the Committee of Gatherers – the ones tasked with finding the others as they awakened. They were currently testing the other creature’s resolve, to see whether he was brave enough to face Azrael, knowing he could be struck down. He felt a small grain of respect for the creature and pleased with his committee for taking the initiative to grow their strength. But he dismissed the idea of promotion. He had the ones he needed to carry out his orders. They still revolted him though. 

The ones whose lingering humanity weakened them, those who resisted the change, were taken away to a special area of his stronghold to be processed. Indoctrinated into his army. Some still resisted despite his tactics and intimidation, and he snuffed out their lives as easily as a flick of a switch in such cases. There was no option for resisting Azrael’s orders, only acceptance, and obedience.

As for the others. . . 

He turned his head, not bothering to hide his disgust. He almost looked forward to watching some get cut down when the war finally came.

“Collect it then, beast,” Azrael said angrily. “Why does it tell me this without presenting me with the new one? Go now! If the others find it first, there will be a price to pay,” he uttered, the threat full of promise and malice. The others. The fallen Council. Foul betrayers who would try with all their might to prevent his ascension. Azrael scowled and slammed his fist against the arm of his seat, and the creatures in the throne room cowered in fear.

“This. . .this one is different,” the creature said, and Azrael turned, his interest piqued. 

“How so? Get on with it, beast!” 

The creature shuddered under the weight of its fear, knowing of the danger of this moment. “Her wings have not yet emerged. . .not fully. . .she may be defective. We felt the need to consult with you before we cut her down,” the creature replied meekly, squinting against the inevitable wrath of his master. 

“Why? Collect it and bring it to me!” Azrael’s feathers bristled uncomfortably at the revelation. Perhaps the creature was faulty, but never had he encountered any such case in all of history. With the mass awakenings, he reasoned that it was possible there would be some who would be defective. It was still an oddity nonetheless, and he knew he needed to inspect the thing himself. 

“Go!” he barked. 

The creature turned clumsily. It almost fell several times as it made its way down the long staircase that led from Azrael’s throne. The creature had not yet mastered the use of its wings, and Azrael nearly laughed at the stupidity of the thing. Such frail creatures. Yet their strength would grow and his army would be strong. His weapon, Leviathan’s power and promise, was slowly coming to fruition. As more awakened, he would collect them and disrupt the balance of power between his forces and those of the Council permanently.

Azrael suddenly felt the weight of the eons upon his back, although the promise of retribution fed his black heart and gave him strength. He refused to allow himself to give over completely to his excitement when he thought of the Council’s demise, knowing there was still much work to do in the days to come. 

For thousands of years, he had channeled his hatred of the Council and their inexcusable betrayal by finding ways to frustrate and hinder the ambitions of man. Although he lacked most of his strength and his great powers of yore, the blackness of evil had insulated him like a cloak against those who sought to destroy him. He came close, so close, to bringing down the world of man. Always lurking in the background, he watched as great men rose to power before he took his chance, exploiting the seeds of whatever darkness hid inside them, whispering evils into their minds just outside their consciousness. He created chaos where he could, toiling endlessly to assist men to destroy themselves, though they needed very little help. Humans were weak, and their love of power and self-indulgence was inherent in their makeup. It was who they were. Yet somehow the audacity of ‘goodness’ found a way, and it persisted in its interference time and time again. The remaining Council intervened where they could, their sole mission to protect these horrible vermin. Men rose from the ashes of the wars he had helped to create to somehow reconstruct themselves. To endure. He hated them for their triumphs even more, which fed his resolve to try again and again. 

He wanted them all to die.

He wanted them dead. Whether by his hand, or their own, he cared not. This scourge of man, “pets” created by his Father, would be wiped clean from the earth and the majesty of Eden would return unhindered by their feeble meanderings. It was his only purpose in existing, now. That, and reclaiming his place in the Celestial Kingdom. To rebuild it as he and his brother had envisioned it. But men had interfered in his plans, had divided his celestial brothers and sisters, and he had fallen. Only Azrael himself and his beloved brother had known that man would bring about the end of things. He also knew that they were the only two who could bring about its restoration. Azrael scowled deeply, his hatred bubbling upwards and threatening to choke him where he sat. 

He’d found this place, here. His stronghold. Deep within the earth, far from the eyes of his interfering brothers and sisters. Here he had created his realm, the place where his army would grow in numbers and strength. Solomanta. His city of darkness.

Solomanta was built upon the backs of human slaves millennia ago. It had begun as a place simply to regroup from his failures, to shield him from the eyes of his siblings while he searched for the means to bring about their ends. Eventually, it grew. So too, did his ambition.

He had ransacked entire cities, squeezed the life from temple priests with his bare hands as they succumbed to his violence, uttering the names of prophets they had been sworn to protect. He sought them all out, one by one – always a race against the Council to reach them first. Where they failed, he found these prophets of man, and he killed them. All. He forced them, with terrible means, to give away their secrets. After endless searching, he finally heard the words he had been desperate to hear for so long – there was a way. To awaken the soldiers – the vessels, part of the ancient army that once was his to command. 

He heard, too, a whisper. A return of the seraphim. The most powerful of all, the only creatures in existence who could threaten his succession of power. The whisper spoke of a Herald, a prophet who would signal their return. He dismissed it reluctantly. Hopefully. The ramblings of a mad priest who had delved too deeply into ancient texts and blathered threats with his dying breath at Azrael’s hand. 

But he searched in earnest after that for weapons that would increase his strength. After epochs of fruitless searching, he had found the creature, Leviathan, existing in the depths of its caverns since the Fall. Leviathan was the only creature in this purgatory called Earth who could bring about their awakening. But not without its prize – the heads of the Guardians. That prize in and of itself should have been an impossible task. The Guardians were the most closely guarded secret of the remaining Council.

...but there had been one had been willing to betray the secret.

Through his informant, he learned where the Sanctum of Guardians was hidden, and he infiltrated it easily with the secrets he was told. The Council could not have known, would be blindsided when they learned of the betrayal, and Azrael smiled as he imagined their inevitable horror when they found what was left of their precious Guardians. His smile grew even deeper when he imagined their faces when they learned who had betrayed their secret. 

Leviathan’s curse of hastening the vessel awakenings would not be enough to open the gateway between Heaven and Earth. He needed the Disc the Guardians had protected. The Disc of Shamash. Leviathan would not hand over the means of obtaining the Disc without the sword Azrael carried, the sword forged by the hand of the most powerful being of all: his father.

Azrael scowled. Although he needed the Disc, the sword was the only weapon in existence that could cut through the seraphim. If ever they were to return, Azrael would be powerless to stop them. He needed the sword as much as he needed the Disc, so he bade his time.

Azrael set about his task with industrious purpose as the centuries passed. His city had grown in this time and to look upon it from a distance alone would elicit extraordinary terror in mortals. The path to the city was fraught with obstacles and creatures of darkness so terrible that Azrael had required the use of ancient magic to contain them. If one somehow escaped them, they would still have to find the means to traverse the rivers of magma and fire that surround Solomenta. The city itself was built of volcanic stone and granite, and peaks of enormous towers rose blackly into the darkness. The drawbridge was built upon the bones of the men he’d helped to kill, and he delighted every time in his return to be greeted by the evidence of his sadism. Skulls lined the road to the entrance, and the walls were lined by the all-seeing eyes of what remained of the armoros who had joined him after the Fall. They stood in a defensive line on the ramparts, spears of steel always at the ready. The armaros – or the grigori – were a fearsome lot, but very few in numbers. Still, their presence alone deterred any ambition of conquer by the Council.

The city existed now for one purpose — to harbor a legion. There were no comforts to be had, here. The barracks spanned as far as the eye could see, and every road led to the centre keep, where Azrael kept court upon his throne of human bones.

Azrael turned his head, and one who stood at his right side, his Commander, immediately leaned in to hear his orders.

“Lord?” it asked expectantly. It had a name once, in its human life. This creature particularly interested him. It was cruel as a human and strong. Feared. Azrael fed on that blackness and had great use for it in the days to come. He trained him personally and gave him a new name to solidify his separation from the world of man. He called him Ephreim. 

“See that it is done,” Azrael growled.

“My Lord,” Ephreim said and leapt into the darkness with two others of the Guard, the sound of their wings as they cut through the wind becoming softer as the distance between them grew.

Azrael sighed. He needed to find his brother. This army would grow, and it would grow strong. But without the Disc nothing was certain. His brother would know what to do.

He just had to find him. No easy feat. He’d been searching since the dawn of time, since the fall of the Council. Regardless, he knew with the coming of the army the power would grow within him, too. It would guide him. He would find his brother, and together they would find the Disc and destroy the world.

His brother. 

 

. . .Lucifer.
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I woke up on the floor, aware immediately of the painful pulsation in my back. It all came to me again instantaneously, and I felt behind me. Sure enough, the mounds of bone and feather were still there. I groaned loudly but stifled it quickly as I remembered Sam was in the next room. The last thing I needed was for him to come in here.

Just as I feared though, Sam had heard me. I could hear the crunching sound of his feet as he walked over garbage, empty bottles clinking as they were disturbed by his exit.

I quickly pulled my shirt down and thought in my panic to find a sweater. A hoodie. That may do. I grabbed a dirty one off the floor and felt some relief as the hood provided some coverage of the bulging things in my shoulder blades. I gave no thought to the fact it was late in the spring, and it was already hot enough in the house to cook an egg. I thought up excuses to quickly get Sam to leave.

There was a soft knock on the door.

“Larin?” Sam asked, opening it at the same time.

“Don’t you wait to get permission?” I snapped, hurriedly trying to figure out what to do. 

Sam ignored me and walked into the room, sitting down carefully on the bed. “I wanted to talk to you,” he said, the drunkenness from earlier apparently worn off. He was sober.

I was about to rush him out, but something was strange in this encounter. Sam was rubbing his hands nervously together and I could see his discomfort in his bowed head. He sighed, loudly, and looked up at me.

“I never said this to you before, Lar,” he started, and I looked at him curiously, despite my fear and agitation. “I wanted to tell you. . .that I’m sorry. For everything.”  

Sam suddenly buried his head in his hands and wept. I stood there looking at him in shock, not knowing what to do. I’d never seen my brother break down this way. I’d never seen him vulnerable.

“Sam. . .” I walked forward, stopping short before him and wrapping my arms around myself nervously. We never touched in this family. There were no hugs. No affection. But I suddenly felt a strange sense of protectiveness - an unpleasant sensation of pain for his pain. I didn’t know what to do and wondered if I should touch him. I decided on awkwardly placing a hand on his shoulder, and I felt a tremor run through him simultaneously.

“Sam, what is this?” I asked softly.

Sam looked up and wiped his nose with the back of his hand. The throbbing in my back had picked up, but I was torn between my fear and my need to see this out with my brother – knowing, all the same, I had to figure out what this was. Quickly.

“I should have been better. I should have protected you. Maybe I couldn’t, before. . .when we were young. But there were so many times that I could have. And I didn’t. I don’t want to be Dad,” Sam said, looking up into my face. “I don’t want to be him. I want to be better.”  

“Then be better,” I said simply.

We stared at each other a moment longer and Sam got up.

“I just needed to get it out,” he said, putting his hands in the pockets of his dirty jeans. I thought he would leave, but he suddenly spoke again. “I want to take us out of this place, Larin.” 

I gaped at him in surprise. Under normal circumstances, I would have jumped at his words. It meant an escape from my father. But I couldn’t make sense of why this was happening now, and a wave of anxious confusion washed over me as I struggled to understand.

“Sam, I’m serious. What’s bringing this on now?” I asked perplexed. I resisted the urge to reach behind me and scratch my back, the sensation nearly overwhelming me. “Our entire lives, you had your chance to step up, to do something. But you didn’t. I want to know why now.” 

All the thoughts, memories, and terrors of my existence suddenly bubbled to the surface. Sam’s sudden proclamation of protection and love had opened the doors to every hurt and humiliation I’d ever experienced in this hell. In fact, I didn’t realize before that moment just how very angry I was at Sam. Furious. He could have protected me all those times, but he didn’t. 

“WHY NOW?!” I shouted at him, the tears bubbling to the surface and running down my cheeks. Sam looked at me in shock, completely unprepared for such a reaction. 

“Because I realized I needed to do better by you, Lar! Because I realized what a horrible, shit brother I am! Because. . .” he trailed off, and I saw the tears running down his face despite the darkness in the room. The lamppost on the roadway cast some of its rays into my room, and the shadows they created in their wake danced off his face as he spoke. As he cried.

“I was in the store. I wanted to buy a sixer,” Sam began, “and a woman came in with her daughter. She couldn’t have been more than five. But the woman was drunk and trying to buy more beer. When the clerk said he couldn’t serve her, the woman started grabbing things off the shelves and throwing them in his face.” Sam stopped talking and choked up. He let out a sob at the memory, and I immediately felt the pain the child would have endured. Probably was enduing at this very moment. I remembered my childhood, being dragged into bars with Dad only to get kicked out for having brought a child in with him. He would rage around, screaming curses at anyone who interfered with his quest to get alcohol. I remember cowering and being dragged away. The fear and humiliation in those moments, the looks of mixed pity and disgust from strangers as they watched the pathetic display. I knew Sam had similar memories. He was there for many of mine, both of us standing in front of a father who had descended completely into his own internal hell. Both of us forced to be a part of it.

Sam interrupted my unhappy reminiscing. “She was kicked out the store, and she didn’t even care that her daughter was standing there, left behind. Just staring after her. The woman was screaming at the clerks, calling them names. But she never once looked at her daughter.” He had stopped crying and was frowning angrily. He was shaking and trying desperately to regain control. He hit himself in the chest, marshalling his strength.

I didn’t grow up knowing how to love until I met Kaila and Gee. Through them, I learned compassion. They taught me what it was to have family, and I looked at Sam suddenly, a feeling of overwhelming sadness overtaking me. Regret. 

Sam sat back down on the bed roughly, breathing heavily and trying to regain control. I suddenly had an overwhelming urge to go to him, and I rushed forward and fell to his knees, hugging them and surprising us both. Sam awkwardly put a hand on my shoulder. He patted it, not knowing what to do.

“I want to make this right, Larin,” he said. “I want to try to make this right and get us. . .get you out of here. I am going out first thing to find a job, try to find a place. You’re old enough now that you can choose what to do. Dad can’t stop us. I won’t let him.” He looked at me determinedly, and I found I believed him.

I was so overcome with emotion, I completely forgot the pain in my back, the sickness, and I reached up and took him in my arms. We both cried together. I was angry with him still. So angry. But I wanted to heal. I knew he did too, and this was his way. It was late, but it suddenly meant so much to me that I had no words to describe the emotions within me.

Sam reached his arms around me, pulling me into a tighter hug. 

He froze.

“Lar...” he said, his voice thick with the emotion of moments before. “Lar, what is. . ..what’s on your back?” He put a hand on one of the bulges, and the act of doing so elicited immediate nausea so profound I fell backwards on the ground, rolling over onto my hands and knees and retching violently.

“Larin!” Sam cried, getting up.

“Sam! No!” I said between heaves. “Don’t touch me!” 

I got up, feeling suddenly as though I was in a cage. I needed to be in open space. I lurched forward towards the door, yanking it open. I could feel Sam’s presence behind me, and something inside me told me he could not follow me.

“Stay back!” I shouted, looking back over my shoulders as I bolted for the front door. 

“Sam, I mean it!  Stay back!”  

Sam stayed close behind but made no effort to physically stop me. Something strange inside me told me he couldn’t if he tried. Something life-altering was happening to me, and I had to get out and away.

“Larin stop!” I heard Sam yell from behind me, and I ignored him, running out the front door into the yard. I looked towards a hole in the fence that was large enough for me to slip through but too small for Sam, and I made a break for it. He realized what I was doing and suddenly knew he had to act if he wanted to stop me, and he caught up with me, grabbing me off my feet.

I turned around suddenly in his arms with a strength I did not formally have and shoved him to the ground. He landed roughly and turned to stare up at me in abject shock.

“Sam, for the love of everything, I beg you – STOP,” I said with finality. Sam could only stare in response, though his body involuntarily began movements towards getting up. I turned and ran towards the fence, leaping through it and ripping off the hoodie as sweat threatened to drown me. I was saturated, but the true discomfort I felt was in my back. A raw, churning, breathing thing inside me. I felt as though I was being consumed by fire.

I cried out as I ran and made my way over the ancient barbed wire surrounding the landfill that did little to keep out animals and vagrants. I ignored it as it raked over my legs, ripping my pants and sinking into flesh. I could hear Sam in the background, yelling through the fence for me to stop.

I ran as fast as I could until I could no longer hear his voice. I came to a spot with a clearing and stopped.

 

I screamed.

 

I felt as though I was being ripped in half. The mounds in my back exploded, and in my mind, so did the world. I fell to the ground. 

The pain had been unbearable moments before, but suddenly, it was gone. Completely.

I lay on the ground, gasping until I became aware of two very heavy weights upon my back. I felt ...an odd sensation. . .

As though. . .  

But it was impossible...

The thing behind me flapped in response to my thought. I felt the feeling of flesh, of muscle and tissue where it had never been before. It was as though I had two new arms. I could feel them behind me, receiving signals from my mind and sending them back. Waiting for orders from my body. 

I closed my eyes and reached an arm behind me, feeling. In response to my whim, this new appendage reached downwards towards my hand. There was a softness I’d never known, and the nerve endings there tingled in response to my touch – firing messages to each other that told my brain how to interpret the physical sensations. I opened my eyes and looked at the thing currently laying flat upon me like a blanket. There was one on the other side, having emerged from the other shoulder. I gently caressed the softness, a feeling of awe and wonder taking me over. The feathers bristled gently as a shudder of expectation ran over my body.

These things. . .  

I had wings.
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Laying on my stomach, I tried to push myself upwards to get onto my feet. The wings were confused, pushing down upon the ground as though they were responding to the message I had sent to my arms to lift myself up. I tried to stop their movement, but instead of slowly retracting upwards, they flapped suddenly around. I was reminded of a fish out of water as my body was shoved by their movement onto one side. I didn’t know how to work these things.

I knew I should have been terrified, but despite not having the knowledge to make the wings work, I had the strangest feeling that they had always been mine. I stopped moving, allowing myself to lay on the ground to gather my thoughts and focus my efforts.

Slowly, ever so slowly, I moved one arm forward onto the ground into position to push myself upright. The wing on that side wanted to flap in response, shuddering and resisting my conscious urge to not push downward. I could feel the resistance to my commands, the pulsation and the confusion as my body tried to relearn how to work. I steadied myself and stopped the movement by closing my eyes and focussing hard. I moved the other arm out and commanded the wing to stay steady. It did. Sort of.

A few tries later I got onto my feet. My wings wanted desperately to flex themselves, and I let them. Not resisting seemed to help with maintaining my balance, as the wings themselves moved and adjusted my body for me so we could stand together. 

It seemed my body had a new instinct now, a new awareness. New sensations were creeping all over me, tingling from the top of my head into my fingertips. I felt a raw sense of power, unrefined, but churning slowly beneath the surface. A promise of something magnificent, something incredible. I could feel the inside of my body letting go of any lingering resistance and I could almost visualize the cells in my body as they adapted. Restructured themselves. It was all perfectly normal, just nature taking over. The fear that had threatened to destroy me only hours ago seemed like an abstract memory from long ago.

I stood upright and reached my arm behind me, pulling my left wing forward from the bottom to inspect it. The wings were as black as night, although there were beautiful, small traces of gray that lined the feathers, coming away and pulling back together in places like a constellation. The lights from the distance shimmered off the immaculate surface of the black feathers, so pure and perfect I could hardly believe that perfection could exist. I stroked it gently and revelled at the sensation of my fingers running over the feathers. All of my fear was gone. . .or on hold. I didn’t know. I just knew that at that moment, I could only see the beauty and the wonder of the things.

“How come you’re different?” a rough voice barked.

“Shut up, idiot!” said another voice, this one younger but oozing with hostility. 

I whipped around. Two young men, not much older than I, stood about twenty feet away. I would have noticed them, or heard them earlier, had I not been so enraptured by my new body.

It wasn’t necessarily their presence I found so shocking. Although I couldn’t see much more than their silhouettes in the darkness, it was distinct and clear that they too possessed wings. These were elevated in the air behind them, in a position I somehow knew indicated hyper-vigilance and danger. These two meant to hurt me, instinct told me.

I shrank back, afraid.

“What, Jared?” asked the first. He was quite a bit larger than “Jared,” whom I darted my eyes to, squinting at him through the darkness. This Jared had a weasel-like demeanor. He was skinny, wiry. He shook out his wings and the action struck me as awkward. I knew somehow that he was not skilled in using them, though this did nothing to reduce the threat radiating outwards toward me.

“You stupid slob,” Jared snarled. “You just can’t help yourself from opening your mouth. Now we lost the element of surprise!”  

“Jared, did you not see what just happened? She should be face-down in the dirt. Nobody is able to get up right away after the guns pop out,” he said. I assumed he was referring to the wings the three of us shared. I was wracked with a desire to ply them with questions, but also to run as fast as I could in the other direction. In response to the threat, my wings flexed upward, telling my body something I struggled to interpret.

“Shut up and get her, Conner, ask questions later! Did you not hear Azrael before?” Connor froze in response, and I could smell his terror at the mention of the strange name. Not seconds after the words left his mouth, I noticed something not too far away from them, standing over a pile of garbage and looking down at us, frozen in horror.

Sam.

“Sam!” I screamed, knowing I could not flee while my brother was at risk of. . .who knows what. All I knew was this situation was about to deteriorate rapidly. Plus, the fact that we were smack in the middle of events that seemed as though they were the subject of a science-fiction movie. The only predictable element was impending harm.

Sam reacted as though he’d been smacked in the face at the sound of my voice. He straightened up, his eyes running back and forth between me and the two men a short distance away. He shook his head as though to chase the image of his sister standing in the middle of a garbage pile with two huge, new wings. When that failed, he turned back quickly and tried to pick his way down the hill towards me, crying out my name.

“Larin!!” he yelled, “Larin, get out of there!” He knew the danger there as well, but he continued toward me without regard for himself. Only for me – to save me. I started to try to run towards him to stop him. The weight of my new wings and my body not having adapted to working in synchronization with them, combined with the change to my balance, made me topple over sideways.

“Sam!” I screamed again as I wriggled around on the ground in an attempt to right myself.

 “Get out of here!!”  

“I’m not leaving without you!” he cried, coming closer.

No, no, no. This was completely wrong. I scrambled to try to get up again, falling face first, my legs flying up behind me. Jared and Conner laughed wickedly, enjoying the scene, but then their laughter stopped abruptly.

There was a whooshing sound followed by three hard thuds. I looked up through my flailing wings. Pushing the feathers back with my hands, I could see the new beings who had dropped roughly beside the other two men – if men was what you could call them. I realized in the back of my mind I didn’t know what I was, because I too had apparently converted into some type of bird.

“Ephreim!” Jared said loudly but uneasily. “We were just. . .”  

“I see what you were just about to do, you idiot!” The one called Ephreim spat back. He snapped his fingers and the two other new arrivals leapt towards me, landing at my side and grabbing me roughly by both arms, hauling me up. “You were about to cause us to lose another one. I knew the Committee were insane to send you imbeciles!” Jared and Conner shrank back at his words.

“Let me go!” I screamed, pulling away from the two that gripped me.

“Larin!” Sam shouted, “Let her go!”  

“Sam, what are you doing? Please! Get out of here!” I cried, begging and willing him to turn and run as far away from here as he could get.

“He’s seen us, Commander,” said one of the two beings that held my arm. “What are your instructions?”

“Ephreim, we had this under control,” Jared insisted, while Conner stood behind him, suddenly quiet. It was clear these two were mortally afraid of Ephreim and his companions. Given the aura of menace surrounding him, I didn’t blame them.

I could feel Ephreim look angrily at them and heard the click and sickening sound of metal pulling against metal. He was. . .was that a sword?  

Oh my god, I thought. 

I struggled harder, continuing to scream Sam’s name as he nearly reached us.

“Don’t you dare hurt him!” I shouted at Ephreim as he leapt into the air from the distance separating us, an impossible distance for a single leap before I recalled again that he, too, possessed wings. Clearly though, he knew how to use them.

“LAR-!!” 

A hideous slicing sound reached me through the darkness, and Sam pulled up short. He was close enough now that I could see the shock and realization in his eyes of what had just happened. He held his hands out, inspecting them. They were dripping. Even if I couldn’t see it through the darkness, I could smell the blood as it spurted outwards from the place where the blade had cut through his chest.

“Sam!” I wept, pulling with all my might against the arms that held me.

Sam fell forward, hitting the ground hard. He slowly looked up, reaching a hand out towards me.

“Sam. . .no. . .” I cried, sobbing his name and knowing it was too late.

“Larin,” he gurgled weakly as his mouth filled with blood. “Please. . .” 

His body jerked once, violently, then stopped.

He was gone.

Ephreim knelt down and wiped the front and back of his blade on Sam’s shirt, standing back up and sheathing it as though the act of murdering was nothing more than a casual task.

“NO!” I shrieked, falling to my knees. “No. . .no. . .” I thought briefly to our encounter only minutes ago, and I was overwhelmed with profound sadness. Regret that I had not had the chance to know Sam as he wanted me to know him. That we had been denied so many chances to be there for each other when we had nobody else. Sadness that I never got the chance to tell him I loved him.

And now it was too late.

There was a sudden shift in the air, and I noticed yet another being coming up rapidly from behind the spot where my brother’s lifeless body now lay. A new figure, his hair so pale it seemed to glow effervescently in the moonlight. Three others touched down beside him, all holding swords. Ephreim cursed loudly, looking back over his shoulders at the others.

“What are you waiting for?! Get them! And you,” he barked at Jared, “get the girl out of here. Meet us back at the base!”  

“I think not, acolyte,” said the white-haired one. His voice rang out in the darkness, pure and strong. There was no fear in his words, and his aura of confidence radiated outward. There was something different about him compared to the others. “Tell Azrael that he’s too late for another one. She’s coming back with us.”

“The hell I am!” I shouted through my sobs, struggling harder. “Let me go! I’m not going anywhere with any of you!”  

I was shoved down roughly onto the ground as more blades could be heard being unsheathed. A foot came down hard on top of one wing, holding me down. The new nerve endings in my wings responded, seeking to snatch themselves away in the same manner one would react if accidentally placing their hand on a hot stovetop. I gasped in pain.

“Don’t move!” snapped a woman’s voice, and I struggled to get my head upward to see her face. It was obscured by the darkness, but I could make out short, cropped hair and a slim build. Her skin was so dark that her body in conjunction with her black wings appeared little more than a silhouette against the night. Her eyes suddenly flashed strangely as they caught a ray of light from the distance. “Stay down!” she said, before leaping into the scrum.

There were crashing and crunching sounds, the sound of metal striking metal. I rolled onto my side, willing my wings to work with my body to get me off the ground. This would be my only opportunity, while they were all distracted with fighting amongst themselves.

I closed my eyes and tried desperately to communicate my needs, instructions, to my wings. They folded closed, and miraculously, I was able to get up. 

The white-haired one was busy with Ephreim, their swords skillfully crashing against each other. I heard Connor scream, and I knew the sound was an indication of his being on the losing end of a blade. I heard his body crash hard onto the ground. The woman who had told me not to move moments before appeared behind him, putting one leg on Connor’s body for purchase and reaching down to extract her sword from his back, from the place between where his wings met. The white-haired one obstructed my view as he grappled with Ephreim. He held one hand to Ephreim’s forearm as he struggled with the other to get him to drop his sword. Despite his distraction, the white-haired being turned his face towards me, and I turned away. As much as I thirsted to see Ephreim die after what he did to Sam, self-preservation took over and I ran as fast as I could, with all my might, away from the fighting, stumbling over obstacles and losing my footing on several occasions. Somehow though, my wings continued to obey my commands to cease their interference and I got up every time, running farther away until the sounds of the fighting disappeared behind me.
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Jared was thrown roughly down onto the ground and pulled up again into a kneeling position, a hand on his shoulder holding him in place.

Azrael said nothing at first, getting off his throne and walking around behind Jared, and if he wasn’t so angry, he might have enjoyed watching the creature tremble in terror. As it was, there was another who was the source of his ire for the moment.

“Perhaps I placed too much confidence in you,” Azrael snarled, looking directly at Ephreim. Ephreim did not move, staring respectfully at the ground and keeping his head bowed. The thing Azrael liked about Ephreim was the fact that he did not cower as the others did. He respected his lack of fear, his countenance of self-assuredness. He wondered briefly if his confidence at being elevated to one with such high standing in his guard was problematic, although he also knew that he required minions who could not only obey but keep their wits about them in situations of danger. 

Ephreim kept his head bowed as he spoke. “My Lord. I am sorry. The others arrived too quickly.”  

“Did they now?” Azrael asked in low tones, coming up beside Ephreim and leaning into his bowed face. Ephreim almost faltered, his powerful master’s closeness something that clearly discomforted him. “So, what you are telling me then is that you are as incompetent as the other. . .beasts,” he finished, the disgust apparent in his voice.

“I take responsibility for not arriving in time to oversee the new one’s capture,” Ephreim replied. “Apologies, my Lord. It will not happen again.”  

“There will be no apologies needed if you fail again,” Azrael said, watching for Ephreim’s reaction. He received none. This made him smile. This creature was truly different from the others. There was blood on his robes, Ephreim’s being a darker red than the other robes they all wore, a symbol of his place of respect in Azrael’s inner circle. He hoped Ephreim’s crew had killed more of them than they lost. But every death in one of his army meant the army of his enemy grew stronger. He knew their numbers were not even, as Azrael still captured the majority of the vessel’s as they awoke, but he would not be content until he had them all.

“Kill it,” he said, turning away from Ephreim and walking back to his throne. Jared put his hands over his head, quaking in terror.

“Azrael, no, please!” Jared begged, “Wait, you need to hear something!”  

Azrael turned back, holding his hand up to stay Ephreim’s blade. Ephreim withdrew it, but not before he failed to contain his frown. Azrael smiled to himself, liking his bloodlust.

“Speak,” he barked, sitting down on his throne.

“Azra. . .” Jared started, looking up just as a foot kicked him in the face. Jared slammed sideways onto the ground, holding his jaw and groaning.

“You do not look upon the face of your LORD,” Ephreim snarled, reaching down and pulling Jared back roughly into a kneeling position, “and you do not speak his name!” 

“Apologies, m-my lord!” Jared stammered out, his hands still holding his jaw. He was grimacing in agony, his jaw evidently broken. Azrael allowed himself to grin despite his annoyance, enjoying the creature’s display of pain.

“The new one,” Jared began, speaking through the pain in a strange way from his broken jaw. “Her wings. . .when. . .they appeared. . . we were there when they emerged. . . she—” he stopped, clearly in agony. Ephreim shook Jared, and he continued with considerable difficulty. “She wasn’t. . .it wasn’t like it was for the rest of us. . . she could. . .use them,” he said. Azrael stood up again, interested.

“What does It mean?” he barked, “speak plainly, beast!” 

“I mean she could get up. . . it was like she knew how to use them. . . she wasn’t in any pain. . .” 

It was no secret the process of changing from human to vessel was enormously painful. After the wings emerged, the pain continued for some time, and so too did the fever. Learning how to get up, to use their wings in synchronicity with their bodies was akin to watching a child learn how to walk. It was why more than one Gatherer had to attend an awakening. It often took hours for them to learn how to stand unassisted, but the fever persisted for days. Even then, it was usually with considerable residual pain until their human bodies completed the transition to vessel. It would be many weeks after that before they learned how to use their wings to fly, thus two Gatherers were required to transport one vessel back to Solomanta.

Azrael shot an angry glance at Ephreim. “Is this so?” he barked.

Ephreim nodded. “Yes, Lord. We didn’t witness the emergence of her wings, but when we arrived, we did find that she seemed to possess control, such as it was. She did not appear to have the sickness still.” Ephreim glanced angrily at Jared, clearly upset at having to make up more excuses for his failure. “We would have captured her easily had the others not arrived when they did. It does explain how she was able to flee. Nobody could have expected her to be capable of that.” 

Azrael moved so quickly, no human eye could have followed. 

Jared’s head made an uncomfortable thunking sound as it hit the ground, separated from his body. Ephreim let go of his shoulder, and Jared’s body sunk down, lifeless.

“Lord - ” Ephreim began. 

“Silence!” Azrael shouted, furious. “How could you have let the others get her first!” The room shook from the violence of his anger, and Ephreim resisted the urge to grimace.

“They did not get her, Lord,” Ephreim said reluctantly. “She. . .escaped.”  

Azrael stopped, turning slowly towards him. For the first time, Ephreim showed fear. A bead of sweat trickled down the side of his face. Azrael leaned down, so close that he could peer menacingly into Ephreim’s eyes. Ephreim looked at his master and stood taller to face whatever fate would have because of his failure. He was certain he was about to meet Jared’s grizzly end. After several agonizing moments, though, Azrael spoke.

“Get. Her,” he hissed, and Ephreim took off, not waiting for another moment to risk his master’s further displeasure and what that would entail.
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I became aware of an uncomfortable sensation and shifted, expecting the springs of my old mattress to be the culprit. I took a deep breath and was rewarded by a mouthful of dust and the stench of mildew and sat up abruptly, coughing and waving the particles away from my face.

I froze, looking around me. I was inside an abandoned factory building, surrounded by long-discarded equipment in various states of decay. Garbage lay strewn here and there, and I squinted my eyes against the onslaught of the sunshine as it bore a hole through broken windows and  straight through my mind.

Everything came flashing back at once and I was overcome again by the horrible memories of the night before. I had fled from the fighting, seeking refuge not far away in the warehouse district near my home. I’d miraculously escaped notice, the area now a harbour for vagrants and other wayward souls. I spared little thought to them, hoping only that the other winged beings could not find me as I desperately searched for somewhere to hide.

Inside one of the decrepit buildings, I’d found some burlap and twine, and used it to wrap my wings as close to my body as possible. I threw the burlap around my body, knowing it was likely a futile effort at hiding my new appendages, but I found I didn’t care. Overcome by a supernatural sense of exhaustion, I’d collapsed behind enormous, rusting equipment I had hoped would hide me well enough, and I had passed out. 

Awake now, I allowed myself a few moments of self-indulgence, not bothering to stem the flow of tears before I hastily made my way onto my feet, awkwardly given my tightly-bound wings and my continuing lack of familiarity with my new body. An old woman I had neglected to notice nearby was laying sideways among a pile of old clothing and garbage bags, a foot wedged between the bars of the shopping cart that presumably held all her earthly possessions. I noticed she had not moved and was eyeing me suspiciously. While I was thankful that Ephreim and the others hadn’t yet found me in this place, I knew it was equally dangerous for anyone to lay witness to my inherent differences – namely, the two enormous wings currently twitching in protest to their confines. I reached down and picked up the old burlap of the evening before, side-eyeing the old woman as I did so. She made no move to stop me, nor to address me, and I walked quickly back towards the building entrance.

I had no idea how to proceed. I wanted desperately to find Kaila or Gee, to contact them, but I had no idea how to go about that course of action. It wasn’t as though I could show up at school and put on a fashion show with my new body parts. Still, I knew they were my only hope of helping me piece together whatever was happening. They’d always jumped to action at every problem and we’d face it together, discussing the details until we’d found a solution. Even if we didn’t, the act of talking-it-out usually resulted in significant catharsis, and I would inevitably always feel better. I knew in the back of my mind this wouldn’t be the case – this situation was seemingly impossible. But I just wanted desperately to see them. There seemed to be no other viable option. 

My new instincts resisted my desires, warning me not to find them, to divulge my secret. It was so strong that the now-familiar sense of nausea my body used in response to a threat rose in my chest. I forced it down as I pushed my way out the old doors and into the sunlight. I scurried quickly away from the open and stayed close to the sides of the old, run-down buildings. I searched for cover as I made my way, though I was relatively certain that if anyone was trying to find me, they wouldn’t have much difficulty, given my current presentation. 

I stopped as I caught sight of my reflection in a window splattered with broken bits from previous assaults or the ravages of time. I inspected my appearance through the filthy glass and noted that although the twine had helped somewhat to make my body appear smaller under the burlap, I still appeared to be some sort of demented-looking hunchback. It didn’t help that my face was caked with dirt and blood, whose blood I was sure was Sam’s. A tear trickled down my cheek, and I wiped it away, making the mess even worse. I was about to turn away when I noticed feathers popping out from under the burlap, dragging along behind me. Cursing in frustration, I shucked the burlap down lower and hoisted my wings higher, reaching into the sac and pulling the twine as tight as I dared lest it break. My wings shuddered and fluttered angrily, protesting their confines. I was aware of an overpowering urge to release them and let them flex and stretch, though I pushed the feeling down and picked up my pace.

I made my way through the dirty streets, ducking here and there against any walls or anything that could potentially serve as cover, deathly afraid of finding my would-be captors lurking around the next corner. They never came though, and I continued along until the broken sidewalks scattered with debris and rotten bags of garbage eventually shifted into well-kept lawns and landscaped gardens.

I found myself in front of Kaila’s stately home that she shared with her parents and siblings. I ducked behind a hedge as the front door opened and saw Kaila’s parents quickly kiss each other goodbye. Her mother took her younger sister and brother and loaded them into their Porsche Cayenne. Her father held his briefcase in one hand and placed a thermos of coffee on the roof of his own car while he patted around the pockets of his suit. The scene was one of such normalcy and comfort. It both warmed and pulled at my heart to see such them, knowing this would never be a childhood memory I could ever share.

Before I could submerge too deeply into self-pity, whether rightly or not, I saw Kaila emerge next from the house, and my heart leapt at the sight of her. I wanted desperately to run and throw myself into her arms sobbing and hear her inevitable words of comfort. She always had a way of making things right, and I wanted nothing more than to hear her say whatever she could to make the horrors of the last 24 hours disappear. I nearly forgot myself and took a step forward, before remembering I was wrapped up in a rotting sack of burlap and covered head to foot in grime and blood. Plus, there was the little issue of the feathers dragging along behind me on the ground. I cursed them tearfully and pulled my wings tighter, adjusting the burlap. I stifled a quiet sob and ducked down behind the hedge before I could be spotted, wondering what I had been thinking in coming here. I could hear Kaila’s mom chastising her for taking too long, reminding her they would all be late for school. The bickering was mingled with the laughter of her younger siblings as they clamoured into the vehicle. 

There was complete oblivion to the abomination that lurked only feet away behind a decorative hedge. 

“Coming!” Kaila called, and I again resisted the urge to rush forwards toward her. I wondered briefly at something more sinister – whether my coming here in the first place was risking them all to Ephreim’s unscrupulous, murderous wrath. I cursed myself for my stupidity, turning around quickly in my paranoia to check again that I had not been followed, just as I heard the vehicles turning on in the driveway. 

I skittered awkwardly around the hedge as it led to the rear of the property and waited until they had pulled away. The sound of the car driving off into the distance – the sound of further separation from my friend, caused a terrible anxiety within me. I had no idea what to do. None whatsoever. 

I sat there for some time, thinking about how Kaila and Gee would be waiting for me outside the school near the usual place. Gee would likely divulge some bit of gossip he’d heard or be making some plea for acceptance of Tripp. Kaila would be laughing, enjoying his company. I wished more than anything in the world I was there with them as though it was any other normal day. They would be worried about me by now, surely, though I hoped my supposed sickness from yesterday would stop them from coming to find me. 

The thought made me gasp. If Ephreim and the others had found me so near to my home, they must know where I lived. The thought of my friends coming to check on me at lunch and finding a murderous lot of bird-men with swords waiting to decapitate them was more than I could bear, and I jumped up, quickly running towards my house. I ducked behind and between parked cars, trees, anything that shielded me from curious eyes as I ran. It was a long process, but I knew I’d arrive home in time to thwart any attempt to find me. 

I rounded the corner near my home, sorely out of breath. Every fiber of my being hurt and my wings ached from their confinement. I was desperate to release them, but I pushed the thought aside and ran up the broken sidewalk leading to my front door. Then, I stopped. The door was broken clean off its hinges, lifted and discarded as though it had been made of cardboard. I could hear a dog barking somewhere off far away, and the sounds of the airbrakes of a large truck as it groaned against the weight of its cargo. 

I stayed frozen for another moment, considering whether I should turn back and run away again given the very real possibility that the other winged creatures were laying in wait for me inside. I absently flicked my hand in front of my face to chase away a fly that seemed to find me of interest. Then another. And another. I stepped forward and realized I could hear the thrum of the sound many flies make as they congregate in one area at once – either over garbage, or. . . 

I ran forward into the threshold, looking into the living room. 

My father lay in a heap on the floor, and while it wouldn’t be an unusual sight under normal circumstances, this time was different. I knew it the second I saw the blackened and dried blood below him that was still wet in places. I knew from the blank stare of eyes that would never see again. Flies were swarming around his body, and my first instinct was to run forward and chase them away – check his pulse. See if I could help, no matter how much it may be in vain. Then my second instinct kicked in. 

I walked forward into the living room and kicked my dad’s body as hard as I could. 

I kicked him over, and over, and over again, screaming at the top of my lungs. I didn’t care if Ephreim and a whole bird army were waiting beyond in the kitchen, so intense was the rage within me. This was all his fault. A stupid thought, but it wasn’t about the wings. It was about everything else. The nightmare my life had been, the nightmare it had been for Sam. Losing years I could have spent somewhere else, happy. Normal. Unscarred both physically and emotionally from the ordeals of my youth, from the memories I would always harbour as long as I lived and breathed. Because I had been deprived of everything. Of everything. 

I felt pure, unadulterated hatred of this man on the floor. 

I felt pure, unadulterated hatred because I hadn’t been the one to kill him. 

I froze at the thought, slowly returning to my senses. Horrified at the blackness I was capable of here in this terrible moment where my father lay slaughtered on the ground before me. I limped over to the filthy sofa and sank down on it, laying my head against one of the armrests and willing myself to stop shaking. It was uncontrollable. Once it had started, I found I could not stop it. 

I don’t know how long I had been attacking Dad’s lifeless body, screaming as I had. It must have been for some time, and it must have been more unusual than the sounds of rage and horror that filled our house, as it had likely alerted a passerby who had called the police. The sirens approached, and I leapt up, remembering myself. Nobody could find me like this. As I turned to flee, something caught my eye. Dad’s phone. I snatched it off the ground near his body, also caked in his blood. It appeared he had been trying to use it before succumbing to his injuries, probably to call for help. I allowed myself one momentary glance of disgust and anger in my father’s direction, anger that Sam had been deprived of such luxury as he had used the last seconds of his life to try to save mine. My heart knew that Dad wouldn’t have done the same. 

I turned and ran towards the back of the house, making my way through the yard to the area of broken fence I had escaped into the night before. This time, my girth had increased considerably, and binding my wings did nothing to lend litheness to my frame sufficient to escape out of the hole as I had before. Instead, I burst through it, taking a large part of the fence out in the process – easily, and I found myself running, yet again, as far as my legs would take me. 
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I found myself back in the warehouse district, the one place where my haggard and strange appearance would escape most notice. Shaking, I pushed myself between two large garbage dumpsters, filled to overflowing and reeking of decay. More sirens could be heard heading towards the direction of my now former home. I wedged myself between the bins as far as I could go and I sat down, flinching in response to the sudden discomfort caused by sitting on top of my wings. I reached my hand behind me and tried to move them into a more comfortable position before slumping back against the wall, closing my eyes and gasping to catch my breath. 

I flipped open the phone, hastily keying in Gee’s number. He answered on the second ring, likely between classes. 

“Hello?” he asked, confused. He recognized the number on the rare occasions I had gained access to the phone but was obviously surprised to hear from me in the middle of the morning. 

Before I could speak, he said, “Lar, you won’t believe this. You’re still sick, right? Ok, so you won’t believe this. Kai and I were walking to class and Jacob was getting screamed at by Nichole – it was such a thing of beauty, you would have loved it! She was going on and on about —” 

“Gee,” I said, strangled. 

“. . .you remember how she was—” 

“GEE!” I cried, louder. He stopped cold. 

“Lar? Are you ok?” he asked, suddenly alert. “What’s going on?” 

“I can’t. . . I can’t explain. Just please. Promise me. PROMISE me you won’t go ANYWHERE NEAR MY HOUSE. Tell Kaila. I’m completely serious,” I urged, trying to convey the desperation as best I could through the phone line. 

“Lar, what the hell?” Gee said, “What’s happening? If you don’t tell me I’ll come right -” 

“GEE!” I shrieked this time, before hastily lowering my voice, wondering if I should have called Kaila first. “Listen, Gee. . . listen good. This is a matter of life or death. Do. Not. Go. Near. My. House!” My hand shook as I wiped the tears off my face. There was silence on the other end for a moment. I could hear scuffling and Kaila’s voice. She was clearly trying to grapple the phone away from Gee. I huffed in frustration, scared to death that my desire to protect them had had the opposite effect. I hoped I could get Kaila to see reason.

“Larin,” Kaila said authoritatively. “What the hell is going on? Tell me right now!”  

I suddenly started to weep. Through the tears, I warned her again not to go to my home.

“Larin, WHY?” Kaila demanded. “What’s happening to you? Are you in trouble? Should we call the police? Is there someone there making you say this? You don’t have to tell us anything more, just say ‘I’m going to get lunch now’ so I know you need me to call the cops, ok? But if it’s something else.. if. . . is it Sam? Has he done something to you?” 

“No!” I croaked, falling apart again. “No, Kaila. Sam is dead. He’s dead.” I was sobbing now, pangs of grief stabbing me in the stomach like a hot knife.

“WHAT?! Gee. . .” There was a shuffling sound, and I could hear her telling him the news. This was evidently met with shocked silence and Kaila quickly came back on the phone.

“Has there been an accident, Larin? Tell me where you are, and I’ll come get you.”  

“Kaila, no. Please. You don’t understand. You just have to trust me. I’ll call you back. But for now, just stay away, ok? Stay away!” I shouted into the phone. “I mean it!”  

“Larin, I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m calling the police to come and check on you. I’m seriously freaked out right now. I don’t know what to do!” she cried suddenly, and I could hear Gee breaking down beside her, asking what was happening. 

“You don’t have to. They already know,” I said, which was met with another wall of shocked silence as Kaila took in the magnitude of all she’d been told. “Just don’t try to find me. Don’t do anything unless I call you, ok?”  

“Okay,” she cried reluctantly. “Okay, Larin. . . I love you.”  

“I love you too,” I said, flipping the phone shut. I leaned my face into my knees and sobbed harder than I had in my entire life. I didn’t care at that moment who heard or about the danger, but I couldn’t stop.

After a while, I became aware of a cooling sensation as the weather took a turn. My bones told me a storm was coming. I looked up at the slowly moving masses of clouds as they made their way across the path of the sun, oblivious to all but their course. I felt a burning desire suddenly to be a part of them, and my wings reacted violently, knocking me over, as though to try to take flight. There was no way in hell that was going to happen though. I’d had enough excitement to last me a lifetime. I just wanted to sit in my cover and just. . .cease. Stop. I was crushingly exhausted.

I laid my head down again and closed my eyes. The wind picked up, bits of garbage being blown around just beyond me. As the rain started, I felt nothing other than my own misery. I sat that way for several hours as the rain pelted down upon me, saturating every inch of my body. My wings shuddered and flexed, but I ignored them utterly, content to do nothing. As long as I knew my friends were safe, were out of reach, then I didn’t care anymore what happened to me.

Just before dawn I reached down for the phone and called Kaila, just to assure myself once more that she was safe. I had no plans. I didn’t know what to do. I just wanted to remain in one place forever. I had to know. . . just once more. . .that my friends were safe.

Kaila answered on the first ring.

“Larin.”

“Thank goodness,” I sighed, “I just wanted to check that you’re okay.”  

“Larin, it’s been all over the news. The police were here all afternoon asking questions. I had no idea what to tell them, other than I was afraid you were in some kind of terrible danger!  They’re. . .they’re looking for you. Sam. . .your father. . .” she choked briefly and I grimaced, not knowing what to say. 

“Did you kill your dad?” she whispered into the phone.

Of course, it made sense. There would be my footsteps all over the murder scene, plus whatever damage I’d done to his already broken body. But I had made it worse and of course, I would be the primary suspect. Seeing the inside of the house, the place of filth and decay, of course they would think that. . .that. . .  

“Kaila, no,” I sniffed, “I didn’t kill him.” But I wanted to, I admitted quietly in my mind. We both sat silently for a moment before she spoke.

“I believe you.”  

It was all she needed to say. I wanted desperately to be there with her. But I could never do that again. Not safely.

“Lar, please. Tell me what happened.”  

“Kaila, I can’t. But trust me. I didn’t do this. I loved Sam. I should have been honest with you about how bad things were at home. I never wanted you to see. . . to know. . .” I cried. “I just couldn’t bear your pity.”  

“I understand Larin. I... we should have been better friends to you. We should have gotten you out of there. You could have come to live with me!” she cried, though we both knew that wasn’t the truth. My father would have fought every step of the way. Kaila’s family had their own life, they didn’t need to contend with a violent and unpredictable drunkard. I would have been thrust into foster care, somewhere far from the reach of those I knew and loved.

A flash of awareness struck me, and I opened my eyes wide in realization as something dark gripped my heart. I suddenly knew, understood, that both Kaila and Gee would have known more than they led on. That they were content to let things be because they didn’t want to disrupt the bubble of happiness we’d created with each other. I felt something new. A seed of resentment bubbling up inside me. Resentment they knew something was terribly, terribly wrong with me and did nothing to stop it.

I blinked and shook my head, and the wave of darkness passed. I pushed it down in shock, angry at myself. They loved me. Maybe they suspected, but I worked tirelessly to prevent them from discovering the truth. None of this. . .none of any of this was their fault. I frowned, deeply disturbed at these dark thoughts. They seemed to be becoming a thing of habit.

“Did they find Sam?” I whispered into the phone, dreading the answer.

“Yeah,” Kaila snuffled, pausing to blow her nose. “Yeah, Lar. They found him.” I closed my eyes and held the phone to my chest, grateful that they had gotten to him. That he hadn’t been left there alone for long.

“I love you and Gee so much, Kaila,” I said softly. “Tell him that. Tell him, I didn’t do it. I didn’t do any of this. But please, for your own sakes, separate yourself from anything to do with me as much as possible. Don’t talk to anyone, the media, anything. Your lives may depend on it.” The darkness contained in the warning lingered in the air for a moment, and I heard Kaila take a shuddering breath.

“I don’t care, Larin, if I can help you in any way, you know I will! You know Gee and I will do anything we can – ”  

“Stop, Kaila,” I said. “Think about your families. This goes deeper than you could ever understand. Please. If you love them, you’ll protect them too.” I found I wanted desperately for their safety. Gee’s enormous, loving family. Kaila’s beautiful siblings and proud parents. Safe. Warm. Loved. I wanted that for them more than I’d wanted anything in my entire life.

“I love you, Kai. Tell Gee, too,” I said, aware that Kaila was weeping. I hung up the phone before she could say anything further.

I didn’t know what to do next. I didn’t actually intend to do anything. I was just going to sit, hoping to disappear into the dust I felt my heart was becoming.

Suddenly there was a rustling just beyond the bins where I hid. I jumped up, ignoring the searing aches and pains in my body. Just then, a face peeked around the corner, and a figure came into view.

The old woman from the warehouse. I felt as though I should have been shocked, and wondered briefly how she’d found me, but these days were full of mysteries with questions that had no answers. I stared at her, and she looked upon me kindly. I sensed no danger, just a strange aura of calmness radiating off her and towards me. I found, absurdly, that I wanted to fall into her arms.

“Come with me, child,” she said gently, reaching her hand towards me.

I took it.
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I had no idea where we were going, and I limped slowly behind the old woman whose clothes were just as tattered as mine. She held my hand gently, giving me the occasional reassuring squeeze. I looked ahead, wondering where she led me. For some reason, I didn’t feel the need to ask.

We arrived behind the back of one of the smaller warehouses in the complex. It too appeared to be abandoned, but my newly refined senses told me this was not the case. I sensed others like me, and a shudder ran over my body. I recoiled, but the woman gripped my hand tighter, and I found I could not break the bond. The strength of her grasp was otherworldly, though she did not attempt to hurt me.

“Let me go!” I cried, pulling.

The woman was suddenly different. She was the same in the sense that she appeared as an old woman, but a radiance glowed within her, changing her entire demeanor. I sensed a warmth and a peacefulness. There was no threat within her, despite knowing she was more than human.

“Child, do not fear,” she said, reaching out with her other hand to give me a reassuring pat. “There are none here who would harm you. Come.”  

Knowing I had no other choice, and compelled by some force pushing me ahead, I went with her inside.

I covered my eyes to the sudden light within. Various fires burned in a small space, lighting the place considerably. In the middle of the warehouse stood the white-haired one from the fight with Ephreim. He had sharp features and was younger than I had anticipated. His eyes blazed like steel, reflecting the light in a strange way. I was reminded of light hitting the water at dusk, the way it shone. Serene – but powerful. Beside him stood four others I presumed were present during the scuffle. I didn’t recognize her face, but I recognized the short-cropped haircut of the woman who had ordered me to stay down. She was presently staring at me with a look bordering on hostility, though mingled with curiosity. Three other men stood behind, both staring at me with an equally intense gaze of curiosity. One of them stood protectively close to the woman, seemingly to shield her. Something about the look of her told me she didn’t need his protection.

Their eyes all mirrored that of White-hair, metallic hues that flashed in the firelight.

What struck me though was their wings. The same as mine, black as night. Just as naturally a part of them as any other piece of their bodies. My wings shuddered in response as though trying to communicate their need to each other. The others stood still, their wings hanging gently behind them, relaxed yet vigilant. They all wore strange cloaks of grey and white, cut in a strange fashion to allow their wings the freedom of movement. Below the cloak was only what could be described as armour. Breastplates with a strange insignia. A symbol of a star shining behind a sword with a serpentine hilt. Above the sword was an upside-down crescent.

I looked behind me quickly, suddenly afraid this was a trap. That Ephreim was about to leap upon me, but seeing nothing there, I turned back to the others. Their swords were hanging on their belts at their sides and not in hand. I looked at White-hair suspiciously.

“Who are you?” I asked so quietly I was sure they wouldn’t have heard me.

No one moved or responded. White-hair regarded me with a look that changed suddenly to expectation.

“Thank you, Mother,” he said in that strange, youthful voice. I knew he was older than he seemed. Perhaps much, much older.

I looked at my side, to where the old woman stood. I realized she was still holding my hand and I looked into her eyes. Whereas before they were old and watery, riddled with cataracts and the ravages of age, her eyes were suddenly shining brightly. That strange metallic sheen was not there – she was different from the rest. I still felt her aura of tranquility as it projected towards me, calming me. I resisted it, but she squeezed my hand and shook her head.

“You are safe,” she said, nodding to the others. She turned around and made her way back the way we had come. I felt an impulse to rush after her, to stop her. But I knew this would be useless. She left through the doors as quietly as she had entered and disappeared into the night.

I turned back around, still afraid. The others hadn’t yet moved, but White-Hair nodded towards an individual in the back. He struck me with his flaming red hair, and I noticed something different in his demeanor. Something lighter. He walked towards me, holding out his hands.

“It’s true, Larin, you’re safe,” he said, and he smiled.

“How am I safe? How is any of this. . .” I looked around wildly, then back around at the group before me. “How do you know my name?” 

“Get rid of that thing,” White-hair said, ignoring my question and referring to the coverings around me.

“Don’t touch me,” I said to him, to all of them.

“Don’t be afraid, Larin,” the red-headed one said. “I promise, we mean you no harm. We are here to protect you.”  

“Protect me?” I laughed, “Protect me from. . .you? From whatever the hell this is?” I gestured wildly at them, and then at myself, and behind me at my wings.

“Will someone tell me what is going on before I completely lose my mind?”  

“We’re here on the orders of the Council, and that’s all you need to know for now,” White- hair said kindly but firmly. “Now get that thing off.”  

The red-haired one pulled at my wrappings, ripping the twine off at the same time and releasing my wings. They reacted instinctively and thrust outwards and upwards. Reaching, flexing, stretching. I felt such an immediate relief that I nearly wept. I leaned my head back and sighed at the instantaneousness of the gratification. The sense of freedom.

Remembering myself, I snapped back to reality and commanded my wings to lower themselves. They did, reluctantly, wanting to flap and shake away the memory of their confinement. My muscles twitched, automatically adapting and balancing the rest of my body. I was reminded again of the strangeness of my transformation. How natural my body felt when I allowed it to do what it needed to do. I felt myself wrapping my wings around my body, as though in protection. Shielding me from whatever threat there may be ahead.

