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CHAPTER
ONE

 He could feel the heat as his
body plummeted; molecules of oxygen, nitrogen and carbon ignited
around him as he approached the blanket of ebony clouds. His
ethereal form began to change as tissue and flesh crawled across
bones that had not been there moments before.

A heart that
only just started beating was slowly enclosed by a hardened cage,
while layers of muscle and skin sealed the precious organ in a
sculpted chest. Skeletal fingers writhed in the agony of the
transformation as nerves formed and were immediately exposed to the
searing pain of the passing atmosphere. Cloudy eyes appeared
underneath a curtain of eyelids, striking blue orbs that gained
more and more clarity as time inched along.

The descent
seemed to go on forever.

A mouth that
had just formed lips grimaced through the torment, the roar of the
wind muting any sound it could have made. The tan skin, despite the
heat and debris that littered the air, seemed to glow. It rejected
the burns that should have marred it. Instead, black markings began
to appear on the delicate flesh, growing and twisting, forming
ornate patterns and symbols.

The figure
forced its eyes open, only for an instant. Just in time to bear
witness as it crashed into the wall of darkness. Thunder roared as
tongues of lightning kissed the newly formed body. The storm should
have killed it, should have overloaded its nervous system, but it
refused to give in. The rushing wind sounded like screams echoing
in the darkness, begging it to join them in their anguish. A storm
of ice and rain raged within the clouds, each drop like a bug
biting its glowing skin but leaving no mark.

And then
suddenly it was over. The naked body broke through the black clouds
and could see once again. With each second, the being drew closer
and closer to the ground. Its eyes watered as it strained to keep
them open. With only a single breath left, it allowed itself the
luxury of blinking.

The figure
crashed into a forest of dead and withering trees, punching into
the dirt like a bullet tearing into flesh. Earth and stones erupted
into a plume of dust, forced outwards in a sphere that flattened
the trees into a ring of barren wood. Amid the dust cloud, a shadow
of a figure emerged. Tall, muscular, with cropped dark hair and tan
skin, Uriel stepped out of the crater, rolling his stiff
shoulders.

It was strange
being on Earth once again. The experience was not a common one for
an angel, but even less so for an archangel. He rubbed the stinging
dust out of his eyes. Dirt was not something found in Heaven, and
now he stood in a world that was covered with it. He felt a snug,
metallic ring around his neck, perfectly smooth save for the finest
of engravings. It was his halo, the symbol that he was a warrior of
Heaven. It was a symbol he bore with pride.

But it was one
that would have to be hidden if he wanted to survive and walk
freely in this new Earth. Neither the archangel nor any of Heaven’s
denizens had any idea how the planet had been changed in the years
after they lost the war. The black clouds of Hell obscured their
vision from Heaven, a curtain that grew thicker with each victory
the infernal hordes claimed. Merely breaking through the barrier
had taken its toll on the angel. Uriel had only just arrived, and
he could barely steady himself.

The archangel
glanced down at his physical body, no longer naked but fully
clothed. His garments always manifested just as his body did, a
transformation that still—even after thousands of millennia—was not
fully understood by him. He found himself in sorry shape however,
and already longed for the days when his physical form would boast
shining plates of armor. Now he wore dark, near-tattered pants and
a duster that almost went to his knees. It was light enough to
fight in but would still protect his body from the elements. His
boots were on the heavy side, at least for human footwear, as was
the black leather vest that he wore over his chest.

Some armor
is better than none, he thought. But Heaven must be truly
waning for this to be the best we have.

At his hips
were two knives with four sister blades on his belt at his back. On
his left, Uriel’s blade hung in its sheathe, completing the only
physical weapons he brought with him. Even with his familiarity
with the blades and the knowledge that they had tasted the flesh of
countless demons, Uriel thought himself underequipped, as naked as
when he had been falling. Humans had become voracious in their
advancement of weaponry since he had last visited the planet.
Compared to some of the technology and guns that they had created,
Uriel’s weapons seemed like relics.

He laughed at
the mere thought of the weapons, that his Father would allow the
humans to craft something that could kill even angels. Though it
would take more than one shot to fell him, Uriel had no desire to
join the nothingness that awaited his kind when they died, not when
he finally had his chance to fight back against the creatures that
ruled this new Earth.

He had his
magic, too. He could heal and destroy, do things that humans could
hardly fathom. But much of his power was drawn directly from
Heaven, a connection that was, at best, flickering. The black
clouds of Hell did not just shroud his vision, but anything holy.
Uriel was oppressed under their smothering weight, his powers a
fraction of what they should be. All of Heaven knew that the clouds
enveloping the world were just one of the ways Lucifer secured his
hold on the planet. Uriel still had some powerful abilities at his
disposal, but he knew that he would be relying on his physical
weapons more than his divine ones.

He could feel
the tattoos that covered his body pulsing, trying to establish that
link to his home, but to no avail. He realized then that those,
too, would need to be covered. While his vestments already shrouded
most of his body, his face was completely exposed. The archangel
stooped down, grabbed the burnt dirt at his feet and wiped it on
his face, creating a haphazard mask. He spat as some of it got in
his mouth and wiped it away when it stung his eyes. It was a poor
attempt at hiding the lines and patterns that crisscrossed his
face, but it would have to do.

It was
impossible to describe angels in their natural form. They just
were. But when they descended to Earth they were very much
physical, very much mortal. It made them vulnerable, but most
compensated with martial and magical prowess. Though even that had
not been able to save them from being overrun. The legions of Hell
were too powerful. Heaven stood no chance in the war. Now, these
long years later, this planet belonged to them.

There was no
sun to guide his way or give him direction, just a reddish-grey
light that permeated the world. It did not matter. Directions would
be useless in a world where he knew nothing of its landscape. But
Uriel could reach out all around him, using his angelic senses to
detect nearby evil.

The archangel
quickly discovered that, like his other abilities, his senses were
dulled by the thick, black clouds hanging above. Any presence
around him felt more like a fleeting shadow than a life. He could
not focus on a single target, but something was nagging at his
senses. Far off in the distance he felt a great, radiating evil,
stronger than the rest. Uriel figured that, if he wanted to learn
about this new world, that dense evil would be as good a place as
any to start.

The angel’s
feet crushed ancient leaves and desiccated branches as he walked
through the skeleton of the forest, small cloudbursts of dirt and
dust rising with each step. A brief thought crossed the angel’s
mind, and he wondered whether all the branches were indeed pieces
of trees, not the bones of beasts, men or even his slain brothers
and sisters. He forced the thought from his mind and focused on
that which he knew for certain.

The forest was
barren, but the shadows cast by the trees were unnaturally dark and
encroaching. It presented both a blessing and a curse—the darkness
allowed him to move without prying eyes observing his movement, but
also prevented him from seeing anything that moved around him.

It was a far
cry from what the planet was before the war. The world had once
been lush and beautiful. Uriel would spend days gazing upon the
beauty of his Father’s creations, marveling in the vast oceans and
sprawling countryside. Nothing was like that in Heaven. The
denizens of Heaven were not physical beings and needed no such
wonders. They only adopted a physical body when they descended to
the more material realms.

As the
skeletal trees began to thin and their dark shroud faded, Uriel
realized he was reaching the edge of his cover. The closer he came
to the threshold, the more the darkness that limited his vision
weakened and his full sight returned to him. When he finally
cleared the forest of skeletons, the angel emerged into a small
town.

Or rather,
what used to be a town. A handful of the buildings still stood, but
most appeared to have been burned to the ground or smashed to
pieces. A dirt road ran through the town, but both its entrance and
exit seemed to have been reclaimed by the forest. Combined with its
unnatural darkness, Uriel wondered how dead the forest really
was—or if it too were some ravenous, dark organism. Any human
taking refuge in the town would never be able to intentionally find
their way out of the dark woodland, their starved and lost bodies
inevitably becoming nutrients for the brush. The archangel was
thankful that he had some sort of destination, that he could feel
the evil in the distance.

He could not
sense anything in the town, however, nor in the surrounding forest.
He did not know how reliable his perception was yet, but he
imagined that such ruins would not be home to anything more than
rats. The archangel, as silent as the empty buildings he
approached, walked into the town along its single dirt road.

Had there
been more? the angel thought. Has the darkness consumed all
but these few buildings?

It was
possible, as Uriel could see only a half-dozen houses or their
remnants, some sort of shop, and a broken building at the end of
the road. No community could survive with so little, not with the
hordes of Hell festering across the planet.

The archangel
walked up to the first house he came to and peered inside. The
occupants had left in a hurry. Uriel could still see dinnerware on
the table, stained with the shadow of an old, rotted meal that had
long since been abandoned. A pair of wineglasses sat upon the
table, one toppled over at the foot of the other. The floor beside
the table was stained and covered in mold growing from the contents
of a bottle of wine that had rolled off and shattered years
ago.

Through
another window he saw toys scattered on the floor next to a couch
and pictures of young children with their parents adorning the
wall, all of them covered in a thick layer of dust. No violence had
tainted this house, but Uriel could not help but wonder whether the
occupants had made it far.

The next house
painted a very different scene. The windows were covered with
planks of wood, nailed from the inside. The door had been torn away
from its frame, creating a jagged, splintered entrance. The angel
stepped inside the building and was immediately shaken with
sorrow.

Pictures and
tables had been smashed and overturned in every room. A cabinet,
toppled over, lay atop a crushed human skeleton, bony arms
protruding from each side. Its skull, however, was nowhere to be
found. In the kitchen Uriel discovered a skeletal arm, desiccated
fingers still loosely grasping a meat cleaver. The archangel
grimaced as he found the matching arm on the other side of the
room, while the rib cage and a leg were perched atop the kitchen
counter. The remaining leg, like the other body’s head, was
absent.

The archangel
ascended the stairs to the second floor. He knew he was not going
to find anyone up there but felt an urge to look nonetheless. The
first bedroom did not show many signs of a struggle, save for the
closet door lying in splinters, torn from its hinges.

The next room
could not have been more different. Uriel guessed that it had once
been painted a light blue, but much of the walls were covered in
old, dried blood, giving them a cracked, reddish-brown coat. Claw
marks were the only other decorations on the wall, but something
else drew the angel’s eye. On the small bed in the far corner of
the room sat a pile of bones.

Treading
carefully over the dried patches of blood and rotted flesh, Uriel
approached the grisly mound and looked at the yellowed remains. He
saw a combination of all sizes and body parts. A handful of skulls
were mixed with femurs, ribs and hip bones. The angel nearly winced
at the sight of the smallest of bones, limbs that could not have
belonged to children more than a few years old. It was all he
needed to see before he turned and left the macabre scene.

The remaining
two houses looked much like the first, but with more signs of
panic. All of the buildings had been coated in a thick layer of
dust, and the angel knew that no one had lived in any of them for
years. Every now and then the wind would rush through the
dilapidated structures, creating the sound of a distant scream.
Some noises were easily excused, the wooden panels of the houses
straining as the air rushed through their seams. Others sounded too
visceral, too panicked, for the archangel to find a logical
explanation.

A small store
sat across from the ruins of two houses. Uriel felt no need to
examine the destroyed homes. Instead, he entered through the front
door of the shop. A small bell announced him as he walked through.
The inside of the building was also undisturbed, the aisles of
shelves still stocked with cans of food. Anything not in cans had
been eaten by vermin and scavengers years ago, their only memories
manifested as black stains on shelves and stands. The store
confirmed the archangel’s suspicion that this town had not been
looted. Whatever had come through here had the sole intention of
spilling blood. Some supplies were missing, but the widespread
looting that Uriel had witnessed during the first months of the
war, before the planet was smothered in darkness, was not
evident.

A ladder in
the back room led to the roof of the store. After taking it two
rungs at a time, Uriel opened a hatch to the outside. It was a
concrete surface with a low wall enclosing the edge. Two vents
protruded from the shop below, and something black nestled behind
them drew Uriel’s eye. He walked over and recognized the stock of a
gun.

The
archangel’s heart skipped at the prospect of one of the weapons.
His enthusiasm faded as quickly as it appeared, however, when the
weapon came farther into view. It was the stock of a gun, the
trigger and loading mechanism as well. But the other half of the
gun was a metre away. The weapon, some sort of rifle, had been
snapped in half by an inhuman force. Bullet casings littered the
ground around it, both large and small. At one time, there had been
a second, smaller gun, but it was impossible to know how long ago
it had been taken.

Sitting
against the vent, hidden from the angel previously, was the body of
a human, a man from the looks of the clothing that remained. Pieces
of fabric and remnants of flesh still loosely clung to the bones,
but he had been dead for a while. His rib cage had been smashed in,
now only a hollow chasm in his chest. Demons, always finding ways
of torturing humans, were fond of ripping out the hearts of their
victims and consuming them in front of their prey. Claw marks on
the low surrounding wall painted the picture enough for Uriel. He
could almost see the terrible creatures climbing onto the roof,
closing in on the panicked survivor.

One building
was left for the angel to examine, so he simply stepped onto the
small lip that enclosed the roof and dropped to the ground below.
After landing on his feet, Uriel made his way to the final
building. Its ruinous state made it difficult to recognize from a
distance, but soon Uriel realized the structure for what it used to
be.

The wood was
charred and barely standing. The tall roof had collapsed in on
itself, crushing the wooden pews inside. Shattered pieces of
stained glass covered the ground, most of it burnt and blackened.
Uriel walked through what was left of the scorched church, stepping
over and ducking under the fallen beams. Many of the ashes had been
blown away, but piles of debris and burnt bones remained in the
corners and crevices of the broken holy site.

Only the far
wall had been left standing, but the archangel’s heart sank when he
saw it. At the base of the wall were thousands of human bones from
dozens of bodies, piling upwards towards the centre of the wall. At
its apex was an unholy mockery—human bones tied together in the
shape of an inverted cross. The bones appeared to have been smeared
with blood at one point, but much of the dark substance, browned
with age, had been worn away by time and the elements. All around
the gruesome icon were derogatory slurs written in the same dried,
chipped blood that the cross was coated in.

“Disgusting,”
the angel whispered with malice. He could not leave such a tragedy
standing.

Both angels
and demons knew that an inverted cross did not carry any true
meaning. It was a symbol that struck fear in all humans, regardless
of their faith or their saints. It was a symbol of evil, one that
was adopted, not created, by Hell. Nonetheless, it was an affront
to Uriel’s mission. It was an insult to the light he would bring to
the world.

Being careful
not to step on the fragile bones, Uriel moved as close as he could
and gently removed the tragic icon from the wall. It was a slow
process, but the angel did not want any of the bones to break.
Though it might have been futile, Uriel knew that the dead needed
to be respected, even if they had been in such a state for years.
He lowered the makeshift crucifix to the ground and drew one of his
daggers. The old ropes, weathered and aged, came away easily and
the bones tumbled away from each other. Some of the ancient
skeletal pieces crumbled when they hit the ground, but most stayed
intact. Uriel moved the unbound bones back into the pile with the
others and dropped to his knees on the charred wood in front of the
mound.

The archangel
pressed his hands together in front of his chest and began his
whispered prayers. He spoke in Angelic, the tongue of angels, most
of which was not even translatable to a human language. In the
times before the apocalypse, such a prayer would carry all the way
to Heaven and safely ferry the souls of the dead with them. The
words of angels had a power of their own but were not nearly
powerful enough to break through the black clouds that smothered
the planet. It meant no souls had been taken to Heaven since they
had lost the war.

The angel’s
eyes flashed open midprayer. How could he be so foolish? On this
new Earth, under the black clouds, a prayer would be sensed by any
of Hell’s creatures that were nearby. Its power was weak, but it
would not go unnoticed. As if in response, he heard a piercing howl
in the distance.


Hellhounds.

Alone the
creature posed no threat to an angel. Even a pack would be
hard-pressed to take down a lone warrior of Heaven. It was not the
pack that he was worried about, however. It was the attention the
beasts would draw. If a pack of hellhounds were to find him, other
creatures would soon join in the hunt.

“Watch over
us,” the angel finished in a human tongue. He rose to his feet and
sprinted back into the forest, towards the great evil he felt. The
infernal wolves were fast. He would just have to be faster.


CHAPTER
TWO

 It had been hours since the
archangel left the derelict town, but howls and snarls still bit at
his heels. He had ventured once more into the smothering darkness
of the forest and had taken off in the direction of the great evil
he was sensing. The closer he came to the source, the more
convinced Uriel became that this was not some single great entity.
To be drawing him from this far away, the feeling was more like the
dark resonance of tens of thousands of evil creatures.

Despite being
able to sense the dense evil in the distance, the archangel
struggled to detect individual entities around him. He heard the
hellhounds chasing him through the forest, but he could not sense
them. No matter how much he focused, no matter how much he extended
his senses, it was as if he were blind.

Uriel’s
weakness under the black clouds worried him. He stopped in his
tracks, listening for the encroaching pack. He thought he heard
snapping branches and rustling fur in the darkness around him, but
he could not be sure. The archangel readied himself for a fight,
but none came. Whether the hounds were biding their time or if
Uriel was just being paranoid, the angel did not wait to find
out.

Without giving
it another thought, Uriel sprinted off again. This time he pumped
his legs even faster than before, leaping over thick, withered
roots and bounding over creek beds that had long ago run dry. Dead
branches scratched at his exposed face and grabbed at his long
jacket, like skeletal fingers trying to hinder the angel’s
progress.

Uriel’s
physical body did not fatigue as quickly as any earthly being. Even
infernal creatures could not match the endurance of an angel, save
for maybe the most powerful of demons. Another hour passed before
Uriel came to the edge of the dark arbors once more. The darkness
faded as the reddish glow of the world filled his vision. Though it
was nothing like the light of the sun, this low dim barely limited
the angel’s sight.

The ground was
flat as far as the eye could see. The dying frames of trees became
sparse and the dry, cracked ground peeked through the thinning
blanket of twigs and debris. How the trees survived at all, even in
their naked state, was a wonder to the angel. Much of the landscape
appeared to be uniform in this new Earth. The land was dry and
shattered, and the flora all appeared to be clinging to life. Few
examples of natural wildlife were left. Anytime Uriel thought he
saw a bird or small animal, he was disgusted when he noticed extra
eyes, fierce fangs or any other multitude of hellish features. Even
the lowly squirrel was replaced by some form of devilish rodent,
its feet boasting wicked claws and spines lining its back. Nothing
of this planet even resembled its former self.

Snarls came
from behind him, but the hellhounds never revealed themselves from
within the darkness. The beasts preferred to herd their prey and
ambush it as a pack. Uriel stood confidently, defying them. It
bought the archangel some time to think about his next step, but
only a moment.

The angel
realized that he had also been relying on the darkness of the dead
forest, and he was completely exposed without it. Any wandering
demon, infernal creature or flying monster would spot him in a
heartbeat. The archangel rushed under a nearby copse of trees. The
branches were bare, but so entangled in one another that they
provided a sufficient canopy from above, and the trunks were able
to adequately hide his muscled form.

Normally, the
archangel would take this small rest to list off a short prayer, a
small message back up to Heaven. But considering the effects of his
last effort, Uriel opted against it. Instead, he closed his eyes
and focused as hard as he could, trying to pinpoint the location of
the evil presences around him. Hundreds of years ago, the angel
would be able to at least discern the general location of an
entity, though the exact number and size of the beasts would be
unknown to him. With his connection to Heaven limited, the
once-easy feat was now hampered.

Still, the
concentration of evil, though a long way off, was vibrant in his
mind. Never before had Uriel encountered so many dark beings in one
place. The archangel concentrated again, trying to gauge the
distance between himself and the cluster of evil. His mission was
to renew the fight on Earth, to rally whatever humans or angels
might still be alive. It was impossible for him and the rest of
Heaven’s angels to formulate a cohesive plan on the other side of
those black clouds, but if Uriel could find some allies, perhaps
they could break through the ebony ceiling. If any angel could do
it, it was Uriel. Now that he was under the weight of the black
clouds, though, such a feat seemed impossible. Still, if they could
open a passage to Heaven, then they might get a second chance at
redeeming themselves.

He was
suddenly interrupted by another pang in his mind, one that he had
not felt for many years. The feeling was not a warning, not an
indicator of something evil. It was a feeling of something good,
something…innocent.

A child.

Uriel
recognized the warmth of innocence. But he found it hard to believe
that a human child could survive amid all this carnage. Even if it
was protected by others, raising a child in this world would be
costly. Suddenly, Uriel was less concerned about the evil in the
distance and more concerned with this single spark of
innocence.

He would have
to find the child quickly; though most hellish creatures did not
have the same perception that angels did, few places existed where
a child or group could effectively hide in the desolate fields and
dying forests that Uriel had seen.

The child’s
presence was in the same direction as the great evil that Uriel
felt, which could have masked the soul’s pure nature. Uriel glanced
around, making sure no eyes were on him, and began dashing from
cover to cover. The pace was agonizingly slow.

His movements
became hastier when he entered another graveyard of trees. He could
feel the emanations of innocence without effort now, its source
just beyond the ghastly wooden corpses. Through the trees he could
see the outline of what appeared to be a small cottage, two stories
tall but in dire need of repair. Pieces of siding hung off the
walls and the roof sagged along the side closest to Uriel. It
looked as if it could collapse at any moment, yet it was more of a
haven than Uriel had seen since leaving the abandoned town.

Still, the
sight gave Uriel pause. How could a group of humans and a child
survive out here? Surely demons would have checked the solitary
building. And once the demons caught the scent of a child, they
would be relentless in their pursuit of it. It did not matter to
the archangel though, not now. If humans were in the house, they
would undoubtedly be happy to see an angel. If Uriel was wrong…

He couldn’t
be. The archangel refused to believe anything else.

With a quick
glance around and to the sky, Uriel dashed for the house. With
every step he took, something else bit at his senses. Something
about this house was wrong, something that the archangel couldn’t
see. It felt solid enough as he flattened himself against its side,
taking what little cover he could. The walls seemed to hum with
some sort of power, but Uriel could not tell if it was malign or
not.

The archangel
ignored the warning bells in his mind. A child was inside! He could
take care of whatever dangers might present themselves.

Uriel glanced
at one of the windows but found it boarded up from the inside. The
same was said for its twin farther down the wall, but a quick scan
revealed the windows on the second floor to be free of any
barricades. The archangel considered climbing up and through one of
the windows, but the state of the wall in front of him made him
doubt he could do so quietly. Silently, he continued around the
house, looking for other ways inside.

He spotted a
door around the back of the cottage and crept over to it, hiding as
much of his lean, muscled frame as he could. The dirt and sharp,
brown grass around the doorway showed signs of travel, most of it
going down towards a dried ditch or creek that disappeared in the
flat landscape.

With another
quick glance around, the angel slowly turned the doorknob, alarmed
to find it unlocked but relieved to maintain some measure of
stealth. The angel slipped through the door, closing it quietly
behind him. As he stepped into the house, Uriel realized that it
was not only a physical threshold he was crossing but some other
kind as well, something not of this world.

The archangel
drew one of his daggers, its blade pointed down as he crept through
what seemed to be the kitchen of the decrepit house. The building
was in dire need of repair and, from what Uriel understood about
humans, was barely hospitable. Decrepit wallpaper hung loosely on
the walls, and it appeared that the walls had been vandalized
before or during the war.

A quick
inspection revealed disturbances in the dust and dirt that clung to
the floor and other surfaces in the room. The marks on the
floor—mud tracked in from the outside—showed two sets of
footprints. The smaller footprints clearly belonged to a child, but
they were mixed among larger boots as well. Was someone protecting
the child? Or was something keeping it for a more sinister
reason?

Uriel remained
tense. He could not sense another human within the house. Even with
some sin, almost every human had an innocence within their soul
that the angel should be able to sense, especially within such
close proximity. If a human was in the house, or any other creature
for that matter, it was intentionally hiding its presence from
angels.

Uriel used the
fingertips of his free hand to open a large pantry, making sure no
unwanted guests were within. All he found were mostly bare shelves,
stocked with just a handful of cans. Some of them were already
opened and empty. The archangel had turned to leave the kitchen
when he heard a creak from above him. Uriel sprang into action,
drawing a second dagger and rushing through the rooms on the first
floor of the house until he found the stairs. Leaping up two and
three at a time, the angel quickly ascended to the top floor.

He slowed
again, peeking into each room as he passed. The sound he heard came
from the room farthest down the hallway. As he crept closer, he
felt something new, something that the archangel vaguely
recognized. It seemed like a contained evil, a feeling that might
emanate from a lowly demon, but something was smothering it. And it
was next to the child. He could clearly sense that now. Whatever it
was, every bit of Uriel’s instinct considered it a threat to both
him and the child.

Finally, the
archangel reached the last door in the hallway. His hand reached
out, only to find that this door was locked. He cringed at the
noise the doorknob made, ruining whatever element of surprise he
may have had. It did not matter now. He had to act. Uriel
positioned himself in front of the door, tightened his grip on his
blades and kicked the wooden barrier. The rotted frame easily gave
way under his foot and the door swung open. He heard a sharp twang
from the room, just enough warning for him to jerk out of the
doorway in time to see an arrow fly past him, embedding itself in
the wall behind where he had been standing. The arrow just grazed
him, cutting through the sleeve of his loose jacket without
touching his skin.

The angel
scolded himself for his haste. He was one of Heaven’s most skilled
warriors but had barely avoided the simplest of ambushes. No doubt
his adversary had another arrow aimed at the door, which made it
difficult for Uriel to storm in. And whatever it was, it was
still right next to the child, making any assault dangerous. It
also stopped him from flooding the room with divine fire.

“Please, I
mean you no harm,” Uriel said loud enough for whoever was in the
room to hear. “I merely want to ensure the child’s safety.”

“The kid’s
fine. Now leave us alone!” came the reply, a female voice.

The assurance
was not satisfactory for the angel. Some panic was in that voice,
and panic could make her dangerous.

“Please, just
allow me a moment. I promise my intentions are only good,” the
angel insisted.

“Get the fuck
out of here, or the next arrow goes in your throat.”

Uriel could
tell that he was not going to make any progress here. He could do
nothing for fear of harming the child, but he was the Fire of God.
And with that fire came light, a divine, heavenly source of
brilliance. The angel was still wary of using any magic, but he
needed to make sure the child was all right. Any consequences could
be dealt with later.

Back against
the wall, he sheathed one of his blades and moved his hand into the
doorway, palm facing into the room. With a thought, white light
erupted from the angel’s hand, filling the room with a blinding
flash. Uriel waited a brief second, long enough for the predictable
arrow to fly through the door, before he entered the room and moved
around its edge. The archangel recognized various human furniture:
a bookshelf, a bed, a dresser. From the faded paint and colors
throughout the room, he reasoned that it had belonged to a young
girl. It was by no means a large room, but Uriel still wanted to
distance himself from the child and the female presence. Before
whoever the woman was could recover, the angel toppled the
bookshelf onto its side to use as cover.

“Damn angels!”
cried the female voice.

Uriel’s
interest was piqued. Clearly this was not the first time she had
met a warrior of Heaven.

“Yes, I am an
angel,” Uriel said, trying to prove his intentions. “I am a friend.
Please, let me make sure everything is okay.” The suppressed evil
Uriel had sensed before seemed to grow stronger, but still
something restrained it. Uriel could feel divine energy gathering
in his hands, ready to fight for this child’s life if he needed
to.

“Friend? You
think we have friends?” the voice scoffed. “Angels, demons, humans.
You’re all the same.”

“Go away!”
came a second female voice, this one much younger. The voice of a
child.

“Please, I
come in the service of our Father.” Uriel was relieved to hear the
child, even if it protested his presence.

“God isn’t our
father,” the older voice stated, hesitating before continuing. “He
couldn’t give less of a shit about us.”

After a
moment’s thought, Uriel tossed the dagger he held onto the floor,
away from him, a gesture of surrender. “Please, I simply wish to
speak.” The angel began to stand, hoping whoever this was would not
shoot another arrow at him. It would not kill him, but the angel
had felt the sting of arrows before, and it was not an experience
he wished to repeat.

Tentatively,
the female voice replied. “Fine. But come any closer and you’re
dead.”

Uriel did not
know whether the voice spoke the truth, but no more arrows came his
way.

The archangel
turned and viewed the pair in full for the first time. The child
was young, but Uriel was not a good judge of human age. She had
long blonde hair that might have been curly if it had not been
dirty and matted. Striking blue eyes shone from a pale complexion.
She was skinny, but not sickly so. In a world so inhospitable, the
child seemed to be surviving. The angel smiled.

Uriel’s eyes
then shifted to the other figure. She was taller, with deep, black
hair but the same pale complexion. The angel guessed that she was
maybe two decades old, but her hardened expression and demeanor
belied an experience beyond her years. Her face was sharp, her
expression hardened. The way the woman stood, protectively in front
of the child, told the angel that she was the reason this girl had
survived for so long. But then her eyes met his, and Uriel saw
their striking red color. Rage swelled within the angel as he
recognized the creature for what it truly was.

“Demon spawn!”
he roared as he drew a dagger once more, his own eyes turning an
unnatural white.

The creature,
a cambion Uriel now knew, hissed at the angel and drew a knife of
her own. The knife belonged in a kitchen but looked sharp
nonetheless.

“Stop!” the
blonde child screamed.

Uriel’s rage
subsided when he realized that she clung tightly to the leg of the
cambion. “Give me the child,” Uriel commanded, “and I may spare
your life.”

“You touch
her, you die,” the beast said coldly. The creature was half-demon,
half-human, the product of an unholy union. Despite its human
appearance, the thing fueled an innate anger within Uriel.

“Bringing the
girl back to your wretched father?”

“You don’t
know a thing about our father!”

The cambion’s
words confused the archangel, and not for the first time. “I’m not
like them. I’m not one of those fucking animals.”

A tear trailed
from the corner of her eye, and her arm tightened around the young
girl. Not the tightening grasp of a predator securing its prey, but
a protective hold. She held the knife out defensively, protecting
both her and the human child. Uriel could see the weapon trembling
in her hand. The cambion truly cared about the girl.

Uriel did not
trust the monster, could barely stand to look at it, but he
sheathed his blade. If for nothing more than the sake of the child,
the archangel held out his empty palms.

“All right,
demon, you have your chance.”

The cambion
visibly relaxed. Her shoulders dropped, but her knife remained in
her hand.

“Tell me why
you protect this child, and why she has survived when so many
others have died.”

“Well, the
second part’s easy,” the woman explained. “As you so politely
pointed out, I am not entirely…human. The demon in me, the monster,
is vile. But it’s gotten us this far. This darkness is just like
any other demon. It’s strong. I may not be as powerful as you, or
even like actual demons, but I can survive. We have been for seven
years.”

The cambion
motioned to the window, and Uriel’s eyes followed, just for a
second. He only now realized that a blood sigil was on it. In fact,
Uriel remembered that it was not the first one he had seen in the
house. They had been on the walls and windows downstairs, but he
had mistaken them for vandalism in his haste. He was so set on
saving the child that he had not even thought to look for any sort
of rune.

“These hide us
from the demons and those other things. They completely hide the
house. Apparently, it doesn’t work on angels, though.”

“Why hide from
them? You are like them. Hell would willingly call itself your
home.”

“I’m nothing
like them!” the cambion yelled. “You don’t think I’ve tried? You
think I haven’t tried to find something—anything—safer than
this? They beat me, did awful, terrible things to me. I wanted them
to kill me, but that wouldn’t have been as fun for them.” The
cambion wrapped her arms around the little girl, who looked as if
she was going to cry. “We’ve been through more than any sisters
should. All because of who—of what—our father is.”

“What do you
mean our?” Uriel asked, looking at the child. The creature
had made the claim more than once, but there was no way a demon
sired such innocence.

The cambion
sat on the bed, guiding the small girl with her. “Sit, angel,” the
creature said, motioning to the overturned bookshelf. “Let me tell
you exactly what we are. Maybe I can convince you to spare us.”

 


***

 


“Years ago,
before this all began, before either of us were born, there was a
woman. She was perfect, the envy of all who ever laid eyes upon
her. She was blessed with beauty—golden curls that danced as she
walked, piercing blue eyes that were so gorgeous you could only
look at them for a few seconds. Anymore and you would find yourself
feeling unworthy of the sight. She was a tiny creature, delicate
and soft.

“Despite how
she radiated beauty, she refused the approaches of each and every
man, waiting for the one she knew must be coming. You see, she was
an extremely devout woman. She prayed every night to a God who
would soon turn His back on the world, praying that one day she
would find the soul that was praying to find hers just as hard. And
so great was her beauty that all men, even those she turned away,
still loved her, for her kindness and compassion extended to
everyone. If anyone were deserving of having their prayers
answered, it was her.

“But one
evening, when she finished praying, something else, something
terrible answered. It was that night that the war between Heaven
and Hell began. She heard screams and cries of pain from outside
her window as death spilled onto the streets. She dared to steal a
glance and saw the carnage of angels and demons, humans and
monstrosities, all tearing each other to pieces. The roads ran red
with the blood of the people she loved, wet like the tears that
fell from her eyes as they witnessed the end of the world.

“She ran,
terrified, trying to find some place that was safe from the
violence. Still, every night she prayed. Every night, God continued
to ignore her prayers as the legions of Heaven were obliterated.
Not all hope was lost, though. She managed to find some familiar
faces. People who remembered her kindness and generosity, people
who took her in. For years they survived, their numbers slowly
dwindling until there were only a handful of them left. Nowhere was
safe. Each night was spent in fear, every day running.

“Late one
night, while she slept, a legion of demons descended upon the small
group. They slaughtered without mercy, reveling in the orgy of
blood and pain. But they did not kill her. How could they? With her
beauty, even after the carnage of the apocalypse, they could not
bring themselves to waste such a prize. Instead, they used her as
an example, to mock the God that had given her these looks. They
cut her and burned her. They tore at her flesh and made her scream
until her throat was raw. But it still wasn’t enough. The leader of
the demons leaned down to her swollen, unrecognizable face and
heard her murmuring, praying to God in hopes that, somehow, He
would protect her. The demon laughed in her face, then whispered in
her ear, ‘I have a message for your almighty God.’ He laughed as he
raped her, laughed at her broken body, laughed upwards at God, who
created such a beautiful woman that was now nothing more than a
demon’s plaything.

“They did not
kill the woman. They left her there, broken and crippled. For days
she lay in the pool of blood and bodies left in the horde’s wake.
But the whole time she felt it, a darkness growing inside her, and
she knew that she carried the demon’s seed. So, there she stayed,
waiting to die, not capable of moving or even opening her eyes.
Then, just as she was about to give in, to let death come for her
like it had for everyone she had ever known, she felt
something.

“She couldn’t
explain it, but it was warm, and it was good. She felt it draw
closer and closer, and the thing in her womb stirred at its
presence. She managed to whimper a noise, sounding almost like the
‘hello’ she was hoping for. Suddenly, she felt warming hands on her
bruised and bloodied flesh. She tried to open her eyes, but they
were swollen shut. The grim thought of whether she even had eyes
anymore dawned on her. ‘Do not worry,’ said a gentle voice, ‘I am
an angel of the Lord.’

“The woman
would have smiled, but each breath seemed like a conscious effort.
‘Your suffering is over now,’ the voice continued, ‘I can fix you
if you so desire. But know that the demon who defiled you left his
seed. It has conceived twins, two half-human, half-demon children
inside of your body. If I heal you, the creatures will likely kill
you as you give birth. Which, judging from their maturity, is
imminent.’

“The voice
hesitated before giving an alternative option. ‘However, you have
another choice. I can attempt to purify the children, rid them of
their demonic essence. They will still be born in a matter of
hours, and you will probably die from the strain of birth, but they
will be your children, and I promise they will be left in the care
of one of my angels.’ The woman felt the embryos roll and kick
inside her as the angel tried to comfort her, his warm hands gently
brushing her disfigured cheek. ‘We are isolated from Heaven,
though. I’m sorry but I simply do not have the power to heal you
and purify them. The choice is yours.’

“The woman had
already made her decision. She was tired of the agony that she had
endured here on Earth. She knew that she could take no more. The
woman moved her broken arm so her hand rested on her stomach. The
sheer size of it would have shocked her if she was not about to
offer up her life. With all the force she could muster, she
whispered out a dry ‘Save them’ to the angel.

“The angel
lowered her back to the ground, and she could feel as he moved his
warm, comforting hands towards her abdomen. A soft trickle of heat
began coursing through her veins. Through her sealed eyelids she
thought she saw a dim glow. It endured for a few brief seconds and
then it was done. She tried speaking again, but it was tough.
‘Did…work?’ she managed to ask. The angel’s voice seemed more
hesitant this time. ‘Yes. It seems like it has. Now we wait.’

“They didn’t
have to wait long. The birth began within a few hours. She knew
that there were many angels now, all listening to the one who had
spoken to her. They all surrounded her, comforting her with warm
touches and all but numbing her through the pain of the birth. She
could feel her body growing weaker as she brought those two
children into the world. The first birth happened relatively
easily, though she hardly felt anything with the angels’ warming
hands.

“The second
child, however, was different. As she felt it come out of her,
there was a sudden sense of alarm. She heard one of the angels
shout ‘Monster!’ as he withdrew his hand from her. The now familiar
sound of a sword being drawn rang in her ears. The other angels,
just as panicked, seemed to jump away, not necessarily from the
woman, but from something else. And, as the warming touch of the
angels disappeared, the woman felt a flash of tremendous pain as
every cut, bruise and tear ignited in agony. It was only for a
brief second, however, and it was the last thing she ever
felt.”

 


***

 


“And that is
how I killed my mother, simply by being born,” finished the
cambion.

The story more
than intrigued Uriel, both for the slight amount of compassion it
stirred inside of him for this creature, and for the angel that had
attempted to purify both children. It was obviously successful;
Uriel could feel the innocence radiating from the girl sitting next
to the half-demon, but it was a feat that was nearly
impossible.

Usually when
cambions were conceived, the children were birthed in secret, and
the gestation period was so short that angels, even if they knew
about it, would have little time to react. He had only witnessed a
single purification of a cambion embryo before and had heard of
only a few others. Each one had been performed by the same angel,
an archangel no less—one of his brothers, an angel that was created
with the very essence of their Father. Only a few of the archangels
were left, Uriel knew.

“This angel
that assisted your mother…did he have a name?”

“Well, I’m
sure he did,” the woman answered sarcastically, “but I never
learned it, nor did my mother.”

“And how do
you know that? How do you know anything about your mother if your
birth killed her?” Uriel immediately looked to the child. He should
have picked his words more carefully, for her sake. The young girl
seemed unphased at the mention of her mother’s death.

“When I was
growing inside her, the demonic part of me peered into her soul,”
the cambion replied. “I learned her every memory, fault, desire and
regret. I knew her as if I was her, and those memories never faded.
My sister does not remember, since the demon in her was destroyed
and her human brain was too immature.”

Uriel examined
the two girls, the cambion maybe better described as a woman now.
They very well could have been twins, but they looked separated by
over a decade. Little was known about cambions, but Uriel knew that
they matured at a much faster rate than humans. He saw that they
truly cared for one another. The only fear that emanated from the
human girl was caused by his own presence.

He noticed how
dirty and hurt both of them were, with bruises and small cuts on
their faces and arms. This house, this world, was no place for a
child. Uriel sighed, his lips curling into a smile.

“Both of you
look like you’ve been through far too much. Perhaps I can offer
some aid?” The angel spread his empty hands in front of him. He
still did not trust the cambion, but she did not seem to be a
threat, and Uriel knew he could at least try to earn their trust.
He knew nothing of this infernal world and, as much as he hated to
admit it, needed assistance. “Please, let me do what I can to heal
you—both of you. As a sign of good faith.”

The cambion’s
face shifted as she debated whether to trust the angel. “And then
you’ll get the hell out of here?” She looked him dead in his eyes
as she said it.

“And then we
will talk some more. I promise no harm will come to you or your
sister.” The last word was forced out of the angel’s mouth. “I am
an angel of the Lord. I would not lie when it comes to this
child.”

The woman
thought over his words. It was difficult for the archangel to keep
his hatred in check. He held no love for this creature or her ilk,
but the girl was a human, so he would not harm her.

“Okay,” the
cambion finally agreed. “You’re in luck. The sigils on the walls
will prevent anyone outside of here from noticing you.”

Uriel felt a
small sense of relief hearing that and had the slightest temptation
then to just obliterate the cambion where she was. But the more he
thought about it, the more the archangel realized that he could use
her help. The smiting could wait—there would be no shortage of
monstrous creatures to destroy.

The angel
slowly rose and advanced towards where the pair was sitting, his
palms in front of him and facing up. He was not gifted with
healing, far from it, but little cuts and bruises, fractured bones
and simple illnesses were all within his abilities to mend. When he
was within arms’ reach of them, his hands glowed a soft yellow.

“Please, place
your hands in mine,” the angel said, offering his open palms.

The cambion
and the child complied, holding each other’s hands and placing
their free ones in his own. Uriel watched as the sisters began to
glow, starting with their hands, then up their arms. The soft
yellow light soon flooded over their entirety. After a few brief
seconds, the glow faded. Uriel witnessed as the cuts, bruises and
dirt that marred their skin vanished. The two looked refreshed and
rejuvenated. The archangel, his innate hatred for the cambion
somewhat lessened after her tale, was still curious.

“How did you
survive after your birth?” he asked the half-demon. “It is doubtful
the angels would have allowed you to live.”

“Thank
whichever one of you tried to purify me,” the cambion replied.
“Somehow, when he was working his magic, the souls of my sister and
I became entangled, as if the demon did not want to let go of
either of our souls. The angel realized this and told the others
that if one of us dies, the other would, too. Whether or not he was
telling the truth, I have no idea. But it saved my ass, so I’ll go
with it.”

Uriel had
never heard of such a thing before, but he was certain that the
angel who attempted the purification was Raphael, one of his
brothers, and he trusted his word. “But you were simply infants.
How did you survive?” the archangel inquired further.

“The angel
that saved us was the leader of the group. He ordered one of the
other angels, Hadriel, to look after us. For five years he took
care of us. He killed any who came near us and raised us like…like
a father, I guess.” There was pain in the cambion’s voice.

Uriel knew
Hadriel—or rather, knew of him. He was one of Raphael’s followers,
an angel of great power and knowledge. Knowing that Hadriel was
present at the purification attempt gave Uriel more hope that
Raphael was still alive. But that was seven years ago. A lot of
angels lost their lives in that time.

“And where is
Hadriel?” Uriel asked, hoping he could get more assistance than
this half-demon.

“He died,
protecting us. A witch and her familiar found this house. Neither
Hadriel’s power or mine hid us from her. She broke in and used her
magic to kill him. She tried to do the same to me, but their magic
doesn’t have the same effect against a half-demon. My knife worked
fine against her, though. I butchered her and her pet and tossed
what was left of them in the creek behind the house. I hope
something ate the bitch.”

Uriel’s heart
sank at Hadriel’s fate, though he was not surprised. The number of
angels left on Earth would pale in comparison to the legions that
descended during the onset of the war. The archangel noticed the
young girl playing with something in her hair.

Uriel realized
that both she and the cambion had a feather, the color of fallen
snow, tied into their golden and raven locks. It was an angelic
custom, to keep a feather of a fallen brother or sister in
remembrance. It made Uriel think, just for a moment, that maybe he
had jumped to conclusions too quickly.

He certainly
could not kill her, not if it also killed the child, but maybe they
could help him. If Raphael were still alive, Uriel wanted to find
any other angels that he could rally to his rebellion.

“Maybe I
judged you too hastily, cambion,” Uriel said, a hint of shame in
his voice. “I am Uriel, an Angel of His Presence and an archangel
of Heaven. May I ask what your names are?”

The cambion’s
eyes widened at the introduction. She did her best to maintain her
composure upon discovering Uriel’s true nature. “An archangel, huh?
Well, I’m Shandra, and this is—”

“Elena!” the
little girl chimed in, speaking for the first time since Shandra
had told her story.

Uriel knew
that he had terrified her, but he was glad to see that both of them
were beginning to relax around him. Maybe not the cambion, Shandra,
who seemed even more shaken after learning exactly what Uriel
was.

“Hello, Elena,
it’s very nice to meet you.” Uriel was better at handling a blade
than speaking with human children. They were almost too innocent
for him to fathom. He turned to Shandra. “I have been sent from
Heaven. I am to renew the fight against the plague of darkness that
has consumed this world.”

The cambion
laughed a sharp, sarcastic noise. “A bit late for that, don’t you
think? The world has gone to shit, and you think that one angel
will change anything? Your whole army failed. How will one choirboy
succeed?”

Uriel was not
pleased with her tone or sarcasm, but he chose to ignore it. “It
was our Father’s plan. I shall not question it. If it is my duty to
turn the tides of battle, then I shall not falter.” Uriel was a
skilled fighter, as much as any of his brothers, but open warfare
was always his preference. The archangel was good at destroying
things, plain and simple. “But I will need help.”

Shandra
paused, studying the angel. “With what? What could I possibly do
for ‘an angel of the Lord’?” the cambion sneered.

“I do not know
this land, nor the denizens that walk it. Lucifer’s power is so
great that he has blocked our view from Heaven. I need someone who
knows the area and the powers that rule here. Surely Lucifer cannot
control it all himself.”

“Everyone
knows that the demon lords rule like warlords around here,
constantly fighting each other. Botis owns this area. That snake is
pathetic, though. How he clings to his power is beyond me. His
demons swarm his territory like bugs. I don’t know how many he
actually has.”

Uriel nodded.
Suddenly the dense evil in the distance made sense to the
archangel.

The archangel
recognized the name Botis; Uriel knew almost the entirety of the
hierarchy of Hell. It was frequently his job to council Gabriel and
Michael when they would combat their forces. He agreed with
Shandra. Botis was an earl of Hell, but by himself was not
powerful. He was a fighter of some skill, but any angel worth their
wings would be more than a match for him. He was a leader for his
knowledge and intellect, and Lucifer supplied him with sixty
legions of demons.

Before the war
started, he would have had hundreds of thousands of the creatures
at his personal disposal. With the black clouds that hovered above
them, not even the host of Heaven knew how many demons were still
under his control. And whatever number was left did not include the
various creatures and tainted humans that would also follow Botis.
Uriel felt a pang of sorrow knowing that there may even be Fallen
angels among the earl’s ranks.

If Botis was
alive, he would have an army. He would have a kingdom that he ruled
over. That meant he would have a palace where they would reside.
That had to be the darkness he felt at the edge of his mind. The
archangel finally realized how intimidating his task was.

“Get me to
Botis’s stronghold. That is all I ask of you,” Uriel said to
Shandra. Her knowledge of the land would be invaluable to him.
“After that, I will leave you and your sister alone.”

The half-demon
weighed the angel’s words. Uriel was worried she might say no.
“Okay, choirboy, I’ll tell you what: I’ll lead you there, and even
help you get to Botis himself. But the witch that killed Hadriel
was one of Botis’s, so I get to slit that bastard’s throat
myself.”


CHAPTER
THREE

 Uriel gave the two sisters
the night to sleep. Even if Shandra was a cambion, she still needed
some rest. The archangel had no doubt that his sudden appearance
took its toll on her, and what he was asking her to do for him was
no small endeavor. She would have to leave her sister behind and
journey with an angel she had just met, one she was not sure she
could trust. The feeling was mutual, but Uriel had few options
available.

The sisters
spent the night in the same room where Shandra had conveyed her
story earlier. Uriel took the time to fix the room as best he
could—righting the bookshelf, readjusting one of the legs of the
decrepit, warped bed frame—and then left the sisters alone.

They did not
leave the room, save for once when the half-demon had come down,
alone, to retrieve a can of food for the pair. She refused to make
eye contact with the archangel, only sneaking a glance when she
thought he was not looking. Uriel, still wary of the woman who was
sired by a demon, remained vigilant. He tried to pass off a
relaxed, at-ease look by pretending to examine the runes on the
wall. By the way the cambion looked at him, he did not think he was
accomplishing the look he wanted.

There was no
sun to set, but it seemed night in this new world was marked by the
very air around them growing darker as the pale red glow of the day
gave way to the shadows of night. Uriel stood in the dust-covered
kitchen, back door ajar as he scanned the new world. If Shandra was
correct, the runes plastering the walls of the house would shield
him from view, even if he stood in the doorway.

While the day
seemed to be crawling with all sorts of strange and hellish
creatures, the world buzzed with activity when the red glow of the
day faded. Bestial shrieks and the flapping of thick, leathery
wings could be heard from his kitchen outpost, though even his
enhanced sight could not find the creatures that loomed in the
darkness.

His blind
sentry all but useless, Uriel quietly closed the back door. He
turned his attention in earnest to the markings that covered the
walls. Hadriel had clearly been a master of the mystical symbols, a
specialty that was not in Uriel’s repertoire. He examined them as
best he could, noting that some of the runes were Angelic, symbols
that he had seen before in Heaven and during previous wars with
Hell. It might have been in his mind, but the symbols seemed to
radiate a warmth. They reminded the archangel of how it felt to be
in Heaven, how much better that ethereal plane was compared to this
new Earth.

There were
other runes, however, that did the exact opposite. The sharp,
jagged lines of Infernal script were a sharp contrast to the
flowing curvature of its Angelic counterpart. Where the heavenly
runes emanated warmth, the hellish ones felt cold, as if they were
pulling the energy from the air around them.

Hadriel had
clearly been skilled in runecraft, but Uriel would have been
surprised if the angel had been well versed in the Infernal script.
There was a half-demon just above him, the archangel reminded
himself. Perhaps Shandra had some insight into Infernal runes.
Whether she innately did or not, it was clear that Hadriel had
passed his craft on to Shandra. There were clear differences in
style and finesse, but Shandra had to have a strong grasp on the
art if they had survived this long.

One rune in
particular drew the angel’s interest. It was one he had seen many
times before, especially on angels who specialized in stealth and
secrecy. The symbol was simple, even by Uriel’s standards, but it
was the rune that allowed minor spells and abilities to be used
without detection. As an archangel, Uriel carried an aura of power
that was almost tangible, like the heat of his inner fire. Not only
could this rune shroud that aura, but it would allow him to cast
some of his lesser powers. It was not much, but it was a start.

There was more
to runecraft than just the drawing of the symbol, however. Uriel’s
body was covered in tattoos of various runes and markings, each one
pulsing rhythmically as it tried to establish a link with Heaven.
Like an angel’s own power, the tattoos drew much of their strength
from Heaven. Now, with the blanket of Lucifer’s power overhead,
they were limited in what they could do. But the archangel needed
access to some of his abilities, so he had to try.

Uriel
brandished one of his daggers, its silver steel somehow managing to
glint off the tiniest light in this new, dark world. It was
designed for the archangel to wield with deadly efficiency or throw
with lethal precision. It’s point, like its sister blades along his
waist, was more a voracious steel fang than a blade.

Uriel pulled
his tan, muscled arm from within his jacket, exposing his light
brown skin and the swirling tattoos that covered it. The dagger bit
into his skin easily, the wound glowing a soft blue as the
archangel channeled some of his power into the blade. His magic
imbued itself into the lines he drew, immediately scarring the
wound as Uriel mimicked the symbol in front of him. No blood seeped
from the carving, though there was some discomfort.

When it was
done, Uriel examined his handy work. It was crude, for sure, but it
would do. This rune was the only marking on his body that he drew
himself. The tattoos were usually done by the steady hands of those
angels whose talent allowed them to work the ink like experts. It
was also the only symbol that was a scar, rather than the deep ink
that danced on his skin. He did not feel any different, but was
confident in his work nonetheless.

After looking
over the house once more, hoping for any other runes he might
recognize but finding none, Uriel lay down on a couch that erupted
with dust under his weight.

Dust,
the archangel thought bitterly. Does it have to be everywhere in
this world? He wiped the small particles out of his eyes and
sneezed when it got in his nose.

The rest of
the night passed slowly. Uriel refused to let any kind of thoughts
enter his mind, refused to speculate on what his journey ahead of
him held. He did not want to think about how much the world had
changed, or how daunting his mission seemed to be.

Instead, he
closed his eyes and prayed. With his makeshift rune cloaking his
voice and its power, the words were calming. Each syllable relaxed
his muscles and eased his mind. At one point a vision came to him,
though not one he was expecting. If anything, he thought his
reverie would bring images of Heaven, memories of times before the
apocalypse. But he could not have been more wrong.

Instead his
mind was assailed by shifting mountains, fracturing earth and
plumes of fire. The sky itself seemed to be ablaze as molten rock
erupted from geysers in the ground. The sky was not the black of
this new Earth, nor was it the blue of the old one. It was as if
there was no sky at all, and Uriel could see, between the erupting
lava and billows of black smoke, entire galaxies floating above
him.

Then,
suddenly, he could feel it—all of it. His nerves screamed in agony
as his skin felt like it was ablaze. The archangel’s flesh
blistered and ruptured, his blood and other liquids steaming and
evaporating as they leapt from the wounds in his body. The lava
that danced all around him began to plaster his skin, making him
scream as it melted his muscles. Then the molten rock cooled,
hardening into black and grey stone that encased his body.

The archangel
could not find the strength to move, but at least the stone shell
protected him from the heat all around him. That is, until his body
began to warm from the inside, as if the magma were there as well.
He could feel it rising within him, seeping out the thin crack that
was his mouth and drooling onto his stone chest.

The archangel
almost shouted in pain as he opened his eyes and sat up, back in
the relative safety of this hellish world. He looked around and was
relieved to see that he was still in the house shared by the
sisters, still on the dusty couch that seemed to release another
cloud of dust at his sudden movement. In his right hand, Uriel
gripped his sword, still sheathed, by its golden grip. The weapon
felt hot to the touch, almost unbearably so. He dropped the covered
blade to the wooden floor and stared at his palm. What had just
happened?

Uriel spent
the rest of the night going over the images again and again in his
mind, but no insights revealed themselves. It was only when he
heard the house groan in response to footsteps above him that he
was shaken from his thoughts. A few moments later, and after more
than once hearing a childish giggle echo from above, Uriel saw the
two sisters descend the protesting stairs. Pale red light was
beginning to seep in through the boarded windows, making the pair
barely more than a silhouette as they made their way towards
him.

“Something is
different about you,” Shandra commented, looking the archangel up
and down. “And I doubt it’s your glowing personality.”

Uriel grinned
at the friendly slight. Though he was still uneasy with the idea of
trusting a cambion, the woman seemed to have no qualms with being
casual with him. Uriel was somewhat surprised to see that Shandra
was already dressed for the road. She wore a black, fitted leather
vest. Her pants were also black, though he could not make out their
material. Judging by the scuffs and marks on it, they had to be
made of something similarly durable. A quiver of arrows rested at a
slight angle on her back, and it looked like it was held there by a
belt that the half-demon had attached to it. Her bow was in one
hand, while her other tousled her sister’s hair, and a kitchen
knife rested in a homemade sheathe on her hip.

The archangel
flashed his forearm at her, revealing the rune that now scarred his
body. “This kind of spellwork is not my specialty, but I thought
this would be helpful.”

“Clearly,” the
half-demon remarked. Uriel could not tell if it was sarcastic or
cruel. She walked towards him and grabbed his forearm, examining
the angel’s work. “May I?” she asked, opening her hand.

Uriel drew one
of the daggers from behind his back and offered it to her. She
balanced it in her hand, weighing the deadly piece of metal. Again,
Uriel could not read her intentions. He saw the white feather tied
into her hair and reassured himself that he was giving her a chance
at revenge, a chance to make her sister’s world safer. Regardless,
the angel’s muscles tightened, ready to spring into action at a
moment’s notice.

“This might
hurt,” the half-demon added. She did not sound apologetic.

The tip of the
blade dug into Uriel’s arm for the second time in only a handful of
hours. Unlike when he cut the rune, the tip of the blade glowed a
dark black, the fringes of its energy tinged with a red hue. There
was blood this time, the result of a blade infused with Infernal
magic. When Shandra had finished, jagged lines now intersected with
Uriel’s curving scars. The half-demon wiped away the blood on his
arm, revealing her work. The cuts were considerably more precise
than Uriel’s, from a hand clearly trained in runecraft. The
half-demon handed Uriel his dagger back.

“Angelic runes
get most of their juice from up above, right?” Shandra turned and
ushered her sister into the kitchen, talking to Uriel even as her
back was to him. “This’ll give it a little more punch. Join us on
the dark side, Luke.” She looked back at him expectantly. The angel
did not know what he was supposed to say or do in response, evoking
a disappointed sigh from the cambion after a few seconds.

Uriel joined
the sisters in the kitchen, still at a loss for words but happy to
see them going through the workings of what might otherwise be
everyday life. Shandra pulled an unlabeled bag out of the pantry
and moved towards the small sink. It looked as if it had been
blackened, though Uriel could not tell by what. The burns were a
stark contrast to the shining steel that formed it. The half-demon
grabbed a kettle and a metal grate from one of the cupboards, then
set them next to the sink. Out of another cupboard she pulled some
yellowed paper and a few bits of broken branches. She set the paper
and branches in the sink in a neat bundle. The iron grate sat
across the sink with the kettle on top, creating what the archangel
assumed was a makeshift stove. Yet another cupboard revealed four
large jugs of water, one of which Shandra used to fill the
kettle.

“Damn it,” she
muttered to herself. “Where did I put the matches?” She frantically
pulled open drawers and nearly ripped cupboard doors off their
hinges. Uriel could see her face reddening with every failed
search.

“Please,” he
said softly, approaching the sink, “allow me.” The archangel
pointed a finger at the pile of kindling. A small jet of white
flame jumped from his fingertip to the wood and paper, igniting the
bundle in a small, brilliant blaze.

“Thanks,”
Shandra muttered, fishing out two bowls. She paused and looked at
Uriel. “Would you like some? It’s just oats, nothing special. Well,
sort of. Somewhere, some people have been managing to grow crops.
It’s a bitch to get them all the way here, but people will pay out
of their asses for this stuff. It’s too dry here, too barren. Hell,
finding water is tough enough.”

Uriel regarded
the cambion, for a moment forgetting that she was not human. What
she had sacrificed, how she struggled to provide for her sister,
was inspiring. Even the simple act of collecting firewood or
finding water put her in harm’s way. If a demon found her…well,
Shandra knew firsthand what would happen.

“No, thank
you,” the angel said, smiling. “My physical form does not need much
sustenance, only after I have used a great deal of power or have
suffered a great injury. Even then, a good night’s rest will
usually suffice.” Uriel had been tired by his descent to Earth from
Heaven, a trip that no other angel could perform. The night had
brought back most of his energy, though he tried not to think about
the terrible vision he had endured.

“Suit
yourself,” Shandra said, turning back to preparing the oatmeal. Her
voice belied a small amount of gratitude. No doubt she was
hard-pressed for food and water at the best of times.

Uriel stood
silent for a few moments, watching the sisters prepare and consume
their food, laughing as Shandra made a joke that nearly brought her
sister to tears. It was hard to believe, looking at the pair, that
the world had been through as much suffering as it had. The dull
red that permeated the house was the only real reminder that beyond
these walls was a world ruled by demons.

“Shandra,” the
archangel said, taking advantage of a lull in the sisters’
breakfast, “are you sure that it is all right leaving your sister
here alone? I do not wish you to second-guess your decision to join
me, but this world is surely too dangerous for her to be left by
herself.”

Both sisters
stopped eating and looked at each other. Shandra cocked an eyebrow,
which only served to make Elena giggle.

“What do you
say, kid?” Shandra ruffled up Elena’s curly blonde locks as she
asked. “Think you’ll make it without me?”

“Do you think
you’ll make it without me? I am the oldest, after all,”
Elena shot right back, grinning from ear to ear. Both sisters
started giggling again. Uriel couldn’t help but smile.

“This isn’t
our first rodeo, choirboy.” Shandra’s red eyes met Uriel’s.
Determination was burning in them. “Elena has to go days, sometimes
even weeks while I head into the city to restock our supplies. The
house is warded against all manner of creatures. Apparently not
against angels, though the odds of two angels in one week doesn’t
seem likely to me. Of course I’ll worry about her, and I’m sure
she’ll be worried about me, won’t you, squirt? But this is how
we’ve always lived, at least since Hadriel was killed.”

Elena’s eyes
lowered at the mention of the angel. Uriel nodded in agreement. He
might not like the idea of the child staying by herself, but he
could not argue with Shandra’s words. He had been here only a day,
but these two had lived their entire lives in this world. It was
not just determination burning in the half-demon’s eyes. Hatred was
there, sparked by the opportunity for revenge. It reflected off the
white feather in her hair. Uriel was not just asking the cambion
for help. He was giving her a chance to avenge the only father she
had ever known.

“Fair enough.”
The angel nodded. “I concede my point.”

“Damn right
you do.” Shandra smiled at him. “Now let me make sure I’m not
forgetting anything, then we can go.”

The half-demon
walked out of the kitchen and climbed the stairs, leaving Uriel and
Elena alone. The angel wished he could think of some comforting
words for the child, but such a thing had never come easily to him.
When his eyes returned to where Elena had been sitting, however,
the child was no longer there. Instead, she was standing in front
of the archangel, eyes locked with his. They were red and puffy, as
if she were fighting to hold back tears. No matter what bravado
they had shown him, it must have been terrifying for the younger
sister to see Shandra go. Especially with a stranger, an archangel,
who had shown up out of nowhere just the evening before.

“You’re going
to keep my sister safe, right?”

Uriel did his
best to smile at the young girl. By birth, Shandra was a creature
of Hell, but he would do all he could to keep her safe. She had
agreed to help him. That was no small matter. And, if Shandra’s
story was true, then the death of either sister would result in the
death of them both. Uriel did not want the blood of either on his
hands.

“Of course,
little one.” He reached out and placed one of his hands on her
shoulder, the only act of comfort he could think of. “I
promise.”

The archangel
brought his other hand, palm up, between him and the young girl.
The darkness around it seemed to recede as a sphere of light formed
in his hand. It glowed softly and was cool to the touch. Elena
marveled at it, her wet eyes sparkling in its luminescence.

“I am the Fire
of God, a gift bestowed on me by our Father. Now, I give this small
gift to you, Elena. As long as this light shines, you will know
that we are safe, and I promise we will return to you. Hold it
close and our light will always be with you.”

Elena reached
out tentatively, as if the globe of light would burn her. She
picked it out of his hand and held it to her chest, whispering a
barely audible, “Thank you.”

A slight
shuffle alerted Uriel to the half-demon’s return, though it looked
as if she had been standing there through the entire exchange. She
had a pair of fingerless gloves on, as well as a small bag that
hung off her hip. Her smile was the most genuine Uriel had seen
since he had met her. Elena ran over to her sister and squeaked in
excitement as she was picked up in a hug.

“We’ll be back
before you know it, okay?” The cambion gripped her sister tightly.
Elena nuzzled her head farther into the crook of Shandra’s
neck.

“I love you.”
Elena’s voice was muffled.

“I love you
too,” Shandra said in turn. She lowered her sister back to the
ground and kissed the top of her forehead. “I’ll see you soon.”

She turned to
Uriel.

“Let’s go
then. We are burning daylight.”

The archangel
almost laughed.

“Before we
go,” the archangel said, offering out his palm again, this time to
Shandra. It did not hold a ball of magic light, but one of Uriel’s
daggers encased in its sheathe. He had removed it during the night
with the idea of giving it to his new companion. Its steel was that
of Heaven, much stronger than the kind made on Earth, and its edge
was infinitely sharper than Shandra’s current knife. Between his
divine powers and his other martial weapons, one dagger would not
be missed. “Please, I insist.”

Shandra looked
surprised as she took the knife. “Thanks,” she reluctantly admitted
to the angel. She then turned to her sister, away from Uriel, as
she undid her belt to replace her old knife with the new one. When
she was finished, she handed her sister the kitchen blade. “Just in
case, okay? But, if anyone comes in, I want you to hide where I
showed you.” Elena nodded. “And there is enough food and stuff here
for over two weeks, so don’t even think about leaving the
house.”

Elena stood
there, knife in one hand and globe of light in the other, two gifts
that promised her protection. A tear trickled down her face.
Shandra gave her one last reassuring look, whispered something the
angel could not quite make out, and turned towards the back door
that led from the kitchen to the dangerous world beyond. Uriel
adjusted his jacket, gave one last assuring smile to Elena, and
followed the half-demon out of the house.

