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      At times, I worry that this has all really been just for me. I can only hope it’s been for someone else too.
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      This book contains the following: graphic violence, death (including of elders and minors), societal oppression, body horror, disease, sexism, racism, colorism, classism, imperialism, narcotic and human trafficking, homophobia with use of non-censored slurs, transphobia, bigotry, sexual content, non-graphic sexual violence, graphic trauma regarding sexual violence, pregnancy of non-woman character, military violence, issues of sexual consent, depictions of war and starvation, non-graphic emotional and physical and sexual child abuse and neglect, substance abuse, suicide, mental instability, self-harm, abusive romantic relationships.

      All parts contain this content. All parts must be read.
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        God — God the Father, the Lord, our Creator

        Satan — the devil, Lucifer, the fallen angel

      

      

      HUMANS

      
        
        Tadeo — a boy from a border town

        Joana — a girl from a border town

        Dante — a boy from a town in the south

        Lupina (Guadalupe) — a girl from a border town

        Father Toño — a priest from a border town

      

        

      
        Metatron — Enoch

      

      

      ARCHANGELS

      
        
        Michael — the chief prince, angel of strength, angel of God

        Raphael — angel of healing

        Uriel — the oldest angel

        Gabriel — God’s messenger

      

      

      OTHER ANGELS

      
        
        Dina — the youngest angel

        Phanuel — angel of forgiveness, friend of Michael

      

      

      WATCHERS

      
        
        Azazel — angel of body painting

        Samyaza — lesser angel of healing

        Baraqiel — angel of light

        Kokabiel — angel of stars

        Danel — angel of the sun

        Armoni — angel of virtue

      

      

      DEMONS

      
        
        Baal — duke, fallen angel of flight

        Asmodeus — duke, fallen angel of friendship

        Rosier — fallen angel of fruit

        Mammon — fallen angel of gold

        Moloch — fallen angel of gift-giving

        Gemory — fallen angel

        Ara — fallen angel

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Blessed are the dead

        REVELATION 14:13 (NIV)
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      From blood, there came fire. Nazarene man, God, the Son of God — find him feeding the flames. Through a wound in his palm from a coarse hand drill, his red tears wept, then whipped hot unto themselves. Cracks like those that rip open the Earth, like the breaking of bones. Kneeling was as frail on him as the flutters of oranges, yellows, whites that bloomed bright over a desert-baked, middle-aging face. The shades of Hell, see, cast over the Son of God, the Nazarene man, with a shadow cast behind himself in the shape of death. A misplaced past; what will happen has already happened. Above, the mother moon is shattered into silver pieces to trade for a kiss. But never was it the silver that rewarded the crucifixion. Death was death’s reward, and it was a kiss for a kiss. From God, the Son of God, ancient eyes opening in a manger. Incarnation to know to be wretched.

      Silence, Nazarene man. Watch the bygone approach, enshrouded in veil and robe, a sentenced stranger without shape. The damned one spoke serpentine, asking if it had been forty days, forty mornings and nights, that they had spent here in silence, in starving. With each footstep, the Nazarene never stirred to the sound of marches between his own nor to each hiss between his prayers. Yet, prayer is pleading; what Son of God implores for his Father to listen? The carpentry in his blood must have boiled; it believed love must be beat and sawed and nailed to be built. In the temple, the child had touched the wood of a wall, and he had breathed in the dust and hacked it out. No breath of life, see. The Lord’s sighs into the mouths of man were absent in the teeth of a Nazarene boy. Hear his mother. She chased her lost son, and she had not found him but an ingrown body of grandeur dreams.

      Son of God? You are no Son of God. Pre-determined mad man. Had the Nazarene come to the desert to die from the drought drying the skin of his tongue, or to collapse from the pulses of heat in his divine skull? Or had he come to drown in his animal sweat and find purpose there? Hours past, the man had searched in the sea of sand for all the drowned of an earlier apocalypse. Fingers had bore holes in the ground like those that would tear into hands and feet, pressed to wood the Nazarene man knew the scrape of before his own God-given, mother-ridden name.

      First, the devil took a stone and threw it at the man’s feet. He said, If you are the Son of God, turn this stone into bread.

      But, Satan, it is written: Man shall not live on bread alone.

      Then, the mocking devil said, If you are the Son of God, throw yourself from the high temple. It is written that He will command His angels concerning you, and they will lift you up into their hands, so that you will not strike a foot against a stone.

      It is written: Do not put the Lord your God to the test.

      Thus the devil brought God, the Son of God, with him to see all the kingdoms of the world and answered, All this I will give you, if you bow down and worship me.

      It is written that the Nazarene man will die to the crucifix, and it is written that God is alone. He will walk with twelve alone, and he will break bread alone. He was born alone, and he will carry the bleeding of whips and a cross on his back alone. God, the Son of God, will be worshiped alone.

      The devil has and will watch God die in tortured agony. In wretchedness. His final miracle.

      The Lord will say: Lord, why have you forsaken me? The Lord will say: Lord, to you, I hand over my spirit. The Lord will say, It is finished. I have done it. Write this for they are His final words. I have found purpose through death and only death. It is only through suffering that I have found meaning to being here.

      God is dead; He has killed Himself. It is only like this that He could save us.
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      At the center of Heaven, the archangel Michael was burned at the stake. For minutes, his screams engulfed him and all the angels who’d gathered to watch his silhouette disappear into the trinity of flamed colors ripping at his brown skin, scratching to peel it away before the fires seeped into exposing muscle. As if an angel made of wax, the prince melted. As if he were a candle, thick blood rushed into his mouth, gurgling his cries in pain. Darkness scaled along his body where smoke trickled upwards, but it would not stop. His feet were buried in the Fountain of Life, in her waters, and Michael’s burns would stitch closed only for the fire to skin him raw again. He burned, and he healed; bound to the fountain, Michael’s suffering never ended and never began.