The others were now glancing at each other, strange looks ranging from cautious expectation to perplexation. White-hair, however, continued to stare directly into my eyes.

“Odd indeed,” he said to himself.

“What’s particularly strange about all of this?” I asked sarcastically, but genuinely curious. I pulled my wings tighter around my body, folding my arms closely around me beneath

them.

“You shouldn’t have such control so close to your awakening. In fact, the command of your wings goes far beyond what you should be capable of at this point. Tell me,” he asked, “do you feel ill?” 

Ill. I laughed.

“What kind of a ridiculous is question is that?” I snapped. “Of course I do. I feel sick with everything that has happened to me. I watched my brother die. Someone mercilessly slaughtered my father. The cops think I did it. My life as I know it is over.” I felt tears threatening but channelled the misery into anger.

“So yeah, I’m not feeling great right now,” I said angrily. “Now if you don’t tell me what the hell you want, or what you’re planning to do with me, do me a favour and just end this now.” I opened my wings wide, along with my arms. I truly invited their swords at that moment. I was so desperately sad, so frightened, and so exhausted, I felt I had nothing left inside me other than desolation and a fervent desire for peace.

The others flicked looks of surprise amongst themselves, and I could see them struggle with the desire to all speak at once. White-hair continued to look at me, unmoved by the display.

“Do you feel ill?” he asked, again. “With fever? Sickness of the body, not of the mind,” he said. For a moment I thought he was mocking me, but I realized he was completely serious. The others looked at me with great interest and expectation.

“N...no,” I said reluctantly. “I’m just completely exhausted. I’m so. . .” I became aware of just how exhausted I was. I’d barely slept in days, and the events I’d been subjected to had more than taken their toll. “I just want to lay down.” I found I had an uncontrollable desire to close my eyes and did so, swaying slightly on my feet. I nodded my head up sharply, forcing my eyes open and blinking hard to stave off the exhaustion. The red-haired one grasped my arms, holding me steady. He placed a cool hand against my face and nodded at White-hair.

“She’s cold,” he confirmed.

The others all started speaking at once.

“Tristan, what does this mean?” the woman asked over the others, who all seemed to be clamoring for answers. White-hair - or Tristan, turned his head slightly and raised a hand but did not change his expression.

“We have come for you, Larin. I have some but perhaps not all the answers you seek. You must speak with the Council, now,” Tristan said, walking slowly towards me. 

“I’m not going anywhere with you,” I replied, just as a tremendous crashing noise happened overhead.

Ephreim.

Ephreim and at least six others with him, all attired in robes of blood red. Ephreim’s was darker than the others, and I could smell his bloodlust from where I stood. My vision blurred immediately in sudden, irrepressible terror.

“Ephreim!” Tristan shouted, and the others drew their swords quickly. “So, it is true. Who is your informant?” he demanded, while I dropped to my knees, quaking in fear. I was frozen. I couldn’t have moved if you had set me on fire.

“Shut up, Tristan,” Ephreim snarled, “You do not compel answers from me!”  

“I know that, Ephreim. You only obey the calls of your master, like a dog. You’re a puppet. When Azrael has what he wants, when he finds the Disc and the First, you will be discarded as though you are nothing. Do not fool yourself into thinking otherwise,” Tristan responded, calmly but severely. Ephreim grinned evilly in response, his dark eyes blinking with blackness. 

“We’ll see about that,” he said.

I have no idea what happened next. I fell over onto my side, shutting down. My body had gone days in such a state of adrenaline and terror, my mind had simply had enough. I laid there, listening to the sounds of the ensuing scuffle. There were crashes, yelling. Yet there was also something graceful about the movements. I could note through heavy-lidded eyes the way they danced around each other, listening abstractly to the sounds of their wings as they whooshed in response to the movements of their players.

I closed my eyes, unable to stay conscious any longer. It had all been too much. If I died here, so be it. They would be doing me a favor.
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Ephreim was not looking forward to the inevitable.

Arriving back at Solomanta with three fewer of their numbers, he had resigned himself to the fact that he was in store for great punishment, or worse. The black city came into view, and he noticed the splattering of wings below as they sparred and parried, the clinking of their swords audible from far above.

Ephreim flew into the center keep, landing roughly before the throne room. He walked forward, past the curious eyes of the court, and knelt at the base of the staircase. Azrael was sitting at the top, hunched over in a manner that suggested he already knew what he would hear.

“Come!” he shouted, and Ephreim stood and walked up the staircase towards his master. He kept a respectful – and safe – distance as he knelt down yet again.

“Why do you come to me empty-handed, Ephreim?” Azrael barked, standing up. “And why are there so few of you returning? I warn you, choose your words wisely, for I have completely lost my patience with your ineptitude!”  

“My lord,” Ephreim began. “The informant led us to the place where the others waited, and the girl was there. However, my soldiers. . .” 

“You mean, my soldiers!” Azrael yelled enraged, “soldiers in my army who are now fewer in numbers thanks to you!” Azrael rose to his feet, approaching Ephreim in a terrible, menacing fashion. Ephreim resisted the urge to recoil. He knew that his only chance at salvation now was not to show any weakness. He considered his words, carefully correcting himself.

“Yes, my lord. Apologies. Your soldiers were surprised by their numbers. We did not know that Tristan would be among them,” Ephreim said, referring to the leader known for his skill in battle. “They escaped with the girl and left one of their own as a distraction. It wouldn’t have been enough, but the Order had sent one of their hags along for the capture of the girl. It was not anticipated, and we were not equipped to stop her enchantment quickly enough to prevent their escape. We killed the other left behind,” Ephreim finished, allowing himself a small smile. As unsettled as he was to report his failure, he enjoyed killing one of their lot. Every time.

Azrael struck him hard across the face, leaving three deep gashes. Ephreim flinched in pain, turning his head back around and staring at the ground. He made no move to stem the flow of the blood as it dripped off his chin and onto his robes.

“Smile again,” Azrael hissed, and Ephreim said nothing in response.

Azrael waited a moment, scowling at Ephreim. He turned and walked back to his throne, reaching down and pulling out his sword from the place where it rested at his side. Ephreim continued to stand still, making no move to plead for his life. He knew to do so would quickly expedite his departure from the mortal world. Azrael turned slowly around, and the occupants in the court whispered nervously amongst themselves.

“SILENCE!” Azrael shouted, and an immediate stillness fell over the room.

He walked forward towards Ephreim again and held his sword up to his eyes, turning it this way and that as the dark light of the place shone off its immaculate surface. He stroked the sword from the serpentine hilt to shaft, his finger coming to rest at the tip before suddenly turning it around 22on Ephreim. Just as Ephreim thought he was about to be cut down, Azrael spoke again.

“I am incredibly disappointed by your incompetence, and you will face punishment soon. For now, I have use of you. Do not interpret this as mercy,” he warned.

“No, my lord. I would gladly die if it would be your will. I am greatly shamed by my failure and unworthy to be your Commander any longer. I will help you train my successor, if you would but give me the opportunity, my master. I live only by the grace of your greatness,” Ephreim said humbly. He meant it. He was thoroughly Azrael’s creature. 

“Shut up with your platitudes,” Azrael said, still very angry. “As if they were anything of worth to me.”  

Azrael gestured to one of the Guard, and they came forward quickly. He said something in low tones, and the guard nodded smartly and turned on his heel, walking off. Ephreim watched the exchange uneasily.

“My lord. . .” he risked, looking back to see Azrael scowl in response.

“Quiet,” Azrael snapped.

They stood still for several moments, and the guard arrived back with another creature in chains. This one bore the gray and white robes of the Citadel and had clearly been beaten to within an inch of its life. The guard threw him down at Azrael’s feet.

“Stand up,” Azrael commanded, and when the creature failed to do so, Azrael took his sword and thrust it into its left shoulder. The creature cried out but refused to stand.

“Does this beast wish to die?” Azrael asked, and the court laughed evilly below. Yet still, this creature refused to yield. “Vessel, I asked you a question!” Azrael stabbed it in the other shoulder before allowing an opportunity for response. He was rewarded by another cry of pain as the vessel fell backwards, writhing.

“While you were off, failing yet again in your task,” he said, looking angrily at Ephreim, “the informant handed this creature over to receive our hospitality. Tell me, beast,” Azrael said, kneeling down low, “how does it find the comforts of our beautiful city? Have we been treating it in the kingly fashion it so deserves?” This was met with more laughter from the beings assembled in the court. The creature moaned, laying on its back, shaking from pain. “Does it wish for us to give it a pillow? Perhaps a nice cup of wine?”  

Once the laughter died down, Azrael flicked a hand at the guard. Two came forward and pulled the creature up to its feet.

“What does the Council want with the girl?” Azrael growled, wasting no further time toying with the creature before it. When it still refused to speak, Azrael punched it roughly in the stomach. The creature doubled over, gagging.

“I will never tell you anything!” he shouted, shaking from weakness and blood loss.

Azrael shrugged and walked behind the creature, grabbing roughly at one of its wings and laying the flat end of the blade on the back of his shoulder, far enough forward to reach the creature’s line of vision and clarify it what he intended to do.

“Shall we try this once more?”  

“No!” shouted the Thing. 

Ah. He’d found his mark.

“Speak then, beast!” Azrael barked.

“The Council. . .they suspect. . .they suspect the girl is the Herald,” it said, breaking down into tears at the betrayal of its secret.

“What?” Azrael hissed, coming around again to face him. “Why? Tell me what you know!”  

“I don’t know anything more than that,” it cried, shaking harder still. “I only know they suspect her to be the Herald, that’s all. I swear,” the creature finished, its head flopping forward as it lost consciousness.

The Herald.

So, it was true. Along with the awakening of the vessels, it seemed the path was being laid for the return of the seraphim. Azrael felt uneasy for the first time in his many long years of existence in these mortal plains.

He had to work quickly.
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In my dream, I was flying.

I was high above the city line, watching as it disappeared below me. The wind was colder up here, but I enjoyed the feeling of it as it swept past my cheeks, refreshing and clean. I lifted my face higher, starting to smile when suddenly I realized.

This was no dream. 

I was being held by either arm by two of the winged-beings, a larger male whose name I didn’t know, and the red-head. Ahead of us, Tristan and the woman were flying. Flying. Their wings appeared enormous as they lifted and bowed upwards and downwards and upwards again, the long feathers at the tips of their black wings splayed like the digits of a hand. I looked frantically above me and then below me, suddenly terrified I was going to fall. In response to my shock, I began pulling my arms away, wanting one to let go so I could wrap my arms and legs around either of them and hold on for dear life.

“Larin, you’re okay! Stop moving!” The red-head cried, looking down towards me.

“Be still!” snapped the other one. They suddenly came up short, stopping in mid-flight. Their wings continued to flap as they struggled with me, all of us hovering from a very, very great height.

“Take me down!” I screamed, kicking my legs. 

“Larin!” the red-head said. “Stop! You’re going to get us all killed!”  

Tristan had noticed our difficulties and had circled back around behind us, his wings creating great currents as the wind broke around them. The air was swept back towards me from the force of his flapping, as his wings heaved in a frontwards motion to keep him level with us. He was frowning at me, his strange eyes gleaming darkly. I noticed a long, serrated edge down the front of his breastplate, and remembered the last moments before I had lost consciousness.

The commotion had not escaped the notice of the woman, and she too had circled back. Despite the panic and terror I was experiencing, I noted the look on her face. She was covered in blood, but she appeared unharmed – until I looked more closely at her face. It held great sadness, and something else. Hatred. Her metallic eyes flashed strangely against the deep bronze of her skin, creating an otherworldly menace in her demeanor. I recoiled and struggled harder. I realized one of their numbers was missing. I assumed the blood that covered her had been his, and I wondered what had happened to Ephreim and the rest of his lot. 

The thought of Ephreim fueled my panic, and my legs kicked wildly.

“Larin, you must stop your struggles. Do not cause me to do you any harm, but I will do as I must as you are putting us all in danger,” Tristan shouted over the currents and commotion the flapping of all wings were causing – mine included as they moved wildly and unevenly, searching for balance and purchase.

“I’ll be happy to knock her out,” snarled the woman, and I frowned at her, not understanding her hostility towards me, but knowing there was something more than my current struggles that was causing her ire.

“Iris,” said Tristan, turning his head towards her. “Please.”  

The woman called Iris shook her head in disgust before giving a great heave of her wings, propelling her body forward and slamming into my side as she passed and continued onwards without the others. The males briefly felt their grip in peril and grasped on more tightly. I yelped in pain.

“Larin! Please!” shouted the red-head again. “Stop, please! We aren’t going to hurt you!”  

I closed my eyes tightly and let out a small cry, forcing myself with all my might to cease my struggles. My wings took longer to get under control – wanting to do something more. Satisfied I was subdued, at least for the moment, Tristan also heaved his wings and took his place at the front. We all continued onwards for some time, heading towards the mountains in the distance. To our left, the ocean came into view, the serene periwinkle blinking in parts as the rays of sunshine that had succeeded in making their way through the clouds lit upon it. We travelled further, and I couldn’t help but look in wonder at the beauty of the mountains as they arose around us. We flew past several smaller ranges, some rising higher and higher into the horizon and disappearing under the cloud cover. Snow-capped peaks became more numerous as we travelled, and the terrain below became barren and rugged as we ascended further above sea level. We came over one ridge in particular, and I gasped at the sight below.

A beautiful, lush meadow lined the entirety of a large valley, seemingly oblivious to the barren mountains on either side. There were waterfalls here and there, gently rolling hillsides and dense forests, all contained within the valley. A soft mist-shrouded parts, giving everything an air of mysticism and magic. I became aware of movements below. Small figures – horses? My eye-sight was considerably sharper than before, but I squinted still, trying to make out the detail of the beauty below.

We came towards the rear of the valley, approaching the tallest peak. Its top was obscured by clouds, and as we continued to approach, I noticed a large balcony carved out of the white rock surrounding it. Lining it were huge, ancient looking statutes. Hooded beings with wings like ours, holding bowls in their hands that leapt with white flames. We came to rest in the middle of the landing, and I saw several other black-winged beings that appeared to have been waiting for our arrival. Several carried spears, and they walked cautiously forward as Tristan touched down in front of us.

“Alert the others,” he said, turning to a male at the front. He nodded, shooting me a curious glance and turned, walking down a cobblestone pathway that wound around the side of the hill and out of view. There were ruins here, too, vaguely reminding me of something of the ancient civilizations I’d read about in school textbooks. Pillars stood here and there where once they may have formed temples, and although they were broken and ancient, they still had an air of quiet dignity and beauty, covered in an ivy bearing delicate blooms. 

Moss and gentle wildflowers poked out from everywhere the eye could see, and I was struck by the strange enchantment of everything surrounding me.

I didn’t have long to muse on my surroundings, as the red-haired one turned to me and suddenly smiled happily.

“We’re home!” 

I blinked at him, not knowing what to say. Iris had landed ahead of us with Tristan and strode off down the path without further adieu, not waiting for instruction. Tristan stared after her, sighing.

“We lost Patrick,” he said sadly. “Her partner. Back where we found you. He stayed behind to allow us an opportunity to escape.” 

So, that’s what it was, then. I understood Iris’ hostility now. It was my fault. I quelled my sympathy with a sudden burst of anger. I hadn’t asked for anyone to save me. I hadn’t asked for any of this.

“It was a brave sacrifice,” Tristan continued. “I hope you will not let it be in vain.”  

“What is that supposed to mean?” I asked, confused. “What do I have to do with any of this?”  

Tristan regarded me for a moment, then turned to the red-head. “Chase,” he said, “take her down. I will go ahead.” He leapt back into the air, taking off. I watched as he disappeared into the mist that seemed to surround this place. 

“I’m Chase,” the red-head said unnecessarily, smiling at me warmly. “Come on.”  

We began making our way down the path, several of the others following closely behind. Chase had a bounce to his step and lightness to his demeanor. He was clearly happy to be here, and I could understand why. It was enchanting. I could hear the trickle of water in the distance, and the sounds of birds as they chatted happily amongst themselves. The mist thinned and nearly disappeared the further downwards we strode, and I marvelled again at the magnificence of our surroundings. Chase appeared unphased, and he flicked his wings up once, adjusting them easily.

“What is this place?” I asked, looking around.

“We call it the Citadel,” Chase responded, turning back to me and smiling. “It’s where we live.”  

“And who exactly are we?” I asked him, realizing I still had no idea what the answer was. Chase looked back thoughtfully, slowing his step.

“I think it’s best that the Council takes it from here and explains everything to you properly. Look over there,” he said, pointing towards an entrance carved into the mountainside. Long curtains of gray and white, the colors they all bore in their clothing, floated gently in the breeze, shrouding the inside of the entrance from view. On either side stood two of the large, winged statues, sentries guarding the secrets contained within. 

“What is that place?” I asked, looking back at Chase as I felt him quickening his step. Here and there other winged men and women went about their business, most stopping short and staring in open curiosity as we made our way down the path.

“The Great Hall is through there,” Chase said. “It’s where the Council sits.”  

“And who are the Council, precisely?” I asked, starting to feel frustrated. Every answer was causing me to have more questions, and I felt as though I was slipping further down the rabbit hole with every step I took.

“I think it’s best—”  

“—that they explain, yeah yeah,” I said, sighing. Chase looked back at me once and winked, and I smiled reluctantly back in his direction. His good nature was refreshing, welcome in fact, in the face of all this chaos. It was good to know there those of us who were capable of such good humor.

We passed through the large mouth leading into the cavern, and I gasped, expecting the darkness of a cave. Instead, I was greeted by a blinding burst of sunlight. The cavern was cylindrical and as my eyes adjusted, various stone pathways wound their way upwards towards the top of the mountain, where the sun shone brightly through the opening there. The ceiling surrounding it was intricately carved, ancient and stunning in its beauty. Winged figures were in various states of flight, reaching forward toward the sun. 

I gaped as I tried to take it all in, finding I couldn’t stop looking upwards. When I tore my eyes away, I noticed large pillars surrounding the hall in the center, where a crescent-shaped pedestal stood, holding seven thrones. The first four were on a lower part, with three elevated somewhat behind them. The thrones appeared as ancient as the place we were standing in and I wondered who made up this mysterious Council I was about to meet.

The seats were empty. I looked questioningly at Chase, and he reached back suddenly to take my hand. I absently gave it to him, still looking around the room and marvelling at the sight of the place. Here as well stood a few dozen winged beings, all turned in my direction. I felt suddenly self-conscious, wondering what made me so different from the rest.

“Come on,” Chase coaxed gently, leading me through the room. We walked down a hallway, passing doors that led into rooms of various purposes. Tables and chairs lined the room in one, what appeared to be living accommodations in the next. I stopped at the door of one room, gasping at the library contained inside. Ancient tomes lined the wall from floor to ceiling, with paths and archways leading to areas further beyond, places that presumably held more of these marvels. I was astonished at everything I saw, not knowing what to make of the situation. It seemed an entire city was here, hiding in the side of the mountain, seemingly for untold centuries. I wondered just how long. Chase gave my arm a gentle tug, and I reluctantly tore my eyes away. We walked for a few minutes longer before coming to the end of the torchlit hallway, where two guards stood at attention before an enormous oak door.

Chase nodded at the guards, and one of them moved forward, pushing the door open. He turned back and smiled at me in a reassuring way, and I took a deep breath, still not knowing what to expect.

Beyond the doorway stood a massive, ancient oak table. It was covered with maps, pegs in places and identifying markers in others. But the table did not surprise me. Leaning around it deep in conversation were four more winged creatures.

These ones were different. They were also robed in gray and white, although their armor was somewhat finer than the others beyond the door. 

What stood out to me was the beauty of their startlingly white wings.

I gasped. They all looked up at once, standing slowly. Tristan stood beside them, having been discussing something with one in particular. The contrast of his black wings against the white of the four others surrounding him was in such stark contrast I was momentarily confused by what I was supposed to be seeing. One of the white-wings, a blond with hair so golden it seemed to radiate, spoke first.

“Larin,” he said, meeting my eyes and smiling warmly. “Welcome.”  

I looked around at the others, their glances impassive until I came to rest on the tallest of all. His hair was nearly as black as my wings, as though such a thing were possible. Blacker. His eyes too were black, and other than his hair color, the most distinctive feature separating him from the others. I felt captivated under his gaze, before I realized I was staring at him, agog. I blinked, suddenly blushing and feeling ridiculous. Two others, both with fine hair though not as golden as the first, stared at me contemplatively, the blue of their eyes just as penetrating.

“Who are you?” I asked, quietly.

The black-haired one stepped towards me, crossing his arms and regarding me cautiously. Appraisingly. There was something so distinctly different about these beings. I knew I was looking at members of the so-called Council and felt insanely as though I should be kneeling before them. The urge was so strong for a moment I almost did, wavering where I stood. I’d been through so much though, I was past all airs and frivolities.

“I said, who are you? And what is all this? What’s happening to me?” I demanded suddenly.

The golden-blond looked around the table and smiled in what appeared to be amusement. I noted a shared amused expression by one, but not the other. This fair-haired one regarded me with a look that bordered on hostility. I blanched.

“I am Gabriel,” the golden-blond smiled. “Beside me,” he said, gesturing to fair-headed creatures, “are Uriel and Raphael.”

“And I,” said the one with the black hair, “am Michael.”  

“We are the remaining archangels of the Divine Council.”
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“Arch. . .” I stuttered, my mind suddenly feeling as though it had hit the dashboard in a serious car accident. “Arch-an. . .” Of course, it made perfect sense. I nearly laughed out loud at my sheer stupidity that I hadn’t concluded that the winged creatures were angels. Perhaps this was because the things I had witnessed defied everything I thought angels were supposed to be: white-winged creatures in white tunics with halos, playing the harp. Yet here they were, looking perfectly angelic. To date, I’d only witnessed black-winged murderers, people who swept in with swords and violence. People like me, human, with feathers that materialize out of their back like some sort of moth after a metamorphosis.

“Larin,” said Gabriel, “it is true. You will have so many questions. It is unusual for a vessel – for one like you,” he corrected, “to be brought before us upon your arrival. You will forgive us for our lack of the usual protocols. We try to acclimatize the newly awakened before they are burdened with information they are not ready to hear. But we found this to be an unusual situation.”  

“Extenuating circumstances,” said Chase from behind me. I completely forgot that he was there, and I glanced briefly over my shoulder. He smiled at me and saluted good-naturedly.

“That will be all, Chase,” said Gabriel, dismissing him. I looked back at Chase and found he was frowning. He clearly wanted to be involved and hear what was going on. He turned reluctantly but did not protest, leaving the room.

“Unusual?” I managed a short laugh. “THIS is unusual? Do tell!” I exclaimed, despite knowing I was in the presence of something beyond the supernatural I had witnessed in the last few days. “As if being dragged to Shang-Gri-La by a bunch of bird-men wasn’t enough strange for one day,” I muttered, shaking my head.

“She has a sense of humor, at least,” said Raphael to the others, smirking. Uriel beside him, however, scowled.

“You think this to be. . . a joke?” he asked, darkly. The others turned to him. Raphael sighed and put a hand on Uriel’s shoulder.

“Brother,” Raphael said, “relax. This is all very much for her to process.”  

“Undoubtedly,” he nearly sneered, looking me over from head to toe. I found myself suddenly self-conscious, aware of the layer of filth that covered me from top to bottom. I flushed deeply, resenting the feeling of vulnerability. “Something tells me ‘processing’ isn’t her forte.”  

My eyebrows shot up in humiliation. I flushed more deeply, frowning. I didn’t know why I had elicited such displeasure out of Uriel, but for some reason, it bothered me considerably. I was suddenly aware of the fact that I felt their approval was important.

I shook my head, telling myself there was likely some other magic at play here. Some need for me to want to be at the beck and call of these creatures. Perhaps that was how they instilled loyalty in creatures like Tristan and Chase. Perhaps this is how they maintained control of their city, hidden here in the mountains for who knew how long. 

“Uriel,” snapped Gabriel angrily, watching the emotions play out on my face. “Do not be rude to our guest.”  

“Our guest is she now?” Uriel laughed, nodding his head and turning away. “I see. Our ‘guest.’ Well, pardon me, my lady,” he said, bowing low.

“Uriel,” said Michael, finally speaking. “Enough now.”  His voice differed from the others. Theirs seemed to have a strange, musical ring. Beautiful, surely. But Michael’s was somewhat lower. More earthy. Also melodic, but full of richness. I stared at him, taking in again the sight of him compared to the others. While he was of clearly the same make – whatever they were. . .archangels. . . there was something different about him. I knew him in that moment to be their leader.

Tristan had been content to silently observe. Raphael leaned in towards him and Tristan listened, nodding his white head briefly.

“Larin,” Tristan said, “I think it is time to take you to your quarters.” He started to move forward but stopped abruptly when Michael raised his hand to still him.

“One moment, Tristan,” he said, continuing to stare at me. “Larin, tell me something.” I stared back at him, waiting.

“How do you feel?”  

That infernal question again. It was ridiculous, given the circumstances, but people kept asking it.

“I feel great, thanks for asking.”  

Raphael grinned, and Gabriel smiled, both evidently appreciating my sarcasm. Uriel continued to scowl but eyed me more suspiciously. Michael, however, did not break his expression.

“I see,” he said.

Michael stared at me a moment longer, the depth of his dark-eyed gaze penetrating deeply. My feathers bristled in a strange way, but I did not break his stare. Michael turned back to Tristan, indicating he should proceed. 

“We shall speak again when you are seen to properly and made comfortable.” And with that, he had dismissed me. They all turned their backs, but Michael stole one more glance in my direction before I was led out of the room.

The large doors closed behind us as Tristan strode ahead. Chase had been waiting, leaning against a wall beside a torch. He stood up abruptly with an expression of expectation on his face. Tristan walked past him, and I hurried to catch up. Chase followed quickly behind.

“What was that about?” I asked, turning back to look at the large doors as they grew smaller behind us the further we walked.

“That was the war room,” Tristan replied, not breaking his stride.

“War?” I huffed, trying to keep pace. “Are they at war with someone? What’s going on around here?”  

“It is an ancient war, which has recently become more. . .” Tristan paused, considering his words.

“Interesting,” Chase finished for him helpfully.

“Yes, you could put it that way,” Tristan said drily. He looked upon Chase in a way that reminded me of a teacher about to chide a misbehaving student. Chase looked back coyly, as though in apology.

“What kind of war are you talking about? Does this have something to do with Ephreim?” I asked and Chase laughed.

“It has everything to do with Azrael, his master,” Chase said, “the one he serves.”  

I recognized the strange name from the first encounter with Jared and Conner. I understood that that entire lot had reacted with great fear and the emotion the name invoked. I shuddered, finding it hard to imagine anyone more fearsome than Ephreim.

“Chase,” said Tristan curtly, “do you not have somewhere you need to be?”  

“Nope!” Chase replied happily. “I just thought I’d show Larin around, lend a hand.”  Tristan stopped and turned around to face Chase. 

“Actually, I would appreciate it if you could show Larin to her quarters. I have a few things I need to tend to. Gideon never returned from the watch last night, and we have instructions to dispatch a search party.” This brought Chase up short, and he looked at Tristan, frowning.

“What do you mean he never came back?” he asked, concern furrowing his genial brow. “What about the others?”  

“He was separated from the others after they broke watch to attend an awakening. They returned with the new ward, but Gideon could not be located. It was hoped that he would have returned on his own, but evidently, this was not the case.”  

“Oh no,” Chase frowned, “Did you need me to help?”  

“Just do as I’ve asked,” Tristan replied, turning. He stopped as a thought occurred to him.

“Can you try to keep quiet and say nothing more to frighten Larin?” he asked, drily. “Michael has expressed to me that he wishes to have words with her himself once she has settled.”  

“Michael? Really? Wow,” Chase looked at me with something akin to admiration. 

“Larin really got the attention of the big brass, eh?”  

“Chase. . .” Tristan warned.

“Yeah, yeah, I got this. Come on, Larin,” he said, though he was not smiling as he had been before. The disappearance of this Gideon seemed to have shaken him. Tristan nodded and looked at me, smiling briefly.

“Chase will see that you are made comfortable, Larin. I can assure you, you are quite safe here. I know your trials of late have been overwhelming, but you have my word you will come to no harm here at the Citadel.”  

I could only nod, staring at him. Tristan strode off and rounded a corner, disappearing from view. I turned back around and looked at Chase, who had resumed smiling at me.

“This way,” he gestured.

We made our way back towards the Great Hall, turning up the circular staircase carved out of the mountain wall itself. I stopped here and there to remark again on the beauty of the place, looking over the railing as we walked up. The thrones, currently empty, stood in their crescent pedestals. The light from the sun as it entered the place in the ceiling seemed to always keep the thrones lit just so, as though they would erupt into flame at any given moment.

“Are we angels?” I asked, suddenly. “Is that what we are, Chase?”  

Chase chuckled. “You could say that I guess. We aren’t like the Council angels though, if you hadn’t noticed. We’re what are referred to as ‘vessels’ – the lowest on the totem pole. But we do some of the most important work.”  

“What do you mean?” I asked, deeply curious now. “What sort of work? What is our purpose?”  

“Well, you heard what Tristan said, Larin. There’s a big war coming. Right now we have to get our numbers up and get to the others like us before Azrael and his baddies get to them first,” Chase said, then remembered himself. “I’m not supposed to be talking to you about this yet. I don’t want to piss off Michael.”  

“You don’t speak like the others,” I said, ignoring his change of subject and making my own.

Chase laughed this time. “No, I guess I don’t. I’m not that much older than you. Tristan, some of the others, have been around for a long time.”  

“Just how long?” I asked, dreading the answer.

“A long time,” he replied, volunteering no further information. I opened my mouth to prod further when suddenly we appeared at the entrance of another room carved into the wall of the cavern. Chase opened the door and I walked inside. He whistled.

“Well I guess you really are the guest of honour today,” he said, looking around. “The rest of us get to live in the dormitories. It kinda reminds me of a chicken coop, feathers all over the place.” He grinned. “But it’s actually not so bad. I’ll show you where I stay later. You can come visit anytime.”  

I walked into the room. A large canopy bed stood in the center, which was adorned in the white and greys I understood to represent the Citadel colors. A fireplace stood unlit and the light from a window nearby illuminated everything in a cheerful manner. Particles danced in the sunbeams, and the room felt warm despite the layers upon layers of rock that surrounded us. I walked into the center, looking down at an ancient hand-woven carpet of muted colors. Surrounding the walls were beautiful tapestries, all containing the same imagery of the carvings in the Great Hall, angels, as I understood them to be, engaged in various forms of flight and business. I stopped in front of one, reminiscent of Renaissance artwork. A woman held a chubby, naked baby, smiling and reaching a hand up to a white-winged angel who was holding out a candle to illuminate her path.

I wondered again what the hell was going on. Why was I so special? Nothing made any sense. I turned back, still perplexed, to see Chase eyeing me expectantly, as though he was a porter in a hotel waiting for a tip.

“What do you think?” he asked, smiling.

“It’s. . . very. . .” I turned back and returned the smile, reluctantly. I was too submerged in the feelings of confusion to worry about my accommodations. “It’s fine, Chase, thank you. Thanks for. . .” I pursed my lips, not knowing what I was supposed to actually be thanking him for. I still had no answers.

“So, can I get you anything? I guess you’ll have noticed by now that we don’t need to eat, so food isn’t readily available.”  

I suddenly realized I hadn’t eaten in days. I had no desire to whatsoever. The realization took me by complete surprise, and I tried to wrap my head around a life of not knowing hunger. That gnawing, empty feeling in the nights where I had gone without. There were days in my childhood where neither Sam nor I had eaten. Dad would often forget that we needed food, though he would occasionally bring home enough to keep us alive. He didn’t care, as his substantial means of sustenance was derived almost entirely of alcohol. I realized suddenly that as I grew older it was often Sam who would make sure there was something to eat, when he could, and I felt a great sadness thinking about him. I pushed him from my mind, for now. Kaila and Gee, of course, had gotten me through the last few years of my life with the generosity of their families, but there were still days where I would go hungry. I would never mention it to them, ashamed and afraid of my secret.

I felt a strong pang of desire to be with my friends at that moment. Their warmth and familiarity. I still struggled with the possibility, no, the knowledge, that they were now lost to me.

“Hey, are you ok?” Chase asked, walking forward with a look of concern on his face.

“Sure,” I said, waving a hand absently in his direction as I turned away and walked to the window. I looked outside and saw the side of the mountain in the distance, the white frothy waterfall it held was audible even from where I stood. A mist rose from the bottom, gentle and soft. Moss-covered rocks were visible under gigantic trees with weeping branches that seemed thirsty for a drink, reaching down towards the water.

“Actually, Chase, I could use a shower,” I said, the purity of the scene beyond me reminding me of my current presentation.

“Oh, of course!” he said, nodding. “We don’t exactly have plumbing here. Most of us bathe in the river, but I could bring you some towels and some water. You’ll also be needing a new outfit,” he said, grinning at me. I looked down and blushed hotly. My shirt was in tatters, the same one from the emergence of my wings. The rips in specific areas left little to the imagination. Chase realized my discomfort and looked away, also blushing, which surprised me.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean. . .” he began, flustered.

“No, it’s fine, Chase, really. I’d love some clothes and some water, if you would help me out with that,” I said, folding my arms over my chest.

“Yeah, leave it to me!” Chase turned quickly, rushing out of the room in his embarrassment. I looked on the bed and noticed the robes of grey and white were already laid out for me and thought to stop Chase. But then I realized again the sheer magnitude of my exhaustion. I walked over to the bed and sat down. It was soft and welcoming and smelled crisp and fresh. It reminded me of the time Kaila had taken me on a weekend escape with her family to their beach house. Everything was spotless, clean. I still remember the feeling of pleasure after a long day at the beach when I crawled into the bed in the guest bedroom, revelling in the luxury of the down comforter. It was one of the best sleeps I’d ever had. When I had arrived home a day later, Dad hadn’t even noticed I’d been gone.

“Larin?” I heard Chase say softly, and I blinked, confused. I realized I had somehow drifted off, and I sat up, wiping my eyes. “I brought you some hot water, and some other things.” He laid the towels and another robe on a chair near the fireplace, which I noticed he had lit. A large bowl of water had been placed on the table adjacent, steam rising from it warmly and invitingly.

“Thanks, Chase,” I said, walking towards it. I reached down and put my hands in the water, sighing and squeezing my eyes shut in pleasure. I opened my eyes and noticed Chase standing awkwardly near the door.

“Well, I’ll leave you to it,” he said, clearly reluctant to leave. “If you need anything, just ask for me. Everyone knows who I am,” he added importantly. “I’m part of the wake-up crew.”   

“The what?” I asked, confused.

“The ones who collect the newly awakened,” he grinned, “There are a few groups of us in charge of it. When you learn to use your wings properly, maybe I can get you on my team!”  My wings. I realized at some point, I may use them like the others. And fly. The thought gave me feelings of terror mixed with elation.

“Maybe, Chase. Thanks again.”  

He smiled at me again and left the room, closing the door behind him. I immediately washed my body, scrubbing the grime and filth of the last several days as best I could. I reached over and took a bottle of sweet-smelling soap, reminding me of the gentle rain on a spring day. I lathered it into my hair, breathing it in and feeling my body finally starting to relax after my recent tribulations. When I had finished, the water was nearly as black as my wings. I wondered briefly how to wash them, looking behind me and flicking my wings upwards to inspect them. I shrugged and left it for the moment, turning to the robes. They were strange but built specifically for people like me. I put my head through the hole and the sleeves, two long parts draping down the back and the front which I tied around my sides. It was comfortable, and most importantly, clean. I sighed, feeling somewhat better than I had in a while.

I noticed a small mirror beside the fireplace and walked over to inspect my reflection. I gasped at what I saw. It wasn’t the skinny, frail girl with lanky hair and scar tissue that marked her body like a map, evidence of the abuses of the past. My wings weren’t my only transformation. The cells of my body had changed as well, healing the scars of my life. Mostly. Some were still apparent, though considerably less distinct. I ran a hand up my arm experimentally, noting the strange softness that wasn’t there before. The transformation had altered me utterly, making me stronger. I stretched out my wings, marvelling at the beauty of them once again. My skin had a fresh, effervescent look to it. Healthy. My blond hair shone, thick and full, and my grey eyes. . ..

My eyes stared back at me with that strange, metallic sheen the others like me shared. These eyes were new to me, but they were now mine. I wrapped my arms around my body, not knowing how to feel at this moment.

I walked back to the window, looking out and wondering what my new life had in store for me. Knowing I couldn’t resist the call of sleep any longer, I wandered over to the bed, crawling into it and laying on my side. My body adapted itself perfectly, my wings becoming more and more familiar. 

Comfortable, I drifted off to sleep, resigning myself to whatever fate had in store for me when I awoke.



[image: ]



 

I don’t know how long I slept, but it must have been for quite some time. I had opened my eyes once, noting the darkness outside before drifting back into a dreamless sleep. I didn’t wake up again until I heard a soft knock at the door.

Rubbing my eyes as I sat up, I said, “Come in,” and waited. The door opened, and I could hear soft footsteps. As my eyes adjusted, I found myself staring into the face of Michael. Archangel.

“Hello,” he said softly.

I found I was gaping at him. He was astonishingly different from the others, yet the same somehow. They were formed from the same hand but in a different mold. His wings were the purest white, so soft and magnificent, I lacked the words to describe them. They seemed to radiate, filling the room with light. Michael’s dark hair was still a shock to see, black as night and falling softly around his face. I marvelled at his beauty and imagined him to be exactly what I would have expected an angel to be. I closed my mouth and blinked, feeling vulnerable. There was an aura of peacefulness about him though, and I felt it reaching out and saturating me. I stood up slowly, resisting the urge to wrap my wings around me as I had the night that Tristan found me. I knew at the same time that there was no threat here.

“Hey,” I said back, quietly.

Michael smiled and walked further into the room, stopping before the fireplace and turning his back to me. He placed a hand on the mantle and leaned down to grasp the poker, stoking the fire.

“I trust you are comfortable here, Larin.” A statement and a question. His low voice was so comforting, the softness and richness of it was a thing of wonder to me. There was something familiar about it, and I felt a strange heat inside my chest. I realized I was losing my wits and had to keep them about me. There was so much I needed to know, so many questions I had for him.

“What is it that you want of me, Michael? What are you?” I asked.

“I am Michael, archangel of the Divine Council,” he said, “though you already know that. I expect you want to know more about us, and I’m here to ask you questions myself.”  

“What is the Divine Council?” I asked quickly before he could say more.

Michael turned and faced me, studying me with something akin to curiosity. I flushed, feeling the piercing gaze of his inspection.

“I shall start at the beginning,” he said.

 

Long ago.

Before the age of man, there was a celestial world where angels lived in harmony with their creator. The Father. A second world was created below the veil of the Celestial Kingdom. A world of beauty. Majesty.

Eden.

A sanctuary of unimaginable bounty. Eden became a place of retreat, of joy and peace. The gateway between the Celestial Kingdom and Eden was open, and angels could traverse the planes freely and enjoy the wonders of both worlds. It was a golden era.

Both Eden and the Celestial Kingdom were built from the matter of Chaos, the infinite space between and beyond worlds. Chaos was a dark place, a strange place where creatures of madness and fury dwelled. Occasionally, one would force its way through a rift between worlds, and the Father tasked the Celestial Army to dispatch these creatures back to the darkness from which they had emerged. 

These incidents were few and far between. Eden remained unstained, purified by the Father after any creature threatened to mar its perfection. And so it was, that angels roamed the grounds largely in peace, their call to arms a rarity. Although it would seem a flaw in His design, none questioned the Father’s actions nor his failure to seal the rifts between worlds. 

Time passed. 

The Father wanted more. As he looked upon Eden and the pleasure it gave his children, he wondered. He felt it held so much promise, the potential for a greater use. He found he wanted to create more, creatures who could partake in its wonders. 

And thus, man came into being. He created man in the image of angels, although without wings or any divine purpose. Theirs was simply to live, to bask in the glory of the place he had created and explore their potentials for growth. He gave them free will and blessed them. He watched with joy as they built their lives and found their happiness in their simple existence. Never knowing pain or sadness, and unless the poison of chaos rose against them, they would know immortality. Secure in the knowledge that angels protected them, they feared not death. 

The angels co-existed in peace with man and mingled with them in gentle harmony. Like children, the celestial beings taught man, and man grew stronger. They learned, they created their own societies with simple forms of governance. The angels guided them, a purpose planted within them to ensure their happiness. To give them the chance to reach the fullest of their potentials. The angels came to know this purpose as their Divine Principle, and it was sacred above all else. 

To achieve these ends, the celestial army strengthened its ranks and protected the Father’s children from the creatures of chaos. The Father created a lower class of angel, those who would strengthen the ranks of archangels and give strength to the celestial army. They were the armoros – grey winged angels who were fearsome warriors that answered the calls of the archangel lieutenants. The Father bestowed some human men or women with a great honor, giving them black wings and inviting them into the ranks of the celestial army. Reinforcement soldiers, these hybrid angels were given arms against the darkness in times of need. In exchange, these creatures – vessels, could enter the celestial kingdom at will. The vessels became respected warriors who were honored by the human world and angel-kind alike for their service to Eden.

Protected, nurtured and loved, men grew. Eventually, so too did their ambitions. With their freedom of will, some struggled against their growing desires, looking toward the Heavens with lustful eyes. They began to seek forms of power, growing jealous of the ability of the angels to traverse the plains of worlds with ease. To manipulate matter, to be strong.

The Father watched all of this, refusing to interfere. He created a Council of his most trusted advisors who would soon be required to intervene in the ambitions of man and help to ensure their survival. The Father continued to have faith in his children, to love them above all else. To believe that they harboured a deep capacity for goodness and compassion. 

The Divine Council was formed of six archangels, those who commanded the others, the Amaros and the vessels, in times of necessity. Six archangels, all: Raphael, Uriel, Gabriel, Michael. Two others, Azrael and Lucifer, also sat at the Council table. Lucifer above all the others stood in special favor to the Father, who loved him most. He was the First among the Six, his powers strong, he often sat at the Father’s right hand.

 

“Lucifer. . .” I stuttered, interrupting Michael. “Lucifer as in the Devil? Satan?”  

I began to shake. I was not raised to be religious. I was not raised to have any faith. The only thing I knew in my pathetic existence was trying to ensure my survival, to endure in the face of terrible circumstances. I knew about the “Devil” from television, movies. I walked past churches that held crosses, knowing nothing of what happened inside, except that everything they believed in went against whatever evils the Devil would have of them. All the faiths of the world had one sinister being, I was sure, with a different name. . . but one that would be known as the epitome of evil.

“Larin,” said Michael, “allow me to finish.”  

 

The Council was not complete with the Six alone. The Father felt a strange darkness within Lucifer and knew there would be a time when he would have to choose a path. In anticipation, the Father created and appointed advisors, the highest Order of angels, to oversee the others as the Father slowly withdrew. He wanted to allow men and angels to develop the freewill he so believed they deserved. These angels only had powers rivalled those gifted to Lucifer. These angels were the seraphim.

Beings of Supreme light, they were known by many names. The Beings of Fire. The Chosen. Dumah. Seraphiel. And the leader of them all, Mattatron.

The seraphim’s purpose was to ensure order among all the creatures of creation. Their devotion to the Divine Principles reigned supreme. They were the guardians of the light, eternal soldiers against the seeds of darkness that sprang quietly, almost unnoticed at first but growing with man and his ambitions. The seraphim were the direct link to the Father himself, obeying the commandments they were given and governing the actions of the Council.

Once again, there was order. Harmony. The Council watched as man continued to grow, as the seeds of darkness took hold in some of their hearts. The Father, too, watched in sadness but continued to have faith in his children. Continued to believe that they would not squander their precious gifts of life, the precious gift of Eden itself.

While the Council worked and watched, there were two who were not content.

Lucifer did not love man. Upon their creation, he sought the Father and decried their existence – their partaking in the joys of Eden. He did not find them worthy, believed they soiled the grounds with their meanderings and uselessness. Azrael, his brother, agreed. Together, Lucifer and Azrael petitioned the Council, seeking to smite man from Eden. They argued that man was not worthy to share in the divine, their purpose was meaningless. They gave nothing of worth to the Celestial Kingdom and were merely pets that required tending. Like wild animals required taming. He argued they would destroy the majesty of both worlds with their greed and hunger for more, that they would destroy everything the Father had created for them. 

The seraphim and archangels sought to have Lucifer and Azrael see reason. To understand there was enough love and compassion to make existence worthwhile. Something to share. 

That men were capable of greatness, if given the chance. If guided. They reiterated their purpose – to protect all the Celestial Kingdom, but above all, to protect all their Father’s creations. Life.

Lucifer and Azrael kept their silence after that. For a while. They slowly grew to resent man. Insidious, darkness grew in their hearts, and they learned what it was to hate. They watched man from afar, seeking means to turn the Father against them so he could correct the error of his ways and wipe man from the gardens they sullied. They slowly spread the seeds of discontent among others, angels who would seek to have more standing, more power within the celestial grounds.

Lucifer and Azrael worked secretly, in darkness. Creatures of great powers, of the Divine Council itself, they believed they were powerful enough to shape it to their will. Lucifer, above all, cultivated his power and grew his strength.

As man developed tools, implements of magic, Lucifer sought one out in particular.

An ancient tribe, the Shamash, had created a means of opening the Heavens. A golden disc, bearing inside a crescent of the moon at its lowest, most powerful position, they learned to channel the powers of chaos that existed outside the realms of angels and man. A power only known until then by the Father himself. With the Disc, the gateway between worlds could be opened, and man could gain access to the Celestial Kingdom. The Council had known of this development, advised of the potential evil by one of their prophets.

The seraphim listened to the Father and went to the Shamash. For the first time in creation, a curse was made. If man abused his gift, if he overreached and sought power beyond their purpose, they would face the end of their immortality. The Father would take their immortal lives, and man would know true death. He had given man the most powerful, important gift and refused to take it back, even in the face of the potential for such destruction and evil. The gift of choice.

Lucifer bade his time, conferring secretly with Azrael. Together, they would raise an army, steal the Disc, and sunder the Heavens and Eden, recreating it in the glory they believed it would be without the scourge of man upon it. They conspired and discussed the means of bringing about the end of the Council, taking their divine gifts into themselves and making them stronger. By doing so, they believed they could overthrow their father and recreate the world. They created more vessels from the bodies of man, and sought to indoctrinate them into their new order. These vessels both feared Lucifer and revered him, vulnerable to his silken words and promises of greatness. Lucifer poisoned their minds against the Council. The vessels were strong, and Lucifer believed that with them, he would have enough strength to overthrow the Council and all of those who stood against him.

Lucifer’s army grew. With the vessels, the Celestial-born soldiers, the armaros who took Lucifer’s side, they waited for their chance.

The chance came when the Shamash could no longer resist the temptation the Disc promised. They made their rituals, and all of Eden quaked as the wrath of the Father was invoked with the power of the Disc. 

Lucifer knew his chance had come. Man was cursed, and the celestial kingdom was in chaos. He was satisfied he commanded enough angels, enough power, to make his stand. They arose in force, and legions of vessels battled on both sides of good and evil. A great war, never before seen in all of creation, raged across the planes of existence. The Council was ripped apart, Azrael and Lucifer having turned against them. The seraphim and the remaining archangels fought to the bitter end, and there came a turning point when it appeared they would be victorious.

Throughout it all the Father withdrew, hoping still that Lucifer and Azrael would remember their purpose. Would remember the gifts he had bestowed upon them and come back to the light. He still refused to intervene, choosing instead to have faith in his children.

    Lucifer stole the Disc from the hands of those men who sought to wield it, destroying the race who created it with his legion of warriors. Holding it above his head, triumphant, he opened the gateway of the Heavens, calling upon all his power to destroy what remained of men. The vessels amassed, fighting at the entrance, both sides struggling desperately.

Mattatron and the other seraphim knew what they had to do. They combined their strength and fell upon Lucifer all at once, and the Disc fell from his hands. Screaming in rage, he burned, and he, along with the seraphim, disappeared. The Father had had enough. In his grief, he knew his children had failed him. His beloved son had taken the Disc and attempted to destroy everything that had been created for them. Ignoring the great gifts of his trust and love, they turned from Goodness.

The Heavens were sealed again, but the damage was done. The Father took all of those who had betrayed their purpose and cast them from the Celestial Kingdom. What remained of the Council – Michael, Gabriel, Uriel, and Raphael, found themselves in what remained of Eden, not understanding what had occurred. Without the seraphim, they struggled to understand their purpose.

When Azrael saw what had happened, had learned of his fate and the fall of Lucifer, he used what little remained of his strength to flee with the traitors cast from the Celestial Kingdom, and built his fortress, Solomanta, deep below the earth. He heard whispers from the lips of prophets that Lucifer had survived the fall, that an ancient race had been tasked with sealing him in an impenetrable prison. It became his life’s mission to find his brother and the means of liberating him. 

Men rebuilt, adjusting to their mortality. Their lives were now finite, and they knew sickness and death. But they were not safe. Azrael turned all of his rage to man, always seeking the means of bringing about their ends. 

Azrael became known to the ancient tribes as the Angel of Death. Though the story of how – or why – became largely lost to the ages. Stories of Lucifer grew and changed, and he became associated with evil incarnate. 

The remaining Council floundered for a time, attempting to communicate with the Father but finding their calls met with deaf ears. He had left them, and they were alone. Knowing only that they had been built for one purpose, to protect life, they rebuilt themselves in the world that became known as Earth. In the darkness and the shadows, they fought evil where they could, and the Citadel grew from the ashes. 

The Council were man’s last and only defence against the darkness. The Disc was taken back, given to a race who were neither man nor angel. Nine in all, these ones were assigned the task of guarding the disc. They hid them far from the reach of man and Azrael alike and called them the Guardians.

The Guardians became the most closely protected secret the Council had left to them. They feared always that Azrael would rebuild his strength and attempt yet again to bring war across the worlds. A great enchantment was wrought through the magic of angel and Man alike, and the Disc was sealed, only to be accessible to the seraphim, should they ever return.

The ages passed and the Guardians remained hidden in their sanctum. The Council waited for signs, word of the seraphim. But none ever arrived. The seraphim became a thing of legend, twisted into various mythologies as civilizations rose and fell throughout the eons. 

One day, one of the prophets of the ancients spoke and foretold of the return of the seraphim. Their coming would be on the tails of the one who would bring about their awakening, the one they called the Herald. They would know the Herald when it came, and a reckoning would fall upon the world once more.

 

“And that,” said Michael, looking at me intensely, “is where you come in.” 

“M...me?” I asked, my mind reeling from the implications of what I had heard.

“We believe that you, Larin, are the Herald. Come to pave the way for the seraphim to return once more.”
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I realized I had been standing, my arms wrapped around me tightly as Michael told me the long and short of the history of the celestial wars. I was shaking, trying to comprehend, to make sense of it. Everything that I’d ever known about the world. . .everything I’d been taught to believe, was wrong. Physics, laws of nature, magic being a thing of mythology, none of it was true. Here, hiding in secret and exercising their influence unbeknownst to man, were a race of divine beings who challenged, no, annihilated everything I knew. 

I realized I was frowning hugely at Michael, and he was regarding me carefully to gauge my reaction.

“I’m sorry,” I said, shaking my head. “But what. . .what exactly am I supposed to do with this information? I can’t even begin. . . I have no way to make sense of. . . I don’t. . .” I sat down roughly on the floor, feeling dizzy.

“Oh my god,” I gasped, putting my head between my knees and hyperventilating. Then I realized what I had just said. I snapped my head up. I started to laugh, feeling demented. God. The Father. Whatever he was. The creator of everything in the universe. . .universes? He existed. Somewhere.

Maybe.

“Is God. . .is he?” I asked, unsure what to say. I didn’t even know the question I should be asking. I felt my mind was not built to understand this information, these universal secrets. Michael was quietly watching me this whole time, having said nothing since concluding his story. Now, he walked to the window and looked out. The light struck his face and lit it up as though he were a part of it. Pure, flawless. If the wings and the stories weren’t enough to convince me, looking upon Michael would have me believing anything. He was simply ethereal. Perfect, constructed by a hand of something greater than my ability to understand.

“God,” he said quietly. “He, like many of us, has many names. We merely called him Father. Why he withdrew from the world. . .”  

It was now Michael who seemed to struggle to find the words. “Why he chose to leave us here, unguided, alone? I thought for the longest time that he had forsaken us. Then, I thought that this was some kind of test. To see if we would endure, to carry out the purpose we were built for in absence of his divine wisdom. His love. There are many faiths, many religions. Nearly all worship him, have created stories and lore. Some of it has its basis in truth, but most are fragments of the history of a time lost long, long ago. Almost all, however, speak of the Father as one who loves his children above all, who speaks to them in times of turmoil. In strife. Who guides them and gives them a reason to carry on.”  

He turned away from the window and walked towards me, holding out his hands.

“Truthfully, Larin, I don’t know where he is or why he is gone. I only know he is gone, and we are what remains.”  

Michael suddenly looked very sad, and I was shocked. I was not expecting such a human reaction. I once again tried to wrap my mind around what I’d been told, about the wonders he must have witnessed in his long, unending life. Of the horrors, too, and the knowledge he was alone. Carrying on for a purpose that may serve no actual utility.

“Why?” I asked as Michael regained his stoic expression. “Why do you continue to protect humanity?” 

Michael smiled at me, looking down. He opened his hands again. “Because it was why we were made. It is why we are here. Without our hope for humanity, for its preservation - without our belief that goodness can destroy the powers of evil, then why should we carry on?” 

I had no answer, obviously, and I knew he wasn’t expecting one. It was purely rhetorical. 

 “Goodness is more than a power. It is a belief. An ideology,” Michael said softly. “All of the enduring religions of the world circulate around that basic premise. That Good is what is worthwhile. That its pursuit, doing unto others as they would have done unto themselves, as it were, elevates them. Separates them from the world of beasts.”  

“Is it as simple as that?” I asked, wondering. “Being good? ‘Doing unto others yadda yadda? Isn’t it for a goal – to get something out of it? Go to heaven when you die?”  

Michael raised his eyebrows at me, surprised at the question. “Admittedly, no. It serves an evolutionary purpose too. Men cannot survive without the goodwill of others, the cooperation of a like-minded society. If all they did was fight each other for resources – to acquire and achieve their own ends – power, as it were, then men would have died off long ago. However, in terms of the afterlife. . .” He shook his head.

“Mortality as you understand it was not in our contemplation. Unless a soul was destroyed by a Creature of Chaos, man and angel would live forever. All life as a finite concept happened just before the great Fall - when the Father took back the immortality of men after they invoked the power of the Disc. In truth, I know not what happens to mortal souls when they leave this earthly plane. On earth, man are accorded a limit on the years they live, and then, they die. I should like to think that the worthy find their way back to the Father, that those who have fought against the blackness inside and have put goodness above evil will find their way back to his blessed side.”  

“Oh,” I said simply. I blinked a few times and tried to think of how to follow up from that.

Michael smiled at me. “This is all very much to take in. You’ve undergone considerable ordeals of late.” 

“That’s the truth,” I whispered, closing my eyes. I wondered what happened to Sam when he died. If he was watching me from somewhere above, or if his soul had been simply snuffed out with his life. I didn’t want to think that was the case. 

 “Michael,” I asked, looking up at him. “Why do you think I’m different? What makes you think I’m this ‘Herald of the seraphim’?”  

Michael walked towards me and reached a hand down to help me rise. I took it and felt as though a current of electricity passed through my body at his touch. His hands were warm and strong. Wide-eyed, I came to rest inches from his face. I blinked and stepped back, letting go of his hand. He smiled gently, turning towards the door. “I’d like you to join me for a walk, Larin, as there are some things I’d have you see. The rest may make more sense, after.” He turned and looked back, waiting for me. I walked slowly after him, and we made our way into the corridor, down the stone staircase towards the Great Hall.

As we came to the main level, a dozen eyes of black-winged creatures, ‘vessels’ like me, turned and watched us in open curiosity. It seemed it was strange for one of the archangels to be mingling with the common-folk. Michael nodded here and there but largely ignored everyone. We passed through the cavern entrance, the guards lining the way stomping their boots in salute as Michael passed.

“Where are we going?” I asked, still feeling very confused. Michael didn’t answer but looked back and gave me a gentle and reassuring smile. I kept up, my legs short compared to his, as best I could. I also used the opportunity to take in my surroundings again, marvelling at the beauty of the place. 

