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For the kids who sharpen
their teeth and bite

—A. J. W.



LETTER FROM THE AUTHOR

If you set a fire, you’re going to inhale some smoke. I’m all for setting fires and burning whatever will catch flame, but I encourage you to be careful when you pour the kerosene.

This book contains depictions of graphic violence, transphobia, domestic and religious abuse, self-injury, and attempted suicide.

Hell Followed with Us is a book about survival. It is a book about queer kids at the end of the world trying to live long enough to grow up. It is a book about the terrible things that people do in the name of belief and privilege. So if any of the topics above will burn you, I respect your decision to step away. Actually, I admire you—I’ve never been so careful.

But if you’ve stepped even closer, close enough that you can feel the heat on your cheeks . . .

I wrote this book for a few reasons: Because I wanted more stories about boys like me. Because I was angry. Because I still am. But mainly, I wanted to show queer kids that they can walk through hell and come out alive. Maybe not in one piece, maybe forever changed, but alive and worthy of love all the same.

That’s what you’ll find here. Terrible things, survival, love, and a future worth fighting for.

Sharpen your teeth, take up your fire, and let’s do this.

Yours,

Andrew


And thus the LORD spoke to us—
for again we have failed Him, again He regrets
His creations, so again the earth must flood!
And we have done His holy work, amen!

—High Reverend Father Ian Clevenger, before
releasing the Flood virus on Times Square

Be not afraid.

—Joshua 1:9, King James version
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You will return to the earth for out of it you were taken; for from dust you were made and to dust you will return.

—Angel prayer

Here’s the thing about being raised an Angel: You don’t process grief.

Grief is a sin. Loss is God’s design, and to mourn the dead is to insult His vision. To despair at His will is sacrilege. How dare you betray His plan by grieving what was always His to take? Unfaithful, disgusting heretic, you should be hung from the wall so the nonbelievers will know what’s coming for them. Romans 6:23—for the wages of sin is death.

So the image of Dad’s body burns into the folds of my brain, writes itself between the grooves of my fingerprints, and I swallow it down until I choke. Angels cut out the parts of us that remember how to cry until we can’t. We learn to mask the grief, to pack it away for later, later, later, until eventually we just die.

The way I see it, I don’t have to worry. If the Angels get their way, all this grief will be His problem soon enough. And if they don’t—

God, please don’t—

I’m running. Dad’s blood is in my mouth. Brother Hutch shot him once in the chest to stop him and once in the head to kill him. Brother Hutch calls for me, “We can do this the easy way, we really can!” The other Angels sweep the riverfront, shining white in the blazing February sun, moving slow and sure through the streets. They don’t have to be quick. They know they’ll catch me eventually.

One sixteen-year-old boy against a death squad of Angels? I’m doomed.

I crash to a stop behind a stone pillar by the riverbank and double over to gasp for air. My hair sticks to my forehead in a slurry of sweat and blood—Dad’s blood—drying on my face and hands. My lungs burn. I can’t tell if the roaring in my ears is my heartbeat or the river.

Dad’s gone. He’s dead, he’s dead, he’s dead.

“Please, God,” I whisper before I can stop myself. What makes me think He’s going to answer me now? “Please give me something, anything—”

“Sister Woodside!” Brother Hutch cries. “Your mother is worried about you! She wants her daughter to come home.”

The first thing Dad told me—when Mom said I’d see the Lord’s plan for my womanhood eventually, that she’d carve it into me if she had to—he told me I’m a man, and I fought for it, and nobody can take that from me.

Open your eyes. Breathe. Pull it together, Benji, pull it together.

The death squads haven’t gotten me yet.

I can finish what Dad started.

I can get out of Acheson, Pennsylvania.

I peek from behind the pillar to look down the street. The riverfront district was probably beautiful before Judgment Day. Before the Flood hit. Now, ivy climbs up glass skyscrapers and cars rust in parking-lot graveyards. Lawns and gardens have gone wild, smothering everything they can reach. Flowers bloom in February. It’s one of the few good months for flowers. They’ll die of thirst by April.

But I don’t see any Angels. Not yet.

Brother Hutch shouts to the heavens, “We don’t want to hurt you, we don’t.”

The only way in or out of southern Acheson is the bridge—the one bridge the Angels didn’t destroy on Judgment Day. It’s just half a block from me. With the death squads closing in and the bridge guards called away to join the hunt, this is my only shot.

I was supposed to do this with Dad. We were supposed to leave Acheson together. We were supposed to make it to Acresfield County together. Now he’s a corpse in the lawn of a crumbling hotel, brains soaking into the dirt, returning to earth for out of it he was taken.

I can’t finish what we started if I stand here begging God for things to be different. It won’t bring him back.

Breathe.

Run.

I’ve been running for days but not like this. Not with my legs screaming and my sneakers pounding the sidewalk in time with my heartbeat. I pretend Dad is right behind me, that I can’t hear him because I’m breathing too hard, that I can mistake him for a blur in the windows across the street.

I make it to the mouth of the bridge. I don’t stop, just dive between the wreckage of cars choking the entrance. The bridge shines silver, suspension towers dangling thick metal wires from bank to bank. It belongs to the Angels now. A banner flutters high above me: GOD LOVES YOU. Corpses dangle from the wires, yellow-pink organs hanging from their stomachs to obscure their nakedness, like Adam and Eve ashamed of their bodies.