      It was a man, in Heaven, who announced his sin with spindly hands still clutching the rope he’d ceremoniously confined the strongest angel of all with. He was ancient, with colorless hair, wrinkles that shrouded his features — the dark eyes, a stout body beneath a white robe, and new jewels that God had gifted. The man, Enoch the Elder, proclaimed: “The Lord commanded for your chief prince to pay penance.” Enoch’s marks of age seemed finer now, better carved, more purposefully placed along the sagging muscle of his arms, and they now marked him distinct among thousands of perfectly youthful angels gathered in Heaven, watching with oval-ed eyes or facing away with deep grimaces. “For when he returned to Heaven—” Enoch had to shout over the continual screams of Michael “—your prince came before God and asked for a home for the damned souls of man, where Satan and his followers may hold authority. The Lord, in His mercy, granted the devil his wish but the archangel a punishment — for acting as a messenger for the devil, for being his angel.” He was stepping away from the Fountain of Life, and the angels nearby stumbled back as if Enoch were Satan himself. “And for having sullied his body,” pure venom in his voice, “with that of the devil — your prince must know penance.”

      Among all the others, Dina watched, fingers interlocked, barely peering over the shoulders of two tall angels standing before him. And like all the others, his breath hitched. ‘Sullied?’ The old man, this strange man, who’d arrived in Heaven claiming to be like them, an angel himself. ‘Michael sullied by the devil?’ The youngest — or was he the second youngest now that this man was here? — looked all about, seeking an answer, hoping someone would ask the question that he wouldn’t dare. Others anxiously shifted in the crowd, avoiding gazes or, like Dina, searching for guidance, perhaps from an archangel. But they were absent, all except for Michael.

      Enoch spoke once more: “Your prince sullied his body, his body that is God’s temple, as all your bodies are temples to God. He was tempted by Satan. He fell into sins of the flesh with the devil. Even your most holy prince betrayed our Lord, Creator. The greatest of God’s elect could not be faithful.” He took another step, and he spread his arms, offering himself to them. “Let it be known that there is no angel pure of sin, then. All angels are tainted. All angels carry the original sin of the first war.” Dina’s heart thudded against his chest, and he gripped nervously at his tunic’s front, dipped his head, wishing his lace veil would slip down his face to shield his twitching expression and the frightened burn in his eyes. “Those you called the Watchers have proven to Heaven that the devil corrupted even those among you who thought yourselves so holy. And, because of this, the Lord has said, as He once did: angel will serve man.”

      Dina’s gaze flickered to Michael, to his writhing body — a mere shadow in the tongues of flames. Uneasily, Dina’s nails picked at the joints of fingers. He watched. He listened to the gurgles of agony. ‘Michael.’ It couldn’t be true. ‘I was the one who revealed to Noah that a Flood would do away with sin.’ How could Michael be tempted? Were all angels truly corrupted? Were all angels sinners before God — whether they had even committed a sin or not? Had it been Satan’s forbidden fruit, the forbidden knowledge of evil, of sin, of flesh; had it been knowledge alone that condemned them?

      “It will be man who inherits Heaven,” said Enoch as Dina clenched his eyes shut, trying to swallow a hiccup now of worry and confusion. Where were his friends? Azazel? Armoni? What had Michael and the angels really done to the Watchers? “Man will be the new angels, and man will judge the original angels to see who will serve and who will be cast down.” Finally, he proclaimed: “I will be known as Metatron, the first man to live in Heaven. I will sit at the left side of God. Know this for they are His words. The Lord’s words.”

      Over the pain of their chief prince, the angels affirmed, “Amen.”

      But it was only for seven days that Michael burned, hardly a blink of an eye, and he didn’t scream for much longer than Metatron’s announcement. Only silence sounded from him after the first three days, even if the fire didn’t appear to lose its intensity — or so it is said. Dina himself couldn’t handle the sight, and he refused to visit the center of the city for all the time that Michael was tortured, refused to even step outside Uriel’s home, even tried not to peer out the sparse windows. Yet, he saw the tortured archangel each time he shut his eyes, and he found himself without appetite for these days, as well. Hiding couldn’t save Dina for long, however, for he lived in the house of an archangel, and one day, the prince Uriel returned from the unexplained absence since the stake burning began, bringing with him all the horror that Dina had been trying to avoid.

      The front door, suddenly, violently, was thrown open with such a loud screech that Dina — laying on his stomach, sleeping, on the divan — startled awake.

      “Seven days,” came the voice of Uriel, in conversation, “of penance and burning? Is that really what the Lord commanded or your own whims?”

      “Uriel,” came the voice of Metatron, “step aside.”

      “Leave,” replied Uriel as Dina hastily climbed off the cushions, stumbling onto bare feet, just in time to see the prince walk into the wide sitting area before the endless library. When Dina saw the old man-angel following behind, he flinched. “This is no place for you, Enoch.” Uriel’s brows were furrowed, a scowl pulling at his mouth while his hands curled into fists. “You will not touch the library.”

      But the man, Metatron, stopped, far from the archway leading into the labyrinth of books. His eyes landed on Dina, curiously, then he asked, “Who is this angel?” to Uriel.

      Right past the young angel, Uriel halted his steps, facing away, towards the library. “No one.”

      “You told me that this house was yours alone,” Metatron said. “Did you lie, archangel?”

      “I don’t sin,” Uriel replied promptly. “That is Dina. He cleans my house and has no house of his own. Raphael told you of the chaos in Heaven when we heard what the Watchers had done, didn’t he?” Metatron was quiet, and so Uriel sighed harshly. “The angels who sinned during our war were blamed and attacked, thrown from their homes. The Lord ordered me to take in this one, though He gave me no reason as to why. Dina is the one who spoke to your great-grandchild Noah.” Metatron asked why. “Gabriel hesitated when God ordered His message to be given, and I suppose He wanted to show that even an insignificant angel could easily replace him.”

      Metatron laughed. “Is that so? So it is not only Michael’s affinity for sins of the flesh, nor your lies, that have created God’s dissatisfaction with His archangels? It is doubt.”