It was
difficult watching the two sisters say good-bye, but it gave Uriel
hope that not all was lost in this hellish world. That same world
drained most positive emotions, though, when he stepped back into
it and was immediately reminded of how daunting his mission was.
But he had an ally, he had a goal and he had hope.

“We’ll travel
most of the way next to the creek,” Shandra said, moving quickly
towards the dried bed. “It goes most of the way to Zezurat, Botis’s
city, and can give us a decent place to hide if we need to. When we
get there—you aren’t going to like this—we will use the sewers to
get in. There is a pipe big enough to walk through. It’s just in
a…difficult location.”

Uriel nodded
his consent. Being a cambion, Shandra would have been ridiculed by
humans and abused by demons. She probably entered Zezurat
exclusively through means such as the sewers. It also meant she
most likely avoided the main roads and knew where demons were
likely to congregate. Suddenly the archangel was grateful for such
an unlikely companion.

Still, he did
not enjoy the idea of wading through the waste of other creatures.
Even to an angel, that was disgusting.


CHAPTER
FOUR

 There they stood, two dozen
beasts dragged straight from the pits of Hell. Drool ran from their
maws with the promise of fresh prey. Their pale eyes took on a new
glow at the prospect of feeling blood trickle through their teeth
and plaster their grey fur. It was hard to tell any of them apart,
their elongated limbs and fingers matching the ones standing beside
them, their canine snouts identical, save for a few scars or broken
bones that the demons had gathered since the apocalypse had begun
those many years ago. These, the lowborn demons, wanted nothing
more than to hunt, defile and kill.

And they were
all under his command.

The man in
black stood facing the horde of demons. Perhaps he had brought too
many along with them. The beasts were most effective in numbers,
but he may have discontent among his ranks if there was not enough
prey to go around. The man had been ordered to cleanse this human
settlement, a group of filth who had openly revolted against his
master. The fools. What did they think a handful of humans could do
against his master’s legions? What hope did they have? Regardless,
the humans would be put in their place. They would be a warning for
any who dared to harbor the same rebellious thoughts.

“Turn around,
my love.” The voice was beautiful and cruel all at once. “Look at
what awaits us.”

The woman
stood by his side, her grey, glazed eyes belying little more life
than the ones possessed by the demons. She wore a black lace dress
that extended from a collar around her throat down to her ankles.
It highlighted her features perfectly, but it did nothing for the
man. The witch was just a constant memory of a better time, a sick
perversion of his life before this one.

The man turned
away from his horde of demons and regarded the handful of
structures that dotted the horizon. The townspeople had already
noticed their approach, most likely knew of them for over a day now
if their sentries were half-decent. The ones that his demons
couldn’t find, that is. Their persistence had cost him the lives of
six demons just getting here, but casualties did not bother him.
Every lowborn demon could be replaced. Every dog was expendable for
his crusade.

He saw a line
of humans—men and women—standing between the two foremost
buildings. One was a two-story house and the other some long,
rectangular structure that looked as if it were barely standing. It
was too far to see them clearly, but the humans were undoubtedly
brandishing rusted machetes and hatchets, or some sort of homemade
weaponry. The sentries they had encountered thus far were poorly
equipped, but still managed to be effective with what they had.

The man raised
a gloved hand to his face, a feature that was hidden inside a black
hood. He sighed and nodded, weary of this busy work that his master
sent him on. Humans may be prey for demons, but they were not the
ones he was hunting.

“Go.” His
voice was quiet, but still the words were carried to the ears of
each and every demon. “Have your fun.”

The creatures
howled and roared as they took off past him, like a current of
blurred, bloodthirsty water rushing by. The demons started on two
legs as they picked up speed. Clangs sounded as they dropped their
weapons to the ground and ran on all fours. They much preferred to
hunt with their claws and their fangs.

The humans
were still a long way off, a journey that would have taken the
group twenty minutes or longer to walk. But when a horde of demons
could see their prey, they became something else entirely. Their
gaunt bodies looked like nothing more than stretched skin plastered
onto elongated bones. While their teeth and claws were as sharp as
blades, their tall, skinny bodies looked almost sickly.

But at the
prospect of spilling blood, the demons revealed their true
strength. They moved so quickly that even his trained eyes could
barely distinguish where they were. Their strength was that of five
men, if not more. Their brutality was unmatched.

When the
beasts had covered half the distance to the town, a loud bang
ripped through the air. One of the demons toppled over in its run,
taking a moment to right itself even as dark blood poured from its
gut. Only the best marksman could land a kill shot on a moving
demon. But this one had been slowed—the man was not surprised to
hear another gunshot precede half the beast’s head exploding.

More gunshots
followed, some of them missing but most of them finding marks. Only
one bullet managed to take a demon down with its first hit, a shot
that tore through the shriveled breast of a female demon and
obliterated its black heart. By the methodical shooting, the man in
black knew that this was an experienced marksman. Given the chance,
they would have taken out half his demons before they would even
reach the line of humans. But there was only one shooter, probably
only one gun in the entire town, and he had spotted where the shots
were coming from.

“Isabelle,
please take care of our sharpshooter.” He pointed towards the
two-story house that flanked the defensive line.

The witch
smiled at him and gave a mocking curtsy. There was a flash of
movement as her familiar, a disgusting perversion of a man and a
beast, scurried after her. The pair had barely walked a quarter of
the distance to the town, but it was close enough for the
woman.

The air
swirled around Isabelle’s raised fist, which now crackled with
black energy. Dark lightning leapt from her closed hand and
connected with the ground as if trying to escape her terrible
grasp. The witch uttered an Infernal word and opened her hand
towards the sniper’s nest. A jagged path of darkness formed between
her and the house as black lightning tore towards the shooter’s
hiding place. Isabelle grinned at the sure kill.

But the
lightning never made it to the house. Just a few metres before its
walls, the spell was stopped as it collided with an unseen barrier,
one that glowed yellow and cracked after the lightning smashed into
it. The shield, the man briefly saw, was a domed wall that stood
between the humans and the demons, effectively keeping
anything—even spells—out. Now it was the man’s turn to smile,
unseen from the dark shadow of his hood. He recognized this type of
magic, and he doubted any human had conjured it. His blood pumped
faster at the prospect of fighting an angel.

“This just got
a little more interesting,” Isabelle snickered, eying the man in
black.

The wave of
demons had reached the barrier by now, but they slammed against it
like a wave against a cliff. Some of them scrambled over top of
each other, clawing at the magical wall. A few of them, the handful
that bore some intelligence, barked a few words of Infernal,
slamming the shield with invisible waves of force and balls of
hungry fire. All the while, the shooter continued their methodical
barrage of lead and the humans just beyond the shield stirred in
anticipation. They held their meager weapons in front of them as if
they did not trust the magical barrier.

“Destroy that
barrier before I reach it. Get rid of the shooter and let our
demons have their hunt.” The man drew his twin swords from his
hips, black sabres that seemed to mock the dim light around him.
“The angel is mine.”

The man in
black took off in a run, his cloak trailing behind him only to
reveal more dark vestments, thick leather that shrouded his body.
Terrible, jagged designs were stitched and etched into the leather,
displaying a mosaic of horror across his body. The witch began to
cast again, alternating hands as she channeled and released more
lightning. Each bolt slammed into the glowing barrier, each one
creating larger cracks in its surface. In between spells, the witch
could see some of the cracks mending themselves. The angel was
trying to repair its shield, but it was not moving fast enough.

This was no
longer its world. This world belonged to darkness.

The witch
channeled energy into both of her hands and brought them up before
her. She released both at once, the spells resonating with one
another to create a single devastating blast of energy. The barrier
was unable to hold the magic back and shattered under the spell’s
assault, like a pane of glass breaking into a million specks of
glittering dust.

The demons,
only half the amount that had initially charged the town, flooded
forth now that their dam was broken. The shooting increased in
frequency, but more and more shots missed their marks. With nothing
but crude weapons and a faltering confidence against them, the
demons swarmed over the humans. There were not even enough men,
women or children in the line to meet the beasts two to one. The
rusted blades and tools tore at hollow, grey flesh and spilled
black blood, but it was barely enough to slow the horde down. The
demons set their deadly fangs and claws to work. With their mouths,
they tore out the throats of some and crushed through the bones of
others. With their hands, they disemboweled their prey and tore
deep into flesh and muscle. A woman cried as she watched what could
have been her son, barely an adult, be torn in half by two demons,
only to have a third silence her as it removed her head from her
shoulders.

Isabelle, far
from the battle, turned her attention to the sniper. Still it fired
at the demons and managed to do more damage to their ranks. It was
no wonder the demon lords destroyed most of the firearms they came
across; the devastation they could cause was painted right before
her eyes. Though all but a few of the humans lay dead or dying,
only four or five demons remained. The lives of some demons may
have been inconsequential, but she was tasked with keeping her
partner safe so he could return to their master. Since he had
almost made it to where the demons had amassed a small pond of
blood and bodies, Isabelle had to make short work of this
marksman.

She focused
her thoughts on the building and drew intricate symbols in the air,
muttering a few words of Infernal as she went. Isabelle could feel
the dark energy building inside her, begging to be released. When
the witch clapped her hands together in front of her, allowing the
vile magic to do her bidding, the release was almost sensual. A
breath passed before the ground trembled, an omen of what she had
done.

Suddenly, an
array of massive crystals, amethysts with deep red veins running
through them, shot out of the ground and pierced through the
building. The columns then sprouted offshoots of smaller, more
jagged crystals, which, in turn, sprouted some of their own. The
process continued again and again, filling every inch of space
within the house with jagged, tearing crystals. The only sign that
the witch was successful was an arm, bloodied from where it was
torn from its body, hanging from one of the gems.

The man in
black ignored the destroyed house and the line of bodies as he
continued into the town. What few demons were left had discarded
their victims and were ahead of him, four beasts circling a lone
figure that stood in the middle of the cracked road. The figure, a
woman, slowly followed their movements, doing her best to keep her
eyes on each creature. Her left arm boasted a small steel buckler
that crawled with fluid, swooping engravings and runes. In her
right hand she held a spear, its wooden shaft reinforced with bands
of steel, the same metal that formed the small spike on the butt of
the weapon and the broad, deadly spearhead on its top. Her pale
skin glistened in the dim red light of midday, but it, too, was
covered in ornate markings. Another piece of steel glinted in the
pale light—a slim halo that encircled her neck, nearly hidden by
her long, matted blonde hair.

One of the
demons, a male whose grey fur was now wet with blood, snarled as it
ran at the angel, dashing on two legs and aiming for her heart with
its claws. Demons craved the taste of an angel’s heart. But the
angel had a different plan. She punched out with her left, catching
the rim of the steel buckler in the demon’s throat. The creature
stumbled backwards and clawed at its crushed windpipe, desperately
trying to draw breath.

Without
hesitating, the angel pivoted and swung her spear in a wide arc,
letting it slide to its full reach and grasping it just before the
deadly spike at its base. The steel blade that crowned the weapon
was so sharp that the next demon barely noticed as its throat was
cut open, still grinning in excitement even as its lifeblood
sprayed out in front of it.

The angel
swung the spear up and over, so it rested on her shoulders behind
her head, with the blade pointing the same direction as her
buckler. The third demon did not register the movement in time to
avoid the quick thrust of the weapon, thinking that it only had the
angel’s shield to contend with. The steel of the spearhead proved
it wrong, however, as it slipped through its neck and severed the
demon’s spine.

The last
demon, realizing that the angel’s flank was exposed, charged with
reckless abandon, its maw frothing. A flick of the angel’s wrist
retracted the spear from the dead demon’s spine and sent it sliding
along the warrior’s shoulder again. The spike on the butt of the
spear bit into the last living demon’s chest, but not enough to
deliver a lethal blow.

Still, the
warrior angel drove farther out with the butt of her weapon and
used her leg to hook around the demon’s ankle, tripping the beast
and sending it to the ground. Without giving it a moment’s
reprieve, the angel dropped on top of the beast’s chest and punched
at its face, connecting her steel buckler with its skull again and
again, until nothing was left but a red paste where its head should
have been.

By the time
the man in black got anywhere close to the angel, it had already
dispatched the four hellish creatures. If the man did not hold such
seething hatred for the warrior and her ilk, he would have been
impressed. Instead, he readied his twin ebony blades and allowed
the angel to stand. The divine warrior assumed a defensive stance,
placing her buckler between the two of them and holding her spear
high. As she studied her opponent, the angel’s stance softened,
just a fraction.

“You…you are
human,” she mourned, looking around at the demons she had slain,
the beasts that had followed this man’s command. “Why? Why do you
side with the monsters? Why do you kill your own kind?”

“I do not
answer to you.” The man’s voice was cold, devoid of any emotion
that was not hatred.

He sized up
his opponent, noting the grace with which she had eliminated the
demons. That buckler was as much a weapon as it was a shield, and
that spear was more versatile than he had given her credit for.

The angel’s
eyes were sad when they met his again. It wasn’t just sorrow for
the murdered townspeople, but pity for this man before her.

“Not in this
life, perhaps.” The angel assumed her defensive posture again.

The man held
both blades at his sides loosely. The angel may have been innately
stronger than him, but his master had given him all the tools he
needed to combat the soldiers of Heaven. Still, his biggest
advantage was the fact that he was human; no angel wanted to
fight a human, much less kill one. It went against their wiring,
caused every one of their instincts to scream. They were protectors
of humanity, or so many of them believed. But he knew the
truth.

The man
launched himself forward, recklessly assailing the angel with a
flurry of blows. There was no rhythm to his movements, nothing that
indicated any sort of form or style. He brought his ebony sabres in
from either side, from above and below. He stabbed and slashed,
leapt and pivoted as he tried to find an opening, any opening. The
angel met every attack with a move of her own, dodging or blocking
with her buckler. The pitch black of his blades was a stark
contrast to the gleaming silver of her shield, as if the two
opposing colors refused to mix. His blades were knocked away, no
matter which angle he came from.

After yet
another successful deflection, the angel locked her legs and
parried the attack, driving the blade of her spear towards the
man’s shoulder. That was her first mistake. The angel was holding
back, was not trying to kill her human opponent. He made sure to
make her pay for her error, rolling away from the attack while
bringing one of his blades down on her exposed arm. The blade bit
deep, scratching against the bones in her forearm.

The angel
screamed as blood poured from the wound. Her opponent retreated,
taking a moment to catch his breath after his assault. He watched
as the angel’s buckler moved to the gash, hovering over it as her
hand glowed yellow underneath. When she revealed her forearm again,
the angel did not even have a scar where the sword had torn at
her.

Without
warning, the angel sprinted at him, covering half the distance
between the two in a flash before leaping into the air. She used
her momentum to drive her spear forward, aiming straight for the
man’s heart. He knew he couldn’t block her attack, not with such
force behind it, so he tried to deflect it and score another
counter.

The angel
seemed more prepared this time, immediately spinning full-circle
when her attack did not connect and swinging her buckler in a wide
arc. She smashed the shield into his counterattack, knocking the
sabre clear from the man’s hand. The blade landed with a soft thud,
its blade embedded in the dry, arid soil.

Without
wasting a breath, the angel planted her heel and spun back around,
sweeping her spear at her adversary’s feet. It was not a killing
blow, but it would surely be followed by one if she managed to trip
the human. But the man reacted in a way she would have never
expected.

He drove his
last remaining blade halfway into the ground, edge facing the
sweeping spear. It was enough to stop the angel’s assault, and it
took her a second to understand what was happening, but it was a
second she could not afford. The man reached out with both free
hands and grabbed her buckler, using his surprise and its leverage
to pull the angel to the ground. She landed on top of her spear,
her exposed throat, just below her halo, a hair’s breadth away from
the hungry black blade. Her shield arm still in his hands, he
forced it behind her body and stomped a boot down on the angel’s
shoulder. She was too stunned to cry out in pain, but the sickening
crunch of bones was enough to tell him what happened.

Before the
angel could do anything, the man in black brought his other foot to
bear, kicking the angel’s head towards his blade. It was nearly
enough force to decapitate her; only a few cords of muscle were
spared from the blade’s vicious edge.

By the time
Isabelle sauntered into the town, the man had finished removing the
angel’s head and had it skewered on her own spear. The spear stood
in the middle of the town, a warning to any who might pass through
that dissent would not be tolerated. And harboring an angel would
condemn anyone to a fate worse than death.

“What took you
so long?” The man’s voice was coarse and filled with rage. For the
angel. For this world. For everything that had happened to him.

“I thought I
would let you enjoy yourself,” the witch said, giggling. It was an
ugly sound. She placed a hand teasingly on his arm. “Besides, I saw
the whole thing. It was incredible.”

The man
brushed her hand off him. She sighed and pouted.

“Besides,” the
disappointed Isabelle continued, “I got a message from our master.
We have new prey.”

The man wiped
the blood and dirt off his blade using the angel’s frayed, stained
clothes. They reeked of stale water and decay, though what didn’t
this far out from a city these days?

“I grow weary
of slaughtering entire towns. He can send one of his hordes and a
general if he wants.”

“It is not a
human we are after.” The witch smiled with teeth that were
impossibly white. “I have been told that an angel managed to break
through the clouds yesterday.”

She could not
see the fire flicker back to life in his eyes from underneath his
hood, but she knew that it was there. Still, he shook his head.

“Impossible.”
He sheathed his blades. “Nothing can break through the clouds or
they would have years ago. Unless…”

“Unless it was
an archangel,” she finished for him.

The man’s body
went numb, save for small pinpricks that crept over his flesh. An
archangel. He had yet to claim the head of one of those.

“There are
only three of them left now, but the other two have been smart
enough to hide.”

“You do not
need to remind me,” the man snapped. He could feel his bloodlust
rising. “Where did the creature break through?”

The witch
traced the many patterns etched into his leather armor.

“Near Zezurat,
the city of Botis. It is only a few days from where you stand.”

The man spat
on the ground. Botis was a snake, one of the few high demons that
was smart enough to be cunning, but too weak to do anything
himself. They had dealt with Botis once before, and it had taken
conscious effort not to run the demon through with his blades.

“Zezurat it
is. We will go immediately.”

Before he
could take a step, the witch snapped her fingers. Every muscle in
the man’s body froze, his entire frame completely paralyzed. He was
helpless to resist as Isabelle beckoned him over to a nearby
building, a single-story house that still held pictures of children
and their toys. Against his will, the man stepped inside.

“We can leave
in the morning. You are mine tonight,” she cackled as she led him
upstairs.

The man in
black let the witch have his body, but his mind went elsewhere. It
went to a time when angels were good, when this thing on top of him
was his wife, not some abomination. It went to a time when he was a
father.


CHAPTER
FIVE

 The red glow of the smothered
sun disappeared and with it, Uriel noticed, Shandra’s energy. He
did not doubt the day had been taxing on her. They had run into a
troupe of demons that were still high on the blood of their prey.
Shandra had tried to fool them at first, explaining that they were
on a mission for Botis.

It almost
worked, but the combination of her eyes and the tattoos that
covered Uriel’s face were enough to give away what the pair really
were. Seeing the two together—a cambion and an angel—confused the
demons just long enough for Shandra and Uriel to gain the upper
hand. It was relatively easy for the pair to dispatch the small
group of beasts, especially when Uriel’s first two daggers each
found their marks, killing two of the creatures before the fight
had even begun in earnest.

But what had
fascinated the angel the most was how the half-demon fought. The
archangel had been too quick to judge his new companion. What he
initially believed to be mundane arrows were actually enchanted
weapons, created either by the cambion or her divine mentor.
Regardless of who spelled them, the arrows were more than just
steel tips on wooden shafts. The arrows bit into the grey,
stretched flesh of the demons and consumed them, turning their
entire body to ash.

The last few
demons who already witnessed the devastation of the cambion’s
spellworked attacks tried to wrench the arrows from their bodies if
they were hit. But even then, it was too late. The ravenous magic
seemed to work with the first taste of demonic flesh.

“You performed
admirably today,” the archangel said as they sat down in their
makeshift camp. It was not much, just the crumbling foundations of
an old barn. Still, the stones were sturdy and would provide ample
cover during the night. During the day, a harsh wind had shrieked
across the barren land, and though it had subsided somewhat, the
ruins offered a much-needed reprieve. “Those arrows you have are
extremely potent. I assume it is some sort of spellwork?”

“Cool, aren’t
they?” The cambion turned to grin at him. She pulled a thin blanket
out of her bag and set it on the ground. “They were a gift from
Hadriel. I have memories of my mother getting gifts of clothes and
books, but I got a handful of fancy arrows. I’ve tried copying the
runes on them, but it doesn’t have the same effect. So, I have to
be careful with them, you know?”

Uriel nodded,
but their conversation was interrupted by what sounded like a
scream. It was far off, though, carried by the strong winds. The
angel could not decide whether it was the sound of some beast
catching its prey or a cry of terror from the prey itself. Shandra
barely seemed to notice the noise, as if it were as common as the
demons they had come across.

“They only
work on demons though,” Shandra continued, sitting on her blanket
and rummaging through the small bag in her lap. “It’s like they can
sense them. They are hungry for the damned things. I can’t be sure,
but I feel like if I stuck myself with one, it would kill me,
too.”

The half-demon
looked up from her searching and eyed the quiver of arrows
uneasily. Though Uriel was looking at them as well, he did not miss
the small movement as the cambion shifted away from the
weapons.

There was a
long break of silence after that. Shandra finally pulled some
questionable-looking bread and salted meat out of her bag and
gestured them towards Uriel in an offer to join her. The archangel
smiled and shook his head. He would need to eat eventually, but his
physical body could withstand a lot more stress than Shandra’s. He
would wait until they got to Zezurat, where he hoped supplies would
be more plentiful. Even for an archangel and a half-demon.

“Can I ask you
something?” The cambion’s quiet voice suddenly broke their silence.
Even with the wind rushing outside their small refuge, it was easy
to hear the cambion. But this tone was different. It was not the
same sarcastic demeanor that he had come to expect from the
half-demon.

“If I have the
answer, then you shall, too.” The kindness in his own voice
surprised him. Looking into her crimson eyes, the archangel had
forgotten for a moment what she was. In his mind, however, there
were few better proving grounds than the heat of battle, and
Shandra had stood next to him through that already. Perhaps he was
willing to give her a chance.

Shandra took
another bite of bread and swallowed loudly before continuing. Her
red eyes no longer met his.

“All of the
memories I received from my mother, everything that the demon in me
learned from her…she loved God.” The sadness in her voice could not
be hidden. He knew why she no longer looked at him. “She would
literally drop to her knees and worship Him. She read all the
stories, knew them by heart. The Creator, the Father, the
All-Powerful. But how can something be so incredible and let all of
this happen?” She gestured all around her, as if the crumbling
stones around them were her entire world.

“How could He
let everyone, angels and humans, be slaughtered?”

Uriel sat up
straight and gazed at her. There was no fire to speak of, lest they
attract any unwanted guests, but he could see her clearly enough.
Her body was tense, anticipating an answer that she knew she would
not like no matter what it was.

“You are
mistaken,” Uriel said with all the gentleness he could. It was a
difficult subject for them both, not just the cambion. “He did not
let this happen. It was written, long before you were born, that
there would be a great battle between Heaven and Hell. This
prophecy, which we all believed was the word of God Himself,
claimed that we would be victorious. The world and all of humanity
would enter a state of paradise.

“But we had
sinned. Heaven and its angels had become arrogant. We thought that
we would simply brush aside Lucifer and his forces. We were so very
wrong. My Fallen brother and his army climbed out of the depths of
Hell and decimated our ranks in the initial battles. For every
angel there were ten thousand demons, and half that in other
terrible creatures. And their bloodlust was second only to the
power they had accumulated.

“You see,
angels draw our power from Heaven, but Heaven’s might is only a
reflection of the goodness in each soul that our Father has made.
Lucifer’s forces, on the other hand, are empowered by the opposite.
Every sin, every act of senseless horror fuels his legions. The
more victories he claimed, the more powerful he became. It was not
just the devil who defeated us, but the sins of angel and man. We
were no match.”

Uriel’s eyes
turned to the sky, as if he expected to see a blanket of stars
above them. But he saw nothing, just a darkness as deep and empty
as the void of space. No distant stars twinkled before him, no
pinpricks of light dazzled him. He had been on both sides of that
pitch curtain, but he had not truly known how bleak this planet was
until now.

“Why are you
here?” Shandra’s voice was a welcomed reprieve from his
thoughts.

“I am here to
push back against the darkness. I am here to set things right.”

“No.” Her tone
took on an agitated edge. “I mean why are you here now?
Where were you when the war was going on? Why were you safe and
sound up in your palace in the sky while those…those things were
butchering us?”

Uriel knew
that the half-demon had countless questions for him, but he could
not answer them. Some of those questions he had himself.

“I do not
know,” he replied, unable to take his eyes from the starless sky.
“I pleaded to be among the first to descend to Earth. I wanted—no,
needed—to fight alongside my brothers and sisters. The battlefield
is as much a home to me as Heaven itself, yet I was stuck in the
latter. Our Father would not tell me why I had to stay, only that I
had no choice. For years I stood sentinel, managing the affairs of
Heaven and relaying what tactics I could as I watched angels and
humans die in immeasurable numbers. That is, until these clouds
blinded us. Then yesterday I was told that it was my time to
descend to Earth, a decade after this war had begun. My Father told
me to have faith, that I would return light to the world.”

Uriel finally
tore his eyes from the unending darkness and looked at his
companion. Shandra was not returning his gaze, though. She was
stroking a strand of her hair and staring at the ground, as if the
barren dirt would give her some answers. It was as helpful as the
sky had been to the archangel. Then her eyes snapped up to his, a
semblance of a smile on her face.

“Well, don’t
you worry, choirboy. You have me now.” The half-demon yawned and
lay down, using her half-empty bag as a makeshift pillow. “And,
Uriel?”

“Yes?” he said
as the wind around them died down for a moment. Her back was to
him.

“Thank you for
what you did for my sister this morning. She’s been alone before,
but this time feels different. Let’s kill that son of a bitch Botis
and get back to her quickly, okay?”

Uriel could
not find an answer for the cambion. Somehow, she managed to be
crude and warming all at once.

With no fire
for the pair and the wind picking back up, the archangel noticed
that Shandra was shivering. She tried to hide it, as if not wanting
to show any weakness to her new ally. Uriel rose from his seat
against the stone wall and moved as quietly as he could. There was
a soft shuffle as he removed his long coat and lowered it onto
Shandra’s chilled body. Without a word, he turned and took up a
perch among the ruins, keeping watch while the half-demon
slept.

The cambion
gripped the coat tightly around her. Though she did not want to
admit it to herself, Shandra had not felt this safe in a very long
time.

 


***

 


Shandra was
roused from her sleep by the soft touch of the archangel, her eyes
still clouded with the fog of her dreams. Normally she would have
woken up at the first glow of the morning, but the mental and
physical tolls from the previous day had been taxing on her. She
shook off her exhaustion quickly, though, and looked up at
Uriel.

“It is time
for us to move,” he said in a voice that was a stark contrast to
his usual warrior nature.

“Sorry,” the
cambion muttered. The sky was mostly black, though not the darkness
that accompanied the night. A red glow was just beginning to form.
“I don’t usually oversleep.”

She glanced
around and noticed two figures next to one of the ruined
foundations. In a flash she was up and brandishing the dagger the
archangel had given her, all remnants of sleep gone in a blink.

Uriel laughed.
“Do not worry,” the angel said, gesturing for the half-demon to
calm down. “They wandered too close for my liking. I needed to deal
with them.”

It was only
then Shandra noticed that the two figures were corpses of demons,
slumped against the weathered stones to hide them from view. One of
them had its throat slit, the blood covering its grey, lifeless
chest still wet. The other’s head hung at an unnatural angle, its
neck clearly broken.

“Scared the
shit out of me.” Shandra rubbed her eyes with her free hand while
she chuckled. Already standing, she turned and rolled up her
blanket, stuffed it in her pack and handed the jacket back to
Uriel. She refused to look at him as she did. “Thanks,” she
muttered.

Uriel nodded,
an action the half-demon only saw out of the corner of her eye. The
archangel donned the duster without a word.

“All set?”
Shandra asked once her pack was tied. “If we get going, and we
don’t run into anymore assholes, then we should get to Zezurat in
half a day.”

Uriel nodded
once again. He tried to hide the combination of anxiety and
excitement that he felt. This was his mission, his very purpose. As
the pair walked back towards the dry creek bed that marked their
way, Uriel silently thanked the half-demon for helping him fulfill
that purpose.

True to her
word, Uriel spotted the silhouette of the city within a few hours,
a jagged shadow on the dim horizon. The number of demons they saw
seemed to increase in folds the closer they got to their
destination, but Shandra knew the path well and was able to
navigate their way without the two being seen. When Zezurat was
just another hour or so away, Shandra called their march to a halt.
They managed to find a copse of trees that provided them cover from
the red glow but could do little against the heat that permeated
the new world.

“Please, save
it for yourself,” Uriel said, declining the food that Shandra
offered. “I will eat once food is a little less scarce.”

“Suit
yourself.” The half-demon shrugged and popped the last bit of dried
meat in her mouth.

Uriel took the
brief rest they had to remove his jacket. The wind from the
previous day was gone, which Uriel was somewhat thankful for. It
made the air almost unbearably stale and warm. He could feel his
brow beaded with sweat after the morning’s travels. But no wind
meant that his scent would not travel or give them away. The scent
of an angel was euphoric to some creatures, like the hellhounds he
had encountered before. This close to the city, Uriel did not want
to attract any undue attention.

“Feeling the
heat?” Shandra quipped. “I’m sure the weather is nicer in Heaven,
but you’re going to have to keep yourself covered. Those tattoos
are too obvious. You’d be noticed the first time a demon looked at
you.”

She was right,
the archangel knew. He could not afford the creature comforts of
Heaven or even the old Earth. One misstep and his mission would be
over. He would be over. With reluctance, Uriel put his
duster on once more.

“Let us
continue,” he said, falling in line behind the cambion.

As they moved
closer to the metropolis, Uriel noticed that the entire place was
walled in. It was more like a massive fortress than any kind of
modern city. At the base of the walls were giant shards of jagged
rock that pointed outwards like daggers. At first, the angel
thought they might be some sort of defense. Then it dawned on him
that this was not a city of Earth, but one that had been pulled
from the depths of Hell itself. Somehow Botis had raised his own
infernal kingdom from the bowels of the underworld.

The walls were
sleek, glistening mirrors of black rock, streaked with veins of
brilliant gold. Smoke billowed from within the city and from
fissures outside of it, too. On one side of the city was a massive
chasm, the hot air shimmering above it as if a raging fire burned
below. Above that chasm was a large drainage pipe, its fluid
pouring into the chasm and out of sight.

Thankfully,
the journey to the walls of Zezurat was fairly easy. Though there
were several roads that funneled to the main gates, the area
surrounding the city was littered with massive boulders and other
debris that should have been underground. Uriel assumed that it had
been flung aside when the city erupted from Hell and had simply
been ignored since. Botis, the archangel knew, was a brilliant
tactician but was lazy and arrogant. His faults were now their
blessing as the pair used boulders and fallen trees as cover. It
was slow but methodical.

When he got
the chance, Uriel glanced at the main gates of Zezurat. He had not
expected the demon lords to be so…civilized. The angel had expected
this new Earth to be filled with constant warring factions of
demons. Now that the angels and humans had been annihilated, they
had only each other to fight. But the figures moving through the
gates of Zezurat, both in and out, were not just demons. Among the
other dark, sentient beings of the underworld, Uriel could see
humans moving freely as well. They looked broken, like shells of
what he knew humans to be. But they were alive!

“All right,
pay attention and stay right behind me.” Shandra’s order snapped
the archangel out of his observations. “If you don’t, it’s not a
fun fall.”

They had
reached the edge of the chasm where the drain spilled out. A
terrible stench accompanied an even greater heat, threatening to
burn the angel’s skin as well as his nose. Uriel glanced over the
edge. The pit was deep, with its walls a series of vicious,
fang-like rocks and its base a glowing river of lava. Any waste
that was poured into the chasm merely burned up when it hit the
molten rock, filling the air with a thick, noxious gas. It would
have been a rather efficient system if it didn’t poison the air
around it. Not even his Father would know what it had done to the
inhabitants of the city so far.

Without
another word, Shandra reached out over the chasm and gripped onto
the foundation of the city’s wall. Unlike the rest of the walls,
the jagged rocks of the chasm extended to a few metres above the
drainpipe. With a keen, crimson eye, Shandra found some handholds
in the ebony wall. Her grip secured, the cambion moved her foot out
above the lava pit, then lifted the rest of her body after it. She
was nimble and scaled the uneven surface quickly, confidently.
Trusting his new ally, Uriel followed her, grabbing each protruding
rock and stepping in each crack that she did, shadowing her every
move. One false step, one misplaced hold, and every demon in the
city would flock to the sight of his wings. Every rock that
crumbled and fell away from the wall was a stark reminder of what
the alternative to flying was.

The climb was
short. It was only a moment or two before Shandra was on top of the
drainpipe, keeping low to avoid any eyes that might glance their
way. Uriel quickly joined her and knelt next to the edge of the
pipe. Without a word, he offered the half-demon his hand.

“What a
gentleman,” Shandra said with a smirk.

Gripping her
forearm, Uriel supported his companion as she lowered herself in
front of the open pipe. He slowly swung her back and forth, gaining
momentum each time. When he felt her grip loosen, he let his own do
the same. He heard the half-demon’s foot land with a splash, the
kind one might hear if they jumped into the muddy shallows of a
swamp. The angel spun himself over the edge of the drain, using his
own momentum to duplicate the swing.

“Shit,”
Shandra muttered when he landed in the dirty, flowing water.
“Literally.”

The archangel
tried not to think about it as he joined her farther in the sewers,
finding a raised path that gave him some reprieve from the waste.
Down the tunnel, he could see some dull, flickering lights
incrementally lined along the wall. Apparently, the city had
electricity, but the angel did not know how far that grid extended.
He was thankful, though. The dim red light of the world seemed to
be as repulsed by the sewage as the archangel and half-demon were.
It was dark in the sewers, limiting even for his vision. The lights
along the wall provided pockets of illumination, but there were
still stretches of shadows between them. Thankfully, Shandra led
the way through the winding tunnels, confident in what Uriel only
saw as a maze.

“I know
someone in the city,” Shandra explained as they walked. “We can
crash at his place until you figure out—fuck!”

The cambion
jumped back in fright. Uriel quickly shoved past her with a dagger
in hand, ready to take on whatever threat might be down here. He
saw what had startled Shandra, but it was no threat.

There, slumped
against the wall, was a man in tattered clothing. Uriel did not
know whether the man was alive or dead, but he had not reacted to
the half-demon’s cry or the sight of a blade. Crouching down to
examine the body, Uriel could see that his face was yellowed and
rotting. To the angel’s horror, a hole was in his cheek. Uriel was
certain that, had the lighting been better, he could have seen
right into the man’s mouth through that hole. His arms were limp,
his skin loose and barely clinging to the gaunt limbs.

“What is
this?” Uriel could barely force the words out of his mouth.

“Plague,”
Shandra said. She coughed at the stench of the rotting body, an
odor somehow more powerful than the streams of waste running all
around them. “Some strain of it, at least. In the city it’s pretty
common, and a lot of the time people will come down here to die. It
seems to affect only humans, though. Demons never get it, and I’ve
never contracted anything. I figure angels should be pretty safe,
too.”

The body
suddenly shifted, and a noise, unintelligible, came from his
mouth.

“Shit, is it
still alive?” Shandra took a few steps back.

“It appears
so.” Uriel could not fathom the agony the man must have been in. “I
will try and heal him,” he said resolutely.

“Don’t
bother.” The half-demon put a hand on his shoulder to stop him.
“Even if you could, he’s so far gone that it would take a lot of
juice. So much that your new rune wouldn’t be able to hide it. Do
you really want to use that kind of power underneath a city full of
demons?”

Uriel knew
that his companion was right. With the man in this state of
decomposition, Uriel did not know if he was a skilled enough healer
to help him anyway. There was a difference between having the power
to do something and knowing how to do it, and Uriel was not sure he
had either in his current state.

“We have to do
something.”

Shandra walked
past the angel, her dagger drawn. The half-demon pulled the man’s
head away from the wall, leaving behind clumps of rotted skin
sticking to the stone, and drove her blade into the back of his
skull. The weapon went in easily, the flesh and bone already
softened by the disease. Uriel closed his eyes and whispered a word
in the tongue of angels, wishing the soul a safe journey to Heaven.
He tried not to think that, with the black curtain looming
overhead, it might never reach there.

“We are
wasting time,” Shandra said as she wiped her blade clean on the
man’s tattered shirt. “Let’s go.” She dragged her hand along the
sewer wall as she walked, leaving behind a piece of the man’s
skin.

They hardly
made any ground before Uriel heard shuffling up ahead. The desolate
tunnels could carry sound from far away, but this was different. It
was close. Worse, the archangel felt something masked, something
shrouded from his senses. He reached forward and grabbed Shandra’s
arm to stop her advance.

“Wha—?”

But the
angel’s hand snapped up to cover her mouth. She nodded slowly in
understanding while stepping back behind him. Whatever made the
noise was hiding just ahead of them in one of the streaks of
shadow. He considered using his light to illuminate the tunnel, but
thought perhaps the presence in front of them might not be able to
see them either. The archangel took another couple of steps,
motioning for Shandra to remain where she was.

“Don’t make
another move,” came a gruff voice from the darkness. “Turn around
now and go back to wherever you came from, and I promise I won’t
kill you both.”

Whoever—or
whatever—it was could see them. That put the pair at a distinct
disadvantage.

“I cannot do
that,” the archangel replied. “Nor am I intimidated by your
threats.”

There was a
metallic click from within the darkness.

“He has a
gun,” Shandra whispered.

Uriel paused.
He could handle most threats, but blindly rushing someone with a
gun would not end well, even for him. Still, the archangel refused
to be intimidated.

In a flourish,
Uriel pulled on the golden grip of his sword. The weapon slid
easily from its scabbard, its blade erupting in brilliant white
flames as it was freed. The divine light reflected off the golden
guard in a dance of deadly beauty. The weapon, a manifestation of
Uriel’s fire, defied anyone who would threaten him. There was a
long period of silence, the gunman not making a sound until he
spoke with a voice filled with realization.

“That sword.
It can’t be.” It was not just realization in his voice. It was joy.
“Brother? Uriel, is that you?”


CHAPTER
SIX

 “Uriel! It is you!”

A figure came
rushing out of the gloom. Uriel, confused, shifted into a defensive
stance, ready to lash out with his fiery blade. The figure stopped
in its tracks.

“Little
brother, lower your sword!”

The dancing
white flames illuminated the man’s face. Uriel studied him for a
moment until realization sparked in his eyes.

The man was
tall, as tall as Uriel but broader. He was wearing the same kind of
black leather vest and pants, though the other man’s were
noticeably worn and patched. At his hip were two guns, one on
either side, and a large knife handle glinted in the low light from
out of a combat boot. His hair was a dark brown, its short, curled
strands a nest of dirt and litter. Most remarkable was his skin.
The man’s bare arms were lighter than Uriel’s, but the tattoos of
an angel were unmistakeable. The slim metal band around his neck
only reinforced Uriel’s thinking.

“Holy shit,”
Shandra stammered. “Is he an angel, too?”

Uriel sheathed
his blade hastily as he surged towards the man.

“Not just any
angel,” Uriel said with a smile. The two of them embraced one
another. “Raphael, words cannot express how—” The archangel could
not finish his thought. He simply embraced the angel.

“Then you know
they must be even more lost on me,” Raphael said, moving his
brother back to arm’s length. It was only then that the other
angel’s eyes moved to examine Shandra. His own green eyes widened
in surprise when he saw the crimson in hers. “Uriel!” he hissed as
he reached for a pistol at his hip. “What in this twisted world
have you brought with you?”

Uriel moved
with uncanny precision as he held Raphael’s gun down while stepping
between the two. With his free hand, he motioned for the half-demon
to remain calm.

“Raphael, no.
It is fine.” His words were calm, confident. “I would not be here
if it were not for her. She is far more human than demon, I assure
you of that. And…I believe you two have met before.”

The older
angel balked at him. Disbelief battled with trust across his
face.

“Impossible,”
Raphael said dismissively. “I’m not in the business of making
half-demon friends.”

Uriel gave
Shandra a look, a silent warning not to make some sort of sarcastic
comment. The cambion pursed her lips but stood still in an effort
not to look threatening.

“Please,
brother. Give her a chance,” the younger archangel pleaded.
Raphael’s eyes darted back and forth between Uriel and the
half-demon. With a deep breath, and more than a little reluctance,
his pistol was returned to its holster. “Thank you.” Uriel’s smile
was genuine. “Shandra, this is Raphael. He is my brother, one of
the archangels.”

Shandra
visibly slouched. She pinched the bridge of her nose and wiped a
hand down her face. It smeared some of the dirt that marred her
pale, glowing skin.

“You have to
be fucking with me.” The half-demon turned around and walked back
and forth. “What did I do to deserve this? Bad enough I meet two
angels in two days, but do they have to be goddamn archangels?
Might as well just put me out of my misery now.”

The cambion
was talking to herself more than the two angels, but Raphael still
laughed. It was a deep, hearty noise that filled the tunnel they
were in.

“I will accept
her as she is, Uriel. Both for your sake and because I have not
laughed like that in a long time.” The older archangel clapped
Uriel’s shoulder and motioned for Shandra to follow. “Come, both of
you. We have a place, a safe place.”

Uriel looked
towards his half-demon companion with a smile. It was to reassure
her, but also to ask for her consent. Uriel was overjoyed with this
turn of events, though that was easy for an angel to say. Shandra’s
world had already been turned upside down by one archangel. There
was only so much she would be able to take. He saw her look behind
her warily. Whether she worried more for herself or her sister,
Uriel could not be sure. In Shandra’s mind, killing a demon lord
might mean a more likely return home than meeting an archangel and
his friends in the sewers.

“When an
archangel says ‘we,’ it doesn’t make all of us feel better.”
Shandra tried to sound humorous, but her worry was obvious.

“I will not
let anything happen to you, Shandra.” Uriel tilted his head in a
silent request for her to follow.

“And if Uriel
vouches for you,” Raphael added from ahead of them, “then you have
my protection as well.”

The older
archangel led the pair through the tunnels, to parts where even
Shandra had not been before. The sewers created a maze under the
city and, Uriel noted, was an invaluable tool for moving around.
Especially for a cambion—and apparently angels, too—the network of
tunnels seemed to span miles, all wide enough for a group to march
single file on either side of the stream of sewage. That stench
though, the unending, permeating smell that still stung his nose
and eyes, was persistent with each step.

“How did you
find us?” Shandra broke the silence of their walk. The archangel
was taking them far off her normal course, leading them to parts of
the sewer she had never been before. Something had to have tipped
him off.

“One of my
angels, one whose talent is sensing other entities, felt something
strange.” Raphael spoke and moved loudly. He did not seem to care
for stealth or what might lie ahead. Uriel also noticed that there
were none of the sick in these tunnels. “He said it felt like an
angel and a demon, but masked. None of the others could feel it, so
I decided to investigate. Even now I can barely detect either of
you.”

Uriel flashed
his new rune on his forearm. The cuts were already faded scars, but
the markings would not leave his flesh. Raphael gave a quick glance
over the work.

“Well, that
explains it. Angelic and Infernal combined?” He sounded impressed.
“I never thought of that. I don’t think we even have a word for
it.”

“Human?”
Shandra offered. “Raphael, when you say that it was one of
your angels who detected us, exactly how many more are there?”

When the
archangel informed her that they numbered nearly thirty angels,
Uriel wondered if expletives made up the majority of the
half-demon’s vocabulary. It elicited another laugh from Raphael, a
noise that preceded them down the tunnel. The walls of the sewers
seemed to be the same wherever they went. Most of the area had the
same periodic lights as when Uriel and Shandra had entered, but
other places were completely shrouded in darkness. It was in one of
these blankets of shadows that Uriel noticed something out of the
ordinary.

“Ah, here we
are.” Raphael opened his arms in front of him, gesturing to a
rectangular hole in the wall. It was just tall enough for someone
Raphael’s size to fit through.

Uriel peered
through the opening and saw a short hallway, barely noticeable with
the absence of light. He strained his eyes and saw that wards and
runes had been carved along the length of the corridor, terminating
at the far end in sturdy iron door. The faintest traces of light
did all it could to crawl out from under the door, but it was
almost immediately extinguished.

“Where?”
Shandra looked in the same direction as the archangels, but was
clearly puzzled. When Raphael laughed again, Shandra’s expression
tried to convey her annoyance. The archangel’s laugh was
infectious, though. All the half-demon could see was the same stone
wall that had followed them since they entered the sewers.

“Much like
your home,” Uriel explained, “this entrance has been warded. Likely
against anything that is not an angel.”

“It’s just one
thing after another with you, isn’t it? You angels can be so
inconsiderate.”

There was a
bustle of sound from beyond the iron door. The conversations were
hushed, but so many beings speaking at once played off one another
in a whispered cacophony. The hearts of both Uriel and Shandra were
pounding, though for different reasons. The archangel moved in
front of the cambion.

“Whatever
happens when this door opens, stay behind me. You are not in any
danger,” he promised. He did not know how the other angels would
react to the sight of a half-demon. He did not even know how they
would react to his own arrival. Ten years was not a long span of
time for any angel, but a decade of fighting, dying and hiding
surely felt like centuries to those who had been trapped here.

Raphael
entered first, pulling open the iron door as if it were nothing. It
did not squeal or complain as it was opened, and the space beyond
was just as silent. The atmosphere was uneasy at best as they
walked through the door. Shandra stuck close behind Uriel, her body
tense as if expecting the worst. Both newcomers looked around their
new refuge.

They had come
into a large room, easily thirty metres on each side. It was filled
with tables, desks and bookshelves all arranged in an organized
fashion around the perimeter. The centre was left mostly empty,
save for two dozen or so angels that stood and stared at them. A
handful of others sat on some of the tables or leaned against the
walls, but all eyes were on the three that had just come through
the door. Torches filled with magical light flickered along the
walls, but a dim lightbulb glowed in the middle of the ceiling. The
angels could draw some electricity from the city, though not much
it seemed.

“Uriel, my
brother. I welcome you and your companion.” Raphael paused and
glanced at the cambion, slightly embarrassed. “I’m sorry. Was it
Shandra?”

The half-demon
nodded. She was sure, however, that the others in the room were
thinking of a different name for her.

“Uriel and
Shandra, I welcome you to Sanctuary!”

Not one angel
made a single noise. Not one shuffled their feet or even risked
drawing breath. Only their eyes moved as they took in the two
newcomers. Or rather, they scrutinized them. All of them knew of
Uriel, if not personally than in name and reputation. Their eyes
barely paid him a passing glance before shifting to Shandra. It was
then that the atmosphere in the room changed. Their eyes narrowed
and their muscles tensed almost in unison.

“Cambion.”


“Abomination.”

“Filth.”

Some of them,
still filled with judgment and malice, returned to Uriel. They
almost seemed to look through him, as if peering at his very
essence to determine why he would be traveling with this creature.
Why was he even here? But Uriel saw others, too, only about a
quarter of the group, who looked at the archangel with a smile or
turned their heads at the cruel words and looked down in shame.

“Enough!”
Raphael boomed. The silence was immediate. “I know none of you were
expecting either of our guests, though I am not sure which one is
more of a surprise. But our brother has finally been allowed to
join us, to aid us, to save us. And he assures me that his
companion is a friend, not a foe. She shall not be harmed or
harassed. You will not think of stinging names to call her, because
you will only use her name: Shandra. She is under the protection of
two archangels. Adriel?”

An angel
against the back wall reacted to the summons. He looked young,
though a physical body could never convey the true age of an angel.
His skin was light, but not as pale as Shandra’s, and he had his
long, blonde hair tied back in a ponytail. He smiled at the angel
who was sitting near him, one who looked even younger and had short
black hair.

The two looked
like opposites. The blonde one, Adriel, was not as muscular or
toned as most angels. He was long-limbed and lean, whereas the
black-haired angel was well-muscled and just under six feet in
height. The black-haired angel looked at Uriel and Shandra, but not
like the rest. His eyes were filled with excitement; he was happy
to see them. Even the cambion. Adriel’s were not filled with
disdain or malice, nor were they like his friend’s. Adriel may have
been happy, but he was curious above all else.

“Adriel, I
believe we have an empty room down the north hall that is
storing…well, nothing but dust right now.” Raphael laughed at his
own joke, though most angels seemed to have ignored it. “Please,
show Shandra down there and perhaps Isniir can assist you in moving
a cot into it. And, Shandra, my dear, Adriel will also show you to
where you can wash up. No doubt it would feel nice to get some of
the outside world and the sewers off. We may be used to the smell
by now, but I am sure you and my brother are not.”

Shandra nodded
and followed Adriel through one of the two doors leading out of the
antechamber. She still did not trust any of the angels, aside from
Uriel, but Adriel smiled warmly at her, as if he was trying to show
that he was not a threat. The black-haired angel who was sitting
next to Adriel hopped up and moved after them. The way that he
moved was strange, though Uriel could not tell what about it was
peculiar. It was as if the angel were trying to exaggerate each
step, but it was nearly imperceptible.

“Uriel.”
Raphael’s voice broke through his thoughts. “I believe we can do
introductions later. Please, let me show you Sanctuary. I am sure
we both have many questions for each other.”

Most of the
angels in the room were giving Uriel a harder glare, their silent
gazes judging him. It was as if his deeds from before the
apocalypse meant nothing, as if he were not welcome among them. The
end of the world had been a crucible, a means through which these
hardened angels had been forged. They knew that Uriel had not been
tested the same way they had, and they did not try to hide it. The
archangel could not meet the gaze of his sisters or his brothers,
so he nodded to Raphael and followed him through a different door
than Shandra and the other two angels had entered.

The hideout,
Sanctuary, was a lot larger than Uriel had imagined. The two
archangels passed by a series of thick wooden doors as Raphael led
his brother deeper into the underground sanctum. Some were open,
and the archangel could see that a few held beds. While angels did
not need sleep every night, being on Earth gave them mortal,
physical bodies that required some nourishment and rest. In another
room he saw targets and dummies for combat training, all of which
looked well-used. Yet another room contained a variety of swords,
spears, shields and other weapons, all neatly organized. Sanctuary
was more than just a refuge. It was a home.

But the angel
could not ignore the obvious. Most of the weapons in their armory
were covered in a thick layer of dust. The training rooms were
large enough for maybe a half-dozen angels to use, and though it
looked like it was frequented, it also showed signs of neglect.
Sanctuary may have been a home, it may have allowed the angels to
survive, but Uriel guessed that the angels only ventured outside of
its protective walls if they had to.

At last they
came to the room at the end of the hallway. The room beyond that
door harbored bookshelves along every wall, overflowing with tomes
written in a variety of human languages. In the centre of the room
was a large stone table, one that connected to the floor and was
made of the same material. The table was littered with documents
and maps, some hand-drawn and others that appeared to be printed
before the apocalypse. The latter were covered with thick strokes
of ink, crossing out some cities and towns, drawing in mountains
and redirecting rivers. There was a subtle scent of stale water and
mold, though it was almost a welcomed respite from the smell of the
sewers beyond Sanctuary’s door. Uriel turned away from the table as
he heard the door close behind him and embraced his brother once
again.

“This is a
miracle,” Raphael said as he wrapped his mighty arms around the
younger archangel. “You do not know how welcomed the sight of you
is.”

Their embrace
lasted another few seconds before the brothers released each other.
Of the seven archangels, Uriel had always been closest to Raphael.
Michael and Gabriel shared a similar bond, and Sariel, Raguel and
Remiel tended to stick with each other as well. They all cared
deeply for each other, but some just got along better, as with all
families. Which, in Uriel’s mind, was strange, as he and Raphael
could not have been more different. Uriel lived for the thrill of
combat and was a master tactician. Raphael was an angel of healing,
not violence, and had always been the voice of reason whenever
Uriel’s ears would listen. But they were the best of friends, and
Uriel could think of no one else he would have rather seen.

“I cannot
agree more,” Uriel said, smiling at his older brother. “Now, tell
me about this place, Sanctuary, and what you are doing beneath
Botis’s city.”

“All in due
time, brother,” Raphael answered, one hand still on Uriel’s
shoulder. “First you owe me a story. Where have you been? How have
you survived? Tell me about this half-demon friend of yours. Why
are you traveling with her? And how do I know her?”

Uriel relayed
the story of how he descended to Earth and found his way to the
house that Shandra and her sister were hiding in. “That is how I
knew it had been you,” Uriel said. “No other angel has ever
cleansed a cambion child of the demon inside of it. I had been
praying that you were still alive, and now I see that those prayers
were answered. Tell me though, you told the other angels that the
lives of Shandra and her human sister were entwined now; is there
any truth to that?”

Raphael
chortled. “There is a chance, though I could not say for sure. But
I could not bring myself to allow the death of a newborn, not in
this world and not after all her mother had been through. I told
the others that simply to spare them. Hadriel didn’t even know. I
made him believe it, and he made the cambion believe it. It was the
only way I would know for sure that the half-demon would not simply
kill her sister.” The smile on the archangel’s face disappeared.
“It is sad to hear about Hadriel though. He was a skilled warrior
and a dear friend. Though after all these years I had assumed that
they had all been killed, if I’m being honest.”

“Shandra has
been of much use to me so far, and I made her a promise,” Uriel
said. He knew that having a cambion in Sanctuary would make things
very tense at best but could turn deadly without notice. “Her
sister is alone in a cottage, warded by sigils inscribed by Hadriel
and Shandra. She is safe for now, but it would mean a lot to me if
we could bring her to the safety of this enclave. Shandra will be
an asset herself. I am sure that she will prove herself to all of
you.”

Raphael nodded
in agreement. “I trust you, Uriel, and I trust the others, too. We
will gather the child, Elena, in a day or so. Both sisters are
welcome here. No harm will come to either of them.”

Uriel turned
back around and examined the map of the city. It was roughly drawn
and meant little to someone who had not seen the metropolis with
their own eyes, but still he tried to commit it to memory. “How is
it that you came to hide in the sewers?” Uriel had to admit that he
was a bit frustrated with almost thirty angels keeping to
themselves in a city full of demons. He knew the war had been lost,
but never expected such passivity from his brothers.

“You do not
know what this world has become,” Raphael answered somberly.
“Shortly after I had tried to save the two children, my group and I
were attacked by Botis’s hordes. Only a couple of us managed to
escape alive, but there was nowhere to hide. This is Lucifer’s
domain now. There are very few safe havens for angels. We figured
that the last place any demon would look would literally be right
under their own feet. So we crawled into the sewers, probably the
same way you did, and built this.” Raphael motioned all around him
with his hands. “Eventually we struck out, looked for supplies and
survivors where we could. Our numbers grew. Seven years we have
been living here, Uriel. Seven years we have been hiding in this
hole in tunnels of stone, shit and piss.”

Uriel was
surprised; angels were usually more stoic about their emotions.
This world changed people, he could see that now, and his brother
was no exception.

“We were left
here to die. This was not how it was supposed to be, brother! I
have watched thousands of us torn to shreds, burned alive,
massacred.”

“Do not worry,
Raphael, I am here now. And I bring with me His wrath.”

“His wrath?”
The words were venomous. “Where was His wrath when we first locked
swords with the demons? Where was He when our brothers and sisters
were screaming His name? Our Father abandoned us here, Uriel. I
have prayed every night since those black clouds smothered the
planet, and every night my prayers have gone unanswered.”

“Not every
night,” Uriel said, gripping his brother’s shoulder. “Not the night
I descended. Not last night, for I am here today. They will never
go unanswered again, not while I still draw breath.”

Raphael looked
up at his brother, his eyes glistening. “We are broken, Uriel. We
do not live here. We learned long ago from the humans that there is
so much more to living than simply being alive. We are surviving.
Every day may be our last, a fact that scares our brothers and
sisters too much to go against the legions of Hell.”

“That was
before,” Uriel said, smiling at his brother. “Now we have two
archangels to lead them. Neither Botis nor his legions can stop
us.”

Uriel saw hope
shimmer in his brother’s eyes. “Okay, little brother, you have your
chance. What do you have in mind?”

“First of
all,” Uriel replied, looking towards his brother’s hip, “I need a
gun. Where can I get one?”

Raphael
laughed. “We have a total of two of them, not counting my friends
here.” The older archangel’s hands fell to his hips, gently resting
on the two pistols that sat there. “You never, ever touch my
friends. That’s your only warning.” Raphael smiled at his brother.
“The other two are used to guard the tunnels. They cannot be
spared. The weapons are too powerful for the demons to let them
exist. You know they can’t use the weapons themselves, but they are
more than capable of wielding them when they are possessing a
human. For that reason, we think they keep a small armory in the
palace, but they destroy most of them.”

It made sense
to Uriel. A gun could put a human on almost equal footing with a
demon, so they would destroy whichever ones they could find, like
the ones Uriel had found on the roof of the store. Demons were not
like angels. They did not adopt a human form on Earth. Their limbs
were elongated, disproportionately so compared to their grey,
disfigured bodies. The wicked claws on each finger were designed to
rend flesh from bone. Blades and spears were their weapon of
choice, though those claws were able to disembowel an angel in
seconds.

“Don’t worry,
brother, we will get you one,” the older angel said with a
grin.

“Okay,” Uriel
said, looking down at the maps. “Where shall we start?”

“It is not as
simple as that. We are nowhere near ready,” Raphael said, his head
hanging. “It has been a long time since we have left the sewers for
anything other than food. We are not fit to wage open war. Not
yet.”

“It is not
open war I am looking for, brother,” the younger archangel
rebutted. “We would be obliterated. We need a more secretive
approach, fight them without knowing where—or who—their enemies
are. Deplete their resources, weaken them as much as possible
before we strike the death blow and sever the adder’s head.”

Raphael
smiled. “I like this plan already, Uriel.” He joined his brother at
the table. “But you do not know the city, nor this world. Take some
time to rest and clean yourself up. Have your half-demon show you
the streets before the sun sets. Then I will draw up the initial
plans, and we will begin in the morning.”

Uriel looked
at the maps again, taking a moment to consider the idea, and then
nodded in agreement.

“Good. We have
bathing pools on the other side of Sanctuary. How long has it been
since you’ve felt the warmth of a bath?”

“Over a
millennium.” The younger angel laughed. They did not have baths in
Heaven. There was no need for them.

“Well overdue
then,” Raphael said with a wink. “Go back to the common room, then
through the door on your left. You’ll find them at the end of the
hall.”

Uriel nodded
once again, then turned and left the room. He admired the
construction of Sanctuary as he walked back down the hallway. How
the angels had managed to build such a concealed, yet vast
structure right under the nose of a demon lord was nothing short of
a miracle. The whole refuge seemed to have been carved out of the
stone itself, piece by piece, using a combination of magic and
physical labor. The hallways and rooms took on as much of a
straight, rectangular shape as the angels could have mustered, yet
the walls, floor and ceiling were still bumpy and rounded. Some
rooms did not even have doors, but others were fitted with crude
entrances. Angels did not value physical privacy, did not feel
embarrassment, so there was not much they would keep from one
another.

Uriel arrived
back at the antechamber where many of the other angels had
congregated once more. As soon as he came into view their
conversations ceased and they all stared at the newcomer. He would
have to earn their trust, Uriel knew that much, but he still felt a
sense of disappointment towards them. The archangel was happy that
so many had survived together, but they had been inert, causeless
and had simply watched the world fade away. Things would have to
change. The archangel knew that he would have to be the one to
change them.

Uriel could
feel their judging stares as he turned and walked down the only
other hallway stemming from the antechamber. This one was longer
than the other but had fewer rooms branching off it. Most of the
rooms were fitted with beds and chests, while only one was
outfitted for combat training. Near the end was a small room, its
door partially ajar. Uriel peered in and saw Shandra’s bow, arrows
and pack. A small mattress had been dragged into the room,
disturbing the layer of dust that seemed to cover the entire floor.
The cambion herself, however, was nowhere to be seen. Uriel
suppressed his initial worry, confident in Raphael’s word.

The second to
last room near the end of the hallway was different than the
others. It contained no beds or wardrobes or tables, just an empty
room with a single symbol written on the farthest wall. The symbol
was a dark red, made of dried blood. It was no human symbol,
instead written in the language of angels.

“Father,”
Uriel whispered the word aloud.

The room was
used for praying, a means of communication with Heaven. The sigil
was cracking and wearing away, now just a faint memory of what it
used to be. The floor of the room was covered in dust and dirt,
undisturbed for what could have been weeks or months. The image
saddened Uriel; a gathering of almost thirty angels and not a
single one had prayed here in all that time. Had they all lost
their faith? The archangel entered the small stone room and dropped
to his knees, hands together in front of his chest.

He recited a
handful of prayers in his own tongue, but soon switched back to the
human language that he had begun to grow accustomed to. “Father,
this world is broken. It is no longer the place that you created,
but something far more sinister.” A tear fell from the archangel’s
eye. “My brothers are lost, and I do not know if I can lead them to
the light. I need all your strength in the trials to come. I will
be your sword, as I am your Fire.” He finished his prayer in
Angelic, then rose to his feet and left the room.

Finally, he
came to the last room in the hallway and unleashed a wave of steam
as he opened the door. Various pools of water were spread
throughout the room, each divided by only a few feet of stone.
Water trickled in from holes in the wall, streaming down and
merging with each other before flowing into the pools. The room was
warm, but not uncomfortably so. The stone floor was bordering on
hot, like a sandy shore when the sun was at its highest. Such a
feeling was one that Uriel always missed when he was away from
Earth. There must have been a natural heat source underneath his
feet, one that kept the pools hot. Indulgence was frowned upon in
Heaven, but Uriel could never resist certain earthly temptations. A
hot bath was one such temptation.

The angel saw
a curtain to change behind, which made him raise an eyebrow; in all
his years, he never knew angels to be private or secretive of their
physical forms. Perhaps this new world had changed them more than
Uriel had initially believed.

Giving the
curtain no more thought, he removed his leather vest and cotton
shirt. His muscles were tight from the stress of the past days, and
he knew that this bath would help relax them. The archangel removed
his boots and pants and, after looking around for reasons he could
not put a finger on, completely disrobed and stepped into one of
the steaming pools. Instantly the warming kiss of the water
enveloped his body, forcing a relaxed sigh from his lips. The
archangel closed his eyes and forgot about the horrible world that
lay outside of the stone walls. For the moment, this was the only
world he knew, and he was happy.

 


***

 


The warm
embrace of the steam and water lowered the angel’s guard, which
stopped him from detecting the presence of a muted evil in the
room. Behind the curtain, Shandra had panicked and quickly put her
clothes back on when she heard the door open. Peeking out from
behind the changing curtain, she had watched Uriel enter the room,
but had not said a word.

He had almost
seen her at one point, but the cambion ducked behind her cover just
in time. She began her spying once again, more curious than
anything else, and watched as the archangel had taken off his
shirt. Like his arms, his chest and back were covered in ornate
tattoos as well. Most striking, however, were the symmetrical wing
tattoos that started between his shoulder blades and continued down
his muscular back. Shandra had seen such tattoos before; Hadriel
had similar ones on his back. Uriel’s, however, were a mix of
orange and red hues, unlike the black that she had seen before, and
the tattoos themselves seemed to wave and dance, like flames
crawling along the angel’s back. They were beautiful and terrifying
all at once, works of art that drew the cambion’s gaze and held it
there.

When the
archangel had begun to take off his pants, though, Shandra found
herself blushing and moving back behind the curtain. Her face grew
warm as if she had done something wrong. She waited a few moments
for Uriel to become relaxed in the bath before she silently crept
out of the room, her footfalls sounding like a mere whisper against
the warm ground.