We turned down a narrow pathway on the side of the mountain, the wildflowers lining every nook and cranny, ancient moss-covered trees lining the way. The sounds of the waterfall nearby could be heard and there was a gentle freshness to the air. The mist poked through here and there, contributing to the supernatural feel of the place.

“Avalon,” I said to myself, thinking of the mystical place of legend. Michael turned to me, surprised.

“Funny, you aren’t the first to describe this place thusly. The Citadel has been compared to many great places of magical legend. It does contain a certain charm,” he smiled. “We know it only as home.”  

We arrived at another entrance lower down but also bearing the pennants of the Citadel, the ribbons of fabric swaying gently in the breeze. Michael stopped short, turning to me.

“This won’t be easy to see,” he admitted. I merely frowned, shrugging. I expected the unexpected, for better or worse.

We walked through the entrance and were taken to what I could only describe as a medical bay. There were bunks of beds lining the cave, also light and airy, but different from the Great Hall. Here, sounds of pain and suffering prevailed. The beds were filled with vessels, mostly young. . .some very young. The beings were clearly under the influence of some terrible affliction, an illness, and I felt the urge to hold my hand against my mouth, fearful of contamination.

We walked further inside, and I noted others like us – black winged creatures, tending to the ill. Cloths were laid on their heads, wrung out and placed again upon foreheads. Linens were being changed, legs were being rubbed to ease pain. There was clearly great suffering, here, and I tried to ignore the cries of pain I heard all around me but found I was unable. I looked around, afraid.

“Where are we, Michael?” I whispered.

“This is where the awakened come to stave off the sickness.”

“What sickness?” I asked.

“Larin,” Michael said, turning toward me and speaking in low tones to reduce the disruption to the ill. “I told you that you were different. vessels are hybrids. Angels and man, but neither. They have existed throughout the history of humankind, but in small numbers. Their purpose, as much as we can ascertain, is to maintain the balance between the forces of evil. Becoming a vessel, however, is extremely. . .unpleasant.”  

“Unpleasant,” I repeated, looking around at the misery that existed here.

“The human body undergoes a significant metamorphosis during the change. It is not built to endure the assaults of the spirit that takes it over. It is a very painful and often a protracted process. It begins with a fever, and when the wings emerge, it can sometimes endure for weeks at a time.”  

I looked at him, my mouth dropping open. THIS was what becoming a vessel entailed? I thought back to the twenty-four hours of sickness and discomfort I experienced. It was uncomfortable, but nothing like what was happening here. These people were clearly in agony.

“But, why?” I asked, trying to understand. “This didn’t happen to me!”  

“We know, Larin,” said Michael slowly. “You are the first, in all of history, to have undergone the change without any ill effect. And, in fact, to have a sense of commandment of her body. It often takes a long time for the mind to adapt to the needs of the body, to the responses of the signals the wings send to the mind. You are the first, and therefore we cannot deny the possibility that you are special.”  

“That I’m the ‘Herald,’” I said, an edge to my voice.

“Yes, Larin,” said Michael quietly. “The Herald.”  

I turned around, not wanting to listen to the sounds of suffering anymore and closed my eyes. Michael came up behind me and laid a gentle hand on my shoulder. I felt so overwhelmed, so drained. This turned into a surge of anxiety, and I suddenly opened my eyes and bolted for the entrance. I ran outside and made a turn, not knowing which way to go but knowing I needed air and space. My wings opened as I ran, involuntarily, seeking to balance my body. I thought abstractly that I would take off in flight, and the thought both terrified and exhilarated me. I quelled it quickly, feeling guilt choking me. I did not feel I deserved anything but misery – the misery of those inside the medical bay. Nothing felt right. 

I fell roughly at the banks of a riverbed and sobbed. Once I started, I found I couldn’t stop. It was the first moment I’d truly let go, truly allowed myself to grieve for everything that I lost, for everything that was, for everything that should have been.

I became suddenly aware of hands gently touching my shoulders, but I continued to weep.

“It’s so unfair,” I said. I knew it was childish. I knew it served no purpose to say it, but it all felt totally, and utterly unfair. I’d been dealt such a horrendous lot in my life, and now I was being thrown into a world I didn’t understand, a tremendous weight of responsibility potentially on my shoulders. I could barely keep it together as a human, let alone herald the coming of Divine Beings. Michael knelt low beside me and turned me into his arms. I didn’t resist – in fact, it was shocking just how much I wanted him to hold me, to comfort me. I could feel his aura of peacefulness, his tranquility.

“Don’t,” I said, thinking this was an enchantment.

“I’m doing nothing, Larin,” Michael said softly. “But I find. . .I do not wish for your sadness. It. . .troubles me.” He sighed and I leaned my face into his chest, regaining control and breathing in his strange scent. It was sweet, a mixture of the fresh, clean robes he bore, yet also something more. I breathed in quietly, not wanting to seem obvious. It was almost as though everything in his being, his makeup, was meant to be appealing somehow. 

I sighed, leaning into the chest of an archangel. 

“Are we re-enacting a scene from one of the tapestries in the Great Hall?” I asked, trying to lighten the strangeness of the situation. I could feel Michael chuckle softly.

“Why me?” I suddenly asked. He didn’t answer but rubbed my back gently and helped me to rise. “I’m serious, Michael, why me? I’m not anything. I’m nobody. If you knew anything about me, anything about my life. . .there is nothing. . .holy about me. . . if that’s even the right word.” I laughed shortly, then stopped. I felt like an imposter. I knew there was blackness within me, I felt it emerge with my wings, threatening to overtake me. I looked up quickly at Michael’s face, suddenly ashamed. I couldn’t bear the thought of him thinking poorly of me. 

Michael was silent a moment longer.

“There’s an old saying that the Lord works in mysterious ways.”  

I looked at him in shock. “You’re not about to sprout biblical on me now? After everything that you just told me. . .about . . .the truth of things? You’re going to crack old lines and clichés now to explain things away?”  

“It is a cliché. But can it not also be true?” Michael responded, pensive. He absently stroked my hair, an action so surprising in its normalcy that I felt momentarily confused. It was so human.

“Can it not be true that perhaps the Father is, in fact, watching and working in the shadows? I do not know the answer to that question, but I maintain the faith. Faith in my purpose. Faith that humanity is built to endure, and we, along with it.” He tilted his head, inspecting my face. A cloud passed over his eyes, but he quickly resumed his air of quiet stoicism.

“You still have choice, Larin. It is the greatest gift mankind was given, and despite the calamity of the Fall, the loss of everything that went with it – you still have that power. You may be the Herald, and this I don’t know for certain. It does not matter in the end. You will be given a choice, and what you do with it is up to you.” 

I looked at him in astonishment, feeling I had just heard a prophecy. I felt a shudder of fear run over my body. Michael chuckled and squeezed my hands.

“I do not say this to frighten you, Larin. I speak only the truth. Humans, vessels, even archangels were given freedom. It is our most precious gift. Some have used it to create chaos, and some have used it to create light out of that chaos. You may find that soon that the decision is yours. It is yours, and it is powerful.”  There was complete silence between us as we looked into each other’s eyes. I felt he had seen my darkness, and I felt shame again. I looked down, unable to meet Michael’s eyes.

“Your heart will guide you, Larin,” Michael said. 

He turned suddenly and started walking up the path. I stared after him, feeling a strange emptiness in our physical parting. I felt confusion still, my mind working against the confines of sense and reason. 

“Come along,” he said and smiled. “There is more I would have you see, but the darkness is done for the day.”  

I sighed, taking a deep breath, and followed.
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Michael and I walked side by side for a time, and I occasionally stole sidelong glances at him, marvelling again at his beauty. His aura of enduring power and strength. Michael was content simply to walk, staring ahead with a peaceful expression on his face, his hands behind his back. 

“Michael,” I asked, “Why were there so many vessels back there? How come people haven’t ever seen them? Heard of them? Surely these episodes of awakening couldn’t escape notice.” 

“That is an excellent question, Larin,” he replied, looking at me. “And under normal circumstances, I would tell you it is absolutely abnormal.” 

“What do you mean?” I asked, confused. Michael took a breath, frowning. 

“It seems that Azrael has found a means of awakening the vessels in greater numbers.” There was a severe tone to his voice. “We believe he has found an ancient evil that will awaken the armies who will rise again.” 

I froze, staring at him. 

“What do you mean?” I asked again, more firmly and stopping suddenly. We had come upon a glade in our ascent back up the mountain. An ancient statue poured water from a large jug into a pool where cherubic angles were seen in various stances of play. Birds sat on the edge, speaking merrily to each other in chirps and whistles. I noticed wild rose bushes of deep red surrounding the place, and my mind wandered back into the realm of mystical places of legend I’d read about in books. I tried to ignore the enchanting aura of the place, the benches of stone that beckoned me to sit and quietly absorb the beauty of the natural surroundings. 

“For millennia, Larin, vessels awoke once in a lifetime. Usually in response to the loss of another, a replacement. As I said before, vessels are a means of ensuring a balance between good and evil. They awaken in times of turmoil, in strife, when Azrael found a foothold that threatened humanity.” 

I looked at Michael, shaking my head. “So, why now? How many are there?” I asked, afraid of the answer. 

“When there is a vessel close to awakening, it is like a homing beacon. A signal is sent, and we all feel it, know of it, how to find it. It is how we have avoided the eyes of man for so long. We usually capture the vessel before the awakening occurs, or shortly thereafter. But it seems that there are. . .many more. There are awakenings nearly every day now. Every day.” 

He looked troubled, and I could understand why. I shuddered to think of what this meant for the world. 

“It is a race to get to them before Azrael,” Michael continued. “Thus far we have fewer numbers than are desirable. We know not how he managed to wake the vessels, though we have our suspicions.” He said nothing more, and I thought immediately of my friends. Of the potential danger. 

“Michael, is this the end of the world?” I asked, afraid of the answer. Michael said nothing for a time before sighing. 

“I do not know,” he replied. “But part of me, if I am truly honest, hopes so. If it means the return of the seraphim. The return of the Divine Order.” 

“You can’t be serious,” I gasped, my mouth opening. 

“I told you, I was being truthful,” Michael admitted. “But my priority, my sole purpose, is to protect man. I will do that above all else. Do not ever doubt that.” 

I saw a flash pass through his eyes, and I felt I understood it. I, like Michael, felt what it was to be alienated. Alone. Harboring a great secret, and even a responsibility I should never have been given. He would have felt it since the dawn of time. I felt I understood his pain, despite the magnitude of the eras between us. Because of that, I felt I also understood his desire for peace. 

“I would give anything for a moment to be back in the celestial kingdom. But to a point,” he added, looking at me quickly. “I would never do anything to expedite or promote humanity’s demise. But I, like man, sometimes struggle with my desires, with my nature. I suppose the Father made us so, to make us understand humanity. Empathy.” 

I nodded, sighing again. “So, how did Azrael go about this, Michael? Will you tell me?” I asked. “Does this have to do with my being the Herald somehow?” 

“Perhaps.” He turned from me and took a deep breath, shrugging. “None of us have those answers now, Larin. We wait, we search, and we bide our time. For now, we must continue up the path. I have not finished showing you the Citadel.” He smiled and I knew he was trying to change the subject, but I let it go. 

We walked easily together, he occasionally remarking about some point of interest, some landmark of note. There were a great many talented architects who graced these grounds, once. Perhaps still. I wondered what happened to the others. 

We walked under a great, stone tunnel nature itself had bore out of the mountain, towards sounds of metal clinking in the distance. I froze, remembering the sounds of Ephreim and the others fighting, still traumatized from recent events. 

“There is nothing to fear here, Larin. We are approaching the training grounds.” 

I nodded, feeling my heart speed up in response to the sounds, despite Michael’s reassurances. 

We came to a field on the side of the mountain, the great valley visible in the distance. Black wings could be seen ducking in and out of the cloud cover beyond, and I wondered again how many creatures were dwelling here in this city beyond the reach of man. 

Tristan was standing atop a small hill, his hands behind his back, watching over a dozen vessels parrying back and forth in practice. Iris stood beside him, yelling something at a group who were practicing below. There were various levels of skill here, and I saw those who moved with the grace and ability that comes from long experience. Huddled on one side of the field, several young vessels were sitting around a circle, listening to instruction from a figure in authority who was demonstrating the use of thrusting with a sword. 

Iris looked up and noticed our approach, first confused at seeing Michael, then glowering at me when she saw me in tow. Tristan looked up as well, nodding at Michael before giving me a brief smile. As we approached, several other vessels who had been standing near Tristan noticed Michael and ceased what they were doing, bowing respectfully. 

“As you were,” Michael said easily, approaching Tristan and coming to stand beside him. 

“Greetings, my Lord Michael.” Tristan then nodded at me. “And to you, Larin. I trust you are well.” 

“I am, thank you,” I said, trying to pretend I didn’t feel Iris’ glare melting through the side of my face. 

“How come the newest wards?” Michael asked, turning to look at the novices further afield. 

“They learn quickly, as they all do,” Tristan said simply. He followed Michael’s gaze. “Vessels are built to be soldiers, Larin,” he said, turning back to me. “It is something which you will find will come easily to you, I’m sure.” 

“I’m sure,” said Iris, sneering. 

“Iris,” Tristan said, turning to her. “Please go and see to Josef. It appears he would be at a good stage to begin a visual demonstration with a partner.” 

“Whatever,” she said, leaping off the ground with a great whoosh of her black wings. I blinked as the gust of air assaulted my eyes. 

I sighed. 

“Patrick’s death was not your fault, Larin,” said Tristan, kindly. “She will come to see that in time. For now, she grieves.” 

I nodded, saying nothing. I didn’t blame her. Her partner had sacrificed his life for me, believing strongly enough that I could be the Herald. It was so much for him to be asked and yet he did it, hoping his death would mean something. I looked down, feeling guilty. 

Iris came to rest beside the one I understood to be Josef, who had been training the assembled young vessels. She walked up behind him, taking a sword from the rack and swinging it skillfully around her head. Josef turned and grinned at her, and I saw him speaking and making an introduction to his students. He then assumed a defensive stance, beckoning at Iris to come at him. She lunged at him, and he ducked aside as gracefully as a dancer, using his wings to add momentum to his turn. She rounded back, smashing her sword towards his face. I gasped, frightened for him. I needn’t have been. Josef met her sword easily, and the sounds of the crashing reached us from where they sparred. There was such beauty to their movements, despite the horror of the ends the training was meant to achieve, that I found I could not pull my eyes away. Each ducked every lunge, every thrust of the sword with ease or met it, the blades crashing against each other in movements so fast my eyes could not follow. 

Yeah, there was no way I would be able to do that. 

At one point, Iris kicked Josef in the chest, and he fell backwards onto the ground. She took the opportunity to leap on top of him, pinning him down with her foot and thrusting her sword into his face, coming to stop only a millimeter away. He froze, then they both broke into large grins. She leaned down and gave him her hand, helping him up. He dusted himself off as the young vessels could be heard clapping from the demonstration. 

I looked over at Tristan and saw him smiling in amusement. Just at that moment, Chase came rushing up to where we stood. I saw his fire-red hair first, and then his familiar grin. 

“Think you can do that?” he asked, huffing. “Hey, Tristan.” Chase wheezed as he leaned his hands on his knees, then stood up more formally, looking at Michael. “Uh, greetings, sir.” I could have sworn I saw Michael smirk, but he continued to look out at the groups as they engaged in practice. 

“Chase,” he acknowledged simply. 

“Did you want to give it a try?” Chase asked me, wiggling his eyebrows. “I bet you’re a quick study, like everything else!” It was said good-naturedly with no hint of sarcasm, and I smiled as I quickly shook my head. 

“I absolutely, totally, and utterly decline. Respectfully,” I stepped back, holding my hands out in front of me. Chase laughed, moving towards me. 

“Come on!” he coaxed, gesturing to me to take his hand. I looked anxiously at him and then back to Michael, who had been watching the display with a bemused expression on his face. Tristan looked at me, then at Chase. 

“Not today, Chase,” he said, saving me. 

“Fine,” Chase dropped his hand but continued smiling. “Michael, err. . . Sir,” he amended hastily, “can I do anything with Larin to. . .help?” Chase looked at me eagerly. 

“I appreciate your spirit of service, Chase, but it will not be required at the moment.” It was said gently but firmly, and Chase took the hint, looking slightly abashed. 

“Okay,” he said, “well, if you need anything at all, just let me know. Larin, maybe I’ll catch you later? We can go for a walk or something?” Before I could answer, he turned and sprinted back down the hillside, the familiar lightness apparent in his steps. 

Just then, all the creatures, including me, stopped. We all stood still, looking upwards. I could hear it, the sound, though it defied description. It was like nature itself was calling out, requesting our attention, as though it had just struck a tuning fork. Just as suddenly the moment passed. I looked quickly at Michael and Tristan for their reactions, not realizing what had just happened. Tristan merely nodded at Michael and gestured to Iris. She flew back to where we were and made a soft landing beside us, waiting for instructions. 

“Gather your team,” Tristan said to her. 

“Are you not coming?” she asked, turning to leave. 

“Not today, I wish to oversee the new wards further. I know you have this well in hand.” She nodded, then looked to Michael, also nodding more respectfully this time. She completely ignored me and turned around, taking off and signaling to two others on the field who left their training implements and leapt into the air after her. 

“What was that?” I wondered, fearing the answer. 

“Another awakening is imminent,” Michael said softly. 

“Another one?” I asked. “Surely the humans are noticing by now? All the missing person reports and disappearance must be piling up! There are just so many of you here. . .” I looked in particular at the young ones, not much older than children. “Some of these are just kids – are their parent not freaking out? Why isn’t this in the news?” I felt very anxious for the friends and family who would be waiting for word from their missing loved ones, the desperation they would be feeling. 

“Undoubtedly it is starting to come to their attention by now, yes,” Michael said, matter-of-factly. “Yet our concern is collecting them first, before Azrael. Their human lives are over, Larin. We can only try to mitigate the damage by reducing the chances they will be discovered as their wings emerge. Though I fear this will soon be beyond our ability to contain.” 

I felt terribly sad suddenly. “There are so many. . .so many kids,” I said softly. 

“Vessels reach full physical maturity in an accelerated fashion, Larin,” Tristan said neutrally. “So too do their minds. You need not worry for them here.” I frowned, finding it of little consolation. Michael came to stand closer to my side and put a hand softly on my shoulder. 

“I understand it is troubling,” he said gently. “You are not alone in these fears for their families, for their wellbeing, for the children. I can only assure you that we treat them as well as we can, but they quickly adapt to their natures and accept their import. The great service they are providing. For in fighting Azrael, they seek to prevent the destruction of everything they loved in their human lives.” 

“I guess that has to be enough, then.” I frowned, looking again at the young ones. 

“Ease your mind, Larin,” said Tristan. “Everything and everyone has a purpose. Ours is to fight evil, to seek it out, and destroy it.” I felt a chill at his words and closed my eyes. I felt I’d seen enough for one day. 

“Can we go back?” I asked Michael, who turned to Tristan. 

“We can. Tristan, I leave this in your capable hands.” Tristan nodded, continuing to stand at attention. 

As we walked quietly together, I found myself lost in thought. I knew the world would be coming aware of the missing, but I wondered what would happen when they discovered exactly why. It was a chilling thought. Monsters emerging out of their children’s bodies. I couldn’t imagine what this would mean for the world. For the chaos it would cause. It was somewhat reassuring to know the children would grow, but another thought occurred to me. 

“How long do vessels live, Michael?” I asked suddenly. 

“As long as they are not cut down, they do not die.” 

“Cut down? Are you saying we live forever?” I gaped at Michael, my mind reeling.

“Unless a vessel is killed by an act of violence or misadventure, they will continue to live in this world.” 

I closed my mouth, staring ahead. Immortality. Assuming I didn’t get myself killed somehow first. 

“Wait, Michael – you said vessels. What about archangels? What if someone were to try to kill you?” 

“Nobody has been successful in their attempts thus far, and it has been quite a long time.” 

“I guess it has,” I said, “but why is that?” 

“Archangels are skilled warriors, Larin, it is not easy to take us down. But if you are asking if it is possible, yes, I believe it is.” Then he smiled. “I hope you have no immediate plans against my life? I should be somewhat disappointed, as I am becoming rather fond of you.”  

I laughed, smiling back at him. “None so far. You’re not so bad yourself,” I replied lightly. It was meant as a joke, but Michael looked at me with a strange expression. Curiosity. I stopped smiling and blushed.

“It is quite nice to converse with you, Larin.”  

My blush deepened and I didn’t respond. I found I could speak with him all day. His company was easy, warm. It wasn’t just nice to be able to get answers, to try to make sense of the chaos of my life. There was something strangely familiar and compelling about him. I laughed internally at myself. Of course there was. He was an archangel. I was hard-pressed to think about anything that could possibly be more compelling than that.

We continued towards the path to the Great Hall, making our way inside, still speaking easily about the environment and facts about items of interest we passed.

We came through the hall, and I realized Uriel, Raphael, and Gabriel were standing in front of the thrones, deep in discussion. Several vessels had gathered, and Michael looked towards them with his eyebrows raised. There was considerable chattering, with much scurrying towards the centre of the room, huddling over something there.

“Brothers, what news?” Michael strode forward, an expression of concern crossing his face.

“We have found Gideon,” Gabriel said darkly, “and it is not good news.”  The others stood up, and lying on the floor was the one called Gideon.

Other than clearly being gravely injured, two large wounds bleeding through their bandages on either shoulder, there was something remarkable about him compared to the other vessels that could not be missed.

Gideon’s wings were missing.
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Michael stormed forward, the others parting the way for him as he dropped down at Gideon’s side, taking his hand.

“What happened?” he demanded, looking down at Gideon.

“One of the watch parties found him at the site of the last awakening,” Uriel said angrily. 

“He had been put back for us to find.”  

“But not before Azrael sent us a message,” Raphael said, a look of disdain on his face.

“What message? Gideon?” Michael asked, looking on Gideon sharply. Gideon moaned, shuddering from pain. “Is there something we must know? I know you are suffering, and we are all very proud of your strength in the face of such injury, but you must tell us what you have to say.” Michael squeeze his hand, placing another on Gideon’s chest. Gideon opened his eyes, tears running down his face.

“Michael,” he said weakly, “they know of. . .the girl. . .”  

Michael’s head snapped up, and he and the other archangels looked at me, standing frozen where Michael had left me across the hall. Every other head was staring at me, looks ranging from fear to curiosity.

“What do they know, Gideon?” he asked firmly.

“They know. . . I told them. . .” he choked, “I am sorry!” He bent his head, grimacing in pain mingled with shame.

Uriel and Raphael exchanged a look, and Gabriel walked down and joined Michael at his side.

“Gideon, is there something more we need to know?” he asked, frowning. “Was there a message?”  

“I. . .” but Gideon couldn’t finish, closing his eyes and passing out.

Michael stood up, gesturing to the others. Tristan had joined the Council members, standing and looking at Gideon with a look bordering on concern and pity in equal measures. Gabriel motioned to Tristan, indicating that he needed to attend to his comrade. Tristan and several others gingerly picked Gideon up, his head flopping limply as they carefully carried him from the room towards the medical bay.

“Tend him well, but try to revive him,” Gabriel called after them in respectfully measured tones. “There is surely more to this message than simply stating the obvious. Ephreim would have already told his master of Larin’s. . .” he looked up at me, searching for the words, “uniqueness. He will have more to tell us when he awakes.”  

Chase joined me at my side, sighing loudly and shaking his head, watching as the others transported Gideon out of the hall.

“Gideon is one of the oldest of us, he’s one of Tristan’s more trusted lieutenants,” he said quietly. “It’s just such a shame.”  

“What’s a shame? He’s alive! He could have been killed!” I said in surprise. I was somewhat taken aback by the cavalier response to finding his fallen friend still existing in the world of the living.

“Larin,” he sighed, shaking his head. “When you’re a vessel, losing your wings is worse than a death sentence. He won’t die, but he can still go on living forever. They become shells of themselves, it’s the most pathetic and sad sight ever,” he said, and I was about to admonish him further when I realized he was shaking. Chase was truly upset.

“But his life can still have meaning!” I frowned.

“I want to show you something,” Chase said, turning abruptly and leading me down the long corridor to the library. I stopped at the threshold, looking around.

“What are we doing here?” I asked.

“Just follow me.” 

He led me through the grand library, scrolls and books lining every inch of shelf space from floor to high ceiling. We made our way to a short hallway leading to a room with an open door. The light from a window inside poured into the hall, hitting upon another ancient tapestry on the wall. This image was somewhat darker than the others, a scene of multiple demon-like creatures descending upon a group of men and women, all holding their arms up in self-defence or covering their faces from the sight. It was unusual, the first macabre art I’d seen in this place. I frowned and leaned around the corner, looking in.

A figure was hunched over a chair in the corner, a blanket over his head like a hood. Beside him, near an unlit fireplace, sat a woman with a blank expression on her drawn face. I drew in my breath, noticing that both lacked wings as Gideon did.

Chase knelt gently down beside the woman, putting a hand on her back. In soft tones, he greeted her and asked her a question, but she continued to stare into space, shrugging absently.

“This is Lira, and in the chair over there,” he  pointed to the hunched figure, “is Goldwyn.”  

Neither moved nor acknowledged my presence. I was overwhelmed by a feeling of profound sadness, desolation radiating off these beings. I frowned, feeling their sadness inside me as I would my own. It was overpowering, and I felt as though I would weep. Shaking my head, I stuttered a polite excuse and rushed back out into the hallway, leaning a hand against the wall and breathing heavily. My own wings, healthy and presently attached to my body, shuddered in response to the thought of being suddenly separated from me. That old feeling of nausea rose in my throat and I resisted the urge to gag.

“Chase!” I heard Michael shout, and I raised my head, looking up.

Chase rushed out into the hallway, frowning.

“Michael!” he said, holding up his hands, “I’m sorry, but I thought she should see –”  

“You thought she should see what, exactly?” Michael snapped, and it was the first time I imagined him to be a fearsome warrior as opposed to a compassionate being that had spent the better part of his day with me. I frowned, not wanting to ignite his ire nor to see Chase punished.

“Michael,” I breathed, standing up, “It’s okay, he didn’t mean any harm!” I turned back and saw Chase’s face. He was utterly crestfallen to have displeased one of his beloved Council members.

“I’m so sorry, Michael, I really thought...” Chase began, searching for the words.

“Chase, you overstep,” Michael said roughly, walking past me.

“I’m sorry, Michael.” Chase’s face was nearly as red as his hair, and he lowered his head. 

Michael paused, regaining his composure. He sighed, closing his eyes. “You’re dismissed,” he said smartly but lacking the harsh tones of moments before.

Chase made his way around Michael, looking into my eyes and lowering his head, and walked off quickly back towards the entrance of the library.

“Michael, honestly, it was okay,” I said, forgetting myself and putting a hand on his arm. The act surprised us both, but Michael sighed and shook his head.

“I did not want you to learn of this yet, Larin. I am sorry if I seemed. . . I feel it is my job to protect you.”  

“I was hardly in any danger,” I laughed, and Michael frowned at me.

“Are you mocking me?” he asked quietly.

“No, of course not,” I said quickly. “But at the same time, perhaps. . .” I trailed off, not knowing what to say.

“Perhaps I have taken too close an interest in guiding you through our ways,” Michael said softly. “Perhaps it may be best to share you with others.” I thought it was he that was mocking me, now, but he looked down into my eyes and I saw that there was a smile there, too.

“I was harsh with Chase, but I do not wish to see you unhappy,” he said, and I stared at him. “I feel I want to protect you from pain of any kind, and I cannot understand why.” He regarded me with a curious expression, surprised at himself. I could only stare back, unsure of what to say. He let out a breath and walked forward back the way we had come in.

“Let us go, I must have words with the Council,” he said.

We came back to the hall, and I looked around for Chase. Not seeing him there, I felt sorry for him and his apparent embarrassment. I knew he was only trying to help, and I knew I could use all the friends I could get in the days to come. I mentally noted to seek him out later and see how he was doing.

Uriel looked up as we entered, noticing Michael beside me, and a look of displeasure flashed across his face. He still regarded me with the same air of disdain as he had in our first meeting, and I wondered why. If I was truly the Herald, would he not be happy? Isn’t the return of his beloved seraphim something he would welcome with open arms? I frowned unhappily, not knowing what to do, but knowing there was nothing for it now.

“Wait here,” Michael said, and I nodded absently, wondering what would happen next.

Michael rejoined his brothers, and they conferred quietly for a moment. The hall was filled to capacity now with other vessels, all appearing to have learned the dark news of what befell Gideon. There was nervous chatter all around, and the anxiety in the room was palpable.

The Council took their places before the four thrones on the lower pedestals, the three behind left empty but waiting with hope for the return of the seraphim. Gabriel raised a hand, and the chatter stopped immediately, all faces in the room turned towards the archangels.

Once there was silence, the four archangels took their seats, their white wings astonishingly bright against the subdued gilded gold they sat upon.

“By now, you will all have heard of Gideon’s arrival back at the Citadel, and his unfortunate circumstances,” Michael began, speaking for the Council. His voice was pure and true, and I realized I had goosebumps as it reverberated around the hall. The acoustics of the place were perfect for his voice, and I fought the urge to close my eyes as though listening to a beautiful melody. I remembered the solemnity of the occasion, feeling terrible again for Gideon, and swallowed.

“You will also be aware of the considerable influx of the newly-awakened, and have questions about what this means for us.” There were nods around the room, and the chatter started up again, quietly. 

Michael continued. “For those of you who have been vessels longer than others, you will understand by now what your purpose is. What goals we seek to achieve by virtue of our abilities, our existence as creatures built from the hand of the Divine Creator. We protect life, no matter the form it takes. We protect humanity, and we seek the destruction of evil by its very roots. It is the most noble and worthy endeavor any one of you can undertake, but as you know, it is not without risks.”  There were more nods, but the room stayed quiet.

“Gideon knew the risk, has known it for many years. He fought bravely, and his life will still have a purpose, and a use to us. I look to all of you, my brothers and sisters, to see that the difficult days ahead for Gideon are full of fellowship and friendship. He will require your strength. In terms of what all these awakenings mean, we can only postulate at the moment. We believe Azrael has found the means to awaken a legion, to make one last great stand against the world of man.”  

There were gasps around the room, though it was clear that others suspected. The newly awakened were obvious, those standing around awkwardly, still not having command of their wings or their bodies. Some still had traces of the fever and looked on fearfully, trying to come to terms with what has happened to them. The others looked ahead stoically, likely having seen a great many terrible things in their long lives. I could see in the faces of some there were few surprises left to them that would shake them. 

I myself, however, was shaking.

Michael met my eyes, and I noted his mouth twitch. 

He continued. “For obvious reasons, we cannot allow this to happen. It remains all the more imperative that we find the newly awakened before Azrael discovers them first. Every soldier we lose is a soldier lost to his army, to his evil.” 

“But what of Lucifer?” said one voice, and the chattering started again in earnest. Wings fluttered and shuddered around the room, and other voices asked the same question. 

“Yes, Michael!” said one, “What of Lucifer?” Then another. “Is it true? Has he returned?”  Michael stood up, attempting to regain control. He held up his hands.

“We have it on very good authority that this is not the case, and that Lucifer remains cast from this world in a place of exile,” he said, shaking his head against other questions. “Listen!” he finally snapped, and silence fell again throughout the hall. When he was satisfied he had every ear, he sat back down.

“If ever there comes a time when you need to know something of such great import, rest assured it will be shared with you,” he said. “For now, that will have to be enough.”  

“What of the Herald?” asked one rogue voice from across the room, and every eye in the room turned to look in my direction. I swallowed uncomfortably.

“Ah yes, the Herald,” Raphael smiled in my direction. “What of the Herald, Brother?” I could sense Michael’s desire to resist rolling his eyes at his brother.

“We have reason to believe it is possible that Larin is the Herald, yes.”  

Now the room erupted in voices, all shouting. Vessels approached me, some shaking my hands to make hasty introductions, others barking questions at me I couldn’t hear over the noise. I resisted the urge to put my hand over my ears, suddenly feeling claustrophobic and afraid. The weight of the potential responsibility fell again upon my shoulders, and as the beings amassed around me, I became overwhelmed. Spots danced before my eyes and I blinked rapidly, praying I didn’t faint from fear.

There was a sudden whoosh of wings and Michael slammed down beside me, holding me back behind his arm and his hand out to the others who surrounded me.

“FALL BACK AND BE SILENT!” he roared.

You could have heard a pin drop after that, if you couldn’t hear my heart slamming against my chest. I looked at the thrones and saw the other three archangels on their feet. Gabriel and Raphael had curious, bemused expressions, and Uriel’s was one of open hostility.

“Brother,” I heard Gabriel say, and I looked back at Michael. He had a firm line to his mouth, and I saw his stress there. Just as quickly, I saw him regain himself. He strode forward, but not before stopping and beckoning me to join him. I opened my eyes at him widely, not wanting to draw further attention, though at this point there was no avoiding it.

“Larin, come,” he said firmly. I followed.

I walked up the pedestal and stood beside the thrones awkwardly, my face flaming. Uriel looked at Michael in shock and anger but said nothing.

“Behold, your potential Herald,” Michael declared, but with a note of sarcasm. “See her now, satisfy your curiosity, but know that she is not to be assaulted with any undue questioning at this time. As you are aware, she is only newly awakened herself. There is no confirmation she is, in fact, the Herald. She is not to be accosted on the subject further.”  There was a note of finality to his voice, and not another word was said.

Michael continued.

“I continue without interruption I expect,” he warned. None interrupted. “Continue on your courses, go about your business. But in light of developments of late, it falls upon all of you to be highly vigilant in the days to come. The lives of your brothers and sisters, and in fact, all of humanity, may depend on your ability to stay the course.”  

Gabriel rose now, scanning the room.

“I join my brother in welcoming Larin to the fold,” he said, smiling warmly at me. Raphael too looked at me with a kind smile on his face. “I expect great things from not only her but from all of you. As we have always done, and will always do, we endure.”  

Raphael made a few rallying comments, and Uriel too, and I was surprised at how motivational he was despite his apparent proclivity towards unpleasantness. At the end of these speeches, the room had erupted in cheers and the names of the Council were called over and over. I took that opportunity to bid a hasty retreat to my living quarters, slamming the door behind me and sinking down to the ground at the foot of my bed, wrapping my arms around my body.

I felt quite. . .angry.

There was a soft knock a few minutes later, and I was unsurprised to see Michael enter the room.

“That was really unfair of you,” I said, feeling the fire in my face burning my skin from

within.

“It was?” Michael looked suddenly surprised. “How so?” 

“Putting me up on display like a damned prized pig!” I shouted, suddenly furious. “I’m so scared and confused, and you parade me around as the Herald before I’ve even figured out my head from my ass?” It was crass, but I didn’t care. I was livid and shaking.

Michael sighed, walking into the room.

“I didn’t say you could come in,” I snapped, despite knowing he could do whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted.

“I’m sorry, Larin, I did not mean to. . .”  

“Just like Chase didn’t mean. . .?” I said harshly, not bothering to finish the sentence.

Michael flinched, then nodded his head. He took a deep breath, then eyed me meaningfully.

“I do not answer to Chase,” he said simply.

“Everyone answers to you, though, right?” I retorted, shaking my head. 

Michael’s eyes flashed briefly, before he suddenly closed them, bowing his head. “For a long time, I have only ever addressed my Council brothers as equals.” He was speaking softly, now, looking down at his hands. “I have taken to addressing you and treating you similarly. I apologize if it has caused you discomfort, Larin, that is not my intention.”  

I watched him while he spoke, still angry, then sighed. I knew though I had no reason to belabor the point, and that he spoke the truth of his intentions.

I took a breath, calming myself. “It’s alright, Michael. Forget it.”

We were quiet for a moment. Michael turned, about to leave. “I suspect you would like to rest now,” he said, and I was aware again of the now-usual exhaustion. Part of me wanted him to stay – to keep talking to me. I wanted to keep hearing his voice, despite my anger mere moments before.

“I’m tired,” I agreed. “But I don’t know what I should do next.”  

“You rest,” Michael said simply and smiled. “I shall. . .send Chase to collect you, soon. I think he would like to show you the barracks and the common areas where the other vessels gather.”  

I opened my eyes wide, realizing this was a peace offering both to me and potentially to Chase.

“Sure,” I found myself smiling in return. Michael was certainly mysterious.

He left me in peace, and I did as he suggested and rested.
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Chase found me, quietly knocking and uttering apologies the minute his foot crossed the threshold to my room.

“Chase, you have nothing to be sorry for,” I said as reassuringly as I could. “What have you got in store for me today?” I added, turning the subject to more pleasant matters. Chase smiled, relieved, his cheerful persona eager to shine through.

“Let’s go check out the dorms, huh?” he suggested. I found his cheer contagious, feeling much happier to be in the presence of someone who knew how to be in a good mood all the time. We walked back out to the mountainside, picking our way along another path. Chase chatted contentedly about this and that, how the structure and order worked. The Council obviously ruled all, but various hierarchies had to be observed. Tristan, for instance, was the highest commander of the vessel army under the Council. Below him were his lieutenants, including among them, Iris.

“Do you think Iris will ever forgive me?” I asked, interrupting Chase as he sprouted off names and ranks I didn’t recognize.

“For what?” Chased looked at me, confused.

“For . . .you know, Patrick,” I said uneasily.

“Oh, that,” Chase responded in subdued tones. That was really a shame. Patrick was a good guy. But it wasn’t your fault, Larin, he did what any of us would have done if asked – to protect the others. For the greater good and all that.” I believed he meant what he said, and I tried to feel better, but found I couldn’t.

“She’s prickly to begin with if I’m being honest,” he continued, “but there’s no denying she’s a great fighter – and good at her job.” I nodded, imagining her on the battlefield, and shuddered at the thought of being on the wrong end of her sword.

“What about the. . .archangels?” I asked, testing. Chase turned and looked at me, frowning.

“What about them?” he asked cautiously. The memory of being chastised by Michael was clearly still fresh in his mind.

“Tell me about them,” I asked, trying not to seem too eager. I wanted to know about them all, but obviously, Michael dominated my thoughts.

“Well, I don’t really know what to say.” Chase scratched his head. “You’ve already met them. They pretty much keep to themselves, unless they are giving orders about something - or unless it’s Michael, and it has something to do with you.” There was an edge to his voice, and Chase’s step picked up. 

“Well just tell me the basics,” I pushed, “Raphael, for instance. He seems pretty easy-going. . .” 

“He’s got the best sense of humor, that’s for sure,” Chase replied, “and he’s a pretty decent guy. Gabriel is very smart, but also kind. Always has a nice word for you if you pass him, he isn’t too important to say hi.”   

I sensed a tone and thought it best to drop it. But then Chase continued.

“Uriel is just. . . Uriel. He doesn’t seem to care much for dealing with the rabble. He isn’t the kind of guy you’d want to cross. Pretty deadly with a sword, too.” I bit my lip, not wanting to imagine.

“What about Michael?” I asked casually. Chase turned and looked at me, narrowing his eyes.

“He’s the leader, we do what he says,” he said, signifying what I thought was an end to the conversation. I supposed he was still sore from the day before. Suddenly though, he continued. “The archangels have had a long life, and they’ve seen a lot of war, a lot of bad things. They’ve witnessed history unfold, and I guess it’s made them all . . .who they are.” I was silent, listening. “We would be lost without them, I can tell you that. I can only imagine what it would be like when the seraphim come back.”  

“When?” I asked, raising my eyebrows. “Are we even certain that will happen?” 

“You tell me, ‘Herald,’” he smirked, winking at me and chucking my shoulder. I didn’t smile.

“Chase, they have no idea if I’m this supposed Herald. For all they know, I’m just a random mutation. The only thing remarkable about me that I can see is that I didn’t get sick. I don’t know why that’s so special, but maybe it isn’t. Maybe it’s nothing.”  

Chase looked at me meaningfully. “There’s definitely more to you than that.” 

I flushed suddenly at what he was implying. He was clearly taken with me, but I had been attributing this to my novelty. I hastily changed the subject.

“Why did you say that thing about the seraphim coming back? What do you mean about what it would be like for them?” 

“I dunno,” he laughed. “I guess it may be hard to adjust to taking orders again when you’ve given them for so long. But I think. . .” he paused, considering his words, “No, I know the world would change. For the better. I think they would know what to do. They’d be able to get rid of Azrael fast. Without Lucifer, he’s just a loose gun with a grudge.”  

“I suspect he’s a bit more than that,” I said darkly, imaging his legions and the dark magic he must have commanded to be able to start the sudden mass awakenings. “And what if he finds Lucifer?” I nearly whispered, dreading the answer.

“You don’t even want to know.” Chase looked at me, a dark expression in his eyes. “Trust me, Larin. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my time here, it’s that there are some things you don’t ever want to have to imagine.”  

I fully agreed with that statement. I didn’t want to imagine a world with Lucifer unleased upon it. I shuddered, my wings instinctively pulling towards me. Chase noticed and grinned.

“Deep stuff, huh? Look, we’re here!” He pointed at an enormous, ancient looking building, carved out of the hard granite contained in the mountainside. Massive pillars majestically lined the well-trodden path to the entrance where two large winged-statues stood, facing each other from across the threshold.

“Wow,” I whistled, “so beautiful.”  

“It’s the dorm! Come on!” Chase had already begun striding toward the entrance, his wings cocked in what came across to me as a confident fashion. I realized that each vessel had their own unique way of holding themselves. It seemed to represent their character. I thought briefly to Tristan, his wings held in an ever-vigilant stance of readiness. Michael. . .Michael’s wings. . . 

I felt my mind wander to the lustrous whiteness of Michael’s wings. He held himself differently. Everything about his makeup was different. He was built to lead, built to be. I thought back to the tips of his feathers as they gracefully touched the ground as he walked, as though his wing was a fingertip, gently tracing the way. The thought gave me a strange warmth in my chest, and I smiled a little, finding myself looking forward to our next encounter.

“Larin? Larin!” called Chase, and I realized I had nearly stopped walking, caught up in my reverie.

“Coming!” I called, quickening my step.

We entered the large building, and I again noted the ornate carvings wrought by ancient stoneworkers. Beautiful displays of vessels and angels spanned the place from wall to ceiling. Some were holding flowers, others pouring pitchers into goblets held by the hands of peaceful-faced winged creatures. It was breathtaking. The enchantment was captivating. It seemed everywhere in the Citadel I had witnessed great beauty.

There were rows upon rows of beds, many in the process of becoming converted to bunks. There seemed more than enough space. I was sure it could accommodate hundreds, such was its size. I looked upwards and along the walls were openings that had been carved out, some occupied by vessels sitting or laying down. There were many here conversing with each other, reading books, or merely laying peacefully. I heard laughter too and voices all around.

Few noticed our entrance, but Chase could not resist shouting a hearty greeting to announce our presence. Several faces turned towards us, curious and then surprised. The vessels closest to us who had been sitting in their cots stood up, watching.

I suddenly felt as though I was on display again, and I approached Chase with some anxiety. “Chase. . .” I said, beginning to feel significant discomfort at the attention.

“Larin, it’s ok! These are your friends. Family. I want you to get to know them. It’s important that you meet them sooner than later. We’re all here to help you,” he smiled at me, reaching down and taking my hand. The act felt proprietary, as though I was his, and I pulled my hand back uncomfortably.

“I. . . I guess we can say hi to your friends,” I said, feeling the piercing gazes upon me. There was a murmur throughout the room, and the laughter and sounds of conversation died down. I was suddenly and completely the centre of attention.

I resisted the urge to turn tail and run out, instead forcing a smile and waving my hand weakly. “Uh. . .hey,” I said awkwardly. This was met by complete silence.

Chase slapped his hands against his sides, trying to decide how to proceed. “Let’s get some introductions going, shall we?” he said loudly, pushing me gently forward into the room.

“Hey, James!” he said to the first vessel we approached. An attractive individual who seemed roughly my age looked at me, and I could see his struggle to decide what to say playing out in his face. Michael’s words about not accosting me earlier must have had quite the effect. I frowned, feeling anger again, but forcing it down.

“Hello,” James finally decided and held out his hand. I shook it, the act feeling forced and false. “Welcome to, ah, our abode.” James managed a smile, and I returned it and thanked him, ending our awkward handshake and putting my hands behind my back.

We moved around, greeting so many people I felt I had no hope of ever remembering their names. Some were friendly and genuinely wanted to make me feel welcome. Some were openly fearful of me, and I felt I understood it. The thought of being the Herald was scary enough to me, let alone for others. Chase continued to smile and chat merrily, doing his best to make me feel comfortable. I appreciated it considerably, and I tried to be optimistic that these faces would become familiar. I needed all the friends I could get.

We passed a bed where a young vessel lay quietly. It was clear she had been crying. I was very sad for her, remembering again the terror of the transition from human to vessel, losing everything you knew. I felt strangely as though I wanted to comfort her, and I left a group who had been valiantly trying to include me in their conversation. I walked over to the bed and sat down beside her.

“Hey,” I said softly, looking at her face. She couldn’t have been over twelve years old. The fever was fresh from her body, and I was surprised that I could sense it. “I’m Larin. What’s your name?” I asked gently.

“Neesha,” she whimpered, wiping her nose with the sheet she was holding against her body.

“Hi, Neesha,” I smiled. “I’m new around here too. It’s not so easy, is it?”  

“No,” she replied and burst into sobs. I leaned down and rubbed her shoulder while she cried, shushing her gently. I knew I couldn’t take her pain away, especially when I found I shared it. I was still not adjusted, and I also missed my friends, grieved for my brother.

When she stopped crying, Neesha looked meekly back up to me, sniffling. “I want to go home,” she said, and I nodded.

“I know you do, but. . .” I found I didn’t know what to say. “I can only tell you that it will get easier. You’ll adjust to these things.” I turned my head and watched as I flapped my wings behind me. “It’s actually pretty cool. I haven’t learned how to fly yet, but I can’t imagine anything more amazing in the whole world.”  

It was true. Every time I saw a vessel in flight, I felt an instinctual urge throughout my entire being to join them. As I thought about it, the call became even greater. Neesha looked away for a moment, then back at my face.

“Yeah, I guess that would be cool,” she conceded. “Can you show me how when you learn?”  

I laughed, imagining myself teaching any vessel anything. But I nodded, smiling and assuring her that if I could, I would. She turned her head into her pillow but looked back once more and thanked me. I sensed her sadness, but also that it had eased.

“Um,” I heard from behind me. Chase was staring at me, a strange expression on his face. “Let’s get out of here.”

 I smiled once more at Neesha, squeezing her arm. “It’ll be okay, I promise,” I said, immediately regretting it. I knew I shouldn’t make promises unless I could keep them, and anything was possible at this point. I had no idea what was around the next turn, what new surprise at the following bend. I sighed, getting up and saying my goodbyes to some or shaking hands absently with others as Chase made introductions in passing.

When we got outside, I found myself lost in thought. The breeze was gentle and fresh, and I realized my body was built to be in the open. It always felt like a release to be outdoors. My wings shivered in pleasure, wanting to stretch.

“That was really nice of you, Larin,” Chase said softly.

“What was?” I asked, my reverie broken.

“Back there, what you did for the little one. It’s really hard on them at first. We try our best to make it easy. . .but you know what it’s like. Losing your life, your family,” he trailed off.

“She is so young,” I said softly. Chased sighed, agreeing. 

We walked in silence for some time, no sense of direction or purpose. It felt nice, and I would occasionally meet Chase’s eyes and we’d smile shortly at each other. He started making conversation after a while, and then he asked me about my former life – where I grew up, what my family was like. 

I started to sob.

“Larin!” Chase said, distressed. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean -” but I waved him away, regaining control.

“It’s not something I want to talk about, Chase,” I said, hastily wiping my face.

“Still fresh, I get it,” Chase said softly. “Larin, I just want you to know I’m here. I like you. I mean,” he paused, struggling for words. “I know it’s been rough, but I really want to help you get used to the place, do whatever I can to ease the transition. And I want you to know that if you want to talk, about anything. . . 

Anytime...”  

The last word was said with deep meaning behind it, and I turned to Chase, frowning. I understood what he wanted from me, but I was in no position to give it. I felt only my own desolation, confusion, and fear. It was a difficult process to get to acceptance. I was a long, long way from that.

“Chase,” I whispered, stopping. “I think we -”  

“Don’t.” 

I stopped speaking and found myself frowning at Chase. There was anticipation in his face, anxiety. He did not want me to say the words. He did not want me to say I could not give him more. 

“I think we should go to the flight deck,” he said suddenly, forcibly cheerful. He strode ahead and I looked after him unhappily. I sighed and followed, keeping my thoughts about our prior conversation to myself.

“What’s the flight deck?” I asked wearily. I felt very worn out suddenly, with a fervent desire for the quiet comfort of my room. I put on a brave face and rushed to keep up with Chase, feeling somewhat uncomfortable and sad that our relationship, such as it was, was now hanging precariously close to dissolution. For his sake.

“The flight deck is the launching ground for the newly awakened who are ready to fly. Some of us newer folk nicknamed it.”  

“Flying?” I asked, perking up considerably.

“Yep,” Chase said, regaining his sense of composure and cheerfulness. He grabbed my hand and I didn’t resist, not wanting to hurt him further.

“Let’s go.”
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We made our way up the mountainside, alternating with periods of strained chatting and silence. Chase did not seem to take my rejection well, no matter how soft it was, though to his credit he was putting on a brave face. There were times I would stumble on part of the ancient stone walkway that was uneven in areas and he would attempt to grab my hand before I would not be able to contain my discomfort and withdraw it. I didn’t want to hurt him, but I wasn’t sure with a personality as intensely passionate as Chase’s that that would be possible.

After what seemed like a long, long while, I bent over, gasping. “My god!” I huffed. “How tall is this mountain exactly?”  

“When you learn to fly, you won’t have to worry about it,” Chase told me, managing a grin.

“Yeah, right,” I said, standing up again and putting one foot in front of the other as the vegetation and lush greenery gave way to more and more barren space. The air here was thinner, too, and I found it even harder to catch my breath. I nearly sobbed in relief when I saw a stone archway at the top of the path signalling we had finally reached our destination.

“Wait ‘til you see this,” Chase grinned again at me, leaping off the ground. “I’m just going to let the others know we’re here!” he yelled from the air, as he left me where I stood.

I found a boulder nearby and nearly collapsed on it, exhausted.

After a few minutes, Chase returned with three other vessels, and I was surprised to see Tristan among them.

“Larin,” the latter said, making a soft landing beside me. “I am quite pleased to see you here, I admit. We are just about to engage in lessons, and this is an excellent opportunity for observation.”  

“Observation? You mean participation!” quipped Chase as I rolled my eyes. “Guess, what? There’s a lot of excitement that you’re here. I may have led on that you were going to make the jump.” He grinned at me, and my mouth dropped open in shock.

“You what?!” I cried, groaning. All I needed was extra attention. Sure enough, within moments at least a dozen other vessels were seen ascending the mountain, curious to see “the Herald” make her first flight. 

Yeah, not happening.

“Come, Larin,” said Tristan, ignoring Chase. “I would like to show you the peak myself.”  

Despite my annoyance at Chase, I smiled at Tristan, grateful for his aura of quiet strength. He was matter-of-fact, but not in a careless way. I felt safe around him, and I followed.

We approached the edge of a vast cliff. Several young vessels were listening to instruction, flexing and bending their wings as their feathers reflected bright rays of sunlight all around the peak. Individuals, clearly instructors, were mimicking various poses of “correct” wing positioning and for some simply how to flap in unison. I watched, agog, trying to understand how anyone could find the courage to take the jump off this enormous height.

There were four gentle thuds behind me. I turned and saw Michael, and my heart leapt. I felt suddenly much better, knowing he was with me here. We smiled at each other before I noticed Uriel, Raphael, and Gabriel beside him. Raphael was watching me, and he looked suddenly at Michael, a slow grin creeping up his face. I blushed furiously and nodded quickly at Gabriel and Uriel, acknowledging them and looking away before I embarrassed myself further.

They approached me. “We heard there was a spectacle about to occur,” Gabriel said, genially. I laughed, shaking my head.

“Hardly, I’m just here to watch.”  

Uriel snorted, choosing instead to look at the trainees. I noticed a glint of curiosity in his eyes, and I wondered if they truly thought I would actually try out flying after only being a vessel for such a short time.

Michael came up beside me and I resisted smiling at him stupidly again, nodding casually instead. It really did feel good to know he was here.

“So. . .” I said, purposely averting my eyes towards the instructors.

“So,” replied Michael.

“SO,” said Raphael a little more loudly, his word slightly more meaningful. I looked at him sidelong, choosing to ignore the inflection and his cheeky grin.

“I’m not jumping.” I feigned ignorance at what I knew he was witnessing regarding my growing infatuation with Michael, instead looking at Raphael sternly. He merely continued to smile but nodded.

“I wouldn’t expect you to. Most vessels can’t fly for many weeks after they awaken. And even then, sometimes longer, until they have gotten over their fear of heights,” he said.

Chase was clearly overwhelmed to be surrounded by the Council and the higher commanders, inconspicuously trying to stand closer and share in the importance of the occasion. I couldn’t help but smile to myself. He was certainly a character. I hoped we could be friends, if he could allow it, and once I’d gathered my wits and acclimatized to my circumstances. Michael looked down at me, a soft expression in his eye. 

“You needn’t be afraid, Larin. Vessels have learned to do this since the dawn of time. It will come to you when you are ready. Nobody will push you nor do they expect you to do anything today. You require training still, and that will take several days at the minimum, once you have mastered the use of your wings. There are many safety protocols we observe for the first flights, and thus you are always in good hands.”  

I let out a short breath, shaking my head. I still couldn’t imagine coming anywhere close to flying, despite the desire that was startling in its sudden fierceness.

“Even then,” Michael continued, “it is very rare that vessels are successful for many jumps. There has never been a first independent flight. Allow no one to put pressure on you,” he looked meaningfully at Chase, who flushed.

Dozens more had arrived now, landing quietly in the background, curious to see the Herald engage in her first leap. I gulped, thinking how they were about to be sorely disappointed. We walked closer to the cliff. Tristan was explaining how the wings gained their power through the strength of the muscles in the chest wall, not the back as one would expect. I listened, fascinated, as he described the way the wings thrust in a swimming-like motion. The flow of the air current determined the speed of the ascent or the descent, etc. 

We arrived quite close to the edge. I tiptoed as close as I dared, peeking down. I nearly fainted from the sight alone, stumbling back several feet and closing my eyes in dizziness. I backed up against something hard and looked over my shoulder to see Michael, an amused grin on his face.

“Wow,” I said weakly.

“I understand it is quite the sight for first-timers.”  

“You can say that,” I said sarcastically, then thought again to that moment of being brought to the Citadel when I had become aware of being carried at a great, great height. I swallowed again, closing my eyes and feeling dizzy. Michael rubbed my arm in a familiar, comfortable fashion.

Raphael approached us, his eyes squinted but his good humor still apparent.

“You kids better slow down, or we will have to get you a room,” he said in undertones, so the others couldn’t hear. It was a joke, but also a warning. There was no hint of enmity, though simply prudence. Michael stepped back casually and gave his Brother a sardonic look.

“Raphael, please,” Michael responded. I flushed so deeply, I felt as though I may have burst a capillary.

“You seem to have attracted quite the audience, Larin,” Gabriel noted, looking over his shoulder at the gathering vessels. I moaned, turning away. He chuckled and came to stand beside me. “You had better get used to this level of attention, at least until they’ve sated their curiosity utterly,” he said, then looked at me with a strange expression, “or unless fate has brought the Herald to our doorstep at last.”  

“Brother,” Uriel said with more than a hint of anger in his voice, “Let us not feed into rumors and gossip any more than we have already. The assembly was certainly not handled as tactfully as it ought to have been.”  

Michael rounded on him angrily. “Do you question my judgment, Brother?” he snapped.

“Perhaps,” Uriel retorted, unintimidated. I for one would have withered under the anger of one of the white-winged creatures. As it was, however, I noticed there was something about the four of them when they were together. There was an easiness to their transactions. A complete and total familiarity and comfort. 

I supposed eons of being stuck together would do that to you.

I blinked, trying to fathom how long an eon was before giving up. I coughed uncomfortably and walked towards Tristan. 

“Hey,” I said, managing a smile, and he returned it. 