One of the bodies is twisted, the leg held at a broken angle, and I can’t tell if the Angels did that or the Flood did. The Flood is cruel. It’ll do some terrible things to a body.

Not that I need another reminder.

This is a long bridge. I can almost convince myself that Dad is waiting on the other side, holding our backpacks, demanding, What took you so long? I’ll crash into him, and we’ll run until we’re away from Acheson, so far away from every Angel camp and colony that they’ll never find us again. Dad and I memorized a map of every outpost in the surrounding states and every major stronghold in North America. We’ll be okay. We’ll be okay.

“There!”

I shouldn’t look, I shouldn’t.

I do.

I know the Angel behind me is Brother Hutch because his robes are splattered with Dad’s blood. His rifle hangs from a strap over his shoulder. He’s close enough that I can make out the bruises on his knuckles, the stains on his face mask.

Masks keep the Flood out, but I haven’t worn one for a while. I can’t get infected twice.

“Sister Woodside,” Brother Hutch says, and the other Angels emerge from the shadows, the ruins, the backstreets, and I don’t stand still a moment longer.

The second thing Dad told me—when we finally escaped, listening for the scream of monsters and the beat of boots against the ground—was that if the Angels want to get their hands on me, I have to make them suffer for it.

I still taste his blood.

I vault the Jersey barriers at the Angel checkpoint and hit the ground hard on the other side. There are lawn chairs back here, a Bible, and a few bottles of water. The road is full of broken glass. The bodies sway.

Run.

I dreamed about what it would be like on the other side of the bridge. Dad and I could head north and find a place to make it through the summer. Sure, there would be Angels, because there would always be Angels until the last nonbeliever was dead, but we would have all the earth to avoid them. Maybe we would meet someone: a handsome nonbeliever who would fall for me when I soaked his hands in warm water and bandaged his wounds. He would be sweet and a little brash and queer as hell, and he wouldn’t mess up my pronouns when he saw my chest for the first time. Sometimes he was blond, like my fiancé. Most of the time, he wasn’t.

Stop. Don’t think about him. Don’t think about Theo. None of it matters anyway, because none of it will ever happen. The Flood will break me like it breaks everything else, and I need to keep the monster away from the Angels. I need to get out, I need to get away, I need to—

An Angel whistles, and the whistle is met with a scream.

Between the cars ahead of me, a tangle of limbs unfolds, and it shrieks and howls with all the pain of Hell, the weeping and gnashing of teeth. A creature made of corpses and the Flood—sharpened ribs lining its back in a row of spines, eyeballs blinking between sinew, muscles so swollen they split the skin—rises from the wreckage. Claws the size of arm bones curl around a truck cab and crumple it.

I stop running. No. No, no, no. NO.

Not a Grace. Not when I’m so close.

What had once been a person’s face opens from the bottom of its jaw, up between the eyes and back to the nape of its neck, showing teeth smeared black with Flood rot. I faintly register the sound of boots and shouting, but that doesn’t matter. The only thing that matters is the monster towering above me, dripping decay and blocking the only way out.

The third thing Dad told me—when he realized what I could do, when I reached out to a Grace and begged it to kill every Angel it could find; when I stood in a sea of gore, a beast curled around me.

He told me to be good.

To never become the monster the Angels want me to be, for evil begets evil begets evil.

The sound of boots slows and stops. My legs fail me. I stumble to the ground, pressing my palms to the burning road.

Be good. Make them suffer. Being good means being quiet, obedient, turning away from the virus’s power the same way Eve should have turned away from the apple. Making them suffer means seizing the Grace and taking the Angels down with me in a blaze of flesh and fury.

I could stop this. I could whisper across this street and make the Angels regret ever laying their hands on me.

I almost reach out for the Grace.

But.

Dad died holding my face—his blood smeared down my tongue, across my cheeks, matted in my hair—and begging me to be good.

He’s not waiting for me. I can’t keep running like this. I am so, so tired.

Good wins out.

“I’ll be good. I’ll be good, I’ll be good.” I say it out loud like that will make failure feel any better, as if my insides aren’t screaming to burn the Angels in hellfire, as if there’s any way I could obey all of Dad’s words at once. “I’ll be good, O Lord, lend me Your strength, lead and guide me—”

Hot liquid trickles over my chin, and I wipe my mouth. My fingers come away black and red.

A pair of heavy boots appears in the corner of my vision, wreathed by stained white robes. I stare at my hand, the horizon, the rising sun.

Is this really what He wants? Is this really His plan?

Brother Hutch says, “I’m sorry,” and he almost sounds like he means it.

I make an awful keening sound deep in my throat. It’s the closest I’ve come to crying in years. Past Brother Hutch and past the Grace, the river rushes, perfect blue and clear and clean; the mountains of Acresfield County shine with green and gold; the black wings of carrion birds glimmer in the morning sun.

I pretend Dad is out there. I tell him I was good and to go on without me. I tell him I’ll meet up with him eventually, one day, maybe, I promise.

Brother Hutch says, “It’s time to come home.”
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What do Angels believe? As true believers, our priority is to serve the LORD. We know salvation comes in service to God, in carrying out His final command. We call ourselves ANGELS to proclaim our truth in servitude.

—The Angelic Movement official website

It’s time to come home.

Brother Hutch holds out his hand to me. The hand that clasped Mom’s in prayer, the hand that pulled the trigger on Dad.