      “I told you that I don’t lie,” Uriel said, twisting around to show Metatron a glower. “Days that Raphael and I have spent before the Lord, trying to convince Him that your pride is like that of the devil. But it must be that He knows you will ruin yourself, that you will fall, and that you will bring the fate of man with you.” Lower, he added: “You will not touch the library I have curated. All of Heaven’s wisdom is here, and you will not corrupt it. It’s the meeting of man and angel knowledges that flooded your Earth. Leave this place. Return to God if you so claim to be at His left side. Fly as high as you can, Metatron, so that you will burn to dust when you fall back to the Earth you belong.”

      “You will be the one to fall when us men judge you.” But Metatron was turning on his heel, and as he did, he said, “I will be back, Uriel. The library will hold the history of man, whether you will be here to read it or not.” His departure was quiet, his steps slow as he returned to the entrance that was just out of sight of the seating space with its three divans, its short tables, one of which held a scroll that Dina had been mindlessly skimming hours ago.

      The young angel hesitated, then timidly raised his face to the tall Uriel, whose expression was hot stone, eyes so sharp in rage that Dina feared staring too long would cut him. “Uriel,” he called softly. “Has Michael really been freed from the penance?”

      “Start cleaning out the eastern side of the library,” Uriel commanded, instead of answering, before he exhaled through his nose, face flickering with something akin to fear but too angry. “Metatron will return with God’s blessing. I’m certain of it. Clean out the eastern side and then keep your mouth shut when he speaks to you. Do you hear me?” Dina nodded aggressively and tried to scurry behind as Uriel stepped into the library, began making his way across it. “Michael has ruined the last good will that us angels had with God. We will all pay the price.” Dina looked back, as if Metatron followed, or as if Michael followed. He kept wondering of Michael, if it had really been seven days only, if God had been kind enough to be satisfied with that. “All of us will suffer because of the damned Michael, because of Satan, because of the Watchers.”

      Suffer? Dina didn’t think so. For the rest of his life, he didn’t think so.

      The next time Metatron arrived, he did come proclaiming God’s approval, and he’d come with tablets already, histories of humanity and genealogies that only he, the one man in Heaven, could inspect for accuracy. Uriel, this time, didn’t resist when Metatron went to organize what he’d brought while Dina stood behind the prince’s back, clutching a broom to keep his hands from trembling. An old friend, Armoni, had taught him to clean, had told Dina, ‘It will always make you feel better. Even the worst of sadness isn’t as terrible as it could be if you’re in a spotless room.’

      ‘I confess,’ Dina thought, ‘to not understand your anger, Uriel.’ When Metatron snapped at Dina to help chase away the dust from some of the limestone shelves, Dina tried a pleasant smile, and he did as told even if he could feel Uriel’s flared, angry look.“Yes, Metatron,” the young angel said obediently and dealt with the dust.

      He simply couldn’t understand why Uriel was furious, but he supposed that he was a sinner, and this was no different than how he’d been treated before. Half of Heaven lamented that they were ruined now, but Dina had been ruined by sin for most of his years. And thus, when Metatron left, then returned with more scrolls, Dina met him amicably, and he aided him. Each time Metatron brought more human wisdom, Uriel argued, but Dina never did. The young angel didn’t even yelp when Metatron slapped him for dropping a stone tablet.

      Time went on like this, and eventually, Dina no longer woke up cold, alone in Uriel’s spare room, frightened to half-death from the image of Michael burning. If he tried to recall it specifically, the memory would return in horrific vividness, but it was merely one of many violences that Dina had seen by now. Heaven lived on forever, regardless.

      Metatron, however, preached change, and Dina, one day, noticed that the materials being wheeled into the library were growing more divergent from all those that came before. Suddenly — wooden boards, thicker pages, a thick covering that could have been skin. That was odd; it’d only been a thousand or two thousand years since Metatron had risen; that seemed too quick for Earth to change to Dina. Distantly, he heard Uriel always arguing with Metatron, claiming that infesting the library with the scripture of living humans was a step too far. But — ‘This is beautiful?’ — Dina busied himself tracing the illustrations he found in the new manuscripts, the shape of humans, then animals, then all the flora. What a lovely place Earth seemed.

      More books, more stories. More charming illustrations of humanity. With each day, Dina buried his face deeper into parchment and leather and tales; he hardly noticed what Metatron and Uriel were yelling about.

      Dina heard something of a Christ. A man who was killed, as many of them are. And then Metatron said that man will all rise to Heaven, soon. Blink of an eye, and then Metatron said that not yet. Dina paid no mind, entranced by the stories he tried to decipher from illustrations because he couldn’t read the human scripts. Some more blinks of eyes. Time passing. A century, then half of another one. Metatron called it the end times. Uriel ignored him. The end is near, but not too near. Dina waited.

      It wasn’t until a moment like any other that Heaven, like Earth, finally changed too — one instance in which Dina had accidentally dropped a thick book while dusting, then been struck hard across the face by Metatron and shoved into the half-cleaned tall shelves. “Forgive me,” Dina replied instantly, the movement of his jaw numbing. “I didn’t mean to—” There was no confusion, no indignation. Another violent memory for a body that held onto little else.

      “This is the third time in the last few days,” snarled Metatron. “How could I believe you? What has you so distracted?”

      Blinking a few times, still leaning on the shelf he’d just landed against, Dina replied, “I can’t be sure, but it won’t happen again. I’ll be more careful when I clean.” He tried smiling through the ache of a forming bruise but Metatron took a sudden step forward, slammed his hand down on one of the limestone shelves. Every folded, rolled, engraved piece of wisdom there rattled, on every level, climbing so high they’d reach Heaven if they weren’t all already there — but none dared fall for him, this man.

       Metatron snapped, “Stop causing trouble.” ‘Don’t you ever miss being a man, Metatron? I would. If I had been human once, I think I would miss it.’ “Do you hear me?”

      Golden, silver — the taste of blood in Dina’s mouth as he nodded and lowered his body to pick up the book he’d dropped. “I will be good.” He was already stepping away, reeling in a breath. “And I’ll leave you now.” Metatron visibly clenched his teeth, but he was moving, as well, turning back on the youngest angel, heading off.