CHAPTER
SEVEN

 Finding their way to the
streets was not as easy as Raphael made it seem. Uriel felt like
they had gone in circles within circles, each turn revealing a
tunnel or wall that looked to be just like every other one. Shandra
commented more than once that she did not recognize where they were
and that she had no idea so many tunnels were running underneath
the city. Each comment affirmed that Sanctuary was well hidden; it
would be nearly impossible to find your way in or out of the
shelter if you did not already know it.

The pair
quickly found that many people, mostly those plagued with disease,
counted on just that. The sewers were littered with corpses and
those who would soon join their ranks, each of them a person who
had wandered down there to wither away. The smell of their decaying
flesh mingled with and exacerbated the stench that was already
thick in the air.

Uriel was
horrified as he witnessed the diseases that were, in many cases
literally, eating away at the humans that lived in Zezurat. The
first man they came across, at least the first that was still
living, was unnaturally bloated. It was as if his body had been
submerged in water for weeks. His skin was slimy and colorless,
except for thick, grey-blue veins that crawled across it. Uriel
thought the man dead until he made a sickening gurgle as they
passed him.

Moments later,
Uriel’s hand shot out and grabbed Shandra by the shoulder, stopping
the cambion in her tracks. Up ahead, the archangel saw a figure
crouching in a corner, trembling.

“Please, make
it stop,” a hushed voice whimpered. “It hurts so much. Get it out,
please.”

The figure
turned, forcing the companions to avert their eyes from the sad
creature before them. The woman, barely an adult, was naked save
for the dirt and blood that caked her body. She had not been
attacked, yet the blood was her own. Uriel could not help but watch
as she relentlessly raked at her skin, tearing away flesh as she
dug at something that was not there. Her entire body was a canvas
of scars and fresh wounds, some of them yellowed with infection.
Some of her fingers were missing their nails. Uriel grimaced when
he noticed one of them protruding from her arm, the flesh having
grown back around most of it. One of her eyes seemed twice the size
of the other, the tissue around it long since torn away by the poor
woman’s scratching.

“Is there
nothing we can do?” Uriel was almost pleading with the half-demon.
He knew that, of the two of them, only he possessed any sort of
healing ability. He already knew, though, that this woman was too
far gone for his power to have any real effect. The plagued human
crawled over to the archangel and gripped onto his legs.

“You are so
warm,” the woman said, looking at him with eyes that, while begging
for mercy, still seemed very much aware of their surroundings. It
pained the angel to think that she was conscious of her suffering,
not just a body wasting away like so many of the others. “Please,
don’t lea—”

Shandra,
behind the poor creature, quickly wrapped her hands around the
woman’s head and broke her neck with a twist.

“Nothing,” the
cambion said resolutely.

Uriel could
feel his heart follow the lifeless body to the damp, fetid ground.
He had witnessed suffering and disease before. He had watched as
the Black Death ravaged the old European countries to a third of
their former size. But that had been one disease, one random
evolution of a single bacterium. This pain, this horror, was
something much worse, and this realization shook Uriel to his very
core.

So it went;
the pair made their way through the sewers, stumbling upon men and
women whose suffering Shandra ended at the tip of a dagger or the
break of a neck. Uriel struggled to accept that the cambion was
only seven years old, a mere child by human standards. It appeared
that both her demonic blood and the ways of this new world had
caused her to mature as quickly as her physical form had. The
half-demon had survived and cared for her sister, had witnessed
atrocities and bore burdens that Uriel could only imagine. He could
see the crimson of her eyes, but each time she killed one of the
sick it was out of mercy, not some sadistic lust. She was a
half-demon, but already she had proven that she was much more than
that.

“Here we are,”
Uriel said as the pair came to a set of stairs.

The steps
began at the end of one of the tunnels, terminating in a door that
lay flush with the ceiling. Raphael told them that the door led to
an abandoned building in the slums. They would be far enough away
from the markets and upper districts, but also a safe distance from
the territory claimed by the gang leader, Switchblade—a name that
Uriel had heard more than once already from the other angels.
Raphael warned them to stay away from the human who ruled the slums
under the blessing—or indifference—of Botis. Shandra had muttered
something about the man, though Uriel missed it. From her tone and
look of disgust, he inferred that it was not a pleasant
statement.

Uriel flipped
up the hood of the cloak his brother had given him before they
left. It was lighter than his duster, but less conspicuous. It had
the added benefit of shadowing his face and covering his arms. It
would hide his tattoos and, most importantly, the gleaming halo
around his neck. If anything were to give him away as a warrior of
Heaven, that would be it.

The archangel
led the way up the stairs, lifting the heavy wooden door just
enough for him to scan for threats on the other side. Raphael told
them that sometimes the homeless would squat in the building. While
most of them were not violent, those who had contracted one of the
various diseases might be paranoid or delusional enough to attack.
But the building, Uriel saw once his eyes adjusted from the
near-darkness of the sewers, was devoid of any life aside from a
cluster of insects that buzzed towards the smell of the sewer. The
archangel pushed the door open, being careful not to make any
noise.

“We carry the
stench of waste with us,” the angel complained to his companion as
they moved into the small storehouse. He brushed at his clothes and
skin, as if trying to wipe the smell away. After the luxury of
being able to bathe in Sanctuary, it felt like a second skin had
been laid on him, comprised of all the things in the sewers that he
did not want to think about.

The building
was some sort of storage facility. Broken crates and boxes were
stacked atop one another or strewn across the floor. It was evident
that the place had been looted, though the thick dust that covered
the room led Uriel to believe that it had gone untouched for
months.

“Won’t the
smells of the sewer give away our presence?”

“The whole
city reeks of shit and piss,” Shandra muttered as she did a quick
sweep of the building, searching to see if looters had missed
anything. To her frustration, they hadn’t. The windows of the
structure were all boarded up, but the door was not barricaded at
all. A large iron bolt locked the door from their side, but it slid
away easily. “Here, this should take us out into the streets. I’ll
give you a private tour of Botis’s little piece of Hell.”

It did not
take long for Uriel’s eyes to adapt to the dull red glow of the
afternoon. There was enough light to cast shadows from the small
huts and dilapidated structures that surrounded their own, but
these only served to darken the city further. It was barely
brighter than the sewers, but enough for the angel to get an
impression of his surroundings, his first real look at how humans
lived in this hellish world.

And what he
saw brought him no joy.

The street
they were on ran to his left and right, branching off into smaller
alleyways as it went. It was crammed with small, decrepit buildings
and houses. Some of the residences were two-stories tall, though
most were little more than what could only be a room with four clay
walls. Many of the places appeared to be abandoned—broken windows
and doors that barely clung to their hinges decorated a community
of disrepair—but Uriel saw movement from their interiors every now
and then. The conditions were bordering on inhospitable if not
completely so. The putrid scent of waste and rotting flesh was
carried by the breeze, accompanied by the noise of arguing and the
sounds of foot traffic. But the street they walked on as they
ascended the hill barely showed signs of life. Those people that
they did see made sure to keep their gazes low.

“Welcome to
the slums.” Shandra’s voice was hushed. “This is where all the
homeless, the diseased and the outcast call their own. It’s mostly
humans here, even if they don’t act like it. The only demons you
see around these parts are the ones who come to act out their
twisted pleasures. It is the closest the city gets to a true Hell
on Earth, but it is the safest place for someone like me.”

“Was,” the
archangel reminded her. Now that they had found the other angels,
Sanctuary would be their refuge. Though Uriel knew that his
companion was still unsure as to just how safe she was surrounded
by that many angels.

“We’re going
uphill, towards Botis’s palace. The other way leads to that
asshole, Switchblade.” Shandra spat on the ground. She ignored
Uriel’s reassurances of safety.

Most of the
slums appeared to be the same as they walked. It was only as they
traveled farther up the hill, away from Switchblade’s territory,
that things began to improve. The road widened and turned from dirt
to stone. More and more people appeared on the streets, though they
kept their heads down as they walked. Occasionally, a shuffling
pair would bump into one another, usually resulting in the two
silently carrying on their way. More than once, however, the
archangel heard one of the humans swear at the other, who either
walked away more quickly or swore right back. The half-demon and
archangel never stuck around to find out how the confrontations
ended.

“Tell me more
about this human, Switchblade,” Uriel implored, doing his best to
take in the city while keeping his eyes low. “It sounds like there
is no love lost between you two.”

“Astute
observation, choirboy,” Shandra smirked. “Me and my…associate used
to run with Switchblade and his gang. It was a good way to get by.
Switchblade knew I was the best thief in the slums. Then his
lieutenant, a demon, told him that I took something from him and
they tried to kill me. So, I took someone from him.”

Uriel was
stunned by the cold remark. It reminded him that Shandra was only
half-human, but also made him think about how cruel this world was.
She did not add anything more as she led the archangel through the
slums, occasionally diverting through alleyways and side streets as
if they were zeroing in on somewhere. They passed by a man who was
offering drugs and a woman who was brandishing knives. Whether she
was selling them or just showing them off was a mystery to the
angel. A bright neon sign of a rose illuminated the front of a
brothel. A handful of its workers—men and women—were out front,
dressed in various outfits to appeal to all kinds of fetishes.

Some of them
enjoyed their profession. They enticed their clients with smiles
and sweet words that appeared genuine to the archangel. But many of
them exuded a sorrow so deep that it was almost tangible. They were
broken, abused and discarded by the world. Their forced smiles and
makeup-covered bruises did not escape Uriel. The archangel’s gaze
returned to his feet when one of the women met his eyes, her sad
gaze somehow finding his among the growing crowd. There was the
vaguest semblance of life in those grey orbs, as if somewhere she
still had hope.

Uriel could
not stand to look at them. The ground he walked on seemed to have
suffered less.

“Don’t you go
getting any ideas, choirboy.” Shandra nudged him with her elbow and
snickered. “God doesn’t even know what they’ll give you.” Shandra
clearly held no sympathy for the prostitutes, but Uriel wondered
just how different she was from them—sneered at by society, a stain
for those who knew of her true nature to turn their noses at or
openly hate. Regardless, the cambion was her usual dark,
lighthearted self.

“It was not my
intention,” the archangel said softly, turning his gaze from the
prostitutes.

Shandra did
not have a snide comment in response. She focused on putting one
foot in front of the other, avoiding groups of people when she
could. The cambion was able to blend in without getting too close
to anyone or anything. It was an art in itself, one that Uriel was
grateful she was a master of. Without her lead, he would stick out
like a sore thumb. Especially since, as they ascended the hill
farther, the city began to change. Garbage and debris that littered
the streets and blockaded alleys became sparser as buildings became
taller, more solidly built. Beggars still lined the streets, though
in fewer numbers than before. They asked for food and medicine
mostly. One who was barefoot pleaded with passersby for a simple
pair of socks. People, while still sullen and keeping to
themselves, were at least out in larger numbers now. There was a
sufficient amount of living noise that Uriel was beginning to see
how Zezurat was a functioning city.

Suddenly,
cutting through the buzz of the city, a cry of pain erupted from
behind a house. It was far from the first call of distress the pair
had heard, but it was the first that was close to them. The
archangel quickened his pace, moving past his companion and guide.
Shandra had to jog to catch up, barely able to put a hand on
Uriel’s shoulder before he turned into the alley, to the source of
the scream.

“Don’t.” The
cambion’s gaze was cold as ice and left no room for argument.

“You do not
understand how difficult it is for me to stand by and do nothing,”
Uriel rebutted.

In the alley,
the archangel saw a man curled up on the ground as five other
figures loomed over him. They were kicking the man and beating him
with makeshift weapons. One assailant, a woman who could not have
been more than two decades old, brought her foot down on the man’s
broken face.

“That is
exactly what you are going to do,” Shandra whispered harshly, her
gaze now holding his own. “How many times do I have to tell you
this? What the fuck do you think will happen? You just walk over
there and cut them all down with your fire sword? Use a little
angel magic to make their heads explode? Think, you moron. Botis
doesn’t know we’re here. His demons have no idea we have
two—two!—archangels in the city. It’s our only advantage
over him and you can’t afford to throw it away over the life of one
man.”

The cambion
was right. Though he would not have killed the other humans, he
could not afford to act now. Uriel took a deep, slow breath and
nodded his assent. He knew the common belief was that angels were
hardened, emotionless servants of God, but nothing could be further
from the truth. Angels were connected to mankind, to the species in
its entirety, on a level that neither divine entity nor mortal
could explain. Shandra must have known this, having been raised by
an angel herself. She must know that hearing the man’s suffering
echoed in his head and his heart. Angels were to cherish man above
all else, above their Father even. This world of anguish and horror
only amplified the suffering that he felt biting at his
subconscious.

He knew
Shandra was right. He could not break every time a human’s life was
in jeopardy.

“He isn’t the
first to die, Uriel, and he definitely won’t be the last. So, let’s
get out of this shithole; there’s still a lot of the city I need to
show you.”

Uriel flinched
as he heard the sickening, wet crack of bone give way to another
attack.

“Okay, let us
be on our way then.”

The pair
turned and walked past the alley, leaving the man to his fate.

It could not
have been more than half an hour of walking when the entire
atmosphere of the city changed again. Suddenly, the angel and
half-demon were swallowed by a large crowd of people. While many
continued their silent shuffle, more and more were stopping in the
middle of the street to chat with one another. He could hear
numerous languages from the different conversations, even some
humans who adopted the Infernal tongue. The street had seamlessly
changed from dirt to worn cobblestone and was bordered by all
manner of stalls and stands where merchants sold and displayed
their wares. The sheer number of people that filled the street
market astonished the archangel.

Since their
vision had been blocked by the black clouds, Uriel and the rest of
Heaven believed mankind to be on the brink of extinction. But, just
by taking in his current surroundings, Uriel could tell that there
were hundreds, if not thousands, of humans clustered in this small
market, a market that must have counterparts in multiple cities
across the planet. It did not cause his hopes to surge,
however.

The angel
could see that not all the inhabitants of this city were human. A
handful of hellish creatures walked among the crowd. They were not
mere beasts from the pits of Hell, but sentient beings that
demanded respect and contempt. He could see a minotaur shoving its
way through men and women, tossing those who did not move quickly
enough. Every hundred metres or so contained at least one demon,
its tall, grey body standing well over a foot above the tallest
human. Ghouls, shapeshifters in their natural forms and revenants
were also among the throng of beings, though in significantly fewer
numbers.

“Keep your
head to the ground and don’t let anyone see that sword of yours,”
Shandra whispered to him. “There are a lot of nasty bastards here
and you don’t look entirely…human.”

Uriel took her
advice and adjusted his cloak, making sure to obscure anything that
might give him away as an angel. The cloak was loose enough to
cover the golden grip of his sword without appearing awkward. Uriel
was silently thankful for his luck. If they were found here, the
odds would not be in their favor—it would not just be their element
of surprise that was lost, but perhaps their very lives.

“A lot of
these humans are not feeling like themselves, you know? Some demons
enjoy being in a meat suit just for fun, and you can’t tell them
apart. Well, maybe you can, but not without looking at their
eyes.”

Uriel
understood possession all too well. It was the only real advantage
that a demon had compared to an angel. The beasts were able to
project their consciousness into the mind of a human, taking
complete control of all but the strongest willed. Using vessels
that he and his brothers and sisters were sworn to serve was a
cruel trick, but a devastatingly successful one. The demons could
be cast out from the humans or, if an angel got within arms reach,
exorcised and destroyed with a touch before their consciousness
could leave the host.

When the war
between Heaven and Hell had just begun, Uriel watched as demons
would possess humans in ranks numbering in the hundreds, sometimes
even thousands. There were simply too many for the angels to save.
The divine warriors had to cut down wave after wave of men, women
and children just to save themselves. The worst part of it all was
that the demons were not killed if the host was. They would simply
snap back to their own lupine bodies after their vessel had been
slain.

A possessed
human was indistinguishable from any other, unless an angel looked
for signs of the demon in their eyes. But if Uriel looked for them
now, they would see the flicker in his own gaze that searched for
the demon within. It was a dead giveaway.

“Can you
possess people?” The question jumped from Uriel’s lips before he
could even process what he was asking. He had never met a matured
cambion before. In fact, he had never even heard of angels allowing
one to survive past infancy. Like many things in this new world,
cambions were a mystery to him.

Shandra’s step
faltered, a hesitation barely noticeable to anyone who was not
following her every move.

“No,” she
replied cautiously. “Not like they can. And,” she mulled over her
words, as if trying to choose the appropriate one, “I can’t really
control it. Hadriel meant to teach me, but that was before he was
killed. I’d rather we didn’t talk about that side of me, okay?”

Uriel did not
press the point further, instead returning to their silent march
through the crowded bazaar. Flanking them as they went were
merchants who sold items he expected to see before the apocalypse:
jewelry, clothing, cookware and basic amenities.

The archangel
did not see any signs of crops or produce, which he figured must be
in short supply in this arid environment. Canned goods seemed to be
the currency of choice, though the angel saw all manner of items
being used to barter. Weapons were traded for medicine, trinkets
for lighter fluid and the like.

Some stalls
sold entirely different items, however, from the extraordinary to
the macabre. One merchant boasted a variety of caged animals,
creatures from the shadows and beasts from the depths of Hell. A
giant spider struggled frantically to escape its enclosure, while a
four-legged, winged creature tried in vain to snatch at the
arachnid with its talons. The merchant herself had something coiled
around her arm. At first glance, Uriel believed it to be a pair of
serpents, twins perhaps. Upon closer inspection, the angel
discovered that the two snake heads were joined together farther
down their serpentine body. Each head seemed to hiss and snap at
its own targets as they walked by. Both heads, however, fixated on
Uriel as the pair passed the strange stall.

“Damn it,” the
cambion muttered. She ushered the archangel along faster.

Uriel did not
need much prompting. He knew that most infernal beasts had an
instinctual lust for the blood and flesh of angels. No spell or
rune—or stench from the sewers—could hide that completely.

The
beastmaster turned to look at the two companions as they shuffled
away from her and her pets. Luckily for the pair, her attention was
stolen as an argument broke out on the other side of the
street.

From what
Uriel could hear, a man decided that his tin of peaches was worth
more than what he had received for them and was threatening the
shopkeeper. Uriel slowed his pace when he noticed the shadows
behind the merchant shift ever so subtly. Without so much as a
whisper, the disgruntled customer’s head was pulled back by his
hair and a knife glinted as it opened up his throat. Uriel barely
even saw as the silent assassin, dressed in the same faded black
cloak as everyone else, sheathed their blade and melted back into
the darkness. Whether it was human or something else, the angel did
not know. But it was disturbingly adept at killing.

What happened
next, however, shook the angel even more.

People swarmed
the man as his lifeblood spilled onto the cobblestone walkway and
began looting his warm corpse, but they were not what chilled Uriel
to his bones. Within seconds, the scavengers had grabbed everything
they could and then scattered as a giant of a man pushed his way
over to the scene.

The man—if
that’s truly what it was—wore a leather mask with a disfigured face
painted on it. The mask itself appeared to be bolted to the man’s
head, the nails rusted from age and weather. His bare arms were
easily twice the size of Uriel’s, if not more, and the angel’s head
might have reached the man’s shoulders. No one willingly stood in
the terrifying figure’s way, while those who did not move in time
were knocked aside. When the man reached the corpse he merely bent
down and picked it clear off the ground with one hand.

After throwing
it over his shoulder, he—or it—turned and brought the corpse back
to one of the stalls. It was only as the giant laid the body on a
table and another man began hacking away at it that the archangel
realized the stall dealt exclusively in grotesque wares. Heads that
were still frozen in ghastly expressions hung from the sign that
just read Meat. Ribs that once housed a human heart sat on
the counter, next to steaks that Uriel assumed did not come from
livestock.

“That is
enough,” the archangel muttered as he turned away. “Is there
anywhere else you should show me before the light disappears?”

“Just one,”
Shandra replied, leading the way through the crowd. How quickly
they recovered from the ordeal shocked and saddened Uriel. “It is
important, though.”

The cambion
led him down a maze of side alleys, winding passages that were
walled in by decrepit buildings. Uriel barely noticed the
now-normal sightings of the homeless, diseased and scared. Rats and
other scavengers rustled in piles of trash and picked at rotting
corpses. The city was a cesspool.

Shandra
brought him to a wall that appeared to be made of the same glossy
stone that surrounded the city. It was smooth, sheer ebony rock
that was warm to the touch. The myriad of hovels and rundown houses
came close to the wall, but never seemed to touch it, as if their
disheveled status was repelled by its perfection. Except for one
small structure, a crudely constructed shelter that was barely as
tall as Uriel. Its roof sloped upwards, eventually coming to rest
against the black wall. Shandra looked in all directions to make
sure no eyes were on them before opening the door and pulling Uriel
inside.

“This wall
separates the rich from the poor and the demons from everyone else.
On the other side are the highest-ranking bastards Botis commands,
and they like to think they’re kings. You can’t get in through any
of the main roads—they are all guarded at the gates by demons and
humans. Luckily, I found this crack. Some acquaintances and I
covered it up, so the demons wouldn’t find it. Not like they come
this deep into the housing blocks anyway. When they do lower
themselves to our standards, they keep to the markets or the
brothels.”

Uriel’s eyes
adjusted to the darkness of the hut. He felt a warm breeze against
his face in the cramped interior and realized that the ramshackle
building hid a large crack in the wall. The cambion turned and slid
through the jagged fissure, her small frame able to make it through
without much effort. Uriel could not see the other side of the hole
in the wall, but he had to trust his companion. He turned sideways,
adjusted his sword and held it parallel to his body. The archangel
had to hold his breath and squeeze through the rock to follow the
half-demon, but he managed to shuffle after her.

His eyes began
to see the faint glow of the world, its red-tinged light barely
able to light the passage’s end. The wall had to be at least twice
as thick as Uriel was tall, perhaps even more. The archangel,
feeling the density of the rock all around him, wondered what could
have caused such a large crack in it. He counted himself lucky,
though, that something had.

Seconds later,
the archangel was shimmying out the other side of the wall,
stumbling into a row of hedges. The plants were lush and green,
thick enough to hold the angel up as he tried to regain his
footing. The flora ran parallel to the wall in each direction,
providing an effective cover for the pair and their secret
entrance. Shandra pulled on his arm once again, all but dragging
him through a section of brush that was not as full as the
rest.

“I used to
sneak in here and break into the houses,” Shandra said, spinning in
a slow circle while she regarded the towering buildings all around
her. Uriel took in their surroundings, too, astonished at how
different the world of the demons was from that of the humans just
beyond the wall.

The ground was
covered in smooth, interlocking stones that created even roads, a
far cry from the dirt and worn cobble that existed in the slums.
Massive houses, three or four stories each, were constructed at
even intervals. Most of them were made of the same material as the
wall they had just passed through, but the dark rock only served to
make the scene more beautiful. Fountains adorned some intersections
along the many paths that he could see, while more plants—trees and
flowers mostly—added some splashes of life and color. Uriel had
seen this kind of grandiose architecture before, echoes of how
lavishly the most powerful humans chose to live throughout their
history. It seemed that the demons had a penchant for that style,
too.

“They always
had the best things,” Shandra said, and Uriel thought he may have
missed something the cambion had told him, so awestruck by the
radical change in the city. “Come on then. I have to show you
something.”

The cambion
began walking down one of the many ornate paths. The houses all had
the same style and design, but each had a unique feature unto
itself. One had an elegant garden in front of it; another had two
towering spires on either side. It took the archangel conscious
effort to remember that this district of the city belonged to
demons.

“I have never
seen demons live like this before.” Uriel knew it was a foolish
statement. The control that demons had on the planet was
unprecedented.

“The dogs have
a human fetish.” Shandra spat on the ground, as if the words were
poison. “The more powerful they get, the more time they want to
spend in a meat suit. Most of these perverts around here never stop
possessing people. They have slaves that they alternate through,
damaging and abusing one body until it’s about to die and then
moving on to the next as it recovers. They like to pretend they are
human,” the cambion motioned all around her with her arms, “thus
all the houses and flowers and crap.”

“And where do
they hide themselves when they are possessing people for so long?”
Uriel knew that a demon was weakest when it was possessing someone.
Without its consciousness, its body was just an empty, vulnerable
shell. “Do they have dens?”

Despite being
sentient, demons were still animalistic in nature. They traveled in
packs, like the canines that most of them resembled. It might have
been this pack instinct that led them to create dens whenever they
possessed humans—a safe location, usually underground, where the
beasts would congregate to possess as a group. They needed a place
to protect their physical forms, so they hid together.

Uriel and
other angels found out far too often, however, that some would only
fake their slumber, waiting for an angel to be blinded by the
prospect of such easy prey. For the most part, though, dens were a
welcome find for any warrior of Heaven.

“They are
everywhere,” Shandra replied, “usually in the basement of some of
the houses. Botis has one in his palace as well; that is where his
guards sleep.”

The angel
nodded in understanding. “Where is the demon’s palace?”

“Hold on,” the
cambion said, rolling her eyes. “You aren’t even going to ask how I
know that?”

“Well, I
assum—”

“I give you a
kick-ass piece of information like that, and you don’t even wonder
about it?”

“I am sorry,”
Uriel said, confused as to where this outburst came from. He never
understood humans, or anything that was half-human, for that
matter. “How did you get this information?”

“No, fuck it.
It’s over now.” Shandra seemed disappointed but was smiling at the
same time. “Let’s go, choirboy.”

The perplexed
angel opened his mouth to apologize again but decided against it as
the cambion moved away from him. Yet another thing, he noted, that
he would have to get used to in this world.

The pair
walked for a bit more, but the sun’s glow was quickly fading. All
the while, Uriel wondered whether Shandra was truly upset with him.
His mind was pulled elsewhere as the cambion led him around yet
another corner on to yet another street adorned with symbols of
wealth and power. It was not the houses or the statues or the
gleaming gates that drew Uriel’s attention, though, but the
imposing silhouette of the dark palace that loomed above them.

It was
difficult to make out the exact features as the day’s light was
quickly diminishing, though the sheer size of the palace and its
towers was enough to tell Uriel exactly where he would find the
snake, Botis. Still, it was not enough to make the archangel think
that the demon stood any chance against him. Emboldened, the
archangel increased his pace down the street. He wanted to gather
as much intelligence as he could, so he could sever the head of the
serpent without delay.

“Hold up,”
Shandra said, her arm moving to block Uriel’s path. “See up
there?”

Uriel followed
her gaze about a kilometre or so ahead to a gate, barely visible as
the street curved away, that lay flush in yet another wall of black
stone. At the threshold were ten figures: eight demons wandering on
the ground and two humans standing on top of the wall. The demons
were holding various types of bladed weapons, modified to work with
their elongated limbs and fingers, but the humans were holding
something else.

Guns. Uriel
was reminded once again of the danger that this world posed to
angels, even to an archangel. He remembered watching from Heaven as
man created the first weapon capable of firing hundreds of bullets
per minute. Not even an angel could survive such an assault.

“The two on
top of the wall are possessed and each of them has a rifle. They
could probably hit us from here,” Shandra explained as she moved
back behind the closest house. Uriel followed suit.

“We will need
those weapons,” the angel said resolutely.

“Yeah, good
luck getting anywhere near them. If they don’t blow your brains out
right away, the other ones might give them the time to try
again.”

Shandra was
right. With his limited abilities, the archangel would be
hard-pressed to quickly take down that many demons, especially
while the sights of those rifles were aimed at him. Even if he did
manage to defeat the demons on the ground and not be torn apart by
gunfire, the demons possessing the sharpshooters would just snap
back to their own bodies. The whole city would be aware of his
presence.

“Maybe when
there are more of us,” Uriel said with some resignation. He glanced
towards the sky. The angel was still not entirely sure of the night
and day cycles on this new Earth, but he could tell that the sky
was getting darker and he wanted to be back with the others before
nightfall. The city’s inhabitants were vile enough during the day.
He did not wish to see what the dark of night brought with it. “I
think we should head back now.”

“I was just
going to say the same thing,” Shandra agreed, turning on her heels.
“You’ve seen the snake’s palace. Tomorrow we’ll figure out how to
get in there.”

With a nod,
the pair began walking back towards the passage in the wall. They
had walked for only a moment when Uriel noticed movement ahead,
something that was completely out of place in the empty streets of
the upper district. Two figures rounded the corner at the next
intersection of roads. Shandra noticed it too and shoved the angel
down a path to their side. She pushed him against the wall of one
of the houses and then peeked around the corner.

“Shit,” she
cursed, “they’re coming this way. You don’t want to be a half-demon
in this part of the city, and you sure as fuck don’t want to be an
angel.”

She turned to
move down the path they were on, but her heart sank when she
realized it was not a path at all, just a grand walkway to the back
of one of the houses. No more than ten metres in front of them was
an iron door. The wall of the next house created the illusion of an
alley. If that door was locked, both the angel and cambion knew
that they were trapped.

Shandra pushed
past the archangel and tried the door’s handle. It did not move.
Uriel was beside her in a flash and tried it himself, driving his
shoulder into the door at the same time. Even with his inhuman
strength, the door did not so much as shudder. He could see
Shandra’s body tense as she started to panic.

“Shit, shit,
shit.” Shandra was pacing back and forth. She stopped to listen.
Both of them could hear that whoever was approaching was about to
come into view. “Do exactly as I say.”

The half-demon
moved next to the archangel and flattened herself against the wall.
She gripped Uriel’s shoulders and moved him in front of her, the
space between them reduced to almost nothing. Uriel did not know
what she had planned, but his muscles tensed.

“I can’t
believe I have to do this… Kiss me.” Uriel was confused by the
command. “Kiss me now, and don’t stop until I do.”

The archangel
hesitated. Angels were not sexual creatures by nature. In all his
millennia of existence, Uriel had never truly kissed another being,
much less a half-demon. He did not have time to think as Shandra
pull him into her, her lips meeting his. Suddenly, all of Uriel’s
doubts were gone. The angel could not find words to describe what
it was he felt, but he kissed her and found his hand tracing along
her spine.

“Careful,”
Uriel heard a voice shout from the path. “You don’t know what the
demon looks like on the other side of that bitch.”

The remark was
met with laughter from a handful of different voices, much more
than the original two that Uriel had thought were on the street.
Soon the voices faded as the group passed them by.

Shandra gently
pushed the angel back to arm’s reach. She did not make eye contact
with him, but turned and walked away in silence. Uriel followed
her, relying on the cambion to get back to the sewer entrance. He
found himself dumbfounded. No thought could form itself in his
head. He did not know what to say to Shandra, so he walked a few
paces behind her the rest of the way.

Which was okay
with the cambion. She could not hide her smile the entire walk
back.


CHAPTER
EIGHT

 “Shandra! Uriel! You’re
back,” Raphael greeted the pair as they closed Sanctuary’s sturdy
door behind them.

He stood at
one of the tables in the spacious antechamber of the underground
refuge amid most, if not all, of the other angels. Some of them
looked towards the newcomers with interest, others with unmasked
disgust. Despite the others, Uriel could not help but notice how
genuine Raphael’s smile was. Adriel, the angel who helped Shandra
just before they had ventured into the city, also gave them a small
smile. He stood next to the same toned, young-looking angel from
before, and his smile did not hide his apparent fascination with
the two.

“Good, good.
Please, get some rest, my dear,” Raphael continued, mostly
addressing Shandra. “We are leaving in a few hours.”

“Leaving?”
Uriel could not hide the confusion in his voice. “Raphael, we were
only to begin forming our plans tomorrow. We cannot possibly be
ready to go anywhere.”

The older
archangel moved around the table, his motion causing some of the
many papers to wave and shuffle in his wake. He walked up to Uriel
and put a hand on each of his shoulders.

“You have
renewed our hopes in this war!” Raphael’s voice bordered on
childish excitement. “We have books full of plans already, Uriel.
We have nothing but plans. Now that you are here, we can put those
plans to action. We can bring the fight to our enemies!”

A light shone
in Raphael’s eyes that Uriel had seen many times before, though it
seemed like it had been ages since he had seen it last. The younger
archangel looked around at the others in the room. They looked
weary and worn down, like refugees rather than warriors. But a
handful of them, more than Uriel would have thought, had that same
light in their eyes. They had been confined to the sewers for too
long, and now Uriel gave them a chance to break free. But that
light and that hope were not enough.

“Do you truly
think that they are ready to launch an assault?” Uriel whispered.
Some nearby angels heard the hushed exchange. Their gazes fell to
the floor at the question. “Their limbs are stiff with complacency,
their minds hazed over with doubt. They are not ready for a war,
brother, and neither are you.”

The words hit
Raphael like a punch. The light in his eyes dimmed, but it refused
to vanish.

“Do not
mistake our refuge for a prison,” Raphael spoke loud enough for
everyone to hear. “We have been waiting years for the right moment
to strike back against the legions of Hell, but we have been far
from complacent. Each day has been spent training, honing our
skills, scouting the world that we are trapped in. If we were
complacent then we would be dead. No, my brother, we are ready for
this.”

Many of the
heads around the room, including Adriel’s, nodded in agreement.
Uriel was not convinced. He had seen the underused training rooms,
the forgotten alter, and worst of all, the defeated look that still
lived on the faces of many of the angels.

“You cannot
take this from us.”

Uriel found it
difficult to meet his brother’s eyes. He could see how passionate
the archangel was about this, how being caged like an animal had
take its toll on all of them.

“Then prove
it,” Uriel said coolly.

He unbuckled
the belt that held his blades and tossed it to the side. The
sheathed weapons slid to Shandra’s feet. With a shrug the cloak
that hid him on the streets of Zezurat fell to the ground behind
him and Uriel brought up his fists defensively. A disbelieving
murmur ran through the crowd of angels—that the archangel who had
arrived not even a day ago was challenging their leader.

Raphael
laughed as he removed his cloak, a longer, heavier one than Uriel
had been wearing. Raphael’s black leather vest could not hide the
bulging muscles of Uriel’s larger brother. Speed had always been on
Uriel’s side, but Raphael made up for it with sheer strength. The
older archangel shifted his stance, legs separated and fists
raised. The brothers would frequently spar in Heaven, but this was
different. This time, Raphael had something to prove.

“You know I
respect you, Uriel,” Raphael cracked his neck as he spoke, “but
there is still much that you need to learn. Especially now.”

The other
angels formed a circle around the two brothers, but Shandra stayed
where she was. Either she was disinterested or her mind was
elsewhere, Uriel did not know. He paid it no mind, though, instead
already sizing up Raphael—his stance, the way he slowly crept
around the edge of the circle, where his eyes focused. He looked
far more ready than Uriel would have given him credit for, but the
angel knew that this fight would be over quickly.

The brothers
moved closer to each other while continuing their slow, circular
pace. Raphael was just out of Uriel’s reach when he suddenly lunged
forward, a fist flying at Uriel’s head. Uriel easily sidestepped
the attack and went to counter, but found himself dodging backwards
instead. Rather than following through with his punch, Raphael
stopped short, feinted the strike and now pursued Uriel with a
flurry of blows. Faster than his brother, Uriel was able to avoid
or deflect strike after strike but was continually driven back
towards the line of angels that marked the edge of the circle.
Planting his feet, Uriel brought both his forearms up and out,
breaking Raphael’s assault and forcing his fists far to either
side. Uriel took advantage of the small opening, climbing his
brother’s torso with punches—stomach, chest, nose.

Raphael reeled
backwards, stunned and out of breath. He laughed as he wiped the
small stream of blood trickling from his nose. “I thought we were
actually going to hit each other, little brother!”

He took four
quick steps forward, bridging the gap between the two faster than
Uriel thought he could. Uriel did not wait around this time though,
launching into another burst of strikes before Raphael could start
his own. The larger archangel blocked most of the onslaught, but
Uriel managed to slip through a few hits. Raphael hardly flinched
at the body shots, merely grimaced and attempted to return the
favor.

Uriel’s
confidence grew as more and more of his punches made contact. His
moves became mechanical and automatic, an extension of his
millennia of training. Uriel’s fist shot out, but Raphael predicted
the attack and ducked underneath it. He retaliated by connecting a
fist to Uriel’s stomach, knocking the wind out of his younger
brother. Desperate to hold his ground, the winded archangel tried
to counter with a sloppy punch. Raphael sidestepped and grabbed his
brother’s wrist in a painful vice. Defenseless, Uriel suffered
punches to his side and face, each one doubling him over or
staggering him, but not knocking him back far enough to pull away
from Raphael’s grasp. Out of desperation, Uriel kicked his foot
out, swiping along the ground and tripping Raphael. The older
archangel was forced to release his grip on Uriel to stop from
falling on his face. A quick kick to the side kept Raphael from
rising.

Another ripple
went through the crowd around them. Uriel knew the fight was over
and turned away from his defeated brother to address the rest of
the angels.

But Raphael
was not helpless, not even close. He reached out and wrapped his
arms around Uriel’s leg. With a twist, Uriel came tumbling to the
ground and Raphael was quick to roll on top of him. Before he could
react, Uriel felt something cold pressed up under his chin. He
glanced down and saw Raphael holding one of his pistols. A silence
washed over the room, save for an agitated half-demon pushing her
way to the front of the crowd.

“The world has
changed, Uriel,” Raphael muttered, the eyes of the two archangels
locked with one another. “Do not think that because you were up
there and we were down here, you are so far above us.”

Uriel just
smiled, accepting his defeat. He hated to admit it, but sometimes
his older brother was right. “Then what is the plan, brother?”

 


***

 


Raphael laid
out his strategy in detail to Uriel and the other angels. Standing
around the table, it was clear who was okay with his and Shandra’s
presence and who was not. Only a few of the nearly thirty warriors
could tolerate to be near the pair. Most made no attempt to hide
the fact that they tolerated them only because Raphael protected
them. Or rather, because two archangels protected the half-demon.
If it bothered Shandra, she did not let it show.

It was clear
that the archangel spent most of his time planning for an
opportunity like this. His contingencies had contingencies. Uriel
looked over the array of maps and notes sprawled across the large
table in the antechamber.

What Raphael
proposed was an all-out assault on a nearby town that housed a
sizable number of Botis’s demons. Their assault was more a
systematic cleansing of the town than a fight, but Raphael also
believed that angels and humans were held in a prison near the
town, so he wanted as many angels as he could spare to come for the
raid.

“We will enter
the town from the west and work through it in blocks,” Raphael
said, pointing to various buildings and roads on the map as he
explained. “Uriel, you and your friend will come with me and my
group. Fariel will lead the others so that we will create a net
that no demons can escape from. We will go our separate ways at
this intersection and then regroup—”

“Do you not
think it better for each company to have an archangel?” Uriel
interjected. He did not relish the thought of needing a babysitter,
nor was he impressed that Raphael thought another angel, Fariel,
could rightfully take his place in charge.

“Not this
time, Uriel,” Raphael said calmly. “You are still new to this world
and to many of us here. Fariel can handle the lead this time.”

Uriel bit his
tongue so as to not press the point. He did not appreciate being
treated like a child and was even more annoyed that his brother
doubted him. From the way they spoke, Fariel appeared to be the
archangel’s second in command, no doubt a result of the two bonding
over the last decade on Earth. It saddened Uriel that they might be
closer than the two archangels were.

“What’s the
point of this attack?” chimed one of the angels from the group.

“Twofold,”
Raphael responded quickly, as if expecting—no, longing for—the
question to be asked. “It is a boneyard, a place where angels are
sent to be executed and where humans are held until the next
shipment of slaves are sent to Botis’s elite. It is a vile hub of
flesh trafficking. We will take it and free whoever is held there.
After that, we will use it to ambush any shipments, supplies or
otherwise, that pass through the town. It will deal a major blow to
Botis.”

“Won’t he
realize that he isn’t getting his meat?” Shandra asked.

Her voice was
met with stares of venom, but she kept her eyes on Raphael. Uriel
was glad that she would be under the protection of both archangels
during this excursion. He would not put it past some angels to try
and attack the cambion when he was distracted.

“The
half-breed is right. This will only attract attention to us,” came
another voice from the crowd.

Shandra might
never earn the trust of all of them. Perhaps there was some measure
of safety back at the cottage with her sister.

Paying the
slight no mind, Raphael only responded to the half-demon. “Botis is
lazy, complacent. His minions will be afraid to report any kind of
failure, which means it will be a few days before the snake catches
on. I believe we can do enough damage to hurt Botis’s supplies
before he realizes what is happening, and where. By the time he
does, we will have moved on to somewhere new, doing the same thing
over and over again. He will not be able to keep up with us. We
will chip away at him, piece by piece.”

Whispers of
agreement and excited mumblings came from the angels. Shandra shot
Uriel a quick smile. Even the younger archangel had to admit that
he was excited at the prospect of renewing a fight he had been kept
out of for over a decade.

“All right,”
Raphael continued when the crowd had settled, “so the groups will
rendezvous here. From there we continue as one towards this
building.”

Uriel looked
at what appeared to be a massive structure, perhaps some kind of
hospital or residence. It was easily half the size of the town
itself when one combined the main structure and all the
outbuildings. Unlike the rest of the community, though, it was a
few kilometres from the town.

“I believe
this is where they hold the prisoners, angels and humans alike. It
is an old psychiatric hospital, which I doubt is any sort of
coincidence.”

Shandra
laughed. “An asylum? Fucking perfect.”

 


***

 


“It is time to
prepare for our journey.” Shandra felt a gentle touch on her arm.
It was too soft to be someone who wanted to kill her, so she
figured it was trying to wake her up. It felt like she was just in
the antechamber with the angels, looking over the map of whatever
broken town they were going to assault.

Shandra was
not used to this much excitement in her life; an archangel showing
up out of nowhere and dragging her into a suicide mission? It was
more effort than she bargained for. When she and Uriel got back
from their tour of the city, the adrenaline that had kept her going
faded. Even watching the two archangels spar and the planning
afterwards was tough to focus on. It wasn’t a lot of sleep that she
got, but it was enough for now.

“Fuck right
off,” Shandra muttered, still half asleep. She rolled away from the
pestering touch. “A girl needs her sleep.”

She could feel
the awkwardness of whoever knelt there silently next to the old
mattress, wondering if they should nudge her once again. Shandra
sighed and stretched her limbs. When she rolled over, she saw Uriel
with a confused look plastered on his face.

“Don’t worry,
choirboy, I’m awake.”

Uriel did not
look away as she sat up in her bed. Shandra had removed her leather
garb and sported only a small, black bandeau. Her skin was pale, as
if it was only a thin veil covering the light of the moon. And,
like the moon, Shandra’s body was riddled with scars—cuts, burns,
even bites. The lines read like a book of anguish. He was so caught
up in its story that he did not even register Shandra’s hand until
it was pushing his face away.

“Don’t be a
pervert, angel.” The half-demon forced his gaze away from her. “We
have demons to kill. Think about them instead.”

If Uriel was
here, then it must have been close to dawn. Most creatures would be
turning in for the night and the city’s guards would be changing.
The dull glow of dawn would hide the angels as they scurried out of
the city.

Uriel turned
and walked out of her makeshift room. “My apologies, Shandra. I did
not mean anything by it. Find me when you are ready to depart.”

The cambion
was worried that Uriel did not understand sarcasm at all. It would
take time, she thought as she smiled and dressed herself. Shandra
made sure she had the dagger that Uriel had given her when they had
started their journey. It was designed for throwing, there was no
doubt about that, but the diamond-shaped blade was as sharp as any
the cambion had ever seen. Lastly, Shandra grabbed her bow and
quiver of arrows. It dawned on her that her handful of ammunition
would not be enough for this attack. Her arrows were powerful,
blessed by Hadriel to turn any demons they struck to dust and ash,
but they would do her no good if she used them all.

“Such a pain,”
Shandra whispered to herself. Now she needed to find where they
kept the arrows around here. Presumably she should just ask, since
the half-demon did not want any of the angels to think she was
stealing from them.

Shandra
hustled out of her room to find the one angel in Sanctuary she knew
would not kill her for talking to them. Perhaps two, she mused.
Adriel had not been hostile to her the day before. He had not been
particularly kind, either, but rather curious about Shandra and
Uriel. It comforted her knowing that not all angels saw her eyes
and immediately went for their weapons.

The half-demon
was so lost in thought that she almost crashed into Raphael.

“Apologies, my
lady,” Raphael said with a half bow. Shandra giggled. Make that
three angels who would not kill her. “Are you ready to leave?”

“Since you
mention it,” Shandra shrugged the shoulder that had her quiver
behind it, “I could use some more arrows. Have any to spare?”

The archangel
nodded and waved for the half-demon to follow him. They moved
quickly, as everyone had already congregated in the common room.
She figured they were annoyed at her for delaying their first fight
in a long time, but Shandra was so used to looks of disdain and
hatred that they hardly even registered anymore.

Raphael led
her into one of the larger rooms in Sanctuary. It was long and
filled with targets made of wood and brambles. Some of the targets
were peppered with arrows, the majority of which were clustered
around the bullseyes. Along the back wall were racks and tables
full of weapons and ammunition. She saw blades, maces, hammers,
arrows, daggers and some pieces of steel she had never seen before.
Each arrow had an ebony shaft and similarly dark fletching.

“Take as many
as you need,” Raphael offered as he swept his arm towards the
arsenal. “Some of the weapons were made in the forges of Heaven.
Most, like the arrows, are of this world, though.”

“I can’t say
either place has done me any favors.” The half-demon immediately
regretted the words. They were true, but saying so to Raphael would
not earn her any friends. She quickly changed the subject when she
saw the gleaming arrowheads before her, though. “You’re kidding
me,” she said as picked up an arrow.

The archangel
laughed. The shining steel arrowheads were shaped into ornate
crosses. Each formed into a deadly point with two wicked barbs on
either side, but Raphael understood how they must look to the
cambion.

“I know, I
know.” He held his hands up in surrender. “We did not make them
ourselves but found them in an outpost that had been overrun. The
craftsmanship is of high quality.”

Shandra
laughed as she shook her head. She filled her quiver with as many
arrows as she could. The black fletching of the mundane arrows was
easily recognizable from the white of her spelled ones. She had
dyed them that color to remind her of the angel who had given them
to her.

“So, are you
Christian angels then? Is all of that Bible crap true? Hadriel
never gave me a straight answer.”

“Some of it,”
Raphael said with a smile. “But religion is a human concept.
Angels, Heaven, Hell—we do not belong to any faith or denomination.
We exist, no more or less than we did before man knew how to
worship. How humans choose to accept our existence is their
choice.”

“So…no?” the
cambion asked with a smirk.

“So, no. No
more than any other religion.” Raphael turned to lead the
half-demon out of the room.

Shandra went
to follow, but hesitated when she saw the beautiful weapons that
were forged by angels. Aside from Uriel’s daggers, she had only
ever seen an angel’s weapon once before.

“Raphael?”
Shandra’s words were a little weaker this time, not her confident,
sarcastic self.

“Yes,
Shandra?”

“When this is
all over, would it be possible for us to bring my sister here on
our way back?” Shandra’s red eyes were filled with worry. “I’ve
left her on her own for longer than this before, but something is
different this time. She is just a kid. I know the others don’t
like me being here, but being around a mob of angels would be a lot
safer for her than alone in a cottage.”

Raphael’s
smile was genuine when he turned to face the half-demon.

“Of course. We
would be happy to have you both. And do not worry about the others.
They may dislike you now, but years of survival have put that wall
up. Just give them some time to break it down. You may be
half-demon, Shandra, but you are a far cry from those beasts we are
hunting. I see that, and they will, too. Sanctuary can be home to
both you and your sister.”

A warmth
filled Shandra’s body, starting from her core and seeping into her
limbs. She tried to give her thanks to the angel, but she could not
form the words. Raphael seemed to understand. Silently, the pair
walked back to the throng of eager angels.

 


***

 


Uriel was
strapping on his belt as his brother and his new companion made
their way back to the antechamber. His sword was sheathed on his
left hip, its ornate, golden grip a statement of both quality and
power. Two of his daggers were sheathed on the front of his belt,
one on either side of the buckle, while another four sat
comfortably behind him. The blade that he had given Shandra had
been replaced from the armory that the angels had in Sanctuary.
Uriel still sported a rough, brown leather vest and faded pants.
His dark boots looked heavy, but the archangel did not show it when
he moved. Again, he opted for the black cloak that Raphael had
given him, rather than his longer jacket.

“All set,
brother?” Raphael clapped the younger archangel on the shoulder as
he walked past.

Uriel gave a
quick nod before turning to Shandra.

“And you?”
Uriel asked the cambion. “Are you prepared for this?”

“You bet.”
Shandra was able to find words again. She was more than ready for
this, especially if it meant her sister would be safer afterwards.
She hooked her arm around one of Uriel’s and tugged the archangel
along as she followed Raphael and the other angels towards the
door. “Let’s hit the road, choirboy.”

A few of the
nearest angels murmured in obvious disgust at any contact between
the cambion and one of their kind. A quick glance their way from
Uriel silenced them. But, surely to their delight, Shandra had to
let go of the archangel to leave Sanctuary. The half-demon did not
hesitate when she walked through what looked like a stone wall to
her. They joined the stream of angels that curved through the
sewers like a massive serpent. The smell of waste and rot was still
present, but Uriel did not notice it nearly as much.

“Uriel,”
Raphael’s voice carried from the front of the line. “It’s a bit
dark in here, don’t you think?”

The younger
archangel took the queue, though he was concerned at Raphael’s lack
of subtlety. He could tell that his brother and the other angels
were excited, but they needed to worry about their own survival
until they were well beyond the city. Still, Uriel raised a
clenched, glowing blue fist to his mouth and whispered into it.
With a final puff, he unfurled his fingers and the darkness seemed
to recede all around him. There was no true source of light, only
an absence of darkness.

“Neat,”
Shandra said, nudging the archangel with her elbow.

“Thank you,
brother,” Raphael’s voice came again.

The group did
not walk for much longer, but in that short time Uriel saw more of
the sick and dying that chose the sewers as their final resting
place. He was disturbed at how adept the others had become at
ignoring the suffering that they walked past, heads and eyes
forward as if the humans did not exist. Then they came to what
appeared, at least to Shandra, as a dead end. She wondered if they
had taken a wrong turn, but then watched as one angel after another
walked right through the wall.

“Damn it,” the
cambion said, vocalizing her frustration. “All this angel magic
makes things very difficult for me, you know that?”

Uriel laughed
and led her through the small corridor that only angels could see.
The passage was narrow and terminated in what looked like the ebony
stone that made the foundations above. Shandra knew better than to
say anything this time. She followed Uriel through the not-so-solid
rock into the darkness of the world’s night. Dawn would be upon
them, but not for well over an hour. They would be far from the
walls of Zezurat by that time. Uriel’s hand glowed a soft blue
again. He clenched it into a fist, and the sourceless light that
surrounded them retracted into the angel’s hand. Darkness shrouded
them once more.

The angels
congregated at the base of the wall until all of them had exited
the sewers. They were surrounded by the rocks and debris that
littered the land around Zezurat, an effective cover for the nearly
thirty angels. The pipe that Shandra and Uriel had used to get into
the sewers was nowhere in sight, though the road leading up to
Zezurat was barely visible to their left, as was the sparse forest
that hid their approach just the day before.

Fariel,
Raphael’s second in command, brought up the rear of the group. He
nodded at Raphael as he joined the rest, silently acknowledging
that no one was trailing behind.

“Onward,
then.” Uriel couldn’t see it, but he knew from his tone that
Raphael had a large grin plastered on his face.

They climbed
between and over boulders, occasionally dashing when cover was
scarce, but it was a painfully slow pace. More than half an hour
had passed and still the city walls seemed to loom over them.
Moving so many bodies discreetly was arduous, but the risk of being
discovered was too great to move any faster. Uriel could see where
the broken ground ended and where another cluster of skeletal trees
began. They were moving in nearly the same direction that Uriel and
Shandra had come from. In fact, Uriel was confident that the town
they were assaulting was only a few hours away from Shandra and
Elena’s cottage, if that. He knew the cambion would want to get her
sister once they were done. He would be happy to go with the
half-demon to get her.

The dark of
night was fading by the time they reached the tree line. As soon as
the angels entered the relative protection of the forest, they took
off at a faster pace. Eventually they were in a full-out run.

“Keep your bow
ready,” Uriel advised the half-demon. “I worry that, should
anything fly over us, death will quickly follow.”

Shandra nodded
and slid her bow from over her shoulder and into her hand without
breaking her stride. It was impressive that she was able to keep up
with the angels so easily. Her demonic heritage had some benefits,
it seemed.

For another
hour they ran, unhindered by any creatures or lack of cover. The
forest ended abruptly before them, however, forcing them to a stop.
It extended in each direction to their side, but before them was
what may have been a farmer’s field some years ago. Now it was
overgrown with weeds and dried brush.

Midway through
the field there was a house, nearly collapsed with rot and damage,
and a barn next to it. Surprisingly, the barn itself was in
relatively good condition. Its four walls and roof were all intact,
at least. The field extended as far as the angels could see to
their left, but barely more than a kilometre to their right where
the forest wrapped around it and continued on the other side. It
was only a few hundred metres from where they were to the other
side of the field.

“Why have we
stopped?” one of the angels complained. “We can be across this
field in a minute. Are we really that scared that an open field
should worry us?”

“What worries
us,” came a quiet voice, “is what I can sense ahead.”

The angels
shuffled nervously. Uriel let his senses extend out across the
field, but he could not find anything. Innocence and evil beckoned
to him, even under the black clouds, but he could not feel either
sensations. He focused further, searching for anything out
there.

“What is it,
Raquiel?” another angel implored. The quiet angel pointed to the
barn.

“Vampires,”
the angel, Raquiel, informed the group. “Two packs of them. One in
the barn and the other directly across from us.”

Uriel had met
his fair share of vampires before, though the species was pushed to
the brink of extinction between the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. The old human legends rang true; sunlight would kill
them, as would piercing their hearts. The creatures were incredibly
fast, even faster than most angels, and could take immense
punishment before giving in. In this world, however, the vampires
would thrive. The black clouds that smothered the planet and the
mere remnant of the sun’s glow would allow them to walk and hunt at
their pleasure.

“The barn must
be their nest,” Fariel added to Raquiel’s observations.

Uriel had not
yet had a chance to study the warrior. The calm, analytical way in
which he spoke matched his features. He was well built, while a bit
shorter than Uriel. His face was scarred, no doubt from the years
he had spent on this planet, but he seemed to wear his scars with
pride. There was an aura of confidence about him, though Uriel
could not tell if that confidence bordered on arrogance, a sin that
many angels fell victim to.

“For some,
perhaps. But it is not large enough to house all of the beasts that
I am sensing.” Raquiel’s eyes seemed to bore through the barn’s
walls as he spoke.

“What is our
next move then, Raphael?” Fariel asked their leader. “Crossing the
field would likely result in conflict. We would not escape that
fight without casualties.”

Before Raphael
could give him an answer, there was movement from the forest across
the field. The vampires emerged from the trees, running at an
unnatural speed across the field to the barn. Some still retained
human features and sprinted on two legs, pumping arms that ended in
talons. Most were more bestial, though, boasting pointed ears and
upturned noses. They ran on all fours and their bodies were a
greyish-blue, almost like a corpse. These were the oldest of the
pack. Uriel knew that the longer a vampire lived and fed, the
further its transformation progressed. It was nature’s way of
weeding out those who were too powerful, forcing the greatest
hunters away from society. With no society left, though, vampires
were free to push the limits of their transformation.

“Damn,”
Shandra whispered. “They’re fast.”

“They have to
be,” Fariel noted, “if they want to take the nest.”

Uriel nodded
in agreement. He had also concluded that the vampires from the
forest were attempting to take the nest as their own. It would mean
slaughtering each other until one side was wiped out or submitted
to the other. There was a horrid screech as the vampires who owned
the nest emerged from the barn, running across the field to meet
the invaders. Before the two groups collided, Uriel witnessed a
terrifying figure leap from the roof of the barn, massive, bat-like
wings pumping it faster than the other vampires could run.

A patriarch,
the final stage of a vampire’s transformation. The beast resembled
a gothic gargoyle more than anything else. Its hands and feet
extended into wicked talons that could shred a man—or angel—to
pieces. The beast itself towered over two metres in height and its
wings spanned more than twice that. Its body was heavily muscled
and covered in patches of grey and silver fur. A patriarch was the
pinnacle of vampire power, a beast both terrible and awe-inspiring
in its might. It was so strong that a pack would allow only one to
exist at a time. If another vampire started transitioning to a
patriarch, the others would work together to kill it, no matter how
many vampires were lost in the struggle.

There was a
sudden change in the group of angels when the patriarch revealed
itself. Nobody spoke as they witnessed the beast defend its home
and its family. Had the angels just encountered this many vampires,
they would have emerged victorious with just a few casualties. A
patriarch changed everything. The beast could take down an angel
with ease, leaving an unrecognizable body in its wake. It would
ravage the group before they could defeat it. Even their magic had
a lesser effect against vampires. They were evil, but not creatures
of Hell. Vampirism was a disease that a demon had created millennia
ago, but these beasts were human at their core. The angels, uneasy,
moved back farther into the shelter of the trees.

The patriarch
swooped into the midst of the attackers, its razor-sharp talons
decapitating two humanoid vampires in the blink of an eye. One of
its feet grabbed onto the head of another, more bestial, vampire,
and the patriarch climbed back into the sky. It pumped its wings,
holding itself in place while the captured vampire flailed and
tried to lash out at its captor. With its other clawed foot, the
patriarch gripped the waist of its prey and pulled, tearing the
beast in two.

The remaining
vampires had already stained the ground red with each other’s
blood. Beasts from each side tore into one another, ripping off
limbs and tearing out hearts. The older vampires had a distinct
edge over the ones that still resembled humans, but the angels
watched as two or three humanoid vampires leapt onto a bestial one,
tearing through its flesh and puncturing its heart.

The patriarch
was the deciding factor in the battle, and the attackers had
clearly underestimated the other pack’s strength. The great beast
targeted the older vampires in the attacking pack, while the
younger ones became easy targets for the rest of its family. It
swept down again and again, crushing heads with a flex of its hand
and shredding bodies to pieces. Even the tips of its wings ended in
wicked bone spikes. After landing on a bestial vampire and tearing
at its throat with its deadly maw, the patriarch quickly extended
one of its wings, the point at the end piercing through the chest
of a younger vampire and puncturing its heart. With a twitch, the
patriarch sent the vampire’s limp body flying.

“Let the
beasts slaughter each other,” Fariel said, breaking the trance that
the angels had fallen into. “This is not our fight.”

Raphael and a
handful of other angels nodded in agreement. Without needing to
discuss it, the group walked silently along the edge of the trees,
giving the battle a wide berth and sticking to the shelter of the
trees’ shadows. The sound of feral growls and shrieks of agony
still rang from the clearing, but soon faded away. No doubt the
group that called the farm home had emerged victorious, but, as
Fariel said, it was not their fight. Theirs was still ahead of
them.


CHAPTER
NINE

 The rest of the journey went
without incident. It was only midday when Uriel spotted the town
ahead of them, which meant that the group was making better time
than they thought. The forest they had been using for cover ended
long before the town, but at least bordered a road that led up to
it. This close to their destination, the angels decided that
stealth was no longer their primary concern.

The road, a
two-lane path of cracked pavement and resilient weeds, cut a
straight line towards the small town and connected to a bridge that
crossed a wide river. The river thundered past, the only source of
water that Uriel had seen aboveground. A quick glance told Uriel
that the water was sickly, as black as tar. The noise of the river
made Uriel thirsty, but no amount of desperation would push him to
drink the dark liquid. He did not even try to fathom what the
source of the black water was.

The angels
moved silently, skirting their way towards the bridge and
congregating underneath it, out of sight of any demon that might be
looking their way. The beasts were not wholly nocturnal, but most
were not active before the afternoon. Despite their gaunt
appearance, they were lazy, slothful creatures. When everyone was
under the bridge, Raphael launched into the plan one final
time.

“We will cross
the bridge and split into two groups on the other side,” Raphael
explained.

Uriel was only
half listening to his brother. He remembered the plan and instead
became lost in his own thoughts.

“Fariel and
his group will make their way through the northern half of the
town, while myself, Uriel and the rest will sweep through the
southern. Fariel, your area is more industrial. Most buildings will
be factories and businesses, though there are some homes that are
likely occupied by demons. The southern part of the town is almost
entirely residential.”

Raphael’s
voice faded as Uriel turned his gaze towards the town. Even during
the early months of the war, before the black clouds began to
obscure his vision, Uriel would watch the humans. In the midst of
all their pain, the archangel would witness the most incredible of
acts. A father would sacrifice himself for his family, or a
complete stranger would hold back a demon while others escaped.
Children would still play together, despite the horrors going on
all around them. The sound of their laughter would reach Uriel, far
above them.

“Be
systematic. Be thorough. We will meet at the far end of town, in
the town centre, before we liberate the asylum. Do not let a single
demon survive.”

Raphael’s
voice was muffled underneath Uriel’s thoughts. He remembered that
one day the laughter stopped. There was no more sacrifice, no more
love. There was only hate and anguish. The only sounds that reached
Heaven were those of agony and suffering. Then the black clouds
filled the sky. After that, no more sounds reached Uriel’s
ears.

“Uriel?”

The younger
archangel snapped out of his thoughts.

“Brother, are
you ready?”

All eyes were
on Uriel. He felt as if he had missed his name more than once.

“Yes,” he
said, nodding at all those around him. “Let’s begin.”

Half the
angels moved back up the slope of the riverbank towards the bridge,
while the others chose to scale its concrete side. The company of
angels sprinted silently across the bridge, their footsteps
preternaturally quiet. Some vaulted over the hoods of rusted cars,
keeping pace with those who ran unobstructed. Shandra stayed beside
Uriel, not wanting to get lost in the throng of angels. The angels
of Sanctuary were serious, but still shot each other excited looks
and smiles at the fight to come. They did not so much as glance at
the cambion or the new archangel in their midst.

The angels did
not stop at the end of the bridge, but instead split into two
streams of silent warriors. Each group knew where they were headed
and whom they were following. They moved like a well-oiled machine,
one that had every intention of leaving death and destruction in
its wake.

Uriel and
Shandra followed Raphael and the angels under his command. They
reached the first branching street of houses, and with a quick
signal from Raphael, four angels, including the clairvoyant
Raquiel, broke from their party and moved down the street. The rest
of Raphael’s group continued on, the process repeating itself at
the next road and the one after that. Finally, at the last row of
houses, it was only Uriel, Shandra and Raphael. With a nod from his
brother, Uriel led the trio down the street. He gave a quick glance
back to Shandra, impressed with how deftly she kept pace with the
angels the whole time.

Uriel took the
first house they came to, letting Shandra and Raphael move past
him. He let his senses reach out as he moved, but faltered a little
as he ran. So much evil was in this small town that the archangel
could not pinpoint how many demons were in the house before him.
Uriel slowed before the door, not happy with a plan of rushing in
blindly.

Raphael had no
such qualms. The other archangel had both his pistols drawn, now
fitted with suppressors. He planted his foot hard against the door
in front of him, then leveled his twin firearms as he walked
inside.

Out of the
corner of his eye, Uriel saw Shandra approach a house that had no
door in its frame. She nocked an arrow and pulled back on the
string, keeping her weapon ready as she cautiously entered the
house. Uriel went to try his door with the same caution the
half-demon had displayed, but it would not budge. It was not
locked, just so warped from time and the elements that it dug into
the ground. Realizing that stealth would not be his ally here,
Uriel took a few steps back and then drove his shoulder into the
wooden door with his entire weight behind him. The archangel
stumbled into the house as the rotted frame easily gave way,
drawing two daggers in the process.

A pair of
demons huddled on the floor over a bloodied corpse. Uriel could not
discern what the bloody mound was, but it appeared so enticing to
the pair of beasts that they had not even left the entrance of the
house before tearing into it.

The archangel
wasted no time before launching into action. He flung one of his
blades at the farthest demon. The dagger found its place in the
creature’s black eye, snuffing its life without a sound. The
closest demon managed a short, guttural snarl before Uriel brought
his other dagger across its throat. The wound answered with a spray
of blood, the demon’s life plastering the walls before its
eyes.