Home means going back to New Nazareth. Back to Theo, back to Mom. Every Angel in New Nazareth will fall to their knees and beg for my blessings. Theo will take me back as his betrothed, like he didn’t spit at me and call me a lying, ungrateful bitch. Mom will kiss my cheeks, pretending she doesn’t notice my boys’ clothes and short hair, and then she’ll slam me in an isolation cell until the Flood turns me into a monster.

Into Seraph. Into a six-winged beast burning with holy fire, leading Graces and the Flood to war, carving a path to Heaven through the bodies of nonbelievers.

I don’t take his hand.

I don’t want to go home.

My stomach seizes, and I vomit onto the road. It’s yellow, red, and black; sour and hot all the way up my throat. Around me—click, click, clack, a choir of safeties coming off. But the Angels won’t shoot. They won’t kill me. Imagine what the faithful would do to the soldier that did. He’d be crucified. He’d be cut open, and he would die watching maggots squirming in his intestines.

“Hey!” Brother Hutch snaps at the soldiers. “Stand down, now!”

I heave again. Nothing comes up except acid. Brother Hutch hums softly, and it’s such a kind sound, it’s terrifying.

“There we go,” he murmurs. He rubs small circles between my shoulders. “It’s okay.”

My words come out in an unsteady wheeze, bubbling with saliva. “Don’t touch me.”

“All right,” Brother Hutch says. “I understand. I heard what your father called you. Ben, was it? I’ll call you Ben if that’s what you want. Your mom is worried about you, Ben. She wants to make sure you come home.”

Mom’s not worried about me. She’s worried about salvation.

I say, “Rot in Hell.”

That does it. Brother Hutch snarls and hauls me up—not enough to stand or even get onto my knees, just enough to look him in the eyes. His bloodshot, beady eyes.

“How about a deal?” he says. I try to pull back, but he holds me tight. “I’ll give you a choice. You can come with us the easy way, or we can take you by force. You can come to your senses, or I can break your legs.” He’s smiling. It makes his face shine in the ugliest way. A mask can never hide that. “It’s up to you. How do you want to do this?”

There’s something on his cheekbone. A splatter, strangely soft and pink. A little piece of meat.

A little piece of Dad.

I spit in his face.

Brother Hutch howls. Watery Flood rot—saliva mixed with my own putrefying insides—drips into his eyes before he can wipe it away, and I’m backhanded so hard my vision explodes with sparks. My hearing dissolves into a high-pitched squeal. I barely catch myself before my head hits the road.

“It’s not contagious,” a bridge guard says, yanking Brother Hutch’s hands away from his face. “It isn’t contagious, brother, Sister Kipling said—”

I’m kicked onto my back. Hot asphalt burns through my shirt. Loose gravel digs into my shoulder blades. The heel of a boot pins me to the road and grinds into my stomach like it’s trying to snuff out a cigarette butt.

I know the man standing on me. The scar across his nose, his small eyes, the wrinkles digging into his forehead.

“Steve,” I whisper, as if using his actual name instead of “Brother Collins” will make one of the Lord’s holy murderers any kinder. “Steven. It’s me. You know me.”

We met, when I was eleven and he was twenty-one, because we came to New Nazareth around the same time. I remember when he got his death-squad markings: wings carved into his back, feathers from his shoulders to right where the ribs end. Theo stared at the raw tattoos the way little boys look at soldiers coming home from war. I stared at them the way little girls look at that one uncle their sisters tell them to stay away from.

Steven lets up, just a bit, and I think it might have worked, but he’s wrestling me up and pinning my head against his chest. He smells so much like sweat, I almost taste it.

A flick, and there’s a knife to my throat. A thick one, with a black blade glinting in the sun.

“You want to be a boy so bad,” Steven says. “I think we can start cutting shit off. That’s how it works, right?”

I can’t get the word out. I shake my head. No.

“That’s what I thought. So be a good girl and do what he says.”

I’m sorry, Dad. I’m sorry.

I say, “Okay.”

Brother Hutch picks up the Bible from the bridge checkpoint as Steven gets me into a set of whites and hooks a mask around my ears—a flimsy fabric mask worn only beyond the walls of New Nazareth, where we step beyond God’s protection. “Whore,” Steven whispers, glaring at my bulky denim shorts before they’re smothered by robes. The bridge guards take their places behind the Jersey barriers, waiting for nonbelievers to string up and Angel messengers from distant camps to let through. The soldier by the Grace gently coaxes it out from behind the cars, and its virus-melted body shivers in the humid breeze coming off the water.

“Lord,” Brother Hutch cries, raising his free hand as if reaching for the bodies swinging overhead. Everyone joins him but me. “Lord, how I praise You; how great You are in Your never-ending mercifulness, to bring our blessed Seraph back to us!”

I will be good. I will be good. I will be good. I will keep Seraph hidden, locked up in my chest, whatever it takes to make sure the Angels never get the weapon they made of me.

But I’m just so tired of running.

*   *   *

The death squad takes me away from the bridge, away from Acresfield County, and leads me through the streets of Acheson toward New Nazareth. I ask if I can clean myself, but they refuse, so Dad’s blood is still on my face, hair, and hands. Get off. I smear it down my sleeves, but it’s settled into the lines of my fingers and the creases of my palms. I want to stick my hands in boiling water. Get off, get off, get off.