      To escape the labyrinth, one had to take as many left turns as they could, then a right turn when they approached the most modernly bound books, standing upright with their spines flaunted at each passerby. Dina often traced the titles he couldn’t read, and he would have done it now were it not for the book he hugged to his chest — one of his favorites. Not far from here, the illustrated collections were, of which this large book actually belonged. Both Enoch and Uriel didn’t care much for that section, crinkling their noses at the illustration of princes and their princesses, whereas Dina would often stare at them, purposefully trying to keep his mind empty, to not let a single thought form about the loving touches in the fairytales. There was also, often, art of winged people in Dina’s favorite books.

      ‘Fairies,’ Uriel had called them once. Afterward, Dina had pointed at another illustration, and Uriel had answered, ‘Eros.’ And when Dina had opened a third book and held the woodblock-print before Uriel’s fiery eyes, there had been a pause, then a hint of amusement in his deep, cold voice, ‘That’s Gabriel. The human’s Gabriel.’

      Some stray bookcases trailed toward a circular space that had once been part of a wider dining area but was now a mere carpet and plush velvet chair before a fireplace built into the wall. On the hearth, there were dying, dancing flames — and Dina remembered Michael — then he drifted his gaze to see the angel sat upon the chair with a blanket over his lap. Uriel, staring straight at the fire, in silence, hair covered by the hood of his onyx-black robe, speckled with tiny white specs, stars.

      “Uriel?” Dina shuffled his feet closer. “There you are, brother. You didn’t come earlier to eat…”

      Without looking at him, Uriel replied, “I heard Enoch shouting at you.” ‘Metatron,’ Dina wanted to correct him, but he simply frowned instead. “He’s right that you’ve been more careless lately.”

      “Oh, it’s my fault for thinking too much,” Dina reassured, moving closer, lowering to settle on the ground right by Uriel’s legs. “I was going to put my book away in its proper place, but I’d really like to sit here with you for a minute first. I hope that’s alright with you.” He turned his head up at him, blinking silver eyes. “Are you well?” Silence responded, but Dina didn’t mind, flickering his gaze back toward the flames, searching for familiar shapes.

      Then, a slow exhale, and Uriel said, “The humans are likely to come soon to Heaven. A lot of them.” Leaning back into the chair, there was a high-pitched creak between the crackles of the fireplace. “The world is going to end soon. The Lord has told me.”

      Dina jumped, then laughed a little. “Is that so? That’s exciting. We should continue building homes for them.” He cracked open the enormous book in his hands. “I can’t wait to see families here. I love children.” He’d never seen a real one of course, but on the page he turned to, there was a sketch of a cherub.

      Uriel murmured, “We don’t age in Heaven. Will the humans who come here as children grow old or will they remain that way forever?” Dina flipped to another section of his book to see the reclining figure of a woman. “Maybe they’ll be stunted.” When the archangel paused, Dina lifted his head again and noticed Uriel’s hard stare. “You’re not even a little frightened… are you?”

      “What’s there to be frightened about?” asked the youngest angel.

      “You don’t see, at all, how they’ll displace us? How they don’t belong in Heaven?” Uriel leaned over the armrest, hovering his face not far from Dina’s own. “Each one of them will be a new Enoch, a pile of flesh masquerading as one of us. It’s as if you immediately forget each time that old man mistreats you. When Heaven is invaded by humans, and we’re all suffering under their hands, will you ignore all of that too, Dina?”

      Unsure, Dina said, “I don’t think it’ll be so bad, and I trust Enoch. God wouldn’t let him live among us if he weren’t wise.” He barely suppressed the urge, as he often did, to reach and touch the archangel’s hand. “I’m sure the Lord keeps us in mind.”

      The archangel paused. “You don’t have the faintest idea of how wicked the humans are. All you read are fairytales and children’s stories. You can’t tell fantasy from truth. When they rise to Heaven, they will bring war back to us.”

      “But Metatron said,” Dina argued softly, “that God will only bring the humans who are good here. All their wickedness will be washed away.” ‘Metatron spoke of another baptism.’ Dina didn’t really know what baptism was, of course, but he knew it meant a great deal to the man-turned-angel.

      “There are no good humans,” Uriel grunted, then leaned back against his chair again. “But if we’re to believe they’ll all transfigure into angels, which supposedly Enoch has, then that wouldn’t be much better. We will all suffer. The humans will ascend into Heaven, and we will fall.” Quieter, he added, “And we have sown the seeds of our own destruction.”

      A deep, deep frown tugged on Dina’s lips, as he turned to his book once more. “I hope that doesn’t happen,” he said simply. “I hope the humans will be very kind.”

      There was, yet again, a moment of silence, but a hand eventually lowered itself onto Dina’s hair, covered by the same lace veil he’d worn for many, many centuries. “I don’t know why I tell you this.” In his chest, Dina’s heart had stuttered in confusion, in joy at Uriel’s gentle touch. “You never understand.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” The prince shifted again, but not significantly, perhaps just crossing his legs. “You were made this way. We’re all designed.”

      Dina wanted to lean into the touch, but he knew Uriel would jolt away from affection, maybe snarl at him; it had happened each time the young angel had tried to simply embrace him. “I wish I’d been made a little less like this,” Dina said off-handedly. “But I also like living here with you.” Dina’s thinking made him smile again, then lift his body up to look over the armrest and at Uriel’s sullen face. “You should talk to me more.”

      Furrowing his brows, Uriel nearly scoffed, but he didn’t remove his hand from Dina’s head. “About what? I’ve told you plenty of things already. Too many things. Haven’t you been listening to me just now?”

      “But there’s a lot you haven’t told me either.” Dina waved a hand in the direction of the books.

      “Such as?” Uriel prodded, his tone a little fonder than it ever was.

      “Such as…” Dina glanced at the mouth into the labyrinth, thinking of the day that he knocked the archangel’s most precious scrolls to the ground, then fallen to his knees and hurriedly pulled them all into his arms, but the prince of wisdom had appeared instantly, then shouted at him.