Uriel heard
movement from the next room and moved quickly to retrieve his blade
from the eye of his first kill. Silently, he glided over to the
doorway that separated the rooms.

“What are
you—” another demon began in its foul tongue. The beast entered the
hallway as it spoke, nearly running into Uriel. Before it could
finish, Uriel plunged a dagger into its heart. The beast managed to
let out a small, dog-like whimper before collapsing to the
ground.

When Uriel
heard a growl from the other room, he knew he was wrong to assume
that the demon was alone. But this was only the first house he had
come to and already the angel had encountered four demons! He could
not deny the adrenaline coursing through his veins.

The archangel
stepped over the corpse of his most recent kill and entered the
kitchen. An island counter separated him and the fourth demon, its
surface stained a reddish-brown with dried blood. Without a
thought, the archangel sent both of his daggers hurtling towards
the monster. The demon dove to the side to avoid the attack, just
barely able to do so. Its long limbs made the creature clumsy as it
clambered back to its feet.

Without
missing a beat, Uriel reached both hands behind him and brought
forth another two daggers, sending one after the other at the
infernal creature. The first blade missed its mark, but the second
embedded itself in the demon’s bony grey shoulder. The beast howled
in pain as its long fingers scratched and pulled at the knife.
Uriel took the opportunity to close the gap between the two.
Ignoring its threatening claws, Uriel planted his heel into the
demon’s stomach, doubling it over. The archangel followed by
grabbing the beast’s jaw in both hands and ripping it wide apart,
past its natural limit. A loud crack told him that he had severed
the creature’s jaw, but the archangel gave an extra tug, pulling
its head back farther than its body should have allowed. The next
cracking sound came from the beast’s spine.

Uriel took a
moment to collect his daggers and then dashed up the stairs of the
house to make sure no demons were left inside. Satisfied, he
returned to the street to see a demon rushing out of the house that
Shandra had entered. He reached behind him for a dagger, but the
beast stumbled and dropped to a knee before the angel could throw
it. The demon’s eyes were wide, as if surprised. Its skin began to
crack and flake, dust and smoke rising from its grey flesh. In a
breath, the demon’s body began to burn and collapse until it was
reduced to nothing but a pile of ash. Lying in that pile of ash was
one of Shandra’s spelled arrows.

The archangel
looked past where the demon had just been and saw the cambion in
the doorway of the house, bow in hand. She smirked and threw Uriel
a wink before joining him in the middle of the street.

A sharp crash
pulled both their eyes to the house Raphael had entered. Uriel
glanced up in time to see a demon fly through the second-story
window of the house. In the dull light of the world, the demon
looked abnormal, even for one of its own kind. It was not until the
creature crashed to the ground that Uriel noticed his brother had
ridden the demon down, his knees digging into its chest. The older
archangel rolled off the demon, which, while stunned, was still
very much alive. Raphael was sure to correct that with a quick shot
to its canine-like head.

“Subtle.”
Shandra did not bother hiding her sarcasm with Uriel.

He could not
help but agree. His brother was loud and reckless. He would no
doubt draw unwanted attention. Before he could voice his concern,
though, another demon emerged from a fourth house, one they had not
cleared yet. Uriel acted on instinct alone to send a dagger flying
towards the beast’s bony chest. At the same time, Shandra let one
of her arrows fly, its crucifix tip finding its mark in the demon’s
throat.

“I think my
blade got there first,” Uriel said, making an attempt at humor.

Shandra
stopped midstride and stared at him, mouth hanging open.

“Hold on.” The
corners of her lips curled up. “Was that a joke? There may be hope
for you yet, choirboy.”

Uriel did not
chance a retort. He ran over to the demon and retrieved his dagger.
Fully armed again, he proceeded into the house that the demon had
emerged from. He heard Shandra jogging behind him to retrieve her
arrow before moving to another house.

The archangel
only just crossed the threshold of the home as a set of long,
clawed fingers swept at him. Uriel tried to dodge, but his momentum
betrayed him. The demonic hand raked at his bare arms. It stung,
but the wound was shallow. As the creature went to attack again,
this time with its other arm, Uriel was ready for it. The angel
caught the grey arm below the wrist and twisted it. The demon’s
body, stressed to the point of breaking, turned around against its
will. The creature stood over a head taller than Uriel, so the
archangel kicked the back of its leg, dropping it to its knees.
Releasing the demon’s arm, the angel moved with haste, stepping
forward and wrapping his hands around its gaunt head. With a jerk,
the angel snapped the demon’s neck and its body went limp.

Uriel sensed
more than saw another attacker to his right, barely recognizing the
glint of steel that warned him of a blade aimed for his throat.
Rolling the limp corpse that was still in his hands, Uriel caught
another demon’s sword with its comrade’s body. Using his entire
bodyweight, the angel shoved the dead demon at his attacker, and
all three, dead and alive, fell to the floor. Before the demon
could recover, the archangel reached for the back of his belt, drew
a dagger and plunged it into the beast’s skull.

A quick scan
of the bungalow revealed no more enemies, which meant Uriel was
back on the road mere moments after leaving it. He continued
leapfrogging the houses with his brother and Shandra, each
singlehandedly clearing building after building. They were not
quick, but steady and efficient. And merciless. Demon after demon
fell to their blades, arrows and guns.

After what
must have been the dozenth house he had cleansed, Uriel saw his
brother standing in the middle of the road, staring down a street
that connected to their own. Shandra had yet to join him, so the
younger archangel walked over to his brother.

“What are we
waiting for?” Uriel inquired. His blood was pumping loudly through
his veins. He had been kept in Heaven for too long while his
brothers and sisters were being slaughtered. Now that he had the
chance to finally take his vengeance, to make up for the time that
he missed, Uriel did not want to slow down.

“We will wait
here until the others arrive, as we had planned,” the older
archangel explained. “Do not let your bloodlust cloud your
judgment, brother. This world is more dangerous than you know.” He
was just as eager to fight as Uriel, but he did not hide the hint
of annoyance in his voice. Clearly Uriel had not been listening to
his brother as much as he should have.

Still, Uriel
did not appreciate the tone he received, especially considering how
reckless Raphael had been acting. He shook the resentment off as
quickly as it had come, though, and instead took a moment to heal
his wounds. A soft, yellow light emanated from the angel’s right
hand as he touched it to his chest. The heavenly magic pulsed
through his entire body with each beat of his heart, sealing every
cut and fading each bruise. If it had been anything more serious,
he would have turned to his brother for assistance. Where Uriel’s
talent was his destruction, Raphael’s was his healing. There was no
more accomplished healer in all of Heaven’s ranks.

“It is good to
have you here, Uriel,” Raphael said, changing his tone. Both
archangels knew that conflict was the last thing they needed. The
two angels locked eyes, Uriel’s dark brown orbs and Raphael’s pale
grey ones, and could not help but share a smile.

“Should I come
back later?” Shandra smirked as she came up beside the pair.

Uriel found
himself smiling at the cambion while silently scorning himself for
not noticing her approach. Letting his guard down could prove to be
a fatal mistake. Shandra smiled back at him but did not hold his
gaze. She looked past their differences more easily than he had.
Despite the malice he and the other angels had shown her, she had
stuck with Uriel in a fight that was not rightfully hers. And,
though Uriel was hesitant to admit it, he was more comfortable next
to her than any of his own kind right now.

Raphael called
their attention to the street that intersected their own and the
four figures making their way towards them. They were moving at a
painfully slow pace, but it soon became apparent why. As they
approached, Uriel saw that one of them, a massive angel, was being
helped along by a much smaller one. The former was barely able to
put weight on one leg. The two archangels and Shandra ran over to
meet the four, who gave them a quick nod. Or rather, gave Raphael a
quick nod. The small figure who was helping the giant angel along
gave Uriel a small smile, but one he would have missed if he had
blinked. He recognized the female angel as Arriel, an angel he had
fought beside many times in his life. None of the four bothered to
look at Shandra, though Arriel’s eyes threatened to glance in the
half-demon’s direction.

“Lay him
down,” Raphael said hurriedly. “What happened?”

“Ezail was
attacked by four of those bastards,” Arriel explained as she
lowered the much larger angel to the ground. “He can barely
walk.”

Raphael knelt
in the dirt next to Ezail and pressed both of his hands together
over the angel’s wounded body. His hands immediately began to glow,
a brighter yellow than Uriel’s did when he had healed himself. The
healer then placed his glowing hands on Ezail’s thigh, which was
over half the size of Uriel’s chest. Ligaments and muscles grew
back over exposed bone, followed by bright pink flesh that was
scarred where it met the old tissue.

“Thank you,
Raphael,” the giant of an angel said quietly.

“Do not thank
me yet,” Raphael grunted as he stood. “I did the best I could, but
anymore and we would be swarming with demons.”

Uriel was glad
that his brother was able to show some sort of restraint, but part
of him wondered if Raphael was capable of doing anything more than
what he had done. With the clouds blocking their connection to
Heaven, Uriel would not be surprised if that was the extent of
Raphael’s current abilities.

“You can walk,
my friend,” Raphael continued, “but that is about it. Stay behind
us and stay safe until we have exterminated the demons in this
town.”

An obvious
disappointment dimmed Ezail’s eyes. The hulking angel was meant for
combat, not sitting and nursing his wounds, especially while his
fellow angels charged headfirst into danger.

“We do not
have time to wait,” Arriel interrupted the angel’s sulking. “Ezail,
watch our backs as we finish off these last houses.”

The wounded
angel nodded, happy to be given some sort of role.

Now a group of
seven, they continued down the street that the archangels and
Shandra had been working through. Only a handful of homes remained,
but the ones that did were larger than before and sat farther
apart. Raphael signaled for Uriel and Shandra to enter the first
house they came to and sent Arriel in with them. He took the other
angels to the next house, while Ezail lagged behind as he kept his
eyes open for threats.

As the
archangel and his companions approached the door, Arriel gave
them—even Shandra—a quick nod that she was ready. Uriel carefully
twisted the doorknob and pushed the door inward as slowly as he
could. It groaned as it opened, but not loud enough to mask the
sound of movement inside. Uriel reached behind him, under his
cloak, and grabbed two daggers with one hand. His free hand shoved
the door the rest of the way open, which slammed it into the wall
inside. The archangel rolled inside the house. He heard something
large, a spear most likely, soar over him before he came up from
his somersault. Raphael’s healing might have drawn more attention
than they initially thought.

With only a
glance at the demons in the house, Uriel’s arm came around and
released both daggers at the one that had thrown the weapon at him.
One blade embedded itself in the creature’s bicep while the other
found its mark just above its protruding sternum. The beast gargled
as it fell, dark, frothy blood foaming from its mouth and the wound
in its throat.

Before he
could draw another dagger, a second demon charged at him from a
room on his right. Uriel braced himself, but the monster suddenly
lurched to the side, an arrow shaft protruding from its temple. The
archangel followed the arrow’s path backwards to find Shandra
aiming another arrow through the shattered window in the front of
the house. She gave him a small smile before loosing her other
arrow. This time her arrow, one of the black-fletched mundane ones
she had been given in Sanctuary, did not deliver a lethal blow. It
only grazed the flank of one of the two demons stumbling into the
same room as the angel.

A figure leapt
past Uriel, bringing a clawed hand at the wounded demon’s throat.
Shandra’s arrow had stunned it, if only for just a second. It was
more than enough time for Arriel to finish the job. Gore erupted
from the demon’s neck as its lifeblood spilled onto the dark, moldy
wood floor.

Arriel did not
hesitate after her first kill. She brought another similarly wicked
hand forward and plunged it deep into the second demon’s chest. The
demon, eyes wide with shock, lashed out at the female angel. The
beast held two large swords in his hands, weapons he brought down
again and again at Arriel’s bare arm. Each blade struck her skin
but never broke it. The demon’s attacks began to slow as confusion
and sorrow filled its ghastly eyes. Arriel withdrew her hand from
the dead thing’s chest, pulling its large, bluish heart with
her.

Arriel tossed
the heart at Uriel’s feet. The archangel did not know whether to be
repulsed or impressed.

“A gift,” she
said with a grin. “The other angels might not trust you, but I do.”
Arriel turned and looked through the empty window frame at Shandra.
“Both of you.”

With that,
Arriel stepped towards Uriel and gripped him in a hug that made his
ribs sore. Uriel embraced her, happy to know that she was on their
side. He was worried when she had not approached him in Sanctuary,
but it had been a long time since they had seen each other—Arriel
was one of the first to descend during the war.

“I think I’ll
go check for any demons upstairs,” Shandra said loud enough for the
pair to hear her. “You two look like you could use some time
together.”

The half-demon
shuffled past them as the two angels released one another. Arriel
caught Shandra’s gaze as she moved to the stairs.

“That was some
nice shooting, Shandra.”

“Thanks.” The
cambion smiled earnestly at the angel. “That was some nice
heart…extraction.”

Uriel stepped
back and examined his friend. Her fingers were no longer sharp,
pointed claws, but delicate and light. Arriel had the talent of
stoneskin. She was able to harden any part of her flesh with
nothing more than a thought, which allowed her to easily deflect
the demon’s blade. Uriel did not know that she had learned to make
her hands into weapons, though. That was a new trick.

“It is good to
know we have friends among those who clearly despise us,” Uriel
said, holding Arriel at arm’s reach. Because of her talent, the
angel did not have to wear armor like the others. Instead she
sported a top that left her arms and shoulders exposed. One of her
sides was exposed, too, though that looked to be the fault of a
demon. Her pants were a dark brown like his own, but not as
thick.

“They don’t
despise you, Uriel,” Arriel corrected quietly, her gaze turning up
the stairs that the cambion had ascended. “Many don’t trust you
yet, Uriel. It’s been a long ten years for us, then suddenly you
appear out of nowhere. But they despise her. She is a half-demon!
Are you really surprised?” The angel looked back at Uriel, brushing
her short blonde hair over her ear. “I trust you, Uriel. I always
have. So I trust her, too. Just don’t expect the same from the
others.”

The archangel
knew it to be true. He also knew that some of the others would
likely never be convinced to trust Shandra. But some could, as
Uriel could see in his friend before him.

Uriel did not
know that Shandra had heard their short exchange. There were no
demons upstairs, so the cambion let the two angels say what they
needed to say to one another. It did not hurt the cambion to know
that the others despised her. It hurt to know that she was the
cause of their distrust towards Uriel.

But, Shandra
thought, at least there is one more angel who doesn’t want her
dead. That makes four.


CHAPTER
TEN

 The angels and the cambion
continued to move as one unit, methodically making their way
through houses and buildings that sheltered demons. Raphael would
not even use words to direct them anymore. He would merely point to
a house and nod. His face had been plastered with dark blood from
the demons that he felled himself. The excitement in his eyes shone
brightly in contrast to the splotches that marred his face.

Even Ezail was
in slightly better spirits after a pair of demons fled from Raphael
and his twin pistols. The large angel walked with a limp, but his
massive fists made short work of the demons, who were not expecting
to face such a monster out on the streets.

Uriel also
reveled at being back in the fight against the creatures of Hell,
but he was astounded at how many demons there were. He and the
others had only swept through a section of the town and he had
already killed more than thirty of the things himself. Shandra did
not seem as concerned as the archangel. Uriel could tell that she
was just as worried about those in her company as she was the
beasts they hunted. Even though Arriel had assured the both of them
that she bore no ill will towards the cambion, the other angels
that had joined them pointedly avoided looking at her. Ezail was an
exception among them, though nothing other than being kept out of
the fight seemed to affect his jovial mood.

On top of it
all, Uriel knew that Shandra worried about her sister. Even though
she did not say it, the archangel could see it in her eyes. He was
happy to know that he would reunite the two soon enough.

It had taken
the group over three hours to clear the part of the town that
Raphael had designated as theirs. Aside from Ezail, none of them
faced any serious injury. The party moved closer to the town centre
where they were due to rendezvous with the others. The buildings
they were entering now were less residential. Instead, the angels
were kicking down doors framed by faded red brick that marked the
oldest buildings of the town. Worn cobblestones that were meant to
make the roads look old were cracked and home to whatever weeds
were resilient enough to grow in the arid environment. The stores,
restaurants and apartments all showed the same signs as the houses
they had visited before: boarded-up doors and windows, vandalism
painted across their exteriors and far too many corpses—old and
new.

Fewer demons
were in this part of the town. They were pack animals, Uriel knew,
but they were territorial and violent. It would make sense for the
creatures to live in small, spread out clusters. They did encounter
some demons in the older buildings, but not nearly as many as
before. It allowed them to pick up their pace towards the
rendezvous.

Following
Raphael, the group came upon a decrepit diner, its pink walls
weathered and peeling. Whatever sign bore its name had been
destroyed long before the angels arrived, though the advertisement
for Best Coffee in the County was still visible among the
tags of vandals and the bloodstains of those who had met their end
at the claws of a demon. Uriel saw movement from within the diner.
Despite their efficiency, theirs was not the first group of angels
to arrive.

Raquiel was
leaning against the wall next to the diner’s door. He nodded at the
other angels as they approached, though he seemed content with
keeping their interactions to just that. It was no surprise that
Raquiel’s group would be the first to arrive. The angel’s talent
allowed him to detect demons far more accurately than any of the
other warriors. Even under the black clouds, Raquiel would have
directed his companions with merciless efficiency.

Uriel examined
the clairvoyant angel as they approached the diner. His long limbs
and slim stature hid his natural strength, but the angel’s bare
arms were toned and heavily tattooed. He had an angular face that
made him look like he was always suspicious of something. Both
sides of his head were shaved, and he kept his chestnut hair swept
back. The tattoos that covered Raquiel’s body even extend up the
shaved parts of his head. Angels had runes all over their body, but
Uriel had seen only a few take on so many markings. Uriel looked at
the other angel’s eyes, which were already boring into him. But,
the archangel thought, they were not really seeing him. Those eyes
were looking at something else.

“Any
incidents?” Raphael inquired as they got closer to the diner and
the angels.

Raquiel shook
his head. “None to report, sir.”

“Good.” The
archangel pulled open the diner door. It whined in response and
strained against its top hinge.

The inside of
the diner was the same hideous pink as the outside, though it had
been spared from most of the weathering and vandalism that marred
the exterior. Still, the fake retro posters did not do much to
improve the bubble-gum-pink walls. Four other angels were already
in the building. They glanced up at the newcomers, but their gazes
avoided Shandra and Uriel. The cambion and archangel sat at a table
along one of the walls, while most of the other angels chose to sit
away from them. Arriel and Ezail, however, followed the pair.
Arriel sat across the table from them, while Ezail, whose large
frame would not fit in between the table and its booth, grabbed a
chair and lowered himself onto it. The cheap metal legs bent, but
held nonetheless.

Raphael came
by their table as well, smiling at the four of them as he
approached.

“We will wait
here for the rest of our brothers and sisters,” he explained. “We
cannot be sure of what they encountered, so we will give them
another hour before we depart for the asylum.”

Uriel nodded
his consent. The older archangel gave them all one last smile and
then turned to join the other angels. Beside Uriel, Shandra dropped
her bag on the table and began rummaging through it. She pulled out
a tin of peaches and some dried meat.

“Might as
well.” The cambion shrugged as she plunged her dagger into the tin
and began cutting the lid off. She cringed at the sound of metal
scraping on metal. When it was off, the half-demon lifted it
towards the angels around her. “Want any?”

Uriel went to
shake his head but decided against it. The cambion needed food more
than he did, but he did not want her to feel more isolated than she
already did. As if reading his mind, Arriel reached for a slice of
sugary fruit. Ezail, however, asked if he could have a piece of the
meat instead. Shandra chuckled as she shared her food with him.

“Thank you,”
Uriel said for all three of them. He took a bite of the fruit. It
bordered on sickly in how sweet it was, but the taste of sugar and
peaches that covered his tongue was euphoric. He saw that the food
had the same effect on the other two angels. It was unlikely that
they had anything that resembled food in the last decade. They
would not have had to eat much, but their physical forms would
still demand food from time to time. They were not only prisoners
in Sanctuary, but they would have to be scavengers, too.

“Uriel?” the
cambion spoke quietly, so that only the three angels around her
could hear. “Would you come get Elena with me on our way back?
Raphael already said she could stay with us in Sanctuary. She’s
been on her own for longer than this, but I’m worried about her,
you know?”

Uriel smiled
and nodded. It was one of the few times Shandra’s guard dropped and
her human side became more apparent. “Of course. I think the others
would like to see a child in Sanctuary.”

“A child?”
Arriel’s voice rang with excitement. It was like a beacon to the
other angels sitting away from them. “A human child?” she
implored.

Shandra’s eyes
glared daggers at her, but it was too late; the other angels had
already started walking over.

“You’ve seen a
child?” one of the angels asked, a female warrior that Uriel did
not recognize. “It has been years since I have seen one up
close.”

“The same goes
for me.” Ezail’s deep voice was warm.

Uriel could
tell that, despite his size and incredible strength, the angel was
gentler than he appeared.

“Please, tell
us about them. Is it a boy or a girl?”

Smiles and
murmurs of excitement rippled through the angels, who were all
gathered around their table now. They were created to love and care
for all humans, but children were the embodiment of pure innocence.
Seeing the radiance that shone from a human child brought an angel
more joy than killing any number of demons.

“A girl,”
Shandra answered. Her gaze was firmly fixed on the table in front
of her. “My sister, Elena.”

There was even
more noise at that revelation. Excitement began to turn to
uneasiness.

“Please,”
Arriel said calmly, placing one of her hands on Shandra’s, “tell us
about Elena. Tell us about your sister.”

Shandra looked
up at the angel across from her and smiled. The cambion immediately
launched into a story about Elena and Hadriel. She started with
Elena’s first steps. Her sister had matured much more slowly than
Shandra, so the cambion was able to recall the tales with great
detail. The angels, Raphael and Uriel included, were captivated by
tales of the small girl stumbling and flailing as she learned to
walk. They laughed with Shandra and smiled when the half-demon had
to stop in the middle of a sentence, happy memories bringing a tear
to her eye.

Slowly, over
the course of the next hour, other groups of angels began filtering
into the diner. They were only met with brief greetings, though.
Shandra’s audience was too enthralled with her stories. She told
them of a pet mouse that Elena had kept when she was four, how she
named it Harry after the angel that had protected them. At the
mention of her guardian, Shandra absently started twirling the
white feather that was tied in her hair.

The group had
almost tripled in size by the time Raquiel led the last of the
angels in, but still they sat and listened to tales of Shandra and
her human sister. Finally, after all angels had been able to hear
of the young girl, Raphael interjected.

“I am truly
sorry, my lady,” Raphael said softly, “but we must be on our
way.”

Uriel looked
out over the crowd of angels that had been enthralled by the
half-demon. Most wore smiles, while others tried to contain them;
it was, after all, a half-demon that had captured their hearts and
attention. It was a step in the right direction, the angel thought.
But the smiles were already fading, like masks that were on for
only a moment. The stern faces of the angels returned, and their
hardened eyes would not look at the cambion any longer.

“Fariel, any
losses?” Raphael’s voice was that of a commander once more. What
weak lights they had found to illuminate the diner only exacerbated
the scars that marred his face, casting shadows that weaved
themselves into the archangel’s tattoos.

“A few gashes
and bruises here and there, but nothing serious. We were
meticulous. The demons were caught unawares.” Raphael’s lieutenant
gave a brief summary of their movements through the city. Fariel’s
groups had moved through the more industrial areas of the town.
There were fewer buildings, but the demons had gathered in larger
numbers there.

The angel was
about the same build as Uriel, if slightly shorter. His muscles
were well-toned though, emphasized by the tattoos that ran up and
down his arms. Fariel’s hair was trimmed short, as was the stubble
that framed his light-skinned face. Unlike most of the angels, who
did not seem to care how they appeared, Fariel was well-groomed,
stood straight and spoke in a disciplined manner. He too bore
scars, though more than the other angels. His eyes were a cold
blue, orbs that left room for little besides honor and duty. At his
hips were his twin axes. Their steel was legendary for how much
demonic blood they had spilled. Though Uriel had never truly known
the warrior, all of Heaven knew of his deeds and his skill with
those weapons.

“On your end,
sir?” Fariel asked.

“No losses,”
Raphael responded. He turned his gaze to the hulking angel next to
Uriel. “But Ezail cannot continue with us.”

The massive
angel almost leapt from his chair, forcing a wince of pain that
slowed his protest.

“Sir, please.”
The large angel sounded betrayed. “I can still help.”

Raphael moved
towards him and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Until we clear the
rest of the demons from this town, I cannot risk healing you any
further. Without your leg at full strength, we risk losing you
altogether. Stay here and keep this place safe for us. We will need
it to rest afterwards. I am trusting you with this.”

Ezail, his
pride somewhat mended, gave the archangel a quick nod and sat back
down.

The other
angels had started to check themselves and their equipment,
readying each for what was to come. Adrenaline still intoxicated
them, as did the demonic blood that stained their leather and their
skin.

“The rest of
us will head to the asylum then,” Raphael continued. He released
the magazine from one of his pistols to check how many bullets he
had left. Satisfied, he reloaded the weapon and pulled on the slide
to make sure a bullet was in the chamber, ready to end whatever
demon was unfortunate enough to be in front of the archangel. “Most
will stay outside the structure. It is paramount that nothing gets
in or out of there that isn’t one of us. Uriel, Shandra, Arriel and
Raquiel will come in with me. Fariel, choose four others to come
with us.”

Uriel thought
it odd that his brother thought something might try to escape from
the asylum. A handful of demons might run, but surely, they did not
need such a force to contain them.

“Adriel,
Isniir, Eremeil and Barnabas,” Fariel said without hesitation. “The
rest of you shall remain outside. There are plenty of smaller
structures that will need clearing as well. You can divide those
among yourself. Just make sure that there are still enough guarding
the asylum itself.”

It was
somewhat of a relief for the archangel to hear that Adriel was
going to be with them. He had not shown any hostility towards him
or Shandra since they had arrived the day before. The angel, who
had a smug smile on his face now, was not like the others. He opted
for lighter cloth, sewn together in layers rather than the thicker
leather that most of the angels were wearing. His blonde hair,
still tied back, was a stark contrast to the pitch black of the
cloth shirt. At his hip was a steel sword, slender and long.

Uriel also
recognized Isniir as the angel that always seemed to be next to
Adriel. Where Adriel was graceful and sleek in appearance, Isniir
was not. His curly, black hair was kept short, though the angel
seemed to pay no mind to the scruff growing on his face. He was
more muscular than Adriel but did not carry the same aura of
superiority. He wore armor similar to the others, but his weapons
were twin daggers, more than twice the length of Uriel’s knives,
that were strapped to the small of his back. Isniir muttered
something to Adriel, which prompted the long-haired angel to roll
his eyes. Uriel could not help but notice that Isniir did not—or
could not—stop fidgeting. The angel’s fingers were always moving,
and more than once the archangel saw him force his foot to stop
tapping.

“Sir,” piped
one of the angels among the throng, “why do you choose the
half-breed over us?”

Uriel’s hands
curled into fists on the table that he shared with Shandra and
Arriel. He was about to bark something at the angel when Shandra
placed one of her own hands on his forearm. She didn’t look at him,
but the gesture spoke loud enough.

“It is neither
the time nor the place to question me.” Raphael’s tone was as sharp
as Uriel’s blades. The older archangel emphasized his point by
releasing the slide of his second pistol, loading a bullet into
place with a distinctive click. “If you do not agree, you can go
back to the sewers.”

There was some
muttering among the crowd of angels, but no other comments were
made.

“Good. Let’s
move.”

The angels,
all but Ezail, left the diner. They silently fell into a tight
square formation as they moved, with Uriel and Shandra at the front
alongside Raphael. A single road snaked away from the town, curving
behind a copse of leafless trees. A handful of cars and trucks
remained on the road but were in complete disrepair. Hardly any of
them still had glass in their windows, while others were missing
doors. Raised hoods told the group that they had been scavenged for
whatever parts they might have contained. Many of the cars were
scorched, their bodies and innards charred by flames that were
fueled by gasoline and, from what Uriel could tell, bodies.

The angels did
not pay the vehicles much mind beyond quick glances inside to make
sure nothing was hiding in them. Their heads swiveled back and
forth, always scanning the trees that ran parallel to the road for
demons that might be lurking in the skeletal forest.

“I don’t like
this,” Shandra whispered to Uriel. She stood between him and the
other archangel, while Arriel kept pace behind her.

“Neither do I,
but we do not have much choice.” Uriel looked around as he spoke.
They were open here, exposed. He knew that the other angels, with
the same vision as himself, were not able to see deep into the
trees. They had no idea what could be looking back at them. “But I
have traveled in these woods before. We would be blind among those
pale trees. At least out here, we can see any attackers
coming.”

“And nothing
would be foolish enough to attack this many angels,” Raphael added
from the cambion’s other side.

It seemed to
do little to comfort the half-demon, but she did not protest again.
Another half hour passed before the asylum came into view, nestled
among the forest. A chain fence ran its perimeter, topped with
barbed wire to ensure that none of its former patients escaped. The
fence had been torn open in places, and the barbed wire that
adorned it was discolored and still clung to pieces of cloth that
danced with the slightest breeze.

It was a
massive compound. The hospital proper loomed in the centre—three
stories of featureless white walls with windows incrementally
placed on them. The windows were small, the glass dark or broken,
and covered with thick iron bars. Some of the iron bars had been
bent or torn away by an inhuman force, discarded into the overgrown
grass that tried to scale the walls of the hospital. It appeared
more like a prison than any sort of medical institution; an
imposing monument to the barbarous façade that was once considered
medicine.

Uriel grew
more reviled with each step they took towards the building. This
was a shrine to evil, a false idol that only served malice and
corruption. But it was not Lucifer or any demon that could claim
responsibility for the darkness that had been allowed to exist
within these walls. This evil was entirely human.

Smaller
buildings dotted the property around the hospital. They were newer
than the large building before them, their red bricks still trying
to cling to a vibrancy that even time and war had not been able to
completely strip away yet. Those were not Uriel’s concern, however.
The archangel was there to free the humans and angels within the
asylum itself.

But something
was wrong. As much as Uriel concentrated, he could not sense any
humans in the building. No matter how defeated, a single shred of
innocence was all the archangel needed to know that people were
being held prisoner in there.

But he could
sense none. He could not even sense the remnants of angels.

“Raquiel,”
Uriel asked as the company came to a halt outside of the compound’s
gates. “Can you sense anything inside?”

Uriel was
going to inform the angel that he could not sense anything—human or
otherwise—but stopped himself short. He may be surrounded by his
fellow angels, but he did not want to show weakness in front of
them. He could tell by the way that they avoided his gaze that they
still did not trust him.

“No,” the
attuned angel answered almost immediately. “I cannot sense a thing.
Not angelic, human, nor demonic.”

“If this is a
prison, you’d think it would be swarming with demons,” Shandra
spoke what they were all thinking.

The whole
place had an intimidating aura to it. Shandra could feel it, as
could the angels around her.

“There is
surely something in there,” Raphael chimed in. “A spell has been
placed over the buildings to blind our senses. We have seen demons
leading lines of humans and angels through those doors in
chains.”

The group
began inching forward then, around the gatehouse that divided the
asylum from the road.

“I am sorry.”
Raquiel lowered his head and gazed at the ground. “I fear I am
useless to you then, Raphael. I would understand if you chose
someone to replace me in your party.”

The older
archangel was shaking his head before Raquiel had even finished his
sentence.

“You aren’t
that lucky, my friend. I think your abilities will return once we
are inside the hospital. If not, I know that your skill with a
blade will not be subdued by any demonic magic.”

Raquiel
nodded, forcing a smile at the archangel. The expression looked
alien on his otherwise sombre face.

The group
fanned out as they moved towards the asylum. Their ranks became
two-deep as they approached. In the dim light of the red afternoon,
Uriel could see that the lower areas of the asylum walls were
plastered in graffiti and other vandalism. Pictures, profanities
and illegible messages covered the white brick like ivy, sprawling
anywhere that human arms might reach. Whether the markings had been
made before or after the war had started was impossible to tell,
but none of them were recent. Every symbol and image showed signs
of wear.

Except for
one.

Uriel’s feet
refused to continue when his eyes fell on the double oak doors that
led into the asylum proper. The stained wood had been surprisingly
resilient, or well-maintained, and showed none of the same defacing
as the rest of the building, save for a single seal that was carved
across both doors. The sigil, accented with blood fresh enough to
still be a vibrant red, consisted of a circle containing a
six-pointed star, each line meeting another at the circle’s edge.
Infernal script filled the fractal patterns that were contained in
the star, which gave the dark words an illusion of depth. Even if
the demon’s name had not been written around the seal in the same
Infernal letters, Uriel would have immediately recognized that
emblem.

“Abaddon,”
Uriel forced the name out of his mouth as strength fled the rest of
his body.

The angels
closest enough to hear Uriel stopped as well, frozen in place by
the mere mention of the name. They whispered to each other down the
line until every angel had moved closer to view the emblem or
lacked the conviction to do so. Uriel turned to his brother. His
fist clenched so tightly that his knuckles had paled.

“How could you
keep this from me?” Uriel roared. The color faded from his eyes,
leaving only white orbs in their place. Uriel’s rage consumed him
to the point that he did not care who or what might hear him.

“Uriel, you
need to quiet yourself,” Raphael whispered sharply, reaching for
his brother’s shoulder. The enraged archangel smacked the
comforting hand away without letting go of his colorless stare.

“I trusted
you,” Uriel spat the words. “You told me Botis owned these lands.
Botis is nothing! He is an adder who only survives because he
slithers away when he should fight. You have deceived me into
facing Death itself!”

Trails of
smoke stemmed from the dry grass around Uriel as the archangel’s
rage made his inner fire manifest.

“We did not
trick you.” Fariel stepped between the two brothers. His muscular
frame, while imposing, seemed insignificant compared to the heat
that Uriel was exuding. “Botis is still our enemy. But do you truly
think he could have ruled over all this land on his own? Do you
think the snake does not answer to another demon?”

“Remove
yourself, Fariel, or I will.” Uriel dropped one foot back and
brought a dagger to bear. “This is between my brother and me.”

The fire,
Uriel’s gift from his Father, was his greatest strength but his
greatest weakness. Fueled by his anger, the deceit of his brother
burned tenfold in the mind of the archangel. Somewhere in his mind,
Uriel knew his actions were no longer of his own accord.

“Please, give
me an excuse.” Fariel fell into his own stance, hands ready to snap
his axes from their places at his hips.

Raphael was
trying to say something to the two of them, but Uriel could not
hear him. Right now, the only thing that existed was his anger and
Fariel, whose hands were threateningly close to his weapons. The
archangel’s muscles tensed in anticipation.

“Uriel, stop.”
The archangel felt a hand touch his arm, a hand that was both light
and firm at the same time. “Please.”

Uriel’s head
snapped to look behind him, ready to shrug this angel off, too. But
his fire dimmed, and color returned to his pupils when his eyes met
a pair of striking red orbs. Shandra, for the first time since they
had left the broken cottage that she and her sister called home,
looked scared of the archangel. Yet, as Uriel came back to his
senses, he realized that there was more in the cambion’s eyes than
fear; there was empathy.

“I’m sorry.”
Uriel’s voice was weak and full of shame. He let Shandra keep her
hand on his arm, her touch calming him more and more with every
passing second. He turned his gaze to Fariel and his brother. “I
did not mean what I said.”

Raphael moved
in front of Fariel. He smiled at his younger brother.

“We know.”
Raphael was genuine. “A great burden comes with one of His gifts,
especially yours. It is I who should be sorry. I should have told
you about Abaddon from the beginning. I thought it would be easier
for everyone this way.”

“Did no one
else know?”

“No.” Raphael
shook his head. “Only myself, Fariel and a few others who had done
some scouting. Botis does control the city that we find refuge
under, but he, like countless other dukes and barons of Hell, pay
tribute to Abaddon. I would be surprised if many in Zezurat, demons
included, know who really rules this area. Abaddon’s kingdom is
vast, but the demonic nobility all pay fealty to him.”

Uriel was
silent as he took in this latest revelation. It started to make
sense the more he thought about it. Botis was a baron, but he was
weak. Even if he had stolen the lands that he currently owned,
another demon lord would have no problem defeating him for it.
Demons were opportunistic and their hunger for power insatiable.
Unless there was something to hold them in check. Then there were
all the plagues that ran rampant in Zezurat.

“Uriel?”
Shandra broke the angel’s train of thought. He had not realized
that the other angels had all moved away, preparing for what was to
come next. “Exactly what is Abaddon? I’ve heard the name. Demons
whisper it like he’s the fucking bogeyman or something.”

It had never
occurred to the archangel that the half-demon did not know the
hierarchy of Heaven or Hell. It was something that most angels
committed to memory, especially those like Uriel who were leaders
among the angels. To Shandra, the name Abaddon might not mean
anything. If what Raphael said was true, then Shandra probably
thought that Botis was the only demon with its claws around her
home.

“Abaddon is
one of Lucifer’s champions, one of the princes of Hell. He is a
demon powerful enough to rival even Michael or Gabriel, the
strongest of the archangels. He was one of the first demons to come
to Lucifer’s aid after he was cast out of Heaven.” Uriel saw
Raphael walking from one group of angels to another, making sure
that they knew exactly what they were supposed to do. The Fire of
God walked closer to the large oak doors that boasted the symbol of
Abaddon. He absently studied the design but, in reality, wanted to
move Shandra away from the others as he spoke of the demonic
prince. “Abaddon is the destroyer.

“Many humans
and angels believe that Lucifer is the source of evil and
destruction, but these things existed long before our brother was
cast out. Lucifer was the first angel to Fall. He is the conjurer
of evil, the Devil. Abaddon is far more deserving of the moniker
Zhaitan, the Adversary. The demon is a different breed than
Lucifer. Where Lucifer is cunning, Abaddon is brutal. Where the
Fallen angel is deceitful in his dealings, Abaddon is
indiscriminate in brutality. Blind loyalty has made Abaddon an
attack dog for Lucifer, else he would be a threat to our brother’s
throne. More than any other demon, ruin is what Abaddon exists
for.”

Shandra was
staring at the gravel path that led up to the door of the asylum.
It was mostly dirt and brown weeds now, but the basic outline of
the path could still be made out. She opened her mouth to say
something, then stopped. She looked at Uriel, as if trying to find
the appropriate words.

“Shit,” was
all the half-demon could get out. “Do we stand a chance against
him?”

“We?” The
archangel raised an eyebrow at her. “Your fight is with Botis. I
would not condemn you to a war with Abaddon. Remember, you have
your sister to take care of. One we will be seeing soon.”

Shandra smiled
and went to say something but was interrupted by Raphael and the
other angels who told them it was time to enter the boneyard. They
both nodded. Uriel and Raphael both took up positions beside the
doors, ready to open them. The others who were entering the asylum
with them stood ready. Isniir, Arriel, Barnabas, Eremeil and Fariel
stood in front while Shandra, Adriel and Raquiel stood behind them.
The other angels created a defensive perimeter around the entrance,
while some had gone to start checking the other buildings.

“Raquiel,”
Raphael spoke to the attuned angel as he gripped one of the door
handles, “can you sense anything yet?”

“Not yet,” the
angel answered. He made his way past the others and placed a hand
on the wooden doors. He closed his eyes for a moment and
concentrated. “There is definitely some kind of spell blinding me.
Allow me to enter and we will see if it is as effective on the
inside.”

Uriel grabbed
the other iron handle and pulled at the same time as his brother.
The doors did not protest or resist. They made a quiet creak as
they swung open on oiled hinges. A rush of air, heavy and reeking
of rot, escaped from the asylum and washed over the angels and
Shandra. The cambion drew an arrow and aimed it at the darkness of
the asylum’s interior. The shadows seemed tangible, as if the evil
that went on in the building had manifested into a wall of
darkness. The angels around her shuffled anxiously, signaling that
they felt the same.

Raquiel seemed
unfazed. He walked calmly into the building, only a few steps so he
was still within view of the others. The angel had a stoic
demeanor; he stood straight and did not show much emotion. So Uriel
was surprised when he saw the angel stagger backwards, a look of
horror on his face.

“There are
things in here,” the angel forced out, barely loud enough for the
others to hear, “far worse than demons.”

The other nine
angels rushed into the asylum, filtering around the stunned angel.
They formed a protective barrier in front of Raquiel and began
moving forward. The asylum was lightless inside. Uriel could not
see the ground more than a metre in front of him, even with his
enhanced vision. Raquiel’s abilities would be essential here, he
thought. Uriel could not even see the angels at the other end of
their defensive line. Shandra, Arriel, Isniir and Fariel were all
within view, and the archangel knew that Raquiel was behind him,
but those were the only ones he could see.

“Uriel,”
Raphael said, his voice coming from somewhere out of sight, “we
could use some light.”

The archangel
was hesitant to invoke any kind of light; it would give them away
to whatever creatures were in there with them. But their enemy
seemed to thrive in the darkness, so Uriel granted his brother’s
request.

With a thought
and a breath into a glowing blue hand, the darkness around the
angel was banished. A circle of sourceless light was created that
illuminated a foyer around them. They were barely more than a few
metres from the doors, but none of the dim red light from the
outside seemed able to enter the asylum. Uriel’s light revealed a
large marble staircase ahead of them that climbed to a small
landing before turning into two parallel staircases that went to
the next floor. To his right, a hallway extended into the eastern
wing of the building. Another led in the opposite direction, beyond
the line of companions that stood on his left.

The archangel
was able to see all of the company now. Isniir stood taller than
the rest. His long daggers were ready in his hands, though his
normal confidence was no longer evident. His eyes darted around to
take in every cranny and shadow that surrounded them.

Next to him
stood Eremeil and Barnabas, the twin warriors. Each wielded two
swords; Eremeil’s right hand blade matched Barnabas’s left, and the
blade in Eremeil’s left matched the one in his brother’s right. The
two were never separated and together presented a deadly pairing.
Uriel recalled one of the occasions he had witnessed them on the
battlefield. Their fighting style paired gracefully with each
other, creating combat that bordered on a beautiful dance. Even off
the field of battle, Uriel had known the twins to be compassionate
and kind.

Beyond the
twins were Adriel and Raphael. Adriel had his thin sword at his
side, its silver handle glittering in Uriel’s conjured light.
Though he had not recognized the name or the angel before, Uriel
could feel arcane energy emanating from Adriel. Already Adriel’s
hands shimmered with crimson energy, ready to be released with a
thought. As powerful as Uriel was as an archangel, he could feel a
similar level of raw power surround Adriel.

Graffiti
covered the walls in the asylum, undoubtedly tagged before the war
had even begun. Etched between the rebellious artwork, however,
were demonic runes that nearly blended in with the paint. They
still had the wet shine of fresh blood. The archangel recognized
some of the symbols of power, but the more he looked, the more he
saw sigil after sigil of Infernal magic.

“There are
sigils on the walls,” Adriel spoke softly, but loud enough for the
entire party to hear. He echoed Uriel’s thoughts almost exactly.
“Infernal symbols hidden in the vandalism.”

Uriel regarded
the arcane angel once again. It was uncanny how his words had
mirrored the archangel’s thoughts. As if Adriel were actually in
his head.

If you
are, Uriel thought, his words loud in his mind, please
leave.

He saw Adriel
smirk, but could not be sure that the angel had been listening to
his thoughts. It mattered not, the archangel decided, at least not
for now. He walked ahead of the line of angels towards the middle
of the foyer. Clasping his hands together, Uriel spoke in
Angelic.

“Burn,” he
whispered in the tongue of angels.

All around
him, the paint and blood symbols burst into flames for a fraction
of a second. It started at the base of the walls and quickly crept
its way up, reducing the runes and graffiti to ash that floated to
the floor and left nothing but bare walls behind. With the hellish
magic destroyed, Uriel’s senses were able to extend farther out
into the asylum.

As one, save
for Raquiel, the angels turned and looked down the east corridor.
Even Shandra seemed to feel the terrible evil down there, now that
the magic that hid it was gone. They realized that this is what
Raquiel had felt before, something darker than demons. Something
deadlier.

The twins drew
their swords and fell into a stance that seemed to protect the
other more than themselves. The shimmer around Adriel’s hands grew
brighter and extended to his elbow in response to the entities
hidden in the darkness. Isniir even staggered back a step, as if
struck by this new sensation.

Uriel had
never felt this kind of presence before. The creatures, whatever
they were, scurried over and around each other in anticipation.
Their malice could be tasted in the air around the group. Then,
without warning, the dark entities stopped scrambling and charged,
as one, down the hallway towards the angels. Scratching could be
heard as claws scraped along the cold, concrete floor and against
the plaster walls. The archangel could not see into the corridor,
his light blocked by whatever magic remained in the hospital. But
he knew the creatures would be upon them soon.

Without a
thought, Uriel raised his hand and pointed a finger down the
hallway. A ball of light, small but brilliant, shot forward and
illuminated the darkness. As it traveled, it dispelled the shadows
that cloaked the unseen entities. When the holy light approached
them, the angels felt the creatures turn tail and escape back into
the shadows. The darkness was where they were safe and, Uriel
worried, where they ruled.

“Good
thinking, brother,” Raphael congratulated him.

But the
younger angel had not even thought about conjuring the ball of
light, nor was it mere instinct that forced his hand.

It was
fear.


CHAPTER
ELEVEN

 The group pursued the
terrible entities back into the shadows. Raquiel informed the rest
that the large hospital was mostly empty. It appeared that only the
east wing contained the dark forces. It was in there that the
darkness resonated with pain and suffering. That is where the
prisoners would be.

The angels
were nothing more than a whisper as they moved through the halls,
Uriel’s light guiding their way while providing an illusion of
protection within its illuminated bounds. Fariel led the way,
followed by the twins and Arriel. Shandra and Uriel walked side by
side in the middle of the line, with the rest following behind
them. Occasionally Shandra would ask the archangel a hushed
question, inquiring about the nature of their enemy or what
everyone was so tense about.

“I do not
know,” Uriel answered, so quietly that the half-demon had to strain
to hear him. “We have never felt this presence before. This enemy
is unknown to any of us.”

The cambion
did not have a response, save for tightening her grip on her bow.
She already had an arrow notched, ready to let loose. It was one of
the cross-tipped ones she had collected in Sanctuary, not one of
her demon-hungry arrows. Whatever they were about to face, it was
no demon.

The group
moved quickly through the halls, aided by Raquiel’s talent to
assure them that the rooms they passed were empty. Soon they came
upon a room that was the largest they had seen since entering the
asylum. It was some sort of common area where the previous
inhabitants, patients of the hospital, would spend their leisure
time. Uriel saw overturned chairs and tables, and other clear signs
of a struggle and panic. The wall was painted with streaks and
browned handprints, memories of those who had been dragged to an
unspeakable end or had tried to crawl away while blood was spilled
all around them. The old walls echoed with the sorrowful memories
of those helpless souls.

As Uriel and
the others walked farther into the room, he felt a great weight
press down upon him. The light that emanated from his core was
suddenly smothered to the point where he could see those only
immediately next to him. The archangel’s might continued to be
contested as the group advanced, more slowly and closer to Uriel
and his light than before.

A thought from
the archangel increased the brilliance of his power, stoking the
fire that burned inside him. The light flared and forced the
darkness back, but the victory was short-lived. The shadows inched
their way back again and reduced the circle of light to its
previous size. Uriel countered with a raised hand, his palm towards
the ceiling. An orb of light manifested itself there before
splitting into four shards. Each shard of light sped towards a
corner of the room, or where Uriel assumed the corners were. But,
just as the orbs left the circle of light, the darkness consumed
the fragments and snuffed them out.

Uriel could
feel the blood rush to his face in both frustration and
embarrassment. He knew the others still did not trust him yet, but
his inability to dispel the darkness made him look weak in front of
the others.

If the Fire
of God cannot push these shadows back, the archangel wondered,
then how powerful are these creatures?

“Impossible.”
Raquiel’s voice was less of a whisper and more of a surprised
breath of air. “They are all around us.”

As if the
angel’s words broke some sort of spell, Uriel and the others became
aware of the dark entities surrounding them, writhing and scurrying
in the impenetrable shadows. They had surrounded them without the
angels sensing it. Perhaps they had been following them from the
very start. But now, surrounded by the dimming light, the group was
trapped.

“How many?”
Barnabas asked.

“Where are
they?” Eremeil followed with a question of his own. The twins
sounded calm but moved into a defensive position, ready to lash out
but also to protect the other at the slightest notice.

“I—I don’t
know.” There was panic in Raquiel’s voice. His words trembled as he
spoke. “They are so fast.”

The
clairvoyant angel had never encountered enemies that he could not
pinpoint with his talent.

“Focus,
Raquiel,” Fariel ordered with a level voice. His deadly axes were
already in his hands, ready to come to bear should the enemy reveal
itself.

Uriel shifted
his body, which placed Shandra behind him. She was scanning the
darkness with her crimson eyes, arrow at the ready. Uriel pulled
two daggers from their sheathes at his back. He held them
defensively, tips pointed down. The enemies may be powerful, but
Uriel was an archangel. He would show them his fury.

“Uriel!”
Raquiel shouted from behind him. Fighting instincts alone drove
Uriel, but they were barely enough. If the warning had been a
fraction of a second later, the archangel may have been watching
his lifeblood pour onto the ground.

A figure
dashed from the shadows, almost too quickly for angel eyes to
register, and charged the archangel. Uriel brought his daggers up
and parried a blow that seemed to be aimed for his neck. One dagger
was deflected by something solid, but a sharp pain stung one of the
angel’s arms. Uriel did not even have time to take in the
creature’s appearance. It seemed like a mass of shadows had moved
past the group, leaving Uriel’s arm dripping with blood from four
evenly spaced gashes.

Claws? But
what had deflected his knife?

“Tell me when
the next one charges,” Adriel said to Raquiel, doing his best to
convey a calm tone.

The group had
moved into a defensive circle with Raquiel and Shandra in the
middle. Raquiel’s eyes were closed as he focused on the things in
the darkness, while Shandra’s bow was taut in anticipation for the
creatures.

“Isniir!”
Raquiel shouted the only warning he could muster quickly
enough.

The slender
angel tensed, prepared for the assault, but Adriel acted first. The
arcane angel pivoted and forced an open palm at the darkness in
front of Isniir. A blue wave swept towards the shadows,
intercepting the figure that emerged as quickly as the last. The
blue wave exploded, suspending their enemy in the air, paralyzed
and floating.

Uriel did not
let the opportunity pass him by. He sent a dagger flying towards
the suspended creature. Even the light around it seemed to be
slowed, obscuring the beast in streaks of darkness. The archangel
aimed for where he assumed its chest would be. Uriel’s dagger flew
true, finding its mark.

And rebounded
off the beast’s skin.

Uriel could
hardly hide his disbelief as he drew another dagger from his belt.
Fariel, moving before the archangel’s first dagger had been thrown,
swung both of his axes at the captured creature. The blows should
have cleaved the beast in half, but they bounced off the blurred
creature’s flesh as well. There was a loud cracking noise when
Fariel struck the creature, like shattering ribs, but no blood, no
visible wound on the cloaked creature.

Shocked, the
great warrior went to swing again, but an arrow with black
fletching soared past his ear and embedded itself in the creature’s
throat. A surprised Fariel looked at the cambion as he rejoined the
defensive circle, only to see an equally astonished Shandra
readying another arrow.

Adriel’s spell
faded with the thing’s life, and before any of them could
celebrate, another figure rushed through the field of light and
dragged its mortally wounded comrade back into the shadows. It was
hardly a time for relief, though.

“Raphael, in
front,” Raquiel warned again.

The archangel
brought both his pistols up and leveled them at the emerging
figure. Raphael let off a burst of shots, then pivoted and did the
same to another one rushing at Arriel. Both figures stumbled and
fell, dead on the ground. Without warning, the darkness pushed
against Uriel’s light, reducing its size yet again. Uriel had to
concentrate to fend it off, but by the time he had retaliated a
mere second later, the two bodies were already gone.

“Shit,”
Shandra muttered as she looked around for threats. “This isn’t
good.”

Two of the
entities burst from opposite sides, charging both Isniir and
Arriel. The female angel had already turned her hand into
stoneflesh claws to meet the creature head on. There was a piercing
screech as the mysterious creature’s claws scraped against her
hardened skin, but Arriel was unharmed. She countered with a clawed
uppercut, her new talons tearing the beast from sternum to chin.
Her attacker was flung backwards and left a spray of bloody mist in
its wake. Its body tumbled into the darkness but did not
return.

Isniir was not
so lucky. His long daggers parried the beast’s claws but, like
Uriel and Fariel before him, did not break flesh. The creature
quickly recovered and lashed out. Not at Isniir, but at Barnabas.
The unexpected assault got past the twins’ defenses, leaving deep,
lethal-looking cuts in the angel’s chest.

Barnabas cried
out in pain as Eremeil drove the thing back with a flurry of
blades. Blood poured from Barnabas’s torso as his brother looked at
him with sad eyes. He touched his wounded brother’s face and the
pair glowed a bright gold. Uriel recognized the talent that the
twins shared; they could take the wounds and pain of one and absorb
it into their own body. The once fatal wound was now lesser and
split between the two.

Three beasts
emerged from the darkness this time, two converging on Uriel while
the other seemed to be circling the group. Shandra was quick to
react and sent an arrow towards one of the shadow creatures. The
dark being was too quick, however, taking the arrow in the shoulder
instead of the heart. It stumbled before regaining its footing,
lagging behind the others on its path to Uriel.

If their
enemies thought they were attacking the weakest of the group, then
the archangel was determined to prove them otherwise. He sent both
his daggers at the attacking creatures, but the angel did not truly
expect a better outcome than before.

Sure enough,
the blades bounced off the attackers, not leaving so much as a
scratch. Uriel was ready for them, though. The first creature
pounced at him, but only had its face—or where Uriel assumed its
face would be—meet the archangel’s boot. Uriel kicked it away and
barely registered the unnatural angle that its head had twisted to.
The second beast was close behind and leapt at Uriel, hoping to
catch the angel off-balance. Uriel quickly shifted his weight and
brought forth a clenched fist, cloaked in the white flames of
Heaven. His punch made contact with the beast’s jaw, producing a
sickening crunch as its dark bones shattered under the blow. Arriel
caught the stumbling creature and clawed out its throat with her
stoneflesh hands.

The beast that
had been skirting the circle of light around them rushed forward to
grab its companion with the twisted neck. Unlike the other, the
creature that Arriel had killed did not have an ally come and take
it back to the shadows. It died without a noise at Arriel’s feet.
Nobody had time to celebrate, though; even Shandra could feel the
tumultuous mass of creatures in the blackness.

“What the hell
are these things?” Shandra asked to no angel in particular.

The angels
looked at each other, as if hoping one of them would have an
answer.

“Whatever they
are,” Arriel said through gritted teeth, “they seem to be immune to
steel.”

“My arrows
managed to hurt them.”

The cambion
was right, but how?

Uriel’s eyes
widened in realization.

“Our
weapons—my daggers, Isniir’s blades, Fariel’s axes—are all forged
of Heaven’s steel. Shandra, your arrows are of this world.”

The angels did
not seem more relieved at this realization.

“How can
mundane steel trump ours?” Fariel scoffed at the archangel.

His tone
grated at Uriel’s nerves. Did Raphael’s second in command have to
question everything he said?

“Do you have a
better explanation?” Arriel came to the archangel’s defense.

“They come
again!” Raquiel’s warning was almost too late.

Half a dozen
dark blurs rushed from the darkness, all from different angles.
Shandra loosed an arrow. Arriel liberated flesh from bone with her
stoneflesh claws. Raphael unleashed a flurry of bullets. The twins
worked together to counter a single creature, simultaneously
breaking both its arms and then tearing its head from its body.
Uriel barely saw Isniir move, but the angel managed to trip one of
the shadow beasts so Fariel could bring a heavy boot down on its
face.

Use me.

The voice was
in Uriel’s head. Everything around him seemed to slow to a crawl
when it spoke.

Let me slay
your enemies.

The voice was
foreign to Uriel, yet somehow felt as familiar as his own.

Use my
strength, Uriel.

For a reason
he could not explain, the archangel glanced down at his hip. He saw
the glint of his sword’s golden pommel staring back at him. Was he
imagining all of this?

You are not.
Now draw me forth. Let my steel meet flesh!

None of it
made sense to the archangel, but he felt compelled by the voice.
His own intuition nagged at him, though. His sword was forged in
Heaven, just like the weapons of the others. The flesh of these
dark creatures seemed to be immune to their blades. And what was
this voice?

The world
resumed its normal pace without warning. Uriel did not have the
luxury of time to figure out the answers he needed. One of the
beasts lunged at him at the same moment the archangel ripped his
sword from its sheath. White flames erupted around the blade as it
pulled away from its leather scabbard, and Uriel prayed—not to his
Father, but to the weapon itself. He swung the sword in an upward
crescent, leaving a fan of flames trailing in its wake. There was
the slightest resistance as the blade met the creature’s flesh.

Then the sword
continued upwards and split the monster up the middle. Both flanks
fell to either side of Uriel as momentum carried them forward. The
white flames that engulfed the blade roared even brighter,
delighted in the orgy of dark blood and flesh.

Uriel stared
at his blade, unable to hide his surprise. No other shadows emerged
from the darkness to attack the group.

“How?” Arriel
was beside him, staring at the weapon. The fire on the sword cast
shadows that danced with the black bloodstains on her face.

The archangel
did not know. None of the other heavenly weapons could even break
the skin of the creatures, yet Uriel’s sword was capable of
cleaving one of them in two. Black blood began to ooze around
Uriel’s feet as the two halves of the creature gushed the vital
liquid onto the floor. The angel ignored the blood, though. Instead
he stared in disbelief at the two pieces of whatever the monster
was.

It was not
black as Uriel believed, but the thing’s corpse revealed a body
that was chalk white. Tight skin clung to the bones of the humanoid
beast, surrounding rotted organs and a rib cage that now lay in two
pieces. Its gaunt appearance resembled a demon, but it was smaller
and with paler skin. The mane of the demon was missing, and the
head was different. It was almost like a human head, but it was
entirely encased in the taut, white skin. It was featureless and
smooth. Uriel could not see anything that even resembled a mouth or
eyes on either half of the head.

The rest of
the body seemed human too, at least proportionately. The limbs were
not as long as a demon’s but ended in claws that were even more
wicked. The beast was naked but had no sexual organs that could
identify it as male or female. Its hips seemed broad, if that could
be any indication, but the skin was too shrunken and smooth to
identify anything else that might point to its sex.

The whole body
appeared to be starved and desiccated. In the archangel’s eyes, the
creature was utterly wretched.

The darkness
did not push forward to save this corpse, however, but instead
receded, allowing Uriel’s light to fill the whole room. Cracked
grey plaster walls were visible now, canvases for demonic runes and
more graffiti. The flames of Uriel’s sword, still in his hand,
caused the markings on the wall to swirl and move. The floor was
streaked with fresh black blood, evidence that the angels had
wounded some of the beasts. But, aside from Uriel’s kill, the
headless body in front of the twins and the corpse that Arriel had
torn apart, no beasts were to be seen.

“They are
retreating,” Raquiel informed them. His voice was still
shaking.

“What were
they?” Fariel moved towards Uriel and the two corpse halves. “And
why were you able to do this?”

Uriel’s stance
shifted into a defensive one. He was tired of the warrior’s
suspicions.

“I do not
know.” Uriel refused to back down, no matter how legendary Fariel’s
fighting prowess was. The flames along his blade flickered faster
as his anger flared.

Kill
him. The voice was in his head again, but it was sinister this
time. If you do not, he will kill you first.

The archangel
pushed the thought away, silently screaming at the voice in his
head. His eyes immediately snapped to Adriel. If the arcane angel
had read his mind before, could he now hear this voice as well? The
other angel showed no signs of hearing the evil words, though.

Do you
think me so weak? That pitiful creature is not worthy of
hearing my voice.

Uriel could
not drown the voice out. Its presence made the angel uneasy. It was
coming from somewhere inside him, but it was not the archangel. It
could not be.

Fariel made
the slightest adjustment in his stance. It was barely noticeable,
but Uriel knew it meant that an attack was imminent. His axes were
too heavy for his daggers to deflect, so the archangel tightened
his grip on his sword. He could feel energy gathering in his other
hand, ready to be conjured and released should Fariel move against
him.

Yes!
the voice hissed.

“Enough!”
Raphael’s bellow echoed in the large room. “We do not have time for
your childish squabbles. Have you lost sight of why we are
here?”

The older
archangel was infuriated beyond anything Uriel had ever seen. Even
still, he found himself wondering what side Raphael would take
should Fariel decide to attack. When Uriel realized exactly what he
was thinking, he shamefully pushed the thought from his mind.

“You are
right, brother. I am sorry.”

The archangel
sheathed his blade and dispelled any gathering energy in his other
hand. What was that voice? How was it able to manipulate his
emotions so easily? Even though Uriel knew that the thoughts were
not entirely his own, he still did not drop his guard near
Fariel.

Fortunately,
Fariel relaxed his posture and returned his axes to their places at
his hips. Uriel knew that the warrior did not put much faith in
magic. His twin axes were his only real weapons, and the only true
threat should he choose to attack.

“I do not
trust him,” Fariel spat the words at the younger archangel.

“He is my
brother and still your superior.” Raphael tried to remain calm, but
frustration still echoed in his words.

“He is
certainly your brother,” the warrior replied as he turned away from
the rest of the angels.

Raquiel and
Adriel moved towards Uriel—or rather, towards the thing at his
feet. Unlike Fariel, the two angels seemed more interested in what
the archangel had killed than why he had been able to cleave it in
half.

“Regardless of
how you did it,” the clairvoyant angel said, “we don’t have many
corpses for our efforts.”

“It is
interesting,” Adriel followed. “I have never seen anything like
this before. It has some use of magic, I am sure of that. It seems
to be able to hide its presence, even from Raquiel. And, of equal
note, it appears as if it can bend or absorb the light around it.
It can create a darkness denser than any natural phenomena.”

“They can
regenerate quickly,” Barnabas added. His breathing was still
labored, despite his brother absorbing half of the wound he had
sustained. They could both move, but the twins were noticeably
slower than before.

“Yes,” Adriel
said, nodding. “We delivered mortal wounds to at least three more
of them, and yet they seemed to have escaped. They only left the
body and retreated when the beast was very…dead.”

“And what
about your weapons?” Shandra piped up.

She had been
tense throughout the confrontation between Fariel and Uriel, but
ready to act if the two had truly attacked one another. Even
without the two angels arguing, the half-demon felt overwhelmed.
Demons and witches were one thing, but they were nothing compared
to the ferocity and strength of these creatures.

“They seem to
have no effect,” Raquiel said, prodding the flesh of the corpse
with his toes. “For the most part, anyway.”

The angel
glanced at Uriel, but it was not a look of judgment. While the
clairvoyant angel seemed to keep to himself, it did not appear that
he was one to take sides in a dispute either. Though if he did,
perhaps Uriel had earned his respect. Or his curiosity. The silence
the angel exuded made the archangel more uncomfortable than it
should.

Isniir drew
one of his long daggers and stabbed the dead flesh. The blade
easily broke the skin and slid through the muscle below. The
slender angel smiled and stabbed it a few more times, each thrust
making a deep incision in the dead thing’s flesh. White skin parted
before the blade’s steel and oozed a tiny amount of black blood.
Most of it had already stained the ground.

“Incredible.”
Eremeil was fascinated by Isniir’s discovery. “Magic perhaps?”

Adriel shook
his head.

“To maintain
the ability to bend light and move as quickly as they do, combined
with their regeneration, most of their abilities have to be innate.
It would take too much to maintain all of that while still fighting
as they did.”

“Come,”
Raphael interjected before anyone could continue. “We will find
more bodies to study before we are done here. There are others
still counting on us.”