Steven grabs my shoulder and shakes me. “Shut the fuck up.”

I wince. That sort of language would never be allowed inside the New Nazareth walls. Not even if you don’t say it out loud. Mom said God would know anyway.

Besides the soldiers and the Grace dragging itself along with us, the only things we see all morning are abandoned cars and empty buildings. The world is only two years gone, so everything is almost exactly how it used to be: clusters of stickers clinging to bus shelters, weeds springing up between cracks in the sidewalk, trees outgrowing their dirt squares in the concrete. A corpse hangs from a flagpole, and massive letters on the building behind it scream REPENT, SINNER.

That’s the way it works now. Everybody is dying, and it’s just a matter of what kills you. Whether it’s Angels or the Flood or heatstroke or good old sepsis.

For most of humanity, it was the Flood. Theo’s mom was martyred on Judgment Day, and he grieved her in the only way he was allowed: by learning everything. How the virus burned through billions, missionaries like his mom carrying it to every major city in the world. How it either kills you when a new set of ribs grow through your lungs or how an unlucky few survive long enough to find salvation as a Grace. How the death squads infect themselves with a taste of the Flood at their initiation ritual, walking the fine line between taking a step closer to God and succumbing to the sickness . . .

How Seraph is a balance of the Flood’s need to devour and its need to survive—ravenous enough to turn me into a monster, patient enough to do it right. Because Sister Kipling made the Flood powerful, and she made Seraph perfect.

She made me perfect.

The Grace rumbles, shaking like a horse twitching away flies. I come up to its hunched-over chest, maybe. When its mouth is closed, I can see remnants of the person—people—it used to be. Human teeth between serrated fangs. The remains of a button nose.

Brother Hutch catches me staring. I avert my eyes, but it’s not enough. He slows down to match my stride. In front of us, two soldiers peer at a map, murmuring about previous ambushes and new paths through the city.

Acheson has been devouring Angels lately.

“Isn’t it amazing?” Brother Hutch croons, spreading his fingers toward the Grace. “This new life they’ve been given? How merciful of our Lord to allow them to be born again, to become warriors in our fight for His plan. Just like you.”

Just like me. This is what I was chosen for. For the virus to turn me into a monster that will lead the Angels to Heaven.

That will wipe humanity from the earth once and for all, just like God demanded.

*   *   *

A little after noon, the youngest of the squad calls for a rest. We’re on a wide street lined with restaurants and hipster offices sporting strange logos. Some were abandoned long before Judgment Day, thanks to skyrocketing inflation, rent prices, and everything, really. Water-conservation flyers and open calls for protest peel off brick walls, next to eviction notices and Going Out of Business signs. I haven’t seen any bodies or Angel propaganda for a few blocks. This must be a new path.

“I need a drink,” the youngest soldier whines. I’ve been trying to place him the whole walk, but I keep coming up blank. Whose brother is he, whose son? “My feet hurt.”

Steven shoves a water bottle against his chest. “Then drink. Stop complaining.”

I wouldn’t take a break either, if I were escorting my only sure shot at eternal life. But Brother Hutch says, “He’s right.” Steven’s eye twitches above his mask. “There’s no point in wearing ourselves down. We’re still an hour out from Reformation.”

Reformation? He means Reformation Faith Evangelical Church. Memories of the place come rushing back, and so does vomit in the back of my throat. I should have seen this coming. Reformation is halfway between the bridge and New Nazareth; it’s the perfect place to rest in this beast of a city, and if I walk into that building, I am going to lose it. If I walk into any church ever again—

“Sit,” Brother Hutch says. “Eat, rest. All of you.”

“Thank God,” says the youngest, who immediately slumps against the hood of a bullet-scarred sedan. The others roll their eyes at him. He’s scrawny and strange, not that much older than me. Probably just graduated from training, his wings still aching, assigned to a squad that happened to get the most important task in the world. If he’s as new as I think, I’m surprised somebody hasn’t smacked him hard on the back yet, right where the tattoos are still painful. Theo used to complain about that all the time, back when he still had squadmates to complain about. Granted, I’m too big a deal for that kind of roughhousing.

If Theo hadn’t been exiled from the death squads, that could be him right there. My betrothed, staring at me with a mask and a gun.

One soldier points at the road. The Grace folds itself up and sits, shuddering all the way down. There’s enough gray matter left in the heads of Graces that they can be whipped into following basic commands—sit, stay, kill. Steven doesn’t give me the dignity of following orders. He just forces me down to the curb. The others trade packages of food and their map, praying over their meals and clustering in the shade. The rookie squabbles for the map and jerks it out of someone’s hands with a triumphant snort.

I weave my bloody fingers together and press my lips to my knuckles like I’m praying too. If we’re going to stop, I’m going to take advantage of it. There has to be a way out. If I can put some distance between me and the Angels, any distance, I can lose them again. There’s an old café behind us, and the glass door is shattered, revealing a path through a seating area with chic little tables, right to a back door labeled Emergency Exit.

If I distract them long enough, I could do it.

By the sedan, the rookie says, “We’re really close to where Salvation disappeared.”

Everyone stops. Unease settles like a fog.

I heard something about that a while ago. Squad Salvation went out to sweep a possible camp of nonbelievers last month and never came back. Mom held a service on the chapel lawn for them, lifting her hands to help them to their destined place with Jesus, the gift of eternal life now and in Heaven forever. Not a funeral, though. Angels never hold funerals.