      ‘It was the first time you’d ever screamed at me. You were always upset with me, but had never raised your voice, so I began to cry. Right in front of you, I started sniffling and rubbing both my eyes. It only made you angrier, but as you bent to pick up your writing, your hand lingered over the sketch of a star in between the calligraphy. You weren’t very good at art, often ordered other angels to illustrate your manuscripts, but you could very well draw suns. Wiping at a tear, I stared at the star with you, and I said that all of your favorite scrolls have stars. You didn’t answer me. I said that I knew this because I drop things so often. You said that, one day, I will break something of yours, and you will break me.’

      The archangel’s hand began to drift away like a lonesome twig swept by flood.

      Dina whispered, “Why do you have this library?” It was Uriel’s home; he slept in a dark room far from the exit and far from Dina’s own bedroom. “I noticed that all the oldest writings in here are about the stars.” ‘You don’t like that I’ve noticed, but Metatron has noticed too.’

      “To remember,” Uriel replied simply, “histories and dreams. Eternal life means eternal memories.”

      “What is there to remember,” Dina asked, “about the stars?”

      The question lingered, as the young angel had thought it would, but not as long as expected. Uriel, oddly, chuckled, and said, “Many angels before you have asked. One angel, Danel, when we were building the city, tried to meet the stars and find out everything about them to impress me. Many angels have tried to impress me.” He listed a few names, some known and some unknown. “Lucifer, too, once followed after me, and I avoided him. And there was… Kokabiel. Angel of stars.”

      “I remember him… He was very strange.”

      “I hated him.” Dina was saddened again — an angel should never hate — but Uriel continued, “He knew every detail of what came before somehow. When I told him to explain himself to me, he laughed in my face.”

      At this, the young angel raised a brow. “What is it that came before?” To Dina, the devil had come before, and all of Heaven had come before. He didn’t remember the city of angels before sin much, as one of the first things he had ever done was sin. ‘I still remember him. Golden-haired and bright eyed, the devil cooing in my ear to take the pretty rings I liked.’ But the rest of life before the war, he didn’t remember well. He should have been like Uriel, should have kept his own library of the world he needed to remember.

      It was one final hesitation before Uriel surrendered. “You can go to where my oldest scrolls are and read the truth for yourself. If our world will end soon, alongside that of man, then I won’t feel shame for much longer.” Dina realized he still held his book, his human likings. “So go and read, if you like, but it’s in an old script. You’ll have to learn it.”

      “I’m not very good at reading,” Dina lamented because he was not good at quite anything at all. “Can’t you read it to me?”

      “I can’t.” However brisk his response, Uriel didn’t sound so cold for once; he was like the fire still before the both of them, crackling and warm and dying. “You should learn, then you should read the histories as I’ve written them. Then, afterward, you should…” His voice — uncharacteristically uncertain. “You should climb up into the cosmos and see the stars for themselves.” He extended both his thumb and index, curling the rest of his fingers. “Travel forward, do not veer to the left or right, until you come upon a star. The stars are always moving, so I can’t tell you which one you’ll meet first that way, but if you don’t go straight, you won’t find your way back. I want you to touch it, try speaking to it. Sometimes, they talk in their sleep.”

      “But I thought the laws say we mustn’t leave Heaven without purpose⁠—”

      “I’m giving you purpose.” Uriel turned his head to him. “Do as I say. I’m still your prince. I want you to know the entire truth, not the kinder version that Heaven has invented so they can sleep soundly. I can’t go with you. The Lord has ordered me to study the Earth for some years. I’m leaving very soon.” He breathed in deep, then exhaled slow. “I need someone to know before we’re all gone.”

      “Uriel,” Dina called, his eyes squinting in innocent fear. “Do you really believe that our world will end the same as the humans’? Do you believe all us angels left here will fall?”

      “I heard that all of time will end soon from God’s own mouth.”

      Threats of God collectively punishing all angels had been shouted from the rooftops when the Watchers’ sins reached Heaven, when Dina was thrown out into the street. He remembered a kick against his head, hands grabbing his clothing, spit landing on his face. They said the sinners had caused this, surely Azazel, surely Armoni, or any of the others. But it had been Armoni and Azazel that so gently led Dina through life in the shadows after the war, who were so patient with him, who preached hope with kisses to his cheeks. “Will I see old friends again before the end? I want to.”

      Uriel whispered, like he didn’t want their Father to hear: “If God is merciful, He will allow you to forget them.”
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      His father was dead. In a town bordering a nation like Babylon — they found the man hanging from an electrical cord, a cloth bag over his head, his wrists bound behind his back, his legs severed to end in a few ribbons of pink-red, tossed occasionally by the breeze. He wasn’t alone — five other bodies hung beside him on the overpass, dangling above a road of vehicles that either passed hurriedly or skidded with a screech of tires and swerved to halt right before daring to cross beneath corpses. His aunt had tried to cover his eyes when they all found him, but the boy had already been staring for several seconds, his blood cold in the scorch of summer. Tadeo was his name — the boy of eleven or twelve years — and he had been squinting, trying to read the words on the banner that was plastered right below the dead men.

      Tadeo was his name, even when he came to realize that the screams of horror came not from his aunt but from himself, and his name didn’t change even when he doubled over with wet gasps scratching at his throat. Beat after beat, his heart punched the front of his chest, terror about to shatter him inside. Tadeo was the name of the body he felt himself wrenched away from when he collapsed against his family, their hands all coming over him, like thinking to bury him. Like they would lay him in the grave alongside his father.

      He would never learn why they killed him — his father — not really. It may have been a confrontation, a case of mistaken identity. Tadeo’s father was not a criminal, and he had been so staunchly against them. He’d told Tadeo, in their language, “When I was younger, son, the streets weren’t like this. There used to be musicians downtown, and foreigners from right across the river used to visit.”

      There had been no musicians downtown when Tadeo’s family walked past the boarded-up buildings, heading to report his father missing after service at church. During the mass, Tadeo had sat bored, praying only marginally for the father he adored because he couldn’t imagine a life without him yet. Three days with an empty chair at the dining table had bothered him, as well as the unfamiliar silence at breakfast, but he couldn’t believe that he’d been kidnapped, much less potentially killed. ‘You’re going to live,’ his father always hummed beneath his dark mustache, ‘you’re going to suffer.’ The lines to a song that Tadeo wasn’t sure he’d ever heard.