The angels and
Shandra readied themselves under the command of a calmer Raphael.
Raquiel focused for a moment to find the captives again. Under his
direction, the group encountered only one more of the creatures.
Isolated, the monster posed less of a threat to the group, who made
short work of it. It was almost as if it was only there to slow
them down than to do any real damage. Adriel suspended it in time
again, while Uriel took the opportunity to make his strength clear
to the others, especially Fariel. He figured the beasts could
already track them, so there was no need to hold back as he
unleashed a cone of flame from his outstretched hand. The beast
crisped under the white flames, filling the noses of the group with
an acrid smoke.

As impressive
as the display was, it concerned Uriel. That simple conjuration had
nearly taken most of his might. Before the war, it would have taken
only a fraction of his power. His strength was clearly more limited
than he originally believed.

When the smell
of burnt flesh left them, the air took on the same stale, rotting
scent it had since they entered the hospital. It was as if mold and
death were hanging in the still air. It only became stronger as
they moved closer to where the captives were being held and was
soon joined by the smell of human waste.

“It reeks of
piss,” Isniir complained.

The angel was
right. They could all smell the stench of urine and feces mixed
with the already stagnant rot that clung to the walls of the
building.

“They are just
ahead,” Raquiel said, ignoring the slender angel’s comment.

But ahead of
them was nothing. The hallway ended in a solid wall.

“There is
nothing here.” Fariel did not try to hide the annoyance in his
voice at being led down the wrong path.

Shandra
laughed.

“You mean you
guys can’t see it? The big door right in front of us?”

Uriel looked
at the wall, as puzzled as the rest of the angels. Then he smiled.
The door was no doubt warded against angels, the same way that
Sanctuary’s entrance was invisible to demons and, by association,
any half-demons.

“Now you know
how it feels,” the cambion said with a smug smile.

Uriel
approached the wall and placed a palm against it. It felt like
nothing more than cold, wet plaster. With a thought, flames crawled
from his hand, expanding like a ripple in a pond. The flames licked
the seemingly solid surface, burning away the sigil that hid the
door from them.

“Thank you,
Shandra.” Uriel smiled at her. She was a cambion, yes, but Uriel
found that he frequently had to remind himself of that fact.

Fariel made a
noise of disgust as he walked towards the unveiled door. Both axes
drawn, he readied himself to break through the entrance to the next
room. The other angels prepared themselves while Uriel conjured an
orb of light and cupped it in his hands. Eremeil and Barnabas, each
standing on either side of the door, were ready to follow after
Fariel. Barnabas tried the handle, but the door was locked. Fariel
did not wait for another signal before kicking the door open and
charging in.

Uriel let his
light fly in after the angel, soaring just above the warrior as he
ran ahead. The orb of light expelled the darkness around Fariel,
who was followed by the twins and then Arriel and Isniir. Only
Arriel could kill the beasts with her weapons—her claws were just
as much a weapon as any of their blades—but the others could keep
the creatures at bay.

The orb of
light was faster than the angels. It flew to the middle of the room
and exploded, sending shards of divine brilliance in all
directions. The shards lit the entire room as the rest of the group
flooded in.

The chamber
itself was massive. It seemed as if the walls of multiple rooms in
the wing had been knocked down, as had the ceilings dividing the
three levels, to create one large room. The walls were clear of
graffiti but were covered in sigils and runes drawn in blood. Large
cages lined both walls; some of them were empty, and some of them
held scared men and women. There was a mix of humans and angels,
all of them starved, bloodied and beaten. Some were too weak to
even acknowledge the presence of light in the chamber. But the
captives were not as pressing—at least for the moment—as the
chalk-white figures that presented themselves in vast numbers.

Some of them
loitered on the ground or hid in any nook that they could find.
Others perched upon the cages that held the prisoners, crouched in
a feral pose. Even more clung to the walls themselves with an
unnatural canniness. The light had temporarily stunned them as the
group moved into the large chamber, but the strange creatures
quickly recovered. Many of the beasts let out high-pitched shrieks.
Their heads craned upwards to release the howls, even though they
had no mouths. Some of the beasts charged towards the angels while
others leapt at them from their perches, each one absorbing and
twisting the light around them until they had become shadowy
blurs.

Uriel turned
to meet one that soared at him from the wall on his right. In one
motion the archangel drew his sword and beheaded the monster.
Absorbing light was an effective tactic, but the angel’s instincts
told him exactly where to cut to sever the thing’s head.

He sensed more
than saw another beast leaping at him from behind and turned to
defend himself. The shadow’s momentum was slowed, however, as an
arrow sailed through the air from behind Uriel and embedded itself
in the beast’s eye. It fell just short of the archangel, dead.
Uriel did not have the time to turn and thank Shandra, so he
decided he would show his gratitude by felling more of the
monsters.

Barnabas and
Eremeil danced across the floor, a flurry of blades that deflected
every black blur that came at them. Adriel sat back, using the
distraction of the twins to pick off the creatures as they
attacked. White bolts of energy soared out from the arcane angel’s
palms. Every so often he would pick a creature up, using some form
of telekinetic magic, and tear its limbs from its torso. Raquiel
defended the magic-using angel as he performed his craft, using a
piece of pipe he tore from the wall. It wasn’t special in any way,
but it was heavy enough to cave in the skulls of creatures that
came at him. Uriel was impressed by the pile of bodies that were
quickly growing around Raquiel—he was defeating the creatures
faster than most of the other angels combined.

Fariel
utilized a similar technique, attempting to smash rather than hack.
His axes could not break the white skin of the beasts, but they
were still weighted pieces of steel. At every opportunity, the
warrior would use his weapons to break either arms or legs, or
merely crush the skulls of the beasts. Uriel did not like the
angel, but he could not ignore the warrior’s prowess in combat.
Despite axes being heavy and brutish, the legendary warrior moved
with extreme grace. He dodged and parried, twirled and jumped, all
in an effort to land a single disabling blow, which he did again
and again. The axes were more extensions of his arms than weapons
being wielded. Some of the beasts would manage to get through his
spinning defenses, but Fariel seemed to just shrug the blows off
before returning them tenfold.

Isniir also
had to work with the disadvantage of having divine weapons, but the
lithe angel had not even drawn his daggers. One of the dark blurs
rushed towards him at a blinding speed. It seemed as if the beast
would rip Isniir’s throat from his body, but it had already fallen
into the angel’s trap. Suddenly, a split second before the beast
would be upon him, Isniir disappeared. As quickly as he had
vanished, Isniir seemed to materialize above the beast.

“Too slow!”
the angel laughed as he came down on the creature’s back.

Before it
could react, Isniir wrapped his arms around its throat and snapped
its neck. He spun and threw the limp body into the air. Arriel met
it there, tearing at its head with her stoneflesh claws.

Another beast
charged at her, its claws poised to kill. A thought from the angel
hardened her skin in anticipation. The claws would have been more
effective trying to scratch through a fortress wall. Surprised, the
beast could not recover before Arriel’s own clawed hands plunged
through its chest, emerging from the other side. One held its
heart, the other its stomach. The beast thrashed, its death throes
slowly becoming twitches until it was still, its white flesh
revealed again.

The group
fought together to eliminate the remaining beasts. In the large
chamber, completely illuminated by Uriel’s light, the enemy stood
no chance against their combined might. The final beast, realizing
its helplessness, tried to scramble up a wall to escape. In its
panic, the creature was too slow. Shandra loosed a final arrow and
stole the monster’s life before it crashed to the ground. The
shadow creatures were dead, but there was no time to celebrate.

“Quickly,”
Raphael shouted from across the room, “get these people out of
here.”

The archangel
had not put his pistols to much use. Instead, he had used the
distraction of the others to unlock many of the cages and even
healed some of the weaker prisoners. His healing could only go so
far though; he may have been the most talented healer in Heaven,
but mending a body took considerable time and energy, both of which
were luxuries he could not afford.

That was
fun, the voice in Uriel’s head was back.

He ignored it
and ushered the prisoners—angels and humans alike—out of the
cells.

“There are
more coming,” Raquiel shouted to the rest of the group. “Too many
to fight this time. They will be here in less than a minute.”

Uriel tried
not to imagine the wave of darkness that was about to come crashing
down on them. They could all feel the asylum start to tremble as
the horde rushed towards them. Even with the group’s power, the
prisoners were no longer safe inside iron cages. They could not
hope to fend off the beasts while protecting those who were already
so close to death.

“Uriel—you,
Adriel and the twins must cover our retreat. Do not think of trying
to kill them all. Just give us enough time to get out of here.”

Uriel nodded
at his brother’s orders. He had no intention of dying today, not
with all that he had left to do.

“I’m staying
too.” Shandra stood beside the archangel. She had collected what
arrows she could while the prisoners were being freed. “You’ll need
my help, choirboy.”

Uriel shook
his head.

“It is too
dangerous.” The archangel tried to look her in the eye but saw only
resolution in her crimson orbs.

With a huff of
resignation, Shandra realized the urgency of their situation. She
went to join Raphael and the others.

“We are out of
time,” Raquiel warned them.

Another door
leading into the room, opposite from the one the group had entered,
exploded open. Uriel’s lights were smothered as dozens of the
beasts poured into the chamber.

“Stand back!”
Adriel moved towards an outward-facing wall.

He muttered a
few words in the tongue of angels and moved his arms in large,
sweeping motions. The arcane angel extended a single finger in
front of him, towards the wall. A bolt of crimson light shot from
his fingertip. It was small, almost like a thread. It cut into the
wall, but nothing happened. It took a second that, with the
creatures closing in on them, felt like an eternity. Then an
explosion shook the room. A portion of the wall, wide enough for
five people to comfortably stand side by side, exploded
outward.

“Now run!”

The twins and
Adriel stood with Uriel as the others shepherded the prisoners, of
which there were at least twenty, through the hole in the wall to
the outside world. Uriel and Adriel let off bolts of heavenly fire
and energy. It slowed the mass of shadows but did not stop it. The
twins worked to drive back any of the creatures that rushed ahead
of the others, until Uriel ordered them to follow the others. The
archangel could hear voices from outside, but it did not comfort
him. Even with the rest of the angels outside, they would be
hard-pressed to defeat so many of the mysterious enemy. Uriel and
Adriel moved after the twins, still turning to loose more divine
magic into the darkness.

“Cover me for
a moment, Uriel,” the arcane master shouted over the shrieks and
scratches of the beasts.

The archangel
looked at him incredulously but continued his barrage of heavenly
fire. Adriel muttered the same words as before and moved through
the same arm gestures. He pointed his destructive spell towards the
ceiling this time, issuing forth the same slim red beam. The
ceiling cracked and began to buckle. The cracks extended like a
cobweb into the darkness as the whole structure shifted. Stone
began to fall, making Uriel question whether they could escape in
time. The others had already made it outside, but that seemed so
far away. He was almost crushed by a piece of ceiling as everything
came down around him.

There was the
sound of rushing wind in Uriel’s ears as the world became a blur.
Then suddenly, the archangel was outside the asylum, floating above
the others, watching the hospital cave in on itself and the
terrible creatures within.


CHAPTER
TWELVE

 Uriel looked up and saw
Arriel, her features still stained with the black blood of the
beasts she had slain. Her wings had unfurled and beat rhythmically
behind her to keep both her and Uriel aloft. They were as white as
fallen snow, a stark contrast to the blood that stained the angel
herself. Each feather was perfectly shaped and seemed to glisten,
even in the dim red light of the world. The wings extended more
than two metres in each direction but moved with a grace that
seemed almost unfitting of something their size. The flying angel
looked down at Uriel and smiled.

“I couldn’t
let you go out like that,” she said as she held the archangel under
his shoulders. “It would have been embarrassing. As I’m sure it is
to hear that all your time in Heaven has made you heavier than I
remember.”

Uriel chuckled
and gave her a heartfelt thank you before returning his gaze to the
collapsed asylum.

“Do you think
it killed all of them?” It was only then that Uriel remembered he
was not the only angel that was almost caught under the rubble.
“Adriel! Where is he?”

Arriel lowered
the two of them to the ground. As her feet touched the brown grass,
her wings retracted and faded away. Every angel had a pair of
wings, though they almost never kept them unfurled if they were not
using them. Most of the time they were tucked away, stored within
the magical markings that each angel had on their back. No two
pairs were identical in shape, but every angel boasted a pair of
white, feathered wings. Archangels were some of the few
exceptions.

“Don’t ever do
that again!” Shandra’s voice cut through the clamor of angels
talking with one another. She pushed through more than a few of
them to get to Uriel. “Next time a fucking building is coming down
around you, you get the fuck out!”

She hugged the
archangel, who hesitated in obvious surprise. Some other angels
glanced their way, but their glares did not seem as cutting as
before.

“My apologies,
my friend.” Uriel moved her to arm’s length and smiled at her. “But
where is Adriel?”

Uriel scanned
the throng of angels that had gathered around their improvised
exit. He spotted Adriel talking to a few of the rescued prisoners.
The angel seemed slightly shaken, but he was doing a good job of
maintaining a collected visage.

“Isniir saved
him,” Arriel told him. “He managed to pull him out while I grabbed
you.”

The archangel
was relieved. He was only starting to know the arcane angel, but
Heaven and Earth had already lost too many of their children in the
last decade.

Except for
the one with the axes. The voice was back to remind him of his
distaste for Fariel. Uriel looked around, as if searching for the
source of the voice. It was an unwelcomed presence and a seemingly
malicious one.

Adriel
finished his conversation with the liberated men and women before
he walked over to Uriel and his two companions. Raphael was right
behind him, interested in what the angel had discovered from the
prisoners.

“Did you
uncover anything?” the older archangel inquired.

Adriel
nodded.

“We have
always known that Abaddon created plagues. He has been playing with
disease since before the first fish climbed out of the ocean.
However, he has been using mankind’s science to take his creations
even further. That human over there,” the angel tilted his head
towards one of the shambling bodies that resembled a corpse more
than a person, “was a molecular biologist. Many of them were
virologists, pathologists…anything that Abaddon thought he could
benefit from. The demon used them for their information, dabbling
in the manipulation of human genetics. He has produced countless
strains of viral atrocities that are new to humans. Their immune
systems cannot combat these engineered plagues. He has even
manufactured some strains that can attack angels. We have never had
to fear viruses or bacteria before, but now the threat is more
real. But that is not all.

“The beasts we
fought in there are the result of years of genetic experimentation.
Science combined with demonic magic in an effort for Abaddon to
match the warriors of Heaven. The demons called them Abaddon’s
progeny, as if he has given birth to a new species. But, at their
core, these beasts were angels and humans. I asked if they could be
saved, but their bodies are beyond repair. Their essence, even the
souls of the humans, are irreparably damaged, tainted with
Abaddon’s darkness. These progeny act with a sort of hive mentality
and are voracious in their bloodlust.”

Uriel shifted
nervously. The idea that these creatures he had slain with such
impunity, and would no doubt encounter again, were once humans and
angels made his heart sink. Even if they were monsters now, Abaddon
had made it so their only salvation came through death.

“Our magic is
incredibly effective against them,” Uriel said, frowning. Divine
magic was most effective against the creatures of Hell, less so
against other angels, and even less damaging to humans.

“And our steel
could not cut them,” Raphael added.

Adriel nodded
his agreement with both archangels. “I assume they have been
tainted enough with darkness that our magic can work against them.
They may have been humans and angels, but now they are progeny. We
have never seen anything like them before, so I can’t be certain.
This is all speculation based on what I’ve gathered, of
course.”

“And the
weapons?” Arriel inquired.

“The good
scientists told me about that too,” the arcane angel continued.
“Our steel and that of Earth’s is similar, but different on an
elemental level. Abaddon and his demons were able to pinpoint what
is unique about our metal. They combined science and magic to give
the progeny the ability to detect when divine steel is close to the
flesh and harden the skin to an impenetrable degree. It only lasts
for a second, but it is long enough to deflect an attack. We
learned that striking hard enough will still do internal damage,
but Abaddon specifically designed these creatures to be angel
killers.”

Uriel
understood. It still did not explain why his blade was effective
against them while all others were not. It was forged in Heaven,
just like the others. Whatever the cause, he was happy to have the
blade on his hip. There was still the dark voice in his head,
though, and the archangel knew that it had something to do with his
blade. In his millennia of existence, he had never heard the voice
before. But the way it spoke was with familiarity, if disturbingly
malicious, and it had been terribly effective against the
progeny.

“What I don’t
understand,” Raphael wondered out loud, “is why Abaddon bothered to
make them at all. They are clearly made to combat angels, but the
war has been over for years. In his eyes, the war has been
won.”

The group was
without answers. They stood in silence, trying to process what had
just happened, what they had seen and what it all meant. The
silence was finally broken when a voice called Raphael away to tend
to some of the wounded. The others moved to join the rest of the
angels, who were securing what was left of the asylum grounds.

Every few
minutes, a handful of progeny would stumble out of the rubble.
Their feral instincts would take over as soon as they noticed the
many angels. Alone and in the open, the beasts were no match for
the large group of warriors. Most angels tended to the prisoners,
healing them or asking them some more questions, but those who were
not skilled in the art of healing were happy to wet their blades
with the blood of the beasts.

Eventually
every human and angel had been examined, and the group—which now
numbered over fifty—was able to leave the dismal building behind.
They did not move quickly, or rather, could not. The rescued humans
were hardly in any condition to travel, despite what healing they
had received, and the angels were barely better. They were
emaciated and broken. Uriel could make out rib cages through their
skin, though it was obvious that the bones had been repeatedly
broken and left on their own to heal. It was almost as if the
prisoners themselves were being forcefully turned into something
unrecognizable—not as evil as the progeny, but just as tragic.
Often during the trip, one of the prisoners would collapse in
exhaustion. Every time a pair of hands would catch them and carry
them the rest of the way.

Raphael led
them all back to the diner where Ezail had been left to keep watch.
The injured behemoth of an angel gave them a fittingly broad smile
when he saw them funnel into the building.

“Hello, my
friends.” The angel continued to grin at all of them but was mostly
speaking to Uriel. “There are humans in your midst, and new angels!
Then there must also be stories.” The giant clapped Uriel on the
shoulder and hobbled over to a table while beckoning for the
archangel to follow.

Uriel and
Shandra sat with the hulking angel and recounted the few hours
since they had last seen him. The red glow of the day was still
present, but it was dimming quickly.

The giant was
captivated by Uriel’s tale, edging as far forward in his seat as
his massive frame would allow. His eyes glistened at their
adventure. His body tensed when Shandra dramatically described the
powers of Abaddon’s progeny.

“If only this
leg were at full strength,” the angel puffed out his chest, “then I
would have taken them all down with my bare hands!” Shandra giggled
as the angel flexed his enormous arms. The mass of bulging muscles
laughed as well and reached across to the pair to clap them each on
the shoulder. “And we lost no brothers or sisters?”

“No casualties
to report,” Fariel interrupted, speaking only to Ezail. He did not
so much as glance at Shandra or Uriel. “If you want, Ezail, you can
go see Raphael. He will continue to heal your leg, now that we are
more secure. There are no more demons around to pose a threat, at
least for the time being.”

The giant
angel nodded and, with a smile to Uriel and Shandra, hobbled
towards the other side of the pink diner. Fariel slid into the now
vacant seat across from the pair, finally acknowledging them.

“Listen,” the
warrior said, sighing, “I know we don’t necessarily get along, nor
do we have the utmost trust in one another.” The latter was
accompanied with a piercing glare at both archangel and cambion
alike. “But for the sake of the greater good, we must set those
feelings aside. Know that any order I give comes from the mouth of
Raphael himself. I am simply the messenger. Starting with
this.”

Shandra rolled
her eyes, which almost forced a laugh from Uriel.

“Myself,
Raphael and a handful of other angels will be heading west. We have
made contact with a commune of angels and humans who could be
invaluable in the coming fight. They can offer refuge to those we
just saved. However, we also need to monitor this location for
incoming caravans and prisoner transports. This has been a major
victory today, which means we need to secure this foothold for as
long as we can.

“Raphael is
tasking you two, Isniir, Adriel and six others to hold out along
the road that leads to the asylum and to fortify the hospital
itself. No demons can escape once they realize we have taken the
town. You have been selected for you efficiency in killing
hellspawn. In the next few days, you will be relieved and asked to
return to Sanctuary. You are too important for other missions that
Raphael has planned.”

Uriel did his
best to keep a calm demeanor while listening to Fariel. Something
about the way the man carried himself and, Uriel reluctantly
admitted, the trust that he and Raphael shared infuriated the
archangel. Still, he heard what Fariel said and knew that there
were more important things than a petty quarrel.

Do not
worry, the voice in Uriel’s head growled maliciously. We
will have plenty of time to test his skills.

Uriel found
himself silently agreeing, even smiling at the idea. When the
archangel realized exactly what he was smiling about, it sickened
him. What was this evil presence?

“Is there
something funny about what I said?” Fariel’s words had a biting
edge to them.

“Not at all.”
Uriel felt like a schoolboy being reprimanded. “I am merely happy
that the mission was such a success. To go against an unknown enemy
like these new beasts of Abaddon and not suffer any casualties is
incredible. I am sorry if I offended you.”

Fariel merely
grunted as he got up and left the pair.

“What a
prick,” Shandra muttered when he was far enough away. “At least he
could have tried to sound like he meant to be nice.”

His time
will come. Uriel found it difficult to distinguish whether the
thought belonged to the intruder or if it was his own.

 


***

 


Uriel and
Shandra were the last to enter the small, single-roomed building,
following Adriel, Isniir and their new companion Eleanor. The
building was a cramped, square structure about two hundred metres
away from the entrance to the asylum. It was worn down, weathered
and broken. Parts of the inside wall were missing, revealing slats
of thin, rotted wood. Bugs scurried in and out of the cracks in the
walls and floor as the group entered the hut—for that is what it
truly was. A dirt-covered window offered a strategic view of the
road once Isniir wiped away the grime and dust. It was not
comfortable, but it would have to do.

Uriel examined
the newest angel in their midst, Eleanor. He had never met the
angel before, but he could immediately tell that she was surrounded
by a kind, compassionate aura of energy. The archangel knew,
without a word being said, that they would get along just fine.
Adriel and Isniir, while arrogant in their own ways, were beginning
to grow on Uriel. Especially after the skill they had displayed
against the progeny, the angels seemed dependable. And he could
hardly fault them for being arrogant; it was a common sin among
angels who, before losing Earth to the forces of Hell, believed
they had no equal.

As the group
finished examining their surroundings, both in the hut and what
they could see beyond it, there was a tug at the back of Uriel’s
mind. The archangel could feel the presence in his consciousness,
but it was not the malicious voice that had been accosting him
since just before they entered the asylum.

“Adriel,” the
archangel said aloud, and nothing else.

“My
apologies.” The spellcaster’s lips curled. “You cannot fault me for
being curious. You have been absent for so long, it is natural for
me to want answers.”

Uriel turned
towards the other angels, a friendly expression on his face.

“I have
nothing to hide,” Uriel lied. His thoughts were no secret, but,
despite the voice’s arrogance, the archangel worried that Adriel
would hear whatever voice was plaguing him. “If I have the answers
to your questions, I will be happy to share them.”

Shandra sat on
the filthy floor, disturbing whatever dust had escaped the
shuffling of their feet. It seemed to be the cue that everyone else
was waiting for, as each angel took a seat on the floor shortly
after.

“I’m sorry,”
the cambion swiveled her head between Uriel and Adriel, “did I miss
something?”

Uriel was the
last to take his seat. He lowered himself next to Shandra, across
from Isniir and Adriel. Eleanor sat to his right, remaining silent
and passive.

“Adriel has
been reading my thoughts since we arrived in this town. Apparently,
he finds me interesting,” the archangel explained.

“My mistake.”
The arcane angel gave a sarcastic flourish from his seated
position. “I forgot the powers of an archangel. It has been many
years since we have seen one other than Raphael. I’ve been reading
Isniir’s mind since we first met, but he has not noticed at
all.”

“You’ve done
what?” Isniir sounded as if he was debating whether to be
angry.

“Do not worry,
my friend. It has become so easy that it is not even fun
anymore.”

All the angels
shared a chuckle. Uriel noticed that Shandra did not join in their
revelry. She silently stared at the cold floor, deep in
thought.

“So, is that
your power then?” the cambion inquired. “I’ve been trying to figure
it out. I remember Hadriel mentioned once that each angel has their
own power, but I was still a child then. I didn’t really care for
his lessons about angels or demons.”

Uriel went to
answer her, but Adriel was quick to cut in and explain.

“We call them
talents, not powers. Technically they have another name, but this
is not a suitable environment for teaching you the tongue of
angels. We tried doing that once with a human. It was a mistake I
don’t think any of us wish to repeat.” Uriel shook his head as that
particular memory was evoked. That was definitely a mistake.

“Each talent
is indeed unique to an angel, but there is more to it than that,”
Adriel continued. “As you may have noticed, I am more than capable
of performing magic beyond that of mind reading. An entire
repertoire of divine magic is available to me. I have the talent of
the arcane. Where ordinary angels would have to train for years,
maybe even centuries, to learn the simplest of spells outside of
their talent, I know many of them intuitively. In terms of sheer
destructive power, I might even rival that of some archangels.”

Uriel raised
an eyebrow at the spellcaster. He was a powerful angel, that much
was undeniable, but that was a bold statement. Uriel did not think
that the angel was that accomplished. The master of the
arcane was insatiable in his pursuit of more knowledge, more raw
power. It seemed that his ambition had forced him to harness the
destructive power of Heaven, but not much else aside from mind
reading and slowing creatures to a standstill. Uriel, on the other
hand, had both destructive and practical abilities at his
disposal.

“Now look at
Isniir. The Wolf, as many have come to know him, is faster than any
angel could dream of matching. But compared to my talent or
Uriel’s, his is very specific. Talents broaden in their scope as
the angel grows more powerful. But Isniir is so fast that he has to
actively limit his ability, for our sake. Restraining your talent
hinders its development. I honestly do not know what would happen
if he did not intentionally slow himself down.”

“In short,”
Isniir looked at Shandra before disappearing in the blink of an eye
and reappearing next to the half-demon, “I’m fast.”

Shandra’s eyes
widened, but she froze in place. A sharp crack broke the stunned
silence, like a stone being thrown through a window. The cambion
shattered into hundreds of pieces of luminescent glass. Her real
body, unharmed and unshaken, flashed into existence on the other
side of Adriel, far from the Wolf.

“But slow
where it counts, I guess.” Shandra winked at the angel.

Even Isniir
laughed with the rest of the room.

“Fascinating,”
Adriel muttered when the room quieted again. The angel could see a
sigil traced in the dust where Shandra had been sitting before.
“Did you learn that from Hadriel?”

The cambion
nodded. Her crimson eyes seemed to be looking elsewhere as her mind
drifted to a distant memory. Her fingers absently played with the
feather tied into her hair.

“His talent
was similar to mine, but his innate knowledge was of sigils and
runes instead of spells,” Adriel went on. “He was a brilliant
angel. We have suffered a great wound at the loss of such an asset.
Perhaps one day you can teach me the knowledge he imparted to
you?”

Shandra’s gaze
cut at Adriel. His grey eyes met her blood-colored orbs and saw
only pain and loss in their deep pools.

“He was much
more than just an asset.” The sorrow in Shandra’s voice could not
be masked.

Adriel
realized his misstep too late. His expression spoke an apology that
his words did not.

“Eleanor,
correct me if I’m wrong,” the arcane angel said, shifting the topic
back to those around him, “but your talent has some healing
properties, does it not?”

“In a way,
yes.” The angel’s voice was gentle and melodic. All she did was
speak a few words, but it sounded like a song to Uriel. In such a
simple sentence, the archangel felt a warm, soothing wave ripple
from his core and fill his limbs. “My talent allows me to relax the
body and mind of a being, diverting both their energy and my own
towards increasing cell regeneration. What would take days to
recover from takes only moments; what would take months can heal in
mere hours. It is not healing in its truest sense, like the
capabilities of Raphael. He is able to replace lost cells and
tissue, to create something from nothing. My talent is
rejuvenation.”

“And is that
how your talent began when you were created?” Whether Adriel was
asking for Shandra’s sake or his own infinite curiosity, Uriel was
not sure.

“No. It too
developed into a broader ability. Initially, my voice would do
nothing more than calm the nerves of whoever heard it. I would sing
as my company went into battle, keeping them calm no matter the
odds. It allowed them to perform to the utmost of their
abilities.”

Uriel could
clearly feel the effects of the angel’s talent. Her words seemed to
massage the tension out of the archangel’s muscles and erase the
stress from his mind. Each sound from Eleanor radiated like the
warmth of the sun. Uriel resisted closing his eyes and succumbing
to the rest that her talent invited. It was then that the archangel
realized how dangerous Eleanor’s talent might be outside of battle.
Everyone in the room had lowered their guard. There was a humming
sound in the silence that followed her words, like a vibration.
Uriel realized that it was coming from Isniir.

Eleanor, aware
of what her words were capable of, did not make another sound. When
a moment had passed, Isniir was suddenly on his feet, pacing and
looking out the window of the small building to the road. His
cheeks were a bright red, as if he were embarrassed with what had
just occurred.

“Archangels
are a different class altogether,” Adriel said, breaking the
silence. “Their talents develop over time as well, but they are not
like other angels. They draw much of their power from Heaven, as we
all do, but they were created with such incredible power—with very
pieces of our Father’s essence—that much of their abilities are
locked behind seals. It is only through the accumulation of energy,
usually through outside stimulus like other angels, that these
seals can be temporarily opened.

“Uriel has the
talent of our Father’s Fire. This is not a metaphor. He was
created, quite literally, with divine flame. Uriel, there are
simple abilities that you can use with a mere thought, yes?” The
archangel nodded; conjuring balls and jets of flame, as well as
flashes and orbs of light were all almost second nature to the
archangel. “But others require you to focus and build energy,
correct?”

“Of course.”
Uriel’s mind conjured the memory of burning the sigils and runes
off the walls of the asylum. It had taken a moment to conjure that
energy, but not much more.

“Uriel even
has the ability to level an entire city. This is the true power of
an archangel, but it is trapped. And accessing these sealed
reserves of power can take a toll on the archangel.

“Now think of
Raphael. He is the Breath of our Father, though he never uses that
title, not anymore. His talents come in the form of healing. With a
thought, he can heal superficial wounds. Given some time, he can
heal broken bones and seal gashes. With some concentration, Raphael
can stop internal bleeding and fully repair damaged organs. It is
not inconceivable to think that, in the right situation with
powerful angels lending him their power, our commander may even be
able to bring a human back from death, before their soul has found
residence in Heaven. And since these clouds stop souls from
ascending to Heaven, it is not the most outlandish idea I have ever
had.”

The idea
intrigued Uriel. He had known his brother to do incredible things,
to heal as effectively as Uriel could harm. But resurrection was
something he had never witnessed. Shandra, however, still appeared
confused.

“Just humans?”
the cambion said, pressing the conversation on.

Adriel nodded.
For once, his eyes looked at the ground they were sitting on.

“When an angel
is killed, it does not go to Heaven or Hell.” Uriel spoke, even as
he stood and peered out one of the filthy windows. “A human body,
perfect in its pieces and its functions, is simply a shelter for a
human soul. The body of a human, while beautiful, pales in
comparison to the soul. A soul is the pinnacle of perfection, our
Father’s greatest achievement. The human body was not made in His
image. The soul was.

“Angels are
different. We are, like souls, beings of energy. What you see
before you is not a shelter like the human body. When an angel
comes to Earth, its essence is made manifest, altered to look, act
and feel like a human body. When an angel dies, its energy, its
very being, goes with it. It fades from existence.”

“Seems like
you guys got the short end of the divine stick,” the half-demon
muttered. Shandra’s eyes dulled a little. Uriel could only think
that she was realizing what had truly befallen her angelic father.
“So, does that mean—”

Shandra’s
words turned into incomprehensible gargles. She spat blood in a
fruitless effort to form words, but the blood just frothed and
flecked as bubbles formed at her lips, the same dark crimson of her
eyes.

“Shandra!”
Uriel bolted to her side, holding her up by her shoulders and
resting her head in his lap. “Shandra, what’s wrong? Eleanor! Do
something, please!”

Eleanor
hurried over, her hands glowing a vibrant gold. She hovered them
above Shandra’s stomach, then her chest.

“I…I cannot
find anything wrong with her. This is not a physical injury.”
Nonetheless, the angel attempted to use her powers of
rejuvenation.

Eleanor spoke
in the tongue of angels in an effort to get Shandra’s body to heal
itself. Her words slowed Uriel’s panic, but only just. Shandra’s
body, which had started to convulse, went limp. The blood stopped
pouring from her mouth, but bruises appeared across her face. Deep
gashes formed along her arms, followed by a painful snapping sound
from her ribs. The cambion cried out in agony.

“Uriel,” she
managed between whimpers. “Uriel, it’s Elena. It’s my sister.”

The
archangel’s eyes widened in realization. He placed a hand on
Eleanor’s shoulder.

“Please, do
everything you can to get her moving. Shandra and I must leave as
quickly as we can. Will you three be okay without us?”

The other
angels nodded. Uriel was confident that the trio could handle
whatever threat came their way. The archangel closed his eyes and
envisioned a line that traced from his core, down his arm and
through his fingers, connecting to Eleanor. He opened his eyes to
reveal orbs of pure white. The power of an archangel flowed from
his being into Eleanor.

“Incredible,”
Adriel said under his breath.

Uriel paid it
no mind, instead working to stem the surge of power he had just
unleashed into Eleanor. A normal angel would not be able to hold
that much energy. It would tear their body apart from the
inside.

Eleanor gasped
as the gold light that enveloped her hands engulfed Shandra’s
entire body. The same light seemed to glow under Eleanor’s own
skin, made her flesh seem translucent. The bruises on Shandra lost
their discoloration and the swelling vanished. Cuts mended
themselves before their eyes. In a few heartbeats, Shandra returned
to her normal image. She opened her eyes and looked at Uriel, who
broke his contact with Eleanor and severed the flow of energy.

A violent fit
of coughs racked Eleanor at the sudden release. Blood trickled from
her nose. Shandra stirred and met Uriel’s eyes with her own wet,
crimson orbs. There was pain there, beyond the physical injuries
she had suddenly endured.

“Uriel, I have
to—”

But Uriel cut
the half-demon off with a raised hand.

“Are you able
to run?” the archangel asked. Shandra answered with a silent nod.
Eleanor’s rejuvenation, combined with Uriel’s power, had been
effective, but Uriel could see the cambion still struggling. “Then
let us run. I am sorry, my friends, but a child may be in
danger.”

“We will pray
for her protection,” Eleanor whispered, still recovering from being
a conduit for Uriel’s energy. The words were meant in kindness but
did nothing to soothe Shandra.

Uriel and
Shandra rushed from the small hut. Darkness was quickly
approaching, and the half-demon had not had a chance to recover
from their fight in the asylum. Everything about this screamed
danger to Uriel, but he pushed the warnings away. Shandra pointed
southeast, towards a copse of bare trees. Without a word, the pair
took off in a run. Once they reached the edge of the trees, what
little light the fading red skies provided disappeared. Uriel
conjured an orb of brilliant light and launched it ahead of them.
The light illuminated their way and kept their path true as the
pair kept pace with it.

It was still
taking them too long. Uriel rolled his shoulders and prepared to
unfurl his wings. He could get them there in a fraction of the
time.

Don’t be
foolish, the voice in his mind interjected. The moment you
spread those pretty little wings of yours, the whole world will
know exactly where and who you are.

The archangel
could feel the energy gathering between his shoulders, ready to
expand into his divine wings. But the voice, as worried as it made
him, was right. He wanted to make sure Elena was all right, but he
could not put everyone—and everything—at risk.

Uriel vaulted
a fallen tree, keeping pace with the orb of light. Shandra was
determined to keep up as well, even as the skeletal fingers of the
trees grabbed at her and raked her skin. Hours passed as they kept
up their steady pace. The forest became alive with the sounds of
nighttime insects and much more terrible things.

Despite being
a half-demon, Shandra began to tire and lag behind the archangel.
If Uriel’s intuition was right, they were only a few kilometres
from the house and Elena. He willed the orb to slow, just slightly,
while conjuring what healing power he could. His hand glowed a soft
yellow, an improvised spell that he had never used before that
combined transferring his own energy and a basic healing
enchantment. The energy dissipated over the half-demon when he
touched her shoulder. The spell seemed to have worked, at least
slightly, as the cambion picked up her speed again.

The two
companions finally emerged from the forest. Uriel’s light revealed
a dried creek, the same one that they had used to get to Zezurat.
Uriel halted his light and then sent it off in a different
direction, towards Elena and the house. The two ran with renewed
vigor and, within minutes, the house was within view. Uriel
dispelled his light as they neared.

“There it is,”
he said to the cambion, taking deep gulps of air. “We must approach
briskly, but cautiously. We do not know what threats are watching
us.”

Shandra froze
in place, her fingers nervously playing on her bow like a
piper.

“Uriel.” The
cambion sounded like she was holding back a flood of tears. “I
can’t see the house. Why can’t I see the house?” Fear made her
voice warble.

The archangel
did not stop to think of an explanation. It was only as they got
closer to the house, close enough for him to see its walls even in
the dark of the night, that he realized why Shandra could not see
her home.

Sigils had
been painted all over the walls, on the exterior walls rather than
where Uriel had seen them on the inside. From the ones that he
could understand, the angel realized that the house was invisible
to humans, demons and all manner of infernal creatures. It seemed
to Uriel that these new wards had been erected to prevent all but
angels from seeing the house. He prayed it meant that someone was
protecting the child. The pair kept low and rushed to the back
door, Shandra with an arrow notched and Uriel with a pair of
daggers drawn. Shandra was following Uriel’s lead, her panicked
breathing right behind him.

“The door is
here. Stand back.” Uriel assumed that once the door was opened,
Shandra would be able to see the inside of the home normally. But
he hesitated. He did not know what awaited them inside.

Slowly, the
angel twisted the doorknob and let the hinges squeal as they
entered. Immediately, Uriel could taste the pungent, iron taste of
blood in the air. The kitchen seemed undisturbed, save for a few
new open and empty cans of ham and peaches. The archangel motioned
for Shandra to follow him inside, but to keep her distance safely
behind him.

Uriel began to
make his way into the living room. The runes and sigils that had
plastered the walls like paintings had either been removed or
covered up by crude scratches. Any protection that the sisters once
had was now gone.

Something was
wrong. The air felt heavy to the angel.

Once Uriel had
fully entered the living room, his strength failed him. He stopped
in his tracks. Before Shandra could follow him into the room, he
turned and blocked her path.

“Shandra,
wait,” he pleaded, using his body to impede her view. His tall,
muscled frame took up almost the entirety of the doorway to the
living room.

“What is it?”
The cambion looked up at him, tears now flowing freely. “Get out of
my way, Uriel. Move!”

The half-demon
knocked Uriel off balance and slipped past him. She took in the
room: the scratched runes, the overturned furniture and the streaks
of blood that painted gory swathes across the wall.

And the small,
bloodied heap that lay in the centre of the room, barely
recognizable as the body of a young child.

Uriel tried
his best to hold Shandra back. There was nothing she could do for
her sister now. Regardless, the cambion ran to the small form,
dropping beside it and cradling its head in her arms.

“Elena?”
Shandra nudged the child softly. Blood smeared over her arms and
chest as she held her sister. “Elena, it’s me. Please wake up.”

A few long
seconds elapsed before realization started to cut at Shandra. Tears
streamed from her eyes like crimson storm clouds. The cambion let
out a scream so filled with agony that Uriel could hardly
comprehend it. Her pain sounded like a sharp, continuous ringing in
his ears.

The archangel
took a few steps towards the weeping figure and the body of her
sister—the now lifeless form of the only family she had left in
this world, the only being she truly loved. That innocence had been
ripped from her.

Uriel could
not find the words he wanted. He lowered himself next to the
sisters and wrapped his arms around his friend. He stared at the
unmoving body of Elena, a child’s body. In her hand she still
clutched the sphere of light that was Uriel’s promise to keep her
and her sister safe.

A tear ran
down the archangel’s face as he snuffed the light out. His promise
disappeared with it.


CHAPTER
THIRTEEN

 “It’s too risky.”
Fariel’s tone belied his exasperation.

“It is a
necessary risk,” Raphael retorted.

The two of
them stood around a table in Raphael’s quarters. Next to them was
Uriel, Arriel and Raquiel, though the other angels did not seem
eager to get between the pair.

“I’m not
arguing the necessity of it, but with more thought and more
caution, we can find a better way. I will not put the lives of our
brothers and sisters at risk because we were reckless.”

Raphael tilted
his face to the sky and sighed. Uriel barely registered the
argument, anyway. Only part of him was here, surrounded by the
warded stones of Sanctuary, planning a scouting mission into the
palace that sat above their heads. But most of Uriel was back in
the cottage, holding Shandra as she wept over the body of her
sister.

Arriel looked
as if she were about to add something but thought better of it and
saved the idea.

“Time is a
luxury that we do not have, Fariel,” Raphael countered. “We have
already set events in motion. The longer we stand idle, the more
time our enemy has to mobilize against us. We can only stay hidden
for so long.”

Fariel pulled
his large, calloused hands down his face. Both angels had strong
points; Fariel wanted a more thorough plan, one that would all but
guarantee the safety of those that followed his command. But
Raphael was correct when he said that their guerrilla tactics would
only go unnoticed for so long, and it would not be difficult for
Botis and his minions to figure out who was responsible.

The room fell
silent as the five angels mulled over the points from both sides
and analyzed the map of the city in front of them. Uriel had
pointed out where the crack in the wall dividing the slums and the
upper district was, which made scouting that section of the city
much easier. But getting to the palace was a different story.
Unless they could find a way through the wall, it meant the angels
would have to go over it. It would be almost impossible to do so
unseen, but any who went over the wall would have to come back as
well. The younger archangel rubbed his eyes. It was uncommon for an
angel to be tired, but Uriel had felt drained for the last three
days. Ever since he and Shandra had buried Elena.

“There is no
point in arguing over what we will do once we get into the palace,”
Raquiel spoke with a calm, even voice, “if we do not have a
reliable means of getting in. Uriel and I can accompany Arriel
while she looks for a way in. I will make sure we avoid any
patrols, and Uriel can be our contingency if we need to get out
quickly. If we can find a safe way in, this argument is for
nothing. Give us today. That is all we need.”

Uriel heard
his name and forced himself back to the present. He had yet to be
out of the sewers today, but he thought it must be approaching
dawn. The most dangerous creatures would be turning in soon, so it
would be best if they left when the sun coming was up, as the city
was in transition.

Are you sure
you don’t want to sulk some more?

Uriel gave his
head a quick shake, as if he was trying to clear the voice out of
it with force. It had not gone away in the time after they had
liberated the asylum but had been both taunting the archangel and
trying to engage him in conversations.

“I agree.”
Fariel did not lift his eyes from the map as he spoke, as if the
rough drawings were still hiding something from him.

The Fire of
God clenched his fist, but quickly relaxed it when he realized that
Fariel was not supporting the voice in the archangel’s head, but
Raquiel’s plan.

“Then go and
see what you can find,” Raphael acquiesced. “We will continue this
conversation when you report back. Be safe.”

Uriel was
still silent as he, Raquiel and Arriel left his brother’s war room.
They moved past rooms of angels that were either training, planning
or taking advantage of what little downtime they were getting since
Uriel had arrived. Over half the angels that called Sanctuary home
were out on some mission, one of the many that Raphael was eager to
give out. When the trio came to the antechamber, Uriel paused and
looked down the other corridor. Shandra was in her room, refusing
to speak to anyone, including the archangel who had broken his
promise to her sister. She had not left Sanctuary since they had
come back from the cottage. Uriel wished he knew what to say to
her, but more than once he found himself standing outside her door,
too scared to knock.

A gentle touch
on his arm shook him from his thoughts. Arriel was there, an
understanding look in her eyes. She smiled and gestured towards the
door to the sewers. Uriel looked up at Raquiel with apologetic
eyes, sorry that he had delayed them at all, but the silent angel
did not look annoyed with him. Though his features remained
somewhat hard, he did not judge Uriel.

The archangel
led the other two out through the sewers and onto the streets
above. It was still dark, even with their vision, though the palest
red was beginning to bleed into the horizon. The three angels kept
to the alleys and less-traveled roads, doing their best to avoid
being seen or encountering any of the denizens that prowled the
city at this hour. It was barely brighter by the time they made it
to the hidden crack in the wall. The shadows still hid them as they
moved into the makeshift hut and through to the upper district.
Uriel was confident he could lead them to the palace wall, but he
let Arriel lead. The angel was one of the best scouts that Uriel
knew; if anyone could move them without being seen, it was her.

Raquiel kept
them informed of any demons that came near. His talent was
invaluable, one that did not require him to draw on the power of
Heaven. He was weaker under the clouds, like they all were, but
Raquiel’s was one of the few talents that was still functioning at
an impressive level. Combined with Arriel’s stealth and her ability
to read their surroundings, the angels soon arrived at the wall
dividing the upper district and the palace. It could not have been
more than an hour since they had left Sanctuary’s door, if the glow
in the sky was any indication.

“Okay,” Arriel
muttered more to herself than the other two angels. She looked up
and down the sheer, obsidian-colored wall for any signs of damage,
or even some sort of foothold. “There has to be a way in. It will
just take time to find. I say we head towards the perimeter of the
city and then work our way back in.”

She took the
silence as an agreement and started moving once again. She was
graceful in her movements, as if her body was fluid as it moved
from shadow to shadow. Raquiel and Uriel tried to follow her steps,
but they were unable to keep up with the angel and maintain the
same amount of stealth. Uriel kept his eyes scanning the ebony
wall, looking for anything they might be able to use. With the
light slowly creeping into the world, the smooth rock reflected the
archangel’s image back at him. The reflection was perfect, but
Uriel barely recognized the angel that returned his gaze.

The three
angels made it to the edge of the city, but the wall had not given
them any reason for celebration. The entire way had been unmarred,
completely lacking in anything the angels might use to get through
without going over the top. Arriel swore in frustration.

“I think I
need a demon to kill,” she half joked.

“Save it for
later,” Uriel cautioned. “If we can find a way to scout the palace,
there will be plenty of demonic blood to spill soon.”

The hunter
feigned a disappointed sigh and smiled at Uriel. She guided the
three of them back to where they had started, then deeper into the
upper district. It was not long before they came to the same gates
that Uriel had seen when Shandra had shown him the city. The angels
stayed hidden as they examined the guards—humans on top of the wall
with firearms and demons on the ground below. The humans had rifles
with optics that would have had no trouble spotting them if the sky
wasn’t still dim. If a demon possessed a human, it was mostly
limited by its vessel’s physical attributes. Pressed against the
towering wall, the angels were safe from view. But the shadows
could only hide them so much; they had to somehow get around the
gate and to the other side of the wall.

“We will have
to give them a wide berth,” Raquiel commented casually. “There are
other demons that are hiding out of sight, too. I suggest we double
back and find a different way around.”

So Arriel led
them to just that, nearly returning them to the crack in the wall
that led back to the slums. Their journey was longer this time as
more and more demons emerged from their massive homes. The
creatures likely had duties to attend to during the day, even if
they were evening predators. Raquiel was silent the whole time
unless he became aware of a nearby demon. His warnings saved the
trio more than once.

It was just
past midday when the angels had finally scoured the other length of
the wall, coming to an end when it met the perimeter of the city.
The wall to the palace seemed impregnable, save for the gate that
was heavily guarded by claws, steel and guns. The three angels
stood, disheartened, in between two of the grand houses near the
city’s edge. Even Raquiel seemed more sullen than silent. He
informed the others that more demons were appearing in the upper
district every moment, and the streets would soon be filled with
the beasts or the hosts that they possessed. It was quickly
becoming too dangerous for the angels to remain in the upper
district.

“We must get
back underground. Even the slums will be too busy for us to blend
in.” The angel’s words gave Uriel an idea.

“What about
the sewers?” Uriel wondered out loud.

“I believe
that is what Raquiel meant by underground, Uriel,” Arriel jabbed at
him.

The archangel
barely registered her comment. Instead, he was scanning the cobble
streets that crisscrossed the upper district like a spider’s web.
There had to be a way in somewhere.

Don’t tell me
you have gone insane, little angel. I could not bear that kind of
company.

Uriel ignored
the voice, but his search turned up empty.

“What are you
looking for?” Arriel caught up to the archangel, Raquiel keeping
pace behind her.

“The sewers!”
Uriel said with hushed enthusiasm. “We can use the sewers to get
in. The tunnels must extend underneath every part of this city. We
just have to find the way in.”

Both of the
other angels took a moment to process his words before looks of
realization sprouted on their faces. Arriel looked as if she were
going to hug Uriel, but a monotone voice interrupted her.

“There are
demons approaching quickly. We should head back to Sanctuary and
propose this idea to Raphael. Any longer out here and we either
leave a trail of bodies or become corpses ourselves.”

While Arriel
did thirst for conflict with the beasts, both she and Uriel knew
that it was best to remain unnoticed, at least until the time was
more appropriate to strike. The hunter took the lead as they
traveled out of the upper district and into the slums, back towards
their home in the sewers.

 


***

 


It hurt.

Everything
hurt so much. And it was not physical pain. Her body ached, and her
limbs refused to respond to her, but she barely noticed any of
that. Her heart hurt. It was as if it had been torn from her chest
and lay in front of her, withering away. She saw it there, a small,
frail thing that was once so filled with hope and love. She could
not get away from it, because when she closed her eyes, she saw
what her broken heart truly was.

Shandra sat on
the thin mattress in the makeshift room she was given in Sanctuary.
Her knees were pulled to her chest so she could bury her face in
them. She had not even had the will to bathe, and her hair clung
together in clumps from the dirt and gore they had encountered in
the asylum.

The cambion’s
shoulders shook, so she pushed her face into her lap more, stifling
the sobs as they came again and again. She did not care if all the
angels in Sanctuary heard her crying. She did not want to hear
herself.

It had been
only two days since she and Uriel had returned to Sanctuary, three
since they had buried her sister. Uriel had tried to comfort her
while they put her body in the ground and later on the trip back to
the city, but his words had little effect. The half-demon knew that
he was trying, but there were no points for effort when it came to
her pain. When they arrived back at Sanctuary, Shandra had gone
straight to her room. Many of the angels had returned by then, but
none of them knew what had happened. Some of them even chanced a
smile at her, likely when they thought that no one was watching
them. Somewhere, underneath the storm of emotions she was feeling,
part of her wanted to smile back or make a snide joke. But she
didn’t.

She just kept
her head down and walked past them, right to her room.

The door had
no lock on it, but it did not seem to need one. The angels were
content to leave the brooding half-breed alone, Shandra had thought
spitefully the first night back. In honesty, she did not want any
of them knocking on her door. So it was a surprise when one came
shortly after that. Shandra remembered hearing Uriel’s voice
through the thin door.

He asked her
if she needed anything, or if there was anything he could do to
help her. A thousand cruel thoughts raced through her mind and
played out before her crimson eyes. Uriel wanted to help?

Maybe he
should have left her and her sister alone.

Maybe he
should have done a better job protecting the small child who was
left defenseless because of him.

Maybe he
should have never come to Earth in the first place.

Her eyes stung
when she thought of all the things she could have said, but instead
she was silent. Uriel listened for a moment, not making a sound. It
was so quiet that the half-demon thought he had left.

“I’m so
sorry.” The archangel’s voice sounded defeated when he spoke at
last.

There was more
noise as Uriel lowered himself to the stone floor, so he could sit
next to the door. Shandra tried to be as quiet as she could when
she moved to the door of the room. She opened her mouth to speak,
but her mouth felt like it was full of cotton. Instead she just sat
with her back to the door. Neither of the pair said a word the
whole night. Shandra would occasionally break down into tears that
she tried to muffle but was sure Uriel could hear through the door.
Hours had passed before an angel whose voice she did not recognize
came and told Uriel that his brother was looking for him.

The half-demon
had moved back to her bed then, alternating between sitting as she
did now and succumbing to exhaustion.

She knew it
had to have been morning by now. The half-demon did not want to get
up, but the room was starting to suffocate her. And, by herself,
she kept seeing her dying heart in the middle of the room, crumpled
on the floor. So Shandra willed herself out from her bed and wiped
at her swollen eyes. She needed to get out of this room, out of
Sanctuary. The angels meant her no harm, for the most part, but she
could not stand to be around them now. The cambion hesitated in
front of the door. She could not go home, not anymore, and there
weren’t any places in Zezurat that would invite someone like her
in. Except for one.

“Damn it,” she
muttered. She pushed the door open and tried to figure out how to
get to Weasel’s hut from Sanctuary.

She stepped
out into the hall but immediately retreated back into her room. She
peeked around the corner to watch Raquiel, Arriel and Uriel leaving
Sanctuary. Uriel stopped and stared down the hallway towards the
half-demon’s room. Shandra pulled back, completely out of sight.
She would have no problem walking right past any of the angels, any
of them except for Uriel. And she did not feel ready to speak with
the archangel just yet. She stood there, back pressed against the
wall, eyes closed, holding her breath. Moments dragged on before
she gathered the courage to look back around the corner, hoping
that the three angels had left. They were nowhere to be seen.

The half-demon
made sure she had her dagger on her, but she left her bow and
quiver of arrows behind. She passed a few angels, but none of them
paid her much mind beyond a glance in her direction. It took her
some time to navigate out of the sewers on her own, but she found
her way to the more familiar surface world.

Back in her
element, the cambion walked past crying, dirt-covered children and
their starving parents. It was dangerous for them to be out this
early, but they were scavengers. Whatever things had been out
during the night would leave their scraps behind, which usually
made for enough food to feed a family. Shandra remembered being
that desperate. Not for herself, but for the mouth she had to feed.
Out of the corner of her eye she saw a flash of movement between
two of the broken homes. It was not the pounce of a predator,
though, but a young girl, no older than five or six, trying to move
about undetected.

A bit more
practice, Shandra thought with a grin, remembering when she was
barely a kid, learning to keep to the shadows.

It wasn’t long
before the half-demon arrived at her destination. To anyone else,
the door in front of her led to just another ramshackle hut that
looked like the ones next to it. But this one was different.
Shandra pounded on the door four times and then listened for
movement inside. There was a quiet groan. It was quickly becoming
morning, but was still too early for most people, especially this
human, to be awake.

So Shandra
knocked again.

“Hey,
asshole,” she half whispered through the wood. “Open the damn
door.”

There was more
movement inside, like somebody falling out of bed, then a crash as
something hit the floor, something that didn’t sound like it would
be able to be repaired. Shandra banged again, encouraging the
house’s occupant to hurry up. She didn’t worry about waking the
neighbors; either they were already awake by this time, or they
were too intoxicated to be bothered with the noise.

“Who the hell
wakes a man up this early?” a weary voice asked from the other side
of the door. There was a scrambling of five different locks being
pulled back. “Do you even know who I am?”

The door was
finally yanked open, revealing the scrawny, pale man inside. His
skin was covered in pockmarks and rashes, of which Shandra got a
full view since he was wearing only discolored pants to cover
himself up. His face was narrow and pointed, though his nose was
somewhat bent out of shape from the number of fists that had
connected with it over the years. Shandra wasn’t sure if she could
see flies buzzing around him, or if she only assumed they
accompanied the stench of his unwashed body. His breath smelled
just as bad, though it was mostly due to alcohol.

“Yes, I know
who you are, Weasel.” Shandra would normally say something
sarcastic, but found she lacked the energy to do so.

The man’s eyes
seemed to widen as he heard his name. Sobriety was still far gone,
but he was at least becoming more awake. The sky was a bright
enough glow for him to make out the half-demon’s face, which slowly
registered in his intoxicated mind.

“Shandra?
Shandra!” Excitement managed to push away the last tendrils of
sleep. The man raised his arms as if to hug the woman, but Shandra
quickly pushed him back. Weasel continued as if nothing had
happened. “Well, what are you doing here, you mangy half-breed?
Come inside. I was just getting breakfast ready.”

The cambion
smiled and moved past the human. Inside, the house did not look
much better than its exterior. The sparse furniture that filled the
room was in total disrepair. The couch had stains that spanned the
entire spectrum of colors, and the walls weren’t much better. A few
dishes sat in a rusted sink, some of them still filled with half a
meal. And the stench of the two-room hovel burned Shandra’s
nostrils.

It was exactly
how she remembered it.

The cambion
sprawled across the couch while trying to ignore the spots of
fabric that were hardened. It had been months since she had last
been to see Weasel, but she didn’t really have anywhere else to go.
Of all the people in the city, Weasel was one of the few that ever
showed her any form of kindness.

“I thought you
were dead,” the man said as he set their “breakfast” on the table:
two bottles of booze made somewhere in the slums. Shandra eyed the
dark brown liquid that sloshed around in the bottles. There were
particles floating in there, little tiny flecks of whatever the
hell it was brewed with or in. “What? Not fancy enough for
you?”

Shandra shook
her head. This, more than Weasel, was the reason she had come to
see the man. If she couldn’t will the pain away or cry the image of
her sister out of her mind, then she would have to find something
that could help her. The angels, in all their pretentious glory,
kept none of the intoxicants in Sanctuary. Maybe a few of them hid
some, but she had no desire to ask around.

“I thought
Switchblade had finally got you, ya know?” Weasel kept going as he
poured some of the bottles into cracked glasses. “Hell, even
he thinks you’re dead. Where the hell have you been?”

Weasel handed
Shandra a half-full glass of the mysterious liquid. It smelled like
liquor, though Shandra wasn’t totally convinced it wasn’t rubbing
alcohol. She kept her red orbs down at the drink, unable to look at
Weasel. The half-demon opened her mouth to say something, but
tipped her glass back into it instead, downing the drink in one go.
It burned as it crawled down her throat and warmed her chest. For a
second, all her other pain was gone. For a second, she looked
around the room and did not see blood or her sister’s body.

“Shandra?”
Weasel asked meekly, living up to his title.

Again, Shandra
wanted to answer. Again, she couldn’t find the words. Distracted,
the cambion returned her glass to the unsteady table with more
force then she intended and gestured the man for more. Weasel
looked at her, as if unsure whether she was looking to have fun or
if something were wrong. He laughed nervously and poured some more
of the booze, filling it up a bit more than the last time. Shandra
reached out once he was done, only to see her hand covered with
blood. She held it there, her hand hovering in the air. A warm
trickle of crimson ran down her palm before falling to the floor.
She could feel her whole body start to shake as the images that
were blocked, just for a second, came rushing back.

The half-demon
snatched the glass up and downed its contents, too. When she looked
back at her hands, they were the same pale hands that she always
had. This time it was a bit longer before the blood came back. They
continued like this for hours: Shandra would silently consume
Weasel’s alcohol, while the man just seemed content that the
half-demon was in his house. Shandra spent the whole time in
silence, grinning every now and then at a stupid joke the human
would make, but Weasel had no problem filling the silence with his
own voice.

Eventually
that voice became slurred—more slurred than it was to start—and the
rotting room slowly spun around Shandra. Her mind was numb, which
helped keep the terrible images at bay. When she noticed Weasel
start to nod off in his chair, she knew that it was time to leave.
Shandra did not dislike the man, but she could only keep her wall
up around people for so long. The alcohol helped, but its relief
would be gone soon.

It almost
looked like Weasel glanced up at her through drunken eyes as she
moved to the door, but his consciousness was not long for this
world. The half-demon paused before reaching for the door handle.
She turned back to the unattractive, snoring man in his chair and
whispered a quiet thank you. Then she pushed the door open and
stepped out into the unforgiving world of Zezurat.

It was well
into the afternoon when Shandra stumbled back towards the sewers.
She had no idea she had been at Weasel’s for so long, but a
familiar face and whatever swill the man had would do that to
someone. She kept to the alleys and whatever shadows she could
find. The most dangerous creatures would be sleeping now, but the
city was still filled with violent men and lustful demons.
Especially in her state, Shandra did not want to risk running into
anyone, regardless of their intentions. The closest sewer entrance
was only a few minutes from Weasel’s, so the cambion walked as
quickly as she could towards it. Underground might be dark, foul
and filled with the dying, but Shandra would rather find her way
back to Sanctuary from down there than risk her life up here.

Making her way
back to Sanctuary was easy for the cambion. Knowing where she had
been and how to get back there was one of the skills she had
refined while providing for her and her sister. But finding the
entrance into Sanctuary was a different story altogether. The door
was still warded against everything that wasn’t an angel, which
still included her. Shandra knew she had the right stretch of
tunnel, or was at least near it, but could not seem to find the
damn door. And she was getting frustrated. The images were starting
to come back, along with a painful ringing in her ears. Desperation
started to fill her thoughts, telling the half-demon that she would
never find Sanctuary again. As much as she wanted to blame Uriel,
she knew that she wanted to see him again.

Then,
underneath the ringing, Shandra heard something else. Footsteps.
They echoed in the sewers and splashed in the fetid puddles that
littered the narrow paths on either side of the dark stream.
Shandra peeked her head around the nearest corner. In the dim
lighting that dotted the sewers, she saw three figures moving
towards her. They were talking about something, but Shandra
couldn’t make out their hushed tones. As they passed by one of the
lights, the cambion recognized the trio as Uriel, Arriel and
Raquiel, back from whatever mission they had this morning. Arriel
seemed to be trying to keep the mood jovial, which was lost on the
usually dour Raquiel. Even Uriel seemed immune to the hunter’s
brevity.

Shandra
watched as they turned and seemingly disappeared into a wall. She
wanted to run to them, to Uriel, and feel normal again. As normal
as a half-demon could feel with a group of angels, anyway. The
normal that she was actually looking forward to just a few days
ago. But her legs failed her, as her voice and heart had been
failing her since her sister was taken. So instead of running to
them, Shandra sat in the water and muck at her feet. Her eyes stung
as tears threatened to trickle down her face. But through those
bleary eyes she saw something across from her, slumped on the
opposite stone path.

She saw her
sister, broken and crumpled and lifeless. She saw her own heart
torn from her body and wished, more than anything else, that she
could hear her sister’s laugh one more time.


CHAPTER
FOURTEEN

 Fariel was waiting for
them when they walked through the door. It looked as if he had been
milling about for some time, seemingly discontent with the few
scraps of paper that littered the tables near the door to
Sanctuary. His axes hung at his hips, swaying with his impatient
pacing. When the angel noticed Uriel and the other two entering
Sanctuary, he snapped out of his distracted trance and cut them
off.

“What did you
find?” he asked in a hushed voice.

Arriel looked
at Uriel, as if asking if they should share their findings with the
other angel. Uriel raised an eyebrow at her, wondering the same
thing.

Ignore
him, the voice in the angel’s head commanded. Uriel nearly
listened, but the warrior in front of them continued.

“I worry about
Raphael,” Fariel whispered. “He is too eager, too excited. He has
been dreaming about an opportunity like this since we lost the war,
and I fear that it will end with far too much blood being
spilled.”

Uriel did not
have an answer for Fariel, but the archangel knew he was right. He
could see it in his brother; the gleam in his eye that would blind
him from the truth. Raphael wanted to do what was right, what was
best for angels and mankind, but he was obsessed with it. He had
his plans, that much was true, but they were not perfect. He could
understand why Fariel was worried. Despite their distrust of each
other, Fariel was a commander at his core. Everything he did was
for the angels that fought alongside him.

Don’t make me
sick.

“We didn’t
find a way over or through the wall.” Uriel ignored the voice. “But
there is a weakness we can exploit. Given some time, we might find
a way under the wall, through the same sewers that we call home.
But we could not spend more time topside, not with all the demons
in the upper district.”

Fariel’s eyes
spoke the thanks that his mouth could not. There was almost a smile
near his lips.

“You shouldn’t
be happy about not finding a solution.” Arriel nudged the warrior
with her elbow. That prompted a true smile from Fariel.

“You know that
isn’t the case,” Fariel said, defending himself. “But this gives us
more time to plan our attack.”

“Happy to
help.” Raquiel’s tone bordered on sarcastic. He leaned against the
wall behind them, disinterested in what Fariel had to say.

Uriel,
thinking that their conversation was over, went to move past the
warrior. It was the least confrontational meeting the two had been
in since Uriel descended to Earth, but the archangel did not wish
to stay in his presence longer than necessary. But Fariel stepped
in his path.