Brother Hutch takes the map. “We shouldn’t be,” he says. “We’re nowhere near the northeastern quarter, we should be fine. We should be . . .”

The Grace snuffles.

“We are,” Brother Hutch says. “Aren’t we?”

Another soldier crowds in. “I thought we were taking the long way around.”

“I thought we were too,” Brother Hutch says. “Maybe we got turned around by the courthouse.”

CRACK.

A wound blooms across Steven’s throat, like someone aimed for center mass and botched it, tearing his neck into a mess of meat and severed arteries. He stays upright for a second, gurgling, before he falls.

We walked right into an ambush.

The Grace screams, long and loud and high. It clatters to its feet, and its mouth opens into a hole of teeth and spit, swinging toward the office building across the street. I jam myself against the sedan for cover. Brother Hutch slides into place next to me, cradling his rifle to his chest.

CRACK. The rookie stumbles in silence, eyes bugging. CRACK. He’s dead.

The Angels scatter. Some jump through the broken window of the storefront next door, some duck behind the pickup parked in front of the sedan. Steven’s body stares at me, mouth open, a halo of blood spreading around his head.

“Where are they?” Brother Hutch snaps.

“There!” someone shouts back, pointing to the top of the office building.

Up there, backlit by the sun, a smudge of black—and it’s gone. Brother Hutch pulls me down and hisses, “Stay.”

Brother Hutch shatters.

It’s not a clean shot. The bullet nicks his eye and takes out a piece of his skull, blowing it open. I jerk back, slamming against the curb. Brother Hutch is gone. The man who watched with a gentle smile while Mom cleaned my scraped knee, the man who congratulated Theo and me on our betrothal and wished us a happy marriage through holy war, he’s gone. His body sags. There are brains on the sedan. There are brains on me.

Dad’s shattered skull. His blood in my mouth.

If they want their monster, make them suffer for it.

I’m on my feet. Away from the sedan, up the café stairs, through the shattered glass door. I tear off the robes and yank down the mask. I just have to get to the back door. I can lose them. I can make it if I just—

There’s movement behind the coffee bar.

A boy in black points a rifle at my chest.
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The Angels describe themselves as an interdenominational Protestant movement founded in 2025 by Ian Clevenger, pastor and conservative Virginia state senator. However, they are described by critics as “evangelical eco-fascists” and a Christian terrorist group.

—What is ‘Eco-Fascism’ Anyway? The Angelic Movement Explained

If the boy in black pulls the trigger, he’ll kill me. I picture it, mapping each detail from Dad’s body to mine. One shot to the chest to drop me, a second to the head to finish the job. His face, my face, caving around the bullet, sucked in toward the black hole of our eyes.

It would keep Seraph out of the Angels’ hands. If I were dead.

Wouldn’t it?

“Wait! I’m not with them!” I’m begging the same way I pray, before I can stop myself. “Please don’t shoot. Please.”

The boy gestures with the barrel of the gun. “Explain the whites.”

The whites, my robes; the robes I’m holding. I drop them to the floor like they’re burning me. “It’s not what it looks like, they—they kidnapped me. They made me wear them.”

Angels don’t kidnap people. They just kill.

Neither of us move. Every inch of the boy is smothered in black: gloves, belt, heavy laced boots. Even his mask is black, made with a thick fabric hiding everything below his eyes. The photo negative of an Angel, a perfect copy of the shadow on the office building across the street.

Is he going to shoot me?

A heartbeat.

Two. Three.

He fires.

There is no splitting of the sky this time, just a shriek as the world erupts into ringing. Heat scorches the edge of my ear, and blood trickles down my jaw, and he shot me, oh God, he SHOT ME.

Something heavy hits the floor. The boy grabs my arm—“Down!” I think he says, I can’t hear him—and yanks me behind the coffee bar.

We collapse against trash cans, plastic bags, and wash buckets. It smells like dust and dead roaches. I push myself away until my back hits the cabinets. The ringing starts to fade.

“Christ,” I say, and cringe, like Mom’s palm is going to crack against my cheek. But it doesn’t. The boy just watches me. He’s white as an Angel under his black clothes, and there’s a half-confused crinkle between his brows like he isn’t sure what he’s seeing.

“You’re bleeding,” he says.

I touch my ear. My fingertips come away red.

“There’s been a lot of that today,” I say, because otherwise I’m going to break down screaming behind a display case of moldy pastry remains.

He tears open a package of napkins. “Here.” He shoves a handful my way. I press them to my ear, and it stings but only a little bit. “You’re fine.”

“You shot me.”

He says, “There was an Angel.”

I peek out from behind the counter. Lying on the floor, eyes wide like this is all just some strange surprise, is a soldier. One of the ones I didn’t recognize, with a simple wedding ring on his left hand. There’s Brother Hutch too, slumped against the sedan. The line of fire matches up perfectly.

I pull back. “Who are you?”

“Nick.”

With that, Nick pushes me away and rests his rifle on the counter, trying to find a decent angle. It’s no use. His field of vision will be garbage no matter where he sets up. There’s no way he can get a good look at the street with the sedan and the cluttered windows.

He couldn’t have chosen this spot. I’m the pampered child of a church leader, and even I know you don’t hold a position alone. Especially not a bad position.

“Uh,” I say, “I’m Benji.”