“Larin. Do you see over there? It appears one of the young ones is nearly ready,” he pointed at the edge, where a vessel was wobbling, his wings poised awkwardly and unevenly. Two trainers stood on either side, coaching and encouraging him. At least a dozen others lined the cliff, along with two trainers each. I felt my heart in my throat for the young one, could see him trying to summon up his courage before falling backwards in fear, landing on his backside and rolling over due to the unexpected momentum of his wings. I ran forward, instinctively wanting to help.

“Are you okay?!” I asked as I reached him. He looked up at me, and I saw the terror in his eyes. His trainers grabbed him by either arm, hoisting him up.

“It will be okay, son,” said a vessel, who was roughly the same age as I in appearance. I wondered how many years he’d actually been on the earth, though. Probably a long time. Beside us, one brave new vessel made the leap, shrieking at the top of her lungs. I gasped, looking over the edge. When she jumped, however, her trainers jumped with her. They, gliding down professionally and gracefully, and she rotating in a rapid, twirling freefall. I held my hands to my face, not sure I could watch. But sure enough, the two straightened out the trainee and redirected her body, the three gliding upwards in an arch away from the mountain. This seemed to be going on quite a bit now, as many jumps were attempted in threes and then the trainees guided back up to the peak by their handlers. It was an incredible sight.

I was looking down, forgetting the great height as I was enraptured by the sights going on around me.

“So, what’s it gonna be, Larin?” asked Chase from behind me. I looked over my shoulder and lifted my eyebrows at him.

“In your dreams,” I managed, but couldn’t help but smile at his impish expression.

Michael had been speaking with Gabriel and the other archangels, momentarily distracted.

He looked up and met my eyes, smiling. Just as he did, I heard another voice beside me.

“So, dare to dream,” said Iris, kicking me from behind.

I fell.
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I couldn’t make sense of what was happening at first. 

The rush of air passing by me was so unfamiliar, so contrary to any rational sensation I’d ever experienced, that I couldn’t process that I was barrelling toward the ground at an unimaginable speed. 

I was facing the sky, the wind cutting sharply past me as the force of it pushed my wings straight upwards, as though pointing at the sun of their own volition. The top of the cliff was quickly disappearing from view, and I was still too shocked to feel anything other than confusion. 

I noticed several black wings leaping off the edge as it disappeared further and further from view, and one large span of white flash into the sky and race downwards towards me, the shock of black hair still visible although it was quickly dissipating into a pinpoint. 

Michael. 

I opened my eyes wide, coming to my senses. He would not reach me in time. 

Instinct took over. I closed one wing, using all of my might against the push of the wind to force my body around to face the ground. It worked, but I flipped more violently than I expected, and my wing reopened. Both wings stretched straight up behind me, the current too strong to manipulate them. I closed my eyes anyway and tried, forcing them down with all my might. Slowly but surely, they began to level out to the rest of my body, although unevenly, and the current forced me into a spiral much like the girl who took her first leap moments before. I screamed and opened one wing alone, imagining being back at the beach with Kaila. 

Her family let us go out in the canoe. I remember Kaila putting the paddle in the water, changing the direction of the boat, forcing the current to make it move us. I imagined my wing to be the same, steering my body as I would a boat upon the water. The airflow was much the same, and I made it the same in my mind’s eye. It worked. 

I straightened out again and forced my wings to stay level this time. The air current below resisted against them, and suddenly my descent slowed, as though sails catching the wind. I tilted my torso upwards and swooped up in a great whoosh, arching my body and finding my wings responding. I flapped them experimentally, the force of it surprising me at first, and then I did it again, and again. I was zigzagging in dizzying fashion, but I was flying. I was actually flying. 

I suddenly found my stride, like the moment a child realizes they can ride a bike without the hands of their parents to hold them upward. I flapped my wings forcibly, flying straight upwards. I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t believe the sheer, unadulterated power that my wings lent me. 

I’d never felt so alive in my entire life as a human. As a vessel, I felt like I’d not only be transformed but now. . . I was completely remade. 

I couldn’t stop smiling and spiralled upward and upward still until I suddenly broke through the cloud cover. The light from the sun was radiant up here. Blinding. It warmed me and fed me, giving me strength. I closed my eyes, my wings moving to keep me stationary so I could absorb every precious ray. Nothing else mattered at that moment. Nothing. 

I opened my eyes and found I was face to face with Michael. 

He was staring at me with a look of pure wonder, and something more. I smiled a brilliant smile at him, feeling incredible joy at that moment. He came closer, pausing inches from my face. He shook his head slowly, a small smile growing larger and larger. His black eyes shone as though they had witnessed a great miracle. 

“Herald,” he whispered, as the other archangels arrived behind him, their faces blank with shock. Gabriel and Raphael’s expressions melted into similar looks of awe and wonder. Even Uriel couldn’t seem to contain his emotions and stared at me openly in a way I could only describe as hopeful. Tristan hovered beyond with two others who had thought initially they were coming to my rescue. They were watching me, Tristan too, with expressions of shock and confusion. I absently noticed Chase behind him, strands of his red hair flying in the wind as though on fire. I didn’t look at his face, but I could sense his awe. However, I found could only stare back at Michael, as he looked into my eyes with a strange fierceness, feeling tears running down my face. I didn’t care about anything other than this moment of freedom. 

Herald or no. . . I was reborn.
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We descended from the clouds towards the launching grounds. All the vessels, hundreds now at least, lined the cliff. I could hear the cheers as we descended towards them, and I looked over my shoulder at Michael, finding him matching the speed of my descent. I tried to smile at him reassuringly, feeling strangely somehow that he was the one who needed it. His eyes lit up when they met mine, and he flew closer, reaching out and grasping my hand, giving it a squeeze. 

“Can you manage?” he mouthed, wondering at my abilities. I nodded, feeling I could. He shook his head and smiled again, giving me some space to use my newfound abilities and descend unassisted. 

I could hear the chanting from far away. 

“Herald! Herald! Herald!” the crowd cried, continuing to amass on the cliffside. I could see leaping, arms thrown into the air in our direction, wings splayed like fingertips itching to meet us. 

I was so happy to have found my wings, my ability to fly. I thought it was the only thing I had room for in my heart at that moment, but the closer we approached, the more reality began an insistent pecking at my happiness. The pecking evolved into a throbbing sensation, reminding me forcibly there were still questions without answers. I felt creeping claustrophobia threaten to rise, still unused to such crowds as I was and fearing suddenly to become overwhelmed. I swallowed roughly, ceasing my descent, though the crowd cheered on. 

“My lords,” Tristan said behind us, addressing the Council angels, “the vessels will be expecting your command.” It was both a statement and a warning. 

Michael stopped with me, still holding my hand. He reached over touched my chin with one hand, an intimate action I had not anticipated. My heart froze, and I hastily reminded my wings to continue to flap, lest I descend again in freefall. 

“Larin,” he said, looking into my eyes. “You need not fear. We will protect you.” 

I looked over his shoulder and saw the other archangels waiting, looking all as though they’d witnessed something that had shaken them utterly. It was the first time I had seen them look unsure, their usual aura of confidence and self-assuredness in their purpose at a standstill. I looked at Gabriel and could see in his eyes the thoughts running through his mind. Raphael was smiling at me, as I had grown used to, and he threw back his head and laughed. The action was so unexpected, so full of surprised glee, that I felt I wanted to share in it. We all stared at him, and for one moment I found his joy contagious, and I smiled at him. 

I looked forward, still smiling, and my eyes fell upon Uriel. He was not laughing. In fact, he had no expression at all and had said nothing since finding me in the sky. 

I took a deep breath, knowing I could not postpone the inevitable, and held Michael’s hand in a death grip. He squeezed it again, gently but firmly, his warmth radiating up my arms. 

“Brother!” shouted Uriel to Michael, suddenly coming in front of our path. “We need to confer amongst ourselves before any public declaration!” 

Michael stopped, a look of annoyance flashing upon his face. I felt he was about to argue, but he was also a creature of great wisdom and experience. He was considering how to proceed, and I was watching his expression closely to try to get my emotions to follow his lead. 

“Brother, it is true. Let us discuss the matter privately before calling assembly,” said Gabriel, looking severely at Michael. 

“I agree,” Raphael said, despite his earlier yelps of joy. He had regained his senses and was eyeing the masses below. “It would not be wise to give false hope to those below. They are young, mostly, and amenable to accepting certain truths. This”—and I know he meant me— “may not be the Herald.” He looked at me almost apologetically. I could see he desperately wanted to believe, but the long years of his life were tempering the desire to launch into a public declaration that I was the seraphim Herald, come at last. 

“Brother, you jest, surely!” Michael laughed. “Did you not see? Never has a maiden flight been accomplished without tremendous assistance. She’d had no training, no instruction. Along with the lack of sickness, the command -” 

“Michael,” said Gabriel, interrupting him. “We must be wise.” 

Michael nodded suddenly. I was surprised, considering the strength of his words before. The conviction. I met his eyes and I saw he still believed, but good sense prevailed. I nodded at him, agreeing with his brothers. Michael sighed, looking downwards. 

“Let us make a statement, then retire to the war room,” he said, flying ahead. His decision was rendered. 

As we came near the landing site, the crowd separated to allow us space. We touched down, and I wobbled slightly upon touching the ground, having never done so independently. Michael reached out and steadied me. I looked at him nervously, but upon meeting his eyes I felt some of my fear melt away. I knew, somehow, that I was safe with him. 

The archangels touched down, and Gabriel strode forward, raising a hand in the air to silence the cheers. Everyone stopped, and there was silence. Then the crowd erupted, shouting questions, demanding instructions on how to proceed. 

“Silence,” said Michael quietly. The crowd again stopped, looking at him expectantly. 

Raphael and Uriel stood behind him, respectfully, deferring to their leader. Michael met Gabriel’s eye, and they nodded at each other. 

Michael took a breath, straightening himself back into his normal confident stature of strength and self-assurance. He was about to speak, then stopped. He searched the crowd angrily, and I felt the front rows recoil slightly in fear of his expression. 

“IRIS!” he shouted. 

There was a shuffle and a parting of the crowd. Iris walked forward to the clearing, her cropped head bowed respectfully. Only a slight tremble in her fingers belied her fear at what was to come. 

“My lords,” she whispered, keeping her head bowed. She looked up suddenly at me, directly, expressionless. 

“Herald,” she said, “I’m. . .it wasn’t my intention. . . I . . .” She fumbled over the words. 

“It’s true, I was hostile towards you following Patrick’s sacrifice. But I knew you would be rescued. I would have gone after you myself if I hadn’t been pushed out of the way,” she said, looking accusingly at Tristan. Her eyes held betrayal, and Tristan met them, saying nothing. 

“I had no idea, meant no real harm,” she finished, the last sentence shakily lingering in the air. 

“Take her away,” snapped Michael to Tristan, ignoring Iris’s words. Tristan frowned at Michael but followed his General’s command. He snapped his fingers and three vessels, armed with spears, strode forward and grasped her by the arms. 

“Wait,” I started, surprising myself. Michael looked at me in warning. Despite any feelings I may have had regarding Iris’ actions, this was Council business now and I was not to interfere. I understood and looked down respectfully. There was a soft murmur among the crowd as one of their greatest warriors was led away in shame. 

“Silence,” said Michael again, and the crowd hushed as the vessels looked at him expectantly. I felt the pressure of the stares of others upon me, almost poking me in their forcefulness. I had no idea what I was, truthfully – Herald, vessel, mutant. . . but I was not willing to discount anything after the events of late. My mind churned with questions, possibilities, and above all, fear. If I gave in to them, I felt a terror rising in my chest, threatening to choke me. The implications for being the potential Herald to the greatest order of angels to ever exist were not yet within my mind’s ability to grasp. 

“You have all witnessed a great miracle, of that there is no doubt,” Michael said in carefully measured tones. He glanced at me quickly. I could feel his gaze, but continued staring downward, afraid my face would betray my uncertainty and fear. 

Michael continued. “We do not deny the possibility that Larin is the Herald. Of this, we already made you aware at the earlier assembly. However, my brothers and I must counsel further in light of this new development. Our responsibility is not just to Larin,” he paused and let his words sink in. “Our responsibility is to all of you, our wards. Your safety, comfort, and peace of mind are paramount to us, so we beg of you not to leap to conclusions at this time.” 

He looked around meaningfully at all the faces he could take in. Palpable anxiety was mingled with expectation emanating from the crowd. I understood the need to handle it carefully, and I continued to try to quell my turmoil. 

“We will make an address shortly. You will all be informed. In the interim, I instruct you all to go about your business, to train, to rest, and to develop your skills. That will be all for now. Disperse.” 

The crowd obeyed Michael and turned around, many leaping into the air to resume whatever prior engagement had their attention before the distraction caused by the rumor of the Herald’s flight. Others who had not yet commanded their wings to obey the signals from their body, too freshly awakened or too young, turned awkwardly and made their way towards the path to the valley. I could hear the flight trainers shout to their wards, instructing them to assume their prior positions. 

I felt a deep sense of hopefulness, and I looked at the young ones as they stepped up to the edge, a strange new confidence in some to make the leap. 

I turned towards the Council, looking up and into the eyes of each of their faces. Gabriel, 

Uriel and Raphael looked at me, all blankly. Considering. 

Michael however, looked at me with hope. 

 

* * * * *

 

Once the crowd had dissipated, Gabriel and Uriel leapt up into the air, flying back towards the Great Hall and to the war room. Raphael lingered, waiting until the last of the vessels had taken their leave, many looking over their shoulders reluctantly as they departed. They were all wishing to stay, to listen in on the words of their leaders in light of these new developments. Their curiosity was palpable. I understood it. I would have felt the same.

As the last left earshot, Raphael turned and looked at me appraisingly. I suddenly felt shy, unsure of what to do.

Michael watched Raphael, frowning, as he regarded me. I felt again as I did that moment in the hall, a piece of livestock to be regarded for value before the sale. But as I looked back at him, fleetingly, I saw no malevolence. Just curiosity and concern.

Michael and took a sharp breath, turning to me.

“We are away to the war room now, for counsel. Are you able to use your wings, or shall we walk down the mountain together?”  

I faltered, and felt my wings raise themselves as though insulted, their capability questioned. I forced them down and flapped them experimentally.

“I’m not sure, I could try,” I ventured.

“It is much more difficult to take off from a flat surface. vessels who learn flight use the cliff, utilizing the downward momentum and glide with the aid of the others who teach them. To take off from standing requires considerable strength. You must focus the muscles in your chest in addition to your shoulders -” 

“Brother,” Raphael interrupted in quiet tones. We both looked at him.

“I am uncertain of the nature of your relationship at this time, I admit,” he said, looking back and forth between us. He appeared perplexed, his normal good humor hidden under his concern. “I must ask that you both use some discretion going forward.” 

Michael walked forward to Raphael, and I realized he was angry. He came face to face with his brother, his eyes flashing.

“You know nothing of what you speak. There is no ‘relationship,’” he said, “I am merely ensuring the comfort and safety of the one who may, in fact, be the Herald we have waited for -” 

Raphael cut him off shortly. “Michael, we will have words later. I have said my piece. For now, we must meet the others.” He turned to me and I looked down hastily, my face flaming. Michael’s words had hurt me, though I didn’t understand why. Of course, what he said must have been true. His interest was purely clinical. I was the potential Herald, and thus I needed special attention in his eyes. Nothing more. I found I couldn’t look at him, but my heart thrummed in my chest, and my face continued to burn with embarrassment.

Raphael regarded me briefly. I could feel his stare but refused to meet his eyes.

“Larin,” he said, “be strong. We will speak further later.” And with that, he took off, the white of his wings flashing briefly in my peripheral vision. I reluctantly turned and looked at Michael. His face was stone, unflinching.

He walked forward a few steps, and stopped, turning to me.

“Let us walk for a moment,” he said. I took a deep breath and nodded my head. I felt awash in confusion. I didn’t quite know what to say, so I walked forward.

We made our way slowly down the path. Michael said nothing at first, and I occasionally stole glances in his direction, but his face was unreadable. I could see he was deep in thought, and I didn’t want to interrupt him. I knew I felt something within me, something about Michael that spoke to a deep piece inside that had been dormant in my human life. As a vessel, though, I found my thoughts and emotions were in a state of constant turmoil, struggling against the remnants of humanity and the newness of the life I was thrust into. I thought briefly to what Tristan said about how vessels matured quickly, and I realized it was true – my transformation had been not just of my body, but of my mind. In that moment, I felt a very old soul.

“Michael,” I began, unsure of what to say. “What Raphael said -”  

“Raphael is one of the best of us,” Michael stated simply, interrupting me. He slowed for a moment and sighed, shaking his head. “He has the ability to see beyond, but always maintains his air of compassion and virtue. He has a good heart and humor as well. It has gone a long way to temper fears and strife with the others in the past. There is so much you will never know, never understand about us - the Council, Larin. So much. We have seen the dawn of time, and we have seen great evil. We have balanced each other, in absence of the two others who were built to be a part of us,” he said, and I knew he referred to Azrael, and their darker brother, Lucifer. “We had to reform after the Fall. We were not meant to rule incomplete, but we learned. We adapted. We grew. And we protected humanity. We never dallied in the world of man, other than to guide and protect them where we could. Your introduction into our. . .” he stopped, considering his words. “Your introduction here has shaken everything I thought I knew.”  

I stopped in my tracks and turned to Michael. My heart was pounding. I was still so confused, so unsure about anything. When I looked upon him, I found I still marvelled as though seeing him for the first time. Each and every time. He was utterly magnificent. Created with a sole purpose, but with a hand that had shaped him into a being of perfection, something of wonder. His dark hair and alabaster skin against the illustrious glow of his white wings was beyond supernatural. I looked to the shape of his jaw, strong but leading upwards into a soft and warm mouth, with pale lips that seemed always drawn in deep thought. I thought again to the tremendous responsibility he took into himself, to the power he wielded, and I felt a sudden sadness.

How lonely his long life must have been, despite his brotherhood with the Council members. He was the leader, the one the others looked to for wisdom and guidance. For strength. But here before me, stood a man as well. Vulnerable. I felt my breath catch in my throat and realized the truth. I had fallen for this creature. Perhaps the moment I first laid eyes on him. But no matter what, or how it had happened, I was completely lost to him. The thought shook me, but 

I knew the truth of what I felt. Whether he would – or could reciprocate didn’t matter. I would follow him to the ends of the earth if that was his will.

Michael turned suddenly to me and stared at me with that same fierce intensity above the clouds. I remembered the light of the sun as it lit upon his dark hair, his white skin assuming an ethereal softness from sunbursts that reached us where we flew.

“Larin,” he whispered, looking into my eyes. He reached out a hand and put it on my arm. I found myself walking closer to him, suddenly longing for an embrace. I reached out myself, watching my hands as they slowly led up the length of his arms, marvelling in his perfection. The softness of his skin against the hardness of the muscles below was strange to reconcile in my mind. This creature of strength, also capable of softness.

Just as suddenly, he pushed me back – however gently, and withdrew. I stood back, staring at him, and found I had tears threatening to fall.

“Larin,” he said again, but I shook my head to stop him, bewildered.

“What the hell do you want, Michael?” I demanded, angry. “What the hell is it that you want?!” I was nearly shouting now, shaking. I didn’t understand the emotions running through me. I demanded his intentions, but through his actions at that moment, I felt I knew the truth.

He wanted the Herald. To bring back the seraphim. I was a vessel, one for a higher purpose. The one he was made for.

I stumbled over to a small grassy knoll nearby and sank down, putting my face into my arms as they rested upon my knees. Suddenly, I found I was sobbing. My mind had not yet fully adapted to this new life, to what had happened shortly before. I flew through the clouds like a god of legend, but I was still me. Still human in my heart, though my body had changed utterly. My humanness, perhaps even my loneliness, drew me to Michael. And now I knew. . .had seen, that his rejection of me was a product of my inexperience in life. I had just assumed he reciprocated my feelings. I was humiliated and reminded again of how alone I was.

I felt him sit down beside me, and I turned my head away, trying to regain control as humiliation burned through my veins like an uncontained wildfire. It burned, and I sniffed loudly and took a deep breath. Michael said nothing but just sat quietly.

“Let’s go,” I said, moving to get up. Michael put a hand on my arm to stop me, but I shrugged it off.

“I said let’s go, they’ll be waiting for us,” I insisted, though I stopped trying to get up.

“Larin,” Michael said quietly. “I feel lost for words.”  

“I bet that’s a first,” I replied smartly, still feeling angry and hurt. I knew I was angrier at myself, and that bothered me more. Michael owed me nothing. He had gone above and beyond to give me answers, to make me feel comfortable. I felt stupid and selfish suddenly, and I sighed.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, putting my chin on my arms as they rested against my knees. “Can we just forget about this? I still have a lot to work out and I’m not thinking straight lately.”  

“Larin, archangels are innately different from other angels. From vessels. We were not born into humanity, we did not learn the intricacies of social interaction at the human level. It is an exception, not a rule, for one of us to . . . to develop romantic feelings for others.”  

“Exception? I don’t understand. You’re saying you’ve been in love before? Or are you saying that you, in all your long years, have never been with anyone?” I don’t know why this would have surprised me, but for some reason it did. He may not be human, but he had certain attributes that made him appealing. I’m sure all my peers would agree, particularly most of the women.

He startled me by getting up suddenly. 

“There will be a need for us to continue this conversation, Larin,” he said, as I looked up at him in surprise. “For now, I want you to know that... I am experiencing emotions that may cloud my judgment where it comes to you.”  

“But why? What does that even mean?” I demanded, getting up as well. Michael regarded me momentarily, then turned his face towards the sky, closing his eyes and breathing deeply. 

“You remind me of someone I used to know a very long time ago,” he nearly whispered. His face fell, bolts of lighting crashing behind his eyes. Just as quickly as the reaction came, he contained it and regained control. But I knew I had seen a pain so deep it could draw blood. Who was it that could elicit such emotion? A former lover? I found myself suddenly intrigued. 

“Who?” I asked, searching his face. Michael surprised me by chuckling – a beautiful, bubbling sound deep in his throat. I tried to ignore the appeal in it, to maintain my air of rigid annoyance. I was about to question him further when he stopped chuckling suddenly and stood up. I saw the cloud of darkness again in his eyes, and it silenced me. There was something deep below the surface, but my gut was telling me to leave it be.

The cloud passed again and he looked at me, having resumed his casually gentle demeanor. “Come,” he smiled, holding his hand out.

I took it, but after a moment I withdrew it, despite my desire to feel his touch. I was still feeling considerable embarrassment in the face of his rejection, and I didn’t want to make myself look any more pathetic. Michael said nothing, respectful of my autonomy, and we continued walking down the path.

We didn’t look at each other once.
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We arrived back at the Great Hall, having walked the rest of the way down the mountain. My wings and muscles were aching, flight having moved my body in ways it had never done before. The discomfort was not uncommon, according to Michael, and would resolve once I had built more strength. 

We were largely silent as we walked through the entrance. Most of the vessels were already assembled in the hall, waiting for instruction. Michael looked at all of them, the leader inside him taking over. He picked up his pace and strode forward down the hallway toward the War Room where the others undoubtedly waited.

Suddenly, the strange noise signalling another awakening sounded and I stopped, instinctively turning toward the direction it was emanating. Michael ignored it and continued to walk forward. Every call I heard made me want to leap into the air to find the source of the signal, and I understood when I had been told it was like a homing beacon, calling to me. Not a minute later, though, another awakening call sounded. This time Michael stopped, looking around and back at me.

“That is unusual,” he said, both to me and to himself.

“Two in a row?” I swallowed nervously as the call continued to resound in my mind.

“The gathering units will have it in hand,” Michael replied, about to continue down the hall when a third call sounded. 

And then a fourth. 

Michael stopped abruptly now, and a look of surprise mixed with concern crossed his face. The war room doors opened and Raphael, Uriel, and Gabriel strode down the hall, looking at Michael.

“Took you long enough,” Uriel said irritably as he passed us.

“Where is Tristan?” Michael said to Gabriel, ignoring Uriel.

“I am here,” I heard Tristan say as he rounded a corner on his way to the Hall. “Lords, we will have to create further teams if this is going to continue.” Michael and Gabriel both nodded, continuing to stride forward into the Hall where the voices of all the vessels assembled there had reached deafening levels.

“You will have to see to it immediately,” Gabriel nearly yelled over the noise, looking over his shoulder at Tristan, who nodded. “I fear this is not an isolated occurrence and more will come.”  

“Silence!” shouted Michael as we entered the room. I lingered at the back, unsure of what to do. The archangels walked up to their pedestals, and Michael turned forward to address the assembly.

“You are all assembled here, waiting for our address on the status of the Herald. Now, you will undoubtedly be questioning why four awakenings occurred all at once. The answer is that we do not know.” Michael held up his hand to quiet the murmuring. “For now, we disperse to collect the awakened, and quickly. Seek out your lieutenants for instruction.”  Tristan approached him and touched his shoulder, leaning in to speak quietly in his ear. Michael nodded, calling out names as the other archangels aided in giving directions. There was a flurry of activity, and once groups had organized themselves, the vessels leapt upwards and flew towards the opening in the ceiling, and I felt as though I was watching a swarm of insects for a moment as they all spiralled thickly together and in unison.

Chase appeared beside me, a strange expression on his face. I hadn’t spoken to him since discovering my own powers of flight, and I turned to face him, giving him a small smile as I pulled my attention away from the departing vessels. His face lit up at my smile, and I could see his old self shine through again.

“I gotta go,” he said, turning away. “Just wanted to see if you were okay. I’ll be back soon and we can hang out if you want.”  

“I’d like that,” I smiled, meaning it. “Be safe.” He grinned and saluted me, taking off and flying upwards as the light of the sun was blotted out by the beings who continued to fly upwards.

“Larin, go to your chambers for now, if you will,” said Raphael. “My brothers and I must confer.”  

Michael looked as though he was about to object but nodded at me instead, attempting a reassuring smile. My heart still ached from our earlier conversation, feeling he would never give me more than he already had – whether by choice or inability rising from his design. I sighed and nodded back at Raphael. He smiled at me, as did Gabriel, though their faces were tight with tension and concern. Uriel was already striding back towards the War Room, barking directions to some of the lingering guards.

I did not look back at Michael. Instead, I turned around and walked towards the staircase that led to my chambers.

I reached my room and walked toward the window, deeply troubled. I tried not to think about myself for a change, and instead I thought about the four new vessels somewhere out there in the world, probably terrified. Sick. Everything about their former lives lost forever. I tried to find comfort in the fact that they would have the gift of flight. The intensity of the emotion was almost spiritual. There was nothing like it. I closed my eyes, imagining again the air as it passed under me, over me, something I could almost manipulate at will. My wings shuddered in response to the thought, wanting to take off again on their own. I realized I had goosebumps up and down my arms, remembering the sensation of being over the clouds and absorbing the light from the sun.

I was lost in thought for some time, contemplating all I’d seen and learned so far. I had taken a seat in a comfortable chair by the window, nodding fitfully in and out of consciousness as memories of the day and concerns of the future skittered through my mind. At some point I opened my eyes, noting the noontime sun had passed outside while I napped. I realized some of the gathering parties would have returned and I thought to go find Chase and to see what he was up to. I realized I needed to feel friendship again. Warmth. I tried not to think of Kaila and Gee, the pain of their loss still too fresh.

I made my way downstairs, passing the Great Hall where the thrones stood empty. Several vessels were standing about engaged in lively discussions, clearly too anxious to carry on their normal business. Most ignored me, but I didn’t escape the attention of some. A guard blocked my path on my way to the entrance and I looked at him in surprise.

“Can I help you?” I asked testily.

“My. . .lady,” he said, unsure of how to address me, “we have been instructed to protect you,” he said.

“Uh, okay. Does that mean keeping me prisoner in here?”  

“Well, no,” the guard faltered. “I don’t...”  

Clearly, this one wasn’t very good at his job, and I cocked my head at him and pursed my lips, considering.

“I don’t see anything especially threatening around here at the moment. Do you?” The guard shook his head and looked anxiously over my shoulder, hoping for someone more senior to provide him with instructions. I looked casually over my shoulder as well, and seeing nobody, turned back and let out a short breath of frustration.

“So, I suppose that means that I can go then? Would you mind?” I asked, gesturing for him to move out of the way. He did so reluctantly. I nearly ran past him, afraid someone would attempt to stop me again. I decided that I would have to have some very serious words with the Council about this whenever they got out of their little group huddle.

I stamped angrily down the side of the mountain towards the dormitories, forgetting for a moment that I could fly. I stopped and flapped my wings experimentally, seeing if I could take off from a flat position. Michael was right about it was much more difficult to take off while stationary. I hovered for a second, but my wings were too sore to gain the momentum I needed to lift my body completely, and they kept hitting the ground, keeping me down. I shrugged and gave up, thinking to try again later.

I sighed in relief when I arrived at the dormitories, then stopped short. I realized I would have to just meander in. It didn’t occur to me that I would have to look for Chase. I faltered, reconsidering.

“Oh, to hell with it,” I thought, not wanting to spend the evening by myself. 

I walked through the entrance as inconspicuously as I could, scanning the room for Chase’s red hair. When I didn’t see it, I decided to go and visit Neesha instead to see how she was doing. I walked over to her cot, trying to ignore the whispers as people realized I was there. I saw Neesha sitting on her bed, her legs crossed and a book in her hands. Her thick black hair was tidily clipped away from her face, and I was gratified to see a healthy glow on her cheeks that wasn’t there before. It appeared that she wasn’t any worse for wear from the fever.

“Neesha,” I said, approaching her with a smile. She looked up at me, her eyes wide with shock, then relaxing. She returned the smile, putting down the book. 

“They’re saying you’re really the Herald!” she said before I could even ask her how she was doing. “Is it true?”  

I shook my head. “I don’t know, Neesha. All I know is that I’m a freak of angel nature.” I managed a grin even though I was only partially joking, but Neesha smiled.

“I believe you’re the Herald,” she said. “I heard you flew today too. I’m going to hold you to your promise to show me how.” 

I rolled my eyes, shaking my head. “I still have a lot to learn! I think you should probably learn it from the people who actually know how to teach it properly.”  

“Nah,” she laughed, “I want you.”  

“We’ll see,” I winked, then looked around. We had gathered quite the audience during our short conversation. I had succeeded at blocking them out, but now I realized I felt vulnerable and exposed.

“Lar!” a cheerful voice chirped from somewhere in the crowd. My heart leapt, remembering the short form of my name that my friends called me in my prior life. My heart clenched. I pushed down the sudden sadness that threatened to bubble back to the surface, choosing instead to focus on the present. 

Chase pushed his way through the vessels, coming to sit beside us on the bed. “Herald now, I should say,” he grinned at me, and I sighed. “I knew it. You really surprised some of the others, though.” 

I frowned, looking around. The faces gathered ranged from hopefulness to suspicion, and even fear in some. I understood it, feeling several emotions at once myself.

“Let’s get out of here,” Chase said, rising. I nodded, grateful for an opportunity to escape further scrutiny. I felt very out of place here, the opposite of what I was hoping to find. I said my goodbyes to Neesha, promising to visit her soon, and we started toward the entrance. 

A large male with shoulders that looked like they belonged on a football field approached us. I recognized him from the evening he, Tristan, and Iris had found me in the warehouse district. I smiled at him but stopped short when I saw his expression. He was angry.

“Guess you don’t care about what happened to Iris,” he nearly snarled, his metallic eyes flashing. I frowned as an uncomfortable anxiety rose in my chest. I had nearly forgotten what Iris had done. I knew I should be angry, given the fact she literally kicked me off a huge cliff, but I believed her later when she said she never meant harm and that she would have caught up with me if she hadn’t been pushed out of the way. Had the result been different, I may have felt differently. As it stood though, she had helped me find the greatest joy I’d ever known.

“Greyson, give it a rest,” Chase said, standing in front of me protectively. I pushed him aside, not wanting him to interfere. I felt Greyson was very upset for someone I knew to be a friend, and I didn’t want to dismiss him so easily. I wanted to acknowledge his emotions, which in my mind were valid.

“Are you part of her team?” I asked in quiet tones.

“You mean was I part of her team?” he growled, and I frowned again.

“I don’t want her to be punished, Greyson,” I said softly. “I’m not happy about what she did. I understand her anger about what happened to Patrick. If I could take it back, if I could do something to change the past, I would. But I can’t. I’m so sorry that it happened the way it did. 

But if you’ll recall, I wasn’t exactly a willing participant that night.”  

Greyson regarded me for a moment, still angry, but somewhat less so. He sighed as well.

“I know that, I guess. I’m sorry. It’s just hard to accept Patrick’s death,” he said, the harshness of his voice no longer present. “He was my friend too. And Iris. . .Iris has been my team leader for a long time. She’s done a lot of good for our movement. It just doesn’t seem fair that she’s being punished.” He sighed again. “Though I admit what she did was pretty crappy, no matter what her intentions.”   

“I understand,” I said, walking closer to Greyson and looking him in the eyes. “I promise you, the next time I see Michael I will make the pitch on her behalf, okay? I will do whatever I can to help.” 

“Yeah, with your good buddy Michael.” I turned, not recognizing the owner if this voice. A woman, long black hair and a piercing in her nose, was regarding me with a look of pure distaste. I turned away, ignoring her.

“I said I’ll do what I can,” I said tightly, closing my eyes and pushing my way through the crowd.

As I walked, Chase stayed close behind me. Others spoke to me in warm greetings, some calling me Herald, others merely speaking words of support. I smiled at each of them as I passed, grateful for their warmth after the exchange with Greyson and that unpleasant woman.

“Greyson and Patrick were good buddies, but that’s what happens when you’re on a team for a long time. You have to have each other’s backs, always, because Azrael’s group are really vicious. They are trained to hate. It’s really sad. If we could get to them first, before they get brainwashed,” he trailed off, looking sad suddenly. I said nothing, knowing there was nothing to say. “Anyway, don’t worry about Iris and those guys. It will sort itself out, and they’ll all get over it. It was a tough night.” I only nodded, understanding.

Chase and I walked slowly up the path towards the Great Hall together, chatting quietly. It was such a welcome relief to speak to someone I could have been friends with in my human life. The normalcy of it was very comforting. Chase told me about himself – how he grew up on a farm, and I smiled at the thought. It didn’t surprise me, as I could imagine him with overalls and a pitchfork, stacking bales of hay – his red hair matching a red checkered shirt. I finally told him of my friends, Kaila and Gee, and how much I missed them. He rubbed my shoulder comfortingly, telling me he understood. Speaking about them in that moment was suddenly cathartic, and didn’t elicit the extraordinary pain associated with their memory. It was the most relaxed I’d felt since I’d arrived at the Citadel, and I was grateful. I smiled back easily at Chase when he looked at me.

We passed the medical bay just as an Awakening team was arriving back, a large vessel holding a young vessel in his arms. The new one was trembling with fever, nearly oblivious to what was happening. His wings hung limply below him, giving the odd twitch. They carried him into the bay for tending, and I felt very sad again at the sight. I remembered the pain of the emergence of my wings, and I felt momentarily guilty that despite the unpleasantness I had gone through, it had been very short in duration. The others experienced true suffering.

We arrived at the entrance to the Great Hall and passed through, intending to go to the library. I wanted to have a closer look at some works I had noticed before – scrolls and parchments that lined the enormous rooms from floor to ceiling. Chase had been telling me that some were quite ancient, scriptures of long-dead civilizations containing various forms of angel lore. I wanted to study them, to see how history unfolded from their perspective. I found I wanted to learn as much as I could about them - about us. There were also other forms of magic in the world, ancient good and ancient evil. Most of it was a closely guarded secret, but some information could be gathered in the books in the library. I asked Chase about other types of creatures. I wondered for the first time about the old woman who had led me to them in the warehouse.

“Oh, she was a Watcher,” said Chase, casually.

“A what?” I asked, looking at him. “Was she an angel?”  

“No, she’s part of an ancient Order of beings that came to be sometime after the Fall. I don’t know much, if I’m being truthful, but I know they are on the side of good. They are always watching for the newly awakened, sometimes sending us word on things of interest, things that Azrael had gotten up to, you see,” he said, looking at me, “they are responsible for sending word if Solomanta is up to no good in the area.” I was intrigued and listened as he spoke on about this and that, ancient temples, tribes that fought against Azrael, the list when on. I was surprised at how knowledgeable he was, that a keen intelligence thrived underneath his sunny and carefree exterior.

As we passed through the hallway leading to the library, we turned the corner and I looked towards the doors of the war room just as they were opening. We both stopped, nervous. Michael strode out first, meeting my eyes. His face transformed when he saw me, and I felt my heart leap in response. Then he noticed Chase and our proximity to each other, and the look shifted quickly to something else. Stone. I hastily stepped towards him, still looking into his face. He spoke first.

“We have made a decision.” The other archangels walked out, all bearing looks of severity and seriousness, while Michael continued. 

“We will take you to see the Guardians.”  

Chase gasped, and I turned to him, taking his cue and feeling suddenly afraid.

“That’s never happened in my time,” he said quietly to me. “They have never risked exposing the Guardians, to revealing where they -”  

“That will be quite enough, Chase!” snapped Michael, and Chase immediately shut up, bowing his head. Raphael put a hand on Michael’s shoulder, a move I knew now meant to remind him to stay calm.

“Larin, it is true, the Guardians are our last defence against the darkness,” Gabriel confirmed, “we go to their sanctum only under the most dire of circumstances. We feel strongly enough that the signs are true, that the prophecy has come to fruition.”  

“As you know, we believe you to be the Herald, Larin,” said Michael, gently. “It is not necessary for you to be afraid. The Guardians, like us, have existed since the dawn of time. They guard a great relic – a means of opening the celestial kingdom.” 

“The Disc,” I whispered, remembering the tale. Uriel’s eyebrows shot up, surprised.

“Ah yes, my brother seems to have quite the propensity for openness when it comes to you,” he said, and Michael eyed him angrily for a moment, before turning back to me.

“We have kept them hidden from Azrael since the beginning. If he were to find them, to find the sanctum and the means of freeing Lucifer or opening the Celestial Kingdom, the world would fall forever.”  

“Freeing,” I repeated, frowning at Michael. He stood up taller, striding forward and taking me by the arm, staring at Chase in annoyance as he did so. I felt frustrated, not understanding Michael, and angry that he was being so hostile to Chase, seemingly, my only friend.

“Has Tristan returned?” asked Gabriel suddenly, looking at one of the guards in the hall. The guard shook his head, remaining at attention.

“My lord, he has not.”  

“You then, go and inform the others there will be no assembly, and no pronouncements this evening,” Uriel said to the guard before turning to look back at me suspiciously. The guard nodded smartly and turned, walking quickly towards the end of the hall. His black wings shimmered as the moonlight filtered through the windows and fell upon the hallway. Despite the severity of the situation, I found myself thinking again at how everything in this place had a way of adding to the enchantment of the Citadel. 

Suddenly, there was a rush of noise and chaos, voices shouting and wings flapping wildly in our direction. We all stopped as a vessel I didn’t recognize rounded the corner with two others behind him.

“My lords!” he cried, “Gideon is awake, and he is very weak. You must hurry!”  

The archangels leapt off the ground at once. Michael picked me up as he passed, taking me into his arms and carrying me out as he flew as though I was no heavier than a doll. I was so shocked, I had no time to react and merely stared up into his face, my mouth gaping. His grip was strong, protective, but I sensed great anxiety. He looked down at me briefly, giving me a strange look.

We arrived at the gates of the medical bay, where the vessels were congregating, chattering amongst themselves in urgent tones. The Council members, me included – however involuntarily, landed at the doors.

“Where is he?” barked Michael. They parted the way and we saw him, laying in the bed where a group of vessels had been congregating in concern for their friend. He was extremely pale with ominously black circles under his eyes.

Gideon was dying.

Michael and the others strode forward. Raphael arrived first, gently taking Gideon’s hand. Michael knelt beside him and moved away a wet strand of hair in a tender fashion that took me by surprise.

“Gideon,” he said gently, “tell us your message.”  

Gideon looked at Michael with watery eyes, the light obviously leaving them. It was apparent in this exchange that there was a lengthy history between them, and I held back tears, watching the way they looked at each other. Gideon had been part of their family for a long time. I wondered about the things they had seen and done together in their quest to fight Azrael’s evil. And here, now, he was finally succumbing to that evil.

“Michael,” he whispered. It almost came out as a wheeze, and he coughed, struggling for breath. Michael placed a hand on his chest, between the blood-soaked bandages. Gideon shuddered, gasping wetly. The corners of his mouth held fresh blood, and I could smell death was in the room with us. The other vessels were frozen, watching in great distress and knowing the truth of what was about to happen. I heard a woman’s voice sob and a gentle shushing beside her.

“My friend,” Michael whispered back, and I saw him choke. My heart broke for his sadness, and I remembered the moment I watched Sam die. That feeling of helplessness, of desperation. It was overwhelming, and it was killing me to see those emotions play out on Michael’s face. I wanted to run to him but knew I was not meant to be a part of this.

“Michael. . . the Guardians,” Gideon managed, taking a deep breath before coughing weakly. The archangels suddenly stiffened, leaning closer.

“The Guardians. . . Azrael. . . he. . .found them. . . they have fallen,” he said, and his head drooped, his eyes closing once more. 

And forever.
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In the ensuing chaos at the Citadel, the Informant was able to send word, and Azrael stood at the meeting place, waiting impatiently. The side of the mountain was remote, but not so far as to cause the Informant’s absence to be noticed. It was extremely dark here, the light of the moon obscured under the heavy weight of the clouds that thickly shielded the sky.

Azrael had come alone, not willing to risk others learning of the identity of the Informant, and so he stood, waiting. He walked to the edge of the cliff, holding his sword and dragging it lazily behind him, leaving lines in the sand.

Back at Solomanta, he had told this Gideon of his culling of the Council’s beloved Guardians with the hope they would act exactly as they had done. Panicking, worrying that Azrael had gained access to the Disc and was conspiring with Lucifer to end the world. Creating enough confusion for the Informant to send back word.

He remembered his siege upon the Guardian sanctum. Hidden in obscurity since the time before time, they were not expecting to be cut down as they were. Normally their magic would have protected them, but they had grown complacent. Confident in their Council’s protective measures, secure knowing that they would be hidden until the end of days. They could not be killed by normal means, by steel and force. The Guardians were creatures of great magic – but Azrael had something they did not. Lucifer’s sword. He used it to cut them down, one by one, though he could not open the seal to gain access to the Disc. He knew now where it was, and that was enough for now. Once his army was strong, he would make his move. He would find a way.

Azrael’s confidence was growing. He was so close. He was still harvesting most of the newly awakened creatures, and he knew as he stood on the cliffside they were all being trained at that moment – indoctrinated and conditioned to destroy the Citadel and any others who stood in his way. His army would be stronger than the one that rose against the Council at the time of the Fall.

He grinned to himself, enjoying the memory of taking Gideon’s wings and sending him back with such a dire message. The havoc it would have wrought. It was a delicious thought, and Azrael smiled again, delighting in his memories of the creature that screamed and begged for its wings to be spared.

“Excellency,” said a quiet voice, his figure obscured and appearing only as a shade in the darkness beyond.

“Tell me,” said Azrael, wasting no time.

“She is the Herald, of that the Council is sure,” said the voice in hushed tones. “She flew, on her maiden flight, unguided. She lacks the fever. She is the first among all of the vessels to have ever been so,” it said.

“An aberration?” asked Azrael, though his interest was piqued. “What else makes you think this creature is the Herald?”  

“Excellency, the Council thinks the signs align. In addition to her remarkable differences, the awakening of the vessels in such great numbers leads them to believe she heralds the coming of the seraphim.”  

Azrael snarled now, turning away. He knew the risk in awakening the army would potentially trigger the return of the only ones who could defeat him and Lucifer. . . when he found him. When he freed him. Until this point, the seraphim’s return had only been a whispered rumor from the mouth of a dying prophet. He’d never given it much weight before, but now he realized there was a very good possibility that the seraphim could return. He had to get that Disc.

Azrael paced, thinking quickly.

“I must away,” said the Informant, “I have already been gone too long.” Azrael was about 

to flap his hand, dismissing him, when he suddenly turned. 

“Bring me the girl,” he hissed. There was a moment of silence, and then an acknowledgment.

“As you wish,” said the voice. 

Azrael smiled as the sound of wings grew further away. If the girl had the means of awakening the seraphim, the odds were good she had other powers he could exploit. He would capture this Herald, and then he would know what to do.

He would break her.
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The evening Gideon died was a blur.

There was an incredible flurry of activity. I was taken back to the war room with the archangels, where they discussed the possibilities and implications in frantic tones. Tristan had already returned and was bent over the great table with the others, studying the map closely in their attempt to ascertain how Azrael had come to discover the Guardian Sanctum.

“We cannot risk going there now,” said Uriel in urgent tones. “This could be a ruse to try to find the sanctum. For all we know at this time, the Guardians are alive and well.”  

“It’s possible, Uriel,” said Gabriel severely, “it is also possible that there is an informant who awaits our panic and rush to find them. It is too much of a risk. We would be followed, surely.”  

“Perhaps the Order of Watchers would know,” said Uriel, “we should seek out the Priest.”  

“They have told us nothing of this evil, brother,” Raphael replied, “we would have learned of this if they had information.” 

Tristan nodded. “We conferred with them to find Gideon. They had no knowledge of any other actions of Azrael’s army. They remain vigilant, and they will send word if they feel there is something that requires our attention. We know Azrael’s spies hide at our borders, awaiting their chance to find something of use. Any action we take will surely be watched and reported.” 

This met with much heated debate, plans proposed and nixed, objectives discussed and rediscussed. 

Michael had been largely silent, pacing around the table and nodding here and there when spoken to, though it was clear he was lost in thought.

“Michael,” snapped Raphael, “we should put this to a vote. Do we travel to the Sanctum? Your input is necessary here.”  

The others all stopped and turned to their leader. Michael put his hands behind his back and walked to the head of the table. His picked up a dagger embedded in the map at some point of interest and inspected the thing in his hand. He suddenly threw it, and it hit the back wall, sinking deeply into the stone. The others looked at him in shock, I did too.

“Brothers,” he said in measured tones, “long have we had counsel here, in this room, and long have we conferred on various matters of great import. No doubt, this is the most pressing and serious issue of all.”  

All eyes were upon Michael, and he looked around at each of us, coming to rest on my eyes. 

“When has panic ever led us to reason?” he asked simply. The others looked around among each other, and I could see some of the anxiety leaving them. They trusted Michael and found his words to be reasonable now. To contain truth. 

“Brother,” said Raphael quietly. He walked towards Michael, his hands behind his back and his white wings poised in a position of casualness, some of his feathers drifting lazily along the side of the war table as he made his way to the front. “Tell us then, what would you have us do? There is great evil upon us all now. I believe Gideon. I believe the Guardians are dead. The next question then would be how to protect the Disc,” he finished.

“We first must determine whether there is, in fact, truth to what Gideon said and whether he was given false information.” Michael flinched slightly at his own mention of Gideon’s name, and I knew the pain of his loss was weighing heavily on his heart. I sighed, knowing I could do nothing.

“We had already decided to take Larin to the Guardians. The question now is whether we should stay that plan and see the course here. When an appropriate amount of time has passed, when we are assured we are not being watched, we seek them out. If Azrael already had the Disc, we would not be having this discussion.”  

There was silence for a moment, as the others considered.

“This is true, brother. I believe we would have greater concerns if the Disc was in his hands. It still requires the seraphim to open the seal, and unless he’s found one, one who will betray their purpose – the Disc must still be safe,” Gabriel said thoughtfully, and the silence resumed as the others pondered the possibilities.

“We know he does not have a Seraph,” said Uriel suddenly, “we would have sensed their awakening. Further, we know he has not found Lucifer, for if he had a Seraph, he would have our brother by now and the world would already have fallen.”  

There was a palpable shift in the room, a sliver of emotion so intense that even I could feel it in my chest, something my mind turned into black fear. I held my hand to my throat involuntarily. The others nodded in agreement. This would be a thing of tremendous significance. I wondered why, or what they meant. I wanted to ask, but I stayed silent.

“Without the Guardians, how will we determine if Larin is truly the Herald?” asked Raphael, looking at me with a contemplative expression. I caught his eye, and he stopped, realizing my disconcertion. He winked and smiled as though to reassure me, despite the severity of the situation. I smiled back shortly, but gratefully.

Nobody spoke for a time, and Michael took a deep breath, looking around the room at everyone before coming to rest again on my eyes. He smiled at me, peacefully, and I felt his body relax from across the room.

“Brothers, the answer is simple,” he said. “We have faith.”  

 

* * * * *

 

It felt as though hours had passed in the war room. I felt my fear muted under the weight of my exhaustion. It had been the longest day of my life, and my body ached from both my emotions and my physical exertions. My wings hung low to the ground, and I felt I lacked the strength to make it to my chambers. But I forced my eyes to stay open, listening to all that was being said. I was being included, accepted by the Council as the Herald. I had to take that stature seriously, whether I fully believed it in my heart to be the truth or not. I knew that they needed me to feel I was the Herald. I knew they needed it more than I could imagine.

At one point, Michael turned and noticed me swaying slightly on my feet, my drooping wings and my struggle to stay at respectful attention. He concluded the meeting for the evening, and it was determined that the Council would send out parties to speak to the Order of Watchers in the interim, and to dispatch vessels to conduct surveillance near what they knew to be the entrance to Azrael’s lair. The path to Solomanta. It was dangerous to even attempt to go near the entrance, as heavily guarded as it was with Azrael’s minions. However, the necessity to gather information took precedence, and the decision was made.

Michael walked to my side and waited until the others left before speaking with me. I turned to look at him, feeling I would collapse at any moment. When we were alone, he put an arm around me gently, leading me from the room. “You’re exhausted,” he said, stating the obvious. I nodded.

“I really need to sleep. I’m. . . I’m so sorry about Gideon,” I said, looking into his face as we walked slowly down the hall. Michael remained stoic, though I noticed a glimmer of sadness cross his eyes.

“Gideon was very brave. His sacrifice will not be forgotten.”

I could only nod, having nothing left to say.

We arrived at my chambers somehow, though I barely noticed our arrival. I could only look lustfully at my bed, the linen appearing cool and inviting.

Michael didn’t ask for permission to enter, instead leading me straight to the bed. I dropped down, not bothering to pull the blankets around me. Michael pulled the covers around me, a lingering hand resting on my shoulder. I turned and looked up, seeing him staring at me with a bemused expression. There was a tenderness there I hadn’t noticed before, and if I hadn’t been so exhausted, I would have had questions for him. As it was, I was just too drained.

“Larin. . .” he started, quietly.

“Yes,” I whispered, my eyes closing from a will of their own. I don’t remember what, if anything, he said after that, and I fell into a deep sleep.
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I woke up the next morning and made my way down the long staircase. There wasn’t the usual air of activity, and I remembered everything that had happened the evening before. The mood in the Citadel was subdued, with hints of anxiety here and there as people tried to make sense of what happened with Gideon, and the rumor that the Guardians may be no more. I could hear instructions being given, vessels being ordered to continue about the business of the day.

I walked out of the entrance, trying to ignore the eyes of the guards as I passed. I could feel their uncertainty and fear. I could do nothing for them or anyone at the moment, so I just kept walking.

I remembered something, and turned, thinking. I wondered if Michael would be in the war room, and I realized I had no idea where else he would be when he wasn’t there, or somewhere with me. There was still so much about Michael I didn’t know, and the thought bothered me. We had an intimacy in our interactions I didn’t understand. It was as though we had known each other for a very long time, even though we had only just recently met. 

I didn’t need to wonder about him long, as word of my wandering had clearly made its way back to the subject of my thoughts.

Michael landed beside me, and I looked up at him, blinking as the light from the morning sun struck me suddenly square in the eyes. I peered upward at the sky, gentle wisps of clouds lazily making their way along their course. It was certainly shaping up to be another beautiful day, despite the darkness of the events of late.

“Hey,” I said, squinting at him.

“How did you rest?” he asked formally, his voice somewhat tempered from his usual light tones when he spoke to me.

“Fine,” I replied, suddenly feeling somewhat guilty in just how well I had slept given recent events. I shuffled uncomfortably, looking down. “I guess I can’t say the same for you?” I asked, realizing I didn’t know where exactly he slept.

“I require little rest,” he said, managing a small smile. I wasn’t surprised.

“Do you actually sleep?” I asked, curious.

“Yes,” he said now grinning. I don’t know why I felt the need to blush, but somehow my body managed it anyway. I felt embarrassed for reasons I didn’t understand, so I changed the subject.

“I meant to talk to you yesterday about Iris, but I forgot with everything that was going on,” I said quickly. Michael stiffened, looking away sharply.

“What she did was unforgivable,” he said angrily.

“Was it though?” I asked, and he looked at me in surprise.

“Do you not think so? You could have died!” he said, shaking his head at me. “Do you think so little of your life?”  

“Of course not,” I retorted angrily. “And I didn’t die. I just think. . .she had been through a lot, and she said herself she would have come to my rescue. She may have been out of line – okay, way out of line, but it turned out alright. Better than alright, if you’ll recall.” Michael huffed angrily himself, turning and walking down the path ahead. I ran to keep up.

“It may not have gone that way,” he said, signifying an end to the conversation. But I didn’t let it go.

“But it did,” I insisted in annoyance. “Would you slow down?” I nearly yelled, and vaguely noticed the curious gazes of several vessels as we rushed down the mountainside.

“You must take better care for your life, and so must others. You are too important!” he yelled now, and I stopped short.

“Oh right, because I’m the Herald!” I said in a petulant tone. “Tell me something I don’t know!” 

“Not just because you may be the Herald, Larin,” Michael said, turning on me angrily. 

“Because. . .” and he looked at me, searching for the words. I felt my annoyance dissipate and looked at him curiously.

“Because of what?” I looked at him expectantly. He made a sound of frustration and turned around, resuming his stride, though not as quickly this time.

“I will take your request under advisement, but we cannot allow that type of behavior from one of our lieutenants, or from anyone for that matter. The safety of all of our wards is just as paramount as the safety of those we seek to protect in the human world,” he said, and this time I knew the conversation was really over. I sighed in defeat and followed him, knowing enough to let it be for the moment. I knew Greyson wouldn’t be happy, but he would have to know that I tried, at least. The truth was, I understood Michael’s position, and I knew he still had a duty to everyone at the Citadel to ensure their safety. 

“Where are you going?” I asked him, still rushing beside him though he had considerably slowed his stride now. He took a breath, looking at me over his shoulder.

“I think it best we waste no further time with your training. You must learn to defend yourself.”  

“What, now?” I gasped, imagining the scene of Iris and Josef fighting before. I was definitely not ready for that.

“Yes, now.” He turned and gave me a small grin, acknowledging the last time I had witnessed a training event in progress with his smile. “You needn’t fear, nobody expects you to be able to hold back an army yet.”  

“Yet?!” I whimpered, stopping completely now.

“I jest,” he said. “Not for another week at least.” At first, I thought he was serious, then I realized he had actually made a joke. I was so surprised, I couldn’t help but laugh in response.

“A joke!” I said. “Good for you.” He turned and laughed in response, and I felt my heart suddenly leap at the sight of his face transformed in good humor. If ever he could have been more perfect, more beautiful, it was when he smiled. It reached his eyes, and I imagined myself swooning like a young school girl. Then I remembered it wasn’t so long ago that I was a young school girl, and I felt my face fall.

Michael reached back, taking my hand in a familiar fashion and giving it a reassuring squeeze. The action gave me a warm feeling, but he quickly withdrew it again. I tried not to sigh, instead choosing to act aloof. We arrived at the training grounds, the other vessels already in various stages of practice. Michael walked up to a group of young vessels standing in a row, and I recognized Josef among them. I put my hands behind my back self-consciously and tried not to feel the stares of the vessels, the whispering as word spread that the Herald was about to engage in swordplay.

“Tell me something,” I said, a thought suddenly occurring. “Why is everyone using swords when there are guns and other weapons out there? A lot has been invented in warfare since the dawn of time, I’m betting, but I think guns are the most popular. . .” 

Michael grinned at me, nodding his head. “It would be much more convenient to shoot at Azrael’s troops from a distance, I accept,” he said. Then his smile faded. “The tragedy of this life is the necessity of violence. The irony of creating death and chaos in order to let life have a chance. In terms of weapons, we use swords for one reason. Angels, by design, cannot be killed by weapons of man.” 

I shot Michael a look of shock, frowning. “I thought you said we could be killed,” I whispered nervously, “what difference does it make if it’s a gun or a sword that does the deed?” 