      In Heaven, an angel set down his collection of fairytales and old scrolls about the beginning of time, dreaming of happily ever afters, then decided to leave paradise — heading for the stars.

      Now, before the death of Tadeo’s father — life had not been so kind either. As stories of murders, kidnappings, and traffickers grew, turned deeper like a gash, gaping wider — foreigners came by less, the bustling economy began to trickle dry. Less food in the fridge, and then Tadeo’s family moved back into the house of his maternal grandparents, and he, a toddler, shared a room with both his parents. As the situation worsened, the state proclaimed that the rampant corruption of the police force was to blame — ‘criminal infiltration’ — then ordered an expulsion of all officers to be replaced with a temporary military operation. For a year, then another year, then around eight, the soldiers remained. But Tadeo cared little for any of this; he was a child.

      None of this could matter to a child, and I’m certain it hardly matters to you.

      So if anyone had asked Tadeo what his greatest problem was during the early years of military occupation, he’d say that his mother was constantly yelling at him. She said he didn’t dress right, didn’t wear his hair right, and that he didn’t cook right, nor did he rub a lime on his elbows and knees to fight the darkness there, as she insisted he do. Tadeo’s mother was now a hairstylist, working in a small place beside an office for currency conversion, and as Tadeo aged, the fury between them grew as large. His father was the calm eye to their storm, meeting them with gestures for them to sit and to laugh their arguments off. Two years before his death, he’d been in the room when his wife suffered a stroke, and he had carried her to a hospital, then wheeled her out, newly disabled, within a week. Tadeo’s father took on more hours in the restaurant he was a server in, to Tadeo’s great sadness.

      Angel Dina climbed toward the cosmos with Uriel’s writings in his mind about what had occurred to the stars, though he remained confused about the details. Most particularly, he didn’t understand God’s behavior. ‘I believe Uriel,’ he thought wholeheartedly — but God couldn’t be so cruel to disfigure angels into burning spheres of fire and leave them like corpses above. As he struck his wings, broke past the golden sky, he stumbled onto the cold abyss of the universe only to then swerve clumsily, trip and plunge toward the floor of the cold universe. He landed with an erratic flutter of his pale wings, and then lay over the wet ground, seeing all of space from its very edge. With every galaxy a speck in his silver gaze, he stood, then began walking along the void.

      The story of Tadeo’s life is relevant; it had thus far been a moderately unfortunate one. His mother was now in a wheelchair, struggling severely with lifting either hand, never speaking, half her face in permanent stillness, the occasional dribble of saliva slipping from a corner of her mouth. Before his murder, Tadeo’s father asked his wife’s coworkers to teach him how to do cosmetics, and he would paint his wife’s face gently, patiently, knowing she wished she still could. Tadeo began to cry often, wishing he had loved his mother deeper when she could do more than groan at him, but how could he have known? In the same vein, he wailed in a deep, tortuous agony for the kind father after he lost him, having never thought of this, never imagined a life without parents.

      Dina adjusted his hair and veil, then turned his face to a great, humming star so massive it appeared closer than it was. Blinking a few times, the angel approached, interlocking his own hands, tilting his head. Is this what Uriel had wanted him to see? The star was little more than a ball of yellow-red, but its consistency was not like fire — rather, it was thick as blood. It could have been a sphere of gore, burning and screaming in forever torment. At the same time, it was beautiful, warming Dina inside as he was heating on the outside. “You’re beautiful,” he told the star, each step making him smaller and smaller in its massive presence. “The most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

      Tadeo grieved; he grieved so greatly that he wailed to his relatives: “The world is over. The world is ending.” How can all these awful things be happening? “God, why did you do this to me?” His grandparents ran their hands along his back, even the paternal ones who’d traveled from their hometown much further south. “Please give me my father back. My mother and I need him. Please. I’ll do anything. God, please don’t leave me without my parents.” Some relatives suggested migrating to that nation they bordered, but it was so expensive, so difficult, and they were a large family. Who should escape? Who should be left behind in this war?

      Before Dina could speak another word, he bore witness to the star before him suddenly twitching, limbs curling out from its sides, the arms reaching upward in a towering stretch as its legs unfolded beneath. Its silhouette lost some of its roundness to morph into the vague shape of an angel with a face. On it, there was a pair of enormous eyes like flaming coals and several mouths that were each magma teeth and magma tongue. Its yawn was loud, harrowing, rattling nearby moons and skipping comets. Then, before the little angel, the star lowered itself to an animal pounce, bringing its face just some breaths away from Dina. “Oh,” Dina breathed, wonder filling his heart. “Like this, you’re even more beautiful.”

      The star spoke in a saccharine voice like honeyed dates: “Angel.” And Dina felt a shiver creep up his body. “What are you doing here?”

      Dina stared with wide eyes, parted lips. “Me…?” His voice drifted, though naturally; he noticed that whenever the star spoke, it did so with a certain distance to each syllable, something that trailed further and further away like smoke from a cigar. “Well,” he began, then echoed himself. “Well. I’m here because the archangel Uriel ordered me to come.” The sun seemed to tilt its head, light flares falling onto its shoulders like waves of hair. “But he told me that all the stars were sleeping. You seem wide awake, or are you talking in your sleep?” There was warmth on the cheeks of the youngest angel, and he realized he felt embarrassment without explanation. But angels are made of shame, can hardly feel anything else.

      “Sleep? Oh, I suppose I was asleep once. I dreamt for billions of years, but now I’m awake.” With one appendage like a hand, the star waved dismissively. “In all the time since, no angel has come to visit me. You said Uriel sent you?”

      “Yes,” Dina answered, hesitant. “What do you mean no angel has come to see you? Hasn’t Uriel? And—” He knew that he ought to ask now before the star might reply with another question. “You should give me your name. I’ll give you mine in return. It’s Dina.”