He doesn’t say, Is that a girl’s name? Or, Like the dog from that old movie? His finger just taps on the trigger guard. Tp tp tp. A heartbeat.

“How many are there?” he asks.

I do some quick subtraction: Brother Hutch, Steven, the rookie, the wedding band. “There are three now. Plus the Grace.”

“Three,” Nick says. What’s going on out there? All the sounds blur into a roar. “Only Angels call them Graces.”

Oh. For by grace you have been saved through faith; but by the grace of God; His grace is a gift, grace upon grace.

Shakily, I manage, “They do?”

Tp tp tp. “They do.”

“I . . .” I swallow hard. “I didn’t know that.”

That’s it. I’m dead. He’s going to take that gun and—

He says, “Get up.”

“What?”

He pulls me up beside him. I drop the napkins. The counter comes to my nose, and I can’t see anything but dead bodies and the sedan. Maybe a sliver of the office building.

“Do you know where anybody is?” Nick asks. Tp tp tp. “I need you to tell me.”

“There’s, uh, some in the store next door. And by the pickup truck, but that’s, you know.” I gesture weakly to the side. “All the way over there.”

“Would we be able to see them from the window seat?”

The window seat, all the way across the café. “I guess? I don’t know—”

I don’t get to finish. With the screaming of metal and glass, the Grace slams out from the office building, contorting its body spiderlike through the doors.

There’s a person in its mouth. A boy. It’s pulling him, thrashing, down the front stairs.

Nick’s tapping stops.

This is nothing I haven’t seen before. This is nothing I haven’t done before. I’ve whispered against a Grace’s neck and turned the Flood against the Angels, but sick still wells in the back of my throat. This is what my power looks like. This is why the Angels made me a monster.

Bullets slam into the Grace’s back, blowing apart what’s left of its face, but it keeps moving. It drags the boy into the street, lifts him high like it’s showing off a kill, and bites all the way down.

The sound is thick and wet. Like a soggy branch snapping underfoot. Pieces of bone glint in the sun. The boy does not make any noise at all as he drops to the ground, his severed leg dangling from the Grace’s mouth.

An Angel cries, “The Lord is good!” and Nick says, “Cover your ears.”

I don’t hesitate. I clamp my hands tight, but it’s still so loud. A burst of three bullets: one hits the sedan, the other nicks the Grace’s shoulder, and the other hits it right in what once had been the jaw. None do anything. Gore splatters the road, but the Grace just brings its giant, clawed foot down.

Onto the boy’s chest.

His body gives instantly. Dozens of bones crack at once. There’s a chorus beyond the ringing in my ears—the death squad howling praise and holy words like dogs.

The Grace will hunt down every one of Nick’s people and slaughter them. Nobody stands a chance against a Grace, the ones built into perfect blessings of war. Unless you get a bullet through what’s left of its brain or take off enough limbs that it can’t come after you anymore, there’s nothing anyone can do.

Except Seraph. Except me.

No. No, no. I promised I wouldn’t. Evil begets evil begets evil; giving into Seraph is what the Angels want; I promised I would be good. I can’t.

Dad told me to keep the monster hidden as long as I could—chain it between my ribs, to never accept what the Angels did to me. But if I sit back and watch them die, how can I call myself good at all? I wouldn’t be ending lives; I’d be saving them. Turning away from Seraph isn’t good if it means leaving people to be devoured.

And I won’t let the Angels get their hands on me.

I whisper, “Stop.”

I don’t have to say it out loud, but if I don’t say it at least to myself, it feels like I’m throwing my mind to the ether and letting it fall. Mom always said I should pray out loud because it lets God know I’m not ashamed of my love for Him.

I say it again, softer, so small there’s no sound, but it’s there. “Stop.”

Stop.

STOP.

The Grace stops.

The boy’s leg falls out of its mouth. Piles of skin and knotted muscle twitch in fear. In confusion. In pain.

If I whisper one more word, the Grace will turn on the Angels with the scream of burning sinners, a choir of voices swallowed whole by the Flood. It will break their spines and crush their skulls the same way it killed that boy.

It would be so easy.

“What—” Nick starts.

I say, “Take the shot.”

Nick needs nothing else. He yanks the gun to his shoulder and lines it up—between two shards of glass clinging to the windowpane, above the sedan, into the gaping maw of the Grace’s mouth, where it will hit the brain and turn it off like a light.

One day, somebody is going to think the same thing about me.

In the half a second between Nick deciding on the shot and reaching for the trigger, it dawns. This is my future. I’ve seen the failed Seraph trials. I’ve seen martyrs pull off their skin, desperate, afraid, aware.

That’s going to be me, and there’s nothing I can do.

CRACK.

It’s a perfect shot. One bullet. Instantaneous. Not like Dad, where I watched him bleed out from a gaping wound and pressed my hands to the raw meat of his chest, as if I could have ever helped. This borders on merciful. The Grace stumbles, almost as if it’s tripped, and falls in a jumble of limbs.

I did it. I actually did it. It worked.

It hurts.

I fall and hit the cabinet. Pain burns down like I swallowed hellfire, and my black liquefied guts come out of my mouth, and they’re dripping onto my lips. I press my hands to my mouth because those are my insides, those are my insides coming out, and maybe if I hold them in, they’ll go back to normal, if I just—

There’s a noise. My vision is a narrow blurry point, or maybe my eyes are just squeezed shut. Something’s touching me, and I want it to stop. Another noise. I think it’s a voice. The Flood rot is bitter and way too sweet, the way a corpse smells sweet in the summer sun, and someone is saying my name. Lord, I kneel before You a sinner, have mercy, have mercy.