“It was embedded in our makeup since before the Fall by the Father himself. He knew man would grow, he knew some would be capable of darkness. It was our failsafe against those who would seek to harm us. Angels could only die at the hands of other angels. The seraphim, though, could only die at the end of Lucifer’s blade.” 

I shook my head, trying again to come to terms with the strange, supernatural world I was now a part of. We had arrived at the training ground, and Michael had returned to business mode. 

“Michael. . .” I said, feeling nervous. I stood close to him, but he was occupied.

“Josef,” he nodded, and Josef bowed his head respectfully.

“My lord Michael. How may I be of assistance?” he asked, looking at me curiously. He smiled at me affably as he met my eyes, and I managed a smile in response.

“Larin is ready to train, see to it she learns well,” Michael ordered. I felt myself beginning to object, walking forward. I felt the piercing stares of many eyes upon me as more vessels arrived in anticipation of a spectacle. I stopped, not wanting to give them more to gossip about.

Josef nodded sharply, acknowledging his instructions.

“Yes, my lord,” he said, and looked at me. I looked down, suddenly feeling afraid. I glanced at Michael, who nodded professionally, aware of the attention we were receiving. I shook my head, not wanting him to leave.

“I’ll be yonder,” he said, pointing to the hilltop where we had stood the last time we were at the training grounds. He slipped me a small, reassuring smile.

“But. . .” I started to object. Michael turned and leapt off the ground, just as Gabriel arrived with Tristan in the place he had been pointing to. I watched as they conferred, arms crossed, watching. A moment later, Uriel and Raphael arrived as well, likely curious to see what their ‘Herald’ was capable of. I let out a rough breath, frowning. This was going to be ugly.

“Larin,” said Josef in a strange, but warm accent. I looked at him sharply and suspiciously. I remembered his demonstration with Iris, and resisted the urge to recoil, expecting him to leap at me with a sword. He smiled, approaching me carefully, as one would a wild animal. I stepped back.

“Fear not, we are learning the basics today only,” Josef said, turning suddenly and walking up to a rack with several dangerous-looking implements. He took a simple wooden sword, something I imagined children play with, and handed it to me. I heard giggles, and looked at the young vessels around us, most wielding actual swords of sharp-looking steel. I gulped.

“The first thing you must do is learn defence,” he said, coming to me and handing me the wooden sword. I took it reluctantly, holding it awkwardly in my hands.

“Like this,” he said, taking my hands and placing them in the proper location on the hilt, pushing my elbows so they held the sword at the correct angle. I heard further giggling and felt my face flush in embarrassment.

“Hush,” said Josef, looking meaningfully at the young ones. They continued to smile, trying to hide their mirth. “You do not mock any who seek to learn.” Josef squinted his eyes, staring at each face. “Never forget that you once knew not how to wield a sword and that you all have very much to learn, still.”  

The faces stopped laughing, turning instead to stare at me. I felt my arms shake, still holding the sword. I turned and looked at the hill, seeing the white wings of the archangels among the black of the vessels that had gathered to watch. I felt incredibly self-conscious and somewhat stupid.

I dropped the sword.

“Forget this,” I said, turning around. A loud whoosh and a thump behind me made me sigh.

“No way,” I said, knowing Michael stood behind me.

“Larin, you must learn to defend yourself,” he said quietly over my shoulder.

“Not with everyone watching me like this.” I turned around and eyed him uneasily. The chatter had recommenced in earnest, and I shifted uneasily. I started to leave and walked forward quickly. I felt a hand grasp the edge of my wing, and it splayed out behind me as I tried to escape. I gasped in outrage, feeling violated, and turned around furiously to face Michael.

“What the?!” I shouted, yanking back my wing protectively. “How dare you!”  

He was grinning and threw the wooden sword back at me. Instinct kicked in, and I caught it at the hilt, looking at my arm in surprise. He picked up a wooden sword of his own that had been laying in the grass, and eyed it quickly, before giving me a look that reeked of mischief.

“Defend yourself,” he said and lunged at me.

I shrieked and jumped aside, dodging him somehow. There were gasps and cheers around us, and Michael came to a stop, turning to look at me with satisfaction. I gaped at him, holding out the sword and my other hand as though to stop him from making another attempt.

“No, no, no!” I cried as he lunged again, and again I somehow dodged him, spinning around and using the momentum created by my wings to get out of the way just in time.

He came to rest and laughed.

“You see? Your body was built for this, Larin. Vessels are soldiers. It is who they are. It is who you are.”  

I looked down at my hands, still holding the sword and trembling. I dropped it, suddenly, looking up at Michael with fury.

“Bastard!” I yelled, turning on my heel and feeling an overwhelming urge to flee. I knew I risked failure, or humiliation in the attempt, but I gave my wings a mighty flap to get away and escape. The stress and ache of the flight before was still lingering, but somehow, I had managed it. I had taken off, and I flew in a skittered pattern off the ground as I attempted to straighten out. I felt elation at the sense of flight, mixed with anger and hostility at Michael for subjecting me to the scrutiny of all the other vessels and the archangels. My face burned ferociously with the intensity of my embarrassment, and I felt a tear escape my eye, a strange sensation as the happiness I felt in flight bubbled up to the surface at the same time. I was flying, flapping my wings together and stabilizing myself. I was doing it.

Screw Michael, I thought hotly.

I resisted the urge to turn around, feeling the humiliation burn under my skin again as I rose higher and higher into the sky. I closed my eyes, letting the wind dry my tears as it brushed past me, trying instead to focus on the feeling of joy and freedom I felt in being high above the ground.

A sudden thought occurred to me, and I came up short. I was high above the ground, and I didn’t know where I was.

The realization, the sudden lack of momentum, surprised me in my inexperience. I shrieked and started to fall, closing my eyes and trying to focus again on regaining control before I felt strong arms grasp me on either side. I opened my eyes and saw Tristan on one side and Michael on the other, holding my arms and turning me back towards the Citadel. Raphael had come up behind them, staring at me in concern. 

“Let me go!” I cried, angry at the interruption. I had this.

“Let me GO!” I screamed again, yanking my arms and kicking my legs at them. Michael let go, nodding at Tristan who was looking at him for direction. Tristen let go reluctantly, and I started to fall again. I closed my eyes and focussed, reminding myself again of how my wings were sails in the wind, directing my course. I suddenly straightened out, looking back up at the three above me in triumph and satisfaction. I almost wanted to shout, “I told you so,” but refrained and angled my body back towards the way we came, gliding easily.

Raphael and Michael met me on either side, and I smiled at Raphael, his good humor contagious as he grinned, while I completely ignored Michael on the other side. I was so angry at him I couldn’t even bring myself to look at him.

I saw the training grounds below but bypassed them. I flew further down the mountain to where I knew the dormitories were and came to rest roughly on the ground near the entrance, losing my footing and falling backwards. I let myself lay where I fell, giving up the last shred of my dignity, if ever I had any, to begin with. I stared upwards at the sky, sighing loudly as the others came to rest beside me. 

A red head came into my vision above.

“Hey!” I heard Chase shout, happily. “What’s up?” 

I merely shook my head, laying limply in what I now knew to be a pile of mud. 

“The sky,” I replied lamely. I frowned at myself and closed my eyes. Chase grabbed my arms and lifted me up, laughing. I opened my eyes sullenly, realizing I was covered in mud and dirt from the place where I had fallen. Raphael was being appropriately diplomatic, not meeting my eyes when I turned to look at him, but I could feel his mirth below the surface. I pointedly ignored Michael and nodded at Tristan as though nothing were out of the ordinary. I shucked the mud off my hands and smiled back at Chase.

“Where do I wash up?” I asked, and we started down the path.

“Chase, Larin, stop,” Michael said, a command. We both turned, and I looked at him in anger. “Larin, you have not yet finished training for the day,” Michael eyed the two of us, searching for a reason to prevent me from going off with Chase. I knew immediately his true intentions and I had no patience for it.

“Michael,” I snapped, about to yell. There were others about, and I deflated somewhat, knowing it was not my place to chastise our leader publicly. The nature of our relationship was too familiar, and I started to understand the distance he was trying to place between us. While it still hurt, I got it now. I was very angry, but I knew somehow that Michael had my best intentions at heart, despite the strange way he showed it.

I saw Michael watching me as I came to multiple conclusions in my mind, and I finally looked at him firmly. He knew what I had felt, and I sensed his displeasure. He straightened himself out, becoming the leader again. “Larin,” he said, “it is imperative you commence training immediately,” he said.

“I need to wash up, if I may. . .sir,” I said formally. He flinched only slightly. I saw Raphael look at him sharply, then back to me. Michael regarded me for a moment, then scowled and leapt off. Part of me wanted to stop him, but I let him go, turning again to Chase.

“Shall we?” I said. Chase turned reluctantly, his head tilted upwards as he watched Michael’s ascent.

“Uh. . .sure,” he said, waiting to ensure he received no further instruction from the others. Tristan and Raphael merely looked at us, turning themselves and leaping off the ground. I 

chose not to look at either of them, as we turned and made our way down the mountain.

After a long walk of Chase chattering away about this and that, and me nodding distractedly, we arrived close to the base of the mountain. My breath stilled as I took in the greenery of the meadow nearby, and I watched the long grass sway gently in the soft breeze that touched us here. The smell of rosemary reached my nose, and I was surprised to recognize the scent. I also caught the smell of lilacs in the bushes beyond and found I could see their violet blossoms from farther away than I could have as a human, my senses sharper than ever before. I heard the gentle thrum of a bumblebee as it sought the nectar of a flower I didn’t recognize, and I stood quietly, taking in the sounds of nature around us. The sounds of the Earth. I thought briefly of Eden, of what it must have been like – if it was anything at all like the meadow that surrounded us.

We were at a pool at the base of a small waterfall, and I noticed a dozen vessels playing in the water happily, splashing each other with their wings. I smiled at the sight, and Chase led me down to the banks. I realized suddenly several were naked, oblivious to any potential inhibition. I blushed furiously, feeling embarrassed in my sudden prudishness. Here, there were vessels engaging in great enjoyment, celebrating the wonder of the natural world around them, bathing without a care or a thought to any potential imperfections of their bodies. I felt shame, suddenly, at the thought that there was anything improper in what they were doing. It was pure, innocent, and I looked upon them with new eyes. There was nothing to be ashamed of, here. But I walked forward into the waters with my robes on, feeling the water soaking upwards into my clothes. I wanted to shed them but remembered myself and the presence of Chase. He’d been watching me curiously, then met my eyes and smiled joyously as he discarded his clothing easily. I couldn’t help but remark on the near perfection of his body, as natural a thing to see as looking upwards towards the sky on a sunny day. He rushed in, grinning and beckoning me forward to join him. I walked further into the water, finding myself taking his hand, and letting the stream lap gently against my thighs as I strode deeper. The water was surprisingly warm and refreshing, and I walked as close as I dared to the base of the falls, the mist and streams hitting me suddenly. I closed my eyes and turned my back to it, opening my wings and feeling the water run over them, cleansing me. It was a marvellous feeling, and I felt completely carefree for the first time in a long time. I scrubbed my face, splashing the water against me. 

I opened my eyes and saw Chase smiling at me again, but regarding me with something deeper. He approached me, and I became aware again of the fact that he was not currently attired. It didn’t bother me or affect me, strangely, and again I felt the naturalness of the situation as though I was the one out of place in my clothing. He came closer, and I averted my eyes from his body, looking into his face. He was child-like in his propensity for cheer, for optimism, and I smiled as I sensed his inner joy. Despite his youthful persona, I knew there was a man within. I looked into his eyes, suddenly realizing I felt strange under his gaze. I wondered momentarily myself whether I should give over to what I knew he wanted. I didn’t see why I shouldn’t – we were both here, now, and alone. . .together. I needed a friend. Someone. I met his eyes again, briefly, and saw hope flash in them. I turned away suddenly, feeling I couldn’t bear the weight of whatever he held inside his eyes. I knew again I couldn’t return his feelings, at least not now, though I wanted to, if only to feel some security and companionship for a time. But I knew the moment I let down my resistance, the moment I gave him hope, he would be lost to me. I couldn’t do that to Chase, to his kind and gentle heart. I couldn’t hurt it.

My heart was with another.

I turned away quickly, refusing to look at Chase’s reaction, and walked back towards the banks. The weight of my wet clothing pulled me down as though I contravened some natural rule of the place. Tangible evidence of my difference, I felt self-conscious in my sense of propriety. I shucked the thought, choosing instead to enjoy the beauty around me, the warmth of the breeze as it caressed my face and warmed me thoroughly. The scents of nature, calming, spoke to my soul. There was a bush of flowers I’d never seen before, and I walked over to it, reaching down to gently stroke the beautiful petals, shocked momentarily at the velvety texture. I closed my eyes and took a cleansing breath, feeling peaceful. I opened them and looked again out towards the meadow, enjoying the gentle warmth that had saturated me entirely, lulling me into a comfortable state of relaxation. I felt a strange sense of power in this place, and something further beyond. I stopped and stared, ignoring Chase for the moment, taking it all in. It was so peaceful. So perfect and quiet. I felt such a strong desire for peace, to close out all the thoughts of late, all of my recent discoveries in the face of my awakening into the world of angels. It was still not familiar, though I knew I was adapting. 

There was a sudden flash inside my mind, and I froze, forgetting Chase entirely. I saw nature around us, growing wildly, greener, if that was possible. The light grew stronger, an otherworldly glow. Particles of light and matter lifted gently upwards, as though unaffected by gravity. The light sparkled strangely on the bits of green it hit, and a gentle buzzing sound arose around me, orbs of white circling as though fairies of light met me in greeting. My consciousness took on a dream-like quality, and I walked slowly forward, as though my body was still making its way through a pool of warm water. Languidly, I reached a finger out to touch one of the orbs, as though in slow motion. The orbs bounced gently back from my touch, bounding off another one, and then another, and rising upwards. I stared at them in wonder, at the light of the place, at the feeling of peacefulness. 

I felt the light surround me, filling me and taking me over. I closed my eyes and spoke.

“Mal’akh,” I whispered, the word being spoken through my lips, but not of my own conscious thought. Something inside me opened, and my eyes watched the light envelop me like a blanket, as though in greeting. As though welcoming me home.

 

* * * * *

 

“Larin!” I heard Chase call as though from a great distance, “Larin!”  

“Larin,” I heard another voice say, and became aware of a gentle but urgent shaking sensation. I blinked, rapidly. I looked into Michael’s face, confused.

“What?” I asked quietly, slowly coming back to reality.

“Can you fly? Or shall we carry you?” he asked, and I stared at him, not understanding. I was standing, but I was not where I last remembered myself to be. I was in the middle of a vast meadow, not recognizing anything I looked at, no familiar landmarks nearby. I realized I must have blacked out, and I felt panic rising suddenly inside me. I looked at Michael with my eyes wide, reaching out for him. He grasped my arms, searching my eyes.

“Can you fly?” he asked me again, in low tones.

I shook my head. I couldn’t move.

I was swept up into his arms before I could blink and buried my face in his chest as we ascended towards the peak of the Citadel and the Great Hall. He gripped me tightly, and I grasped him in fear. I had no idea what was happening to me, and my mind refused to process anything other than the immediate sensation of the wind passing by us as we travelled upwards. I became aware of the sound of a door opening and urgent voices all around me, and realized I was back in my chambers. Michael laid me gently down on the bed, but I made to sit up, despite several arms gently forcing me down.

“Let me sit,” I insisted, and they relented. “What’s happening?” Tristan was frowning at me while Michael knelt before me, Uriel and Raphael standing close behind him. Gabriel was speaking orders from behind us, and I looked over my shoulder irritably. Chase was bopping up and down in the back, his red head apparent as he tried to make his way forward towards me. 

There was too much activity, I was too overwhelmed. I buried my face in my hands, shaking my head. A female voice shushed me gently, and I felt a cold cloth put on my forehead. I waved them all away.

“Give her some space!” snapped Michael, though he didn’t move. The others backed off. “Larin,” he whispered, and I looked at him, meeting his eyes. I saw concern there, but something else. A fervent, and desperate hope. “What is your message?” he asked urgently.

“My. . .my what?” I asked, frowning at him. I wanted him to hold me, to take me in his arms and comfort me. I didn’t understand what he was asking.

“Your message,” he repeated, looking at me carefully. “Larin, do you not remember what you spoke?”  

I shook my head, frowning again.

“I have no idea what’s going on,” I cried, tears running down my face. Michael bit his lip, looking away towards his brothers. It was such an unexpected action, and I felt completely awash in confusion. I did not understand what he expected of me.

“You spoke in an ancient language,” he said. “Do you not remember?”  

“No, I don’t remember anything. I was in the pool with Chase,” I cried, tears running down my face as I looked at Michael. I wanted him to comfort me but found him staring at me with a businesslike expression. He was Michael, the archangel, at this moment. Leader, not friend. Not confidante.

I stared at him, shaking my head slowly.

“You called yourself the Messenger,” he said, his eyes softening at my apparent distress. 

“You have essentially confirmed the truth of what we all suspected. That you are the Herald.”  I blinked. “I. . . I don’t remember. . .” I whispered.

“Did you receive a message, Larin?” Gabriel asked from behind me, urgently. I looked hastily over my shoulder before shaking my head again. I was trembling from head to toe, feeling cold despite the warmth of the place, the heat of all the bodies in the small space.

“I don’t know anything. I don’t remember anything other than being in the pool,” I said again, tearfully. “I’m sorry!” I cried, burying my hands again in my face.

“Leave her alone!” I heard Chase cry, and there was sudden silence in the room.

“Chase,” Tristan said, “return to your dormitory.”  

“No, I won’t. She isn’t a piece of meat. Leave her alone, for god’s sake!” he said, and the silence remained. Michael stood up, a storm in his eyes.

“Michael,” Raphael said in warning.

“Do you think. . . I would dare to do anything. . .” he whispered in Chase’s direction, menacingly.

Uriel intervened, barking orders at Tristan to have Chase removed from the room. I could hear the struggle as he resisted, and I felt even worse. I didn’t want Chase to come to any harm or trouble because of me. Everything that was happening was making me feel worse and worse. I cried out, putting my face again in my hands. I wanted everyone to go away, to be alone.

There was silence for a moment as I wept.

I felt gentle hands upon me, and looked up, gasping for breath as I looked into Michael’s face. He was frowning at me and turned his head to the others.

“Leave us,” he said quietly.

“Brother!” said Uriel, urgently, but Gabriel and Raphael both shook their heads and Uriel looked at me, frowning. There was nothing of the usual disdain in his expression. It was the first time I’d ever seen him look vulnerable. Gabriel took him by the arm, and he turned. Everyone but Michael left the room.

I felt immediate relief but continued to cry. I felt I was swept up into something too intense to process, to understand. Michael continued to stare into my face, trying to find words. I saw his struggle as I continued to sob and attempt to regain control. Suddenly and unexpectedly, he grabbed me and held me to him, rubbing my back and whispering sounds of comfort. It made me sob harder, though his embrace was the only thing I wanted.

“Larin,” he whispered, repeatedly. “Larin, I am. . .so sorry.” I pulled back, looking into his face.

“Get me out of here,” I whispered, wishing to be outside. He stood up immediately and without question, pulling me against him, and led me to the window. He pushed it opened, and suddenly we were outside, flying into the darkness that had fallen during the confusion. We touched down sometime later, in a small glade with wildflowers drifting gently to and fro in the breeze. I heard again the sound of water and looked up to ancient willows that sheltered the spot where we stood. Moonlight lit the area, creating an ethereal glow.

Michael was standing still, regarding me. I had stopped crying and felt complete comfort in the knowledge we were alone from prying eyes. I sighed in relief, sinking down to my knees.

“I don’t remember anything,” I whispered, knowing what it was that Michael wanted. Then suddenly I looked up at him, recalling something. 

“No, wait. I. . . I remember. . . being in a field,” I said suddenly, thinking back to the images I thought had been a dream. The way the ground seemed to disappear from underneath me, the way I felt as though I was floating gently as a petal caught drifting on a warm breeze. The profound sense of freedom and comfort. “There was such a softness. . .” I tried to explain what I saw, the perfection, peace, and comfort, but I didn’t have the words to describe it. I tried my best, giving up eventually and sighing. “I don’t remember speaking in the vision, nor whether anyone had made any attempts to communicate with me. The only prevailing sense I had was that of completeness. If I had been given an option to dwell in those fields forever, I feel I would have.” Michael listened quietly, nodding his head after a time and coming to sit down beside me.

“You were given a very precious gift,” he said quietly. “You glimpsed the past. The promise of what was and what could be.”  I stared at him, not understanding.

“You saw Eden.”  

My heart stopped. I turned to him and saw him smiling at me peacefully. There was no other motivation, no demand for a message he knew I did not possess. At that moment, it was just us.

I stared at him, trying to gauge his reaction to figure out what my own should be. I couldn’t. He looked up, that strange aura of power and serenity seeping through the darkness, enveloping me. My heart caught in my chest, and he turned back to me. His expression was so gentle, so unexpected. I smiled at him, feeling a quiet peace in knowing I believed him. I believed that I had seen a world without pain, a world of exquisite light and beauty. It somehow gave me new hope for the future.

“Larin,” Michael said softly, breaking my reverie, “there is something I wish to say.” I looked at him curiously, noting the uncharacteristic furrow to his brow. I had assumed it to be related to my revelation, my discovery of the world he once knew and was torn from against his will. However, in watching the thoughts chase each other across his face, I knew this was something different. He stood up, giving me a hand. I took it, coming to stand just inches away from his face. I could smell the strange sweetness of his scent, the feel of his soft breath against my lips, and my own caught in my throat. 

“Today, in the training ground. I was unkind. More than that. I was boorish. My behavior was inexcusable, and I would beg your forgiveness.” 

Startled, I raised my eyebrows. “Michael, it’s. . . it’s fine.”

“It is not,” he replied shortly, taking my hand and gently pulling back the sleeve of my robes, still muddied from the events of the day. His hand paused, hovering over my arm, and he looked to me with the question of permission in his eyes. I hesitated, then nodded. He traced a soft finger up my forearm, where the scars had all but disappeared in my transformation to vessel. I looked down at his hand, noting the finger touching one that remained, faded, but apparent. Reminders of my past, badges of dishonor I would carry for however long my new life may be. Maybe forever. Had it been anyone else, anyone else at all, I would have snatched back my arm. Years of self-preservation was so deeply instilled in me, it was difficult to let go. But Michael’s touch felt familiar, comforting. I didn’t understand it, but I didn’t want to question it. I sighed, lowering my head and letting him do as he would. “I know little of your human life, this is true. But what I do know is that you have suffered. I need you to know – to understand, Larin. I would never do anything to cause you pain or discomfort. I am a creature of deeply ingrained habits, of leading my people in ways that are direct and controlled. I attempted to bring out the soldier in you, but I did not take care to keep your discomfort in mind. Your emergence as Herald, your abilities are unprecedented. You have been through more in your transition than any vessel here, and you have only ever carried yourself with courage despite your fears. It is beyond admirable, and I have great confidence in your abilities. I will take greater care in bringing them out in the future.” He took the hand away, reaching up to my chin to lift my face so I could look into his eyes. 

“I beg your forgiveness. I will never push you as I did today. I truly care for you, Larin. I do not fully understand it, I admit. But I do.” 

“I forgive you, Michael,” I started, reaching up and taking his hand and lowering it from my face, feeling the softness of his palm with my thumb as I chose I words. I wanted to tell him of my past, but it was also something I wished to leave behind. “I have a history, yes. Maybe one day I’ll tell you about it. Men haven’t been kind to me in my life. I... appreciate your apology more than you know. I want to trust you.” 

Michael reached both arms upwards, coming to rest on my shoulders. He looked at me in a contemplative way, searching for something in my eyes.

“The thought of anyone hurting you – of what you may have gone through in your life causes me great distress. If I could erase those pains somehow, I would do so.” 

“Michael,” I whispered when a look of confusion suddenly crossed his face, and he frowned. I continued to stare at him questioningly. I was about to speak, when he suddenly grasped me, kissing me.

I was too shocked to move. He pulled away just as quickly as he had moved in, a flash of horror in his striking black eyes. My stomach clenched at the void created by our physical parting, and I could only blink at him in dismay. “Larin! I apologize, I should not have -” he started, but before he could finish his thought, I found myself pressing against his body, my fingers weaving themselves through his thick, soft hair. He froze, then wrapped his arms around my back, releasing a short breath as he gave himself over to the moment and kissed me back. I couldn’t believe my boldness, but I revelled in the feeling of his lips against mine, soft and yielding, and refused to imagine any possibility of it ending. Refused to imagine anything other than the taste of his lips against mine. We continued to kiss, and I felt restraint in the gentleness of his touch. I could also sense something else as his mouth searched mine - his doubt, but also his desire, and it was enough. I kissed him back, our lips matching perfectly, seemingly built to be pieces of the same puzzle. It was the most natural thing in the world, and I imagined myself to be melting, every piece of me giving in to whatever it was that was happening at this moment. 

He pulled back, frowning at me in uncertainty and searching my face to see if he should stop, and I shook my head.

“Don’t,” I whispered, in warning. He smiled, a dazzling sight to my eyes, and leaned in to kiss me again.

The moonlight continued its descent upon us, oblivious to the two beings caught up in the glade – wings of white, and wings of darkness, drawn tightly against each other, and I imagined for a moment. . .we were meant to be.
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Michael and I arrived back at the window, slipping into my room unnoticed. 

We walked forward inside, and I stopped at the bed, looking at it in abject exhaustion yet again. I had a different thought about the bed, suddenly, and looked shyly at Michael. I felt self-conscious. I had had minor dalliances with local boys growing up, looking for affection from those who would not provide it to me at home. The memory of those aching moments, the voids of loneliness, still tugged at my heart. I somehow always had the presence of mind to never let myself go too far, probably the result of my self-consciousness at my physical imperfections, not wanting them to discover the marks that marred my human body. Eventually, even the boys lost interest in whom they had presumed to be an easy target. I knew Michael was not the type to abuse my affections, and I felt I could give myself to him physically as easily as I had given him my heart. I wanted more at that moment and looked at Michael’s face as he watched the memories, and the sadness, play out on my face. He smiled at me gently, and I felt my body melt again, stealing a quick glance again at the bed. He grinned this time and cupped my face, and I knew from him expression that it was not the time for more. Michael started to walk away, holding my hand for as long as he could, and I left it outstretched until the tips of our fingers separated reluctantly. We were smiling at each other, and despite how tired I was, I felt such profound happiness that it radiated throughout every inch of my body. Michael seemed to echo the sentiment, something new in his eye I had never seen before glimmering gently. They had never looked so startlingly brilliant. I felt I could stare at them forever.

I remembered the events in the meadow, but not even that fear and uncertainty could dampen my joy in the feeling Michael’s looks were eliciting inside me. We hadn’t lingered long in the glade, knowing others would have questions and soon discover our absence. With considerable reluctance and restraint, I agreed to go back when he told me it was time to leave. 

“Rest,” he said gently. “I will see to the Council and advise the others that there is nothing new to share. There will nonetheless be much joy in this confirmation of your status.” 

“But what will this mean?” I asked, sitting down slowly onto the bed. “What does a Herald even do? How will I. . .” I searched my mind for the right questions to ask, coming up blank. 

“We must first confirm the Guardians are no more,” Michael said, a dark look passing over his eyes. “It has been too dangerous to risk their exposure, should the rumor of their deaths have been a ruse to lure Azrael to them. But we cannot hold off for long. The answers may still be in their Sanctum, no matter their fate.” 

I swallowed and nodded, accepting what he said, though I still didn’t fully understand the implications of being the Herald. I imagined that I would have another vision at some point, or some other creature of magic or mystery would know what to do. I found myself shrugging internally, finding little surprised me anymore. I trusted Michael to find the answers, and that was enough. 

My heart sped up again at the memory of the glade, and I felt my cheeks flush hotly. Michael was watching my face, and he grinned. 

“Sleep now,” he whispered, turning to leave. Before he did, a thought occurred to him. He strode back to the bed where I sat, and leaned down, kissing me gently on the forehead. My entire body exploded at the sensation, and I reached up towards him, wanting more. He laughed, kissing my lips, and lowering my hands gently into my lap. 

 “There will be time for us to see each other later,” he said. “For now, the others wait.” 

“Right,” I sighed, resisting the urge to beg him to stay. Aside from the fact that I just didn’t want him to physically separate from me, I also had many questions for him, but I tried to take comfort in knowing he would answer them all in time. 

He walked to the doorway, pausing at the threshold to flash me one of his brilliant smiles. I returned it, sinking down onto the bed and letting out a great breath. I thought again to the meadow, to the vision Michael was convinced had been one of Eden. I wondered if that were true, or if it were a figment of my imagination – a mental breakdown of some sort considering all the strenuous events and confusion of late. It didn’t explain my speaking in a strange, dead language though, and I found I believed what Michael had told me to be the truth. I had witnessed Eden. At least, I hoped it was. I wanted to imagine a place of such beauty could ever have existed, even if it was a thing of a past long before any but a precious few were left to remember it. Before I could think further on it, I fell into a deep sleep.

The next day I woke up, smiling to myself, remembering again the expression on Michael’s face when he looked at me, the softness of his hands and they touched my face. I couldn’t wait to see him and leaped out of bed, walking to a bowl of water near the fireplace and splashing it on my cheeks rapidly, trying to hurry. I looked quickly at my image in the mirror as I dried myself, caught up suddenly in my expression. I can’t remember the last time I ever actually saw myself smile. Not in any mirror in my human life. It was such a strange thing to witness, and not at all unpleasant. It seemed something that completely transformed me, and my strange metallic eyes shone back at me. Even my hair seemed blonder, radiating brightly with health.

I opened the door and stopped abruptly. 

On the floor lining the hall from my door towards the base of the staircase lay rows upon rows of freshly picked flowers, brilliant colors and shapes, smelling of spring. I followed the path with wide eyes, coming to rest at the end of the stairs. Raphael had been standing at the bottom, speaking to two guards. He caught my eye and smiled at me in his usual friendly way. 

“Gifts for the Herald, I suppose,” he said, and I looked down again at the flora left there for me to walk upon. 

 “Can you. . .ask them not to do that?” I bit my lip, feeling uncomfortable. Raphael laughed and shook his head. 

“I suspect that would only dampen their spirits. The vessels here all needed an injection of hope, considering the dark days of late,” he said, and the smile left his face. I thought again to Gideon, and I nodded, understanding. I picked my way gingerly through the make-shift garden at my feet, and I noticed absently an awakening-call, having now gotten relatively used to them. Raphael nodded to the guards, who strode off. “Let us walk a moment,” he said, smiling again and putting his hands behind his back. I walked up to him and together we made our way down the hall to the war room. 

“It has been a very exciting few days, has it not?” Raphael asked. 

“Is that a rhetorical question?” I replied, knowing it was. He chuckled, shaking his head and looking forward again as we walked. We rounded a corner and nodded at a guard who eyed me as though I was about to perform some feat of great magic in front of him. I looked away uncomfortably. 

“There are still a great many things we must see to in the days to come, Larin,” Raphael said more severely this time. “You must be trained, as a start, to learn to defend yourself.” I frowned up at him quickly but saw the glimmer of good humor still in his eye, and I thought with some annoyance there were probably many people with the same amusement at the memory of me trying to fight off an archangel. Still, I knew there was truth to what he said. I nodded, conceding defeat. 

“I guess,” I said, though the thought made me gulp. Raphael patted my shoulder reassuringly. 

“I have no doubt you will take to it as you have done everything else.” 

 I didn’t respond, and Raphael suddenly stopped. I also paused, looking up at him curiously. He was studying me with a serious expression now, and I found it made me uncomfortable. I looked away, feeling strangely as though I should be blushing. 

“About Michael,” he started, and then the blush came in earnest. I looked down, clearing my throat. I turned and started walking back down the hallway. 

“What about him?” I asked when he reached out a hand and stopped me. I turned around and looked back at him. 

“Michael is our leader, Larin,” he said. “He has always ruled since the Fall with an even hand and sound judgment. With grace. I fear he may have cause now to have his judgment. . .clouded.” I felt myself frown, and he continued hastily. “Do not mistake my words, as I wish only for my brother’s happiness. For the happiness of all my brothers. For your happiness,” he said, staring me unflinchingly in the eyes. I swallowed, and he continued. “But if ever there comes a time that whatever it is going on with you both. . .creates a reason for me to believe he cannot make the right decision when it really matters,” he paused, eyeing me seriously, “then I will ask you to consider the virtue of continuing your relationship. I believe that despite all of his years of experience on this earth, you may actually be the one to know when that time would come, to decide the right thing to do.” 

I stared at him, not knowing what to say. My first reaction was to be embarrassed, then angry. Then, I realized there was nothing unreasonable in anything he said. It was actually the most reasonable thing to say, and I understood it. He had a duty not only to his brother but to all of us. To all of humanity. The weight of that responsibility was enormous, and I respected him greatly. I nodded at him, looking down. 

“I understand Raphael, don’t worry,” I said quietly. He regarded me a moment longer, then nodded, satisfied. 

“Shall we go see what the others have gotten up to while we’ve been chatting?” he asked, his good humor back in force. I followed him, but I was lost in thought. I didn’t even notice when we had reached the doors to the war room. The guards opened them, and I blinked up in surprise to see we had reached our destination. 

We walked inside and saw the others standing around the table, discussing strategy and options. Michael stopped talking to Tristan and looked up at me, meeting my eyes and giving me a dazzling smile. I am pretty sure I could have melted into an actual puddle right there, and I heard Raphael clear his throat inconspicuously as he passed me. I blinked, ignoring Raphael and smiling at Michael, and then noticed the others around the table, staring at me. They all looked exhausted. 

I noticed a strain in Michael’s face I hadn’t seen before.

“Have you guys been at this all night?” I asked, shocked. 

“We require little rest,” said Uriel. He was eyeing me suspiciously still, though not with the same usual intensity. 

 “So I’ve heard,” I replied, and Michael grinned at me. He left his place around the table, walking towards me and guiding me to the door. I thought he was going to leave with me, but he turned and beckoned Tristan, who walked forward. I frowned, wanting to be alone with Michael for a few moments. 

“We’ll speak later,” he whispered. In a louder voice, he said, “Tristan will take you to the training grounds. We are not finished discussing matters here, and there are still other matters in addition to recent. . .developments. . .” he said, searching for the right words, “that require our attention. We will call you soon, but we must focus on having you learn to defend yourself properly now.” 

Tristan had reached me, nodding his white head at me and giving me a respectful smile. I frowned internally but agreed and turned to leave. 

“Larin, a moment,” said Gabriel, and the others looked to him. 

“Yes?” I asked. 

“Did you have any further visions? Any dreams? Is there anything more you can tell us at this time that. . .may be important?”  

I frowned, shaking my head no. Gabriel looked disappointed but managed a kind smile in my direction.

“Thank you, Larin. Tristan, if you will,” he said, nodding at the door. They turned back towards each other, resuming whatever they had been discussing before I had come in. I wondered what it was and stared over my shoulder around the door as it closed behind us.

“Come, my lady,” said Tristan, respectfully. I looked at him sharply.

“Larin,” I said with meaning. Tristan turned and looked at me warmly, then nodded.

“Larin.” 

He had risked his life to save me, not once but several times, and he was not even to be considered of a stature less than my own. Not that I had any idea what that meant, yet. 

“Tristan,” I said as we walked, “I’m sorry about Iris.”  

“So am I,” he said quietly. I sensed something in his tone and looked at him sharply. He looked up quickly, then strode ahead.

“You. . .you love her, don’t you?” I asked, wondering why I hadn’t seen it before. The look she gave him when she was hauled off, the closeness of their relationship. 

Tristan looked at me in shock, then in some discomfort. 

“Nonsense,” he said. “I merely meant I was saddened that she risked the wrath of the Council with such poorly thought-out actions.” He continued to walk ahead, but I saw something more, redness on the back of his neck.

“I’m sorry, Tristan,” I said softly. “I didn’t mean. . . I don’t mean to pry. It was just an observation.”  

Tristan slowed down, sighing. He looked at me with a sideways smile. “Is it really that obvious, then?” I grinned, shaking my head.

“Your secret is safe with me.”  

Tristan turned back around, but we were not walking now. He had stopped and crossed his arms. I sensed he wanted to talk, and I knew what it felt like to need a friend, so I listened, saying nothing. “Iris was with Patrick for a long time,” he started slowly. “She loved him very much. I admit, there was something of a. . .past. . .between us. But it’s long been over. She had moved on, and I respected her decision.” He looked at me, and I nodded, encouraging him to continue. “I do not condone what she did, will never do so, but I also know that she is not an evil creature, Larin. 

I do not believe she meant real harm, although humiliating another for one’s own satisfaction is still an evil act, and thus she is being rightly punished,” he finished.

I pursed my lips, looking upwards at the sky, and what was shaping up to be another beautiful day. It seemed all days at the Citadel were beautiful, and I saw the light shine down on Tristan’s white head, giving him a specter-like appearance as it reflected off the blackness of his shimmering wings. He looked sad, and I reached out and touched his arm.

“I already spoke to Michael about it, Tristan,” I said quietly. “I asked him to let her off the hook. I’m not angry about what happened, considering she actually helped me find my wings,” I smiled, remembering the first flight, the wonder of the sensations coming back to me in a rush. “In fact, I understand how she was feeling. You’ll recall I lost someone I loved that night too. It really messes you up to watch someone you love die,” I whispered. “And frankly, I don’t believe she meant any real harm. We all make stupid mistakes when we aren’t thinking clearly.”  

Tristan looked at me in surprise but quickly collected himself, stealing one more quick glance in my direction, then smiled gratefully.

“You’re a kind soul, Larin, but Iris will face her punishment with acceptance and understanding. Do not fear for her. She will be released soon, once she has had some time to think about her actions. And once she is made an appropriate example of what not to do when young vessels may be watching.” He smiled at me and beckoned me forward.

“Come on,” he said. 

I followed along, thinking quietly. I knew how strongly I felt for Michael, how much I wanted to be around him all the time. The thought of him being with another was not a pleasant one. I felt sad for Tristan, imagining him knowing Iris was in love with someone else, and the pain it must have caused him.

“Um,” I said, not sure if I should continue. “Can I ask you a weird question?”  

“Of course,” Tristan replied, regarding me with his usual calm persona.

“The Council,” I began, “have they been known to. . .ah. . .” I searched around for the words

“Well. . .” I could see Tristan’s smile even though I was walking behind him.

“All creatures on this earth are capable of love, in some form or another, and some in ways we do not understand,” he said as we continued to make our way along the path. I blushed, knowing he understood what I was getting at, but had answered me in a vague way nonetheless. I wondered if I should push further, and I decided to risk it.

“Have they. . .loved others, then?” I asked. Tristan turned and gave me a look that told me he would answer the question if he could, if he felt it was his place. I left it, then, respecting his discretion. He was a faithful vessel, and I appreciated that.

“There is a very sad story, a legend that happened long before even my time. It has been twisted into various mythologies throughout the ages, but I find something very compelling about the one we tell here. An archangel, a fearsome warrior, fell in love with a human man. It was previously unheard of. But they loved each other greatly,” Tristan said softly. “Her name was Lilith, and her husband, the human, was named Adam.” 

“What happened to them?” I asked, dreading the answer. 

“He died. When the Disc was used to steal the immortality of Man. During the great war, he was one of the first casualties. Lucifer despised their relationship, despised her for loving one of the creatures he so hated. He instructed Azrael to seek him out and kill him. The legend goes on to say that she found him, laying dead among the rocks by the cliffs of the mountain near his village. In her grief she fell upon him, weeping. Inconsolable, she threw herself from the cliffs in order to join with him in death, knowing she was unable to be without him in life. Eden itself seemed to weep for her demise, transforming her body to stone and shrouding her in a veil of yellow flowers.”

I felt my lip tremble, frowning deeply. “That’s a terribly sad story. Is it true?” 

“Who is to say?” Tristan shrugged. “The Council angels you know are the only archangels that found themselves trapped on earth after the completion of the Fall. She may very well be in the Celestial Kingdom. I find myself hoping she found him there, in the end, and that they now dwell together having found peace in the Father’s presence.” 

I raised my eyebrows, surprised. 

“I didn’t take you for a romantic,” I said, smiling despite the sadness I felt from hearing the tragic tale. Tristan gave me a small, sideways smile, and said nothing more as we continued down the path. 

I came up short, suddenly remembering something. “Chase!” I cried, and Tristan turned to look at me. “What happened to him last night? Where is he?” Tristan turned back and continued walking.

“I expect you’ll see him about, and no -” he said smiling at me, “he was not reprimanded for his. . .passionate outburst. I spoke with Michael afterwards, and I believe it was understood that he was concerned and shaken from what happened in the meadow. No harm was done,” he finished, and I heaved a huge sigh of relief. I would have felt terribly guilty had he gotten into trouble because of me. I smiled gratefully at Tristan. I also hoped that I could count him among my friends as time passed.

 “It was very nice to chat, Larin,” Tristan said kindly. I nodded at him, returning his smile again, and we arrived at the ridge overlooking the training grounds. I sighed, knowing I couldn’t put it off any longer.

Josef looked up at us as we arrived. He oversaw the new recruits, and the same group who were there yesterday were practicing their defensive stances, moving in unison as Josef called out instructions. He continued to call out to the trainees, nodding at us and keeping his hands behind his back as he turned and walked up and down the line of young vessels as they drilled. It didn’t last long though. Just as I feared, all the faces eventually turned towards me as word spread of my arrival. I took a shuddering breath, marshalling my strength and walking forward. I saw Chase nearby sitting on a boulder with a longsword in his hand. He was looking down, oblivious to the commotion. I frowned, noticing that his face was drawn and tired looking. I immediately felt concerned and strode through the crowd towards him. As I approached, he looked up dully before meeting my eyes, then rose slowly to his feet, staring at me.

I paused, confused. This was not the Chase I knew. I had fully expected him to rush over to greet me in his warm, cheerful fashion. 

“Chase!” I said as I neared him. “Chase! Are you. . .are you okay?”  

He walked toward me, and I saw his eyes were red from exhaustion and emotion.

“Chase, my god! Are you okay?” I asked again. He was looking me over from head to toe and shaking his head in disbelief. I reached out to him, not knowing what to do, and wanting to touch him – to shake him out of whatever was happening to him. Just as the thought occurred though, he suddenly leapt forward, wrapping his arms around me and leaning his head down into my shoulder. I felt him shudder, and I knew he was holding back tears. I grasped him firmly, rubbing his back and finding myself shushing him as I would a small child I was trying to comfort.

“I was so. . .I was so worried, Lar,” he said, holding me tightly. “I was so worried.” 

“I know,” I whispered, leaning my face against his chest. I continued to murmur soothing sounds, then looked up in his face. “I’m sorry I scared you.”  

“You have no idea. . . what happened. . .do you? You don’t,” he said. It was a statement. 

And it was true, I don’t remember much but my vision and winding up in the middle of the meadow.

“Not really,” I replied into his robes. They were soft and fresh, and he had a clean, healthy smell about him. I had a moment of amusement at the knowledge that even his smell became him perfectly. I went to let go, to look him in the face, but he held me tighter, whispering in my ear.

“I don’t want the others to hear. I don’t want them to gossip about you anymore,” he said quietly. “But it was the freakiest thing I’ve ever seen. One moment you were standing there, the next you were speaking in a different language, but it was only the same word you said, over and over again. You just kept walking straight. I couldn’t stop you or distract you. I screamed for help, you just looked so out of it. It wasn’t you,” he rushed. “I really thought you were gone - you know. . . gone. Then Michael and the others came.” I felt the force of his anger and I was surprised, finding it difficult to imagine Chase ever being hostile about anything.

“Chase, it’s over now, and I’m fine. I’m. . . you’re a great. . .friend,” I finished, looking at him meaningfully. He stared unhappily back into my eyes. He wanted more. I tried to convey with my expression the extent of my feelings for him. That I cared – perhaps even very deeply, but not in the way he wanted me to. I could never care for anyone or anything the way I cared about Michael. I felt it in my soul just as surely as I felt my pulse speed up thinking about him.

Chase took a deep breath, but I could already see the denial in his eyes. He shook it off, letting me go reluctantly, but not before we had managed to attract an enormous crowd, all whispering to each other and gaping at us. Or more specifically, gaping at me. I supposed I couldn’t blame them after last night. I looked up at the ridge and snapped my head back in a double take. 

Michael was standing in the ridge, having just observed me embracing Chase for longer than just a moment, and I hoped he didn’t think – well, he couldn’t think that. He knew where my heart belonged. Just as suddenly, he jumped into the air, and hovered above us momentarily, waiting for the crowd to give him enough room to land. He did so, striding toward me and looking at Chase. Chase glared back at him angrily. With true hostility. It was so shocking, I didn’t know what to do.

Michael eyed him benignly for a moment, then approached him.

“We must not speak here. Follow us.” He took my hand, and I looked back at Chase apologetically. He leapt into the air, and I closed my eyes, begging my wings to follow suit and obey. They did, with a little help from Michael, but I ignored that fact. Chase followed, and we circled back a short distance to Josef.

“Josef!” called Michael, “to us! Bring your sword. And two more for these two,” he gestured to Chase and me. Michael had still not met my eyes after finding me with Chase. I felt suddenly nervous, wondering if Chase was about to be run through with one of the swords.

We flew some distance away, to a small clearing further into the valley. As we landed, Michael turned around, and finally faced me. He smiled at me peacefully, with a look of tenderness in his eyes. I let out a massive sigh of relief. He wasn’t angry. I smiled at him and felt the blood rush to my cheeks, wanting to leap back into his arms, but resisting.

“That environment,” Michael said, gesturing over his shoulder toward the training grounds, “will not be conducive to your learning how to fight properly. It is essential that you learn, and that you learn quickly. You are our greatest possession at this moment, and you must be able to rely not only on your wits but on your ability to wield a sword.” I nodded, my mouth slightly open, worried for a moment he would lunge at me with a sword as he did yesterday. He smiled and turned to Josef.

“Josef and Chase, you will assist me in teaching Larin how to fight.” 

Chase looked at him grudgingly, his anger from last night still apparent, but he nodded. Josef handed him a sword, and me as well. I put my hand around the hilt, nearly dropping it, surprised by the heaviness.

 We spent the afternoon practicing everything from defence to basic swordfight techniques.

“Your left foot leads!” barked Josef at one point in professional tones. “It is the leading foot! Keep your right foot behind you, and your body weight evenly distributed. It is sometimes difficult to ensure balance when getting used to your wings, but can be mastered with practice.” I found I was grinning. By now, I felt as though my wings were as normal and natural as my fingertips. I shifted easily, managing the position he demonstrated without issue. Josef appeared impressed and complimented me briefly.

“Keep your hips facing your opponent. The most essential thing to keep in mind is to protect your head, always. Keep your sword at shoulder level. When you move it, you move it in a fluid-like fashion. Imagine your sword as a piece of your body, it can respond to your commands just as your hand responds to commands from your mind.” I nodded. “Bring your sword forward and close the line between yourself and your opponent. Always look at their eyes, as the eyes will tell you their plan before their body responds. This prepares you for their counter attack. And do not ever doubt it, there will always be a counterattack.”  

He continued to instruct me, Michael watching, sometimes participating by stepping in to move my hands over the hilt correctly, to turn my hips, to adjust my body. I knew he was not only taking a professional interest, but using it as an excuse to touch me, and I nearly dropped the sword occasionally as his hands. . .I gulped and tried to concentrate on the large, sharp object in my hands as opposed to the large, soft object behind me. I felt goosebumps rise on my arms, giving him a look of warning. He merely smiled in response.

Chase either chose not to notice our closeness or was too distracted by his tiredness and his attempts to focus on the task at hand. I knew if he looked closely, my face would betray my emotions, and where my focus largely lay. As it was, Chase bravely assisted, helping me to practice my lunges, guarding and blocking. Tristan had arrived, maintaining a respectful distance but interjecting some piece of advice occasionally.

After several hours, I realized I had quite enjoyed myself. All my self-consciousness had disappeared as we worked together, and I felt I understood the instructions. I had very much work to do, and I was nowhere near getting into any battles soon, but I felt much better that I had at least overcome my fear of failure or humiliation, that I had given it my all. In time, I hoped I’d get better. Michael sheathed his sword and walked over to me, taking both of my hands and smiling into my eyes. I’m proud of you, his said. I couldn’t help myself, and stood forward onto the tips of my toes, ignoring our audience. Michael stiffened momentarily given the others around us, but I could feel his internal shrug, knowing there was no sense pretending anymore. He smiled and leaned down to give me a quick, but gentle kiss on the lips. We pulled away, but Michael held my hand up to his mouth, kissing it sweetly, smiling as he did so. We turned to leave, and suddenly I remembered. 

I looked over to my left and saw Chase there, staring at me with his mouth open. He looked so hurt. I frowned at him, letting go of Michael’s hand and walked toward Chase, however, he turned on his heel and took off before I could stop him.

“Chase!” I cried, but he was gone. I sighed. Michael walked over to me and put his hand on my shoulder, giving it a squeeze. I turned and looked at Tristan, but he had his usual passive, quiet expression. He nodded at me and smiled.

“You have done exceptionally well, Larin,” said Josef, smiling. “I feel you will learn much with the others. I ask that you join the rest tomorrow, and we will ensure you are left to learn your skills without curious eyes upon you.” He looked at Michael, who nodded.

“Tristan, you will see to it,” he said, and Tristan nodded. 

“Of course, my Lord Michael,” he said.

“Let us go back and see what remains of the day at the Citadel halls,” Michael smiled, and we all took off together.

 

* * * * *

 

There was much activity when we arrived. I was immediately accosted by well-wishers, glory-seekers, and those who were simply curious. I walked through the doors with some difficulty, and instinctively grasped Michael’s hand. 

“Continue about your business,” Michael said loudly enough for the chattering to stop. The vessels reluctantly obeyed the instruction and dispersed from the hall. When we were nearly alone, Michael couldn’t resist turning to me. He looked at me tenderly, brushing a strand of hair from my face. “We are calling an assembly in the morning – it will put the minds of all at ease to know of a public declaration. You needn’t fear, I will be at your side.” I gulped but nodded. We turned together to walk forward, when we both noticed Uriel standing a short distance ahead, his face rigid with shock. He had watched us. It was not a secret that Michael and I had developed feelings for each other, but Uriel evidently hadn’t come to that conclusion.

“Brother?” Michael asked, furrowing his brow. He let go of my hand and walked forward. Uriel’s head turned back and forth between us, a look of fury on his face.

“Michael,” he demanded angrily, “are you out of your mind?!’  

“How so?” retorted Michael, becoming angry himself. “How is this any of your concern?”  

“How is this. . . are you serious in asking such a question? You court our Herald?” he hissed.

“Court?” I asked, unable to resist. Michael let out a huff of frustration, just as Uriel turned and stormed away. Michael turned back apologetically.

“I am sorry,” he whispered, “I must attend to this.”  

I nodded, holding his hands. “Go,” I said, and he lifted my hands to his lips. I wanted to sing at his touch, still marvelling inside at the fact this beautiful creature could somehow ever be mine. Yet somehow, he was. I ignored the problem of Uriel for the moment, trying to soak up even one extra second of the look in his eyes.

“I will meet you in your chambers. Until later my. . . until later, Larin,” he finished quietly. 

I merely nodded, unable to say anything more, but it wasn’t necessary. Michael was gone, looking for his Brother. I sighed and started to make my way to my room. 

Suddenly, I changed my mind, feeling again as though I wanted to be outdoors and stretch my wings. I walked through the hall before I realized all eyes were upon me. I would have no privacy this way. I knew only that I wanted to focus my thoughts and be on my own, having endured enough attention for one day. I turned back and made my way up to my chambers, closing the door behind me. I strode to the window and perched upon it, momentarily worried I would have problems leaping independently from that angle, but I leapt anyway and found I flew easily. It was becoming much easier to fly, and I revelled in the thought of soaring through the skies at will.

I found a place with a ledge that faced out into the great valley, the meadows and forests with its gentle rivers here and there spanning as far as the eye could see. I came to a somewhat rocky landing, still realizing I had more practicing to do before I could say I’d mastered that skill. I walked to the edge of the cliff and sat down, dangling my legs over the edge and enjoying the feel of the warm breeze as it caressed my face in greeting. The sun was almost completely gone in the distance, giving up its place for night to make its own course across the sky.

I sighed happily, thinking of Michael, and feeling comfortably relaxed. Leaning back my head, I exhaled slowly, enjoying the sounds of nature all around me when suddenly I felt someone come up behind me. I smiled, pleasantly surprised at Michael’s ability to find me anywhere. Just as I was about to turn around, a bag of burlap was shoved roughly over my face and drawn tautly, choking me.

I shrieked, but the sound was cut off as something hard and heavy slammed downwards into the back of my head, and the world went dark.
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Time had stopped.

Or at least, it felt that way. The only thing I could focus on was a soul-destroying throbbing in my head that seemingly had no beginning and no end. I moaned loudly, attempting to reach up to find the source of the raging inferno on the side of my skull when I suddenly realized I couldn’t. My hands were bound.

 I opened my eyes, and I panicked when I recalled that my face was covered. I was being carried through the air, slung over someone’s shoulder from what I could tell, and we were flying at a very fast rate of speed. I tried to scream, but the throbbing in my head was so excruciating I could only moan, and even that took tremendous effort. I felt as though every breath was agonizing given my awkward position and the pain in my head. Blissfully, I didn’t have to endure it for long when I passed out again, thinking briefly of Michael before everything went dark.

I awoke sometime later as I was being passed from one set of hands to another, my arms still bound tightly behind my back and my head still throbbing from the earlier assault. We took off again and I whimpered in pain but remained ignored by those handling me. As I regained awareness, I realized I had been kidnapped, and the fear overtook the pain and confusion.

“What’s. . . what’s happening?” I demanded weakly. Our speed did not slow, and I heard several sets of wings join us as we travelled, low voices murmuring to each other. I couldn’t hear over the pounding in my head and the material covering my face further obscured the sound. But I keened my ears as hard as I could to ascertain what was happening and where I was, or where I was going. It was useless, I was dragged along like a sack of potatoes. I screamed again for my kidnappers to identify themselves, to tell me what was happening. I was ignored.

As the pain in my head subsided enough to allow the mist behind my eyes to clear, I realized I must have been captured by Azrael’s forces. The thought terrified me so utterly I couldn’t even tremble at first, so frozen was I with fear. But then the shaking started in force, and the creature carrying me momentarily had to adjust their grip, nearly dropping me as I quaked in terror. I nearly blacked out at the memory of Ephreim alone. The thought of Azrael. . .  

“Michael,” I whimpered, squeezing my eyes shut tightly.

I wondered how they had infiltrated the Citadel, and whether there had been a great battle or if one was being waged as we flew away. I felt afraid for everyone suddenly, for the others. I felt afraid for Michael and hoped for his safety more than my own at that moment.

I kicked and screamed for release as we travelled, but my attempts were fruitless. The grip on me only tightened whenever I gave a particularly harsh kick, whenever I came close to wriggling free. I don’t know what would have happened if I had, as my arms were bound behind my wings, trapping them against my back. I would not have been able to fly even if I had gotten free.

It felt as though we had entered into a cave at some point. There was a strange echoing noise as the flapping wings reverberated off walls from a close distance. It was cold, wherever we were, and the wind that passed us was no longer warm and fresh. There was dampness here, and I could feel the wetness in the air. I shivered, a mixture of elements and emotion.

After what seemed like a long time, though, the cold and dampness gave way to yet another shift in the environment. Everything warmed up, considerably. There were noises of steam escaping as though exploding through the top of a pressure cooker, the sound of eruptions and of rocks and stone smashing against each other. There arose new smells as well – sulphur, something. . .metallic. I smelled earth and ash.

 My heart continued to pound, and I kept trying to resist the urge to scream madly, thinking only of Michael for strength. I knew that I was about to meet my fate, somehow, and I wanted to be strong. I did not want to give Ephreim the satisfaction of seeing my terror. I did not forgive, nor yet forget what he did to Sam.

The thought of Ephreim suddenly had a strange effect on me. For the first time, the thought of Ephreim gave me such a boiling sense of rage it surprised me in its sheer intensity. It was a welcome change from my fear, that I could only focus on the hate I had for him inside me. I focused on seizing the first opportunity I had to kill him. If I was going to die, I would do everything I could to take him with me, to rid the rest of the world of his evil. I knew it was a fantasy, deep down – I didn’t stand a chance, but I would die trying.