“There is
more.” Fariel’s voice was harder now, more of the commander that
Uriel knew him as. The archangel did not look at him as he
continued. “You have another mission. One where lives are in
imminent danger.”

And who is
giving us this order?

“And who is
giving us this order?” Uriel asked, still looking past Fariel.

All four of
them were silent. Arriel looked at the two angels nervously, while
Raquiel stared on with a little more interest than he had
before.

“It is not an
order. It is a request,” Fariel admitted. “There is a small colony
of human survivors to the south, a day’s walk from the asylum we
liberated. Rumors on the street say that Botis is blaming them for
our attack on the town and the destruction of Abaddon’s lab. Botis
will send his hordes as early as tonight to punish them. They won’t
survive more than two, maybe three days. There is a small group of
angels who live in hiding nearby. We have already made contact with
them; they will be expecting the humans in three day’s time.”

“And with
Uriel out of the city, Raphael will be forced to wait before moving
on Botis,” Raquiel added, as if the conclusion was obvious. “Does
Raphael know about this ‘request’?”

Fariel, still
standing in Uriel’s way, shook his head and gestured for the other
angel to keep his voice down. For once no other angels were in the
common room, but the halls of Sanctuary were adept at carrying
voices.

“Raphael does
not know, nor does he need to know, not yet.” For a second, Fariel
looked ashamed. “I will deal with that when the time comes. But by
then I request that you be far from Zezurat.”

Uriel pushed
past the warrior. He was a half-dozen paces beyond Fariel before he
spoke.

“Tell Arriel
where we must go, where the other angels are. If the twins are
available, bring them along as well. But know that I am not doing
this for you, Fariel. I am doing this for Raphael, whether he will
recognize it or not.”

Uriel left the
three angels in the antechamber and headed for the hall that led to
the altar. He stopped in front of Shandra’s door and stared at it,
wishing he could see through it. But he knew he would only see a
woman broken by his own doing. No matter how much he wished it,
Uriel knew that she did not want to speak to him.

“I’m no
expert, but perhaps what she needs is time.”

Uriel almost
jumped. He had not heard Raquiel coming up behind him. The
archangel turned to look at him and was shocked to feel Raquiel’s
hand on his shoulder. The clairvoyant angel was doing his best to
give Uriel an empathetic look, but it appeared somewhat foreign on
his usually emotionless face.

“I think you
may be right,” Uriel said with a sigh. “Maybe I can ask for her
forgiveness once we have returned.”

Raquiel nodded
while lifting his hand from Uriel’s shoulder. “Then we should be
going sooner rather than later. We do not know when Botis will send
his demons to eradicate the humans. Time is somewhat of the essence
here.”

“And the
twins?” Uriel asked as he adjusted his belt and cloak. He gave one
last look at Shandra’s door, wishing he had the courage to knock on
it.

“Arriel has
gone to collect them. We will leave immediately.”

 


***

 


Dante stood
calmly in front of the throng of demons. They numbered at least
fifty strong, just a small fraction of Botis’s true legions.
Perhaps Abaddon tolerated the snake because of his legions, the man
thought. Regardless, Dante did not truly care.

Mixed among
the demons were hellhounds, kept on a short leash by their demonic
handlers. Occasionally one would get worked up by the building
energy in the plaza and bite at anything that was nearby. The dogs
would receive a kick to the snout or the flank in return.

There were
progeny present as well, though the small handful of creatures kept
to themselves in a swathe of shadows. They were under Dante’s
direct control, as ordered by his master. It had been a major blow
when the angels had destroyed the demon lord’s laboratory in the
asylum, but other locations were manufacturing the beasts.

“I grow tired
of staring at them,” the witch Isabelle complained beside him. Like
him, she wore an outfit of black. But where Dante’s was
practical—thick leather armor that had saved his life more than
once—hers was purely for show. Isabelle wore a flowing lace dress
that accented her figure, though the fabric looked more like a
second skin than any outfit the warrior had ever seen. It exposed
her shoulder and her back, whenever her long, raven hair did not
cover them. She wore silk gloves, ones that extended up past her
elbows. It did well to cover up her stitches.

Dante ignored
her. His anger still burned viciously after what she and her pet
had done to that poor child. After what she had made him do. He
looked down at the twin black blades at his hips. The weapons were
a part of him, so it was his very soul that was stained with the
girl’s blood. The man assumed that Isabelle did not share the same
guilt.

Fights were
starting to break out among the demons. They were pack creatures,
but their bloodlust was starting to make them restless. Dante began
to speak while the witch beside him worked a quick spell. Though
his voice was low and cold, her magic made it nearly deafening in
the ears of the demons.

“Silence.”
Dante’s voice was calm, cold. Almost in unison, the demons turned
to regard him. Even the hellhounds ceased their barking. “We have
laid a trap for the angels that are living in or around the city.
Botis believes that you, more than any others in his legions,
deserve to taste angelic blood. But if this is his best, it is no
wonder the angels have been able to cause so much damage in so
little time.”

The demons
stirred. They were not used to anyone talking down to them, much
less a human. Some of them issued low, rumbling growls in response
to Dante’s challenge.

“Are the
theatrics truly necessary?” the witch beside him asked with a
sigh.

Dante ignored
her and pressed on.

“We are
emissaries of Lord Abaddon himself.” The tone among the demons
changed. “We are his inquisitors. Perhaps I will tell him of the
one who brings me back the most halos.”

The demons
started to frenzy again, howling in excitement. Dante tried to
contain his disgust. The only thing the beasts craved more than
blood was power, but often the two went hand in hand. With the
promise of impressing their ultimate lord, a promise that Dante had
no intention of fulfilling, the demons would be focused solely on
the task at hand.

One of the
demons stepped forward, a massive creature that was easily a head
taller than the rest and twice as thick. Her body boasted scars and
fresh wounds, testaments to her violence. The demon took a knee
before Dante.

“Usuur will
lead this raid,” the man continued, gesturing to the bowing demon
before him. He had been quick to find the most talented and
obedient demons in Botis’s ranks. Usuur ranked high in both. “Treat
her word as my own, and my own as Abaddon’s.”

The demons
howled again at the mere mention of Abaddon’s name. They may owe
fealty to Botis, but the beasts knew that the snake only existed
because he was loyal to the Black Death. Usuur rose to her full
stature, towering over the demons around her. The horde parted
before their new leader as she made her away out of the city and to
the fields beyond.

“Go now.”
Dante’s voice was as cruel as any demon’s. “And do not return until
the ground has been stained with their holy blood.”

 


***

 


The plan
worked perfectly. It had been two days since Usuur and her hunting
party had left Zezurat, doing their best to stay behind any signs
of angels as they made their way to the shithole human outpost. Its
name had already left Usuur’s mind to make more room for images of
dying angels.

Abaddon’s
human and the witch had stayed behind in Zezurat, presumably to
flush out the angels that were hiding there. It did not matter. The
witch maintained a spell over Usuur and her horde to shield them
from the angels’ ability to detect demons, which allowed them to
keep right on the tails of the angels without being noticed. Usuur
and her demons were less than a kilometre from the settlement,
where the angels were that very moment, and were completely
unnoticed.

It gave Usuur
the opportunity she needed. If she could kill these angels and wipe
out the traitorous humans that worked with them, Abaddon would
surely displace his pathetic human and take her by his side
instead.

“Shut the fuck
up!” she barked at the demons around her. They were making too much
noise, were too excited. They were stupid animals and did not
understand the value of stealth.

One of the
males eyed her and growled. Demons respected a caste system,
listening to only those born into nobility. Usuur was not so lucky.
She was a lowborn demon that only got to where she was with her
claws and her will to survive. Anyone who got in her way was
removed, usually violently.

And this
agitator would be no exception. Usuur could not allow dissent in
her ranks, not with her opportunity to impress Abaddon.

Usuur stalked
over to the male that had defied her. She was almost a third taller
than him, which she put to her full advantage. The male’s face
barely came to her gaunt breasts, which made Usuur even happier.
She stood there, letting her sheer mass speak for her.

The arrogant
demon locked his milky eyes with hers. He growled again, a low
rumble that challenged her before her horde. His muscles tensed
under his thin, translucent flesh, the only warning that he was
going for her throat. Before the demon could bring his claws to
bear, Usuur barked a spell in her native, demonic tongue. The demon
before her was torn apart on a molecular level. In a fraction of a
second, the male was reduced to a red mist.

The other
demons that were rallying behind the male whimpered and backed
away. Some of their fur was stained with the remnants of the
rebellious male.

“I was
appointed by Abaddon’s human,” she growled, speaking loudly enough
for every demon, progeny and hellhound to hear her voice. “You will
listen to me, or you will end up like this cretin. Understood?”

The demons all
nodded their consent, though it was obvious that some were unhappy
with their leader. Usuur was wondering if she needed to make
another example in front of her horde when her two scouts, Sheloth
and Brizine, returned. The pair had followed her since they were
all children. They protected each other in the harsh cities of Hell
before the war and hunted with each other once it had begun. They
were lovers, a fact that had once almost divided the three of them,
but now they were Usuur’s most loyal followers.

“Five angels
have entered the human settlement,” Sheloth reported immediately.
Her maw drooled in anticipation of what was to come. “Already the
humans have mobilized. They will likely be leaving within the
hour.”

“There are
nearly two dozen humans,” Brizine added. He was shorter than his
mate and had an empty socket where his left eye should have been.
He had lost that eye for Usuur. “They will make easy prey. Should
we let the hounds and progeny go in first?”

Usuur was
already shaking her head. Dante had been clear: they were to follow
the angels and humans to wherever they were finding shelter. Then
they would wipe them all out.

“Have
patience, my friends. If we wait now, a bigger prize will await us
in the end.”

Once again
there were murmurs of protest among Usuur’s horde, but the promise
of a bigger slaughter was enough to keep them in line. The demonic
commander sent her two scouts out again to track the humans and
angels. While the others drooled over the thought of the violence
to come, Usuur was disciplined. She knew she had to be, that she
would not stand by Abaddon’s side if she let her lust rule her.
With a little patience, she would move up in the ranks. Perhaps she
might even displace Botis if she impressed the Black Death.

Usuur smiled a
crooked, yellow smile at the thought.

More than an
hour passed before Sheloth returned with news that the angels were
escorting the humans away from the settlement. They moved slowly so
that the sick and the old could keep up with them. They were headed
towards the foothills that bordered the land of the neighboring
demon lord, Raum. Raum, the Crow, was a militaristic demon. His
armies, while not as vast as those of Botis, were brutal even by
the standards of demons. They lived for war. And though both Botis
and Raum answered to Abaddon, the Crow would take the trespassing
of a horde as a declaration of war.

Though most of
the demons in her horde lacked what she considered basic
intelligence, Usuur knew that they were aware of what marching into
Raum’s land would mean if they were caught. She looked around at
the beasts under her command and ran through the different
scenarios in her mind. If the demons were to return to Zezurat
without a prize, they would be shamed. As their commander, Usuur
would be the first to be publicly executed, likely by Dante
himself. But if she were caught in Raum’s land, then either of the
two demon lords would be justified in killing her.

But if she
succeeded, then the glory would be great. Usuur knew that her whole
life led to this moment, to this very decision.

“Lead my horde
after them,” Usuur growled to her scout before turning to the rest
of her demons and roaring with them. “The hunt is on!”


CHAPTER
FIFTEEN

 Arriel shook her head for
the dozenth time. Something didn’t feel right about this. It was
going too smoothly, and things never went smoothly for the hunter.
She could not remember the last time she had not had a plan
interrupted by a demon or some other hellish creature. Now they
were moving an entire colony of humans into another demon lord’s
lands to hide with a group of underground angels.

She had
expressed her concerns to Uriel, who had seemed to agree but told
her to accept their good fortune. The archangel’s mind was
elsewhere, that much Arriel knew, but she was surprised that he was
not as worried as she was. She had been one of the first angels to
descend at the beginning of the war. She had experienced the
cruelty and cleverness of demons firsthand.

Arriel knew
when to trust her instincts, and right now they were screaming at
her.

“Have you
detected anything yet?” The hunter waited for the others to catch
up to her, letting the twins Barnabas and Eremeil scout in her
stead.

“Again,
nothing.” Raquiel did not let annoyance color his voice, but Arriel
had lost track of how many times she had asked the psychic angel
the same question.

The hunter
gave him a silent nod and took point once more. The light in this
land was the same dull red she had become accustomed to, with the
same black ceiling of clouds looming overhead. Beyond her talent,
Arriel did not use much magic. Still, she tried to feel if her
connection to Heaven was any stronger here than in Zezurat. If it
felt any different, the angel couldn’t tell. Whatever flicker of
hope she might have had disappeared as quickly as it came. Arriel
doubted she would even recognize what that connection felt
like.

The caravan
marched through hills that were not barren like the plains of their
home. Instead, lush vegetation filled the hillsides with red and
black plants. Some of them had giant, leathery leaves that flapped
like wings in the breeze. Others had vines that snaked along the
ground with jagged thorns, a natural barbed wire. There were living
trees, too, with black needles and hanging seedpods.

They moved
through those hills for hours. It had been early morning when they
met the humans, but it was late in the afternoon now. Still, Arriel
knew they were close. Only she and the twins knew exactly where the
enclave of angels were. The pair were also expert scouts and
trackers, though not as skilled as Arriel. They did have the
advantage of twice the eyes as she did, even if they acted like a
single entity.

Arriel moved
to catch up to the twins, only to find them standing on opposite
sides of the valley, deftly moving around the daggers formed by the
native vegetation. As one, they pointed towards a spot just beyond
another hill, somewhere that she could not see. Arriel rushed up
the hill, still making sure that the trees kept her hidden from
unwanted eyes.

There, nestled
against the other side of the hill, were the ruins of an old
structure, hardly recognizable in its state. It may have been a
manor at one point, or perhaps a large church. Not much of it was
still standing, and what was had been covered by crimson vines that
sprawled across the stone like barbed spiderwebs. It was as Fariel
had described, but still Arriel was wary. Something did not seem
right.

Still hidden,
the angel analyzed every inch of the ruins and the terrain around
them. There were no obvious signs of life, not that she could see
from her distance. The flora seemed to have reclaimed the ruins for
itself. But then she saw it.

There, hidden
among one the etchings on the weathered stones, was an Angelic
symbol. The symbol for refuge.

Arriel turned
back to the twins and beckoned them towards her. By then Uriel and
the others had caught up to them but were held back by the two
scouts. The humans looked nervous, eyeing the hills as if demons
were going to come flooding over them without a moment’s notice.
Arriel shared the same concern.

Barnabas,
Eremeil and Raquiel climbed the hill to join Arriel. Raquiel shook
his head, letting them know that no demons were in the ruins. The
other three picked their way through the plants and vines to the
broken stones. They moved slowly, carefully, with their heads on a
swivel. The clairvoyant angel might not sense any beasts around,
but Arriel was not taking the chance.

When the three
scouts were only a few paces from the ruins, Arriel heard a
rustling, like something scraping on stone. Without hesitating, the
angel manifested her talent and hardened her hands into stoneflesh
claws. She leapt onto one of the broken walls and crouched there,
looking for the threat within the ruins. The smallest glint of the
dull red glow was her only warning of a spear being thrust at
her.

Arriel
deflected the steel with her claws, moving it just far enough to
save it from piercing her side. She recognized the weapon, though.
Its steel was too fine, too perfect, to be made on Earth or in
Hell. Arriel grabbed the spear below the bladed head and tugged on
it. Her attacker was thrown off-balance enough for the angel to pin
them against the worn stones that she had been perched on. Barnabas
and Eremeil were suddenly beside her, swords ready.

“Wait!” Arriel
whispered harshly. “Everyone just wait.”

The twins
looked at her, confused, before taking in the angel’s attacker. The
woman still held her spear, though Arriel was using it to keep her
pushed up against the wall. The woman struggled against Arriel’s
hold, but she was held fast. It was then that the twins saw the
tattoos hidden by the dirt and matted hair of the woman, and the
shining halo around her neck that was made of the same steel as her
spear.

“Please,” came
a voice that neither Arriel nor the twins recognized. The voice was
behind them, hidden behind another wall. “Dina did not recognize
you. We believed you to be intruders.”

Arriel kept
her gaze on the woman she had pinned by the throat. Though she
struggled, the other angel—Dina—seemed to have resigned to her
loss. She gave Arriel a look of shame, one that the hunter had seen
in the eyes of too many angels who had failed their task.

The twins
positioned themselves to defend Arriel from the new voice, swords
at the ready. Their stance became uneasy when not one or two other
angels, but six of them revealed themselves from within the ruins.
They all gripped their weapons nervously. The angels wore tattered,
patchwork leather armor underneath cloaks that were colored to
blend in with the stone ruins. They boasted scars that were both
aged and fresh, but those did little to diminish their obvious
spirit. They were wary of the newcomers, but they refused to let
that wariness weaken their resolve or their pride.

“Let us start
again.” The same angel that spoke before stepped forward. She was
obviously their leader, from how she carried herself and how the
other angels looked to her for direction. “Let Dina go. We are not
enemies here. You were sent by Raphael and Fariel, yes?”

The pinned
angel greedily gulped for air when Arriel pulled the spear from her
throat. The hunter turned to regard this leader and all the angels
that surrounded them. As she stepped away from her attacker, Dina,
the tension seemed to ease among them all. The wind picked up,
rustling the plants around the ruins. Arriel looked from angel to
angel, then to the symbol hidden in the ruins.


Refuge.

“You are
correct.” Arriel nodded and moved towards the leader, away from
Dina. She spun the spear in her hand before planting its head into
the dirt that had erupted between some of the worn cobblestone. “We
came from Zezurat to bring human refugees to you. Our actions have
placed them in danger, but we hoped that you could offer them
protection while we continue our fight.”

The leader
nodded. Her skin was dark and her head shaved, though her sharp
features only seemed to be complimented by her bald head. In one
hand she held a long, curved dagger, while the other remained
empty. Arriel did not doubt that the other angel’s magic was more
lethal than the blade she held.

“We were told
a few days ago that Raphael might have need for us in his fight,
after your attack on Abaddon’s prison. We did not think it would be
so soon, though.”

Arriel paused
her advance. Were the angels going to turn the humans away? There
was no way they could shelter this many humans in Sanctuary, even
if they could get them into Zezurat in the first place. This was
their only chance.

“But we are
angels. It is our duty,” the angel continued, “and one we have
seemingly forgotten. Of course we will assist you. Of course we
will protect them. My name is Trien. Welcome to the Hollows.”

 


***

 


Angels were
not usually ones for loud celebrations, but the arrival of Uriel
and the others seemed to be cause enough to do just that. At least,
once both sides had thoroughly vetted the other. They were all
angels, that was true, but time under the black clouds had made
them all distrustful. It was the only way either group had survived
for so long.

Trien and her
angels were happy that they were able to help with Raphael’s plan,
but they were even more elated when they realized that Uriel was
there with them. The angels of the Hollows knew that an archangel
lived in the neighboring province, but they had only once seen
Raphael in the years since they took up refuge in the abandoned
church and the network of crypts underneath it, and that was just
briefly a few days before.

But now Uriel
was here, a beacon of hope as bright as the fire that burned in
him. That was cause for even more celebration.

Both humans
and angels pounded on makeshift drums and strummed on old
instruments. They chanted celebratory tunes, and they—mostly the
humans—danced along with them. Uriel sat with his friends and
smiled at the scene. His smile was half-hearted, though. He was
elated that they had been able to save these humans and was happy
to meet Trien and her angels. Uriel recognized some of them, though
their faces seemed like they were from a lifetime ago. Happiness
bit at the edges of his mind, but never got any further than
that.

We should
go find something to kill, the voice in his head growled.

“We should go
dance.” Arriel jumped to her feet and pulled Uriel’s arm, not
waiting for an answer.

Uriel knew he
was awkward on his feet, but he tried swaying to the beat anyway.
Dancing and fighting were similar in some ways, but Uriel’s feet
were more comfortable on the battlefield. Arriel spun and swayed in
time with the music. She was not the most graceful dancer in the
group, but she did not seem as out of place as Uriel or some of the
other angels. She twirled circles around the archangel,
occasionally getting caught in the orbit of another angel or even
some humans.

Through it
all, Uriel could not stop thinking about Shandra, the friend he had
left in Sanctuary who was hurt more than he had ever been. His
thoughts drifted to the crumpled, bloody body on the floor of
Shandra’s cottage. Without realizing it, Uriel had stopped swaying
to the music. He stood there, silent, among the moving bodies of
the celebrating angels and humans.

“Not your kind
of music?” Arriel was suddenly in front of him. Everyone around
them was moving in time to the beat. The lights in the underground
room flickered, as if the movement of all those bodies rattled the
makeshift wiring.

Uriel shook
his head. He glanced at the humans and angels around them. Raquiel
sat in one of the corners, staring at the moving mass of bodies but
not really looking at them. The twins Barnabas and Eremeil were
mingling among the crowd. They were no better at dancing than Uriel
was, but at least their hearts were in it.

“You did not
kill her sister.” Arriel’s voice was soft, even among the hum of
the celebrations.

“Then why does
it feel like my hands are stained with her blood?”

Uriel walked
away from Arriel and the party and into the winding hallways of the
crypts. The music turned into a dull buzzing sound that shook the
stone markers that lined the walls. The Hollows seemed ancient, but
the angels had breathed an air of life into it. Even in a place
filled with death, Trien and her followers had made the old crypts
more a home than Sanctuary was.

The smell of
death still lingered, a smell that became stronger the farther he
wandered into the tombs. Uriel could hear the voice in his head try
to say something cruel, but the archangel ignored it. He tried to
focus on the fact that they saved lives, that no innocent blood
would be shed. But, surrounded by reminders of all the humans that
had been laid to rest here, Uriel could not help but think of the
one innocent life that they had lost.

“I know it’s
not glamorous, but the dead make for decent company.” Uriel turned
towards Trien.

The angel did
not make a sound as she moved closer to him, running her fingers
along the cold stone tombs. The smell of damp rot seemed to recede
as Trien approached, replaced by a scent that Uriel could only
associate with an open field. Her eyes were deep, like pools of
dark water. There were torches of divine light that danced along
the walls, twisting the tattoos on her dark skin.

“My apologies,
I did not mean to take you away from the celebrations.” Uriel found
it difficult to meet those deep eyes. They reflected something back
at him that he did not want to see. And even though they were not
red, those eyes reminded him of someone.

“There is no
need to apologize, Uriel.” Trien leaned against the cold stone wall
in front of him. Those eyes of hers searched his soul. “Arriel told
me what happened. We have all lost something since this war began,
but to hear of a child being taken so violently hurts us all.”

The angel
spoke with the reverence owed to an archangel, but with a
familiarity that could only come from being a leader for years.
Still, her words did little to comfort him.

“But there is
someone hurting even more than you right now,” the angel continued,
“and I know you want to go back to her. She might not be an angel,
but she is as much a soldier in this fight as any of us now. One
who has lost more than her share.”

Uriel took it
all in. The words resonated with him, striking on the raw emotions
that he tried to fend off. Even with all the celebrations going on,
with all the angels around him, Uriel could not lose the feeling
that he was not where he belonged.

“I cannot ask
my friends to leave this celebration.” Uriel shook his head. “We
have cause for such few these days. I should be meeting with you
and your angels. This war is turning, and it is turning
quickly.”

“I’m done
dancing anyway,” Arriel spoke from behind Trien. Both her and
Raquiel were standing there. “I expected more demons to kill on
this trip, but clearly that’s not happening.”

Uriel smirked
at his friend. She unconsciously hardened one of her fingers and
scratched it against the stone wall. Uriel looked to Raquiel for
confirmation. He knew that the angel would never let emotions cloud
his decisions. Raquiel’s gaze did not hold any judgment. He
understood the mission, but he also understood—or at least
acknowledged—what was eating at the archangel.

“What of
Barnabas and Eremeil?” Uriel did not see them behind the others.
“They seemed to be having fun. It would be wrong to deprive them of
that.”

Trien smiled
at him and shook her shaved head. She turned and walked away,
gesturing for him to follow. Uriel had been on this planet for only
a handful of days now, but he was quickly learning that the old
hierarchy had been forgotten. Even during the war, other angels in
Heaven looked at him with respect and spoke to him with reverence.
As the only archangel left in Heaven, he was the commander of all
the other angels, only outranked by the seraphim.

But on Earth
was different. In a decade the angels had all but forsaken the
hierarchy. Angels like Trien were leaders now, and though they
might still respect the old order, they saw themselves as equal to
archangels. Some, like Fariel, even saw themselves as superior to
Uriel.

Trien led the
three of them towards the entrance of the Hollows. The sounds of
celebration rose and faded as they moved through the serpentine
tunnels. The crypts were vast, filled with countless bodies that
filled ornate tombs or mere shelves on the walls. If Trien had not
followed Uriel, the archangel wondered if he would have been lost
in the twisting passages and encroaching shadows.

“Barnabas and
Eremeil are welcome to stay longer,” Trien said as the large doors
to the outside world came into view. “It would be appropriate for
our two enclaves to establish emissaries. We have been separated
for too long. We should be working together now. They can stay, and
we can learn from each other. Then they can return with two of our
own representatives in a few days.”

She stopped
and placed a hand against the thick wooden door. Wind shrieked as
it raced through the small crack between the cobble floor and the
door.

“All of this,
of course, was thought of and approved by Fariel,” Raquiel added,
as if that made Trien’s idea more valid.

Yet another
choice you were not a part of. The voice in his head was back.
It was as if it only came in bursts, as if harassing the archangel
took all its energy. Whatever the case, the voice was silent once
more.

“It is a good
idea,” Uriel agreed. “Tell the twins that we will see them again
soon. Things are moving quickly, so I am sure we will be fighting
alongside each other soon, Trien.”

The
dark-skinned angel placed a hand on Uriel’s shoulder and nodded.
Even though the loss of Elena weighed on him still, Uriel knew that
they had accomplished something great by saving the humans. And now
he knew of allies that would join them in the fight against Botis,
or whatever enemies came after that.

“Safe travels,
my friends. When we meet again, I hope your heart is lighter and
our sky is brighter.”

With that,
Trien opened the doors and Uriel, Arriel and Raquiel walked out
into the night.

 


***

 


Usuur had gone
ahead with her scouts to see the angels’ hideout, curious as to
where the refugees were seeking sanctuary. They arrived just in
time to see three figures emerge from within the ruins. She worried
that the angels might be able to detect them, but the witch’s magic
had concealed them so far. One of them hesitated as they moved away
from the broken church and looked back in the demons’ direction.
Usuur glared back at him with her unflinching eyes, but the angel
could not see them. He looked for a moment before turning back to
join his companions.

Usuur grunted
dismissively. She could send some of the hounds after them, or
maybe some of the progeny. Both options seemed like a waste of
resources to pursue a trio of angels. Especially when there were
three or four times that many angels and humans in the crypts under
those ruins.

She would do
what Botis seemed incapable of. She would prove to the sword of
Abaddon that she was worthy of leading. Not just this horde, but
legions of demons.

“Usuur,” one
of the scouts beside the demon said, interrupting her ambitious
thoughts, “should we chase after those three?”

The horde
leader shook her head. “We cannot waste our time. We will send the
progeny in first, to break them. Some of our warriors will stay out
here with the hounds in case any of them manage to escape. I will
lead the others in to finish off whatever the progeny leave.”

One of the
scouts grunted in disapproval. Usuur wasn’t surprised; she knew her
horde wanted to be the first to taste angel blood. They would all
be annoyed with her decision to send the progeny in first, but
Usuur thought like a leader, not a demon. A demon would not care
what the outcome was if it meant feasting on an angel. A leader
would be smart, use her resources properly. It did not matter what
her demons thought of her. Usuur was doing this for Abaddon.

She glared at
the demon that had scoffed. Her lips parted, just slightly, to
reveal the jagged fangs that lined her maw. The scout remembered
what happened to the demon that had offended her when they first
left for this mission. Remembering the same, Usuur felt the energy
building at her lips. The scout hid a whimper at the thought of
what was coming next, but Usuur let the energy dissipate. There was
no need to decimate her horde herself.

“They are
three of the ones that escorted the humans here. Let them return to
their flock. We will find them soon enough. What are three angels
compared to the glory we will find underground?” Usuur’s heart beat
with anticipation. This was the moment she would prove herself
above the dogs and the rabble. “Tell the handlers to ready the
progeny. Make sure they are kept under control. We will do this
right, but the glory will be ours. Bring me heads and halos.”


CHAPTER
SIXTEEN

 The sense of numbness
grew as Shandra blew the vapor from her lungs. The effect of the
smoldering herb was slowly building, making her memory foggy and
her senses dull. It was her escape.

The half-demon
thought she saw shapes in the smoke. Faces of Hadriel and her
sister. She could hear her sister’s laughter under the whistling of
the dry wind and Hadriel’s deep voice lecturing her as the walls
around her groaned. The cambion could feel the warmth of Elena’s
hug as the smoke filled her lungs. What surprised her the most,
though, was seeing Uriel’s face in the smoke. It was a cruel
reminder of how cold she had been to him before he left the
city.

That was her
life now; a combination of longing for her sister, wallowing in
self-pity and hating herself for how she treated the only friend
she had left. Shandra knew this was all true, but she felt helpless
to do anything about it. So, once again, she found herself in
Weasel’s decrepit home in an attempt to drive those awful truths
out of her mind.

“Hey.” His
nasally voice intruded on her thoughts. “Are ya gonna pass that
shit over here?”

Annoyed,
Shandra handed the rolled herb across the table, through the hazy
air. A dirty hand reached up and took the smoldering piece. For a
brief moment, those fingers grazed the half-demon’s, eliciting a
shudder of disgust.

To call Weasel
her friend would be a stretch in every sense of the word. The
small, disfigured man was an eyesore and an annoyance, but Shandra
could trust him, and that was harder to come by in this city than
any other trait.

The human had
also proved to be an invaluable companion for her, teaching the
cambion where the easiest marks were and all the unused paths
around the city. Despite being a human, Weasel was able to sneak
around with all the skill of the half-demon. The way he scurried
around was how he had earned his name. At least, that is how
Shandra explained it to him. The man had been given the title long
before she had met him, and it was no doubt in reference to his
face. Though the shriveled skin and small tumor on his right cheek
made him look nothing like the animal after which he was named, the
moniker was enough to get the point across.

“I think I’ve
earned the extra puff,” Shandra muttered, taking the herb back
after Weasel exhaled his own line of smoke.

The leaves
were almost used up, forcing the half-demon to sigh as she took a
final, long draw. It made her laugh that, in a world so scarce in
resources, it was still relatively easy to procure drugs. Today’s
plant was purchased with just five nine-millimetre bullets that
Shandra had stolen from a house the month before. A good deal, in
her opinion.

The warmth of
the smoke seemed to spill through her entire body as she inhaled
the intoxicant. Her vision swam for a moment, the room becoming
even darker than the thick curtains could muster themselves. Not
that it did much to hide the mess of the run-down hovel.

Weasel’s house
was made of two rooms, separated by paper-thin walls. One room
housed the kitchen, a table with three chairs—the fourth had been
broken in a fight long ago—and a couch that doubled as a bed. The
other room contained only a toilet and sink that spewed out brown
water every now and then, whether the faucet was opened or not.

“When are we
going to find you a new place to hide?” the cambion said, laughing.
“I’m sick of this shithole.”

“Well, since
you mention it.” The ugly man hopped up and tried to dance around
while he moved. The sight nauseated the cambion. “I just hit a huge
score. It should put me up in the big leagues.”

Weasel ripped
open the door of the bathroom and crouched down. On the floor was a
hatch with a thick lock. Shandra knew that the hatch opened to a
ladder that would drop into the sewers. It was an easy way for the
pair to sneak around the city undetected. But Shandra also knew
that a few feet down from the hatch was a loose brick, and that
removing the brick would allow someone access to Weasel’s pilfered
stash. It was where he kept his lifted goods, drugs and various
items that passed for currency.

“Yeah, okay.”
The cambion sneered sarcastically. “The last ‘big score’ I pulled
with you was a barrel of fucking fish. You promised me clothes and
jewelry, you bastard!” Shandra laughed, partly fueled by the fumes
of the intoxicating herb, as she remembered the look on both their
faces when they had opened the wooden containers to find the salted
fish. They were quite tasty, though. Elena had loved them.

The half-demon
was not paying attention to her long-time acquaintance and thus did
not notice that Weasel had never actually descended into the hatch.
Instead, three figures climbed up into the dimly lit structure,
shoving past the disfigured man. Weasel scrambled, trying to get
back ahead of the three people.

“I’m sorry,
Shandra.” The pathetic man sounded as if close to tears. “They said
they would kill me if I didn’t help them.”

The cambion’s
head shot up, sobriety slowly fighting back against the effects of
the smoke she had inhaled.

“You fucking
rat,” Shandra muttered across the room. She sprang to her feet and
drew the gleaming knife that Uriel had given her. She had left her
bow and arrows back in her room in Sanctuary, a mistake that she
now swore at herself for. “Well, fuck them. I’ll kill you
myself.”

One of the
intruders, the largest of the group, laughed. “I always liked your
spark.” The voice was deep and gruff. “Let’s see if you can be so
clever when I’m cutting you up.”

The voice was
familiar. It was the human—though his size would argue otherwise—by
the moniker of Switchblade. A gang leader in the slums that Shandra
made the mistake of stealing from two years before, Switchblade was
as intelligent as he was large. The man had put a bounty on the
cambion’s head, but not for stealing from him.

“You’re gonna
pay for killin’ Gruul, you half-demon bitch,” the large man
continued.

The other two
figures began to spread out, attempting to flank Shandra. The
cambion shifted into a defensive stance, but immediately lost her
balance and nearly fell over. The drug’s effects were still
lingering and slowing her movements. It was an herb from Hell, with
a flavor more burnt than anything from Earth and an effect far more
potent. Had she not been intoxicated, she could probably have taken
care of the three humans before exacting her revenge on Weasel.
But, as it stood, she would be hard-pressed to escape this tiny
hut.

“What a shitty
place to die,” she muttered to herself.

Slowly, the
cambion nicked her finger with her blade. It was not a deep cut,
but her demonic blood seemed to spill more quickly from the
heavenly weapon. As subtly as she could, Shandra used the blood to
trace a sigil on the wall next to her, and not a moment too soon.
One of the figures that flanked the half-demon raised its large
arm, boasting a dull, dirty revolver. The human let off three shots
in succession, though to no avail.

The first of
the three bullets should have crippled the half-demon, while the
other two should have made sure she would not put up any sort of
fight. Instead, the impact of the bullets produced large cracking
noises rather than the expected thuds. The illusion of Shandra’s
body shattered, falling apart into luminescent, glasslike
pieces.

The cambion’s
true form appeared in the blink of an eye, standing behind the man
that had fired the shots. Suddenly, the man’s throat was split
open, a shower of crimson blood spilling forth. Before the body
could even go limp, Shandra ripped the revolver from its former
owner’s cold grasp and fired off the last three shots—two at the
other flanking figure and one at Weasel. She registered that the
first target had been downed, but a large fist blocked her view of
Weasel, sending her sprawling to the floor. The cambion tried to
stand, but her legs failed her. The drugs mixed with the solid
punch to the face—what felt like a brick more than a fist—caused
her to fade in and out of consciousness.

The half-demon
could hear two people talking, though the conversation sounded much
farther away than it possibly could have been.

“You have her
now, Switchblade. Where is my reward?” She missed her shot at
Weasel. Oh well, he could wait. His time would come.

There was the
shuffling of feet, followed by a silent gasp for air. Though her
vision was fading in and out, she could clearly see the body of
Weasel fall in front of her, his shocked, dead face staring back at
hers. His gaze, however, was only half of her own; a knife
protruded from the left eye of the corpse.

Damn,
the cambion thought before she lost all consciousness. I wanted
to do that.

 


***

 


Darkness
seemed to be quick on the angels’ heels as they made their way back
into the lands of Botis. Arriel scouted ahead, never too far from
the other two angels that Raquiel could not sense her. Uriel was
impressed every time he and Raquiel came across a demon with its
neck snapped, or a handful of the beasts with various limbs torn
from their bodies. If they could have caught up to her, Uriel would
have lectured the hunter about their need for subtlety. But Arriel
was having fun, like a cat prowling through a world of mice.

When the gloom
of the night all but smothered the red hue of the shrouded sun,
Arriel finally waited for her friends to catch up. The archangel
and the clairvoyant found her leaning against a fractured rock,
clicking her stoneflesh claws rhythmically against its surface. The
upper half of a female demon lay at her feet, while another one of
the creatures was wedged between the two broken pieces of the
boulder behind the angel.

“Easy enough
to follow my trail of breadcrumbs?” Arriel smiled at the pair.

Uriel wanted
to scold her, but he would not believe the words himself. It was
difficult for Arriel and the other angels to ignore the ecstasy of
the victories they had achieved. They had gone from cowering among
sewer rats to liberating towns and disrupting supply routes. They
had been prisoners for years, even if there were no iron bars on
their doors. Uriel’s return had stirred something in them,
something that had become complacent and scared, something they had
thought lost, drowned in the blood of angels and humans.

Luckily,
Raquiel was more level-headed than the hunter. He had assisted the
archangel in hiding the bodies that Arriel had left in her
wake.

“I am just
glad you are having fun, my friend.” Uriel dragged the half-corpse
behind the boulder and into some dead, thorny bushes. “Have you
found a place for us to camp for the night? I do not want to stop
your hunt, but it would be wise of us to stay hidden while the sun
is down.”

Arriel nodded,
though the archangel could barely see the movement in the dying
light. “Follow me,” she said, beckoning with a blood-soaked
arm.

Raquiel and
Uriel did as they were told. They followed the hunter for another
moment, trying to keep up with her deft pace as she picked her way
through the rough terrain with almost no light. By the time Arriel
stopped, they had come upon a handful of rotted, destroyed houses
without Uriel even noticing the buildings. This darkness was meant
for a demon’s eyes, not an angel’s. Uriel could barely make out the
silhouette of the house, though concluded that it was in poor
condition when the three angels walked through a massive hole in
its wall, rather than the front door.

“I’ve camped
here more than once since we moved into the sewers of Zezurat.
Whenever Raphael needed some scouting done, or if I just needed to
leave those damn tunnels, I would stalk this area. Whatever the
demons did here before, they don’t give a damn about it now.”

Uriel followed
his companion’s voice as she led him and Raquiel through the
wreckage that used to be a home. Arriel gently picked up a door
that was leaning against its original frame to reveal a set of
stairs that led downward, to the basement. She set the door down as
quietly as she had picked it up. Just because demons had not been
around this town before, it did not mean that the beasts, or other
terrible creatures, were not lurking about. The hunter stepped onto
the stairs, followed by Uriel.

“I will stay
up here and keep a lookout,” Raquiel said passively.

It made the
most sense, considering his talent. Though Arriel seemed to be able
to make her way in the darkness, her vision was a fraction of what
it should have been. Raquiel, on the other hand, did not rely on
his eyes to keep watch. The clairvoyant angel seemed to prefer
privacy anyway, so the others did not argue.

The broken
stairs groaned under Uriel’s feet as he followed Arriel. The
basement was just as dark as the outside world, even worse with its
feeling of close, inescapable walls. With a thought, Uriel pushed
the darkness back and illuminated the stone floor and walls. It was
a minor spell, one that should not be detected outside of the walls
with the hybrid Angelic-Infernal sigil carved into his arm. The
room was filled with odds and ends. In the middle of the concrete
floor was a circle of Angelic script, with space for a person to
stand in the middle. Arriel seemed to ignore the circle though, and
instead sat on a stained, dusty mattress that allowed her to lean
against the wall. Uriel took his place in a large chair across from
her that was damper than it should have been.

The pair sat
in silence for a long time. It wasn’t an uncomfortable silence, but
one of reflection. Uriel looked at his friend, one of Heaven’s
fiercest warriors. In a matter of days, she went from a life of
hiding to one of rebellion. In their shared millennia of life,
neither of them could have imagined they would have ended up in
this place, in this world. Arriel was in her element though,
surrounded by prey. When Uriel looked around, all he could see was
loss.

“Trien was
right, you know,” Arriel finally spoke. “You can’t let this loss
weigh so heavily on you. The only constant we have had in the last
ten years is loss. Loss is the norm, Uriel. It sucks, I know, but
we need you now. Now more than ever.”

Uriel
swallowed the words like a jagged rock. He knew it to be true. He
knew that his brothers and sisters needed him. Still, it was
impossible for him to see anything but Shandra cradling her
sister’s body whenever he closed his eyes.

“I let my
pride get the better of me,” Uriel admitted shamefully. “I thought
that I would be the catalyst for taking back this planet, to save
what was left of mankind. Then the first human I find, a child, is
murdered because of me.”

“It was not
because of you, Ur—”

“It was! The
house was warded against everything. Everything except angels.
Whatever killed Elena knew that an angel had been there. It
wanted me to come back and find her.”

Arriel did not
know what to say. Either out of habit or anxiety, her fingers had
hardened into claws and were clicking each other now. Uriel had not
told anyone about the wards on the house. The angels all thought
that a demon had happened upon Elena, or some senseless act of
violence had befallen her. Elena was targeted by something more
powerful than a demon. Elena was killed because Uriel had come to
Earth.

“I know it
hurts, Uriel. I know that feeling all to well. We need the Fire of
God. I need my friend, Uriel the archangel. Shandra needs you. I
promise, with every trace of power that I have, that I will help
you get revenge for Elena. But now, I need you to put those
feelings aside. Direct your anger towards Botis and his hordes, not
towards yourself.”

The angels did
not say much more that night. Arriel made a few jokes that
threatened to make Uriel laugh. Uriel asked her some questions
about the last decade she had been on the planet. The whole time,
Uriel tried to push away the thoughts of Elena’s bloody body and
replace it with that of her murderer. In his mind, the blood on
Uriel’s hands was no longer the child’s; it would be that
monster’s.


CHAPTER
SEVENTEEN

 Shandra regained
consciousness for the third time that day and, like the times
before, found herself hanging from her wrists, arms tied above her
head. The searing pain of cuts and bruises that riddled her body
came rushing back, no longer blocked by the desperation racing
through her mind. Switchblade had been torturing her in sessions
overnight, only relenting when Shandra’s voice was too hoarse to
scream anymore.

She was
stubborn at first. She grimaced through the pain as he ran his
knife along her stomach and face. The man was notorious for the
time he took with his victims, how he could exact the same pain as
normal torture methods but draw the process out for days. He was a
twisted psychopath, but it was how he had risen to power in
Zezurat. Many in the slums feared the name Switchblade. But it was
not the physical pain that had finally broken her.

“So, I hear
someone killed that little bitch you called a sister.” Switchblade
had been saving that. He knew that the half-demon could tolerate
incredible pain but was banking on her loss to be the most painful
wound. He was right.

All the
emotions that Shandra had been trying to avoid flooded into her
mind, the wall she had built cracked by the torture she had
endured. The cambion screamed and cried, kicked and squirmed. She
wanted nothing more than to break free of the rope, to rip
Switchblade’s head from his body while he still lived. There was
one thing she wanted more than that, but the half-demon could not
bring back the dead.

“I will kill
you, you piece of shit,” Shandra managed to force between the tears
and mouthfuls of blood.

“You will?”
Switchblade traced his blade down her arm, finding another piece of
flesh he had not cut yet. It was getting harder and harder with
each of his cruel sessions. “Like you killed Gruul?”

Gruul was
Switchblade’s former second in command, back when Shandra had been
part of her torturer’s gang. Switchblade, unlike many humans in
this city, saw the value of having hell spawn as part of his
cronies. It was partly due to Switchblade’s personality; he was
able to stand up to both demons and the cambion, to make them
believe that he—a human—was their equal. Gruul was one of those
demons, one who respected the human enough to serve him.

But Gruul had
always looked down on Shandra, the way that most demons did. Her
stubbornness, she had to admit, had caused conflict between her and
the second in command.

Then, one day,
Gruul had tried to kill her. The demon had no idea that Shandra had
been expecting him to make a try on her life for months and had
prepared accordingly. He had been torn apart by an array of sigils
and runes before the cambion had plunged one of her demon-hungry
arrows into his black heart.

Needless to
say, Switchblade had not been happy. He had put a price on her head
higher than the cambion had ever seen. Doubled if she was captured
alive so the psychopath could take out his sick, sadistic fantasies
on her. Which he was apparently saving for this very occasion.

“Fucking
Weasel.” She laughed to herself, spitting blood at Switchblade’s
feet.

She could not
believe that she had trusted that pathetic man. He would have given
Switchblade his own mother for a bottle, she was sure of it.

The human
laughed.

“Do you think
that we wouldn’t have found you without that fucker?” His large
fist crashed into Shandra’s face, shattering her cheekbone. “You
can’t hide from me, Shandra. Sooner or later, your time would’ve
come.”

“Fu—” A quick
blow to the half-demon’s stomach cut her short.

She could feel
herself beginning to lose consciousness again, but fought the urge
to give in. If she could hold out a little bit longer, maybe
Switchblade would end up killing her, put her out of this
misery.

“Which leads
me to my next point.” The human set his blade down and was
massaging his fists, which had begun to swell. “I’m going to let
you go, Shandra. We had a good thing back then. We did. But you
went and fucked it all up. You stole from me and then you killed
Gruul when he came to teach you a lesson. I can never inflict
enough pain or suffering to truly make you pay for what you did.
But the fear. The fear of knowing that I’m around every corner,
that I hold your life in my hands…that is how you will pay. Any
time I feel like, I will bring you back here and we can have this
talk again.”

The cambion
could not believe her ears. She had just accepted, or rather begged
for death, and now he was letting her go? The half-demon knew she
should feel relieved or happy, but she did not. She simply felt
tired.

Then she was
on the floor, the rope that had been holding her up severed by her
torturer. She heard the monster walk out of the room, closing the
iron door behind him, and she made sure he was long gone before she
let herself cry.

 


***

 


“Brother,
conceal your weapon.”

Kailim was
sick of the younger angel acting irresponsibly. Though he was happy
that the two had stumbled upon a demon den, Jessiah had not acted
like an angel should. Bloodlust had overcome him, and the younger
angel had simply charged in. If Kailim had been but a few seconds
longer, Jessiah would have been slain. Now, the young, rash angel
was allowing his silver sword hilt to flash in public!

“Do not worry,
Kailim,” the young angel said, laughing. “We are almost at the
sewer entrance. Besides, who would be foolish enough to approach
those as mighty as Kailim and Jessiah?” The angel laughed again and
smacked his brother on the back.

“They do not
need to approach us.” Kailim shrugged the hand off him. “If someone
were to identify what we are, then our element of surprise is taken
forever.”

It was hard
for the older angel to remain so serious, however. The two had
single-handedly exterminated a den of twenty demons! They were not
powerful demons, but the sheer number was an impressive trophy.
Raphael would be happy with their work.

“You are too
solemn, my friend.” Jessiah refused to let his enthusiasm go. “Is
something else bothering you?”

Come to think
of it, the older angel did have something nagging at the back of
his mind.

“Do you not
think that it was too easy to track that demon? A human could have
tracked him to his den.”

Jessiah tried
to recall the actions of the demon they had been tracking. It had
made itself obvious in the crowd, and the fact that a demon was
even in the slums in its true body was strange indeed. Even more
extraordinary was the presence of a den in the slums.

“Perhaps the
demons have simply become too comfortable in this city,” the young
angel reasoned aloud.

“But they must
be aware of our actions outside the city by now. Hordes have
increased in size, and the atmosphere of the city has become tense.
They have not received any form of supply in almost a week.” The
more Kailim spoke, the more uneasy he felt about the whole
situation. “I would very much like it if we got back to Sanctuary
as quickly as possible.”

Kailim was
about to continue to relay his fears to the younger angel, but a
child, no more than seven or eight years of age, collided with him.
The angel grunted, as was customary for humans in the slums.

“Hey!” The
girl was running away before Kailim realized that she had stolen a
ring from the angel’s finger in the collision. “Thief! Come back!
He took my ring!”

Jessiah
instantly turned and bolted after the young burglar. The angel’s
long legs were gaining ground on the girl quickly. Too quickly for
Kailim to realize that it was no simple coincidence that the girl
had chosen to steal from the pair.

“Jessiah, no!”
he shouted, but it was too late.

The young
angel suddenly slowed, his legs buckling underneath his own weight.
Jessiah turned to look back at his friend, an expression of utter
confusion on his face. Blood poured from the angel’s mouth and the
large gash in his chest. Kailim moved quickly, hoping to get to the
angel while some life was still left in him. But the angel had
barely taken two steps before a hooded figure stepped behind
Jessiah’s kneeling body. The cloaked executioner crossed two swords
in front of the young angel’s throat, resting the blades on his
shoulders.

“Brother.”
Blood and spittle frothed at Jessiah’s lips.

Kailim stopped
and clenched his fist. Dropping to one knee, the angel punched the
ground, his whole hand digging into the stone. Shards of rock
exploded upwards in front of him, moving in a line. Kailim meant to
bring down the wall of a building, to force the cloaked assailant
to move away from his friend while he covered the remaining
distance between them.

But the line
of stone shards suddenly stopped. Kailim stood, dumbfounded, as a
thick, black liquid oozed forth from the rupture.


Witchcraft, Kailim identified immediately.

The angel,
with nothing to stop the figure in black, could not get to his
friend quickly enough. Kailim could only watch as the cloaked
figure drew his swords back, severing Jessiah’s head from his body.
Even after the killing blow, the figure moved with dexterity that
would rival even an angel, positioning his blades in a way that
balanced Jessiah’s severed head on their gleaming black edges. The
rest of Jessiah’s body collapsed to the ground.

“You bastard!”
Kailim shouted.

He knew a
witch was hiding somewhere, the same one that had blocked his
talent, but it did not matter. This swordsman had just killed
Jessiah in front of him, so he would be the next to die. The angel
dragged his hand against the side of a house as he ran, leaving a
line of destruction in his wake. Bringing that hand to bear, Kailim
launched all the debris he had created at the hooded figure. There
was no way the man could avoid such a barrage.

But suddenly
the man, the road and the houses were gone. Kailim found himself
facing the dead end of an alley. The wall beside him had been torn
apart by the angel’s talent, but nothing else about his
surroundings were the same.

“Damn you,
witch.” Anger dripped from his words like venom. This witch was
powerful, more powerful than Kailim had faced since the war began.
It had the angel completely under its illusion.

Without
warning, Kailim’s chest exploded with an unbearable pain. The angel
gasped for breath, but the air refused to fill his lungs.
Protruding from his chest, Kailim saw the tips of two wicked
blades, both black as pitch save for the glistening red blood of
the angel.

The cloaked
attacker withdrew his blades from the angel’s body. Kailim’s vision
faded with his strength. By the time he hit the ground, there was
only darkness. With his last breath, the angel managed to whisper
two words. Two words meant for Raphael, for the other angels, and
for all of humanity. But mostly, they were meant for the rash,
young Jessiah.

“I’m
sorry.”

 


***

 


“Could this
journey be any more boring?” Arriel complained, not for the first
time that evening. “You’re lucky I like you, Uriel. I could have
stayed at the Hollows and partied. I bet Trien would have even come
hunting with me. But no, I’m stuck with you two, and we haven’t
seen a demon all day!”

Uriel chuckled
at his friend, but Raquiel gave no notice that he had even heard
the hunter. They had left their temporary shelter earlier that day
and made great time. Uriel was excited to be getting back to
Sanctuary, where he could start to make things right with the
angels and with Shandra, especially.

Perhaps she
wants nothing to do with you still, the voice in his head
taunted him.

While the
journey from the Hollows back through Botis’s province had gone
smoothly, the malicious voice in Uriel’s head had become more
brazen and had surfaced more frequently. The archangel was as
confused with the voice’s presence as he was annoyed and nervous.
He had no idea who—or what—the voice was, nor where it came from.
At first, he believed it to be some sort of demonic curse, but that
would mean there was a demon alive that knew he was here and was
powerful enough to taunt an archangel. The alternative was that the
voice was Uriel’s own, from somewhere deep inside of him. But the
words that it spat at him, the way it toyed with the archangel and
attempted to hurt him was not a reflection of Uriel, not even the
darkest places of his mind.

Do not give
yourself so much credit. The voice could hear even his most
private thoughts. I have seen what lies in the darkest corners
of your memories. I have tasted your passion and battled your
burdens. None of them compare to me, little angel.

“Are you okay,
Uriel?”

The archangel
was surprised by Raquiel’s gentle voice. The clairvoyant angel was
staring at him, one eyebrow raised in curiosity.

Uriel looked
at him, eyes glazed for a moment. When he finally realized what his
companion was asking, Uriel nodded. He relaxed his hand, which had
gone white from gripping the handle of his blade, a note that was
not lost on Raquiel.

“I am fine.”
Uriel nodded again. “Just excited to get back to Sanctuary.”

The three
angels were silent for a while, each lost in their own thoughts as
the sun’s red glow faded to darkness. They discussed the idea of
making a camp for the evening, but Arriel pointed out that they
would be back in Sanctuary just after daybreak if they kept moving
through the night. Uriel was hesitant. They were at a disadvantage
when the sun went down, and maintaining their element of surprise
was more important than getting back to Sanctuary quickly, no
matter how much the archangel wanted it.

Might be a
bad time to tell you then. The dark voice was back. But
angels have been fighting—and using their talents—in Zezurat. I do
not know if they have won, or if you will only return to corpses,
but I will let you think on that one.

Uriel’s heart
sank within his chest. He refused to speculate as to why the angels
were fighting—much to the voice’s dismay, he was sure—but Uriel
knew that angels using their talents within the city meant that
they were in danger.

“We have to
go,” Uriel ordered his companions. His tone left no room for
argument or dissent. “We need to move, now.”

I can lend
you my strength and my speed, the voice offered. Accept my
aid and we will be back in the city before the sun glows on the
horizon.

The archangel
did not wait for the other angels to answer him. Even if they ran
the rest of the way, the angels would not make it to the city
before sunrise. If Raphael and the other angels were in danger, if
Shandra was hurt, then his vengeance would be swift.

I
accept, the archangel answered, not thinking about his
companions. When he fell into a run, Uriel could feel a warmth
coursing through him. He felt good. He felt fast. He felt
powerful.

The dark voice
inside his head laughed with every step.

 


***

 


It was
difficult to blend into a crowd with two axes on your hips,
especially when they were covered in Angelic script. It was an
issue that Fariel had to deal with whenever he left the sewers and
walked the streets of Zezurat. At least with a sword, its blade
could be hidden in a scabbard. As proud as the angel was of his
weapons, he could not risk them being seen by a demon or anything
that might serve Botis.

So Fariel
decided years ago that he would leave his axes behind whenever the
need arose for him to leave the tunnels underneath the city. It
left him almost completely defenseless, save for the angel’s
fighting prowess. He still had his talent, though Fariel did not
want to conjure such a selfish ability unless he absolutely needed
to.

Thus, the
warrior was given reason for pause when he felt the energy of
another talent being used just a few streets away from him. Fariel
had finished scouting the guards that patrolled Botis’s inner gate
and was heading back to Sanctuary when he felt that specific
sensation, a distinct feeling that accompanied an angel’s power. To
the best of his knowledge, Jessiah and Kailim were the only two
angels outside of Sanctuary. They were not the most powerful angels
that lived under the streets of Zezurat, but they knew how to
handle themselves. For one of them to use their talents in the
city, Fariel knew something must be wrong.

The angel
moved quickly through back alleys. The claustrophobic alleyways
allowed him to move with haste without drawing unnecessary
attention. Skirting between the decrepit buildings, the angel
arrived on a street that was unnaturally empty. The city itself
suffered from overcrowding, but these parts of the slums felt it
tenfold. Fariel’s instincts were screaming when he took in the
barren street.

The ground had
been torn up by a jagged crack that ran from a point a few metres
from the angel, stopping just short of one of the houses that lined
the street. A puddle of thick, dark ooze had formed at the end of
the fissure. Another ten metres from that spot was a body, fit and
clad in leather vestments. At its hip rested the gleaming, silver
hilt of a sword forged in the fires of Heaven.

The body was
headless.

The head,
Fariel saw, seemed to have been placed above the body, neck to the
dirt as if the body were lying down, looking at its toes. Its arms
had been placed deliberately, crossing the chest like an X.
Fariel could not help but notice the sadness in Jessiah’s glazed
eyes.

“I am sorry,
brother,” the angel whispered to the young angel.

But the
apology was empty; not because Fariel did not mean it, but because
his mind was racing, thinking about what could have done this to an
angel. Whoever—or whatever—did this knew that angels were in the
city. It did not take Fariel long to find the second corpse, the
one that belonged to Kailim. The older of the two angels had twin
puncture wounds in his torso, lined up exactly with where his wings
were tattooed on his back.

Wings that
were used as yet another mockery. Unlike Jessiah, Kailim had been
laid on his stomach. Whoever had delivered the killing blow had
then proceeded to smear the blood from each of Kailim’s wounds to
mimic an angel’s wings. The blood, a terrible amount of it, fanned
across the angel’s back and onto the ground. The crude smudging
made the wings look more wicked than any angel’s should. It was
sickening.

Fariel had not
even started figuring out how to move the bodies of his brothers to
the sewers when he caught the smallest glint of black steel out of
the corner of his eye. The angelic warrior threw himself in the
opposite direction, desperately trying to move out of the path of
the blade. Had he waited a second longer, his head would have been
cleaved off. Luckily for the angel, his thin halo, the steel band
that wrapped around his throat, was strong enough. It deflected the
blade upwards, so it just nicked the angel’s gullet.

Before he
could set himself up to counter, a second sword came arcing down at
him. The angel, already off balance, could do nothing to dodge the
second weapon. In desperation, he used his forearm to deflect the
blow, coming away with a deep gouge in his arm in exchange. The
warrior stumbled away and rolled, coming up with both fists in
front of him. It was his mistake for leaving his axes in Sanctuary,
but it was his opponent’s mistake for not killing Fariel when he
had the chance, especially after taking two of his soldiers from
him. It was simply unforgivable.

Fariel
examined the figure in front of him, completely shrouded head to
toe in thick, black leather raiments and a lighter black cloak. Its
face was indistinguishable, shrouded by a hood that hid it under a
thick shadow. In each hand was a gleaming ebony sabre. Something
about the way they shone told the angel that the swords were not
just mundane steel. With adrenaline coursing through his veins,
anger tainting his heart and a terrible pain emanating from his
arm, the angel could not discern their true nature. Comparing the
two warriors right now, even the most mundane sword would be
preferable to the fists that Fariel boasted. But the angel still
had some tricks up his sleeve.

With a
thought, Fariel activated his talent. The wind picked up all around
him, kicking up a dust storm. The cloaked figure did not even
flinch as dirt and sand blew into its face, did not budge as small
pieces of debris flecked its body. The show was nothing but a
symptom of the angel’s true talent. The wind died down once again,
and the cuts that marred the angel’s body—the small cut on his neck
and the large wound on his forearm—had completely sealed
themselves.

Fariel hated
his talent. He appreciated how useful being able to heal even the
most grievous cut or wound was, but he considered his ability the
weakest of almost any angel. Fariel was a warrior, a commander.
Everything he did was for the brother or sister next to him, for
those under his command. Yet, his talent could help no one but
himself. It was a selfish talent, and selfishness was a weakness to
the angel.

“You have made
a grave error,” the angel growled at his enemy. “You have taken two
of my brothers from me. It will be the last mistake you ever
make.”

The cloaked
figure did not reply, did not even make a sound, as it dashed
forward, blades trailing behind it. The angel smirked. It was a
reckless assault, one focused purely on offense. Even without
weapons, Fariel walked through the oncoming attack, countering it
in his mind before putting the plan into action.

Fariel knew
that whatever sword the attacker led with, his momentum would flow
into it, causing him to shift his balance. The second blade would
become useless in such a situation, the charge negating any force
behind that off-hand weapon. With proper timing, Fariel knew he
could dodge the strike and grab the leading arm, either breaking it
or disarming it and claiming the blade for himself. Then the
battlefield would be more level.

For his
centuries of experience in fights just like these, Fariel was
mistaken. The figure did not act according to the angel’s plan, but
it was instead far more unorthodox. A few steps into the charge,
the angel’s enemy had flipped its sword in its left hand, the blade
now being held more like a dagger than a sabre. Before the angel
could formulate a new defense, his enemy was upon him.

The attacker’s
right arm came to bear, coming in front of the cloaked chest and
then slashing across. Momentum carried the assault in a full
circle, and the second blade, now oriented in the same direction as
the first, came cutting across immediately after, like a whirlwind
of black steel. Fariel managed to dodge the first blade, but the
second scored a shallow wound on his trailing fist.

The wound
stung but did not phase the warrior angel. Fariel set himself up to
counter again, watching the shining black metal dance with his
enemy’s movement. The trailing blade was smoothly reoriented into
the standard position, almost imperceptibly so, and both arms drew
around the right side of the cloaked figure and up over its
head.

Both from
above, the angel thought with a confident smile. He knew such
an assault was easy to dodge and left both arms exposed for a
disarming kick.

But once more
Fariel’s adversary changed its assault last-minute. The black
blades separated and instead came down in two simultaneous
crosscuts. If the angel had been any slower, those blades may have
cleaved his body into four neat quarters. Luckily, his leather vest
was the only thing damaged as he tumbled backwards. With no new
wounds to speak of, the angel dug his feet into the dry dirt road
and pushed forward to take advantage of the opening in his
opponent’s guard.

Fariel acted
on the opportunity quickly and lunged forward, becoming airborne
for a breath. As he came back down, the angel’s uninjured fist
carried his momentum in a devastating punch to the face. Fariel
heard the satisfying crunch of bone beneath his blow.

But he was not
done with this mysterious creature yet. A sword arm rose, drawing
one of the blades up to score a strike on the celestial warrior’s
flank. But a quick cross into the thing’s bicep was enough to
counter the half-hearted attack. Fariel followed by bringing an
elbow across, scoring another devastating hit to the cloaked
head.

The odds were
beginning to turn in Fariel’s favor. With each successful blow, the
angel thought that just a few more hits would disable or disarm his
enemy. As much as the warrior wanted to avenge his brothers, he
knew that interrogating the assassin might yield better results.
The thing brought its other sword arm to bear, but Fariel was quick
to wrap his own arm around it, straightening it to its limits and
rendering it useless. Acting on instinct, Fariel kicked out,
planting his foot into the thigh of his foe. The figure stumbled
but managed to stab out with its other blade, forcing Fariel to let
go and jump back, lest he become impaled on that shimmering black
steel.

Confident in
his abilities, the angel prepared to rush the figure again. He did
not even realize that the air around him had become charged with
power, a static energy that raised the hairs on his body. Thus, he
was taken off-guard when a sudden crack ripped through the air,
followed by a bolt of black energy that struck him in the back. The
force of the bolt sent Fariel flying across the street and into the
wall of a small hut. A ripple of cracks and faults grew from where
the angel hit the mud and stone wall, strong enough to force a
large piece of masonry to fall onto the street, not more than a
hand’s breadth from the angel’s skull. The pain was excruciating,
to the point that Fariel could not feel anything else, nor could he
command his body to do anything but lie in the dirt.

This is
it, he thought. I am going to die here.

“I had it
under control.” The voice was gruff.

Fariel
realized it belonged to the cloaked figure that attacked him.

“Obviously.”
The second voice was female, soft and wicked at the same time. “If
your goal was to be beaten to a pulp.”

Fariel, his
vision fading, saw something large crawl across the wall of the
building he had landed against, like a spider but with jerky,
sudden movements. It took a moment for him to realize the thing had
the head of a man and eight hairy limbs that all ended in human
hands. Even with his consciousness fading, the angel recognized the
creature as a familiar—a witch’s perverted servant that was once
human but had willingly surrendered its soul to the witch. The
thing he fought had not been a witch; it was too skilled with its
blades to be proficient in the dark arts.

So the female
voice must be the vile occultist, the one to strike at him with
that powerful lightning. Fariel assumed the cloaked man was human
too, then.