      Slow, languid, like a needing moan — “Dina?” The star grinned impossibly wide. “What a gorgeous name. It suits you, your face and your body. That’s quite the body you have. It’s the first angel flesh that I see so close. Is it comfortable? Are you comfortable?”

      Dina placed his hands on his own chest, his ribs, then his forearms. “I think I am, or that I could be. Uriel says that body discomfort is expected for an angel. Don’t you feel some discomfort as well?”

      “None at all. I don’t have a body.” Like a predator, the star stalked closer, bringing its fiery face dangerously close before Dina’s figure. “I was asleep for a long time, but last I was awake, I was watching all you angels in Heaven, and I was watching the Earth too. It’s so far. I could hardly see anything of you all. I was always curious if angels were happy. Are you happy?”

      Swallowing, Dina glanced behind him, saw darkness, then looked forward once more. “You’ve been awake before? But Uriel said that all of the stars have been asleep since before Heaven was built.”

      “Oh, but what does Uriel know?” Snickering, shaking shoulders. “Why would we want to talk to him?”

      “He cares about you,” Dina replied. “He’s filled his library with stories dedicated to you.”

      “No more talk of Uriel,” went the long, irritated sigh that responded. “I want to hear of you.” Dina parted his lips, wanted to ask why. “I asked if you’re happy, but you didn’t answer me. That must mean you’re not. If you’re not, then why would that be?”

      Instantly frowning, shaking his head, the youngest angel argued, “That’s not true. In Heaven, all of us angels are happy.” They had no choice. “But…” He tilted his head, walked his gaze toward the dark of the void embracing them, staring at a dot of pale blue in the distance; it may have been the Earth but it could have easily been anything else. There was nothing special about it from here, and from this distance, one might understand how God could live with the blood on His hands. He may not even notice it, walking along the nebulas, crushed life beneath His feet, stuck to His sandals. Surely, there were other Earths, too; did they also carry Heavens on their crowns? Dina wondered if there were other angels, somewhere far away. Another Dina, another Dina in every direction. A universe, a labyrinth of mirrors.

      “What bothers you, angel?”

      Dina could forget his troubles here, but he also could not, noticing now a quiet buzz from the abyss — God’s chest rumbling as He slept, perhaps. “I’ve sinned. I can’t be happy if I’ve sinned.”

      “Sin? You disobeyed your Creator?”

      Shutting his eyes, lifting fingers to touch the lace of his veil, the material too soft to scrape, but Dina still felt as if his fingers bled. “It was a long time ago.” He remembered the sensations of feet striking against his chest until they broke it down, like a door, and some of his ribs snapped downward, pierced straight through his heart. Agony had filled his mouth hot, wet. “Satan’s angels hurt me during the war, but I deserved it. Everyone saw that I had rings that didn’t belong to me.” ‘Even if on broken fingers, held up to the light that was returning to Heaven slow, like a drop of ink in water.’ “I took something that didn’t belong to me. I did it even before the war… Satan told me that I would love them, so I should slip them off this angel’s hands while he rests. His name was Phanuel. It was a sin. I committed sin against him.” ‘I thought God’s angels would save me after Satan and his followers tortured me, but then they hit me as well.’ But they were right to do it, unlike Satan’s angels. Suffering can be good, can be needed punishment.

      ‘Sometimes, God needs you to suffer.’ For the right reasons. ‘Only God can punish me.’ A body built for only God to hurt. Only God’s striking hand can be righteous.

      The star asked again, “Are you happy?”

      “I could be,” Dina whispered, eyes fluttering open, but his vision hazed, distant as he turned it back to the star. “If I could be forgiven, I’d be happy.” But God had already forgiven Dina; His mighty hand had taken his bruised face, dragged along the angel’s bottom lip with a thumb, threatening to press it inside, slide along his tongue like human Eucharist. “Though my Father said that He has saved me, I worry that I’m not. Maybe I’m good again but I’m not good how I once was.” The angels do not have Eucharist; there has never been a Messiah for the angels, no savior to eat alive. “I wish I could be pure again.” Wish he’d never committed the sin at all.

      The angels had torn the rings off his broken fingers, left Dina on the road, left the canyon in his abdomen there to continue bleeding, red in rivulets falling to the once-gold street. To Phanuel, the angels had gone to return the rings. ‘They left me there.’ Someone had spit at Dina and said he’d asked for it, for what he’d received.

      “God’s forgiveness isn’t enough for you.”

      Painfully — “Am I a bad angel?”

      “You want it all to end.”

      “No. No, no.” Dina blinked, stared up at the beautiful creature. “But I miss my friends, and I wish God’s forgiveness was enough for me. I wish I didn’t… want so badly.” ‘There’s something wrong with you, Uriel always tells me. He says I act and I hope like an angel just a few days old. I don’t know how to be sad, he says. An old angel knows how to be sad, doesn’t cry anymore. But I cry. I cry like I was born yesterday.’

      “I know,” said the star, “how you can make everything right again.”

      “But everything is… as it should be?” He hadn’t meant to sound unsure, but Dina was only a few days old. He had been a few days old for millions of years.

      The human boy. His name was Tadeo. One day, he finished his school day, picked up his backpack and slung it over a shoulder with a sigh, saying nothing to no one, not even those girls he considered friends. How could he want to speak to other people? He wanted no one but his father, the man who was dead, but it had been months now since his funeral. All he could think to do was take his classroom desk and smash his head against it, but instead, he got onto his feet, brushed past a student who was hurrying forward to speak to the teacher. Heading for the open door into the hallway, Tadeo took the front of his button-up in a fist, tugging on it to have the fabric unstick from his sweaty front. He would walk home today; he would stop by the convenience store for a few things for his family and perhaps an umbrella.

      Dense and wet on his skin — the humidity made him grumble. It was enough to make him miss the usual unbearable dryness of the town as he tried to survive the crowded school building and move onto the streets. From the classroom window, he’d caught the gray clouds, and now he saw them with a huff because he’d like to be thankful for the rain — the river needed it — but Tadeo didn’t appreciate gray darkness in the afternoon. Grumbling, he went on his way, staring at a vehicle ahead, parked at a corner indiscreetly — something like a large pickup truck in camouflage greens, the bed armed with railings on the sides and a stand for a machine gun. Two men were there, soldiers in helmets and clothes the same pattern as their car, with bulky, dark automatic rifles in their arms.