I surprised myself with my sudden boldness, with something almost akin to courage. It was as though the soldier inside me had truly awakened as well, my thoughts reorganized with my physical constitution. I focused on that seed of courage inside me, willing it to grow to face whatever was to come. 

There was a sound of swords in droves. Hundreds – perhaps thousands of metallic sounds pinged and slashed below us, and I wished there was some way I could lose that blasted fabric from my face.

I didn’t have to wish for long. I was thrown unceremoniously onto a hard surface, landing roughly on top of my face, with both my hands and wings being bound I could not stabilize myself. I tasted blood inside my mouth and wondered briefly if I had broken my nose as it exploded in pain. My eyes watered, and I felt wetness on my face.

I was lifted onto my knees, and the bag was ripped off my head.

I blinked, my eyes rejecting the sudden influx of light, such as it was in this strange place. I choked as the blood ran down the back of my throat, and I leaned over, gagging and spitting thick globs of it out of my mouth. I was shaken roughly back up, gasping and closing my eyes tightly against the pain.

I became aware of whispering all around, chattering from curious voices. There was a strange, dark hum and I thought momentarily it was inside my head, but I realized it was coming from all around me. The entire place reverberated with. . .darkness. Evil.

I continued to blink furiously to clear my eyes and looked around me. I was inside a great, black room, seemingly built of some obsidian ore. It shone strangely from the firelight from surrounding torches. I noticed the room was circular, much in the same way as the Great Hall in the Citadel, and I looked up to the ceiling to see a similar opening. I wondered briefly if I could use it to escape but thought that unlikely, given the fact that I was surrounded as well by dozens and dozens of vessels, all wearing the robes of red like those of Ephreim and his minions the first time I saw them. They, unlike the vessels of the Citadel, were heavily armed. None were smiling. They appeared absolutely terrifying, with looks ranging from mild hostility to murderous lustfulness. I shrank back but stopped myself. I had resolved to meet my fate with strength, and I took a deep breath. I looked ahead and stood up taller, trying with all my might to stop myself from trembling noticeably.

I looked forward and saw a staircase in front of me, leading to a throne at the top built out of what appeared to be human bones. I swallowed at the macabre sight, looking for the one I knew would occupy it. Seeing it empty, I looked around in confusion.

“Silence!” shouted a voice, low and seeping with sinister tones. The vessels immediately bowed their heads in unison, and I turned to look behind me for the source of the voice. The vessels parted the path behind me, which led to a massive stone doorway through which I must have entered. Standing at the entranceway was a figure somewhat larger and more menacing than the rest.

Azrael.

I was momentarily startled by the whiteness of his wings, just as beautiful and pure as the Council angels, and then I remembered that Azrael had once been an archangel before his fall from grace, and it made sense for him to share their physical characteristics. I was certain though those would be the only characteristics he would ever share with the archangels I knew, beings whose sole purpose were to do good, to rid the world of evil. To rid the world of him. 

My wings were already as tightly against me as they could get considering my bindings, but I felt them shrink further towards my body protectively. I flinched as the ropes bit further into my wrists, into the parts of my wings they had been rubbing against. I absently noticed several feathers, damaged from the physical assaults, come loose and I grasped them, suddenly worried for my wings. I bit my lip, which I could feel had swollen up considerably and resisted the urge to make any noises to betray my pain. I would not give Azrael any satisfaction before he killed me. I would meet my death with courage.

He walked forward towards me, and I took a deep breath, refusing to cower. I forced myself to glare at him and nearly shouted at him in outrage as he smirked evilly at my attempts at bravery. As he approached, I noticed that he too had dark hair like Michael, though not nearly as black. His eyes were blue as a summer sky, and I marvelled again at how a being of such beauty could simultaneously be the ugliest creature on earth.

He held one hand behind his back, and the other was draped lazily on top of the hilt at his swordbelt. I saw the weapon as it hung at his side and nearly gasped. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. A glimmering gold, serpentine-shaped hilt led to a blade of shining, white steel. I recognized it immediately – it was the image on the banners and armour of the Citadel. I blinked in confusion, not understanding why the Citadel would celebrate Azrael’s weapon of apparent choice. He caught me looking at it and eyed me peculiarly.

“Do you like it?” he asked, and I was surprised again at his voice. Although low and carrying undertones of his dark nature, it was still beautiful. It was certainly the voice of an angel. I peered at him curiously, before I regained my senses and turned my face from him, standing forward and staring straight ahead.

I heard the metal unsheathing, and took a deep breath, awaiting the end of it as it struck me down. After a few moments, when nothing happened, I gave in to my curiosity and stole a glance back at Azrael. He was regarding me, looking me over from head to toe. He met my eye and squinted at me, then held out the sword in front of him, moving it so that the little light in the room there was glinted off it sharply, creating lines of reflected light around the room.

“This is my brother’s sword,” Azrael said matter-of-factly. “It is my truest prize. One day, I hope to reunite it with its proper owner.” The beings in the room murmured reverently. I felt my heart still momentarily, hoping fervently that that day never came. I remembered suddenly the story Michael had told me about how Azrael had taken Lucifer’s sword, and of the power it could wield. How it could kill a Seraph. 

Azrael had been watching my face for a reaction, or rather studying it. The intensity of his gaze made my skin crawl in discomfort – was in fact much more uncomfortable than my injuries. I pulled involuntarily against the bindings on my arms, shifting them as I became aware of just how much the rope had caused my skin to burn.

Azrael grinned suddenly and lifted the sword above his head. This was it. I closed my eyes.

 There was a swift, slicing sound, and suddenly my arms were free. I gasped and pulled my hands in front of me, rubbing at my wrists, and trying not to cry out from the intense pain of my muscles from having been held in one position for so long trying to readjust themselves. Instead, I dropped my arms at my sides and resumed staring ahead.

“What, no thank you?” Azrael said, and the creatures laughed in low tones around him. “This beas. . .Larin,” he corrected, resuming his slow circular walk and inspection around me, “does not seem to care much for our hospitality.” This was met with more chuckles. I said nothing, hoping he could not hear my heart as it slammed against the wall of my chest. I felt beads of sweat on my brow but made no move to wipe it.

He sheathed his sword and came to stand in front of me, leaning in close to my face. It took a supreme force of will, but I did not recoil. Instead, I closed my eyes and thought of Michael, begging myself for strength. It helped, but not much. I managed to contain myself.

“Larin, what a curious creature you are,” Azrael said quietly. He straightened back up, then turned away and walked up the stairs towards his throne, speaking as he did.

“I suppose you wonder why you are here,” he said shortly. “I have brought you here because I very much wanted to meet you, this supposed ‘Herald’ of the Divine,” he held up a hand as the murmuring recommenced, and it stopped just as suddenly. He arrived at the top of the stairs and turned, taking a seat at his throne.

“Come,” he barked, and when I didn’t move, two enormous vessels grabbed me by either arm and led me roughly up the stairs.

“Be careful with her, fools!” Azrael snapped, and the vessels slowed, loosening their grips on my arms. “Look at what you have already done to her! This is not how we treat our guests,” he said, the last word said containing an eerie chill behind it. I knew I was not his guest, that I was his prisoner, and I still refused to meet his eye.

“Have you nothing to say?” he said now, a hint of anger entering his voice. I refused to give him what he wanted. I refused to give him anything.

A vessel walked forward and punched me across the face and then roughly in the stomach. I drew in my breath sharply and doubled over, the wind utterly knocked out of me. I fell to my knees and was hoisted up roughly to my feet, gasping. If my nose hadn’t been broken before, it surely was now. My eyes watered considerably, and I blinked furiously to clear my vision.

“Do not ignore your master when he speaks to you, slave!” the vessel bellowed, and I choked, trying to regain my breath.

The vessel that hit me looked at me in surprise before dropping to his knees, and his head slowly slid off his neck from having been separated from his body so fast I didn’t even see it happen. I opened my mouth in shock and revulsion, shaking my head and gaping at Azrael.

“Did you not hear me?” he yelled, the sound of his anger a terrible thing, and the room fell silent. “I said, Larin is our GUEST!” I looked at him in shock, unable to speak now even if I wanted to. I didn’t know what he was playing at, but I looked frantically around me to see if there was a means of escape, even though I knew it would be futile.

“Larin,” said Azrael, regaining his composure instantly. “It is true, I consider you my very honored guest here, and I would have you made comfortable,” he purred, coming to stand before me again. “I wish for your comfort.”  

I couldn’t help it, but I laughed. Azrael scowled at the sound, unused to being mocked.

“Your guest, huh? I know what I am. I’m your prisoner. If you ‘wish for my comfort’ then you’ll let me go. Release me or kill me now!” I demanded, amazing even myself with my boldness. Something told me I would do well not to show this creature any weakness. I was standing before the most powerful, deadliest, and dangerous being in existence. I could do nothing but be strong and meet whatever fate had for me on my feet. I refused to cower, though. I refused to give him any satisfaction.

It seems my demand had the opposite effect. Azrael was now regarding me with a pleasantly surprised expression. I looked away, not wanting to maintain eye contact. I swallowed, wondering why he hadn’t already killed me.

“What if I make you a deal, Larin?” he asked. “What if you agree to hear what I have to say, what I have to show you, and if you choose to leave at the end of it, none will hinder your exit.” I snapped my head up, looking at him suspiciously.

 “What’s the catch?” I asked, narrowing my eyes at him.

“I wish for you to hear me, to decide for yourself if you want to leave. If that day comes, then so be it.”  

“If that. . .day? How long do you mean to keep me here?” I demanded.

“As long as it takes,” he said grinning menacingly. I shuddered, and Azrael snapped his fingers. Two guards came forward and took me with somewhat less force than earlier, turning me and leading me back down the stairs.

“See our guest to her quarters,” he snarled, and I closed my eyes tightly. 

Despite my best efforts, the tears rolled down my cheeks.
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I was led down seemingly endless hallways, all looking the same no matter where we turned. It was such a maze, that if I did manage to escape, I feared I would have no way to find my way out of this place.

Everything was dark here and seemed to drip wetly. There was a heavy, hot moisture to the air, and torches blazed as they jutted out of the wall every few feet. The walls cast an oily sheen, giving the impression they were saturated in poison. I found I shied away from them, despite the difficult grip the guards had on my arms. We passed door upon door of what appeared to be cells, all with small windows and massive locks. I could hear moaning, cries of pain. It was maddening, and I thought I would lose my mind to my terror.

We arrived at one door, and I closed my eyes, expecting the worst. Instead, I was surprised to see a somewhat inviting sight on the inside. A large bed stood with a mattress and clean blankets of handwoven wool. There was a lit fireplace in the corner with two ancient armchairs facing it, and a table laid out with bowls of water and towels. Red robes were laid carefully over the chair, the cold stone floor was covered with an ornately-decorated rug. Tapestries of red and black lined the walls. I walked in slowly, then panicked and turned back, rushing towards the door as I heard it being closed roughly behind me. I pulled at the handle desperately, but it was locked tightly. I knew screaming to be released was pointless, and I walked over to the table that held the water, sniffing it for anything nefarious, but it was just that – water. I put my hands inside, letting the water run over the areas of my wrists rubbed raw from the ropes earlier. I cringed in pain, withdrawing them quickly. My wings were throbbing, and I pulled one towards me to inspect it. I nearly sobbed when I saw patches of pink skin where the feathers had been damaged or fallen out, the large pores from the spaces where the feathers had been looking red and angry. My beautiful, perfect wings. Not anymore.

I cried as I looked at the other side, but fortunately, the damage wasn’t that widespread. I hoped they would heal and wondered vaguely if the feathers would grow back. I supposed they could still fly, if I had a chance to use them, and realized it could have been worse. I could have ended up like Gideon.

The thought made me drop to my knees. I realized again that I had not only met Azrael but survived an encounter with him. He’d obviously heard the rumors I was the Herald, and I wondered what he wanted from me. I would have assumed that he would have wanted to kill me, given the seraphim would likely destroy him the moment they returned. If they returned, that is. I still had no idea what my role in that would be, if I was, in fact, the Herald. I knew nothing anymore. Or rather, I still knew nothing. It seemed my life was destined to be one big, unanswered question.

I walked over to the fireplace, taking the red robes off the chair and inspecting them. Instead of replacing my blood-drenched clothing, however, I threw the red robes straight into the fire, watching with satisfaction as the flames consumed them. That small act of petulance made me feel a little better, although not much.

 I took a seat in one of the chairs, and thought again of Michael, hoping beyond all hope he was well, that there had been no great battle in my absence. I moaned and put my head into my hands, yelping in pain as I did so and yanking them away. Instead, I laid my throbbing head against the back of the chair, and despite everything, I fell asleep.

 It felt like I had only slept seconds, as I was on my feet shaking with terror and grogginess when I heard a sound at the door. My head was throbbing, and I wondered absently whether I had a concussion from earlier. I shook it, trying to rid it of the dizziness, but that seemed to make it worse, though I knew I had to be alert to face whatever was to come. I blinked spots away and watched as three vessels wearing armour entered the room, and I backed away until I bumped into the wall, imagining for a moment I had bumped into Azrael. I yelped in fear, spinning around defensively, and heard one of the guards laugh cruelly.

“Shut up,” said the other guard, pushing him. “Azrael told us to be on our best behavior, I wouldn’t piss him off.” The laughter stopped just as abruptly as it started.

“Traitors,” I said, “you’d betray humankind for that. . . monster?”  

They ignored me, walking into the room and grabbing my arms on either side. “Let me go!” I shouted, pulling my arms away.

“Come with us,” said the third guard, as though he expected submission. He wasn’t going to get it. I struggled as hard as I could, reaching down and yanking a sword out of his belt and leaping back. The action surprised them all, not to mention me. I held it out shakily to them. 

“Stay back!” I cried, holding the sword. The guard whose sword I had stolen and the other looked at each other, unsure of what to do. The first withdrew his own sword and strode toward me, knocking the one I was holding out of my hands easily and grabbing my arm.

“Idiots,” he said to the others, as the first scrambled to pick up his sword and follow us out of the room. “You’re lucky Ephreim wasn’t here to see that.”  

Ephreim. The thought of him made me struggle harder, and I kicked at the guards that pulled me along.

“Stop it!” snapped the first one, striking me hard across the face. The action made my eyes water, and spots danced before my eyes. I lost my footing and was all but dragged down the hall.

“You think you’re some special shit, don’t you?” said the one that had knocked the sword out of my hands. “You better get it out of your head, girly, because I can tell you something. You ain’t nothing special. Once Azrael sees that you’ll learn. You’ll learn the way we all did.”  

“How’s that,” I slurred, my eyes threatening to close on their own. I blinked furiously to keep them open, to get rid of the blackness before I lost consciousness again. I spat blood at one of them, enjoying the look of disgust in his jawline below the piece of helmet that covered his face. 

Good.

He hastily wiped his face and continued along.

“Everyone ultimately gives in. You ain’t no different, don’t care what they says about you. If you make it easy, Azrael may even spare you at the end, like he will the rest of us. He is going to restore Eden, and then you’ll understand what he offers is a gift. No more of this shit. No more hellhole world. He’s trying to make things right, not screw it up more like you Citadel idiots.”  

“The end,” I laughed. “Spared. Right. Do you think Azrael cares anything about you? That he is going to show you any mercy when he destroys everything in this world?” I said to him, incredulous. “You’re tools for him to achieve his ends, nothing more. When he gets what he wants, you’ll be dead. All of you. He will kill you all.”  

 The guards exchanged looks but kept up at a steady pace.

“You know it’s true, don’t you?” I persisted. “You know you’re dead meat, all of you. Azrael wants the Disc. He wants to bring back Lucifer. You know, the one they call the Devil? 

That guy?!” My voice has escalated to a full scale yell, but the guards continued to ignore me, and we made our way down the endless, identical tunnels.

“If you help me, if you let me go, I can bring you back with me. You’ll see it can be so much better to actually be free. Come to the Citadel. You can see what it is to have light in your lives. . .to have hope. . .”  

I was cut short by another sharp strike to the face. I cried out, the pain from my earlier assaults still fresh.

“Didn’t you hear me before? Stop here, Gus,” said the one guard. The others stopped, and that guard looked hastily around a corner to see if anyone was there. “Hold her there,” he said, and they held me up. I looked at him, thinking I may have gotten through to him after all. Instead, he punched me again in the stomach, putting a hand around my throat as I gagged and retched. His fingers squeezed my neck so tightly, I was sure they had pierced my flesh. I felt a trick of blood make its way down my back and shut my eyes against the pain. 

“If you don’t shut your face, and now, I promise you I’ll kill you myself,” he growled. “My brother was on the gathering crew that came to collect you, and he was killed by that white-haired freak you goodies seem to love so much. My brother. If I could take you out now, I would. And if I get the chance again, I will. It would be worth Azrael killing me if it meant I got to pluck your pretty little wings off myself.” 

I whimpered, trying to regain my earlier composure, but I was crippled in fear and pain. He let go and I fell roughly to the floor, gasping for breath and coughing, lowering my head in defeat.

“Trevor, stop,” said the first one. “You’re going to get us all killed because of your stupid vendetta.”  

“Stupid vendetta?” Trevor shouted. “You see how you feel if your brother got his guts ripped out by those. . .those...”  

“My. . .” I coughed, “MY brother was killed that night too, Trevor,” I said with as much disdain as I could manage. “It isn’t exactly a walk through a rose garden to actually watch your brother get sliced in half in front of you, okay?”  

“Cry me a river, bitch,” Trevor said and kicked me harshly in the gut. That one did it, and I passed out.

I came to on the ground in front of an enormous fireplace, currently roaring with flame. I groaned, rolling onto my side, every inch of my body in agony. Hands helped me roughly into a sitting position, and I groaned again, reaching up painfully to a split and swollen lip. I looked around, appearing to be in some sort of study. It was dark in here, like everything else in this place. Ancient candelabras were lit around the room, shelves of books and scrolls lined the walls. A massive table, much like the one in the War Room at the Citadel was at the far end, and I could see maps hanging off various parts. I felt discombobulated and thought I was blind in one eye until I realized it was just swollen shut.

“He is dead,” Azrael said from the corner of the room where he had been sitting, watching me.

“What?” I whispered, confused.

“The beast that attacked you in the hallway. And his companions. I do not approve of my guests being manhandled, especially one as important as you,” he finished. I felt momentary satisfaction at knowing that brute was dead, which shocked me. I wondered how I had changed so much in such a short time, to know that something as horrendous as the death of another could bring me satisfaction, no matter how terrible that person had been. It frightened me.

Azrael watched me and smiled. “I see you approve. Good. Perhaps there is more hope for you than I thought,” he said, rising from his chair.

“Don’t you dare presume you know anything about what I feel, what I think,” I snapped. “You’re a murderer. You’re worse than that. You’re lower than the ones you call ‘beasts’ – I can’t think of any worse monster in this world than you,” I glared at him with my one good eye and  coughed, my chest constricting painfully.

“Of course not, my dear one,” he said, and I shuddered. 

“Don’t ever call me that. I’m not yours and never will be.”  

“Ah yes, but you do have eyes for another, do you not?” Azrael replied, flashing me a knowing look. It was a mixture of disgust and amusement. My mouth dropped open, and I wondered how he could possibly know, but then I remembered. There was an informant at the Citadel. I supposed he had been feeding Azrael information regularly.

“Did you storm the Citadel? Are they dead?” I asked suddenly, afraid.

Azrael eyed me carefully, a look of confusion passing over his face before he recrafted it carefully. “Yes. They have all been killed,” he tested. I sighed in relief. Had they been killed, he wouldn’t have looked the way he had when I asked. Azrael laughed, a strange sound. I couldn’t reconcile the sound of bells and light that came from his laughter with the demon I knew him to be.

“Larin, I wish to show you something. Come with me, and we will tour Solomanta together.”  

“No,” I said, pulling my arm back from where he would touch it. I shrank as far away as I could without falling into the fireplace. Azrael chuckled and turned away.

“Come,” he repeated. When I refused to move, he turned around again, a look of grave displeasure crossing his face. It was suddenly as though the air had been sucked from the room, and Azrael appeared to grow several feet. His voice lowered by several octaves, and the ground below me gave a slight shake.

“Do. Not. Make. Me. Ask. Again.”  

That was the scariest thing I think I’d ever heard in my life. I got to my feet hastily, folding my hands around my body protectively.

“Good,” he said, his voice resuming its lighter tone. “This way.”  

We walked out into the hallway and made our way up a long staircase, Azrael keeping his hands behind his back the whole time, saying nothing. I limped along behind him, pausing occasionally to catch my breath. I was easily winded and wondered if I had broken ribs from Trevor’s assault. Azrael didn’t notice or didn’t care, continuing at a healthy stride.

“You will undoubtedly have been fed many lies by my brothers,” he said casually as he walked. “But perhaps they held back a great many truths you would find interesting.”  

“I don’t care for anything you have to say, Azrael,” I huffed, keeping up, but only marginally. “I don’t know what you want from me, but you’re going to be disappointed when you don’t get it, whatever it is.”   

“Did you know,” Azrael continued, ignoring me, “That my brothers are not quite the saints they would have you believe? There was once a time when they performed many great evils themselves in their quest for goodness,” he scoffed, walking faster. “They destroyed cities, killed entire populations of people. Men, women – people they would have you believe they protected. All because they chose to believe in something different than they.”  

“I don’t believe you,” I responded simply. “I don’t believe any of your lies.”  

“It is true. There were a great many civilizations that rose after the fall. They utilized their precious gift of choice and chose to honor my brother, Lucifer, instead of your beloved Council. His ideals. They too, believed that a great purge was the way to a higher goal, worthy of ascension.” 

“You mean they were devil worshippers?” I scoffed back, shaking my head. Azrael turned on me angrily.

“Do not dare. . . do not dare to disparage Lucifer,” he growled menacingly, and I felt myself bite my lip. I flinched painfully and tried to keep my gaze unwavering, though it took all of my courage not to shirk in fear. Azrael glared at me a moment longer, and turned back around, continuing.

“You have no idea of what you speak. Choice is the greatest illusion created. There is no such thing as choice under the rules of my brothers, nor yet my father. One must accept and submit to the ideals of the Council, of their principles,” he spat, “to do otherwise means death. You are all victims of a skewed ideology. Of what ‘goodness’ means. It is only an interpretation, and to the Council, there is only one interpretation. Consider if you will, what makes a man ‘good’? Is stealing wrong?” he asked, looking at me.

“Of course it is,” I replied testily.

 “What if a man steals to feed his family? Is it wrong then?” he asked.

“Well no, that’s different obviously!”  

“What about murder? Is it wrong?” Azrael continued. I looked at him, waiting for his point. “You will say it is. Is murder wrong if one man’s death saves a thousand more?”  

I frowned angrily. “Those are all exceptions that don’t count, those are special circumstances,” I said.

“According to whom?” Azrael asked, looking at me with something new in his eye. I stopped, shaking my head. “According to what you have been trained to believe. Imagine you killed one man to save a thousand. But what if those thousand turn around and perform other acts you would consider ‘evil’? What if they formed an army, and killed countless women and children in cold blood? Would you have done an act of good, then, or an act of evil?”  

“I. . . these are all ridiculous questions! Nobody could possibly know the answer to that. You must do what your conscience dictates sometimes. You must follow the path that leads to the least amount of damage for the greatest possible good. Sometimes we don’t know what ramifications our actions will have, but in the long run, the choices we make have to be dictated by some desire to do something that will better the world or the people we care about,” I said, surprised to realize I was feeling somewhat perplexed.

Azrael stopped now and smiled at me. “You see? The answer between right and wrong is not always as simple as merely ‘doing good’ – there are actions and reactions, and consequences for both. Perhaps that man stole food to feed his family, but perhaps in doing so, he stole food from another family who would then starve. Perhaps if he knew the other family would starve, that would change your answer?”  

I frowned, shaking my head angrily again. “I don’t. . . That’s not the point. . .”   

“So, what is the point then, Larin? Your idea of doing good and that man who would steal for his family may have a different idea of what doing good entails. Of what is evil. He may know his actions carry consequences, but he makes a choice. Because he loves his family. Because he believes he is doing the right thing in saving them as opposed to the other family. And I think if you were honest with yourself, you would find that almost everyone else in that situation would do the same. 

“My brother and I had a vision for the world, for the Celestial Kingdom. We had a vision of what would happen if man was left to run amok, unhindered, to make their own choices as they saw fit. We knew that if they were left to their own devices, they would destroy everything our Father created, everything we knew and loved. And surely enough, look upon the world now. 

“Man has killed the earth. Man has caused plague, starvation, and strife. The greatest evils humanity has ever known has been brought about by their own hands, not mine. Not Lucifer’s. Consider history. The Inquisition. Witch hunts. Implements of torture – for the sake of torture, not to achieve any specific ends. Lack of mercy. Pollution. Mass extinctions. Corruption. Bioweapons. The Holocaust. . .”  

I frowned, shaking my head again.

“Stop with the mind games!” I shouted, and he stopped.

“Do you think me to be a liar, Larin? Have you not learned anything of your history?”  

“Yes, Azrael. Man is capable of a great many hideous things. But they are also capable of great kindness. Of love,” I said, struggling for the words.

“Man is capable of a great many things,” he said darkly, “but ultimately it will result in the death of the world. It has already started. My brother and I saw this. We knew it to be true, and now here it is, close to fruition. The end of the world.”  

“You’re wrong,” I said, as we arrived at the top of the wall. Azrael started walking along the ramparts, still speaking as vessels turned and froze respectfully as he passed.

“I am not. I mentioned mass extinction before, brought on by man. But if you knew anything about history, ancient history, you will know that the earth underwent many great extinction events, some which nearly wiped out all creation. But do you know what rose from that death?”  

I stared at him, waiting. He turned and looked at me, smiling.

“Life,” he said. “Greater, and more wonderous than before.”  

We rounded a corner, and I looked out beyond the wall, resisting the urge to gasp. Magma and fire were the only things visible in the blackness beyond. It rose up in steams and flame, as far as the eye could see. A great river of fire flowed in a moat at the bottom of the walls of the great city, and I grew dizzy suddenly at the sight. I swallowed, looking back at Azrael.

“Larin, I believe that by wiping the slate clean, life can rise up greater than ever before. We can harken a new era of peace if you will join me.”  I laughed out loud, incredulous.

“I will never help you kill humanity!” I cried, “you must be completely insane!”  

Azrael kept walking, and we went down the steps near the ramparts, a great stone balustrade-lined staircase. We turned and walked through the training area, where hundreds and hundreds of vessels were drilling. My mouth dropped at the number of them. There was no way there were that many vessels at the Citadel. I wondered if Azrael showing me these numbers was his way of making a point.

“Larin, humans were never meant to rule this world. Their natures compel them towards evil. I seek to avoid the destruction of everything, contrary to what you may believe. I seek only to restore the wonder and glory of what once was. A world where vessels and angels can enjoy the fruits of Eden once more.”  

“I’ve seen how much you care for vessels, Azrael,” I said, “and it isn’t much.” 

Azrael turned on me angrily. “Look up there,” he said, pointing at the rows of vessels there. But they weren’t vessels. There was something strange about them. I noticed their differences as I looked closer. They were larger than vessels and had gray wings, not black.

“Who are they?” I whispered. They appeared fearsome, staring forward into the blackness, guarding.

“Those are the armaros,” he said, eyeing them with satisfaction. “My fallen brothers and sisters. They were true angels, like the archangels, who followed me after the Fall. They are. . .patriots. Believers in the ends Lucifer and I sought to achieve. Believers that the greatness that what was and can be again. Needs to be again. They know what ‘good’ man has wrought on this earth,” he sneered. “But they have bided their time, waiting for the right moment. Vessels are an important part of this story, despite what you will believe about me. The fact is that I believe they are necessary and can live in harmony with my brothers and sisters up there,” he indicated upwards towards the armaros. “I believe that vessels, armaros, and angels are meant to retake back the world and the glory of old, to restore the celestial kingdom.”  

I shook my head angrily. “I’m done here, Azrael. Either kill me or let me go.”  

Suddenly, Azrael flew forward, coming to within an inch of my face. 

“You think you are ‘good,’ Larin?” he hissed, and I withdrew from his ire, bumping backwards into a rack of swords. I eyed it hastily, considering my options. Azrael saw what I was thinking and threw back his head in laughter.

“EPHREIM!” he called loudly, and several vessels nearby started to indicate to each other quickly. One of them leapt into the air, obviously to seek him out. I shook my head, my eyes wide.

“No,” I whispered.

“Oh yes,” said Azrael, grinning.

“Larin, you are not so different from Ephreim than you think. From me. Do you think you are the Herald of Goodness? Allow me to laugh,” he said, and his face grew darker. “You have felt it yourself, your darkness. I can see it inside you, within you, brewing there, waiting for release.”  

Ephreim returned moments later, landing at his master’s side. He turned and saw me, and stared at me with a look of shock, then hatred.

“My lord,” he snarled, looking at me. 

I froze, unable to speak, unable to move. I stared into the eyes of Ephreim, and I fought against everything inside me not to pass out where I stood from raw emotion. It was like nothing I felt before. All I could remember was the ease with which Ephreim sliced through my brother’s body, ending his life as though he were flicking away a mosquito.

“What do you see when you look at him?” Azrael said, gesturing to Ephreim. He continued to regard me, and I knew he would happily have killed me where I stood.

“This creature here, who killed your brother mere inches away from where you stood, completely unable to help. Happily. Lustily. He enjoyed it, Larin. He wanted to do it. Would do it again.”  

“Stop,” I whispered, turning my head back and forth slowly.

“Oh yes, you know it. You want to kill him, don’t you?” he asked.

 “Yes,” I whispered again, and Ephreim smirked. I felt the rage bubble below the surface.

“You’ve felt your darkness. I know more about you than you know. You were a product of a family who despised you, Larin. None cared for you, for your strife. For your hunger. For your loneliness. None came to your rescue. Where your father let you go without love, without the basic necessities of your life, others around you had that and more. They rubbed it in your face, Larin. Your supposed friends let you live in squalor, carrying on like fat hens while you never knew if you would be beaten to within an inch of your life at any given moment. Your teachers ignored it. Your brother did nothing to stop it. You were abandoned by life. And yet you seek to protect it? You think the world is such a wonderful place worth saving?” 

I felt tears running down my face, and I did nothing to check them. I continued to stare at Ephreim as Azrael spoke. “You nearly died. You carried the bruises, the marks of your life, yet none cared enough to stop it. They cared only for their own happiness. Your friends - blissfully blind, weren’t they?”  

“No,” I whimpered, shaking my head. “No, that’s not how. . .it wasn’t like. . .”  

“Oh yes, Larin. You know it is true. Every day, everywhere, are countless others like you. The world feeds off the weak, the sick. It carries on, and all they care about is acquiring, acquiring, acquiring. The biggest house. The most money. The best possessions. While people like you, the weak, die. Suffer. Are ignored. Does this not make you angry?! Does this not appeal to your sense of justice? Is the world truly such a wondrous place?” 

I remembered the feeling however fleeting when I spoke to Kaila that night on the phone. The sense of anger I knew that she knew what my life had been. That neither she nor Gee had tried harder to intervene. To save me. Yet here I was, fighting to save them. Fighting constantly to save them and everything they knew. For what?  

“What I propose is not so heinous, Larin. A purge of the wicked, the unclean,” he said, leaning closely into my face. I didn’t move, breathing heavily and looking forward with wide eyes. “Mankind has already destroyed what was left of Eden. The earth is a carcass. They pick at her bones gleefully. The world is full of that word you would use to describe me. . . ‘evil.’ Imagine one instead where Eden can be restored! Where angels and vessels live in harmony, the scourge of humanity wiped clean. Where there is no sickness. No hunger. No fear or betrayal,” he whispered the last words into my ear, and I saw a flash of my friends. Of Kaila and Gee as they sat at the benches in front of the school laughing, my absence already a distant point in their rear view. I began to feel a sense of anger, not for Azrael, but for them. . .for the world that had let me suffer, me and countless others suffer. . .  

“No! Stop!” I screamed, knowing he was getting into my head. This wasn’t who I was. I was not an evil person! 

“Then there are those like Ephreim here,” Azrael smiled, looking at his minion. Ephreim looked at his master, confused. “Those who enjoy sadism. Murder. Those who enjoy feeding off the weak like you. Killing people. Killing unarmed people. Your brother,” he hissed.

“NO!” I screamed, covering my ears.

“Do you want to kill him, Larin? Do you want to see him suffer, the way you suffered?”  

There was silence. I felt my rage rising, upwards and upwards, choking me where I stood. It was as though I’d had an explosion inside me, and all I could see was pure, white-hot rage.

“Do you want to kill him?!” shouted Azrael. Something inside me snapped.

 “Yes!” I screamed, picking up a sword from the rack behind me and lunging for Ephreim suddenly before I had any idea what I was actually doing. I acted on instinct, on rage and adrenaline. But I didn’t care, I just knew I wanted Ephreim’s blood.

Ephreim dodged my attack easily, and I fell on the ground behind him, sobbing.

“Did I tell you to move, Ephreim?!” Azrael shouted suddenly. Ephreim turned, looking at his master in surprise. 

“Lord?” he asked, shaking his head.

“I told you not to move,” Azrael said in low tones. “Larin wants to kill you.” His demeanor was cold, matter-of-fact. Ephreim looked at Azrael in shock, then at me. He didn’t know what to do, that much was clear.

“Master. . .” Ephreim frowned, looking betrayed.

“You see, Ephreim, I believe Larin here can take your place. With the Herald as my Commander, I believe we will defeat the Council. Did you not profess your loyalty to me before? Did you not tell me you would “gladly die” if that was what I wanted? And now you question me?” Azrael snarled now, coming close to Ephreim. All Ephreim could do was shake his head, before turning back to look at me hatefully. He turned, opening his arms slowly, glaring at me in defeat and betrayal. He was going to let me do it.

I screamed, picking up the sword, and ran at Ephreim full force, before I stopped short at the last second, staring at him in the eye. I saw Ephreim’s mind working, trying to make sense of the betrayal, but coming to terms with it. He was a loyal. . .slave. 

I dropped my sword, sinking slowly to my knees.

I blinked, coming back to my senses, feeling horror. This was not who I was. I was not a cold-blooded murderer. I was not a cold-blooded murderer. I stared blankly ahead, shaking my head slowly.

Azrael’s laughter was the only thing I could hear, louder than ever before.

“Take her to her chambers,” he barked to Ephreim, who turned and grabbed me roughly, pulling me to my feet and leading me away. I could hear Azrael’s laugh fade the further away we got, and I closed my eyes as the tears fell unchecked down my face.
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Back at the Citadel, there was total chaos.

The vessels were turning the place on end, making every and any attempt to find clues about what happened to Larin. The archangels were furiously conferring, seeking leads with their contacts in the Order of Watchers, while endlessly interrogating the watch parties charged with guarding the Citadel. Larin’s abduction would have had to have resulted from an inside source. While they always suspected an informant, they were now convinced this was the case and that it was one of their own. What Larin didn’t know was that the Citadel was protected by a magic enchantment that made their location impossible to find if not already a disciple of the Council or one of its members. It was what had protected them for so long, hidden among the humans in plain sight but unable to be found in their home deep within the mountains. Only a member of the Citadel could have taken Larin unless she had somehow independently left its borders without their knowledge, something they knew not to be the case. She was still relatively newly-awakened and was the subject of visions and magic beyond her ability to comprehend. She had taken to their ways, understood the need for guidance. They knew that her disappearance was not of her own doing. 

Michael had, lacking a better description, lost his senses. He had raged against the guards, admonishing them for their negligence in allowing her to slip past their defences. He would punish them, he threatened, they would be cast from the Citadel. The other Council members had had considerable difficulty containing Michael and his rage, but eventually, he was made to see reason and that composure and sensibility would prevail over panic. It was the first time in their history that their leader had become one whom they could not look to for guidance. 

Raphael had shaken his head sadly and knew that his suspicions had become reality. Michael’s feelings for Larin had clouded his judgment, his sense of reason. He’d only ever seen him like this once before when he’d lost his first love so long ago. They had never spoken of her, and Raphael knew not to mention it now. Her loss had been too damaging then, he did not want to risk Michael revisiting that past dark place in his mind. This time was different, though. Michael had taken to Larin so quickly, so profoundly and passionately that his reaction now reflected his compulsion towards her. But despite Michael’s emotional chaos, they rallied together and focused their efforts on developing a plan of action. 

“How do we know this was not her plan all along?” Uriel suddenly demanded in the War Room as the others conferred. “How do we know she did not seek out Azrael on her own, to achieve her own ends?”  

“Are you mad, brother?” Michael yelled, coming close enough to Uriel that he felt his breath hotly on his face. For a moment, he thought Michael would strike him. “Are you truly insane? Do you truly believe that Larin would seek out the one who sanctioned the death of her own blood? Condone the actions of the one who killed her own brother?”  

Uriel pushed Michael back forcefully, and Raphael and Gabriel came between them both, holding them apart.

“Brothers, stop this!” yelled Gabriel angrily, then turned his head to Michael. “You are not thinking rationally!”  

“Your anger and hostility towards Larin have not escaped notice, Uriel,” snapped Michael, ignoring Gabriel completely and fighting against Raphael to be released. “You fear what she is, what she represents. I want to know why!” 

“You want to know why I what?” Uriel yelled back, “Why I think it is impossible that some waif of a girl heralds the return of our beloved seraphim?” The last words were said with a sneer and sarcasm. The others in the room looked at Uriel in shock.

“Brother, do you not wish for their return?” asked Raphael, eyeing Uriel strangely. “It would be a blessed day, for their return would mean an end to Azrael’s reign of evil upon this earth. Mattatron, our leader, will lead the world back to the light. You know this!”  

“Would it truly, though? End the evil?” asked Uriel, more quietly now. “Or would it mean more war, more chaos, and strife? The reason Father left us here in the first place, to rot and dwell in this world of evil and death!”  

Gabriel let go of Michael, who strode forward, putting a hand on Uriel’s shoulder and looking into his eyes. His anger had dissipated, and he felt guilty for his earlier accusations. He looked at Uriel, speaking gently. 

“Brother,” he said quietly, “is that what you truly believe? That Father has forsaken us here, only to watch the world burn around us?”  

“Truthfully, I do not know what I believe anymore,” Uriel admitted, looking down. This was met with silence. Michael turned and sighed, placing his hands on the table and lowering his head. The others continued to stare but remained quiet.

“There have often been times when I, too, have felt I would lose faith,” Michael began, speaking softly. “There have been times that I have questioned our purpose here. That I have even felt anger. . .perhaps betrayal, that we were cast from the kingdom despite our loyalty to our divine principles. That we were cast here with the likes of Azrael and our brothers and sisters who betrayed our purpose, as though we too were punished for their loss of faith.” He looked up suddenly and walked to the window, gazing outside and folding his arms.

“I have felt anger that our other brethren were not cast out, as we were, those who were also loyal to the Council and to our Father. That they remained in the holy kingdom, while we were sent here to oversee a battle seemingly without end.” 

Gabriel walked hesitantly towards Michael. “Brother, how do you speak such things?” he asked in soft tones.

“Because I understand Uriel’s anger,” Michael replied, turning to look upon the faces of all his brothers. “I understand the sense of loss. I have felt it too, and I believe you have as well.” There was no response, and he continued. “But those moments pass, and I remember why we were made. What we were meant to do. I believe that Father gave us the gift of choice to use it as we saw fit, but with the hope that we would have faith. That we would continue to carry out our purpose, that we would continue to fight for good in the face of evil.”  

Michael walked back to Uriel and looked into his eyes. Uriel wavered, frowning and fighting some deep emotion. Michael put a hand on his shoulder again. “I believe that we have the most sacred purpose of all – to protect life. It is the worthiest pursuit any creature on this earth could hope for. There is light in the darkness, and in fighting that darkness, we are still a part of the Celestial Kingdom. We are still sons and daughters of the divine principles. It is who we are. It is why we are. It is why we must persist.”  

Uriel looked down, shame apparent in his face. “Michael, I . . .”  

Michael gently shook Uriel’s shoulder, managing a smile. “There is no need to say anything, Brother. I understand. We are all prone to moments of despair. I would ask you now to rise above it and to continue to follow the path of light. Perhaps this is a test from Father, or perhaps we are alone. I do not have the answers. But I have faith. So too, should you.”  

Uriel took a deep breath, straightening himself out. He looked at Michael gratefully and nodded his head.

“I have moments where I have lost faith, but the words you spoke needed to be said. Thank you, Michael. I am myself again.”  

Michael smiled, nodding his head. He took a deep breath, trying with all his might not to focus on his fear for Larin at that moment, and to turn his mind to formulating a plan. Tristan was not with them, and it was a rare occasion where matters of such great import were discussed without their Commander’s presence. However, he had been asked not to join, as the issue of the informant was very real. They trusted him but could not rule out anyone at that moment. Whoever had taken Larin must have had high standing within the Citadel to have been able to coordinate their efforts with a being such as Azrael.

Michael felt a sense of gnawing fear that he pushed down. He had come to care deeply for Larin. So deeply he knew it was affecting his ability to make decisions without an element of emotion. He found he could not bear the thought of her coming to any harm, and not just because she was – at least in his mind, the Herald they had been waiting for, for ages untold. He found his thoughts wandered further though, imagining her soft skin when she took his hand. He thought of her long hair, how it shone in the light. The way her smile lit up her entire face, transforming her. The look in her eyes when she saw him, when he touched her lips with the tips of his fingers back in the glade for the first time. . .  

“Michael?” said Gabriel for the second time. Michael snapped back to reality, shaking his head apologetically. 

“I am sorry, my Brothers, I am thinking of a plan, but you will not like it.” The truth was, he had thought of a plan. They had discussed that it was now necessary to seek out the Guardians, to confirm if they were, in fact, dead. If they were not, it may be within their magical abilities to locate Larin, to find a means of ensuring her safe return. The logistics of that were complicated. Several options were discussed.

But there was one other thing, something Michael never imagined would be necessary.

If Larin really was the Herald, if there was some way Azrael could exploit her powers, then it was not outside the realm of contemplation for him to use her to locate and free Lucifer. Even Michael felt a shiver of dread at the thought of Lucifer escaping his imprisonment. But he knew anything was possible now that Larin had come into the picture. He knew he would need confirmation that Lucifer remained safely contained. . .  

Michael thought back to a time long ago. So long ago that time was only a new concept, created after the Fall when immortality was taken and the world had just learned that the passage of time harkened death.

 

* * * * *

 

He stood in a temple, adorned in the golden armour of the Celestial Kingdom. The Guardians stood around him, having just sealed the Disc in its place to await the return of a Seraph or the end of days, whichever came first.

Archangel. . . the Guardian priest spoke directly into his mind, The First is sealed in his prison. The Earth shall know peace for a time, yet Evil may rise again. . .  

Michael nodded wearily, still in shock from the events that had transpired. From the knowledge that the way to the Celestial Kingdom was sealed from him, perhaps forever. 

“Yes, Priest. We will remain vigilant.” Michael resisted the urge to weep suddenly, the devastation of such profound a loss something he found he could not fully process yet. He had not only lost the Celestial Kingdom but his beautiful, beloved partner too. He knew there would be time for grief, as the potentially long years of his life lay before him forebodingly. It would be a long life indeed having lost both her and the court of the Celestial Kingdom. 

The First cannot be revealed. Hear this, now, archangel. . . the Priest said without speaking the words aloud, . . .you alone know of his prison, where he will dwell for eternity if left undisturbed. Know this – should his location come to the knowledge of Azrael, then he will find the means of opening the cage that contains him. The bonds will break.

“He will never learn where Lucifer hides, Priest. Of that you can rest assured,” said Michael, turning to leave. Another Guardian approached Michael, laying a hand upon his arm. Michael looked at the Guardian in surprise. Angels were the Most High, and to touch one was heresy. But times had changed, and necessity compelled them now. He looked at them sharply, still adapting to the change in circumstance, to this new reality. Everything was different here, now. Eden had fallen, and the Earth felt heavy. Matter had changed. He felt every cell in his body had transformed, and he had not yet regained a sense of equilibrium.

“What is it you mean?” Michael asked, ignoring the breach of protocol. Everything he knew had changed, the hierarchal system of old now reshaped. He would be leader now, he knew, and with a heavy heart he had accepted his place along with the loss of the true leader, 

Mattatron.“Speak plainly,” he said, looking around at the Guardians, all, their hoods hiding their faces within. Michael knew without seeing that their faces were identical. Each one the same, created by the Father to serve one purpose. 

The enchantment holding the First can be broken, the Priest warned, you must guard the knowledge of his prison sacred above all else, even more so than the Disc itself.

Michael felt great anxiety at the words of the Priest. He turned around, nodding his head to each one. “None will learn of his location, my brothers and I will protect it with our lives,” he said.

No, archangel, warned the Priest, only you can know of where he lies. It is too dangerous to share this knowledge with anyone. . .  

“I will take your message under advisement,” Michael said, interrupting him. “Rest assured, Lucifer will never escape while I live.”  

The Priest withdrew his hand, and the others stepped back, nodding in unison. Michael left them, seeking his brothers to commence the onerous work of rebuilding the world.

 

* * * * *

 

Michael took a deep breath, bracing himself.

“I must go to him.”  

 

The others froze, then all began yelling at once.

“. . .are you mad?!”  

“. . .have you lost your mind? 

“. . .you cannot be serious, Michael! It is too dangerous!”  

“. . .Michael, if anyone should know. . .”  

“BROTHERS!” Michael yelled, slamming a fist on the table. “There is no choice! We must know now if Lucifer has escaped his confines. If so, and if the Guardians are indeed lost to us, then Azrael will do whatever he can to use Larin to get to the Disc! Imagine the implications!”  The others all quieted, absorbing the possibility. 

Finally, Gabriel spoke. “Michael, this is madness. You cannot put the world at risk. Azrael will surely be watching, we know not who the informant is yet. While I agree that the. . .troubling thought. . .that Lucifer could be released. . .”  

“It is not up for debate, Gabriel,” Michael said, looking at his brother with a heavy heart. 

“It must be done. If Lucifer is free, we will have to rally every vessel, all our allies in the world, to prepare for his reign while he is still weak and rebuilding his strength,” he concluded, and his tone signified a finality to the discussion.

“Uriel, you will take Tristan to the Sanctum in secret. Wait until nightfall and go through the tunnels,” he said, referring to the network of caverns with a secret passage that led away from the Citadel.

“Raphael, you will stay here and oversee the search efforts for Larin. Send parties back to the Orders to see if there has been word. Continue to ensure the Awakening units are collecting the new vessels. It is more important now than ever to ensure we are acquiring as many of them as we can.” Raphael nodded grimly.

“Gabriel, you will come with me. If Lucifer has escaped, and something happens to me, it will be incumbent on you to return with word and prepare the others.” Gabriel visibly swallowed, nodding. Michael understood his apprehension, and rallied his own courage. The first time he had felt fear in his long life was when he realized Larin had been captured.

This was the second.
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Michael stood at the entrance to the cavern, his cloak covering all but his eyes. The blizzard here seemed eternal at this place on the bottom of the world. It was so brutally cold, they had had to stop on numerous occasions the nearer they got to the dungeon that contained the fallen right hand of their Father, to shake the ice from their wings as it threatened to freeze their feathers in place. He or Gabriel nearly fell out of the sky on multiple occasions as the storm threw its full weight against them, seemingly as though nature itself protested their approach. 

Gabriel now stood nearby, scouring the barren wastelands beyond for any signs they had been followed. All they could see were the drifts of white as the wind caused large clouds of snow to snake up into the air like the head of an icy medusa, grasping at the emptiness surrounding them with greed. Gabriel turned to Michael, shaking his head to indicate he saw nothing. There was no sense in trying to speak or even to shout as the winds carried on at near-deafening decibels. They turned to the entrance together, a low, small opening in the side of the glacier. The entrance was so tight, they had to cut pieces away with their swords to create a space large enough to slip through, holding their wings as tightly against their bodies as they could manage.

Once inside they both released loud breaths of relief. They had flown all day and night to arrive at their destination, and while they rarely experienced pain or discomfort, this was as close to it as one could get. 

Michael lowered his hood, peering around the cavern. Both archangels leapt back and drew their swords as a torch suddenly burst into flame beside them, a strange blue hue radiating from it upwards. It gave off no warmth, and Michael reached down and grasped it, remarking how his breath rose upwards in slow motion, as though about to solidify before his eyes. He heard the storm raging outside the cavern and sighed at the thought of having to make a return flight home after the effort it took to arrive the first time. He thought how fitting this place was to be chosen as Lucifer’s prison since it seemed to be the most inhospitable place on Earth and nearly impossible for humans to find. Even if they did, the weight of the enchantment surrounding it would discourage approach, as it made even the archangels feel an urge to flee. It was certainly effective, the sensation of revulsion so palpable as to cause Michael to reconsider the wisdom of going further. He gave an internal nod of admiration to the beings who had wrought the enchantment and looked at Gabriel, indicating they should proceed.

The tunnel here was narrow too, and they had difficulty pushing their way through at points, pushing one and pulling another to make it through.

“Who designed this place? Elves?” asked Gabriel in annoyance. Michael smirked.

“I suppose the ancients practiced regular fasts,” he replied, and they grinned at each other before heaving themselves through another impossibly small opening.

“Michael, have you given any thought to. . .” Gabriel struggled to find the words, the weight of their situation coming back upon them fully. “Will you have words with our brother?”  

Michael shook his head, an invisible hand clamping down upon his heart every time he thought of seeing Lucifer again. “I was hoping to avoid any words at all,” he said, struggling to make his wings as flat as possible against his body. He cursed as one of the larger feathers caught on a piece of rock that jutted out, bending painfully backwards and coming loose. Gabriel frowned, working to avoid getting caught on the same spot.

“This place is cursed,” Gabriel said, shivering visibly.

“Courage, Gabriel,” Michael responded, breaking free from the passageway at the same time and jumping down several feet to a hard surface.

“Careful!” cried Gabriel, holding Michael back before he stepped off what he now knew to be a ledge. A piece of rock had made its way loose under his foot and fell into the depths below, making no sound. It must have been a very, very long drop down. They looked at each other, taking deep breaths. Michael lifted the torch higher and held it around. The cave was black as the night outside, though ice glinted off the walls around them in the firelight. The platform on which they stood led downwards in a circular staircase, or what used to be one, mostly fragments remaining that jutted out from the wall. They trod down carefully as bits of rock broke off under their steps, threatening to cast them downwards into the pit below. It was not wide enough here to fly, thus a fall would likely lead to a very disastrous result. They walked as close to the wall as possible, picking their way downwards.

“To get back up to the shining world from there, my guide and I went into that hidden tunnel, and following its path, we took no care to rest, but climbed: he first, then I -so far, through a round aperture I saw appear. . .” Gabriel said softly as they made their way carefully down. 

Michael smirked, finishing the verse, “Some of the beautiful things that Heaven bears, where we came forth, and once more saw the stars.” Michael and Gabriel grinned at each other through the darkness. “Dante. Very fitting, Brother.” 

Gabriel allowed himself a small chuckle, grasping Michael as he nearly missed a foothold. “Perhaps we should focus on our feet,” he said, trying not to look down any more than was absolutely necessary.

After what seemed like a very long time, they reached another platform. An ancient iron door stood closed, a heavy lock sitting upon it. Michael reached out and tugged on it experimentally. It broke off easily in his hand, surprising him. He remembered how ancient the thing was and hoped the cell that contained Lucifer was protected by something stronger than crumbling metal.

“It is difficult to believe we have gone so long without. . .the need. . .” started Gabriel, and Michael could feel his brother frowning behind him. He nodded, understanding. 

“The enchantment has done its job, at least, one hopes it continues to do so,” he agreed. “Let us make haste and see what we need to see so that we can return to the Citadel.” 

“Agreed,” said Gabriel quietly.

The air down here was different. It was still cold, but there was a strange aura of magic lingering here. It felt heavy upon them, as though they were walking through very deep water. The sensation increased as they walked, and Michael turned to check on Gabriel. The latter nodded, breathing heavily. They were getting close. Both angels found their breaths laboured here and knew no mortal could endure the weight of the enchantment. None were meant to.

They turned a corner and stopped. At the end of the long hallway stood an opening. Two torches could be seen alighting simultaneously within.

“This is it,” said Michael. Gabriel’s breath stilled, and they walked forward together. They entered the doorway, which led into a large room. The floor was covered in eons worth of dirt and decay, and the walls were etched with protective runes which glowed gently, likely reinforcing the magic of the seal that contained the creature of myth and legend within. The entire length of the back wall held bars of iron, and Michael worried briefly for a moment they would crumble like the old door that led them towards their destination. The walked forward together, slowly.

Michael gestured to Gabriel to wait, and he walked forward several more feet into the centre of the room. The torches on the opposite sides of the wall provided a low, strange light, their blue flames appearing to move in an odd fashion that defied the laws of nature. Michael couldn’t help but notice the flames burned down instead of up, and his feathers bristled uncomfortably. He stood still, waiting, ignoring the sense of foreboding that told him to leave this place. The runes brightened momentarily, but there was no sound to be heard. Suddenly, a strange, ominous voice spoke in the far end of the cage.

 

“. . .What. . .is. . . thiiis. . .”  

 

Michael and Gabriel froze, the sound of the voice beyond one they remembered well.

 

“. . .why do. . .traitors. . .sully me. . .with their. . .presence. . .”  

 

There was a low, rasping sound of heavy metal clinking against metal, a slow scraping that made the hairs on Michael’s neck stand on end. He marshalled every ounce of courage he’d ever had into this one moment. 

Once, long ago, he called this creature his brother. He, like the others on the Council before the seraphim arrived, had revered him. The right hand of the Father himself, the Wielder of the Great Sword, the Bringer of Light. Morning Star. Once, long ago, lucifer's many names held meaning of great hope. Of great promise.

He still had many names.

Archfiend. Destroyer. Father of Lies. The First.

He was Lucifer. 

Michael stood taller, taking a deep breath, and waited. The scraping sound drew nearer, and heavy, slow steps walked closer. Michael found he was craning his neck to see further and straightened out again. He heard a low, rumbling noise which rose in volume. A sick sound. Laughter, if you could call it that. If ever once his voice was beautiful, was that of an archangel, it was long buried under eons of disuse.

A shade emerged from the blackness within the cage, drawing closer. It stopped just before the light and waited.

 

“. . .Once. . .I called you. . .brother. . .you wretch. . .”  

 

“Silence, monster!” shouted Michael, “You. . . you who destroyed the world. . .who caused us to fall! You, who separated us from our Father, from all that we knew. . . from the great Celestial Kingdom!” 

Michael stopped, containing his rage. If only the seraphim were back, he could kill this creature where he stood. As it was, he could only shake internally with his sheer, unadulterated hatred for the one who destroyed everything he had loved.

“I have come only to satisfy myself of your suffering,” said Michael, intending to be cruel. It went against his nature, as he was built to be a creature of compassion. But at this moment, he felt the evil seeping forward and saturating him. Polluting him. Michael made a sound of disgust and turned to leave. He met Gabriel’s eyes and saw that Gabriel was without words, perhaps without reason. Gabriel’s mouth opened and closed, his wings shuddered with emotion. “Brother,” he whispered, walking forward. He took Gabriel’s arm, squeezing it roughly and giving him a determined stare. “Do not lose yourself to his evil. You are an archangel of the Divine Council. You are free, and he is not. There is nothing to fear. Come,” he said, trying to leave. Gabriel stood, frozen to the spot.

“. . .you come. . . because you were compelled by some . . .reason. . . of great import. . . Azrael. . .” Lucifer whispered, a low and deadly sound. Michael turned back at the mention of Azrael’s name, despite his wish to leave. He could not discount the possibility that Lucifer possessed some power yet, that he could have received visions of what was transpiring in the world above.

The shaded figure moved forward into the light. It took all his strength not to gasp at the sight. Lucifer’s face touched on the small patch of illumination in his cell, revealing only a small piece of his face. His white skin glared brightly against the low light, his silver eyes flashed like crystalline ore. He shifted his wings, and Michael saw the massive, torus-shaped chain-links draped over his body, which explained the scraping sound earlier. When Lucifer tried to adjust his wings, the top of one came into view, the part under the chain was bald and worn down to near the bone. The identifying white of the archangel wings could be seen, but what remained of his feathers were stained and damaged, eras of disuse apparent.

Michael felt himself cringe at the sight.

“. . .ahhh. . .. yesss. . .” purred Lucifer, his eyes narrowed as though he was a serpent about to strike. “. . .Azrael has . . .found...something of great use. . .to me. . .” 