“Up here,” Nick says. “Benji. Up here. Focus on me.”

Benji. That’s my name, the name I picked. Nick catches me by the shoulders and presses napkins against my face the way you’d clean a fussy baby.

“Look at me.” When he’s done, he pulls my mask up over my nose. “Keep that there, no matter what. Am I clear?”

The pain has settled into a throbbing ache like a bad period cramp. Bad, really bad, but nothing I haven’t felt before. Nothing I haven’t survived before.

“Clear,” I say.

A shout: “Nick!”

“No matter what,” Nick repeats and stands. “Aisha! Here!”

For a moment, the world is quiet. No gunfire. No screaming. Just footsteps on concrete. The cautious tweeting of birds.

A Black girl with tear streaks down her face steps into the café. I see her through the pastry case. Her black outfit is dirty at the knees, and her knuckles are raw. She sees Nick, stops, and jabs a trembling finger at him.

“You,” she whimpers, “were supposed to stay with us.”

It’s been so long since I’ve seen somebody cry. Her voice hitches, and tears hesitate at the corner of her eyes before finally falling, soaking the edge of her mask.

“You said you’d be right behind us,” she says. “You said.”

“I’m okay,” Nick says, impossibly calm. “You and Faith made it without me.”

“Fuck you!” The girl—Aisha—stamps her foot. “We thought you were dead too!”

Nick says nothing. Aisha’s lashes flutter pitifully as the tears come faster.

“I’m sorry,” she sobs. She can’t be any older than me. Her fingers still have a little bit of baby fat below the knuckle. “I’m sorry, I just . . . I need to find the others.”

“They can handle themselves.”

“No, I need to.”

“Okay. When you find Faith, bring her back here.”

Aisha’s bloodshot eyes go wide. “What’s wrong? I can’t handle anything else being wrong, I can’t.”

“Nothing else is wrong. Just bring her back.”

Aisha hiccups and leaves. As soon as she’s gone, Nick is back on the floor with me, his hands keeping me upright.

“Listen to me closely,” he says. “Do not call them Graces. Do not call it Judgment Day. And do not take this mask off. Okay?”

I say, “Okay.”

Nick says, “Breathe.”

A few minutes later, Aisha comes back with another girl in tow. Faith. She’s a white shaved-head butch, taller than any of us and a few years older. Aisha’s pinkie is hooked through hers.

“Was told you wanted me,” Faith says, voice hoarse.

“You okay?” Nick asks.

“Oh,” she says, “of course not.”

When they round the counter, they freeze.

Faith sums it up. “Shit.” She crouches, tilting her head. “Hey, bud. What’s your name?”

When I can’t answer, Nick cuts in. “This is Benji.” Not my deadname. Not Sister Woodside. My real name. “Help me get them up.”

The girls bring me to my feet as Nick deftly moves my jacket to hide the black stains on my shirt. One of my knees gives out, and I slump against Faith’s chest.

Aisha’s voice cracks when she speaks. “All right, we got you.”

I manage, “Sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry,” Faith says. “It’s okay.”

“The Angels are gone,” Nick says. He’s so close, I could rest my head on him if I wanted. I want to. I’m so tired. “You’re safe now. I promise.”

There’s a look in his eyes that’s nothing like the girls’. Like he’s found something he’d lost for years.

Like I’m the final piece of some terrible puzzle.
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REJECT FEAR AND HYPOCRISY. FIND PURPOSE AND LOVE ON THE PATH OF THE LORD—JOIN HIM IN HIS GRACE AND WALK THE PATH OF ETERNAL LIFE. FIND SALVATION IN HIS PLAN!

—The Angelic Movement recruitment poster

What I remember:

Aisha and Faith holding me steady. One asks Nick if there’s any chance I’m infected. He shakes his head even though there’s a splatter of Flood rot on his sleeve.

A sunburned boy balancing Brother Hutch’s head in his hands, cutting off his left ear with a knife. He does the same thing to Steven but can’t walk by the boy smeared into the road. Bones stick out of him like monuments.

Nick standing by the Grace in silence. Finally, he wrenches out a tooth, prying it free with a knife of his own. My tongue running along my canines as I wonder how long it’ll be until my mouth looks just like that.

All of us standing together, perfect strangers on the battlefield, and it’s almost like my prayers have been answered, amen—but I don’t believe it for a second.

*   *   *

I wake up on the floor. I recognize that much immediately: the crick in my neck, the carpet that’s never plush enough to disguise the concrete underneath. I bury my face in my arms and groan.

“Finally, a sign of life,” says someone beside me. “You awake?”

“No.” I want to ask where I am, but it doesn’t matter. Anywhere is better than New Nazareth. I could wake up in a cell, and as long as it wasn’t Angels on the other side of the bars, I’d be better off than I was.

“No?” says the voice. “Damn, all right.”

After a minute, I sit up by propping myself against the desk behind me. The room looks like an office. Books are scattered in piles on messy shelves. Papers are on every available surface. Certifications, newspaper clippings, and photos hang on the walls, their glass frames dull like they haven’t been cleaned since Judgment Day.