Killed by
two humans. The angel would have laughed if he had the
strength. How embarrassing.

“Well, finish
him off and let’s get going.” The witch sounded impatient. “There
will be more than just the one the next time they come
looking.”

Fariel did not
let panic or fear show on his face because he felt none. Death was
inevitable; the angel was just disappointed that this was how he
was going to die. The sword-wielding human approached the defeated
angel, blade drawn. A simple thrust and Fariel would join Jessiah
and Kailim in the nothingness that awaited angels.

“Bathsheba,
come.” The familiar had been clinging to the wall above the angel,
staring at him with its scarred, hollow face. At the order, it
scurried down from the wall and crawled to its master’s side.

The man stood
above Fariel, looking down at him.

“I am truly
sorry that she interfered,” the man spoke gently to the angel. “I
would have preferred to have spilled your blood while you still had
a glimmer of hope.”

The man
readied his blade. Fariel accepted that this was the end.


CHAPTER
EIGHTEEN

 It was not how Fariel
imagined his execution would be.

There was no
pain, no sensation as the blade surely plunged into his heart, no
sound as it rushed through the air towards the defeated angel. In
fact, he did not feel anything at all. After a few seconds more
than he should have drawn breath, Fariel opened his eyes. The man
in the black cloak was no longer standing above him.

Using all the
strength he had left, the angel rolled himself onto his side. The
bolt of energy that hit him was a witch’s spell; it was derived
from the magic of Hell and was fueled by the evil contained in the
human’s soul. It was incredibly powerful against angels.

As wounded as
he was, Fariel could not gather the power to utilize his talent. He
felt weak and helpless, resigned to die for his uselessness. But he
was still alive, if feeble.

“You can thank
me later, brother!” Fariel recognized the voice as Isniir’s.

Fariel focused
past the fog of pain, and he saw the young, slender angel locked in
combat with the cloaked man. The Wolf jumped, dodged and lashed out
almost too quickly for the eye to follow. Despite the impressive
display, the man was somehow able to keep up with the angel. In
fact, he seemed to be doing it without much effort. No matter what
angle the attack came from, the cloaked figure easily parried it
and drove Isniir back.

Fariel tried
to call out, but the pool of blood and saliva in his mouth
prevented any words from forming. He needed to warn Isniir about
the witch, else his brother would inevitably suffer the same fate.
Then, as if on cue, a bolt of black energy flew past the dueling
pair and crashed into a nearby wall. The stone structure buckled,
and the roof came crashing down. There was a scream—a woman’s—from
inside the building heard over the clamor of falling concrete.

A fraction of
a second later, the debris became suspended in time, moving so
slowly that it strained even Fariel’s angelic eyes to track their
movement. A blue aura surrounded the rubble, a spell that the
warrior recognized from their time in the asylum. Isniir disengaged
from his opponent and, using impossible speed, cleared the debris
by tossing it in all directions. The cloaked figure turned and
charged at the Wolf, eager to resume a fight he seemed to have the
upper hand in.

The man did
not make it more than a few steps before another bolt of energy,
this one white, flew at his chest. Pivoting, the man crossed both
blades in front of him. Much to Fariel’s surprise, the bolt of
energy slowed, though just slightly. It was enough for the cloaked
figure to deflect the assault away.

The assault
bought Isniir the time he needed. The Wolf had finished clearing
away the suspended debris and was now leading a woman, barely an
adult, out of the ruins.

“Thank you,”
the woman sobbed, “thank you.” She ran off down the street, away
from the fighting.

Isniir turned
back towards his cloaked adversary, who was once again charging the
angel. The swordsman was overtaken by a roiling sphere of black
flames that also soared towards Isniir. But, as quickly as the ball
of flame moved, it might as well have crawled towards the Wolf.
With his unmatched speed, Isniir was more than prepared for the two
attacks. The angel sidestepped the black flames, which exploded in
the already-ruined house, and engaged with the cloaked man in their
dance of blades once more.

What he was
not expecting was the witch’s familiar, the massive spider with a
human head and hands at the end of each leg, to leap down at him
from above. Bathsheba, as the witch had called it, drooled at its
sure catch. A bolt of white energy was quick to change its mind,
striking the twisted creature just below its head.

The hideous
beast was flung down the street, skidding to a stop on its back.
Legs twitched as it struggled against the grasp of death.

Fariel used
almost all his energy to turn, just an inch, to see Adriel sprint
across the rooftops, thin steel blade in one hand while the other
glowed red. The dying warrior forced a smile. Somehow, both Isniir
and the arcane angel had come to his aid. Adriel leapt from the
roof of a small, stone house with his sword poised to end the
familiar’s wretched life. But its owner seemed to have a different
plan, as the ground around the creature cracked and gave way to
plumes of fire and molten rock.

Adriel
twisted, doing everything he could to move away from the erupting
earth, but it was not enough. His right arm, the one that wielded
his blade, was engulfed in dancing flames as the angel found a bare
piece of rock to land on. The smell of cooked flesh trailed behind
him as he dove away from the scorched ground. When Adriel came to
his feet, his arm was limp and burnt. His blade rang as it dropped
to the ground, his hand too weak to hold it.

Adriel glanced
at the arm, then at the shining weapon. “Okay, witch,” the angel
said, grinning. “Why don’t you come out and we will see who is
better at this game?”

In response,
the air behind the cloaked man shimmered, revealing another human.
Unlike her partner, the witch seemed more concerned about
appearances than functionality. She was young for a human, no more
than thirty by the angel’s estimate, but she boasted scars on her
face that hid her true age and beauty. And her eyes. It was tough
for Fariel to focus on anything, but even he could see that those
eyes were utterly devoid of life.

“The least I
could do is show you the face that will end your life.” She smiled
wickedly at Adriel.

If Fariel knew
his fellow angel, the witch would soon be wishing she had swallowed
her tongue.

“Be careful.”
The gruff voice came from the cloaked figure as he moved to protect
her flank.

Isniir had
paused his assault, studying this new opponent before blindly
rushing in. It was an uncharacteristic show of restraint on the
Wolf’s part.

“No need,” the
woman replied, and snapped her fingers, arm raised towards
Adriel.

Another ball
of black flame manifested itself at her signal before shooting
towards the angel. Adriel, remaining calm, whispered a few Angelic
words under his breath. The ball of flame expanded in midflight,
then collapsed in on itself, leaving nothing behind.

Isniir took
the opportunity to begin his duel anew and sprinted towards the
cloaked man, long daggers poised to strike. The movement was
incomprehensible to Fariel, but the cloaked figure, as he had
before, read it easily and responded smoothly. The Wolf was sent
stumbling past his adversary. The angel pivoted and launched into a
flurry of direct stabs and quick slashes. His enemy seemed more
worried this time around, working quickly to deflect the attack
that should have torn him to shreds. From the whole endeavor,
Isniir managed to score only two shallow hits on the man.

“So, you can
bleed,” the angel mocked, drawing back and circling his
opponent.

“Please, keep
speaking,” the man replied, studying his enemy’s every move.
“Confidence sweetens the blood, and my blades are hungry.” He
lunged forward, blade aimed for the angel’s throat.

Light
reflecting off his blades was the only thing Fariel could see as
Isniir dodged the attack in a blur of movement. But his dodge had
been predicted, impossibly, and the Wolf was nearly decapitated by
the cloaked man’s second blade. Luckily, the angel was able to
bring one of his own weapons to bear, knocking the attack wide. He
spun, drawing himself closer towards his opponent, and tried to
plunge his dagger at the cloaked chest. The man hooked his own arm
around Isniir’s, locking it straight as Fariel had done to him
before. Both combatants were now facing the same direction, and
panic lit the angel’s eyes. His adversary drew his sword back
across, opening a deep wound in Isniir’s back. The angel held back
his scream as he wrenched himself from the man’s grasp.

Adriel loosed
another bolt of energy at the witch, this time using it as a
distraction. He had seen the terrible wound that Isniir received,
one that meant he would not survive much longer against the cloaked
man. Even he was struggling to keep up with this witch, who was
much more powerful than she appeared. The bolt of energy flew
towards the woman, but she surprised the arcane angel who had
barely managed to take two steps.

As the witch
whispered in a language foreign even to angel ears, a dark void
opened to swallow up the attack. A snap of her fingers opened a
second void in front of the angel, and Adriel watched as his own
attack came hurdling towards him. Forced to dive out of its path, a
movement that was becoming all too familiar, the angel was already
conjuring another spell before he came up.

Something
stopped the angel from gaining his feet. Protruding from the ground
was a rotted, skeletal limb that clung to the angel’s leg. Adriel
panicked and kicked out, smashing his boot into the undead limb.
The arm snapped under his heel, allowing him to reclaim his
footing. His opponent laughed and unleashed a flurry of black
fireballs. In desperation, the angel answered with a hasty barrage
of divine energy. The spells collided in midair, detonating between
the two spellcasters and stirring dirt and blood into a blinding
haze.

The blonde
witch tapped her foot, waiting impatiently for the cloud to
disperse. She kept herself tense and ready to launch another blast
of Infernal magic if either of the angels attacked her. They no
longer posed much of a threat—the one had a useless arm and the
other had his spine exposed. Furthermore, the explosion from the
colliding spells had been incredible. Perhaps it had even killed
one of them. She grinned at the thought.

Her joy was
quickly replaced with anger as the dust cleared. In the moment that
she and her companion had been blinded, the spellcasting angel had
skirted away with his friend, undetected by neither her nor her
partner. Worse, the angel that she had struck earlier with her bolt
of dark energy was gone, too.

“Damn it!” she
screamed. “How could they have gotten away?”

The cloaked
figure merely shrugged, as if it did not matter. “If that is the
best they can muster, then it will only be a matter of time before
they are all dead.”

 


***

 


Shandra could
hear the explosions and the ring of clashing steel as she
half-limped, half-stumbled through the slums of Zezurat, back
towards the sewer entrance. The city was no stranger to violence,
but never on this level. Something in her mind recognized the
ripples of power for what they were—divine and dark magic clashing
against one another. As she neared the sewer entrance, the sounds
of fighting faded. Either the cambion was dying, or the fight had
been resolved; either possibility was as likely as the other.

Without
warning, the cambion’s leg gave out and she collapsed to her knees.
Switchblade had certainly enjoyed himself with her before letting
her go. The half-demon could not smell the usual stench of the
slums. Instead, she smelled and tasted copper. Blood stung her eyes
and wet her hands, making it difficult to see or grasp onto her
surroundings for balance. Her left leg—the one that had failed her
for the fourth or fifth time now—had more cuts along it than the
half-demon could count. She was lucky it could support her weight
at all.

Worst of all,
Shandra knew, was the amount of blood she had lost. She knew she
would not die. Her torturer was too skilled to allow that. The
half-demon struggled to maintain consciousness, unwilling to leave
an unconscious meal for the things that came out at night. If she
couldn’t make it to the sewers, Uriel might not be able to find her
corpse when he returned.

Perhaps it
would be better that way, the cambion mused. She had nothing
left in this world. Her father, her sister…even the traitorous
Weasel had been something resembling a friend at times. They were
all dead because of her. Of all the blood on her hands, theirs were
the brightest shade of crimson.

Even Uriel had
been avoiding her. She expected it from the other angels, but from
him? She had to admit, she had been absent—both physically and
emotionally.

laughed. It
was a wet, pathetic sound.

“I guess I owe
him an apology before I die,” she said aloud.

The half-demon
took a deep breath before she forced herself to her feet. Her head
swam and her vision darkened. Blood and saliva splashed against a
wall when she coughed it up, but still she stumbled on. It was
getting late, and any sentient beings with any sense would be
clearing the streets.

“Fuck, this
hurts,” she muttered, trying to hasten her step.

She had to put
conscious effort into each and every movement, and even then, she
was not sure if her legs would comply. The wall that had been her
crutch came to an end, giving way to an alley that seemed to
swallow whatever light was left of the fading, muted sun. The
cambion readied herself for the agonizing few steps that she would
have to make on her own, then commanded her body to move.

She made it a
single step before her knee gave way once more.

But something
grabbed her arm as she collapsed, gentle and firm. Had it been a
different night, the half-demon would have shaken the assistance
off, even shoved whoever it was away from her. Hell, whoever it was
probably wanted to kill her just for the fun of it. But tonight was
different. The cambion just did not have the energy to fight back.
Eyes glazed over, stinging and caked with blood, the half-demon
looked up.

“I think you
could use some help, my friend.” Adriel smiled.

If she had the
strength, Shandra would have smiled back. Of all the terrible
beings that existed in the city, she happened to stumble upon—quite
literally—one of the angels who truly accepted her. Her joy was
short-lived as she took in the angels before her. Adriel’s other
arm was in worse shape than the half-demon was. It was hanging limp
at his side, burnt and shriveled. Looking beyond him, Shandra could
see Isniir and Fariel, the former nearly dragging the latter.
Isniir had a few bruises and scrapes, but the way he winced when he
moved betrayed a wound that the cambion could not see.

“Just one of
those days?” Shandra attempted to laugh, but nothing resembling it
came out.

“It has
been…interesting, to say the least.” The angel grinned at her as he
put the half-demon’s arm around his shoulder, bearing as much of
her weight as he could. “But I think it is time we returned home.
And quickly, if you don’t mind.”

The cambion
took a deep breath and nodded. She did her best to keep up with the
trio of angels, though she leaned on Adriel more than she would
have liked. They made their way through the city, Shandra directing
them through as many dark alleys and unused passages as she could.
Even though their party was powerful, none of them wanted any more
confrontation than necessary.

Adriel
continually glanced over at Isniir, then behind them, as if
expecting to see someone—or something—hunting them. The cambion now
noticed the panic shared between the pair. Whatever they had
encountered had scared the angels. Looking at Fariel’s unconscious
body, Shandra knew that she should be scared as well. The
half-demon could barely stand, but Isniir was carrying the broken
angel. Shandra knew that Fariel was one of the most accomplished
fighters of all the angels in the city, perhaps only second to
Uriel. But now the warrior was clinging to consciousness, if not
his life. What the hell had they fought?

It was not
long before they found their way to an entrance to the sewers. This
one, unfortunately, was only accessible by ladder, and none of the
company seemed to possess the strength to maneuver down it. The
group had no choice. The longer they stayed on the surface of
Zezurat, the more vulnerable they were.

Isniir went
first. Of the four of them, the Wolf seemed able to hold himself up
the easiest. If one of them were to fall, Isniir could at least
attempt to cushion their landing. The blood that caked his spine
made the half-demon nervous as to what he would actually be able to
do, beyond soften the impact between them and the ground.

Adriel
motioned for Shandra to descend next. She was barely able to remain
conscious, but she was at least in better shape than their final
companion. She lowered herself to the ground first and then half
shifted, half slid her body into the circular manhole, gripping
onto the rusted iron rungs with all her might. She worked slowly,
making sure her feet were firmly positioned on each step before
releasing one of her hands. Her fingers trembled as her muscles
screamed in protest. But the half-demon held fast; she would not
let her weakness put her friends in even more danger.

My
friends? The words echoed in Shandra’s mind.

In her
mourning and self-pity, Shandra had forgotten that these angels
truly were her friends. Isniir, Adriel, Raphael, Arriel, they all
cared for her, in some way or another. They all looked past the
fact that she was a half-demon in a group of angels.

Uriel, most of
all, had been the truest friend that the cambion had left, and she
had somehow forgotten that. Her heart had been torn from her, and
the pain was still there, but Shandra knew she needed Uriel as a
friend, not a target for that pain. And, perhaps, he needed her as
well.

A smile grew
on Shandra’s lips as she resolved to make amends with her friends,
and with the archangel in particular.

The
half-demon’s smile disappeared as her foot slipped off one of the
iron rungs and the condensation that coated it. She could not even
process the mistake in time to grab hold of the ladder as gravity
forced the cambion away from the metal rungs and down to the cold
stone below.

Isniir heard
the sudden, hoarse scream of the half-demon above him. It was a
noise that sobered his pain-induced haze. Though the wound on his
back was deep and still open, the Wolf had no other choice but to
catch her. He braced himself as Shandra fell into his arms, but his
legs would not hold under the force of the fall. He dropped to one
knee and swayed. Pain seemed to emanate from his bones. His vision
faded before refocusing. Somehow, he had managed to stop himself
from collapsing.

“Are you
okay?” Isniir’s voice was strained, but soft. Shandra managed to
look up, meeting eyes filled with genuine concern.

The cambion
did not know if she succeeded in smiling, so she nodded just in
case. The angel helped her to her feet and wiped off the sewage
water that had soaked into his knee.

“I am coming
down,” Adriel’s voice echoed into the sewer.

Shandra saw
that he had torn off strips of both his own and Fariel’s shirt,
tying them together to make a crude rope that lashed the injured
angel to Adriel’s back. It was an awkward descent, considering
Adriel could only use one arm. His working hand jolted from one
rung to another, desperately trying to hold the two angels aloft.
Shandra could see the angel grimace as rust and jagged metal cut
into his hand with every movement.

“Next time we
should avoid the witch,” Adriel said as he lowered himself and
Fariel to the ground.

Isniir helped
separate the two, careful not to touch the unconscious angel’s
back. Fariel, normally an impressive display of muscled physique,
now boasted flesh that was raw, peeling and boiled. The spell that
had hit him not only burned his skin, but heated the liquids inside
the angel, causing internal damage before exploding outward.
Fariel’s insides had literally been boiled.

Shandra’s eyes
widened. She knew firsthand how devastatingly powerful a witch was
against an angel. It was a miracle that Fariel was still alive
after taking a direct blow from one of them. The cambion also felt
a pang of regret; the Infernal magic of a witch was all but useless
against her. If she had not been so selfish or foolish enough to
separate herself from her friends, she may have been able to help.
The cambion felt like apologizing a thousand times over, but merely
hung her head instead.

It was not
long before the group made it back to Sanctuary. Despite the slow
pace of Shandra and Fariel, nothing pursued them from above and
none of the plagued humans gave them any trouble along the way.
Staring at the dying bodies that rotted in the sewer tunnels,
Shandra realized that, had she not run into the three angels, she
might have just ended up another body in the dark, stinking
water.

“Raphael!”
Isniir called out as they entered the large antechamber.

He left
Shandra leaning against a wall as he worked quickly to clear the
various papers and weapons from two of the tables. Adriel managed
to get Fariel onto the first one, and with a little help and
against her protests, Shandra was laid down on the second.

“Raphael!
Eleanor! Quickly, please.” The Wolf moved down the hallways,
checking each room for any angels that could offer any sort of
healing.

Raphael’s head
poked out from his office. “Ah, you have returned,” the archangel
said with a smile, clearly not grasping the urgency in Isniir’s
voice. “Is everything okay then?”

The other
angel shook his head. “Far from it. Please, come quick. And where
is Eleanor?”

Raphael’s
demeanor changed, the smile from his face disappearing. He moved
quickly to follow Isniir back down the long hallway.

“Eleanor is
out on a mission, as are most others.”

Raphael, like
Isniir and the other angels, had been excited by their recent
string of victories. Emboldened, the angels were launching more and
more missions, a seemingly endless stream of them. Taking in the
scene, Raphael regretted his overconfidence. He moved to Shandra
first.

“No, please,”
the cambion managed, “I’ll make it. He might not.” Shandra looked
over at Fariel, who had not regained consciousness.

The archangel
nodded and moved towards his second-in-command. Raphael’s face was
a portrait of worry and fear, but he had to focus if he wanted to
heal his friends.

“What of
Jessiah and Kailim?” Raphael asked.

“Slain,”
Adriel replied solemnly, “by the same man that nearly killed
Fariel.”

Raphael
glanced over at the arcane angel. “Was it a demon? A ghoul?”

Isniir shook
his head before Adriel could respond. “He was human, though he hid
himself in a black cloak and hood. His fighting style was
unorthodox, but his skills were beyond that of any man.”

“He was
accompanied by a witch, and a powerful one at that,” Adriel added,
gesturing to his limp, burnt arm.

Raphael could
not believe his ears. Not only had their element of surprise been
taken, but they had lost two brothers—maybe three if he did not
focus—against a pair of humans.

“Raphael,”
Isniir spoke in a hushed tone, “how could a human defeat both me
and Fariel? What exactly are we up against?”

Before Raphael
could respond, the door to Sanctuary burst open. The raw power that
filled the room knocked the wind out of the archangel’s lungs.


CHAPTER
NINETEEN

 “Brothers.”

Uriel could
not hide his relief as he burst into Sanctuary. The power of the
dark voice allowed him to reach Zezurat long before the other two
angels, but he could still feel its energy coursing through his
veins. He had been so worried that his brothers and sisters were in
danger that all caution had been thrown to the wind. Every terrible
possibility ran through his mind, fueled by the dark voice that
plagued him. But, seeing Raphael, Adriel and Isniir in front of
him, Uriel was relieved.

“Words cannot
express…I am glad you are all okay.”

But upon
closer inspection, Uriel realized they were far from it. Blood was
dripping down Isniir’s back, his face locked in a grimace as he
greeted the archangel. Adriel’s arm was burnt and limp, hanging at
his side like an empty coat sleeve. Raphael seemed to be okay, only
panicked and worried, but it was Fariel, propped onto his side on
the table, that caught Uriel’s eye.

The angel’s
back looked like a battlefield. His flesh was torn, chasms and
craters formed where his body’s liquids had exploded outward,
through his skin.

Damn, I really
wanted that one for myself.

Uriel wished
he could scream at the voice, but his worry for his brothers, even
Fariel, took priority. They may have had their differences since
his arrival, but Uriel never wanted Fariel to truly be harmed.

Do not
blame me for putting words to your feelings. The voice—whatever
it was—had helped the archangel, but it was still malicious. You
wanted him dead more than any demon ever has.

“Two humans, a
warrior and a witch,” Adriel interrupted the voice in Uriel’s head.
His voice was filled with shame. “Their skills were like nothing we
have ever seen before.”

Isniir nodded
in agreement. Now that the adrenaline had left his system and they
were safe within Sanctuary, the wound on the angel’s back screamed
in agony. He had locked blades with only a few humans since the war
began, but none of them could hope to keep up with him. Somehow,
the warrior with the black blades had done so with ease. Isniir was
no match for the human.

Uriel felt the
fire inside him flare. It was one thing to be attacked by demons,
or even the Fallen, but to have humans nearly kill a group of
angels? After all Uriel and the others had been doing, the
archangel felt betrayed.

“Fucking
humans.” Uriel heard a raspy, feminine voice, a presence he had not
noticed yet. “Something is really wrong when they can take on
angels and cambions.”

Uriel turned
and saw Shandra lying on another table. Blood covered the
half-demon’s face and a large cut ran across her cheek. Any exposed
skin shared similar wounds. The cambion seemed to struggle to draw
breath, much less speak. Yet somehow, she had still managed to keep
her wit sharp.

The archangel
rushed to his half-demon companion. His first instinct was to
embrace the woman, though he stopped himself short. She looked as
if an artist had used her skin as a canvas for his blade. The
archangel worried that embracing her too forcefully might cause the
cambion pain. Instead, Uriel channeled what little healing power he
could muster into his hand and gently touched Shandra’s arm. Yellow
light flowed from the angel into the half-demon, sealing the
superficial wounds. The magic soothed the cambion, but it did not
come close to fully healing her.

“Don’t waste
your time on me,” she managed. Her actions belied her words,
however, as she shifted closer to the warmth of the archangel’s
hands. “I’ve been through worse.”

Uriel
tightened his grip on her a little. She smiled in response.

“A man and a
witch, you said?” The archangel turned back to face the other
angels.

The arcane
angel nodded. Adriel walked across the antechamber, his limp arm
swaying loosely with each stride.

“The witch was
exceptionally skilled. Her power exceeds any enemy I have faced
since we descended to this planet. The swordsman was able to keep
pace with Isniir, as if our friend were moving at a normal speed.
He even managed to hold Fariel at bay, though he was unarmed at the
time. It was the witch, however, who dealt the final blow. A single
blast nearly ended Fariel’s life.”

Uriel’s eyes
returned to the renowned warrior. His back was exposed, letting the
burnt, crisp skin be soothed by the cool air of the underground
complex. The wounds did not bleed, sealed tight by the same unholy
energy that had caused his flesh to rupture. Uriel was mortified
when he saw his fellow angel’s spine exposed, the protective flesh
wholly missing in places. If he had been a human, Fariel would have
been dead in the streets. Raphael was hard at work healing his
friend, but there was only so much the archangel could heal at
once.

“We will call
back all angels who are not on crucial missions.” Raphael looked
almost defeated as he allowed his divine power to flow into Fariel.
Uriel could see muscles, tissue and skin begin to slowly crawl back
over the wounds. It was a slow process, but the healing was doing
its job. “Luckily, Fariel’s own talent will activate soon; we just
need to get him strong enough to utilize it.”

We don’t
need him, the voice in Uriel’s head hissed.

Uriel ignored
the thing. He knew Fariel’s talent. The angel’s exploits were
legendary in Heaven. Had any of the other angels been wounded as
severely, their fate would be sealed. Fariel was an exception. The
angel’s talent would replenish him in a fraction of the time.

“What about
you, brother? Are you feeling okay?” Raphael couldn’t ignore his
instincts that had been screaming at him since Uriel had entered
the room.

Raphael could
tell that something about Uriel was wrong. The sheer amount of
power that exuded from the younger archangel was many times
stronger than it had been just earlier that week. Not just
stronger, but different. It reminded Raphael of something from his
past, something that tugged at his memories but refused to
surface.

“I am fine,
Raphael.” Uriel felt uncharacteristically defensive. The power that
still burned in him felt wrong. He turned towards Isniir, trying to
divert attention away from himself. “I cannot do much to heal the
wound on your back, but I can at least stop the blood from flowing.
It will be painful, my friend, I must be honest.”

The Wolf
nodded and removed his shirt and leather top, exposing his bloodied
back. Blood still trickled from the gash that ran across his skin.
The archangel’s nose filled with the smell of copper. Uriel lifted
his finger and hovered it above the grievous wound. He had to
concentrate; normally he could unleash his abilities in their full
destructive glory, but this required finesse.

With a
thought, a small stream of white flames flowed forth from the
angel’s outstretched finger, burning at Isniir’s back. The Wolf
grunted in pain, but he stood fast. As the flames seared the fresh
wound shut, Uriel moved his finger across, making sure every inch
was covered. Wet blood hissed into steam. The work was tedious and
painful, but Isniir, to his credit, stood patiently and without
complaint.

As the
archangel finished his work, he looked over to Adriel. The divine
arcanist cradled his limp arm in a glowing yellow hand, using his
own limited healing abilities to soothe the pain and repair as much
destroyed flesh as possible. Uriel could not do much to help the
burnt angel. His wounds were too great for the warrior’s
abilities.

Instead, he
moved over to Raphael and placed a hand on his brother’s shoulder.
Concentrating, he channeled some of his power through the contact,
amplifying the other archangel’s healing talent. Raphael’s healing
force illuminated into a blinding source of light. Raphael gritted
his teeth as he tried to harness the power of two archangels.

The room was
quiet, save for the hum of Raphael’s healing talent. Muscle
stitched itself across Fariel’s back, but it did little to mask the
smell of burnt flesh. Adriel still stood, nursing his burnt arm.
Isniir sat at his feet, hunched forward to keep his raw back away
from the wall.

“Shandra, my
dear.” Adriel broke the deathly silence in the room. “What happened
to you? I fear you might not have made it, had we not run into one
another.”

Uriel’s
concentration faltered. He had assumed that Shandra had been with
the other angels, another victim of the witch and the human
warrior. He should have been more diligent. Looking over at the
half-demon showed that many of her wounds were small, surgical cuts
and stabs, more like knife wounds than the thicker cuts that Isniir
had received.

Raphael
grunted at the sudden waver in energy from his brother. The light
of his healing talent faded as Uriel’s flow of power slowed to a
trickle.

“Well—and this
may come as a surprise to you—I didn’t always run with such a holy
bunch.” The cambion was speaking more easily now. Uriel’s minor
healing had alleviated, albeit temporarily, some of the pain she
was feeling. “Two years ago, I was caught up in a gang that
answered to the pompous shit that calls himself Switchblade. I was
desperate to provide for me and Elena, and, if we are being honest,
I enjoyed stealing, especially from those ugly dogs.” The
half-demon looked ashamed, as if mentioning her criminal past and
her sister in the same sentence was wrong. “It’s tough for a
half-demon to find a place where I belong.

“So,
Switchblade offered me a place where my talents could truly shine.
I easily became one of his favorites. But there was another in the
gang, his lieutenant, who he liked even more.”

“I remember
hearing that a demon used to serve under the human gang leader.”
Adriel was beginning to piece the story together on his own.
“Demons tend to be crueler to cambions than any other species.”

Shandra nodded
and relayed the story of Gruul, the demon who had tried to kill her
for no other reason than being born a cambion. Adriel and Isniir
listened with rapt attention, while Uriel continued to channel
energy and listen simultaneously. It was difficult for the
half-demon to relay exactly what she had endured at the hands of
her former boss, and his promise to her when he let her go. As much
as Uriel tried to focus, he could feel the fire inside him burn
more ferociously with each passing sentence.

Yes! Let
the flames consume you, the darkness hissed in the angel’s
head. Use your anger as a weapon.

Uriel tried,
but he could not drown out the voice of the thing in his mind. It
was trying to stoke the angel’s own fire, and it was working. The
loss of her sister, the betrayal of Weasel, the prolonged agony she
was subjected to—all of it shook the archangel to his core. He had
not been there to protect her. Depression and pain consumed her
heart, and the archangel had allowed his own guilt to consume his.
He had fled Sanctuary, and his responsibility as her friend, when
she needed him most.

You broke your
promise to Elena.

The
archangel’s heart was ruined. Energy ceased to flow from his core
into his brother. The color in his eyes gave way to a pure white,
and power—both his own and that of the mysterious voice—emanated
from the archangel’s body.

“Uriel?”
Raphael at first only noticed the change in energy flowing from his
brother, but the wave of power that hit him interrupted the
archangel’s healing, even caused the older angel to stumble forward
a step. “Uriel, be calm. What is done is done. You must control
yourself.”

Do not listen
to him! Look what that human did to the half-demon. He must
pay.

“Uriel,
revenge is a luxury we cannot afford right now. Look at your
brothers! Now is a time for reason, not violence.”

Uriel did not
hear a word. His blood was pumping so quickly through his veins
that he could hear each pulse of his heart, each rhythmic movement
of his life’s precious substance.

It was his
fault.

Shandra was
tortured because of him. He was not around to protect her or his
fellow angels. Two of his brothers were slain this very day. All of
it at the hands of humans. He knew what needed to be done.

Without a
word, Uriel turned and left Sanctuary.

 


***

 


Fueled by a
rage that he could not quell, Uriel did not hear the pleas of his
friends when he stormed out of Sanctuary. He did not care that he
snatched his power back from Raphael, limiting what he could do for
the wounded Fariel, nor did he register Shandra’s whispered plea
for him to stay. His fire burned uncontrollably, and it longed for
only one thing.

Switchblade
was well-known throughout the slums. The man and those who followed
him had exclusive rights to imports and exports in the lower
district. He had some sort of accord, whether formal or not, with
Botis. The demon seemed content to let him have free reign off the
dirtiest parts of Zezurat, as long as the beast was paid his due
and Switchblade kept the poorest facedown in the dirt.

Uriel knew
that much but did not know where he would actually find the
sadistic human. In the time he had spent on this planet, Uriel had
focused on who he believed was his true enemy: Botis. The archangel
did not know that humans, his sworn wards, would be just as
evil.

Uriel did not
feel an ounce of remorse as he grabbed one of the sullen,
dirt-covered humans who shuffled through the streets and forced him
against the stone wall of a nearby hovel.

“Switchblade.”
Uriel’s voice was low but more powerful than the human had ever
heard. There was a bestial quality to it, something that struck a
cord deep in the primal corners of the human soul. “Tell me where I
can find him.”

The man
whimpered in response. He put his hands defensively in front of
him, as if they could do anything to impede the archangel’s wrath.
Uriel forced the man’s arms down. The archangel stared at the human
with eyes of glowing white.

“I will not
ask again.”

“The east
end!” the human cried out, voice cracking. “He has a warehouse near
the wall. Everything around there belongs to him. You step foot in
his world, and he will kill you.”

“He will try,”
the archangel muttered. He released the man, who ran faster than
his legs had ever carried him.

The angel
moved swiftly through the alleys and back passages of the slums,
avoiding the main roads at all costs. Somewhere in the back of his
mind, Uriel was aware that the rage he was feeling caused his power
to be almost tangible around him. And whatever power he had
borrowed from the voice before was mixed with his own, amplifying
his strength tenfold. The archangel was not blind enough to forget
that there were angel killers in Zezurat. He just did not care.

It was not
long before the archangel was in the easternmost part of the slums.
No clear markers were at the borders of Switchblade’s territory,
just a growing absence of life. When Uriel peered out onto the
streets, he no longer saw people wandering with their heads down.
He no longer smelled the scent of waste and garbage. The slums he
entered slowly became cleaner, yet emptier. Uriel knew he was
headed in the right direction.

Eyes white as
snow, flames dancing around clenched fists, the archangel entered
Switchblade’s territory.

“Ay, you
there!” It was only a few moments before the first humans spotted
him. “Are you lost, mate? This here is Switchblade’s neighborhood,
and I don’t think you’re on the list!”

The man stood
on top of a roof, the building itself only one story tall. Next to
him was another man, while three more waited on their own rooftops
next to the man who spoke and across the street from him. The man
who threatened Uriel boasted a tarnished pistol, but the rest were
equipped with crossbows. Either they were not worthy of carrying
firearms, or Switchblade, like everyone else Uriel had come across,
was struggling to secure firearms. It did not matter.

Uriel did not
grace the man with a response, not with words. The angel curled the
fingers of both hands, conjuring white, fiery spheres. He hurled
one at the man with the gun and the other at the rooftop across
from him, towards one of the crossbow wielders. Both balls of flame
exploded upon impact, engulfing an area ten metres in all
directions. Divine magic might not be as effective against humans,
but Uriel was an archangel; few could resist his abilities.

And humans
still burned.

The fireballs
hit their marks, while the human closest to the pistol-wielder was
caught in the blast as well. The remaining two men fired their
bolts, but their aim was sloppy and both shots went wide. Stepping
quickly, Uriel ran up the side of the building and easily pulled
himself onto the low roof. As the two remaining humans fumbled to
reload their weapons, Uriel removed the pistol from the charred,
dead hands of its former owner, leveling it at the men.

Without
hesitating, the angel pulled the trigger. The gun roared as its
lead bullet flew forth and embedded itself in the man’s chest,
tumbling and tearing his muscles and heart. Pivoting, Uriel sent
the other man to a similar fate.

Having fun
yet? Uriel ignored the voice in his head.

In the
distance, the angel’s enhanced vision noticed figures scrambling
down from rooftops and onto the street. There was a large building
a few blocks from the archangel, a warehouse where most of the
panicked humans were running to. Some remained outside, scrambling,
while others—Uriel was sure—hid out of sight.

Uriel hopped
down from his rooftop perch and walked down the street towards the
warehouse. No humans moved to intercept him. No one tried to delay
him. Instead, they all formed a defensive line across the street
ahead of him. Uriel knew that he would find Switchblade beyond that
line.

In minutes the
angel had moved within range of the defensive line. More than a
dozen humans, men and women alike, crouched behind crates, rusted
machinery and makeshift walls made of sandbags. The area had been
fortified long ago in preparation for some sort of attack, but such
paltry fortifications did not worry the archangel.

A man and a
woman, both armed with rusted blades, charged at the angel from an
alleyway. They did not make it more than three steps before Uriel
gunned them both down with the pistol. Another three ran from the
opposite side of the road. With an outstretched arm, a cone of
flames burst forth from Uriel’s palm, reducing all three bodies to
smoldering corpses.

Use me!
the malicious voice shrieked. Let me carry out your
rage.

Uriel was
happy to oblige. He moved the pistol to his left hand and drew his
blade out with his right, knowing instinctively, like in the
asylum, that his sword could channel whatever the presence was. The
blade erupted into brilliant white flames as it came forth, dancing
tongues hungry for flesh.

A lone man
stepped onto the road in front of the angel. In one hand he held a
hatchet, the other a dagger. His presence was met with a roar of
cheers and shouting from the line behind him. Clearly this man was
some sort of champion, some prizefighter. The man, his face hidden
behind an emotionless porcelain mask, broke into a run, quickly
covering the ground between him and the archangel.

Uriel raised
the pistol and pulled the trigger. There was no roar of gunpowder
this time, just a soft click that signified the gun was out of
ammunition. The angel took it in stride and dropped the gun to the
ground. He brought his blade in front of him and slashed when his
adversary was in range, left to right. His opponent may have been a
skilled warrior, but it was doubtful he had ever faced an angel
before, much less an archangel.

Uriel swatted
the man’s weapons away with ease, creating an opening that he was
happy to exploit. Bringing the sword full circle over his head, the
angel slashed at the man again. This time the blade bit through the
man’s shoulder, then continued to cut clean through his chest to
his hip. The top half of the man slid away from the bottom, cleanly
severed by the fiery sword.

Make them pay!
Make them all pay!

The angel
found himself smiling at the voice’s demand, happy to oblige. He
heard one of the humans, a female voice, cry out from behind the
defensive line. Suddenly, a handful of men and women popped up from
their hiding places and unleashed a torrent of gunfire.

Allow me.

Uriel
tightened his grip on his weapon. If the archangel had been
resisting the voice before, he allowed himself to completely give
in to it now. A heat, hotter than Uriel had ever conjured before,
surrounded the angel like an invisible cloak. The air around him
shimmered, smoke hissing from what little moisture floated in the
arid city. There was something about the heat that dwarfed Uriel,
that made him feel small. If the archangel did not already house
the Fire of God, he was sure he would have been burned alive.

Hundreds of
bullets flew through the air, like a swarm of lead insects. The
humans thought their victory assured and roared as they unleashed
their death. They could not have known, however, that each and
every bullet was reduced to ash, simply disappeared, before the
archangel. The power that Uriel channeled was like nothing he had
felt before.

Without
thinking, the enraged archangel sheathed his blade and conjured two
more spheres of holy flames in his hands. His anger seemed to
increase with each step he took towards the line of thugs, and that
anger caused the spheres to burn even more furiously.

They tortured
her!

Uriel flung
one of the fireballs at the humans.

You broke your
promise to Shandra. You let her sister die!

If the voice
had a mouth of its own, it would have been grinning. Uriel had
always been quickly overcome by his rage, no matter how diligent he
was, no matter how disciplined. The fire inside of him frequently
threatened to consume him. Sometimes the flames just needed a
little stoking.

Uriel loosed
the second sphere of flames. Not much of the defensive line was
left after the fiery attacks. The wreckage and sandbags that
provided them cover had been blown away. Most of the humans died
instantly, consumed by the heat and flames. A few flailed on the
ground, their bodies engulfed by white fire.

The archangel
paid them no mind, knowing that their lives were surely coming to
an end. He relinquished the power of the dark voice, removing the
aura of intense heat as he drew his sword once again. No more
humans met him on the streets.

The warehouse
was reinforced by sheets of metal and welded steel beams. It was a
ramshackle construction of spare parts and iron. Entering, Uriel
saw neat rows of towering shelves, half-filled with canned goods,
weapons and everything else that Switchblade could turn for a
profit. From within the parallel lines of shelves, Uriel could hear
the humans scrambling to prepare themselves.

Do not stop
now, little angel. The voice was as addictive as it was
terrible. Plunge me into the earth. Unleash my power.

Uriel’s rage
ebbed. Color filled his eyes as clarity returned to his vision and
his mind. What was he doing? He craved vengeance, but at what cost?
The voice, whatever the thing was, offered him power beyond even
his own. And the more he used it, the more he wanted it. But, as
quickly as his rage had subsided, it returned. A flood of dark
energy consumed him and blinded the archangel once more.

Uriel brought
the sword above his head in both hands, the blade pointed to his
feet. With all his might—his inhuman strength and the blinding
anger that fueled him—the angel drove the sword into the concrete
floor that ran the entire length of the structure.

“Erupt.” The
archangel knew the word he whispered, but he did not recognize the
language that left his lips.

The flames
that engulfed his heavenly blade grew brighter. Uriel swore he
heard the voice’s menacing laugh—not in his head but echoing
throughout the warehouse. The air was still for a heartbeat, no
sound daring to rival the power of the archangel and his blade.

There was a
rumble. Light at first, barely noticeable, but growing with each
passing second. The shelves began to shake, forcing some of their
contents to topple. Uriel heard the scream of one man as he was
crushed by one of the falling items. The tremor intensified.
Suddenly, a crack ran out from the angel’s sword, tearing up the
concrete floor. Then another appeared, followed by more. The faults
traveled in all directions, spreading through the warehouse like
vines over a wall.

“What is
happening?” He heard a voice from behind a shelf, riddled with
confusion.

One of the
shelving units toppled over, its supports pried up by the cracking
floor. It landed against a neighboring unit and pushed it over,
too. Soon an entire row of shelves had fallen like dominoes. Men
and women scrambled to get out from under the falling
structures—those that were not crushed under their immense
weight.

But the worst
was yet to come.

The cracks in
the ground glowed a deep, menacing red. Brilliant flashes of orange
and yellow danced within them, like veins of fire. Then, without
warning, before any of the helpless humans could react, bright
flames erupted from each crack and fault around the archangel. The
entire room was engulfed in flames more terrible than any he had
ever conjured. The flames consumed every molecule of oxygen in the
warehouse, tearing it from the lungs of the humans and crushing
their ribs. No cover could hide them. Nothing could protect them.
Every single human was consumed by the Earth’s most primal
flames.

Except for
one. Uriel saw a hulking silhouette of a man standing on the
opposite side of the warehouse. He held a small knife in one hand
and a pistol in the other. Even from the other side of the
building, with fires still flaring from the fissures in the ground,
Uriel could see he was trembling.

He is the
one that calls himself Switchblade, the voice informed Uriel.
I figured I would leave him for you.

The angel
nodded before walking towards the lone survivor. He did not even
pull his blade from the ground as he passed. What he had in mind
for the human would be much more intimate.

“Who the fuck
do you think you are?” the man shouted at him. He was doing a
terrible job of hiding his fear. “And who the fuck do you think I
am? You picked the wrong man to fuck with.”

Switchblade
leveled his pistol at the archangel and fired frantically. His aim
was clouded with terror, impeded by an unsteady arm. One of the
bullets grazed the archangel’s shoulder, but his bloodlust ignored
the pain. When he had exhausted his supply of bullets to no avail,
the human threw the gun at the archangel’s head, who was now only a
dozen strides from the gang leader. Switchblade charged at the
angel, knife poised for a kill.

Uriel easily
sidestepped the attack and grabbed the man’s wrist. He drove his
other palm up, hard, at the man’s extended elbow, popping the joint
out of its socket. The man howled in agony and relinquished his
grasp on his weapon.

“Who—”
Switchblade said, stammering to find the words. “What are you?”
Fear filled the human’s eyes as he gazed upon the archangel. The
divine warrior kicked the man to the dirt and drew one of his
daggers.

“I am wrath.”
The archangel did not even register the words leaving his lips.


CHAPTER
TWENTY

 “Get these filthy things
off the ground!” Botis shrieked in disgust. Four glazed orbs peered
up at him from two severed heads. The skin showed intricate tattoos
that ran along the cheeks and neck. “How dare you bring such horrid
trophies into my palace?”

Dante shook
his head. Despite orders from the lesser demons around him, neither
Dante nor his companion kneeled before the demonic earl. Botis was
nothing to kneel before. He was weak, deceitful and pathetic. He
lacked the spine that a true ruler needed, a ruler like
Abaddon.

Instead of
kneeling, Dante had tossed the severed heads at Botis’s feet.

“They are not
mere trophies,” the man replied, removing two shining steel bands
from the same bag that had held the heads. “They were angels. They
had just finished butchering a den of demons that we were
watching.” Dante casually rested his hands on the pommels of his
twin black blades. He did not mention that the demon den was a
trap, that the dogs were used as bait.

The demon
lord’s eyes widened in surprise, his forked tongue jumping from the
slit that was his mouth. Demons of rank did not share the same
grey, canine-like features of a lesser demon. Every demon noble had
certain defining features, both physical and ethereal, that set
them apart. Instead of grey skin, Botis had shimmering green scales
that seemed to change color depending on the light. His eyes were
large, his pupils slits of pure darkness. A slight bump with two
barely noticeable holes was the only thing that resembled a nose on
the demon’s hideous visage. Even his body was not the same as other
demons. Where they were long-limbed and skeletal, Botis was more
human-like. Each arm ended in a hand that carried the same green
scales, but no claws.

Dante thought
the appearance was inappropriate; the demon should look more like a
rat, or some kind of bug whose only purpose was to be crushed under
heel.

“Angels?”
Botis hissed.

How the demon
lord was unaware of the threat that lurked in his city was
pathetic. The inquisitors wished they could get away without
speaking to Botis. Though Dante was human, his reputation and
position as Abaddon’s weapon put him above demons, even nobility.
The snake would not admit that humans outranked him, even with
repeated demands that Dante and Isabelle pay fealty going ignored.
That the pair of inquisitors were here now—without invitation—was
even more infuriating.

“And there
were more,” the witch interjected. Her black dress swayed as she
stepped forward, kicking one of the heads with her heeled shoe. “We
almost killed another before two more intervened. They managed to
escape, though all of them sustained grievous injuries. One of them
seemed rather adept at spellcasting. I would not mind another round
with him.” She tossed a sly smile at the man behind her.

“Which you
will get,” he said flatly. “There are likely more angels with them,
and most certainly competent healers in their ranks. They will
continue their raids shortly.”

“So, you think
these angels were the ones responsible for the attacks?” Botis
shook his head as if he could not believe that angels could be
living in his city, much less disrupting his trade and raiding
every corner of his province.

“We are
certain of it. We have been tracking one since its decent, as
Abaddon instructed. The scent of an angel tends to linger, so
Bathsheba had no problem following it. That brought us to a cottage
south of here, where we found the child.”

Isabelle
grinned at the reminder of the young child they had found all
alone. The thought made Dante grip the pommel of his blades, trying
to restrain his anger. The child did not deserve to die.

“Oh, but that
was fun,” the witch said under her breath.

Her familiar,
Bathsheba, crawled up beside her and began nuzzling against her
leg, fully healed by the witch’s dark magic. Dante turned away in
disgust. Even in this new world, there was nothing more gruesome
than a witch’s familiar.

“That is
enough, Isabelle,” the man said calmly. He lowered his hood and
glared at her. His bright blue eyes stood out against his light
brown complexion, orbs that were more piercing than his blades. His
head was shaved, though black stubble threatened his clean
appearance. A goatee surrounded his dark lips, boasting the same
black hue as the short hair on his head.

“My apologies,
Dante.” Her smile betrayed otherwise.

She knew that
the child weighed heavily on the man, but she found ecstasy in
exploiting such weaknesses. Dante was stronger than any man she
knew—human, demon or angel included—but she knew exactly where the
holes were in his walls. The man was broken, a stray dog looking
for a cause, and Abaddon had given him that cause.

“Then what are
you going to do about this,” the demon lord hissed, “blight?”

Dante returned
his gaze to the cowardly high demon. If it were up to him, he would
let the angels take the city and kill Botis. But he served Abaddon,
and his master had ordered the angel threat disposed of. It was
what Dante and Isabelle excelled at.

“The angels
know that their element of surprise has been lost,” Dante said
coldly, methodically. “They will hold off for the time being, try
to fool us into thinking the actions were those of a few and not
their true numbers. But they would not have been able to take the
asylum with such small numbers. We will be patient and wait for
their next move.”

Botis shifted
uncomfortably in his polished throne. The demon was a skilled
tactician, but he was impatient. He preferred to formulate quick
decisions that were devastatingly effective. It had allowed the
creature to command his forces to decisive victories early in the
war for Earth. Since the war ended, it seemed the high demon had
become complacent in his power, and now his kingdom was crumbling
around him while he did nothing.

“You speak for
Lord Abaddon, and I shall heed your advice.” The demon made a point
to look over the humans, not deigning to make eye contact. “If I
require you further, you will be sent for.” A scaled hand waved
them away, brushing them out of the room. Dante was sick of the
thing’s presence anyway and happily turned to leave.

He did not
make it more than a few steps before a man burst through the doors
of his reception room. Immediately, Dante could sense that the man
was being possessed. Isabelle moved out of the vessel’s way as it
ran to kneel before Botis.

“My lord,” the
demon started, “the human Switchblade has been killed. His gang has
been slaughtered like pigs.” The desperation in the demon’s voice
was uncharacteristic. Normally such a creature would be happy to
report the massacre of humans, but Switchblade was the most
powerful gang leader in the city and a strategic ally of Botis. It
would take a brazen act of defiance to take out his entire
gang.

“I thought you
said they would lay low!” Botis shrieked and turned rage-filled
eyes at the two inquisitors.

“Angels do not
kill humans, except as a last result.” Isabelle stepped ahead of
her partner, the hideous Bathsheba at her side. Dante knew she was
lying, though he also found it suspect that the angels would go
after Switchblade and his gang. “Either he deserved his fate, or it
was not the angels.”

“I should
never have trusted such pathetic creatures.” Isabelle’s words had
apparently fallen on deaf ears. “Go and find out what happened to
the human and his group of misfits. For now, I am doubling—no,
tripling—the number of demons on the streets.”

Dante could
tell the snake was scared, but the presence of demons on the
streets would buy him and Isabelle some time. He nodded, grabbed
the witch by the arm and walked out of the receiving room. He
started down the hall, but Isabelle moved in front of him.

“That thing
does not give us orders.” She grinned and moved her hand to brush
Dante’s face. “I think we have earned a little break, don’t
you?”

The man’s
expression did not change. Normally he could bury himself whenever
the witch used him for her lust, but something had changed since he
had watched Isabelle and her familiar butcher that girl. He hated
the woman and everything she stood for. But he nodded and allowed
her to lead him down the hall.

Yet another
duty he had to fulfill.

 


***

 


He was not
always called Dante. He used to be called son,
husband. He used to be called father.

The name Dante
was adopted when he had lost it all, when he had been through Hell
and had come out the other side. But the man who came out was not
the same as the one who had gone in. The smiling family man had
lost everything that had meant anything at all, and now had only
one purpose in what semblance of a life he had left.

He had two
girls. One had been five and one had been seven when the war
started. He remembered that day clearly, the day when everything
changed.

“Daddy!” He
had heard the cry echo from his girls’ room. The entire house had
shaken violently, accompanied by cracks like gunshots ringing from
outside. “What’s wrong, Daddy?”

He could not
remember which of his girls asked him, and their fading memory
agonized him. It had been over ten years since that day. A father
should never forget his children, not in ten, fifty or one hundred
years.

He remembered
gripping his daughters tightly, leading them to his and his wife’s
room. He carried his youngest in his arms.

“Daddy,” the
youngest whispered, “why did you do this?”

The man looked
at his daughter, confused. Staring back at him was not the light
brown skin and dark hair of his youngest daughter, but the pale
skin and blonde hair of the child that Isabelle had butchered in
front of him. Blood poured from her mouth instead of words.

 


***

 


Isabelle
rolled off Dante, her breathing slowly returning to normal with
each gulp of air. The man lay next to her, the only time when he
was without his blades or his armor. His brown skin was covered
with tattoos. Some of the markings were Infernal, runes and
insignias taught to him by Abaddon, while others were tattooed
images that reminded him of his past. He looked down his naked
chest towards the images of his two daughters. The image of his
youngest was how he remembered her, not the face of the child the
witch had murdered.

Isabelle
traced her hand over the appearance of the two girls.

“You miss
them, yes?” The witch smirked at him.

“And you do
not?” Dante did not try to hide his rage. He could tolerate her
manipulative ways, how she found every hole in his armor and
exploited them, but he did not tolerate it when it involved
his—their—children.

“To be honest,
I barely remember them.” Isabelle slid her hand from the portrait
of the girls down towards the man’s groin.

Dante slapped
her hand away and rose from the bed.

“You can’t
mean that!” he shouted at the witch who just smiled at his naked
body. In response, he moved towards his clothes, which were in a
crumpled heap on the floor. “You are a vile creature.”

“Do you not
still love me? Am I not the woman you married all those years ago,
the mother to your children?” The witch ran her fingers along her
body. There were markings on her as well, ones far worse than the
Infernal runes that covered the man. In between those symbols were
stitches and scars that held the witch together.

“You are not
that same woman!” he shouted at the thing that imitated his
wife.

She had been a
gift from Abaddon, what appeared to be the woman he was in love
with, the one taken from him, but with the abilities of a powerful
witch. At first, it seemed too good to be true. She was not just a
capable ally in his mission, but his wife as well.

The
thing had quickly turned out to be nothing like the woman he
had married those many years ago. The memories she claimed to have
appeared like fragments of shattered glass that, pieced together,
resembled the real thing but were still full of cracks. Isabelle
was Abaddon’s Frankenstein monster. Dante hated that it was all he
had left of the woman he had devoted his life to.

“You hurt me,
husband,” the witch snickered. “Come and make it up to me.”

Isabelle
snapped her fingers. Suddenly Dante was no longer in control of his
body. He staggered towards the bed again, though not of his own
will. The pants that he had managed to put on were down at his
ankles, and he could see Isabelle smiling in anticipation.

Eventually,
Dante gave in and moved towards the witch of his own accord. The
sex was meaningless. It was not carnal acts that he was afraid of;
he could detach himself from that. It was where his mind went when
he disconnected from his body, a place filled with images and
memories of his daughters, of that which he lost all those years
ago. And now, the face of that beautiful, murdered child intruded
on those most sacred of recollections.


CHAPTER
TWENTY-ONE

 Do you feel better
now, little angel?

Uriel could
not bring himself to stand. He deserved to be there, kneeling in a
pool of blood. Blood that he had spilled. Hands and legs were
reaching out from underneath toppled shelves, as if grasping for
some small sense of mercy. The archangel had shown them none.

Pieces of
muscle and flesh lay in front of him. They were torn from the
slumlord Switchblade at the tip of his dagger. The man’s screams
mixed with those of his followers in Uriel’s head. Everywhere the
angel looked he saw fire, blood and death. What had he done? How
had he let this happen?

Do not
wallow in self-pity, angel. The malicious voice in his head
sounded disappointed. I know exactly how you felt as you exacted
your revenge. The pathetic noises that man made were sweeter than
any music you have ever heard.

Uriel covered
his hands with his ears and screamed, trying everything he could to
drown the voice out. He was an angel! His very purpose was to
protect humans. Now he was drowning in their blood. No matter how
much he tried, that voice would not be silenced, those images would
not fade away. Uriel crawled out of the pool of Switchblade’s blood
towards the closest wall. He stayed on his knees but leaned his
forehead to the wall and clasped his hands together. The concrete
was warm from the fire he had conjured, which only served as a
reminder of the charred, mutilated bodies that surrounded him. It
was a stark contrast to the cold tears that trickled down his
stained face.

Somewhere in
his mind, another voice urged him to show caution. He had made a
terrible mistake, but the legions of Botis would be arriving at any
moment. Still, the archangel found himself muttering in Angelic.
Uriel was praying.

He begged his
Father for some answers. He pleaded for guidance. He wished for
forgiveness. Nobody answered.

Do not forget,
little angel. You are not alone.

Uriel’s heart
felt like it was going to explode. He needed this voice inside his
head to be silent. He needed the whole world to be silent. The
voice laughed at him.

“Enough!”
Uriel shouted. “What are you? Why do you torment me?”

The room was
silent. Wind screamed through the cracks that crawled up the walls
of the warehouse. The air was filled with the smell of iron and
ash. Nothing in the warehouse dared to stir as the angel awaited
his answer.

Uriel forced
himself to his feet and to the door of the warehouse. He had to
make his way back to Sanctuary, for his own sake. If he could get
there before word of his actions did, he might be able to soften
the blow. How, he did not know. He could barely come to terms with
it himself. How had Uriel been so blinded by rage that he had
committed such an egregious sin?

Is it
really that hard for you to understand? The voice sounded less
venomous than before. The half-demon is as much an asset as any
of those angels. Even I can see that.

Uriel shook
his head as he walked, trying to force the voice out. It was right,
though; he had not been on the planet for long, but Shandra was as
reliable a companion as he could have asked for, even among the
angels. When he had seen the damage that Switchblade had done, he
was consumed with anger.

Do not lie to
yourself, little angel. Do you really think it was the human you
were angry with?

Dusk was
quickly approaching, which meant the streets were about to become
more dangerous. Uriel was not making his way back to the sewers,
though his wandering was not a conscious choice. Somewhere in his
mind he knew that he had left Switchblade’s territory, but now he
found himself back there, standing before the warehouse. Standing
among the bodies that he had slain.

Look at these
bodies. You cannot tell me that they were deserving of your anger.
Does the smell of their charred flesh bring you any relief?

Uriel was
surrounded by glazed eyes—at least, those that were not charred
black. Their corpses still emanated heat. A gust of wind rushed
down the road behind him and caused an outstretched, burnt hand to
crumble to ash. Uriel turned and ran down the street, into that
wind. He could not be here anymore. His heart could not take it.
The houses and buildings of the slums rushed past him in a blur.
The farther he got from those bodies, the more their faces faded
from his mind. In their place, he saw Shandra’s crimson eyes filled
with tears. He saw the body of her sister crumpled in her arms. He
saw the terrible aftermath of the torture his friend had
endured.

Somehow the
archangel was in the sewers. He did not remember leaving the
streets, nor did he know how he got underground. Uriel did not know
where he was or where Sanctuary was in relation to him. He walked
for a bit, trying to find something to orient him. He saw one of
the plagued humans huddling against the wall, barely recognizable
as a person. Their flesh was swollen and green, save for angry red
and white pustules. Their hair was in clumps all around them,
leaving a few black locks in their scalp. Uriel walked past the
human, scared that they would be in danger near him. The archangel
risked a glance down at the person and almost shouted. For a
heartbeat, Uriel swore he saw Shandra’s pale face and red eyes
staring back at him. Uriel’s stride faltered as he slipped on the
wet stone of the sewers.

The sharp
features of the cambion faded, revealing a face that was
unrecognizable in its swollen state. The human’s lips moved, but
nothing coherent came out. Static ran across the archangel’s skin
as he moved away from the dying human as quickly as he could. At
last he stopped, when he knew no one was around, and leaned a
forearm against the moldy sewer wall for support. Cold water
crawled across his exposed arm, before it hissed away into
steam.

Those
humans did not deserve your anger, little angel. The dark voice
did not care that Uriel wanted to be alone. You are the one who
has failed. You came to this planet with a mission, and so far you
have only brought pain and death with you.

“As if you are
not pleased with that,” Uriel shouted. His words echoed down the
long tunnel. “You stoked my anger. You turned me into a
weapon.”

Something
inside Uriel stirred. Suddenly the angel felt small, insignificant,
compared to the dark presence inside of him.

You were made
to be a weapon. We were created for destruction, little angel. You
cannot let your emotions get in the way of your thinking.

White flames
formed around Uriel’s fist. The shadows of the sewers fled in fear
of Uriel’s fire.

“Please,
forgive me for being emotional after I butchered my wards.” Sarcasm
filled his words. “How could I let emotions cloud my thinking after
I went against the very thing I was created for?”

Uriel did not
wait for a response. The next thing out of his mouth was a feral
roar, something that emanated from the deepest part of his essence.
The red brick of the sewer wall gave way under his flaming fists.
Stone shrapnel exploded with each punch, little daggers that cut at
his flesh. Uriel did not feel them, nor the blood that leaked from
each cut. He did not feel his knuckles cracking against the stone,
even as they made a crater in the wall. Rats fled from the animal
that Uriel had become. The walls themselves seemed to tremble in
fear.

Stop
pretending.

The fire
around Uriel’s fists went out. The shadows rushed back in and
smothered him.

I know those
bodies you left behind weigh heavily on you. I can feel the pain in
your heart. But do not pretend that they are the heaviest burden
you bear. Be honest with yourself, little angel. Stop lying.

Even in the
darkness, Uriel could see that his hands were covered in blood. His
blood, the blood of Switchblade and his followers and Elena’s
innocent blood all mixed together to stain his hands. The most
vibrant, the one that burned his skin, was Elena’s.

“You are
right,” Uriel whispered. “I came to this world to save it. I was
foolish. I have done nothing but hurt all I have come across. I
have tried, but I cannot help but think that less lives would have
been lost if I had stayed in Heaven. I have failed my Father, my
fellow angels. I have failed Shandra and her sister.”

The silence
that followed was deafening. Uriel waited in that silence for what
felt like an eternity. He opened his mouth to say something else,
but barely a whimper came out. He wanted this voice, this terrible
thing inside him, to break the silence. He wanted something,
anything, to forgive him. He needed it.

If you are
looking for forgiveness, little angel, you will not find it here.
Get on your knees and pray for that, if you want to waste your
time. It is not forgiveness that you need. You need to accept what
you have done, how you failed, and you must carry that with you.
You are an archangel, Uriel. That has some merit, at least among
your kind. Start acting like it.

Uriel did not
respond to the voice. He did not know how to.

Good, then
listen. You cannot bring those souls back. You cannot atone for
what you have done, even if you murdered Botis with your bare
hands. But do not let that stop you from trying. No sin is too
egregious for you to give up. There is not enough blood to stop you
from saving what is left on this forsaken rock. You have a mission,
little angel. Do not fail the half-demon twice.

Uriel looked
up, his eyes pure white. He felt a warmth coursing through him,
comforting him. It was not his own warmth, but it felt familiar
enough. His hands were still dripping with blood, but there was
still more to come. He would carry this burden with him, but it
would fuel him rather than hinder him. Elena’s death was a sin that
he could not fix. He knew that. But Uriel would take back this
world, for a young girl that never knew anything but the fear and
horrors that plagued it. Uriel would kill them all for her.

 


***

 


The voice did
not speak again on Uriel’s walk back to Sanctuary. Perhaps the day
had exhausted it, after the angel had drawn on its power. Or
perhaps it just accomplished what it wanted to accomplish. Either
way, Uriel was happy for the silence. The only thing that met his
ears were the scuffs his boots made on the stone walkway, and the
echoes of water—and waste—funneling through the sewers. He did not
encounter any more diseased humans on his walk back, which he
counted as a second blessing.

Still, it took
the archangel more than an hour to navigate his way through the
maze of tunnels. Unlike the other angels or Shandra, this
underground network was still somewhat foreign to him. He worried
that so much time alone with his thoughts would be too much for him
to bear. The voice, however, had been surprisingly helpful in
pushing away his guilt.

No, the angel
realized, not pushing it away. Channeling it.

He dreaded
facing the angels of Sanctuary after what he had done. His hands
were still stained with blood and ash, but the only water he could
wash them with was toxic. Instead, the archangel spit on his hands
and rubbed them together, as if he could rub the memory away. But
he did not want to get rid of this memory. This was his burden to
bear, and the consequences were his as well. Standing in front of
the door to Sanctuary, Uriel doubted that his brothers and sisters
would see it the same way.

With a deep
breath, Uriel pushed the door open. Many of the angels had returned
from their missions, whether they had completed them or not. They
stood in groups and spoke among each other, but all fell silent and
turned to regard the archangel that had apparently gone rogue.
Scanning the crowd, Uriel could see Arriel, Raquiel and Ezail among
the other faces that had become familiar to the archangel. But he
could not find any of his injured comrades, nor could he find
Raphael.

“What have you
done?” Arriel’s whisper could be heard across the room.

The rest of
the angels remained quiet, waiting for a response from Uriel.

“They had
tortured one of us.” Uriel’s eyes refused to look to the ground. He
was ashamed of what he had done, but he would not let it consume
him.

“The cambion!”
a voice came from within the throng. There was mumbling among the
crowd in response.

“She is still
one of us! Do you not remember her actions at the asylum? She
helped save lives!” Uriel clenched his fists.

“Uriel,”
Arriel took a few cautious steps towards the archangel, “they were
humans. All of them.”