Michael eyed Lucifer, attempting with all his might to convey confidence as opposed to his inclination towards fear in the face of this great, epic monster. For that was all he was, now. A hideous beast, lurking in the shadows of a dungeon meant to hold him forever.

Despite the chains, Lucifer moved to strike out, testing the bars to see if Azrael had, in fact, opened his prison. A stunning sound was heard, a flash of light so bright they all gasped in pain and cover their faces protectively. Lucifer recoiled, hissing angrily and taking his place back in the dim light. The invisible barrier was still firmly in place. 

“. . .Michael. . .” he hissed, “. . .you are . . .I will. . .rip out your heart. . ..one day. . ..and feed it to you while Gabriel watches. . .”  

Lucifer laughed again, the sound of it causing immediate nausea and a sensation of insects crawling under Michael’s skin.

“It seems your threats are empty, Brother,” Michael spat back vengefully, “and if the day ever comes that we meet outside these walls, it will be I who kills you.”  

Michael turned, walking out of the room. Gabriel followed, the sound of Lucifer snarling in outrage to be left, trapped in this place, disappearing behind them.

Michael realized he was breathing heavily. They stopped as soon as they were out of earshot of the creature trapped in the room beyond and looked at each other meaningfully. It had been a momentous occasion, terrifying and upsetting. Michael had wished to kill Lucifer on the spot, but a sword alone would not do the job. Only a Seraph could kill the First. Gabriel had never looked as he did now, his eyes wide and his wings shuddering. Many thoughts could be seen flashing through his eyes, and Michael gripped his Brother’s arm, willing him strength. Their mission had been necessary, proving that Lucifer was still out of Azrael’s reach, at least for the moment.

He had to return. He had to find Larin.
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Ephreim took me back down the stairs that led to the maze of underground corridors under the Keep. The touch of his hand on my arm invoked physical sickness, and I yanked as hard as I could to get him to release me, but his grip was ironclad.

“You’re a fool, Ephreim,” I shouted at him. “You’re nothing to Azrael! Did you not see? He doesn’t care anything about you! There’s no loyalty there! You’re just a creature to him that is no better than common vermin. Did you not see?” He continued to ignore me, and I pressed my luck as much as I dared. “You’re a slave!” I cried, feeling some satisfaction as I saw his jaw harden in response to my taunts. His silence spoke louder than words, and I grinned at him. “Azrael is tired of you, you know. He wants me to take your place. Let me go before it’s too late, and I’ll leave! You can still have a chance!”  

Ephreim let go of my arm and grabbed me roughly at the back of my neck, pushing my head down as we walked. I gasped and wheezed, the pain of my earlier assaults not approving of this new position. I tripped, and Ephreim lifted me up by the back of the neck like a dog carrying its pup along. It accomplished his goal, though, as I could not speak further in this position. His fingers sank into the wounds already on my neck from my earlier attack, and I cringed against the pain, fighting the urge to whimper and give him any satisfaction. We rounded a corner and he snapped his fingers at two waiting guards. They ran up to us, stomping their boots as they came to a stop in front of us. I could only see their feet from this position and saw from the red spots on the floor that my nose had started bleeding again.

“Take this bitch to her room,” Ephreim said, throwing me at them. They caught me by the arms, and I turned and glared at him hatefully. All my fear of him at this moment was gone. I could only imagine running him through with a sword – and enjoying it.

“I’ll kill you soon, Ephreim. I should have done it back there, but the next chance I get I promise you, you son of a -” he walked forward and slapped me hard across the face. The slap was meant to degrade and humiliate, not to wound. I looked at him with my good eye in outrage.

“Shut. Up,” he snarled, but I refused to look away. He spat in my face and looked at me with a hint of satisfaction as I couldn’t help grimacing in disgust. He turned on his heel and strode away, and the guards resumed marching me down the hall.

I was thrown unceremoniously into my room as the door was slammed behind me. Between my swollen eye and my injured wings, I had lost my sense of equilibrium and fell roughly onto the floor, rolling over onto my side and gasping in pain as the full weight of my body came to rest on my broken ribs. I pushed myself over, crying out, laying in an awkward position with my wings in an even more awkward angle. I gave up, laying where I was, trying not to pass out again. I knew I needed to think, to figure out a way to escape. At the same time, I knew any plan I made would be in vain. I was going to die in this place.

I continued to lay on the floor, my eyes closed, thinking back to what Azrael had said about the darkness I already knew resided within me. I knew I should have been surprised at the force of my hatred, that I had only been a fraction away from killing another living, breathing creature, but I wasn’t. I had felt my anger, my rage within me. . . and if I was being honest with myself, it had been there much longer than my time as a vessel. I had grown over the years to hate my father, my life. I’m not entirely sure that I wouldn’t have attacked him as I did without having been traumatized by the death of Sam or the emergence of my wings. I think if I had seen my father dead on the floor on any other day, I would have done the exact same thing.

I refused to think it meant I was capable of the evil Azrael believed he saw in me. I refused to believe I was capable of the horrors he and his minions performed to others.

 I refused to be a tool for him to achieve whatever dark objectives he had in mind for me. I didn’t know what powers I may have inside me if I was the Herald, but I resolved to ensure he could never exploit them. It suddenly struck me I may not have a choice.

I painfully made my way to my feet, looking around the room. The bowl of water still stood on the table, and I eyed it. It was made of hollowed out stone but appeared thin enough to break. I picked it up, smashing it downwards as hard as I could. Sure enough, it exploded into pieces on the ground. I picked up the sharpest looking shard I could find, turning it over in my hand. It would work.

I knew I had to take my life before Azrael could use me to destroy the world.

I walked slowly over to the bed, shaking from head to toe. I felt deathly afraid, but more than that, I felt such profound sadness knowing that I could not say goodbye to Michael. His thought made me burst into tears, imagining his gentle dark eyes as they looked at me tenderly. We could have had all the time in the world. Forever, had things been different. But they weren’t. Michael and I were out of time.

More specifically, I was out of time. Azrael had almost succeeded in causing me to perform a monstrous act, something that would have potentially changed me forever. His words were powerful, and he knew exactly how to speak to the demons that hid within me – to pull them forward. What he had said about my darkness was true. But it was also true that goodness was a choice. I refused to submit to his will. I thought again to Michael, and I hoped beyond all hope he continued to fight when I was gone. To stare evil in the face and wipe it out. To kill Azrael.

I held the shard to my wrist, ignoring my tears. I had no other regret in what I knew I needed to do. I just wished I could look upon Michael’s face once more.

Be strong, I willed myself. You can do this. This is how it has to be.

The door of the room burst open and Ephreim strode in, looking over his shoulder. He was holding a large bag of burlap and threw it at me. In my shock at his entrance, I had leapt upwards, the shard falling to the ground and making a rattling noise as it came to rest on an uneven surface. I blinked, then lunged for it, grasping it with both hands and holding it out toward Ephreim with shaking arms.

He stormed towards me, grabbing my wrist and wrenching it upward until I let go of the shard, crying out in pain. I yelped as it fell harmlessly to the ground. 

“Would you shut your mouth?” he hissed at me in low tones. “I’m here to get you out, but if you scream like a coward you will get us both killed.” 

I looked at him in shock. “You’re. . . what?” I asked, not comprehending.

“Stand still, I’m putting this bag over you. Two others are defecting and will take you back to the Citadel. I know they have been meaning to escape for some time. They have welcomed the chance to do so now as bringing you back means they can gain entry to the Citadel through you. None can access the Citadel unless they are members of the Council Order or accompanied by one,” he said with professional tones. I didn’t know that and blinked in surprise. It made sense that the Citadel had stood protected for so long. I wondered what beings had wrought the enchantment. They must have been incredibly powerful. I felt my mind start to lose its grip on consciousness and forced my focus back to the matter at hand. 

“Why are you helping me?” I asked, my voice raspy from pain and exhaustion.

“I am not helping you, idiot,” he said harshly. “I’m helping myself. I would gladly kill you instead, but it is too obvious who would be the culprit. Escape is much easier to explain away. Now focus, cockroach,” he snarled, and I resisted the urge to return the insult, “In exchange for this they have asked that you promise them asylum.” I nodded, pretending as though it was within my power to grant. Ephreim scoffed. “I do not care what happens to them, but you had better pretend that you do. Now, do as I said and shut up. Oh, and one more thing,” he growled as he came in close to my face, “you had better pray that Azrael never finds out that I was the instrument of your escape, or I will make you wish you were dead.”  My heart beat rapidly in my chest, and I nodded at him again. I didn’t care a thing for what happened to him, just as he cared nothing for me.

 “You’re sure this will work?” I hesitantly asked. 

“I’ve instructed them on exactly what to say. The patrols will let them through.” 

I continued to stare at him with wide eyes as he lowered the bag over my head and wings. He gave a sharp yank at the bottom and I yelped as my feet went out from under me, my head striking the ground as I was simultaneously slung over Ephreim’s shoulder. I bit my lip harshly against further noise, swallowing my pain. I tried instead to focus on my joy at the thought to be reunited with Michael again, and my heart leapt at the thought so much so I could feel tears spilling down my cheeks. I felt a shiver of realization at what I had been about to do, only seconds before Ephreim had come into my room. Had he known, I would have saved him a lot of trouble. I pushed the thought away, trying instead not to cry out in pain as I was handed over to another vessel and jostled about, the new one carrying me focused only on escape, not my comfort.

After a time, we came up short. I heard voices demanding our purpose. The vessel responded with something about delivering gifts to the Informant on Azrael’s orders, or something like that, as it was difficult to hear between the throbbing in my ears and the ruffling of material between us. I held my breath, begging silently for them to buy whatever lies they were being told. It seemed to work, and after a time I felt us lift off in flight.

I refused to do so much as breathe until I felt the heat from the fires of Solomanta fading behind us, as the coolness of the cave returned in force. The normal warmth of early fall could be felt upon me eventually, and I could see sunlight trying to make its way through the burlap. We flew for what felt like a long time. I think I actually slept for a good part of it, coming in and out of consciousness, and even the pain I had been feeling earlier seemed to be dulling as I knew we drew closer to home.

I came to awareness at some point after we touched down. I thought we were home, and I punched around, feeling for the opening of the bag.

“Let me out,” I demanded weakly. The bag opened and was pulled back from my face. Two vessels I had never seen before gazed at me with mingled looks of curiosity and hope.

“There here is Lyric, and I’m Robert,” said Robert with a thick Irish accent. Lyric, a young female with red hair much the same as Chase along with a smattering of freckles, smiled at me and nodded. 

“Pleasure to make your acquaintance,” she said. She looked so similar to Chase I had to do a double take.

“Nice to. . .meet you. . .” I replied, looking at both with some suspicion. I still felt this was all too good to be true.

“We are so grateful to ye,” said Robert, looking at me sincerely. “We have been trying to get out of there since. . .well, too long,” he said. Lyric nodded fervently in agreement.

“Azrael doesn’t take kindly to deserters. It’s terrible. Once you are captured by the Gatherers, you’re taken to Solomanta for processing. . . if you fight them....” she gulped, visibly, and shook her head with her eyes closed. I could only imagine. “Ephreim caught us trying to escape. We thought we were done for. Then he told us about you,” she paused and eyed me appraisingly, “he told us it was our lucky day. Boy, was that the truth!” Lyric grinned at Robert, and smiled back, before both turned to look at me again with relief in their faces. 

“I’m the one who should be thanking you,” I croaked weakly. “You saved my life.” I started to close my eyes, feeling unbearably tired. 

“You’re really hurt,” Lyric noted unnecessarily. “We have to get you back to the Citadel. The only problem is that we don’t know the way.” I opened my eyes, staring at her in surprise. If they didn’t know the way, how was I expected to find my way back? I groaned, but then stopped. I realized I did know the way. I looked to the east and pointed in the direction I knew the Citadel to be.

“That’s so strange,” I said quietly. “I’ve never left before I was captured, but I know how to get back as though I’ve come and gone from there a million times before.” 

Robert grinned. “There is a lot of strange about this life,” he said. “Let’s get ye home.”  Unable to fly, Robert picked me up in his large arms and we took off. I led the way, hoping my strength kept up long enough to get us there in one piece. When I saw the mountains coming into view, I nearly sobbed.

“It’s there,” I managed despite my failing strength, and pointed at the familiar sight as Robert and Lyric whooped in happiness. A Citadel watch party had noted our approach and came to meet us, swords drawn.

“We have the Herald!” cried Lyric, holding up her hands in a symbol of peace. A guard flew in to inspect my face, a look of shock in his eyes when he verified it was really me. He turned and snapped orders to the others, and one of them turned quickly to fly ahead to inform the Citadel. I struggled to keep my eyes open, but my joy thinking about being reunited with Michael gave me a surge of strength. 

I didn’t have to wait long. The sound of wild flapping and voices signified the approach of several vessels at once. I felt arms snatch me away from Robert, and I looked around to see Michael, his face staring at me with an incredulous expression. I could hear Raphael barking orders at the others to take Lyric and Robert to be questioned and thought weakly to say something on their behalves, but I found I lacked the strength.

“Larin,” Michael said, his voice thick with emotion.

“Michael.” At this point, my voice little more than a whisper. “Lyric. . .Robert. . .saved me. . .” I tried to say, but I was hushed.

“Do not try to speak,” he said, flying us downwards.

“No,” I struggled against the exhaustion, forcing my lids to stay open. There was more to say. I caught his eye and saw his look of profound relief, mixed with concern and upset at my appearance. But I was alive, and I knew he rejoiced at that fact. It warmed my heart, as I felt joy of my own. The feeling of being in his arms made all my ordeals feel as though they were dreams. Something surreal. The only thing that mattered was being with him now.

As I ceased resisting and gave in to sleep, I knew for the first time in my life I was safe.
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He had hoped never to return to this place.

Scowling in anger and disgust, Azrael picked his way through the obstacles that lined his path down to the pool that harboured the creature within. His senses allowed him to avoid the most treacherous sharp rock and fragments that lined the passage, and the smell of rot and decay led him the rest of the way.

The dripping in the distance echoed familiarly, and the stagnant air resisted his passage as though an entity with its own consciousness and intention. He pushed forward, every step igniting his ire further. He was furious to have to come back to this place. Furious that the stupid girl had resisted his gift to her, to take a place of high standing among his officers in the army that would be victorious when the time came to bring down the world. He had his suspicions on the instrument of her escape, but he could not cull his commanders indiscriminately until he had time to replace them. Ephreim, in particular, who thought he had fooled his master in denying his involvement in her disappearance, would eventually pay his dues at the end of Lucifer’s blade. Azrael would not abide by treachery, but the creature’s need for approval would keep him useful until the time came that he would be replaced.

Azrael scowled again, angrily thinking about the Herald choosing the wrong side. She was a fool. 

She would be made to learn.

He arrived at the pool below where Leviathan dwelled and waited with a sense of impatience. Soon enough, the waters churned in a predictable fashion. The creature would want a prize, its greed, other than its mere existence, the only constant it knew.

“. . .What have you brought us. . .” 

“. . .a gift. . .”  

“. . .give it to us. . .”  the creature whispered. The voices rose, unearthly and chilling. Azrael held up a hand, silencing Leviathan shortly.

“I’ve brought you no gift, creature, yet you may be close to a great prize. Tell me now, has the Herald returned? Will she give me the means of freeing my brother?”  

There was silence as the creature considered, the tentacles coiling lazily under the surface. One arm escaped the murky depths before slamming down again into the thick liquid, the wake splashing noisily upwards. Azrael reached up and flicked a drop of the poison off his face, making an expression of disgust. Lucifer’s sword lay in its place at his hip, and he felt the creature’s hunger for the thing.

“Tell me!” Azrael demanded, wanting to leave this place.

Leviathan hissed, withdrawing angrily back into the pool. It was offended at the fact that Azrael had arrived empty handed, that he asked such a question of great import without paying a toll. Yet the creature knew a greater prize was within its grasp. Leviathan snarled cruelly, and if he could have grinned, he would have.

“. . .bring us. . .”  

“. . .Azrael. . .” 

 “. . .bring us its wings. . .and we shall tell you. . .” 

“. . .the wings. . .” 

“What we know. . .of the Herald. . .”  Leviathan whispered, the coils withdrawing into the deep. It had laid its claim. It knew what it wanted. A great prize, it would be, the wings of the Herald, if this was what she was.

“So be it,” said Azrael, turning away.
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I had finally fallen into a fever, demonstrating I was not immune to ravages of the body. Though it was different from the one I had endured at the time of my awakening, this one was equally unpleasant. This fever was my body trying desperately to heal itself, to overcome the physical and mental assaults I had endured in the city of fire. I was told in soothing tones that my wings, the areas damaged by the ropes from my initial capture, were infected. I caught myself wondering briefly if I would lose them, much like any other gangrenous appendage after a serious injury. The thought had made me only feel more ill, my constitution rebuilt after the change from human to vessel to reject the thought of any offense to my wings, although the damage had already been done. I was assured they would recover, that I needed to rest, and all would be well. I hoped they were right.

 I was tended to in my chambers. They had wrapped my wounds with clean bandages, alternating between hot and cold compresses on my face to make me feel better as my body struggled to put itself back together. Most of the first days after my return were a blur as if watching events unfold around me from a great distance.

Michael stayed by my side when he wasn’t called away on Council business. In my delirium, I would call for him when he wasn’t there, and sometimes when he was there. I cried as they changed my bandages, laying salves on the angry parts where my wings were inflamed. Moving them even involuntarily caused great pain and I would moan, but then my mind would blink back to the reality that I was whole, that I could have wound up as Gideon, and I would feel relief that no matter how uncomfortable they were, they were still attached to my body. I couldn’t bear the thought of being without them, though they had only been a part of me for such a short time.

Chase had spent much time with me, though he would only hold my hand and sit beside me while Michael could not be there. I was very happy that he had let his anger go from the last time we had seen each other and he had discovered that my heart was with another. There was something different about him, some underlying happiness I couldn’t understand. I was glad for it though and found his happiness made my ordeal somewhat less uncomfortable. His light was contagious, and I felt very peaceful in the moments it was just him and I in the room together, and I would be able to sleep.

I don’t know how long it had been since I’d been back, but one evening I opened my eyes and found I could think somewhat more clearly than before. I looked towards the window and saw it was dark outside, and there was a gentle breeze flowing into the room that made the firelight dance around the walls in a merry fashion.

There was a rustling and Michael came to my bed, looking into my eyes with relief. “The fever has broken,” he whispered, taking my hand gently and raising it to his lips as he used the other to feel the side of my face in confirmation that the fire inside me had receded. I smiled at him weakly, though my heart leapt strongly in its familiar fashion when I felt the softness of his touch on my skin.

“Michael,” I whispered, my face crumpling. I cried, the act of doing so still eliciting pain. My face was no longer swollen, but the tears burned the areas with gashes that had not yet healed. I thought again to the horrors I had witnessed, to what I had been forced to endure, but more than that – to the guilt that I had nearly given myself over to the blackness Azrael had tried to coax outward. No matter how much Ephreim had deserved to die, he had been unarmed. I had nearly murdered him in cold blood. With glee. The pain of that knowledge was more hurtful than the pain of my physical wounds.

Michael mistook my distress for physical pain, and he anxiously looked over my body to see if there was something he could do. He took a cool cloth and put it gently against my face and neck, patting delicately. I stopped him by putting my hand on his. He looked at me worriedly, wondering what he should do.

“I nearly. . .” I gasped, trying to find the words to explain. “I nearly believed him. Azrael.” I sobbed. Michael looked at me in confusion before a light went on behind his eyes in understanding.

“They call Lucifer the Father of Lies,” he said quietly, “though Azrael could easily compete for the title. You have nothing to feel guilty for, Larin,” he whispered. “I’m sure he told you a great many things to get you to question your place in this story. You must let it go. You are here, now, and that shows the strength you had inside you. I am sure he promised you much, but you rose above it all and stayed true to who you are.”  

“Who I am.” I sniffed, regaining control somewhat. Michael’s words took some of the bitterness out of the memory, but the guilt remained. “Who am I, exactly? I’ve never been anyone I would call particularly ‘good,’ Michael. My life before this was all about survival. I’ve always known there was something. . .inside me. . .that wasn’t. . .that is. . .” I struggled for the words. Michael watched my face quietly, knowing I had to get it out. “. . .bad,” I finished in a whisper.

Michael smiled and squeezed my hand. “We are all capable of darkness, Larin, but whether we give over to it determines who we truly are. I told you once that your heart would guide you. That the choice to follow the path of darkness or the path of light would be yours to make. You made the choice in Solomanta. You are not ‘bad’,” he said, looking into my eyes to convey the depth of his meaning. “You are a good-hearted soul, Larin. I believe this to be true. I believe you would continue to choose the path that leads to righteousness.”  

I turned my head away, closing my eyes.

“I have seen your goodness, Larin, I have heard of your kind words to the young vessel,” Michael said, and I knew he was referring to Neesha. “I saw you run to help another young vessel at the training cliffs who had fallen, despite all the eyes upon you. I have seen your humility. You have bravely attempted to accept the fact that you may be the Herald and the potential responsibility that comes with it. You have never sought power, and I know that you would never be one to abuse it. It is your spirit that will continue to win over others, that will garner you loyalty in the days ahead. It is what will make people love you. There is only one other. . .who. . .” he frowned, struggling for words. I continued to regard him quietly, letting him finish. “There was only one other who commanded my affections. Once, long ago. She had your heart, and I see her strength in you now.” He finished the last part quietly, searching my face and struggling himself to say something more.

“It is. . .why I love you. . .perhaps more than I ever thought possible,” he said softly.

I looked into his eyes, absorbing his last statement. He loved me. 

He had told me once I reminded him of someone from his past, someone I presumed to be a former lover. I wondered what had happened to her, but I felt that at that moment she was truly gone. I felt his feelings for me were true. I wanted to prod, to ask more questions, but something inside my heart told me not to, and to leave that piece of his past quiet. 

I still did not feel worthy of the love of such a creature as Michael. But I saw he meant his words, and I felt a tear roll down my cheek and linger on my chin. Michael reached out a hand and gently wiped it away with his fingers, leaving a line of fire after his touch. I felt my body stir with desire, but below it, a sensation so strong I lacked words to describe it. It could only be. . .love.

I had felt a quiet joy at his words, and everything I had endured in my life, in Solomanta, all of it melted away in that moment.

“I love you too,” I whispered, and meant it with every fibre of my being. I loved him more than I had words to describe, so I tried to convey it with my eyes. Michael smiled softly and leaned forward, kissing my damaged lips gently so as not to cause further pain. I closed my eyes and sighed with happiness. He withdrew and brought my hands again to his lips, keeping his eyes closed.

“I had nearly lost my mind when I learned you were taken,” he said. “I have lived a long life, but I have never felt a reason other than my divine purpose one for continuing to fight. For continuing to struggle through a war seemingly without end. Yet you gave me another reason to continue to the battle. I would have sundered the earth and heavens themselves to get to you.” I wondered why his words made him sad, but I saw a sadness there, under the surface.

“I considered the possibility that I was no longer fit to lead. I very nearly stepped down from my place at the Council in order to search for you in earnest. Now that I have found you, found love in another - I find it is more important to me than anything else in this world. Perhaps even more than the purpose I was built for. It frightens me,” he admitted and sighed. I frowned, looking back at his face and withdrawing my hands to take his and squeeze them reassuringly. It was my turn to comfort him.

 “Maybe that’s the worthiest goal of all,” I ventured. “Love. Maybe, in the end, it’s the people we love that make this war worth fighting. You aren’t any different from anyone else with a heart, Michael. Just as I’m prepared to fight for my friends. I love them. I know I have to do whatever I can to protect them. Maybe this is the first time that you’ve understood that there is more to life than just the black and white dichotomy of ‘goodness and evil.’ There are faces to it. We fight for who we love just as much as what we love. Maybe more.”  

Michael looked at me in surprise, then smiled, nodding. “You are much wiser than even I have given you credit for,” he said. I smiled back at him, and I reached my hand up to touch his face. He grasped my hand and brought it up to his cheek for me, and I marvelled again at the softness there.

We stayed that way for some time, smiling at each other in the firelight. The war had changed. Not the war of the world around us, but in our hearts. We knew now that we were fighting for each other.
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The days passed, and I steadily regained my strength. I stayed bedbound for some time, despite my pleas to get up. Michael and the others refused to let me wander, to let me leave my room. I grew annoyed with Michael, insisting I needed some air. He would tell me it wasn’t safe, that I wasn’t ready. I knew it was protectiveness more than pragmatism, and we had argued.

“I’m better, Michael, I need to get outside!” I had insisted, trying to get out of bed only to have him shake his head in refusal, pushing a gentle but firm hand against my shoulder to keep me down. “I’ll go with Chase,” I said, looking over his shoulder to see if he had come back. He hadn’t, and I knew he was spending much of his time these days with Lyric. I had discovered that she was actually his sister, had also undergone the awakening, although Azrael’s minions had gotten to her first. I felt great joy for his joy at their reunion. Chase had been carrying himself with considerable glee, and I found it contagious. He’d always been a great companion in the early days, his sparkle for life something that drew me to him when I had been lost and confused. Now it was even more pronounced. Despite his hurt at my rejection, he had overcome it, his good heart unable to hold onto any negativity for long. Lyric had much to do with that as well, and I remember seeing Chase’s propensity for cheer in her. I looked forward to getting to know her in the days to come. 

Both Lyric and Robert had been interrogated but being Chase’s sister had helped the Citadel to accept her. They were given limited privileges on the Citadel grounds, despite still being viewed with suspicion and caution. Defectors were not unheard of, but they were few and far between. Azrael kept his power through fear and intimidation. Those who tried to escape were usually caught, and punished. The Council were not prepared to believe entirely that they were not spies, and Lyric and Robert were not given free rein around the grounds yet.

“No,” said Michael, firmly, answering my earlier question. I knew he was not threatened by Chase, that he understood my complete devotion was to him. I saw it mirrored in his eyes, and there was no questioning our feelings for each other. But I was still bothered by his inability to tolerate Chase in large doses, and it seemed to spill over to me spending much time with him.

 “Michael,” I said in warning, but he shook his head.

“It is not safe, Larin. You’re not ready. You need to regain your strength.”  

“Michael, it’s perfectly safe! What could possibly happen to me here?” I demanded, looking at him in annoyance.

“Exactly what happened before,” he said simply, and I felt the blood drain from my face. I had forgotten. There was still an informant around. They had never discovered who had captured me in the first place. I swallowed, wondering who it could be, and realizing it was true.

“What if we don’t ever find out who it is? I don’t want to feel like a prisoner here too, Michael. I didn’t care for it much the first time someone kept me somewhere against my will,” I said, swallowing. “and I would rather take my chances. I promise you we will take every precaution.” Michael sighed, coming to sit beside me and taking my hand.

He had told me of his visit to Lucifer, of the fact that the Guardians had been confirmed dead. The Council had heard no news of anything since, no leads to help them discover who the Informant was, or what the death of the Guardians would mean for us in the future. The Disc still appeared to be safe behind the great seal that protected it, but without the Guardians to protect it, or to instruct them on how the Herald would be involved now that her existence was likely confirmed instead of something of legend, there were still many questions about how to proceed. They had taken several great chances in seeking answers, and there was still the fear there were more dark surprises around the corner. It was what made my safety even more important in the days to come, he had explained. I understood, but I still felt frustration in my situation. I couldn’t live like this for long, I had argued.

The other Council members visited me as I recovered, Raphael and Gabriel both genuinely happy to see I was well. Both had offered their services for whatever request I may have that they could fulfill. The most surprising visit had been Uriel, however.

It had been after nightfall when the business of the day was over and a great assembly had been held. I could hear the cheers from my room, the joy at the safe return of the Herald and the acknowledgement I would recover from my injuries. I couldn’t hear what they had said, but I knew when they discussed the fact that the Guardians had been confirmed dead, as there were shouts of vessels seeking answers to questions the Council could not answer. Everyone had been told to continue about their business, to keep collecting the newly awakened, and to be extra vigilant. The same spiel as before, and I knew there was an aura of unrest despite the joy knowing that a victory had been won in my return – that Azrael had faced a very significant defeat.

I had been sitting up in bed, reading a book from the stacks Michael had retrieved for me from the library. This one, like the others, discussed the history of an ancient civilization. Most, though not all had varying accounts of angel lore, and the roles they had played in times of great strife, and times of great bounty. It was all fascinating, and I combed over the details hungrily. I discussed much of what I read with Michael, trying to help him come up with ideas he could take to the Council. There were tools of magic that often came into play in the stories, and I wondered how many were myth and legend as opposed to fact. Some of it seemed to have its basis in truth, and some of it was lost to the ages. Michael and I would discuss everything as long as I had the endurance to do so, the scholar in him eager to teach me what he knew as much as simply enjoying the time we spent together. This night, he had been content to sit by the fireside, reading a book himself as I sat in bed. Simply being in each other’s company was enough, and often we didn’t need to speak to enjoy our time together. I looked up as Uriel entered the room, expecting him to be there on some council business. Michael closed his book and stood up.

“Brother,” said Michael, switching to archangel. “What news?”  

“I. . .I wish to have a moment with Larin, if I may,” he said quietly, looking to Michael for permission. Michael looked at him in surprise, then smiled gently at his brother. There was some new understanding between them, and I wondered what had happened in my absence. Michael walked forward to Uriel, putting a hand on his shoulder and nodding. He turned to me and gave me a reassuring smile. 

“I will return shortly, my love,” he said, and I was reminded of childhood cartoons where the character’s socks rolled up and down when particularly lovestruck. I blushed happily, but coughed, aware of Uriel’s eyes upon me. I expected him to look angry, as he had when he had first witnessed the two of us together in the hall – when he had first learned that Michael’s interest in me was more than professional. Uriel merely looked at me benignly. Michael walked out of the room, closing the door quietly behind him.

Uriel turned towards the fireplace, picking up a book from the chair that Michael had been reading, and turning it over in his hands. His white wings hung low in a sign of ease, and I felt myself relax, knowing I was not about to be chastised for becoming the object of his beloved brother’s affection at that moment. Uriel turned back his face still impassible.

“Larin,” he had started, “I am going to be brief, as I know you require your rest. I wish merely to apologize to you,” he said, looking up at me. I looked back at him in surprise, saying nothing and allowing him to finish.

“I was unkind to you. It was unfair and undeserved. Whether I believe you to be the Herald or not, my hostility towards you was unjustified.”  

“Uriel, it’s okay,” I said, “I understand. Trust me, it’s still a lot for me to process and accept. I don’t know what I believe either. I know you’ve been doing. . .what you’ve been doing for a long time. It hasn’t been easy, I totally get it.”  

Uriel regarded me silently, and a moment passed before he spoke.

“Perhaps I should rephrase. I do believe you are the Herald,” he said, and my mouth dropped open in shock. I wasn’t expecting that. “And I believe you are here to help us find our fallen kin. My actions were unacceptable, my treatment of you. I wish for you to understand something. . .” I saw him searching his mind for a way to explain. “There have been times when I have given over to my despair. When we were first cast here from the Celestial Kingdom, I would have done anything. . .anything to restore us. I was very angry for a long time. I truly believed our Father was punishing us for Lucifer and Azrael’s betrayal. That perhaps he believed we ought to have done something more to stop them.”  

Uriel walked towards the bed and sat down on the end, arranging his wings absently behind him as he did so. I remarked at their perfection, the same beauty I saw every time I looked at Michael. Uriel looked at me and managed a smile.

“I have many questions without answers. I have learned to live with most. But when you arrived, it caused me to question many other things I found I was not ready to turn my mind to. I feared that with your arrival, the thing we had hoped for so long – that the seraphim, and our true leader, Mattatron, was truly within our grasp.”  

“Shouldn’t that make you happy, though?” I asked quietly, and Uriel sighed.

“It does, but it also makes me fear. It makes me fear that it will bring about more chaos and strife. That Lucifer will return, and that we will be thrown into a new era of war and turmoil that will confirm what I believe our Father feared the most – that we will destroy each other. Man, vessel, angel - that we will create such a catastrophe that Father will never return. That it will be the final nail in the coffin, keeping us here, in this place.” He sighed. “For truly, Larin, I cannot believe that the return of the seraphim will be as simple as my brothers believe. I do not believe in my heart that they will smite evil where it lies, but that their return will only make evil stronger. The world will fall forever, and we, along with it.”  

I frowned, not knowing how to respond to that. I didn’t think of it that way. I had also believed that the seraphim coming back would signal an end to the war. Maybe Uriel was right – maybe it would only be the beginning. I looked up at him, understanding. I had a newfound respect for his ability to look at the situation objectively.

“I. . .obviously don’t have the answers, Uriel. I’m just kinda here for the ride right now. I can only hope that your feelings are wrong, but I’m sure everyone will have to agree that those are some valid concerns. I guess it comes down to whether or not the seraphim can really destroy Azrael and Lucifer,” I shuddered at their names, refusing to think of Azrael’s face as it dripped with darkness and bloodthirst, and continued. “I guess we can only hope that the end result is the right result for the world, for us all.”  

“It is true that none of us have the answers,” Uriel agreed. “And it is true that we can only hope. As Michael said to me before, or rather, reminded me. We have to have faith that the ends justify the means. That what you would see as a cliché – that good can and should win out over evil, is the goal to which we must all aspire.” I nodded, looking down at my hands. I touched the small lump of bone at the base of my ring finger that had never been properly set after my father had crushed it in one of his drunken rages.

“Uriel, I’ve seen the worst of humanity,” I said softly, “but I’ve also seen the best. I’ve seen friendship, and what it can do to heal. I’ve seen it bring people together. I think that we are built to believe – to have hope – in a better future. In what love can do. It’s worth fighting for, and I think if given a chance, no matter how horrible the future or the path getting us there may look like, that people will work towards rebuilding at the end. It may get a lot worse before it gets better.” I paused, looking at Uriel, “but I believe in the end it will be better. I have to have faith, just as you do, too.”  

Uriel rose from the bed and smiled at me. There were no longer traces of disdain or hostility. I saw gratitude there. I couldn’t help myself and smiled back at him.

“You are indeed very kind, Larin. I misjudged you before. I hope we can. . . work towards friendship,” he finished, taking a deep breath.

“I hope so too.” I smiled at him again. He nodded at me, turning to leave.

“I know you have made my brother happy, Larin, and I am grateful for that.” I blushed, clearing my throat. Uriel chuckled, surprising me. “I expect he will be waiting outside. I will send him back in. Please let me know if I can be of any assistance to you while you convalesce.” He turned and left the room. I watched him go, shaking my head in surprise. It seemed there were miracles left in the world.

As I came back in my mind to the present, I turned to look at Michael again, beseeching him to see reason.

“Michael, please. I have to get out of here and walk around for a while. I promise you I won’t go anywhere without an escort. Please,” I said, lowering my voice. I experimentally placed a hand on his thigh beside me and looked at him with what I hoped was a lurid expression. It was meant to be lighthearted in its manipulativeness, but it had an interesting effect on both of us. I felt the action cause him to tense and felt his struggle with willpower. “I’m really feeling much better,” I whispered, and leaned forward to lay a gentle kiss on his neck, and then another. Suddenly, I was feeling something other than just a desire to be outside. Michael stiffened, then suddenly turned towards me and kissed me urgently on the mouth. The action hurt but was welcomed. More than that, as I felt explosions of desire within me. I kissed him back, and Michael reached his hands up to my hair, grasping it in handfuls as my hands pulled him closer. I wanted more and indicated so with my body. Michael responded by pushing me down onto the bed, his mouth never leaving mine. I couldn’t help but gasp in pain as the action caused my muscles to constrict painfully, the air leaving my lungs and my ribs protesting as they tried to fill back up.

Michael leapt off the bed instantly, a look of profound guilt in his eyes. “Larin! I am so sorry,” he said, reaching down to help me.

“Stop it, I’m fine!” I said, trying to regain the momentum of moments before, reaching for him to come back. I blinked away tears of pain as I did so, groaning in frustration. He helped me sit up, and I leaned against him, breathing heavily as spots danced before my eyes.

“Well, shit,” I said, thoroughly frustrated at my body. Michael laughed, surprising me, though he rubbed my back reassuringly in understanding.

“There will be time enough for. . .that. . . later,” he said, and I sighed. I nodded, not wanting our first time together to be unpleasant for either of us, no matter how much I wanted to expedite that moment.

“Fine,” I said, then turned back to look at him. “I still want to get outside though. Tomorrow. Please?” I asked, trying not to sound as though I were begging, though I had clearly been reduced to that. Michael shook his head, about to deny me again, and I felt myself start to cry. He looked at me in shock, and I rubbed my hands against my eyes in frustration.

“Larin, please understand,” he said gently. “I. . .” 

“No, you need to understand,” I said angrily now, “I went through a horrible ordeal. I’m finally feeling well enough to get out of here. I need to feel the sun on my back, Michael. You do not understand what it was like in that. . .place. . .of darkness. . ..and. . .” I cried again, the memories coming back all at once.

“Very well, Larin,” he whispered, not wanting to see me upset further. I tried to stem my tears, my body shaking from all of the emotions of late. “Tomorrow we will go outside. Tonight, you rest.” I looked at him, making sure he was being serious. He was. He smiled at me, but I knew he wasn’t happy. I didn’t care at that moment, given I felt like an animal shaking at my bars to escape. But I felt immediate relief felt myself start to relax.

“Do you really think I’ll be able to use my wings again?” I asked, despite having been repeatedly reassured that I would. They had been badly damaged from my capture and made worse by the infection. I just hoped they hadn’t been so damaged that they were beyond repair. I felt sick every time I looked at them, the beauty and perfection considerably tarnished. Michael nodded, looking at me seriously.

“I do,” he said. “I’ve told you this before.”  

 “I know, but I just. . . I’m giving you a chance to be honest with me.”  

“Do you think I would lie to you?” Michael asked me in surprise.

“Of course not. . .well, not. . . lie, exactly, but maybe not want to make me upset.” 

“You mean lie,” Michael said, managing a grin. I let out a huff of breath, laying back on the bed gingerly.

“Okay, okay,” I said. “I believe you.” I felt my eyes closing against my will. “You’ll stay all night, right?” I asked, blinking my eyes forcefully. I did not want him to leave. Ever. I found I was being particularly needy these days, and I had been apologizing to him profusely for it. Michael had reassured me frequently that it was understandable, that he wanted to be with me as much as I wanted him to be around. Archangels slept little, but the times he did he would either sleep in the chair by the fire, a book in his lap, or sitting up beside me in the bed. I woke up on several occasions with my arm draped over his lap, turning to him in my sleep as though his presence beside me was the most normal and natural thing in the world. I remembered the first time I had seen his face when he slept. It was absolutely beautiful at rest. Peaceful, almost childlike with an air of innocence despite the ancient being I knew him to be. I found I could watch him sleep all night. 

“Of course,” he smiled, sitting down beside me and opening his book to where he’d last left it. He put the other arm around me and kissed the top of my head gently. I fell immediately into a deep sleep, my excitement thinking about being outside put on hold for the time being.
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“Gently!” snapped Michael, and even Tristan seemed to have trouble hiding his irritability with Michael’s micromanagement of my rehabilitation efforts.

“My lord, she is stronger than you may believe,” he risked, staring up at him as I sighed again in frustration at Michael. Tristan had been tasked as acting as one of my escorts and had been helping me flex one of my wings, holding it out while Chase and Lyric held the other. I had been wincing in pain, holding onto Michael’s hands while we worked at loosening the stiffness in the joints out of my wings.

“I am, Michael,” I said, looking at him. “It’s already going much better, see?” I said, pulling my wing free from Tristan’s grasp and giving it an experimental flap. It actually did feel much better the more I moved it, despite the ugly patches where the feathers were missing. 

“Actually, you can let go, Chase,” I said. Michael was about to protest, but Chase let go and Lyric stood back. I flapped both wings together, heaving a huge sigh of relief in the process. It was much better.

“I think I just needed to work them out properly,” I smiled, and Tristan met my eye, smiling back.

“Vessels are quick healers, indeed,” he agreed. “Wings are much like any other muscles, they need to be used so that they do not atrophy from disuse.”  

“We’ll get you back off the ground in no time,” Chase grinned, and Lyric joined him. Their combined happiness was infectious. I was truly enjoying being around them both together, and I was so happy that Lyric had found her freedom and made it back to the Citadel to be reunited with her brother. I knew she would be a welcome addition to all the vessels, and I could see she had already made friends as people called out to Chase and waved to Lyric as she caught their eye. She, like Chase, was very attractive, her flaming red hair likely attracting attention for more than just her friendliness. Her brother was apparently oblivious to it, and I smiled to myself as one vessel waved shyly back to her, failing to see his friend in front and bumping into him from behind awkwardly. I tried not to laugh and tactfully looked away, focusing on Michael instead. 

 “You are looking very well, Larin!” said Gabriel, landing a short distance away and walking over to us. “I could not be happier to see that. Even your wings are much improved. I see Michael has made an excellent nursemaid,” he grinned, looking at his brother good-naturedly. Michael rolled his eyes but returned the smile.

“Have you not got other matters to attend to, Brother?” he asked, clearing his throat.

“Nope.” Gabriel continued to grin, folding his arms and watching my wings stretch.

“I think I need to sit down for a few,” I said, still feeling somewhat weak though markedly better simply from being outdoors.

“Of course,” Michael said, taking my hand and leading me over to a bench nearby.

“Neesha has been asking about you,” Chase said, walking along beside us. “I told her you might stop by later if that’s okay with Michael,” he eyed Michael carefully. He had accepted our relationship but knew better than to walk on his toes. “Lyric has a bunk beside her, I think they’re going to be good buddies.” 

Lyric nodded happily. “She’s a sweet one, that’s for sure,” she agreed, and I smiled gratefully at her. I don’t know why, but I felt particularly fond of little Neesha. Maybe it was from the first time we had met. She had looked as sad on the outside as I felt inside. In any event, I was glad she had been making friends. That they had both been making friends.

“I didn’t get to thank you yet, Larin,” Lyric said, looking at me. “You got a taste of what it was like. . . there. . .” She gulped, and I shuddered, understanding and remembering the unpleasantness myself. I’d only been there for a short time, and I could hardly bring myself to even imagine what it must have been like for her. For the others with the misfortune to have Azrael find them before the Citadel teams. “I’ve been trying to give the Council as much information as I could, you know, to help,” she said, looking at Michael in awe. I understood how she felt, remembering the first time I laid eyes on him myself. “But unless you’re in the upper ranks, you aren’t really told anything other than what to do.”  

“Your assistance has been very much appreciated, Lyric,” said Michael kindly. “I’m certain you will make excellent contributions to your peers here.”  

She blinked at him, still unused to a creature with white wings showing her any kindnesses. She swallowed, nodding appreciatively. “I’ll do my very best, sir,” she said, and Michael and I smiled at each other.

I sat down on the stone bench we had arrived at, letting out a breath of relief. The sounds of nature carried on around us, oblivious to our presence. I reached back and plucked a small, white flower from the bushes that lined the path, bringing it to my nose and smelling its sweet scent. It was so wonderful being back outside, back in the sunlight. Tristan and Michael had walked slowly away, engaged in some discussion of Council matters. Chase and Lyric were chatting idly with two others, and I saw Greyson had joined them. He smiled respectfully, nodding in my direction. I smiled back apologetically, remembering my promise to speak to the Council on Iris’s behalf to see if I could get her out of trouble. It hadn’t gone well, but I hoped he knew I had at least made the effort.

As the memory came back, I suddenly heard a voice beside me.

“Larin. . .” Iris said, and I looked sharply over to her in surprise. Speak of the devil. I stared at her suspiciously, imagining for a moment she intended some further harm against me. I stood up quickly, the action making me dizzy, and I fell roughly back down onto the bench.

Michael was instantly beside me, taking my hand and looking into my face. “Are you alright, my love?” he asked quietly. I nodded that I was, and he turned around and looked ferociously at Iris. Even I couldn’t help but recoil.

“Iris, you are not to speak to Larin again, you are not to approach her, you are not to do anything that involves her without explicit permission from the Council! That was the condition of your release, what about it did you not understand?” he barked, and she shrank back, shame apparent in her face. Gabriel shook his head disapprovingly at her, and she cringed.

“I had to risk it. I needed to speak to her,” she whispered, looking down.

“Iris!” Tristan cried angrily. “Have you lost your mind?”  

“Guys, guys!” I said, rising again to my feet. “For crying out loud, relax! I’m a big girl, let me decide who is and isn’t allowed to speak to me, okay?” Michael turned his head around to regard me, surprised.

“Is it your wish to speak to Iris, Larin, after what she’s done?” he asked, but without the harsh tones of earlier. I regarded Iris, her cheeks burning hotly with humiliation. I felt sorry for her. And I couldn’t imagine that she would recreate her earlier actions. I remembered as well that Tristan and she had previously been involved in some way or another, and I couldn’t imagine someone as thoughtful as Tristan giving his affections over to anyone who wasn’t deserving. I nodded at Michael, indicating I wanted to hear what she had to say.

“Iris, it’s okay,” I said softly. “What do you need?” She looked at me in shock, her mouth opening and closing as she decided what to say.

“I just. . . I wanted to tell you how sorry I am. There is absolutely nothing I can say that could excuse my actions. They were reprehensible. I wasn’t thinking clearly, but I honestly meant it before. I wouldn’t have let you come to any harm. I just, I shouldn’t have done it, and that’s all there is to it. No justification, no nothing. I’m just very sorry, and I needed you to know that,” she finished, bowing her head at me. Then she did something that surprised everyone. She came forward and knelt before me.

“I pledge my allegiance to you, Larin. My life. It is the only way I can show you that I am serious, that I truly am sorry. So, I offer you my life to do with as you will, whenever you see fit, however you see fit. I acknowledge your status as the Herald of the seraphim, and all that goes along with it.”  Nobody spoke, all of us staring at Iris in shock. I looked at Tristan’s face and saw he was regarding her with a soft, tender expression. He was proud of her. Michael was staring at me, watching to see what I would do. I shrugged at him to indicate I did not understand what to do. Instead, I sighed, looking back at Iris.

“Iris, get up,” I said quietly. “I. . . I accept your apology. I understand what it feels like to lose someone. I lost my brother that night too. It does something to your mind, no matter how strong you think you are, no matter how much you want to put it behind you. I forgive you. The rest of it”—I gestured at her kneeling position—“isn’t necessary, honestly. You’ve already been punished, I don’t want to add to it any further. Let’s let bygones be bygones, okay?” I said.

Iris rose slowly, looking at me in surprise. Just as quickly, she looked at me in a professional manner, nodding. “As you wish, Herald. Thank you for your graciousness.” 

I reached out my hand and she stared at it a moment, before taking it and squeezing it warmly.

“Friends?” I asked, grinning. She nodded, grinning back.

“Friends.”  

I turned and watched her walk away with Greyson and Tristan and felt truly happy. Everything seemed like it would be okay after all. I looked at Michael and saw him regarding me with a look that seeped with love, and I returned it gratefully. Chase laughed out loud, momentarily startling me before I too started laughing, unable to resist Chase’s good humor.

“Well, will you look at that,” he said. “And they said there were no miracles left in the world.” Even Michael and Gabriel joined in our laughter, just as Raphael arrived.

“Michael, Uriel has been informed by the Order that there is a Jhākri healer among the Nepali who may have given Azrael access to one of the blood scrolls,” Raphael said, “if this is the case, we may have our answer about how Azrael was able to start the mass awakenings.” 

Michael looked up in shock. “But that would mean he would have had to find a catalyst to invoke the blood oath,” he said, and the others nodded. I looked from face to face, as though they were speaking a foreign language, not comprehending. Gabriel looked at me.

“It means that he found an old magic weapon, if it’s true,” he explained. “He would have to find a creature strong enough - to have enough power to wake up the vessel armies. He could have used the scroll to force a creature of great magic to do his will, to bind him to a promise of an exchange. We have to investigate the possibility,” he finished.

“Leviathan?” Michael asked, looking at his brothers. They shrugged, but the possibility ran behind their eyes. 

“If Azrael has found him, if that evil creature survived the Fall, then that would certainly make sense. Leviathan is a creature of greed and ancient magic. He may have convinced Azrael to risk killing the guardians in exchange for the vessels awakening,” Raphael said. Michael and Gabriel looked at each other. 

“I must speak with Uriel,” Michael said, turning towards me as though to collect me. 

I sat down, suddenly exhausted. Michael reached out, and I shook my head. 

“I’m staying here,” I said, feeling I needed more rest and not wanting to leave the sunshine for more tactics and strategizing. I was very weary of all of it and had nothing of worth to contribute to the discussion.

“You cannot be left alone, Larin,” Michael frowned at me. 

“It is alright, Michael, go see to Uriel. I will stay with Larin until she is ready to return to her chambers,” Gabriel offered. I looked at him gratefully. Michael nodded, turning to leave. 

“Very well, thank you, brother,” he said, looking back at me and giving me a warm smile. I returned it, feeling a slight blush as I thought about our reunion later. It didn’t go unnoticed by Michael, who smirked and leapt off with Raphael.

“That’s crazy! Leviathan!” Chase, who had been content to listen for once, finally spoke up. Lyric looked at him curiously. 

“He’s an ancient monster, almost as old as the archangels themselves. Maybe older,” Chase explained, looking between Lyric and me. “He’s basically a gigantic snake, lives in an underwater cave or something. I read about him a few times in the books around here. Not a very nice guy, either.” 

Gabriel nodded, looking into the distance.

“Let us hope we never have to find out,” he said quietly. “For all we know it is merely a coincidence and Leviathan is long-dead.” There was more silence. I closed my eyes, tired of there always being something dark and sinister pressing against us. Just moments ago, I had felt a little lighter. Happier. It never seemed to last.

“Just another day in paradise,” I sighed.

Gabriel turned to Chase, beckoning him closer for instruction. “I have a task for you.” Chase puffed up, looking at Lyric importantly. “I would like for you to go to the library and pull all of the texts you can find about blood covenants and Leviathan. Perhaps they will provide us with leads on how to find the creature.”  

Chase nodded, saluting Gabriel officially. The latter smiled, nodding back. Chase turned with Lyric, and the two took off in a flash of black feathers.

“He is a loyal vessel, that one,” Gabriel said. I smiled, watching them leave.

“That he is,” I agreed.

Gabriel put his hands behind his back, and let out a tremendous sigh, looking down at the ground as he walked forward. I pursed my lips sympathetically. I knew he carried such responsibility, it must be very overwhelming at times. He met my eyes, and I smiled warmly at him. I could feel him wanting to say something, and I looked at him curiously. Something was. . .off.

“Gabriel?” I asked, shifting uncomfortably on the stone bench. “Are you okay? Michael told me about. . .your trip. . .” 

Gabriel looked at me sharply. “Of course, he did,” he whispered in response, closing his eyes.

“I’m sorry,” I said, “it must have been terribly upsetting. I just wanted you to know, if you needed to talk about it—” but I was cut off shortly.

“If I wanted to talk about what? How frightful it was to see the one we once called ‘Brother,’ the favored son of our father, now the most hated creature in all of existence?” he asked, and I saw a cloud pass over his face, his jaw tightening. He looked at me fiercely, his face changing to one of anger.

“Do you want to know the truth of how I feel, Larin? The truth is, I hated him. I hated him for so long. I blamed him for causing us to be cast from the kingdom of the divine, from the side of our father. I hated him for what he did to us. He believed that man was a scourge on the face of the world, that man would destroy everything Father had built to create. That Father had been blinded in his love for these feeble animals whose love of power and whose greed would corrupt them utterly. I hated that he did not have faith in Father’s belief that man was more than what Lucifer or Azrael would have us believe. I hated that it resulted in this. . .this life. That we were sent here to fight time and time again a losing battle. For the truth is. . .” he said, trailing off. 

“The truth is, I came to see that they were right.”  

I felt my mouth drop open, and I started to slowly rise from my seat, shaking my head.

“What. . .what are you saying, Gabriel?” I asked slowly, feeling a sense of dread creeping up inside my chest. I started to back away, shaking my head further, closing my eyes and swallowing tightly.

“I’m saying he was right, Larin. Man has proven Lucifer was right! Time and time again, he has taken the gifts Father gave him and squandered them. Man has created a world of discord, of sickness, of poverty and filth! Instead of compassion and goodness, man has constantly demonstrated a propensity for great, great evil! The wars of their own making, the destruction of their own civilizations. Murders of their own women and children. Weapons of mass destruction. . . man is intent on their own demise. And yet we fought - continue to fight to protect them. To protect them from themselves. Over and over and over and over again. There is nothing redeeming about the horrors they have created with their own hands!”

I looked around frantically, knowing I had to get to Michael. Gabriel was losing. . .had already lost his mind. I felt suddenly at that moment very afraid, and I looked back at Gabriel, feeling tears form in my eyes.

“Gabriel, no. . .” I whispered, “Gabriel you know. . .you know that’s not true. Man is capable of terrible evils, yes, but they are also capable of great wonders! Of great love! Look at the incredible things they have accomplished. The great works they have made with their own hands! Not all humankind is bad, Gabriel! You know this! You have spent an eternity fighting to protect the good in them. You can’t possibly be questioning everything now. . .everything you have done to protect humanity!”

“Can’t I?” he demanded angrily, approaching me suddenly. I gasped and fell backwards, landing heavily and looking up at him with fear. “Can’t I? Why shouldn’t I question it? When the evil outweighs the good. When the darkness is all you can see anymore. You have no idea what it was like. . .before. What Eden was. It was magnificent. But it, like everything else, was taken utterly for granted. Mankind found a way to even corrupt that magnificent world. I have come to believe that Lucifer was right all along. Man should never have been gifted such glory. They did not deserve it and have proven time and time again that they never will! I had hoped once that they would earn that right. That they would prove Lucifer wrong, but they have only ever reinforced what he believed. That they never deserved it and never will!”

I tried desperately to scramble to my feet, but Gabriel came up behind me and shoved me down roughly.

“Man needs to be purged from this existence, Larin,” he whispered. “Father is not coming back. I know this now. If ever he was going to, that time is long past. He has given in to his despair, and so too have I. So, I realized, it made sense. . .what Lucifer and Azrael proposed. We bring Eden back for him. We recreate it in the glory he had first envisioned it! But in order to do that, man must first. . .die.” He looked at me, and I saw a glint in his eye I’d never seen before. Madness.

“You’re the informant,” I whispered, shaking my head. “You gave me over to Azrael!” I then cried, accusingly. Gabriel sighed, turning his head away from me.

“Yes,” he said simply.

“You’re insane,” I said, tears falling unchecked down my cheeks. I was shaking uncontrollably, unable to wrap my head around what was happening. He looked at me sadly.

“No Larin, I’m finally sane. I finally see. I love my Council Brothers more than my own life. But I see now, they will never understand. They will never accept what needs to be done until it is done. Until they see the truth in what Lucifer and Azrael have said all along. That the Celestial Kingdom can be restored. That we can bring about Eden in the way it was always meant to be. One clean of man, unhindered in its perfection, in its glory. Restored, but more glorious than ever before!”

“No. Gabriel, no,” I cried. I reached up, trying to touch him, as though I could change his mind. To get him to come back to reality. He pushed me back roughly, then eyed me with something I could only describe as pity and regret.

“Larin,” he said softly. “It is a shame you could not come with us. That you declined the gift Azrael offered to you. You could have had a seat at the table of the Most High. Now, you will be left behind. I want you to know. . . I am sorry for what I am about to do. But it has to be done.”  I turned frantically, trying desperately to get up.

“Help!” I shrieked, as loudly as I could. “Somebody!!!! Help!”

“I’m sorry,” Gabriel whispered, coming up behind me and grasping my wings with both hands, placing a leg on the space on my back between where my wings met. I screamed, my wings flapping wildly, trying to dislodge his grip.

“What are you doing?! Gabriel STOP!” I screamed and felt a sickening, agonizing sensation as he began to pull my wings away from my body. I screamed and I screamed, feeling as though my body was being incinerated piece by piece. My arms flailed wildly in front of me, while my eyes closed tightly in pain. I fought him as much as I could, but Gabriel was an archangel, and far, far stronger than I could ever hope to be. A ripping sound could be heard behind me, and never before had I imagined such pain could be possible. The agony was unbelievable, excruciating, and my screams stopped in my throat, the pain too intense for my body to even be able to produce a sound to describe it.

The world exploded around me, within me, above and below me. My eyes rolled back in my head, and I landed forwards on my stomach.