As interesting as this is, though, I feel like shit. And so does the person in the chair across the room, if their scars and grief-reddened eyes have anything to say about it. The right side of their face is destroyed with pockmarks. One eye doesn’t open all the way. Latinx, scarred face, and painted nails don’t combine into a person I recognize. “Who . . . ?”

“Shit, we gotta do introductions.” The stranger leans back, fingers lacing together as if to distract from the obvious tears. “Name’s Salvador. I was with the group that found you, though I didn’t get to say hi before you passed out. Got stuck on babysitting duty—no offense—to make sure you didn’t lose your shit when you woke up.” I’m too tired for that. I’ve lost it enough for one day. “So yeah, nice to finally meet you. Xe/xem pronouns.”

Right, Salvador was the one who pulled the sunburned boy away from the body. The memory is hazy, though. There’s a fog in my brain I’m too tired to claw through. I recognize everything that’s happened today from a distance, like the color’s been bleached out by the sun. Dad’s blood under my nails is the only evidence that he died today. That he died a few hours ago.

Salvador watches me warily.

“Yeah,” I say. “Cool. Xe/xem.” I go through the rest of the set: xe, xem, xyr, xemself. I read about neopronouns in a book Dad smuggled from the burn pile of confiscated items at New Nazareth. He brought up the book again our second night in the city, just a few days ago, when we sat in a dead stranger’s bathroom and cut off two feet of my hair with sewing scissors. He apologized with every snip, certain he was ruining it. By the end, I was sitting in a pile of red-brown scraps and running my hands through my choppy, shaggy, awkward boy hair.

I need to stop thinking about Dad. So I say, “Are you trans?”

Salvador blinks. “Uh.”

“Wait, no.” I can’t just ask people if they’re trans. “I shouldn’t have . . .”

“No, it’s fine,” Salvador says. “I mean, yeah, of course. I’m super trans. Like, an honestly heretical amount of trans. Why?”

I’ve never met another trans person before. Can I say that? Would it give me away as an Angel?

I decide on, “It’s been a while.”

“Then you’re going to lose your mind when I tell you this is an LGBTQ+ youth center.”

Xe’s right. “A what?”

Salvador gestures to the office. “This is the Acheson LGBTQ+ Center. Kind of like the YMCA but even gayer somehow. We call it the ALC for short.” Alck, xe pronounces it, like it’s some sort of medicine or maybe a hard liquor. An entire building, just for people like us? “It’s not much, and we’ve had to make a few adjustments”—xe nods to the boarded-up window beside xyr head—“but it’s home.”

A pause.

“Granted,” xe mutters, “today’s been shit. So.”

“I’m sorry about your friend.”

“Yeah. Me too.” Xe tugs at one long curl of hair falling out from behind xyr headband and changes the subject. “Nick said you’d been kidnapped.”

“It’s, uh, it’s a long story.”

“I mean, I figured,” Salvador says. “Angels don’t kidnap people.”

They don’t. They string up the heretics and cut them open. Maybe they make it painless if the nonbelievers come willingly. Hell, I remember a reverend praying to a newborn child before their parents drowned them in the river, repenting for bringing a sinner into the world without the church’s blessing. There is no need for new flesh.

Not with the Flood. Not with Seraph.

“I thought that too,” I say.

“Well, terrorists are terrorists, I guess. What I’m getting at is that Nick wants to talk to you. He’s picked up some kinda scent, and he’s not gonna let up until he figures it out, so you might as well get it over with. Think you can manage?”

Manage? I can manage a hell of a lot—whether it’s a smart idea is another thing entirely. “No better time than now.”

“Thought so.” Salvador gets up with a stretch. “Be right back. And don’t try anything funny. Cormac is outside, and he has an itchy trigger finger.”

That almost sounds like a threat, but before I say anything else, Salvador is gone.

So. An LGBTQ+ center. I stand, bracing myself on the desk. I’ve spent a lot of time in Sister Kipling’s office over the past few months, staring at the sparse decorations to avoid looking at the prophet of Armageddon, the woman who created the Flood. Sister Kipling had a crucifix above her door, framed diplomas above the desk, and WALK HIS PATH, FIND SALVATION, RETURN TO EARTH painted across the back wall.

This office is completely different. There’s a rainbow flag behind the office chair, a biography of a trans-rights leader on the bookshelf. One of the newspaper clippings is from all the way back in 2015, celebrating the legalization of gay marriage in the United States. I can’t picture 2015. I don’t think Mom and Dad had even met.

Every picture shows a world I left behind when I was eleven. A world the Angels destroyed when I was fourteen. A world I don’t know at all.

I’m staring at a photo—people with their fists in the air, screaming with rage and power—when the door opens again. I shove my hands into my pockets. Back straight, chin up, like Mom is checking my posture at church.

Salvador comes in with two people: Nick and a stranger. Nick takes a spot by the door like a guard dog, arms crossed. His hood is down, and his combat mask has been traded in for a pale gray one that goes well with his overgrown black hair. Bobby pins are jammed near his temples and forehead to keep loose strands out of his face.

He’s—he’s cute. His dark eyes, sharp brows, the distant but curious tilt of his head . . .

I dig my thumbnail into my finger, where my engagement ring used to be. I am still betrothed to Theo. I held his hand in front of the church and prayed for the world we were going to build together in Jesus’s name. I promised to bring glory as God’s fiery sword; Theo promised to fight beside me. We were perfect together.
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