“They were the
enemy.” He was having trouble matching her gaze.

“You
slaughtered them!” Tears lined Arriel’s eyes. “You killed them like
a human would insects!”

“But—”

“You had no
right,” Raphael’s voice bellowed from the hallway behind the mass
of angels, interrupting his brother. “Not only did you give us
away, but you killed so many of our wards. You exterminated them.
Some of them had only joined Switchblade because they would not be
able to protect themselves without him. They were innocent.”

“We had
already been discovered! Kailim and Jessiah are gone. Fariel almost
met the same fate. Someone knows we are here, brother. The time for
stealth is over,” Uriel pleaded with his brother, who now stood
beside Arriel.

“That is not
your decision to make. They did not know we had the power of an
archangel with us.” Raphael shook his head. Uriel had never seen
him this enraged. “How long until they figure out what could muster
the power to do what you did? How did you conjure that
power?”

Uriel was
speechless. He did not want to lie to his brother, but he was not
even sure how he was able to summon such power, or what that power
was.

“I’m sorry,”
Uriel muttered, his gaze finally falling to his feet.

“Nobody leaves
Sanctuary without my permission.” Raphael turned to the rest of the
angels. “We will recover from this, but we need to stay hidden. Our
plans have changed.”

If they
turn on us, the dark voice whispered to the archangel, coming
back out of its silence, we can destroy them all.

“Enough!”
Uriel shouted. As soon as the words had left his mouth he knew he
had made yet another mistake. He improvised as quickly as he could.
“We have the power to take this city. Why should we hide?” He
regretted the words as soon as they left his mouth, but he blamed
the malicious voice. The presence seemed to choose the worst times
to intrude on his thoughts.

Rage burned in
Raphael’s eyes. “If your counsel is desired, I will ask for it.
That is all.”

Uriel resigned
himself to this loss, to the mistakes that he had made. The angel
tried hard to keep his resolve strong, but his emotions weighed
heavily on him. He kept his head down while he walked through the
angels. He moved straight for the altar room, a chamber that he
knew none but himself entered. As he walked down the hall, he saw
that Shandra’s door was open, just a crack. Gentle singing came
from inside the room, a haunting melody that slowed Uriel’s pulse.
Eleanor was using her restorative talent on the half-demon.

Should he go
in? Would she even want to see him?

“Uriel?” The
sound was cracked and weak, but the archangel knew Shandra’s voice.
“Is that you?”

The angel
hesitated. He did not know if he was able to face the half-demon’s
disappointment after what just transpired. But if he were to
forgive himself, he could not hide any longer. Quietly, the
archangel pushed the wooden door open.

Shandra lay on
her mattress, most of her body hidden under a light sheet. Eleanor
kneeled next to her, singing a song in the tongue of angels and
holding her glowing yellow hands over the cambion. Uriel was
relieved to see that many of the cuts and bruises that had marred
Shandra’s face had diminished, while some had been healed
altogether. If she had not been a half-demon, the woman would not
have had the strength to hang on for so long. Even some angels
would have succumbed to such an assault.

“Do you think
we could have a few minutes?” Shandra looked at Eleanor. “I think
I’ll make it for a bit. I’m sure the angels are in worse shape than
me.”

“Are you
sure?” Eleanor’s voice was genuine with concern.

“I can
continue with the healing for the time being.” Uriel moved farther
into the storage closet that served as Shandra’s room.

Eleanor looked
at him and nodded. Uriel believed she was too kind to be angry with
him, and her gaze confirmed his thoughts. She rose to her feet and
left the room as Uriel knelt beside the half-demon. His hands
glowed warm and yellow, as Eleanor’s had, and he moved them above
the sheet that covered Shandra.

The cambion
grunted as she forced herself up on her elbows. Uriel tried to
dissuade her, but she was as stubborn as ever. For a long moment
they existed in silence, neither wanting to speak first. Finally,
Shandra spoke.

“You are an
idiot.” She smiled.

“He almost
killed you.” Uriel locked eyes with the cambion. “I…I hated him.
No, I hated myself for not protecting you.” The angel paused,
debating whether his next sentence would be too much for his friend
to hear. “I hated myself for not protecting your sister.”

“We weren’t
your responsibility.” Shandra struggled to form the words, though
whether due to the physical or emotional pain, Uriel was not
sure.

“But I made
you a promise.” Uriel, too, was having trouble putting his thoughts
into words. “If I had been stronger, if I had been better, this
would never have happened.”

“Stop being so
stupid.” The cambion let out a short, pained laugh. “Your
responsibility is to everyone. To the other angels, to the world.
But I will make you promise me one thing.”

Uriel looked
at her, ready to say yes to anything. Her mouth moved, but her
voice was not strong enough to form words. Uriel moved his head
closer to her, trying to hear whatever she was whispering. Shandra
tried to move one of her hands quickly enough to hold on to the
angel’s broad shoulders, but the action left her without the
strength to support herself. Without thinking, Uriel wrapped his
arms around her torso and pulled her close. He felt her body tense,
then relax when she realized that he was holding her. Her arms
wrapped around him in response and her hands gripped his back.
Uriel did not know what to say, so he simply held her tight.

“They are all
gone,” Shandra managed to whisper, her voice muffled as her face
pressed in between the angel’s neck and shoulder. “My mother,
Hadriel, my sister. I’m by myself now. Promise me you won’t leave
me, too.”

Her body
started to shake as she sobbed into Uriel’s shoulder. His mouth was
dry. He gripped her even more tightly. He could feel the cold drops
on his bare neck, each one reaffirming that this was one vow he
would always keep.

“I
promise.”


CHAPTER
TWENTY-TWO

 “I have never seen an
angel with the strength to do…this.” Isabelle stood in awe of the
ruins and bodies that used to belong to Switchblade.

Dante did not
respond for fear that he would kill the witch. It had been two days
since they had received word that something had attacked the
slumlord. Two days that the inquisitor could have used to track and
eliminate the angels hiding in Zezurat.

For those last
two days, however, Isabelle decided she did not care for Botis or
his filthy city. Instead, she kept Dante to herself. She used him
as his plaything until he grew too angry for her to control. Then
the witch cast another spell on him, drowning him in the memory of
the day he lost his family, the day that he became Dante.

The memories
of his daughters crippled him more than any blade could.

“It is
powerful, to be sure,” Dante finally muttered. The pair walked down
the street, away from the ruined warehouse. “Archangels are
powerful, but the destruction that it caused in the warehouse was
too much. That should be beyond the scope of any angel under the
black clouds.” The man looked up, as if expecting to see a crack in
the black ceiling that was the sky, but instead he just saw the
characteristic red glow.

“The sun is
setting,” Isabelle commented, following his gaze. “Are we going to
resume the hunt for these angels, or shall we retire for the
evening?”

“There has
been no angel activity reported since this.” Dante’s arms swept out
to indicate the scene of the slaughter. “Still, I find it strange
that an angel would attack a group of humans without cause. Perhaps
we are following the wrong lead on this one. We should have started
our investigation when we first heard of it, not two days
after.”

Isabelle moved
her hand behind her back, shielding it from Dante’s view as she
drew Infernal symbols in the air with her fingers.

“But we are no
strangers to angels attacking humans, are we?” The witch ignored
the slight.

As if on cue,
a figure appeared in an alley next to the pair. It was small in
size—a young girl with a dark complexion and dark hair. Her face
and white gown were covered in blood.

“Daddy,” she
whimpered, staring at the man, “why did they do this to me?”

The witch
grinned as Dante froze in place. His eyes locked with those of the
young girl, and his knees began to shake. The man knew that she was
not real, that Isabelle had conjured this image to play with him.
He fought back against the flood of memories and emotions, but he
was not strong enough.

Dante stood
straight, shuddering, for what felt like days in his mind. Before
his eyes, the entire apocalypse was replayed in terrible detail.
The fear in his youngest daughter’s eyes the first time she saw a
demon. The pain on his oldest’s face when she pulled the trigger of
a gun for the first time, to save her mother’s life. He saw
exhaustion plague them as they constantly tried to avoid the
violence, to survive as best they could. And, worst of all, he saw
their peaceful faces, their perfect faces, after they had been
killed because he was too weak to protect them. Too weak to fight
off the angels that had murdered them.

He was no
longer too weak.

“Sir.”

Dante was
snapped out of his trance. He looked back down the alley, hoping to
see his eldest daughter again, wanting to run to her and hold her
like he used to. The alley was empty.

“Sir, we have
found them.” One of Botis’s humans kneeled before Dante.

He could not
believe what he was hearing. Soon he would wet his blades with an
entire enclave of angels. His blood warmed with the thought of
facing an angel that could wreak as much destruction as it had
against Switchblade.

“Good,” he
said curtly. He refused to look at Isabelle. He knew she was the
one that caused that flood of memories. The angel was more
important than her petty mind games. “We will need the
progeny.”

 


***

 


“The sun sets
in an hour.”

Raphael stood
before his legion of angels, all lined up neatly in columns of six,
their ranks four angels wide. They stood silently,
well-disciplined, but Raphael could see the eagerness in their
eyes. His enhanced sight saw the slightest twitch of the finger and
curl of the lip. When he paused his speech, he could hear their
short, anxious breath. The angels were excited. They had been
waiting for this moment, whether they knew it or not, for years.
Ever since they had been defeated and forced to live as insects,
the angels had been waiting for the moment to strike back. To take
back their honor as warriors of Heaven.

“That means we
have an hour before the guards change. An hour before most demons
wake up in their dens in the upper district. We have an hour to
kill them. All of them.”

Uriel stood at
the rear of the group, noticing the same twitches and tells that
Raphael did. But his mind wandered as he half-listened to his
brother. It had been only two days since Uriel had stumbled back
from Switchblade’s warehouse.

What he did
still weighed heavily on his shoulders. He could feel the heat of
his fire and hear screams as flesh and fat was boiled from bones.
He knew that the dark voice, whatever it was, did not share in his
grief. Thankfully, it had been silent since his return to
Sanctuary.

He also had
Shandra by his side. Though her wounds were nearly fatal, the
cambion had recovered quickly. A combination of her own demonic
fortitude and angelic assistance had erased any trace of the
torture she had endured. The half-demon and the archangel kept each
other’s spirits up. Neither of them dared mention Elena or what
Uriel had done. Even Isniir and Adriel sat with them; the two were
inseparable, even as their wounds were healing.

The four of
them sparred with one another, though Adriel showed more interest
in the knowledge of runes and sigils that Hadriel passed on to
Shandra. Isniir was great to practice his martial skills against
and had a wit just as talented as Shandra. The two angels forgave
Uriel when none of the others in Sanctuary were willing to, though
they had no reason to do so.

Fariel, too,
had completely recovered. It had been only a matter of time before
he was strong enough to use his own self-regenerating talent. The
walls of Sanctuary shook when he used his talent, but the angel was
back on his feet in less than a day, though pain still shadowed his
face, even after he used his talent. It had not taken much longer
for the warrior to hear what the archangel had done. He did not do
anything to hide his contempt, nor did he say a word to the
archangel since he had awoken.

“Uriel,
Shandra and Arriel will take the gate between the upper and lower
district,” Raphael continued, as if reminding everyone that he was
sidelining his brother, “while the rest of us will go over the wall
and infiltrate the demon dens. You should already know your roles,
I expect it all to go smoothly. Let’s go.”

Uriel was just
happy to be a part of this mission. When he heard that Raphael was
executing his final coup, the archangel had worried that he would
not be involved, especially considering that he was the reason
their timeline had to be accelerated. And though the role he had
was one that kept him out of the actual operation, he was just
happy to be playing a part. Arriel, however, had not seemed to have
forgiven him as quickly as some others had. The archangel was
nervous about how the next hour would play out.

With Shandra
by his side and Arriel ahead of him, the archangel moved with the
rest of the angels out into the sewers. They would each take
different routes to get to the upper district to avoid detection,
but none would act until Uriel gave the signal that the guards had
been taken care of. With his two companions, Uriel ascended into
the market that stood between the upper district and the slums.

Sunset was an
interesting time in the city; humans were making their way home
before the light was gone and other, more sinister creatures took
their place on the streets. Still, the market had a large crowd
milling about that provided apt cover for the angels and the
cambion. Uriel remembered to give a wide berth to any creature
whose instincts might detect an angel, allowing the group to move
unabated through the market.

Shandra
stepped to the front of the trio and led the two angels the rest of
the way. She weaved through the houses that were taller and better
maintained than those farther in the slums. Eventually, the three
stopped behind a building that was a mere twenty feet from the
gate.

“Seven
minutes,” Uriel told the two women. He had been counting how long
it had taken to move from Sanctuary to where they were. That meant
they had fifty-three minutes left for the other angels to cleanse
the upper district.

Fortunately,
the gate between the upper and lower districts was not as heavily
guarded as the one the stood before Botis’s palace. Three humans
and two demons were the only defenses offered at this checkpoint.
Uriel peeked around the corner of the house, and his eyes flickered
for a split second.

“Two of the
humans are possessed, one of them is acting of his own free will,”
the archangel reported. Arriel seemed to shift uncomfortably in
response, and Uriel quickly added, “We will knock the one human
unconscious.”

Arriel nodded.
It pained Uriel that she was worried the archangel might harm
humans, though he could hardly blame her.

The three
quickly devised a plan before moving down different paths. None of
the humans carried guns, and all five guards were standing on the
path. They could not afford a drawn-out battle, or the demons
possessing the humans would snap back to their own bodies, and
their silent night would turn very loud.

Uriel and
Arriel were the first to act. They both raced forward, each
targeting one of the possessed humans. Before the guards could even
realize what was happening, Shandra loosed one arrow, then another,
from the shadow of a house. Each arrow found its mark in the
demons’ chests, letting the insatiable magic of the weapons
dissolve the creatures into ashes.

The human that
was in control of his own body grabbed his sword and roared as he
charged at the pair of angels. He swung the crude blade in an arc
at Arriel, but her skin hardened with a thought and the blow was
deflected wide. The human cried out in surprise, soon silenced by
an equally hardened fist to the bridge of his nose.

Seeing that
she had been delayed, Uriel dashed for the farthest possessed
human. With his left hand, he grabbed the man’s sword arm and
immobilized it. His right hand quickly followed, palm open, and
grabbed the top of the man’s head.

“Angel!” The
man’s roar was more animal than human.

But the demon
could not escape.

Exorcism was a
skill that every angel had, no matter their talent. They were able
to trap the demon’s consciousness inside of the human, then target
the demon with the energy of the exorcism and leave the human
unharmed. The whole process took just a second, but sometimes even
that was too long.

The man’s
pupils dilated, then erupted in white light. Uriel could feel the
demonic presence being destroyed before he released his hold. The
man’s eyes closed as he fell to the ground, alive but unconscious.
The archangel looked over and saw that Arriel had done the same
thing to the final guard.

Shandra ran
out from between two houses, joining the other two as they dragged
the unconscious humans away from the gate. The cambion collected
her two arrows before returning to the angels, out of sight. Uriel
conjured a small orb of light in his hand and silently commanded it
to fly to the top of the wall. It blinked twice, then vanished. On
cue, he could see the silhouette of two dozen angels scale the wall
and drop down into the upper district of Botis’s city.

“Now we wait,”
Arriel said, sitting against the wall of a tall house.

Their part was
over. They just had to watch and make sure no one tried to get
through the gate. No guards would come for another fifty minutes,
so Uriel would open the gates in forty-five to let the angels back
through. Scaling the walls once was dangerous enough, but to do it
again as a fresh set of guards made their way to the gate was
inviting trouble. The group would then split up before reconvening
in the slums. By sundown, when most humans were off the streets,
Trien should have arrived in Sanctuary with a handful of her
angels, if their message had been received, aided by one of
Sanctuary’s talents. Together, they would infiltrate the palace
through the sewers and eliminate the last remnants of Botis’s
forces, including the highborn himself.

“Do you regret
it?” Arriel spoke again, her soft eyes hardened like her skin.

Uriel thought
for a moment before replying. He remembered the words of the dark
voice, and his own resolve.

“Yes,” he said
at last. “I have done many terrible things in my lifetime, though
not one measures to what I did to those people. I will never truly
forgive myself for what I did, nor do I deserve to. It is one of
the burdens I have to bear silently, and channel my rage where it
truly belongs. For the sake of all of us.”

Arriel studied
the archangel, as if looking for any signs that he might be lying.
Her eyes softened.

“Then let your
friends help you, Uriel. It will be a difficult path for you, but
it’s a start.”

Uriel smiled.
It was a huge burden off his shoulders to know that his closest
friends were willing to look past the darkest event in his long
life. Arriel’s posture was still rigid. She was willing to work
towards Uriel’s redemption, but she could not easily forgive what
the archangel did. He would never forget what he had done, but he
could begin to move on. The only thing stopping him was his older
brother, Raphael.

The rest of
the time was spent in silence, though not the uncomfortable one
that Uriel had anticipated. He was happy to be with his two
friends, happier than he would have been even if he was cleansing
the upper district. No one came near the gate either, allowing the
three to relax until Uriel confirmed that it was time to open the
doors. A distinct set of knocks, three sets of two taps, told him
that the other angels were waiting.

The archangel
ran to the gate, his movements covered by Arriel and Shandra. With
a grunt he pulled the cast iron door open. Isniir was the first to
come through the gate, a large grin on his face.

“We did it,
brother.” The angel was almost jumping in excitement. “At least
five hundred demons from what I’ve heard!”

Uriel smiled
back and clapped the younger angel on the shoulder. He waited as
the remainder of the angels streamed out of the upper district.
Some of the faces met him with smiles and comments on the mission,
while others did not even acknowledge the archangel. Raphael was
the last to walk through the door.

“Is that
everyone?” Uriel asked, unsure of how to approach the other
archangel.

“Yes.” Raphael
would not even look at him. “We have somewhere to be. Let’s
go.”

Clearly the
older angel had not forgiven him, but that was a battle for another
day. By the time Uriel had closed the iron gate, most of the angels
had dispersed down one path or another. The archangel moved to join
Shandra, Arriel, Ezail and Raquiel. It was difficult to read
Raquiel in the best of circumstances. But now the archangel could
not get the slightest hint as to what Raquiel thought of him.
Ezail, on the other hand, was as jovial as ever. He had come up to
Uriel to express how his heart hurt because of what the archangel
had done. But Ezail said he understood, and that he would help the
archangel back to his normal self. The five companions moved back
towards the market but chose to go around the large plaza. The
denizens that milled about now were not ones that the angels wished
to get too close to. They pulled their cloaks tighter around their
necks, their hoods farther down their faces, and snuck around the
bazaar.

Another few
minutes through the slums and the companions had made it to the
rendezvous point. They waited for the rest of the angels before
carrying on to meet with the group from outside of the city. In
just a few minutes, all of Sanctuary’s angels had assembled, and
they began their march once again. There were no demons in the
slums to detect them, or humans to be intimidated by the large
throng of cloaked, hooded figures.

“Uriel,”
Raquiel suddenly whispered from behind him. “Five bodies in front
of you. He is not an angel.”

The archangel
struggled to maintain his poise. How could someone, or something,
infiltrate such a large group of angels? He had to act quickly, yet
in a way that did not give away his intentions.

Silently,
Uriel moved through the other angels until he was next to Adriel.
He tapped the arcane angel on the shoulder to get his
attention.

Nod when
you can hear me, Uriel repeated over and over in his mind,
hoping his friend would catch on. After a few repetitions, Adriel
gave a quick nod. Two to my left and one ahead. Raquiel says he
is not an angel.

Adriel risked
a glance over, then looked ahead again. He brought one hand up to
tap the metal band around his neck. Uriel assumed it meant that the
infiltrator had what looked like a halo.

I trust
Raquiel’s talent. No one in the group would doubt Raquiel’s
clairvoyant abilities. It was those very abilities that had kept
all of them alive for so long. Wait for my signal. I must tell
Raphael.

With another
nod from his friend, Uriel moved again through the crowd of angels.
He walked slowly, trying to avoid attracting the outsider’s
attention. Raphael was at the front of the pack, though. By the
time Uriel got to the other archangel, he knew that they had only a
moment or two before they descended into the sewers and the
intruder would be that much closer to Sanctuary.

“Brother,”
Uriel whispered as quietly as he could. “Four rows behind you,
someone has infiltrated our group.”

Raphael’s eyes
shot up and met with Uriel’s. A quick nod was the only confirmation
he needed. But before Uriel could turn and face the infiltrator,
there was a shout from the back of the crowd.

“Progeny!”
Raquiel cried out.

Animalistic
howls rang out in response, and Uriel saw the intruder draw twin
obsidian blades.

“Ambush!”
Uriel shouted, drawing his knives.

But his
warning was too late. The air became charged with energy right
before a loud crack rang out that pierced the angel’s eardrums. A
bolt of black energy jumped out from the shadows and struck the
angel next to Uriel in the back. The angel fell to the ground,
dead.


CHAPTER
TWENTY-THREE

 Dusk’s fading
light was suddenly smothered by a thick, roiling darkness. Uriel
immediately recognized it as the same darkness from the asylum, the
one that accompanied the vile progeny. The archangel pushed back
with his own light, creating a dome of illumination within the
living shadows. With their vision restored, the angels drew their
weapons and shed their cloaks, preparing themselves for what was to
come.

But the
creatures wasted no time in launching their assault. Streaks of
shadows erupted from the darkness and lunged for the angels. Wicked
talons lashed out at exposed flesh, seeking openings around divine
steel. Angelic blades parried razor-sharp claws, their steel
bouncing off stark white flesh. The creatures barely flinched as
heavy weapons crashed into them with attack after futile
attack.

“Tighten up!”
the archangel heard Fariel shout. “Defend one another.”

Uriel scanned
the ensuing battle, looking for the infiltrator that had drawn his
twin swords. In the fray, the archangel lost sight of him, but he
knew from Isniir and Adriel’s descriptions that this was the man
that had nearly killed Fariel and had gravely injured the Wolf.

Groups of
angels stood in clusters to defend one another from all sides.
Multicolored light erupted as the ethereal warriors let loose
spells and unleashed their talents upon the creatures. Stalagmites
rose from the earth like sharp fangs, impaling progeny as they
rushed towards the angels, while others were slammed with
telekinetic energy, crushing their chest until their ribs snapped
inward.

Over the hum
of battle, Uriel could hear the soothing voice of Eleanor. He felt
relaxed, calmed and analytical. He saw Fariel, the warrior of
legend, spinning through the throng of progeny. His axes left a
trail of broken destruction in his wake. It was difficult to miss
Ezail, whose hulking frame swatted progeny aside like flies. His
massive fists shattered their bones, but the genetically modified
beasts only retreated into their own shadows to heal before coming
again.

One of the
progeny rushed towards a group of angels. It was met with the tip
of a spear, which did almost nothing to dissuade it. The angel who
wielded the spear thrust and swung at the monster, driving it back
as best he could. It was only a temporary reprieve for the beast,
however, before Ezail stepped forward and brought a closed fist
down like a hammer on the thing’s skull. There was a sickening
crack as its skull was split open, its brains spilling out on the
road around it.

The progeny
kept coming, though. If the angels did not kill one of the
creatures, it was dragged back into the darkness to recuperate and
enter the battle again. Uriel could see only a dozen or so of the
progeny dead on the street, with a painful number of angel corpses
among them.

Behind
you! the voice in Uriel’s head hissed.

Without
thinking, Uriel spun and drew his blade, white flames erupting
along the weapon as he went. The edge of his sword dug into the
forearm of a progeny, blocking the fatal strike, but it did not
stop there. The sword cut clean through the beast’s arm and into
its chest. With another tug, Uriel cut open its torso and almost
severed the beast in half.

The archangel
turned back around in time to see a column of hellish fire erupt
from the ground, consuming three unsuspecting angels. Their screams
of agony were drowned out by the roar of the flames.

“Adriel,” the
archangel shouted above the frenzy, “find the witch!”

He saw the
arcane angel turn and nod in agreement. Adriel spoke a quick word
in the tongue of angels and raised his hand. A bolt of white energy
shot forward, flying past angel and progeny alike to tear through
the curtain of darkness that contained the battle. The angel
sprinted out of the opening, though he did not go unnoticed. Uriel
finally spotted the man with the ebony blades as he deflected the
spear of the angel he was engaged with, followed by a quick series
of fatal stabs. Without waiting to see the fate of his opponent,
the intruder turned and pursued Adriel. After Adriel’s last
encounter with the witch and the man with the black blades, Uriel
knew that the spellcaster would be outmatched. The archangel
sprinted after the man, towards the tear in the darkness.

As each
progeny was slain, the oppressive darkness became less and less
powerful. Uriel knew that, even without his presence, his light
would still counter the infernal shadows. The archangel dodged a
strike from a beast and was about to counter when suddenly the
beast’s head was twisted around, its neck snapped with a loud
crack.

“Go.” Isniir
stood before the archangel. “Do not let Adriel die today.”

Uriel nodded
and was moving once again. He emerged from the darkness, which
looked more like a flowing, writhing, living entity from the
outside. To his right, he saw an eruption of heavenly energy burst
out from behind a house. It was answered by three consecutive
strikes of black lightning, all aimed for the same place. The
archangel took off in a run, leaping into the air and climbing to
the rooftop of a small house. He ran along the hut and jumped from
roof to roof, making his way towards the magical exchange. Just
beyond the line of buildings, black fire erupted from the ground
but was countered by another blast of white light.

The angel came
to the edge of a cluster of houses to see his friend locked in a
duel with a woman dressed in black. In every way she looked like a
witch from human folklore. Even her piercing cackle that echoed
above the clamor of her spells was theatrical.

Adriel had
just finished launching a series of small red balls of energy, all
of which erupted in massive explosions around his opponent. But the
fire of the explosions began to twist around the woman instead of
engulfing her, resulting in an inferno of wind and flames. The
witch cackled again and pointed at her opponent, and the fire bent
as a result, streaming towards Adriel. The angel quickly responded
by slicing across with his slim sword. Magical energy leapt from
the blade to make an arcane wave that cut through the encroaching
flames. The witch’s attack continued, but they went around the
angel like water flowing around a rock.

Where is
the swordsman? Uriel did not know if the voice was his own
thought or whatever dark presence had infected his mind.

The slightest
scuff was the only warning Uriel had of the danger behind him. The
archangel dove to his left on instinct, one of his daggers already
airborne as he came to his feet. The knife flew towards his
attacker, only to be knocked away by a black blade.

“You are
lucky, archangel,” the man said, lowering his hood. “But do not
think you will avoid my blades again.”

The man faced
Uriel, his blades down at his sides. He wanted the angel to think
that his guard was down, but Uriel knew that this man—this
human—was more than he appeared to be. Uriel focused his mind,
ignoring all else, and brought his flaming sword up in front of
him.

The pair stood
motionless, each analyzing the other while Adriel and the witch
continued mercilessly below them. The flames on Uriel’s blade
danced as his bloodlust took on a physical form.

We could
easily defeat him, the voice intruded on Uriel’s thoughts,
if you use my power.

But Uriel knew
that he could not let that thing take control again. It was
too powerful, even for the archangel. Even worse, if Adriel
witnessed it firsthand, he could not predict the repercussions.
This fight would be a test of Uriel, and Uriel alone.

Without giving
his opponent the opportunity, Uriel released one hand from his
sword and conjured a cone of white flames. The fire should have
consumed the human, but the man was too fast, easily rolling out of
the way. Coming to his feet, the swordsman charged the angel, both
blades trailing behind him as he ran. When he was just out of range
of the archangel’s blade, the man lunged forward, stabbing with his
right blade. Uriel sidestepped the attack and used his own sword to
deflect the blade wide. The human brought his other sword
underneath the first, a stab aimed for the angel’s legs. Uriel had
to jump out of the way to avoid being crippled by the blow.

The human spun
away, then dug his feet into the rooftop and launched another
assault. Each blade came in again and again, slashing across at a
dizzying speed. It took all the skill that Uriel possessed to keep
up with the assault, but he found himself being driven back with
each hit.

The angel knew
the frenzy would have to be over soon, that no human could attack
so wildly for long. He read each of the man’s swings, blocking each
blow as best he could. Then he saw it. The man did not raise his
sword as high as he had been, and his cut came across more slowly.
Uriel deflected the blade with a strike of his own, then followed
by smacking the pommel of his sword into the man’s face. The human
cried out and stumbled backwards.

But Uriel was
not done. He brought his free hand up and opened his palm. A
blinding flash of light illuminated the evening air, forcing the
man to cry out again, blinded. The archangel rushed forward,
drawing one of his daggers from behind him as he went. The man
heard his charge and tried to twist away from the overhead swing of
the angel. He almost made it, but not before he took a deep cut to
his left arm as he spun.

“Damn you.”
The words dripped of venom.

The human
charged forward again, his vision returned to him. The two warriors
attacked each other relentlessly, taking advantage of whatever
opening the other left them. Each scored minor strikes against the
other, drawing blood but doing no real damage to their opponent.
Uriel had never faced a human of such skill before.

The angel
deflected another strike and jumped back, out of range of the man.
He threw another dagger at the cloaked figure, though it was
half-hearted and only meant to buy him a split second. The
swordsman dodged the projectile but was caught unawares as one of
Uriel’s balls of holy fire quickly followed. In desperation, the
human slashed at the fireball with one of his blades. The missile
was cut in half as if it were solid, and the fire fizzled into
smoke.

“Impossible.”
The angel stood in disbelief. No sword, especially one wielded by a
human, should be able to dispel the magic of an archangel.

The man rushed
forward again, taking advantage of his stunned adversary. While he
was distracted, the dark voice took advantage of Uriel’s lowered
guard and cloaked the archangel in a blanket of extreme heat.

You
fool! the voice roared.

The man
recoiled from the heat as Uriel realized his mistake and took
control back from the dark presence. He re-engaged with the human,
their dance beginning in earnest once again. Neither of them gained
any ground, no matter what tactics they tried. The human switched
his grip on one of his blades, matching how Uriel held his daggers.
The change in style was unexpected, but it did not manage to get
past Uriel’s defenses. Slash, parry, stab; neither of the warriors
could defeat the other.

From behind
him, the archangel heard Adriel cry out in pain. He spun to look at
the two casters, disregarding his opponent. Adriel dropped to his
knees, blood bubbling from his mouth. Half of his face had been
scorched, and a dozen shards of metal protruded from his chest.

The witch
laughed in delight.

The other
human sprinted at Uriel from behind, ready to deliver the final
blow, but he never made it that far. Uriel heard a series of loud
roars, followed by three soft thuds, then a fourth for what he
assumed was good measure. The archangel turned and saw four holes
in the man’s chest and shoulder. Bullet holes, the archangel
realized, when he saw Raphael standing on the edge of the roof to
his right.

The human
stumbled backwards a few steps, where he teetered on the edge of
the rooftop. The cloaked man’s piercing eyes locked with Uriel’s,
eyes filled with much more than just sorrow or pain. The archangel
had never seen eyes burning with so much hate in the countless
years of his existence. The human swordsman spat a mouthful of
blood at the archangel’s feet before falling backwards, out of
sight towards the ground below. The clanging of blades told the
archangel that his adversary was dead on the streets of the
slums.

Moving
quickly, the angel turned back to the scene below him. The witch
had to be dealt with and Adriel had to be saved if he still drew
breath. The archangel stepped off the roof and landed softly below.
Raphael followed just a second later, but both archangels were too
late. Shandra stood between them and the woman that had defeated
Adriel.

“Fucking
witches.” Shandra walked towards the woman, gleaming dagger in
hand.

The witch
looked confused. She did not face an angel, but it was definitely
not human either. It did not matter though. Isabelle would deal
with it like all the other bugs. She extended both hands in front
of her and released a burst of dark energy. The attack crackled
towards Shandra, striking her dead centre.

The witch did
not realize that she was facing a cambion, though. Shandra’s stride
did not falter in the slightest but increased to a run. In a single
breath, the half-demon was on the witch, bringing her dagger to
bear.

“You have no
idea how happy this makes me.” Shandra grinned as bloodlust filled
her crimson eyes.

By the time
the cambion was finished, the witch was hardly recognizable.
Shandra finally tossed her dagger to the side, though it landed
with a thud in the wet, blood-soaked dirt. The witch’s familiar,
the hideous mix of a spider and a man, tried to pounce on the
half-demon, to protect what was left of its master. A spinning axe
came out of nowhere and embedded itself in the creature to cut its
attack short. It twitched for a moment, but death quickly came for
it.

Fariel
appeared next to the archangels. He nodded at the two of them
before turning his gaze to Adriel. The great warrior ran over to
the dying angel and kneeled beside him. He conjured what little
healing abilities he had, trying desperately to tend to the fatal
wounds. Adriel grunted as he knocked his hand away.

“Do not waste
your time.” The arcane angel forced a laugh, which just caused him
to cough more blood. “She was one hell of a witch. Not even Raphael
could save me now.”

“This cannot
be,” Fariel pleaded with his comrade. The archangels and Shandra
now stood over them. Tears threatened to spill from the cambion’s
eyes. “We have two archangels. There must be something we can
do.”

“Do not be
ridiculous.” Adriel smiled at the group. His breathing was labored,
each word taking its toll on the failing spark of life that was the
arcane angel. “Go, get the other angels and take the city. Do not
let me die for nothing.”

Raphael
nodded, though the pain in his eyes was obvious. He knew, as did
everyone standing around the dying angel, that his powers were too
limited to save Adriel from the brink of death. Not with the battle
still raging. Not when the city was theirs for the taking.

“You will
never be forgotten, brother.” Raphael smiled and turned away,
pulling Uriel and Shandra with him. Fariel stayed behind, still
cradling the head of his friend.

“Look after
Isniir for me. I doubt he will make it on his own.” Adriel’s eyes
started to glaze over. He was no longer looking at Fariel, but
straight up at the sky.

“Please,”
Fariel begged under his breath. The warrior owed his life to the
spellcaster and his companion. He pleaded with Adriel to stay, with
his Father to spare him from his fate. “We have lost too many. Do
not take another from us.”

Uriel heard
the warrior’s plea as the three walked away. Losing a friend was
not easy, but there would be time to mourn Adriel later. For now,
they had to take the city and kill Botis. The wind picked up as he
moved back towards the other angels, and somehow Uriel knew that
his Father was with him tonight.

 


***

 


Time was no
longer an ally of the angels. With both angel and progeny blood
still warm in the dirt, Raphael started barking orders to get his
legion into some semblance of order. Two angels who were left
behind in Sanctuary while the others cleansed the upper district
made their way to the surface when they sensed fighting on the
streets. They reported to Raphael that Trien and her angels, who
were to join in the assault on Botis, never arrived. The archangel
shook his head in disbelief as he tried to process that, as well as
the number of angels who lay dead before him. All the progeny had
been slain, as were the two angel killers, but not without loss.
The only advantage they had left was their momentum and their
anger.

Uriel and
Shandra stayed beside Isniir as the angels moved towards the gates
to the upper district. The archangel was the one who told the Wolf
about Adriel’s fate. Isniir had not said a word since then, nor had
he let go of his blades. Neither archangel nor cambion knew what to
say, so they let their friend drown his pain in demon blood.

The angels
easily made their way through the slums and the market. Most
creatures that were out at this time either went into hiding when
the violence erupted or scurried out of the way of the flood of
warriors. The new group of guards at the wall separating the upper
and lower districts proved no real challenge. Four of them were
demons that were quickly dispatched by the angels, and the one
human that joined them was not possessed. When she realized what
was happening, she dropped her weapons and ran down an alley. One
of the other angels cut her off and touched two fingers to her
forehead. The woman’s skin seemed to glow from her bones, and she
slumped into the angel’s arms, unconscious. The gate was
theirs.

The upper
district was completely empty. That had been the objective of the
mission earlier that evening—to clear the upper district and
substantially reduce the demon resistance in the city while they
slept. In minutes the angels were within sight of the more heavily
guarded gate that separated the upper district and Botis’s palace.
Similar to when Shandra had shown Uriel the gate, it was protected
by two humans and eight demons. The humans were both possessed and
wielded large rifles. They sat on top of the gate, continually
scanning the ground below. They had undoubtedly heard the fighting
that had gone on before.

One of
Raphael’s other angels had the talent to exorcise demons from a
distance. It destroyed the demon in the first human before the
hellish creatures even knew what was happening. As soon as its
essence was burned out, the other demons caught on. Shandra loosed
an arrow that caught the other human in the shoulder. The man was
far from mortally wounded, but it bought them enough time for the
demon within him to be destroyed by the same talent. The other
angels acted quickly, killing the remaining demons while the angels
swarmed the gate.

The gate to
the palace was heavy, so heavy it could be opened only by a
mechanism on the inside. Some angels spread their shining white
wings to quickly ascend the wall, diving over the edge and waging
battle with the demons on the other side. They would assault the
palace from above.

Others, though
far less than Raphael had originally planned for, had already gone
down through the sewers that snaked beyond the wall. They would
take the palace from below.

Ezail chose a
different route. The goliath of an angel preferred to have his feet
on the ground and decided to smash through the thick iron doors in
just a few strikes. Raphael, Uriel and Shandra, as well as a
half-dozen other angels, joined him in rushing through the
gates.

The palace
courtyard had already erupted in violence. There were well over one
hundred demons defending the palace, as well as a handful of
progeny. The archangels and cambion paid the canine-like creatures
no mind, however, as they made their way towards the castle.

Uriel could
see his friends engaging in the onslaught. Arriel tore through
demons with her stoneflesh claws, while Isniir moved at a blinding
speed, slitting throats and disembowelling creatures as he went.
The Wolf did not wear his characteristic grin as he slaughtered.
Every move was mechanical, every slit surgical. He was as cold as
the steel of his blades. Ezail simply stepped through the masses of
demons, swinging his massive arms like hammers.

Raphael was
putting his two pistols to use, downing scores of demons himself.
Uriel had witnessed the twin pistols in action before, but he had
never truly admired their beauty. The guns were made of the same
heavenly steel as any sword or axe forged in Heaven’s celestial
flames. Though they fired mundane bullets, each shot was imbued
with a glimmer of Raphael’s power, vestibules of divine magic that
shredded flesh as efficiently as they snuffed the very ether of
whatever demon crossed the archangel’s path. The beasts fell in
waves against Raphael’s weapons.

Shandra stood
next to Uriel, nocking and firing arrows as quickly as she could.
She used her mundane arrows as much as possible, as the three of
them—the cambion, Uriel and Raphael—were constantly moving while
they fought off the horde, getting closer and closer to the palace
door. A demon leapt at her from behind like a wolf pouncing upon
its prey. Shandra spun and dropped to one knee, drawing back a new
arrow as she turned. The demon’s maw was open and ready to tear at
her throat, but instead it found the cambion releasing her arrow
down its gullet. The projectile tore out the other side of the
demon’s neck, and the beast crumpled to the ground.

Uriel launched
holy fire into the crowd of demons that filled the last few steps
between them and the palace door. The vile, mottled grey creatures
howled as they were turned to ash and bone. Uriel plowed forward
and forced the doors to Botis’s citadel open. Inside were more
progeny, but the beasts were no match for the archangels and their
half-demon companion. More angels flooded in behind them and took
up the fight against the genetically altered creatures.

No one noticed
Raquiel as he moved away from the fighting, suddenly appearing
beside the three companions.

“Botis is
through there. He is surrounded by two dozen demons and humans. Not
all of them are possessed.”

“Exorcise what
humans you can, but do not kill any of them,” Uriel said to Shandra
and Raphael. The older archangel smiled and nodded. He was the
mastermind behind the guerilla missions they had been conducting,
but Uriel had always been the master of battle. It was good to see
Heaven’s greatest tactician back. “Shandra, use whatever arrows you
have left to take out the demons. They will take advantage of us
trying to save the humans.”

The cambion
nodded.

Raphael
charged at the door leading to the highborn demon. He shouldered
through the locked entryway, dropping into a somersault as soon as
it gave way. A barrage of demon claws swept at him, an attack that
surely would have torn him to shreds had he not kept low. The
archangel took a few hits to his back but escaped the brunt of the
damage.

Shandra sent
two of her spelled arrows into the room, each turning a demon to
ash before her eyes. Uriel stepped forward and brought his flaming
sword to bear, cleaving a demon in half and running the blade
through the heart of another.


Amazing! The voice had been silent as they fought through
the courtyard. No doubt it was reveling in the violence all around
them.

Raphael came
out of his somersault shooting. His left hand fired imbued bullets
at three different demons, snuffing the life out of them. The
archangel’s eyes flickered as he took in the room, identifying
which humans were possessed and, more importantly, which had guns.
Three of the seven humans in the room had firearms, and each of
those were acting free of demonic influence. Before they even had a
chance to aim, Raphael leveled his right hand and fired another
three shots. The bullets found their marks in the shoulders and
arms of the gunners. The humans dropped their weapons, unable to
support the weight of them in their injured arms.

Uriel
continued his work, exorcising the four humans who were possessed
while Shandra fended off the demons with her magic arrows. Only one
demon remained in the room when they were done.

Botis, the
snake, stood behind his throne. The creature was shaking, cowering
from those who had destroyed everything he owned.

“You think
killing me will do anything?” Botis shrieked, his forked tongue
flicking out nervously. Only his head was visible to the three
companions. “Abaddon will send his armies. He will slaughter you
all. You have achieved nothing!”

The demon earl
would have continued, but his bleating turned into a squeal of pain
and surprise. Shandra’s final arrow protruded from the demon’s eye,
the area around it quickly corroding. The serpent demon stumbled
out from behind his throne. His scaled hands went to grab the
arrow, to pull it out before it could kill him, but they too turned
to ash before they even touched the slick wooden shaft.

“That,”
Shandra said coldly, “is for my family.”

The demon’s
shriek faded as his body blew away in a cloud of dust and ash. The
arrow that had consumed him fell to the floor, though Shandra
already moved to reclaim it. Uriel could not believe it. They had
killed Botis and had taken the city!

“He is right,”
Raphael said somberly. “Abaddon will move to retake the city by
tomorrow. If we are lucky, we will hold out for a day, maybe two.”
The older archangel turned to his brother. The sound of battle
still raged outside, but already cheers were going out as news
spread of Botis’s death. “Uriel, we need our brothers and sisters.
We need Heaven.”

Uriel
understood exactly what he meant. As the Fire of God, Uriel was the
only angel capable of breaking through the black clouds, if it were
even feasible. That is why he alone had been sent; any other angel
would have been destroyed on the journey down. But to open the
clouds from this side? Without the might of Heaven behind him, the
feat seemed impossible.

“You would
have the strength of two archangels,” his brother continued, “and
the stubbornness of one very unique cambion.” Raphael smiled at
Shandra.

“If I am
successful,” Uriel began to speak after a brief moment. He could
not think for too long; the battle still raged outside of that
room, and every moment’s delay could cost another angel’s life. “If
I am successful, you must protect her.”

To break the
black clouds, he would have to tap into power that he was not sure
he had. He would have to call down every iota of energy he could
from Heaven. It would smite the city and wipe out all infernal
beings in one fell swoop. As much as he cared for Shandra, his fire
did not care if she was only half-demon. Still, he had a promise to
keep to his friend. He held the memory of her smile in his mind,
focused on it, used it as his source of strength. He knew then
that, no matter how much wrath he brought down on Zezurat, he could
never harm his friend again.

Raphael nodded
and moved Shandra towards the centre of the room. Uriel followed,
reiterating his promise to the cambion, a promise that he had sworn
with his life. Shandra understood what was about to transpire. She
knew there was a real chance that she would not survive what was to
come.

“I wanted to
avenge Hadriel,” she said, tears streaming down her face, “and I’ve
done that. I wanted to get justice for Elena, and we did that. But
I’m not ready to die yet, Uriel. We still have so much left to
do.”

The cambion
pulled him into her arms and squeezed him tight. He could feel her
tears on his warm skin, tears that were filled with joy, loss, fear
and courage. But it was her smile as she pulled away, that simple
smirk under her crimson eyes, that let him know she believed in
him.

Uriel rolled
his shoulders and spread his arms wide. The archangel’s wings
extended from the living tattoo on his back, great expanses of red,
orange and yellow feathers that bristled like dancing flames, the
air around them shimmering from divine heat. A single beat of his
wings of fire and Uriel was airborne. He hovered in place above
Raphael and Shandra, his wings beating only enough to keep him in
place.

The air around
them charged with energy as Uriel’s eyes faded to a colorless
white. He focused all his might onto a single thought, one that
would allow him to break through the black clouds of Hell and open
up the way to Heaven. He thought of Raphael, his brother who had
survived for so long in this terrible world. He thought of the
other angels, who fought and died just to give him this chance. He
thought of Shandra, the half-demon who had changed everything he
ever believed in, the cambion who had shown him that this Earth was
different than anything that had ever come before. A friend who
would be with him until the end.

Uriel realized
then that he did not need to borrow the power of his brother. That,
even though he was the one breaking through the clouds, he was not
alone. He had friends here, brothers and sisters who supported him,
sources of energy that he would never lose.

He pictured a
beam of light emanating from his core, a beacon that would
penetrate the black clouds that smothered this world. He pictured
the faces of all those who had helped him get to this point, and
those who would support him long after this. They were with him,
and they all gave him something that this world needed more than
anything.

Hope.

Something deep
within Uriel gave way, a seal that held back the unfathomable power
of an archangel. He gasped but could not draw breath. His entire
body felt like it was boiling from the inside. He let the energy
build up, the sheer force of it threatening to tear his flesh
apart. When he could take the pain no longer, the archangel finally
gave in.

 


***

 


Usuur yanked
on the chain that was hooked onto the angel’s halo, forcing the
angel to stumble to the dirt. Dried blood caked the angel’s shaved
head, and she was missing an eye; the result of her refusal to give
Usuur any information. The angel, Trien, was the leader of the
paltry group that hid in the underground catacombs outside of
Botis’s province. She was one of the few angels that Usuur had
spared.

It had been a
steady march back to Zezurat, but Usuur could barely keep a calm
pace. She had done it! She had tracked the angels and their human
refugees, just as Abaddon’s human had told her, and she had claimed
more angel heads that night than she had in the last few years
combined. The panic in their eyes was ecstasy to her and her
hordes, which made their blood that much sweeter.

Usuur had lost
more than half her demons in the fight, and a good number of
progeny that she had been gifted. The warlord would have been happy
even if she lost ten times that number. The angels were sloppy,
unprepared and completely caught off guard. At least they put up a
fight; some of the humans didn’t even run. They were no fun for
Usuur’s horde.

“Get back on
your feet, bitch.” Usuur pulled Trien to her feet using the chain.
She was one of the four angels they had spared, in hopes that
Abaddon’s human would find a use for them. “Enjoy our last moments
together. It will only get worse from here.”

Trien spat
blood and dirt at the demon’s feet.

“You animals
do not know what is coming for you. You may have caught us off
guard, but your hold on this world is weakening with every passing
day. I just pray that I am the one who gets to cut that ugly smile
from your face.”

Usuur’s lips
curled back to reveal her blackened, stained teeth. The demon let
out a low growl at the threat. She would have to snuff out that
spark of stubbornness before handing the angel over to Dante. That
would mean at least a few more scars on her pretty face. Usuur
raised her clawed hand, but the angel did not so much as blink.

“Enough.” The
voice was hoarse and weak, but still commanded the attention of
every demon in Usuur’s horde.

The warlord
wondered who dared to speak to her with such irreverence. Usuur
turned, claw still raised, ready to take her wrath out on the
insolent demon.

Instead she
saw Dante, Abaddon’s human inquisitor, standing before her. He was
using one of his blades as a sort of crutch, though he tried to
disguise how heavily he leaned on it. The man’s leather vestments,
normally obsidian in color, were covered in blood that was still
wet. Bullet holes ruined his armor even further, each still
trickling his life’s essence. It was a miracle the man was still
alive.

“The city has
fallen. Botis has failed us.” Dante limped past Usuur and her
slave, ignoring the hungry glares of the horde. “We will return to
Abaddon and gather a greater force. This is just a temporary
setback.”

The human
stopped in his tracks as the hairs on the back of his neck stood on
end. He turned back and looked at Zezurat, barely a silhouette in
the distance. A wave of silence washed over the horde, even
silencing the few hellhounds that were left. The city did not look
different at all, not to Dante’s trained eyes.

Then, in a
fraction of a breath, the city was consumed in a column of blinding
white light. Nothing of Zezurat could be seen behind the curtain of
divine energy. Dante stood in awe of the incredible power that
washed over the city, erasing hundreds, thousands, of infernal
lives in a single blow. He had never seen anything like it.

Then it was
over. As quickly as it had come, it was gone. Zezurat still stood,
the fortress city appearing as if nothing had happened at all. But
Dante’s eyes were drawn away from the city and to the sky above.
For years he had grown accustomed to the black clouds of Lucifer
smothering the sky. Now he saw something different. He saw
something that he had not seen since before he was Dante, the
inquisitor of Abaddon. He saw something that reminded him of a time
when he smiled at his daughters’ laughter, when he held them in his
arms.

He saw the
moon.


CHAPTER
TWENTY-FOUR

 “He is waking
up!”

The voice
pierced through the darkness and haze as Uriel blinked twice, three
times. His head swam as he struggled to focus his vision on
anything in particular. He realized he was lying down, staring up
at a ceiling of stone.

Welcome
back, a deep, rumbling voice echoed in his head.

“Uriel!” It
was a different voice, a female voice, and it was electric with
excitement.

When the
archangel realized it was Shandra, he managed to produce a weak
smile. His strength was quickly coming back to him, as was his
vision and consciousness. He felt the cambion’s delicate but strong
grip on his arm and glanced over to see his friend standing next to
him. On the other side of the archangel was Isniir.

“Good to see
you, brother,” the Wolf smiled down at Uriel. “We were worried you
might have been lost to us.”

The archangel
was confused. “How long have I been unconscious?” The last thing
Uriel remembered was unbridled energy consuming him from the inside
out.

“You have been
gone for almost a week,” Shandra muttered. The cambion’s crimson
eyes were wet with joy. “We didn’t know if you were ever going to
wake up.”

Uriel craned
his neck to look around the room. He realized that he was in the
anteroom of Sanctuary. It smelled damp and musky, just as he
remembered, but something was different. Where were all the
angels?

“And you have
missed quite a bit.” The voice came from outside of Uriel’s view,
but he recognized it immediately.

“Adriel?” The
archangel could not mask his surprise as he struggled to his
elbows. At one of the tables, sorting through reports, was the
spellcasting angel, his body showing no signs of the lethal wounds
that the witch had inflicted. Uriel’s smile made the muscles in his
face hurt.

“We don’t know
how,” Adriel glanced at his arms, as if checking for any wounds
that might have appeared since that night, “but Fariel was able to
use his talent to heal me. I was in the darkness, and somehow he
pulled me back. All of my wounds were healed, all of my pain gone.
Everything was given to me, but it seems that it came at a cost.
Fariel has been unable to utilize his talent since that day.”

Uriel was
shocked. He had never heard of an angel sacrificing their talent,
nor had he heard of someone using it in such a drastic way.

Fariel’s
talent had always been awe-inspiring. It had saved the warrior’s
life multiple times, but he had always been angry with how useless
it was to his brothers and sisters. It was almost unfair that the
angel was finally able to use his talent on another angel, but
somehow lost it in the process.

“It was a
trade that many of us were thankful for.” Isniir smiled and gripped
Adriel’s arm tightly. The archangel agreed with Isniir, though he
could see the arcane angel, a weak smile on his face, did not.

“Tell me, my
friends,” Uriel grunted as he swung his legs over the side of the
bed he was in, “what has happened while I was incapacitated? Why
are we in Sanctuary? Is the city not ours?”

“The city is
indeed ours.” Isniir could not stop grinning. The Wolf always
seemed to find a reason to smile. “I have never seen anything like
it. None of us have. The might that you called down from Heaven was
incredible, Uriel. You broke through the black clouds and brought
fury down on Zezurat. As far as we can tell, every demon within its
walls was destroyed. In an instant, the entire place was cleansed
of the demonic.” Isniir stumbled over his next words, then glanced
at Shandra. “Well, except for one very brave half-demon.”

“I knew I
would survive.” The half-demon smiled. “I trusted you.”

The others
would have seen Uriel blushing if he had not been turned away,
strapping on his leather vestments.

“That still
does not explain why we are in Sanctuary.” The archangel wanted to
celebrate, but their battle was far from over.

“The demons
are gone, but some threats still remain,” Adriel continued for
Isniir. “Arriel leads the hunt for any progeny or malicious
creatures that remain in the city. There had been an exodus of
humans and beasts alike when the other angels descended.”

Uriel turned
quickly, his eyes wide with excitement. “Other angels?”

“They came
streaming down after you broke through the clouds,” the spellcaster
explained. “A thousand of them, maybe more. Raphael gathered most
of them and took them north, to meet Abaddon’s army away from the
city.”

The
archangel’s excitement quickly faded. Even with a host of one
thousand angels, his brother did not stand a chance at defeating a
crown prince of Hell. Abaddon controlled too many demons, was lord
of too many creatures to be beaten in all-out war. Uriel was
ashamed that he had been unconscious for so long. He knew where he
needed to go now.

Adriel grabbed
one of the many pieces of paper that covered his table. He skimmed
it quickly and nodded.

“Their latest
report says that they are not only holding the demons off, but they
are pushing them back.”

Uriel
tightened his belt and adjusted his sheathe. The archangel counted
the number of throwing knives he had, surprised to find his weapons
all there. It seemed someone had done him the courtesy of preparing
his things while he was unconscious. His duster lay neatly folded
beside his weapons and armor, and there it stayed. The time for
hiding his markings and his halo, for hiding his strength, was
over. Now it was time for Uriel’s fight to begin in earnest.

“We’re
supposed to bring you to Raphael as soon as you’re able.” Isniir’s
eyes gleamed with excitement. “You are the Fire of God, Uriel. We
need you on the frontlines.”

Uriel nodded
in agreement. His place was in battle, especially if the angels
were going up against Abaddon.

“Shall we go
then?”

The other two
angels nodded, but Shandra shook her head.

“I was told to
stay here,” she told the archangel, “to help clear the city. I was
worried enough living with thirty angels, never mind a thousand
halos. Just make sure to kill some demons for me.”

She was right.
The angels that had lived in Sanctuary were fundamentally different
than those in Heaven. They had experienced years of hardship that
the others had not. Even though Uriel had quickly come to terms
with the new world and the exceptions to old rules that came with
it, most angels would not come around so easily. He would rather
Shandra be kept safe, even if it meant she was not by his side.

“All right.”
Uriel did not protest the decision. “But stay close to Arriel, and
do not do anything stupid.”

The cambion
smiled at him, and he smiled right back.

“And you make
sure you come back, okay?” Shandra tried to meet his eyes, but she
could not. She moved in quickly and hugged him, which he responded
to in kind and then moved her to arm’s length. “Do I ever do
anything stupid?”

The three
angels left the cambion in Sanctuary, traveling along one of the
many routes to the outside world. Stealth was no longer necessary,
so the trio ran through the tunnels. They moved towards the tunnel
that opened over the chasm where Uriel had first entered Zezurat
with Shandra. No rotting corpses marked their way, nor did any sort
of threat. It was not long before Uriel saw the end of the tunnel,
and the sunlight that illuminated the world beyond. Not the dull
red glow that illuminated the new Earth, but the brilliant hues of
the sun itself.

“Are you
ready, Uriel?” Adriel asked, just metres from the edge of the
tunnel. The archangel smiled in response.

The
spellcaster was just paces behind Isniir as the pair leapt from the
sewage pipe and disappeared from view. The air was hot on Uriel’s
face as he followed the two, but the sky was no longer covered in
black clouds or permeating with a dull, red light. Beneath the
sound of rushing wind, Uriel could hear birds chirping as they
fluttered through the clean, fresh air. Uriel came to the edge of
the sewage pipe and sprang forward. He pumped his arms to orient
his body as it plummeted towards the lava lake below. Adrenaline
filled the archangel’s veins as the molten rock got closer, until
Uriel was just a breath away from crashing into it.

Uriel unfurled
his great wings of fire and soared through the chasm that housed
the lava lake. He skimmed its surface, feeling the heat radiating
against his body. At last his wings caught on an updraft, which
took the angel high into the sky, far above Zezurat’s walls. He
glanced down and saw men and women walking along its streets, heads
held high. Some of them waved at the archangel and cheered at the
sight of his wings. Uriel flew in wide circles for a few moments,
just to embrace the cool spring air and watch the life that had
already started returning to the once-hellish landscape.

But the
archangel knew that he could not wait around for long. He angled
himself towards his companions and joined them in the flight
north.

 


***

 


Dante shoved
past any demons or hellish creatures that made the mistake of
staying in his way while he marched to his master. It had taken
them much longer than it should have to get back to Abaddon’s
palace. His injuries at the hands of the angels were mostly to
blame, but Usuur’s horde had faced the brunt of his ire. The
warrior needed them for protection, but they were an undisciplined
horde that had just witnessed their leader and their city get
washed in divine light. Usuur, the warlord that he had placed his
trust in, could barely keep them in line.

On the second
day of the journey, when some of his wounds had healed, Dante had
lashed out in aggravation. He was furious that the demons openly
questioned him, but his true rage was for the archangels that had
bested him. The man was an inquisitor; angels were his prey. Those
angels were not here, though. So, Dante executed six of the demons
in front of the others, justifying it as more than an outlet of his
hate, but a necessary show of force. It seemed to work, though it
had put a wedge between the man and Usuur. Dante did not care in
the least.

What he did
care about was being held back in Gehenna, Abaddon’s realm, while
Usuur was given reinforcements to join the fight against the new
wave of angels. Abaddon’s mages had been able to heal Dante
completely, but still he was kept in the city. He was barely
allowed out of Abaddon’s palace.

It had been a
week now since the angels had taken Zezurat and opened the hole in
the sky. The crown prince was meeting with his advisers to discuss
the new war that was approaching the demon lord’s doorstep. Dante,
despite being Abaddon’s inquisitor, was not welcomed in the
meeting—a fact emphasized by the two demons standing guard outside
the room. Consumed by his still-seething anger, Dante barely
noticed the demons. He had been defeated by those vile angels and
Abaddon was depriving him of his chance at revenge. Dante, cloaked
in his black armor, approached the door without so much as looking
at the two guards.

“Turn the fuck
around,” one of them growled at Dante. The beast held its long axe
out threateningly. “No insects allowed in this meeting.”

Dante did not
bother with a response. He slipped a dagger out from underneath his
cloak and ducked under the demon’s axe. The man spun and slashed,
slitting the demon’s throat. Before the other guard could
comprehend what had just transpired, Dante drove his dagger up,
through the creature’s jaw and into its brain. The human did not
bother pulling his knife out as the demon fell to the ground.

The door was
unlocked, but Dante kicked it open anyway. Abaddon’s advisers were
silent inside, astounded that anyone would dare to intrude on their
lord. The crown prince did not seem so shocked, but his anger was
evident.

“What the hell
do you think you are doing, cur?” the prince growled. The creature
stood a metre taller than Dante, with spikes protruding from its
head and spine. Its claws were almost as long as the man’s blades,
and just as deadly. Though Dante paid fealty to the prince, though
he owed the creature everything, the human locked eyes with demon
as an equal.

“That’s just
it.” Dante’s blood was boiling. “I am doing nothing. You made me
your weapon, and now you keep me sheathed. Give me my legion. Let
me go and fight for you.”

The demon
refused to look at his disciple, refused to give him the dignity
associated with his attention. Dante moved around the table in the
middle of the room to face the monster.

“Do not deny
me this. This is what you created me for. This is what I have
suffered for. There is an archangel! Give me another chance to
claim his head for you and this pathetic rebellion will
crumble.”

Abaddon
laughed. It was a terrible noise, one that terrified Dante on a
level that dated back to when men gathered around fires for safety.
The demon prince took one more look at the map in front of him,
with the pieces that adorned it representing his forces and those
of Heaven.

“I made you
into the perfect killer,” the demon prince growled. “You have no
equal on this world, nor do you have one in Heaven. I will gift you
a horde of my finest warriors, yours to do with what you will.
Destroy this rebellion. Bring me the head of an archangel. Fail me
again, and it will be your head that hangs on my wall.”

Dante did not
acknowledge his master. He did not thank the demon for its gift,
for a second chance or for his life. He did not appreciate what he
had. He did not want what he had. But the inquisitor had no choice.
The man threw up the hood of his black cloak and left the room,
stepping over the corpses of the demons he had slain. He would see
this fight to its end, and then he would finally be free.

All he needed
was the head of the archangel.

 


***

 


Below the
angels, the world rushed past in a blur. Uriel thought he
understood the devastation that the planet had endured, but he had
no real idea until he was flying over its broken landscape. Entire
cities lay in ruins, like a graveyard of crumbled buildings. Broken
structures sat as skeletal monuments to their former lives. The
suffering that had taken place was almost tangible. Every now and
then, the angels would pass over what appeared to be recent
battles, probably the remnants of the angelic army pushing towards
Abaddon. Dead trees were blasted or toppled over, and craters
marred the already dead landscape. Some of this damage was old,
from battles near the beginning of the war. Others were much more
recent, marked by the puddles of blood that still shimmered on the
ground. Almost the entirety of the journey was marked by the bodies
of angels and demons, and while the latter were far more prevalent,
Uriel could see that the loss of angel life was substantial. Uriel
stopped counting less than halfway through their flight.

The angelic
army was unrelenting in their push forward. They left behind more
devastation in their wake than the world had seen in years. To
Uriel’s relief, they were not indiscriminate in their march. The
three angels flew over a few villages where humans stood outside
their homes, waving as they flew overhead. Their hope had been
renewed. Some of them, the youngest, knew no other life than that
under the black clouds. They cheered the loudest, encouraged by
their families. One group of children even ran out of the town,
trying to keep the angels in sight for as long as possible. Uriel
wondered if Elena would have done the same.

The three flew
through another town, what was likely the last one before they
reached the frontlines. Ahead they could see flashes of energy
against the black backdrop of the clouds. Explosions rocked the
horizon, while the lulls between them were filled with roars and
the clashing of steel. Underneath them, in the town, Uriel saw
movement. A handful of figures emerged from houses or ran onto the
main street and began sprinting in the same direction as the three
angels. Uriel thought they might be more children, until they each
unfurled their white wings and launched into the sky. They rallied
around the blazing wings of Uriel, the archangel.

This should
be fun. The voice had been silent during the journey. Uriel
knew that the coming violence would stir it back to life. He didn’t
completely understand the presence yet, but he was starting to.
There is nothing more intimate than the spilling of blood. You
will come to know me soon, little angel.

Uriel ignored
the voice and instead nodded at each of the angels that had joined
them in the air. Their chorus of cheers was lost in the roar of the
wind, but Uriel knew that they were excited to be joining the fight
on Earth again. Uriel knew all too well what it was like to be kept
away, helpless, when all you wanted to do was fight.

The sounds of
battle and death grew louder with each beat of their wings. Stray
blasts of infernal energy flew out at them, forcing the angels to
twist and evade in the air. As they approached, Adriel and Isniir
veered off to find Raphael and their base of operations. Uriel,
with the other angels behind him, continued forward, heading
straight for the worst of the fighting. The archangel conjured orbs
of white fire in his hands and threw them at the ground below, one
after another like divine bombs.

Over
there, the dark voice whispered. Somehow, Uriel knew exactly
what it meant.

The archangel
aimed himself towards a cluster of demons who were charging
headlong at a defensive line of angels. Uriel came barreling down
from the sky, turning himself just in time to land on his feet. The
dirt and stone sagged under him, forming a small crater just before
the horde of demons. Uriel drew his sword as he landed, its blade
erupting in flames. He left his wings unfurled, too, so he could
show everyone the awe-inspiring display of his wings of fire.

The horde of
demons scrambled to a halt, just a few metres from him. They were
confused, a confusion that turned to fear as they realized exactly
what was before them. Uriel the archangel, the Fire of God, held no
such fear of his enemies. This is what he knew, more than anything
else. In a world that was so strange to him, this was his familiar
embrace.

This was
war.
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