I could not process conscious thought anymore. My brain was being subjected to bolts of lighting inside it, scrambling and rescrambling as though rebooting, shutting down, and rebooting again. The side of my face rested upon the coolness of the earth, and I convulsed. The last thing I remember was watching two great, white wings disappearing into the distance, two black wings floating lifelessly behind, dripping with red.

Dripping with my blood.
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No!!! 

Take her to the medical bay. . . 

She cannot die. . . Where is. . .

 

. . . sounds. Meaningless.

The world had ended, for me at least.

There were more sounds, more shuffling noises. I was being turned, wrapped in something. . .a cloak? I closed my eyes again, trying to drown out the activity around me. There was a strange, gray shade to everything. I felt bereft, lost. There was no meaning to anything anymore. 

Weeping. 

Was it mine? Or someone else?  closed my eyes, caring little about the sounds as they carried on around me. I felt a great sadness, no, I felt another’s sadness. I couldn’t place it in my mind. Everything was felt, seen and heard through the abstract. None of it made sense. I found I lacked the desire to even try to make sense of anything anymore. It was so cold. So very cold. 

I wanted to disappear, to curl up into a ball and let myself be carried into the abyss. . . 

She’s dying. . . 

She won’t make it, we have to cauterize now. . . 

I think I flinched, a feeling of searing pain over my body and along my back. My arms hung loosely as I was being carried somewhere. 

Please. . . 

Don’t die. . . please. . . 

There was a flash of light.

I opened my eyes, and I found I was standing up, whole and well. I was in the glade where Michael and I had first professed to care for each other. I thought absently that that was a lifetime ago. 

It was blinding in its brilliance, overwhelmingly warm. The light was strange here – soft, though at the same time so bright that I felt it should have seared my skin. I held open my hands, looking at them curiously. They seemed nearly translucent, glowing softly. No, radiating softly. 

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, a feeling a warmth and perfect security wash over me, and I smiled. I hugged my arms around myself, wrapping my wings around me at the same time like a blanket. I ran my hands over them, relieved to find them attached to my body. Perfect and black as night. They absorbed the light and seemed to glow with it, here in this strange place. 

I looked around and saw the glimmering white orbs, moving upwards and touching lightly against whatever surfaces they encountered, as though they were entities with their own gentle life forces. I felt completely at peace, here, the weight of the world I had known fading behind me as though nothing more than dreams of the past. Of a place and a time that didn’t matter anymore. 

I smiled, breathing in the sweet scents around me, fragrances I had no names for but knew well. I walked forward a few steps, smiling as grass and moss sprung upwards under my steps. Greenery of a beautiful, deep hue grew slowly up around my legs, vines unraveling and uncoiling to reveal delicate blooms of spring flowers. I let it do as it would, knowing I could walk freely if I so wished it. I closed my eyes again, turning my face back towards the source of the light, letting it wash over me as though cleansing me where I stood. There were no cares here, no worries or desires not met. I was home, and that was all that mattered. 

I opened my eyes and saw a figure in front of me, its back turned. I saw it was a man, and I felt I knew him. He was dressed in the grays and whites of the Citadel, and I noticed suddenly that his feet – bare – were burnt, as though he had walked through the coals of a fire. I frowned, wanting to go to him. I felt his will stop me. He did not need to speak, but I still heard him communicate without words. He was not in distress, my fear for him unnecessary. 

I have walked a great distance. . . he sighed, into my mind. Still, he would not turn to look at me. I heard his words, although there was no voice behind them. 

 

I find. . . my feet can take me no further. 

 

I shook my head, not understanding. I walked towards him, but suddenly the vines tightened, and I was stuck in place. I felt my heartbeat in my ears and looked around in confusion. 

 

Will you finish what was started? 

 

I noticed a serpent had slithered out of the bushes near his feet, making its way lazily towards him.

Its tongue flicked in and out quickly, tasting the air. It turned its head towards me and I noticed its eyes, intelligent and. . .hostile. It meant to do harm. I looked anxiously back at the man, watching in horror as the snake drew closer. I wanted to warn him, to stop it. I held out my hand but found I couldn’t speak. 

The serpent reached his legs, slithering up around one slowly, drawing upwards, circling his waist, his back. . . I tried to scream, but it was futile. I was paralyzed. 

 

Will you. . . 

 

The snake reached his throat and opened its mouth to strike. The man turned to look at me, and I gasped. 

 

Larin. . . 

 

“Larin!!!” I heard, and I blinked rapidly. There was much commotion. I became aware of searing pain in my body, and I was dripping with sweat. Michael was saying my name, but a loud buzzing sound made his voice come in and out of my consciousness. I felt deathly ill, sick in the body and the spirit. I was physically lighter, and I knew something was very wrong. 

I cried out in pain, as more hands moved me, binding me tightly. 

“She’s back,” a voice said, “she lives,” and there was more movement, more commotion. I thought to wave them all away, to sit up, but my hands were being held down. I realized I was laying on my stomach, my face pushed painfully against a cold surface while they worked on my back. 

Suddenly I realized, and I sobbed. My wings. My wings. 

They were gone. 

I wept, realizing that nothing was worth living for anymore. I wanted to die right there, for my life to be over. I heard Michael in the background, begging me to keep my eyes open. To live. My heart ached for Michael, but my vitality, my essence had been stolen. The last of it was slipping away from me. . .and slowly I stopped caring. The ache in my heart for Michael’s pain was dulling, and I felt my eyes glaze over with apathy. I felt as though nothing was worth living for anymore. Nothing. 

I felt as though I was adrift at sea. I closed my eyes, hoping it would be for the last time.
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I opened my eyes, staring blankly into the space beyond. 

I had been taken back to my room, wrapped in bandages and salves. There was nothing more they could do for me, I had heard them say. It meant nothing, just words, as meaningless as I felt my life had now become. Michael’s face had come into view, kneeling beside me and taking my hand, bringing it to his lips with his eyes squeezed shut tightly, tears upon his cheeks. He spoke but it made no difference. Not now. I did not try to respond to questions, to speak. There was nothing to be said. 

He begged me to fight, to resist the sense of nothingness that fell upon vessels who lost their wings, their élan vital. I merely blinked, my empty eyes staring back at him without expression. I was still there, somewhere. . . the back of my mind registering things, understanding, but it was as if someone had pushed the mute button on life. I was watching it as it happened, but without fully engaging in the subject.

I remembered vaguely what Chase had told me once. What he had shown me. Lira and Goldwyn. I realized now what they had become, how they had become that way. It seemed it was true. Losing your wings was worse than death. I felt alive, but barely. I knew Michael was with me, could feel his pain, but only dully. As though I was numbed by strong sedatives. But I was not. A vessel’s wings were their hearts, the things upon which their life force depended. Their bodies were built around them. Taking off in flight for the first time was the final point in the imprinting process. Once it had been done, there was no going back. Losing your wings was akin to losing your very reason for being. 

I knew I should fight, that I should be brave. But it seemed that nothing had a point that was worthwhile, anymore. I saw Raphael and Uriel in the background, their faces blank with shock. Trying to comprehend what had happened. Trying to understand how Gabriel could have turned so very blackly evil. 

Chase was there, I think. He’d been asked to come from what I could understand. To see if he could rouse me out of my stupor. They all knew it was pointless though. What happened to vessels without wings? It seems I had avoided the fever of the awakening, the failure of the first jump – but not even I was not immune to the effects of the absence of the soul when removed from its body. 

Chase was overcome with guilt that he had left me, that he had gone off to do Gabriel’s bidding when Michael had trusted him to stay by my side. I watched without interest as Michael raged against him, looking for someone to blame. The others in the room had cowered, but Chase stood with his head bowed, waiting for Michael’s sword and not making excuses for his life. He blamed himself, too, and believed Michael was justified in every word he yelled. Raphael and Tristan had eased Chase from the room, uttering words of comfort to him. It was not his fault, they had said. Michael was mad at the moment. He would recover in time. 

They all knew I would not, however, and they left Michael to grieve at my side as I watched him, holding my hand and coaxing me gently, and sometimes not so gently, with words to come back to him. It was useless though.

I was lost.
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Several weeks had passed since Gabriel had arrived at Solomanta, expecting celebration at his triumph. He had done the impossible.

The conversation when he arrived, however, had not gone as he had anticipated.

“Fool!” cried Azrael, walking angrily up to Gabriel and stopping only within inches of his face. “You should have brought the girl before you separated her wings from her body! Now we have lost her forever!”  

“There was no other way!” Gabriel retorted, equally angry. “I would never have gotten beyond the Citadel boundaries with the added security if I had captured Larin again! By taking only her wings, I bought time enough to escape. In the confusion, Michael and the others would have been too distracted with saving her life! It was too much of a risk the first time, a risk I took on willingly – and may I remind you, it was you who allowed her to flee after I dropped her into your lap!”  

Azrael turned to walk away, but suddenly whipped around and struck Gabriel viciously across the face. Gabriel scowled at the assault, keeping his face down momentarily as he worked to calm himself. He spat blood and turned to glare at Azrael.

“You have your precious wings,” he snarled, “let us take them to Leviathan and receive counsel on how to gain access to the Disc before the seraphim return, assuming Larin is confirmed to be the Herald.” 

Azrael glowered at Gabriel, throwing his hands in the air in frustration.

“Pah!” he shouted dismissively. “We need to free our brother,” he stormed, circling his throne angrily. “The Disc is worthless if the seraphim return and Lucifer remains in captivity! You and I together do not have the power he wields. Other than a Seraph, he is the only one who can use the Disc!”  

Gabriel had told Azrael where Lucifer lay, hidden out of sight at the bottom of the world. It was all Azrael could do to contain his excitement at the discovery. Michael’s blind trust of Gabriel had resulted in a tremendous tactical disadvantage for the Citadel. Azrael needed only to discover the means of breaking the bonds that held him, something he knew he would learn in time, and then their brother would be free. The trick was to discover the means before the seraphim could be brought back, the only creatures in existence who could defeat Lucifer. And for the moment there was no way he could infiltrate the prison safely. The Council, or what remained of them, would be waiting for them to make such a move. He could risk nothing to compromise their advantage at this point. Azrael was so close to attaining his goal, he could taste it.

Plans were discussed, rejected, and discussed again. Afraid of retribution and attempts to hinder their return to Leviathan’s lair, or worse yet, to find the creature through them and destroy it before they could learn the truth of the girl and what their next steps should be, Azrael and Gabriel had waited. When they felt they could wait no longer, they had made the journey to the deep cavern where Leviathan had hidden undisturbed for eons after the fall, until Azrael had found him.

 Now, they stood, the feathers falling haphazardly around them on the banks of the shore, the wings now dead things slowly decaying. Gabriel watched without expression as Azrael took the girl’s wings and tossed them, one first, and then the other, towards the murky water. Before they could land, however, two coiled arms snaked out and snatched the wings, and pulled them below the surface.

There was silence for a moment, and then a great commotion as the creature reacted to the gift, and the knowledge they contained. Light radiated straight upwards from the water, pillars of liquid shot into the air as though electrified. Gabriel and Azrael leapt back in surprise, listening to the hissing and groaning that was being emitted outwards.

“Speak, creature!” shouted Azrael, unable to contain himself any longer.

“Tell us! Is the girl the Herald? Does this mean the return of the seraphim is at hand?” he cried.

The creature stopped, the water suddenly silent again as the pillars it had created dropped downward as suddenly as they had been projected. Blackness came over the cavern again, and the roiling of coils under the surface stopped.

 “Speak!” Azrael shouted again.

 

“. . .Herald. . .” 

“. . .it is. . ..” 

“. . .the girl. . .”  

“She is. . ..”  

“The wings...” 

“. . .the girl. . .is the Herald. . .” it whispered in a thousand voices.

 

Azrael and Gabriel looked at each other sharply, the implications running through their minds simultaneously. They had already suspected the girl was the Herald, but something about the confirmation made the various possible realities something tangible.

 

“. . .know this. . .” 

“. . .know this Azrael. . .” 

“. . .Azrael. . .” 

“. . .the blood of one shall bring forth the other. . .” 

 “. . .the other. . .” 

  

Azrael glanced at Gabriel, who swallowed, shaking his head. “Are you saying. . .are you saying it is her blood that is the key. . .to awaken the seraphim?” Azrael asked lowly, and the creature growled hungrily, the coils churning under the water. They slowly receded further under the surface as the pair watched. The creature would not say more, still angry with Azrael for his earlier insults. 

It had its prize, for now. The wings of the great Herald. It was satisfied. 

“We must away,” snapped Azrael and Gabriel nodded. They leapt into the air, flying wildly back to Solomanta to raise their forces and prepare for battle. 

They did not hear the murky, sinister laughter from the shallows before the creature recoiled further into the deep.
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“. . .Larin. . .will you finish what was started. . .” 

The face stared at me in the clearing, asking me the same question. I watched in horror again as the snake reared back, its long fangs dripping hungrily as it made to lunge for his throat. . . 

“No!” I cried, sitting up, awake. Michael rushed forward to the bedside, taking my hand and looking urgently in my face. I had to tell him, but I could feel the burst of life that had been injected into me slowly receding back. . .fading. . . 

“Larin,” he whispered, “what have you seen? Tell me,” he whispered, squeezing my hand. “Tell me, do not give up again. . .” I sank back into the pillows, feeling the numbness of my reality climbing slowly up my body. Without my wings, it was as though my body had collapsed in on itself like a dying star.

“Do not leave me,” he said quietly, turning his face down into my hand in defeat and heaving a sigh. I felt his lips on my palm, soft and full. I looked at him, knowing I could not bear his sadness, but the nothingness was heavy. It was stronger than my will. I struggled against it, the feeling of nothingness inside of me. I looked at him once more, knowing I had loved him, once. I had felt a fire in my heart for the one who knelt beside me now. I owed him. I had to try. . . 

“A snake,” I whispered, fighting with everything within me to manage the words. “. . .poised to strike. . . its fangs curved. . .” 

Michael had snapped his head up at my words, searching my face as the light left it again, for good. I turned away, staring off into the room dully. Michael turned and yelled for a guard. 

“Lord,” one said, rushing into the room and standing at attention. Michael did not let go of my hand but turned his head to the guard and demanded he fetch the war council to my chambers. The guard nodded tightly, stomping his boot and turning quickly to leave. Michael looked at me again, tenderly brushing a strand of hair from my face. The action reminded me of something from some other time. It, like everything else, didn’t matter anymore. I closed my eyes, feeling tired. 

Raphael and Uriel entered the room. I didn’t look at them but could feel their own exhaustion.

They often spoke at length in my room, as I lay staring blankly ahead. Michael refused to leave my side unless there was something of great urgency he had to attend to personally, and the others had grown used to having discussions of Citadel matters by my bedside. There had been countless hours of discussion, strategizing. Parties with vessels who had been thoroughly vetted and trusted had been dispatched to guard the entrance to Lucifer’s prison. It seemed unnecessary now to hide his location, as Gabriel would have undoubtedly told Azrael of all he had seen there. Michael had been wracked with guilt and anger for ignoring the warning of the Guardian long ago, but he had trusted Gabriel with his life. If he could not trust him, then truly who could he trust? It had been a daunting thought, but the Council accepted the reality now that it was only a matter of time before the armies of evil found a means of freeing their fallen General. The collection of the newly-awakened had been stepped up considerably, and training had been accelerated in earnest. It seemed war in the near future was inevitable, and the world had already started to change. 

I heard of the stories of the humans who had learned of the strange beings with black wings. Creatures of their own flesh now changed, monstrous. The Citadel worked tirelessly to contain the damage, but their resources were strained and stretched. The enchantment of the place that made their location secret was the only thing that had kept Azrael’s forces at bay, knowing as they did there could be countless more amassing away from the eyes of their spies. But his army was stronger. If he found the Disc and managed to free Lucifer, the end of the world would be a  near certainty. 

 The knowledge of this blackness, of impending doom, infiltrated all of the Citadel residents, the remaining Council included. With Michael’s attention preoccupied, they continued to fight to contain the damage where they could, avoiding the eyes of the humans, and continue on their course. To say morale was low would be an understatement, yet the fight – their purpose, was all they knew. They would see it out until the end, no matter how their actions, and losing Gabriel, may have unwittingly expedited it. 

Tristan arrived with Iris and Greyson, their faces dark and drawn. They had been training the vessels endlessly while simultaneously being tasked with journeys of great import to places of Old, seeking answers. Leads. Any magic that may help to frustrate Azrael’s mission. Chase had been pouring over old texts with Lyric and a crew of others, searching for anything of value in using me - or what little was left of me, to find the seraphim, man’s last hope. 

“Brother,” said Raphael tiredly. “You summoned us?” 

“Brothers,” Michael responded, looking up at Uriel and Raphael, and scanning the room to nod at Tristan and the others. 

“Our Herald has spoken. We must go to the Sanctum.” 

The others looked up in surprise, all walking forward and speaking anxiously. Michael stood slowly, smiling. “Larin has seen a great serpent with curved fangs, about to strike. Does this not remind you of something?” he said. The fire lit in Uriel and Raphael’s eyes at once. Tristan shook his head, not understanding. 

“The Alter Stone,” Uriel whispered, and Michael nodded. 

“Yes. The Alter Stone stands before the great Seal,” Michael explained to the others in the room, “It is shaped like the Great Serpent on the hilt of the Sword of Lucifer, the sword Father created with his own hand. The sword meant to be used for dispensing justice,” he said. “It is the symbol and the icon we all carry on our armour. It has been sullied by Lucifer’s blackness, but the hope for justice and goodness prevails over the cloak of darkness we have seen – that we have all known in our long years on this earth. Azrael now carries that sword, waiting for it to be reunited with its master. We have to do whatever we can to ensure that never happens,” he paused  as the heads nodded around the room. 

Michael smiled a small smile before continuing. “Despite the events of late, we have continued to have faith in our purpose, and it has been what continues to drive us. It is our hope for the future, for the outcome of good that we continue to fight.” 

Michael walked and stood before each one in the room, staring meaningfully into their faces. “I believe Father has spoken to us today, through Larin. I believe it is a sign. We must take Larin there at once. I believe today. . .I believe today is the day that the seraphim awaken.” 

There was a pause as the others drank in what Michael was suggesting. “Tristan,” he said quickly, the latter turning to look professionally at Michael. “Call together your forces. We may be required to storm the Sanctum. It is highly likely that Azrael has stationed vessels of large numbers in anticipation that we would go back,” he said. 

“But the Guardians are dead. Azrael knows that without the seraphim, the Disc is sealed. They know that Larin is all but...”—he looked at me apologetically. I blinked slowly, continuing to stare ahead—“. . .that she is no longer. . .useful. The Guardians are no longer available for guidance. There is nothing there. . .” 

“But the Alter Stone, yes of course. I see.” Raphael said slowly, and Michael grinned at him. He put a hand on Tristan’s shoulder, giving it a squeeze. 

“Larin has a use, yet. She always has, and always will in my eyes, so long as I breathe,” he said, looking at me a moment. A flash of sadness crossed his face. “She has proven her worth again today when she spoke the words that have given us the answer to the question we have all been asking since she arrived.” Michael allowed himself one tender glance in my direction, the sorrow only marginally hidden below the surface. He took a breath, looking forward again. 

 “She has told us how to find the seraphim.” 

“But what if Azrael’s forces occupy the sanctum?” Iris asked, “What if he already knows the truth? That there is something within the Alter Stone that Larin may exploit to our advantage?”

“I would not be surprised if he has come to that conclusion himself,” Michael acknowledged, and Iris frowned, considering. “He has commanded great magics in the past. The awakenings may not be the only evil Leviathan has spawned at his behest. Perhaps he has already been told the truth.”  

Tristan walked forward and met Michael in the eye. “Then we shall meet him where he waits. Our forces are ready to die for our cause.” 

Raphael paused, then spoke. “There is not a great amount of room within the Sanctum for a skirmish. I do not believe Azrael would risk anything that would damage the Sanctum, or the way to the Disc,” he said. 

Uriel nodded in agreement. “It is the one object in existence that can bring about the end of the world and open the gate to the Celestial Kingdom. It is all he and Lucifer. . .and Gabriel,” he added grudgingly, “will seek to achieve. To open the doorway. They will not risk amassing a great army which results in its demise.” 

“No,” Michael said, looking at Uriel. “Their fear of losing the Disc is the one thing we have at our advantage. We must exploit it.” 

“A bomb,” Iris said, and everyone turned to look at her. “We go in with a bomb, and if they take any steps to stop us, we threaten to destroy the Sanctum.” 

Michael looked thoughtfully at Iris for a moment, considering. “No weapon of Man or angel will penetrate the Seal. It was wrought from the Celestial power, and only the Seraph may open the way.” 

“We don’t need to destroy the Seal with a bomb, Lord,” Iris said respectfully, but with a small smile. “We only need Azrael to think we can destroy the Seal and what it contains inside.” 

The archangels looked at each other with raised eyebrows. At this point, there were few other viable options. Even if it gave Azrael pause, it could prove beneficial. 

“Let us not discount the fact that destroying the Sanctum would likely destroy him – and us all,” said Uriel. “The weapons wrought by man may have no means of hurting us directly, but indirectly, through the destruction of the Sanctum, we could certainly perish.”

Michael turned and addressed the room. “If it means an end to Azrael’s reign, then I would gladly die.” There was silence for a moment, and then the angels stood a little taller, their eyes conveying that they too would sacrifice their lives to end Azrael’s darkness once and for all. 

“It seems the weapons of destruction that man created may have a use to us in our quest to defeat evil after all,” Raphael said slowly, looking at Iris as he considered her idea. 

Chase and Lyric had arrived and had been listening quietly at the door. 

Now, Lyric spoke. “You should speak to Robert,” she said, and all eyes turned to her. 

“Why Robert?” Chase asked his sister, and she held up a hand to silence him, walking forward into the room. 

“Robert can build a bomb. Before his awakening, he was a solider in a militant group in Ireland.” 

You mean he was a terrorist,” Iris said, frowning distastefully at Lyric. 

“Whatever,” Lyric said, waving her away. “That was in another life. He was young and stupid. And reckless. He knows the error of his ways, he used to tell me all the time how much he regrets it. Don’t your beliefs dictate that everyone is capable of goodness? Worthy of forgiveness?” she said, and Iris flushed angrily. 

“But that’s different,” she said, searching for words. 

“How so?” snapped Lyric. “He could have stayed with Azrael. He could have worked to do horrible things. To get revenge on the people who forced him into that life. Instead, he’s come here with the hope that he can change things. That he can redeem himself.”  

Iris looked down, shamefacedly. Raphael looked kindly at her, placing a hand on her arm. 

“We all need reminders at times, Iris. That sometimes “Good” hides in places we would not expect. It is why we protect all life. We believe that man can ascend to a higher purpose, if given the chance to prove himself. Not everything is black and white.” She nodded, looking at Lyric. 

“You’re right, I’m sorry,” she said. Greyson came up beside her, placing a reassuring hand on her back. Tristan watched the exchange silently, but his eyebrow twitched.

“It’s fine,” Lyric smiled, her good nature shining through. Chase looked proudly at his sister, and they grinned at each other. Lyric turned back to the matter at hand. 

 “He knows how to build bombs, he was trained in how to do it. When we were planning our escape from Solomanta, he tried to find a way to make one to cause a great distraction so that we could get away. It was just too risky at the time, so we were really lucky that Larin showed up when she did,” she looked suddenly at Michael, blushing. “Sorry. . .” she said, and he waved at her to indicate she should continue. “We can make one here instead of going in search of one elsewhere when it’s too dangerous right now. I say we bring him in, let him know what’s going on.” 

Michael had been listening thoughtfully, then nodded. 

“Bring Robert to me,” he said.
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I had listened silently while a plan had been made and decided upon. 

The Sanctum lay hidden for millennia in the innermost depths of the Kalahari Desert. Buried in the earth and surrounded by endless dunes of sand, it lay quietly hiding, undisturbed. Its location and inhospitable climate kept man from stumbling upon it, and despite their mass conquest of the world, it had escaped their knowledge. Even had they found the Sanctum, old magic weaved into its fibres upon its creation ensured that only angels or vessels could pass through its doors. It also had the fortunate benefit of being far enough away for any great battle to escape the notice of the humans. But there were still obstacles to overcome in the approach. The barren landscape around it caused the Council to lose the benefit of surprise, and it was decided that going in force would be the only way to ensure enough confusion and chaos for Michael and the other archangels to slip me into the temple unawares. There would be many casualties, but the ends – finding the seraphim – justified the means. The many lives they could save outweighed the last arguments made in opposition of storming the Sanctum in force.

Scouting units had been sent ahead to the Sanctum to survey the state of affairs. It appeared Azrael had stationed multiple groups around the grounds near the entrance who lay in wait, anticipating the Council would return in force to recover any artifacts of import or try to obtain the Disc. There had been small skirmishes, with word sent back on both sides for reinforcements. Tristan has been sending updates as matters progressed, but their coordinated efforts and careful planning seemed to give them the advantage. It seemed Azrael had underestimated its importance – that without the Guardians, or a Seraph, the Seal was impenetrable and there remained no other items of use. As such, he had only been half-expecting a siege on the Sanctum and had stationed the majority of his troops around the entrance of Solomanta, having instead expected retribution from the Citadel following Gabriel’s desertion and the maiming of its Herald. 

None knew that Azrael and Gabriel had just heard the prophecy of the Leviathan and that they were en route as Citadel troops descended en masse. As Azrael’s reinforcements arrived, a battle began in earnest. The decision was made to move forward into the Sanctum as another wave of vessels descended upon them, wings of black circling above and blotting out the sun. 

Michael stood holding me in his arms some distance away. I was watching the black dip and dive from the sky without much interest but still focussed on the sight. It was hypnotic, the rhythmic swarming, the way they moved and fell, rising and falling with swords glinting brightly in the harsh sunlight. Waves of heat rose up from the dunes, obstructing and distorting the images as though watching them through thick lenses. I could hear the screams and war cries as they reached us from where we stood. 

Michael shifted my weight easily in his arms, careful not to disturb my bandages. I noticed the pain but a little, keeping my face trained on the sight in the distance. Michael absently kissed the top of my head, and I looked up dully, noting his jaw was tense. Uriel and Raphael stood beside us in full armour. The Council banners flew in the hot wind beside us, the Citadel officers not currently engaged in battle sending back orders and barking instructions, sometimes taking off themselves.

“Michael!” cried Raphael, pointing at the sky as great, gray wings entered the fray, diving down in synchronized unison towards the battlefield. 

“Armaros,” Uriel snarled, shaking his head in disgust. “Filthy traitors.” 

“This certainly adds another layer to the situation,” Michael frowned as he watched the gray wings descend upon a group of Citadel vessels. The armaros were among the fiercest warriors in existence, and their presence represented a significant threat. Many vessels were still relatively young, their skills not yet completely honed. Michael frowned, worried for many of the wards. “Azrael must have discovered our plan or learned of the secrets of the Alter Stone somehow.” He turned, pausing as he considered handing me off. He looked at me, frowning and considering. “They will not last long without our assistance, brothers, but we risk much by deviating from the plan now,” he noted, looking at Uriel and Raphael, who nodded darkly in response. 

“If we lose the chance of entering the Sanctum, we lose the chance to find the seraphim and make a swift end to this battle, brothers.” 

I could feel Michael’s indecision. At that moment, I was the most important possession on Earth. Leaving me was a great risk, but not leaving me could mean great disaster to the vessels currently alone to fight against epic, angel monsters. 

“We cannot let them die, but you will need at least one of us to help carve a path to the entrance,” Raphael said, looking at Uriel. Michael heaved a great sigh, meeting Raphael’s eyes. There was truth there. Raphael and Uriel may be prepared to sacrifice themselves without question, but it was not a decision any of them took lightly. 

Michael had to be a general at that moment. He was about to command one of his Brothers to his potential death, and I could feel the weight of it seeping outwards and through me. I noted their meaningful stares at one another. Uriel turned and glared angrily forward at the battlefield, drawing his sword in anticipation.

Just as he was about to speak, Iris arrived back with Greyson, bleeding from a gash in her forehead. 

“Lords! We have cleared a path, but more are on their way. You have to move!” she cried, turning and heading back into the fray without awaiting further instruction. She was experienced enough to know her presence was an absolute necessity at that moment. She, like the others, had committed to whatever fate awaited her that day. 

“You must beware of Ephreim. We haven’t seen him yet and believe he is already inside the Sanctum,” Greyson added, before turning himself. “Be wary.” 

“Michael, the vessels. . .” Raphael said, turning back to Michael. “We cannot abandon them.” 

“We have to be strategic,” Uriel noted, staring ahead. “If Gabriel is with Azrael inside, as we can likely assume at this point, you will require Raphael and me at your side. It is imperative above all else that Larin is taken to the Alter.” Raphael sighed, knowing the reality of the situation. Gabriel was technically the Third under Michael, a signal of his power in addition to his stature. He was very, very strong. With Azrael and the sword, he was at great risk of failure. All of the elite forces would be required to get to the Seal. 

Michael looked at his brothers, his heart heavy. I felt his pain but closed my eyes slowly against it, weary. “This is it, my brothers,” he said, looking forward, “our one chance. Let us not make the vessels’ death be in vain. We must stay the course and see the plan. If we fail today, we fail forever. We must go forward in force.” 

“We must take her now, then,” Uriel agreed as Raphael lowered his head, giving into to momentary sadness as the vessels continued to fall to the might of the armaros as they raged around them with supernatural fury. He took a breath and drew his sword. Iris and Greyson had gone ahead, seeking to ensure our path remained as unencumbered as possible to give us the greatest chance of success. 

Michael looked around, nodding, and we all leapt into the air. 

The archangel wings had been painted with kohl, hoping to hide the white from attention to slip past the front. As we flew, I saw Josef below, fighting back several vessels at once. He looked like a dancer engaged in his art, moving as though his sword were a part of him. 

The temple had been carved out of the red rock in the earth, the dunes held back by massive stone walls with carvings of angels, all standing at attention and holding swords. I recognized all the archangels, and three I didn’t recognize, those I assumed to be the seraphim. Their faces had long been worn away by the sands of time, literally and figuratively. Many had broken appendages, missing arms or swords. The entrance was crumbling but remarkably grand, two enormous pillars carved into the shape of vessels holding out a single hand in warning. Above the entrance was the symbol of the crescent moon, and I watched it until it fell out of sight as Michael rushed me through the archway leading into the inner Sanctum. 

Tristan had arrived with Chase and Lyric. Chase had a tremendous shiner but seemed otherwise whole. Robert and Iris were already inside with several other vessels, both fighting back several of Azrael’s minions who had been serving as Sentries. Uriel and Raphael fell on them, killing them easily, they being utterly unequipped to defend against centuries of practice and the keen senses of archangels. 

“Move! Move! Move!” Tristan yelled, and we surged forth into the darkness. 

Eons of disuse were apparent here. Sand lay in huge piles against the walls, where ancient runes continued to glow dimly in the darkness, despite the demise of those who had created the enchantments they bore. The path was treacherous, great portions missing, with gaping holes of darkness leading to the unknown below. Torches lined a long hallway, and we followed it quickly along until we came through the other side. A massive dome-shaped room stood, lined with stone benches on risers that surrounded the room to its central point. There, stood a stone alter, carved in the image of a great, coiling serpent ready to lunge forward and devour any who stood before it. The back wall contained a massive, black door of obsidian. The Seal. In its centre stood an image of the crescent moon held up by the hands of men. Above it was an image of a star, the same one behind the sword on the Council banners. Runes glowed hotly throughout the door, scribed by hands in a language long forgotten. 

Michael and the others rushed forward, stopping short. 

Azrael landed heavily in front of the alter. He held his sword – Lucifer’s sword, out in front of him. I heard Raphael cough, and turned to see Gabriel had him in a choke hold, his own sword poised in warning against his face. Ephreim stood in the background with three other vessels, grinning cruelly at me. He derived considerable satisfaction from seeing my current physical state of affairs, and I looked at him with the same air of disinterest as I did everything else. Something poked me in the back of my mind, but I ignored it, feeling as though I should close my eyes and sleep. 

 “Traitor!” shouted Uriel angrily at Gabriel. “How could you? How could you forsake us, your brothers? How could you betray the Divine Principles – what you swore to protect with your very life?” 

Gabriel looked sadly at his brother, sighing. “You will never know the depths of my despair, Uriel,” he said, “You will never know my regret. But I know what must be done. I have been blind for too long, and I have finally been made to see the light.” 

“You have forsaken the light,” Michael said quietly, looking at Gabriel sadly. “You have betrayed us, your principles, the principles of our Father, for this evil creature before us,” he said, looking at Azrael with pure hatred in his dark eyes. “For the creature that you saw dwelling in the earth, banished from the world because he sought only to destroy it. To achieve his own ends. Would you be a tool for his madness, even now, Brother?” 

“Quiet, Michael!” snapped Gabriel. “I am tired of your self-righteousness and your bleating about the ‘goodness of man’ and ‘what Father would want.’ Do you see Father here now? No!” he barked, and Raphael grimaced painfully as Gabriel’s sword accidentally cut into his cheek. “He has left us here forever, Michael! Do you not see? There is no other way to return home!” 

“Then I will never return home!” shouted Michael. Gabriel pulled up, breathing heavily but still holding tightly onto a scowling Raphael. 

Michael glowered at Gabriel, the betrayal bubbling up to the surface. “I will never abandon my principles. Without them, we are no better than animals. We are no better than this coward, here, who hides in darkness, seeking ways to destroy man from pure spite and hatred! Is this what you truly aspire to?” he spat. 

“Michael. Shut. Up.” Azrael said lowly. Michael and Uriel glared hotly at Azrael, hostility seeping off them in palpable waves. “Do you not ever tire of the sound of your own voice?” he said in a taunting tone. He lowered his sword, satisfied that no move would be made while Raphael’s life was at stake. I could feel Michael’s hands dig unconsciously into my sides, and I flinched mildly. “Ahh, your pet,” he purred, coming closer. Michael stepped back. “How does she fare these days? She looks somewhat peekish,” he said, smiling warmly at me, as one looks at an infant in arms. Michael held me closer, and I saw his eyes narrow dangerously. Azrael walked back towards the altar, his hands behind him. “Michael, you do realize, Lucifer has the power to restore her - to restore her wings,” he said in a conciliatory tone. 

“I will kill you, Brother. Make no mistake about it. The first chance I get, I will kill you.” Michael whispered, and Azrael scowled, coming in close to Michael’s face.

“I would love to see you try,” he whispered. “For now, you will give me the girl, and I will allow you to leave unharmed with Raphael. She is useless to you, but Raphael is still a member of the Council. Save him and go. Carry on your futile toiling for the disgusting beasts you so love.”

“Or you could leave now, with your crew, or I will blow up the whole damn place,” said a thick Irish accent near the Seal. Azrael whipped around an expression of shock on his face. Robert stood, one hand on the Seal, and the other holding up a large, dark object with several wires protruding from it. 

“This here has enough oomph to blow up three of these places,” he said, grinning, as he waved the bomb somewhat carelessly above his head. “Maybe it won’t wreck this almighty Seal here, but it will take us all out. I think that’s enough, no?” He smiled, waving the explosive carelessly around his head as though illustrating his intent. “All I need to do is push this here button. . .”

“NO!” Azrael cried, and all hell broke loose. 

Michael set me down as gently as he could in the circumstances and leapt into the fray. I lay on my side and watched as swords clashed, as vessels fell. I heard Chase cry out in pain as a sword sank into his arm, and saw Lyric use her weapon to slash the throat of the one who had hurt her brother. Iris stood in front of Robert, fighting furiously as several attempts were made to disarm him of his bomb. Robert used his other hand to support her as he tried desperately to keep the bomb out of reach, stabbing one unfortunate creature in the eye as it screamed and fell backwards on the ground, wings flailing. One vessel nearly bested Iris, and Tristan came to her assistance, stabbing her would-be assailant in the heart and pushing his foot against the creature’s chest to dislodge his sword just as Ephreim ran to meet him. Tristan smiled, and I knew he had waited long for this opportunity. They fought in earnest, but I grew weary of watching, turning my face away. 

A vessel fell over me, disturbing me. I rolled over, pulling my arms into my chest. 

I frowned, knowing in the back of my mind I should be doing something, but the desire was not just lacking – it was continuously being pulled out of me. Every time my mind would try to rouse itself, an unseen hand would push it back, and I lay uselessly on the ground. Raphael and Uriel came very close to stepping on me as they sparred with Gabriel. I watched them for a time, Gabriel looking as though he was close to being overwhelmed often. He had great skill with a sword, perhaps more skillful than Raphael and Uriel combined. Despite this, he struggled, and several vessels ran to his aide. Raphael or Uriel would turn hastily to dispense of them, picking them off one by one as though they were no more than pests to be swatted away, then turning again to focus again on Gabriel. 

Tristan and Ephreim, meanwhile, continued in their dance of death. Each and both parried and feinted at just the right moment, at just the last second. It was beautiful to watch, as Tristan’s white hair floated around him as though spun from the light of Eden itself. Iris suddenly appeared behind Ephreim, having found an opening while she watched, and made her move.

“No, Iris, no!” shouted Tristan, just as Ephreim turned at the last moment and plunged his sword into her left wing. She cried out, falling back. She rolled onto her knees, turning her head just in time to watch as Ephreim leapt downwards, his sword poised for the death blow. She closed her eyes.

Lyric appeared out of nowhere, pushing Iris out of the way just as Ephreim’s sword connected, burying itself deeply into Lyric’s back. Iris watched with her eyes wide, catching Lyric in her arms as Ephreim withdrew his sword and turned again to Tristan as though Lyric had never existed.

“Lyriiiic. . .” Chase screamed from where he had just killed a vessel, dropping his sword and running to his sister. “No. . .oh no. . . oh no. . .” he said softly. He grabbed her body and turned it around in his arms, sinking to the ground as he held her with his eyes wide in shock. His head was shaking back and forth as though to rid the image from his mind. A pool of blood slowly grew where he sat, as Lyric’s lips moved to say something to him. A trickle of blood ran down her nose, and she coughed more blood onto Chase’s face. Iris sat frozen, her eyes wide. She too shook her head in denial. She took Lyric’s hand in hers, as Lyric’s mouth continue to open and close wordlessly, her eyes already taking on the faraway look of those whose life force was leaving their body. Chase opened his mouth in a silent sob, leaning his head back, his body shaking from devastation and loss.

“Chase,” Iris said, the word coming out as a sob. “We must. . . we must continue to. . .the fight isn’t over.”  Chase cried out, the most mournful sound I had ever heard, and he started to weep. Iris stood, grasping Chase by the arm and pulling him up.

“The fight isn’t over! You’re not safe like this!” she cried, tears running down her face. He leaned over, burying his face in Lyric’s chest, continuing to weep. Iris cried out angrily, the sound still more like a sob, and struck him hard in the back of the head with the hilt of her sword. She pushed him backwards onto the ground, where he fell limply, but he was safe now for the moment. She wiped her face hastily, turning back to the fight as blood dripped down from her wing.

Michael and Azrael were engaged in a tremendous fight that involved the air and the ground. They leapt at each other, white wings crashing against one another, their swords creating sparks as they connected. Yet Azrael had the advantage. He had something Michael did not. The most powerful sword in creation. He lashed out with it now, slicing Michael’s in half. Without blinking, Michael threw down the broken piece and picked up another that had been discarded, but not in time for Azrael to leap upon him. He kicked Michael hard, and he fell back. Azrael used the opportunity to make a vicious stab at Michael, and he rolled out of the way quickly. Michael was by far the more skilled warrior of the two – he was not the second in command during Lucifer’s reign for nothing. Michael smiled, sensing an opening, and punched Azrael hard in the stomach. Azrael recoiled, lashing out blindly with the sword as he struggled to regain his footing. Gabriel had been watching from his periphery as their fight raged on, and saw Azrael was about to lose. He spun around in a circle, using his wings as a blunt weapon, charging at Uriel and Raphael, who both fell backwards. Gabriel leaped into the air and made the distance across the room to Michael easily, tossing one vessel out of his path as though he were nothing. He grasped Michael from behind, holding his arms. Michael’s eyes opened in surprise, and Azrael smiled.

He lunged at Michael, and I knew it was about to be over. I was about to lose him forever. 

“No,” I whispered.

Suddenly, the world slowed down, everything happening in startlingly slow motion. I found I was on my feet and started walking through the fray towards Michael and Azrael. The strangeness of the vision returned, particles of dirt and light together rising upwards, circling slowly as though the laws of physics were merely musings, defying time, gravity, and logic.

I felt a tremendous sense of peace at that moment. There was death all around me, black feathers floating in the air and laying on the ground. I walked through them, feeling a lightness radiate outwards. Michael and Gabriel slowly, so slowly, turned their faces towards me, caught in the enchantment. I saw Michael’s eyes open in shock, and then shift to wonder. Gabriel mirrored his brother’s shock, but his face slowly melted into dismay as he realized the tides had changed.

 

“Will you finish what was started. . .” I heard in my mind. 

  

I looked past Michael and walked forward, as though through pools of warm water. It felt gentle and pure, and I gazed at Azrael curiously, wondering how a creature of such beauty could defile his purpose so utterly. Azrael’s face turned, shifting into a look of sheer disbelief and outrage as I reached for his sword, taking it easily from his hand. I saw his mouth shape itself into protest, but ignored it completely, turning towards the great stone altar.

Time suddenly resumed its normal course, and the clashing and crashing sounds around me picked up. Taking Lucifer’s sword in hand, I knew what to do, and slid a long line down my palm. Red swelled outwards and downwards, but slowly, as though still trapped in the enchantment of the vision. I walked forward, just as Azrael screamed, and placed my hand on the spot behind the serpent’s head, ignoring the blood from the wound as it ran down the place where I touched. I turned around, meeting Azrael’s eyes.

There was a great explosion of light all around, coming from everywhere. Coming from out of me.

All the faces in the room turned to me, the angels dropping their swords. I could see all their faces without looking, the looks of awe and fear. The archangels, all, stood rooted to their spots, unable to move for shock. The room suddenly rebuilt itself into the glory of old, the pillars and places where stone had fallen away suddenly coming back together, beautiful golden tiles glinting softly in the light.

My hand stayed in place, my golden hair flying wildly behind me and above me. I opened my eyes, not realizing they had been closed, and saw the spirits of the Guardians standing in their places around the room. Vessels fell back in fright, the Guardians huge creatures that were neither man nor angel, all with the same face, bearing expressions of serenity. I nodded to each in turn, acknowledging the long, difficult duty they had carried out with honour until their lives were taken. Their spirits held up their arms, and I closed my eyes, leaning my head back as the power of the Celestial Kingdom flowed through me, restoring me as it had the Sanctum. My Citadel robes transformed into fine armour atop skirts of white spun from the light of the Celestial Kingdom itself, blinding in its brilliance. I felt my wings suddenly re-emerge from my body and held them outstretched. Flexing them expertly, the power causing the room to shudder under the might of the celestial forces flowing out of me. The beings around me remained completely silent, staring at me with looks of bewilderment, awestruck. Most fell to their knees, humbled by the power of the Celestial Kingdom, which I felt rebuild me utterly.

I held Lucifer’s sword above my head and felt the light from the kingdom of the Father, my kingdom, my home, flow downwards to the tip of the sword, encircling my body and raising me above the ground. The sensation was profound but familiar and absolute in its naturalness. I felt the transformation, and suddenly I knew the truth in my mind. The truth the beings in the room were seeing. The truth the world would come to know. 

I was not simply the Herald.

I was Seraphiel, Second of the Order of the Most High.

 

I was Seraphim. 

 

Azrael gasped, maddened in that moment, and cried out in rage – a strangled sound, pathetic, as his hands reached up and ripped at his hair. Gabriel stared at me, his mouth open in unutterable shock. The other archangels continued to stare, unable to move. Michael’s face was a gamut of emotions. Wonder. Awe. Fear. Love. I looked at him, suddenly remembering, and realizing. We had been lovers in a time long forgotten. It all made sense now, our attraction towards each other now. His strange desire to be with me, even as a new vessel. His heart remembered. I was amazed and humbled by his having continued to love me, long after my spirit had left the mortal world. Our eyes connected and a bolt of electricity ran between us, invisible but palpable. There were so many memories that flooded my mind, I was nearly overwhelmed. I knew there would be time enough to revisit them later. I wanted to go to him, but my work was not done. 

I turned my face towards Azrael as he lunged at me, none anticipating such a reaction. None able to react in time to stop him.

I looked at him as he came for me, feeling his rage inside my heart and returning it with pity. As he fell upon me, I held my hand out, sinking it deeply into his chest. I held him where he stood, not moving as I gazed into his eyes. His mouth opened and closed in shock and anger.

“Azrael,” I said, my words ringing with richness and melody. They were beautiful even to my own ears, and I smiled. Azrael looked at me in sheer disbelief, and then realization dawned behind his eyes. He knew his end was at hand.

“You have failed, utterly, in your task. You have profaned your sacred purpose. You have desecrated the world that was gifted to you by the hand that created you. Your despair has led to your demise. No longer will you debase this plane, this world of man. Your reign of terror is at an end. So I have spoken, and so shall it be.”  

The room, and those within it, trembled at the sound of the voice that spoke. Azrael suddenly looked afraid, humbled.

He shook, and suddenly I saw him for the pitiful creature he was. “Let me return to my Father,” he whispered, a plea. I looked into his eye and saw realization had dawned there. But it was too late.

“You are banished from all of the realms of existence. Away from your father, away from the light. For this is your punishment, Azrael, and let it be known that those who do great evil will know only darkness.”  

Azrael turned his head, a tear running down his cheek. This monster who had destroyed so many lives, who had helped to ruin the wonder that was Eden, was reduced to a repentant child. I felt a great sadness as I looked upon him, but his judgment was rendered, and it was by his own hand he met his demise. I was merely the messenger.

I felt his black heart beating rapidly under my fingers and flicked them, severing the veins that led there. His eyes opened widely in shock, and he gasped in pain, gripping at my arm and trying to extract it. It was useless. I watched his eyes as they faded, and he slumped over, lifeless. 

There were gasps around the room, and then complete silence. Suddenly, a slow, but increasing cheering erupted around the place, the joy of knowing Azrael was dead almost too great to process. I turned away, ignoring Azrael’s body as it dropped to the base of the altar and placed my hand against the Seal. The room shook, and I closed my eyes, paying no mind to the dust as it fell from the ceiling.

The door illuminated in great light, the black obsidian changing to a radiant white under my hands.

“Awaken, my brothers. Dumah. Mattatron. Come forward.”  

The shaking increased, and I closed my eyes tightly. The Seal gave way, suddenly, and revealed the Disc in the small room beyond, hovering without moving in the air above the ground. A perfect, golden disc with the image of a crescent moon engraved into it, even I felt awe to look upon the thing. It was the instrument of my brothers’ awakening, the key to the Celestial Kingdom, and I felt great anticipation in my heart as I reached out and touched it.

Suddenly, the Disc disappeared under my fingers. I blinked in shock and realized it had gone somewhere beyond my reach.

“No!” I cried out, as the shaking in the Sanctum continued.

“Larin!” I heard, suddenly. I turned and saw the Guardians had disappeared. Their task in this world was fulfilled. They had moved on.

I felt the light projecting out of my body weaken, and suddenly my mind – Larin’s mind, returned. Despite the sudden loss of power, I felt restored, perfectly whole.

“Larin!” I heard again and looked quickly for Michael. 

“Michael!” I cried, falling roughly to the ground as the light of the seraphim dissipated. I knew what I was, who I was, but I was still Larin. I felt a strange shifting, a dichotomy inside me of vessel and Seraph, trying to find a comfortable balance. I felt disconcerted, knowing a great power churned below the surface. Finding it would be a matter for later. 

  The room stopped shaking but had returned to its previous state of decay and ruin. Michael leapt easily over the obstructions and landed beside me. I fell into his arms, wanting to weep with joy. My mind had returned. I had nearly lost myself, but throughout it all, Michael had been by my side. I felt irrepressible love and held him tightly, looking up into his face. His eyes radiated with happiness, with emotions that defied description. He kissed me deeply, and I returned it, wrapping my wings around us both. I felt I could not get close enough to him, I wanted to melt into him forever. We pulled away from each other reluctantly, knowing we would have to address the others soon. But I wanted to stay in this moment forever, looking into his eyes, so full of love and devotion. 

 “Thank you,” I whispered, as tears ran down my face. He leaned back his head and laughed loudly, looking back at me and shaking his head in disbelief. 

  “I knew. . . my heart knew. . .somehow. The love I had for you then is only rivalled by the love I have for you now,” he whispered and smiled. 

 “Perhaps my heart remembered too,” I smiled too, looking up again into his black eyes as they shone brightly. “I remember you, Michael. I remember us. But I am still Larin, somehow.” Michael smiled at me gently, nodding. He understood. A part of me felt frustrated, trying to reconcile my humanity with my past. Trying to explain, I said “I am Seraph. But I am always going to be me. Seraphiel is inside, somewhere. She is a part of me, and I am her, but for now, I can’t. . . I think that part of me is asleep,” I said, sighing. I didn’t know what to make of anything. There were memories suddenly, visions. I had knowledge inside me, as though an entire library had been downloaded into my mind. It would all have to be pieced together soon, but for now, I wanted to be me. The me I knew. The one who could love Michael with all her heart, as she had done before. 

  Michael nodded gently, continuing to stare at me with pure tenderness. I sighed happily, leaning my head on his shoulder. Then I gasped as something came into my view.

“My wings!” I nearly shouted, leaning back and standing up, looking at them in wonder. They were the purest, softest gold I had ever seen. 

Michael smiled, shaking his head. “It truly is a miracle. I had nearly forgotten the glorious wings of the seraphim.” I could only continue to stare at them. The light shimmered off each feather, perfect and whole. They gleamed and sparkled, and I looked back at Michael with tears in my eyes. 

 “They only rival your beauty,” he whispered, holding me close. I smiled, then remembered where we were, and what had happened. 

  “I couldn’t use the Disc, Michael,” I whispered. “I wasn’t strong enough.” Michael nodded, staring at something over my shoulder and stroking my hair. “I wasn’t able to awaken the others, my . . .brothers. . .” Gentle Dumah. Our leader, Mattatron. I was not complete without them, just as they would not be complete without me. I could remember them vaguely, in that new place in the back of my mind that had recently opened, but I knew them as surely as I could feel my heart beating in my body. 

“I know. The answers will come in time. We will discover them together, and just as we discovered you,” he said, pausing to smile at me, “we will eventually find the means to bring back the others. Of this I am certain.” 

 I looked over my shoulder and saw Uriel and Raphael behind me, both smiling widely. When I met their eyes, Raphael shook his head and Uriel surprised me by kneeling. Raphael joined him. Michael, too, stepped back and knelt. The rest of the room followed, and I looked around at all of them. 

“Gabriel. . .” I said, looking at the archangels in turn. 

“He escaped when the Disc vanished, I venture,” said Raphael, a look of sadness passing over his face. 

“He will try to free Lucifer,” I said, knowing in my heart it was true. The others nodded, also knowing the reality of our situation. Lucifer now would be the only creature who could defeat our army. I felt my strength within me, the assuredness of my purpose. I felt a sense of anticipation and excitement as I knew the knowledge would come in time. While I was not presently Seraphiel, I knew I could invoke her... invoke my powers when I grew to learn how. My mind was not ready yet, and the life I knew was gifted back to me in the meantime. I felt a sense of gratitude and peacefulness, despite knowing a great evil still lay just beyond the horizon. 

I looked around the room at the faces of my friends, the faces of my family. They all smiled, some more than others. Iris looked at me in sadness as she sat with Chase’s head in her lap, stroking his hair. He was still unconscious, and my heart ached for him. He would need much love and kinship in the days to follow. I frowned, wishing I could ease his pain. 

My eyes made contact with Tristan, who was sitting beside Ephreim’s lifeless body. He was holding a cloth to his face to stem the flow of blood, and I worried for him momentarily until he met my eyes and smiled a brilliant smile in my direction, something I had never seen him do before. The action took me off guard and I grinned at him, nodding in his direction. I spared little thought of Ephreim. His death meant as little to me as my life had meant to him, as the life of the others he had stolen in his quest to do Azrael’s bidding. Ephriem’s head was split nearly in half, his eyes staring lifelessly in a hideously twisted fashion. I sighed, thinking to leave him here, to let the desert sands reclaim his essence and wear his body away to nothing. It was a fitting end. 

Greyson stood with Robert, a hand on his shoulder in comfort as he wept for Lyric, his friend. They had endured many terrible things together until their liberation. I resolved to make her life mean something in the end. To seek ways to free the soldiers of Azrael’s army, who would undoubtedly now fly under Gabriel’s banner. 

I turned and looked up again at Michael as he put his arm around me, and we locked eyes. 

We both knew this wasn’t the end. It was only the beginning. Lucifer would awaken. I would need to find the means of defeating him. I looked down at his sword, laying harmlessly on the ground, and reached down to pick it up. I looked at it, a memory flashing through my mind of a time long ago, seen through my eyes as Seraphiel. Of Lucifer holding the blade casually over his shoulder as he stood at the edge of a cliff, looking down at the valley below. 

I took the blade now and handed it to Michael, and he slid it into the sheath at his side. We would have to keep it safe in the days to come. 

“Let’s go home,” I said softly, and the faces around turned to leave. Just as we were about to walk out, one of the others who had been collecting the dead and the wounded cried out from an area near the place where the Seal had been. 

“Over here!” he cried, looking at Michael and me. We glanced at each other briefly, then made our way quickly to the area behind the rubble, and I stopped, gasping. 

There, lying unconscious in a heap on the ground, his golden wings splayed haphazardly beside him, was my brother. 

 

Dumah. 
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Gabriel stood at the entrance to the dungeon where he knew Lucifer to be, looking around with a paranoid eye. He had quickly dispensed with the Citadel guard parties, they not being equipped to stand alone against an archangel. He ignored their bodies, sheathing his sword. Thus far the Council angels hadn’t caught up to him, but it wouldn’t be long, and he had to hurry. 

He tried not to remember the faces on his Council brothers as they stood in the Sanctum, looks of grave disappointment and hostility on their faces. He had steeled himself against the memory, the strength of his conviction as strong as ever. They would be made to see, or they would fall. 

The thought of Azrael turned his stomach. How stupid he was to attack a Seraph in full glory. They had not captured the girl, but there was always another way. He had thought of one, as he fled from the Sanctum, commanding the army to return to Solomanta in the process to begin reconstruction efforts. He anticipated no great coup in the meantime, any siege against the city his brother had constructed so painstakingly over the eons. It would now serve as Lucifer’s fortress, and it would grow stronger. Thus far there was only one Seraph, and Lucifer had the power to defeat her. 

Now he had the means to free him. 

As he escaped, he remembered the words of Leviathan before the creature had retreated to the depths of its cavern. 

 

“. . .the blood of one shall bring forth the other. . .” 

 

Larin was not simply the key to the Seal. She was the key to everything. 

Gabriel had never flown so hard, so fast before. He wasted no time making his way to the banks of Leviathan’s pool, nearly whooping in joy when he found what he was looking for. He didn’t need the girl after all. He only needed what she left behind. 

Now, he held the black feather up as he approached the room containing Lucifer and turned the thing in his hand. Sure enough, there remained traces of her blood on the feather, and he smiled, feeling the magic within respond to his approach. 

The tunnels shook, but he strode forward. Walking into the room, he called his brother’s name. 

There was a stirring sound amongst the quaking all around, of great metal chinks as they slid across the ground. Silver eyes came under the light of the only torch in the room, squinting at him with hostility. A low growl was heard beyond the veil that held him. 

“I have come, my brother. Let us fly!” 

Gabriel held the feather out, pushing it with great difficulty through the barrier. There was a great explosion as the walls shifted menacingly, ready to cave in at any moment. 

Gabriel’s breath caught within his throat as a white hand grasped him there, squeezing painfully. He gasped, choking, as the hand continued to squeeze. He looked down frantically at the silver eyes staring back at him, narrowed into slits and full of malice. He resisted the urge to fight, to pry the hand away to demonstrate his submission. Gabriel made a choking sound as he felt himself losing consciousness. Just as suddenly, he was being dragged through the tunnel with lightning speed, and then upwards and upwards. They emerged through the entrance just as it collapsed in on itself, the dungeon sealed forever with the secrets of the great monster it had held within. 

Gabriel rolled over in the snow, grasping his throat and coughing harshly. He looked over at a bare foot, the metal shackle hanging down, the link holding it having been ripped off. He looked upwards, past the rags, and saw his brother staring off into the distance, before snapping his head round to look at Gabriel. 

“Bring me my sword,” said Lucifer. 
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