      Tadeo walked past them, didn’t give them any attention.

      In the sky, the star said, “Everything isn’t how it should be. Wickedness has corrupted God’s creation. Angels have fallen. Angels have fallen a second time.” Dina flinched, remembering his friends. “Man was banished from Eden for their wickedness. And though they were offered salvation, they’ve become the most evil creation of all.”

      “No,” Dina said, though he was remembering now how Uriel had said man would destroy Heaven. “That’s not true. The humans are beautiful and good and mystical.” In every fairytale, they were. In all the stories, the princesses and princes. “They always choose good in the end. They love God so much.”

      As Tadeo left the store, he noticed the same soldiers he’d seen by his school in the parking lot. They’d brought their car as well. He only saw this because one of the men was stepping away from it, moving toward the entrance, toward Tadeo. Trying to step aside, Tadeo was intent to head home, but a gloved hand came over one of his shoulders. As the soldier spoke, Tadeo stared at the man’s shoes, noticing that they were more like sneakers than combat boots. His heart was sinking, somewhere cold, like he was falling off a boat into the middle of the ocean. He’d been born on the beach, his grandparents told him, a few hours away. Firmly, the soldier said Tadeo must come with them.

      Tadeo replied that he had to get home, but the soldier said they would take him home afterward.

      “You don’t know them,” said the star.

      “I do,” the angel insisted. “I read their stories.”

      “But you see evil there too, don’t you?”

      “I… suppose I do.”

      The soldiers sat Tadeo in the back, between two men. It’d be difficult to see him from the windows — though as the truck rattled around, the boy peeked over a shoulder to notice the road becoming quieter, emptier. He asked where they were taking him, beginning to shake, his lungs closing. They didn’t answer.

      “The only way to destroy wickedness, Dina, is to destroy the world. If you want forgiveness from your fellow angels, you must end all things.”

      “No. I don’t want to….”

      “It will all continue how it is. Life will only grow more wicked if you do nothing.”

      “But not me. Find another angel, star. I love humans.” He’d never known one, not well. “I couldn’t.”

      “Don’t you want to put an end to evil?”

      The three soldiers brought the boy to a car lot, where they raped him.

      “I… do.”

      Afterwards, the men stepped away, talked again.

      “Then the world must end.”

      There were a few options for what the soldiers could do with Tadeo. They could sell him, they could kill him. But it was going to rain soon, and it was still early in the day. They could also send him to one of the extermination sites, right outside of town, lower his carcass into acid, leave a few bone shards to be found a decade from now but maybe never to be identified. A grieving boy’s face on a missing poster to hang in the plaza for each of his birthdays to come. Tadeo. Tadeo Morales. His father told him that his name would’ve been either Angela or Tadeo, depending on what he was born as. Girl or boy.

      Behind a car, Tadeo was moving, must’ve woken up. The men heard him, so one made the decision right then for what to do, and he told the other soldiers to stay on the road as he reached for the gun on the truck before marching across the lot to where the boy was. Without a second thought, the soldier aimed, and the crawling Tadeo turned back his head to stare at him. Briefly, the sun streamed down from between some rain clouds, already drizzling, and the light shined onto the man like Heaven peeking down. The shot was quick, direct, booming with the recoil of the machine, the fire within, and a skull opening, ending. 

      Lowering his weapon, the soldier turned his back on Tadeo, walking back toward the other men. He called out to them about being hungry. Should they stop by a store for something to eat? They could also go into a restaurant. So many options in life.

      “The world,” whispered an angel, “must end.”

      It was as they were preparing to leave, but not quite in their truck yet, that the men heard that car by the body jostle sharply. The three glanced back, saw nothing. One of the soldiers shrugged, then said that he was tired because they’d all woken up so early and suggested they all go nap somewhere before they eat. The hungry soldier shoved him, starting to argue, when the third man, fiddling with the car keys, suddenly, was wretched away, pulled deeper into the lot so fast that the other two almost didn’t see the great, clawed hands that’d taken him by the legs. But they both saw perfectly well when those hands grappled their shouting friend’s head, his knees, before pulling him apart. It was both fast and slow, the first breaking bones creaking before they snapped and blood, intestine, flooded onto the dirt. A beast, crouched right where Tadeo had been laying dead only a minute ago.

      The tired soldier remained paralyzed, but the hungry one lifted his rifle again hastily, shot once, twice, again, again. With each fire, he took steps closer toward a creature his mind refused to comprehend. The monster — who was a mere haze of rippling gore and eyes and mouths — took every bullet as it dropped its victim. Then, it turned, took to matching the man’s steps, creeping closer. Screaming spit in the giant’s face, the soldier refused to surrender until every bullet was wasted, until he had no choice but to raise the weapon as if a bat. The beast, however, pounced forward to crush him between a thousand teeth. Biting off one limb, then another; it would have been a deliciously slow torture if there hadn’t been a final man to take care of. When the beast jerked to look at the remaining soldier, it reached for a sprinting leg. The man tried to shove his gun into his own mouth, but with a violent yank, the beast pulled him into the massacre, and the missed shot flew up to the clouds.

      Resurrection only comes to those who suffer for it.
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      He was furious, of course — Metatron. Dina had returned but stood still before Uriel’s home with his veil slipping back from his head, tangling in the onyx threads of his hair, whereas his pale robes were askew, eyes frozen wide with his irises darkened as if staring at the sun too long had burnt him; perhaps, it had. The man-turned-angel stood at the open doorway with a bewildered twist onto his elderly face in the city of youth. “Where in the name of God have you been?!” His voice was loud enough to rattle the dozen or so nearby angels that were already listening in while in the midst of heading to their duties — much of which had become constructing homes for the coming humans.

      “Metatron,” Dina whispered, the white of his eyes red, almost bloody, and his lips twitched upward, a smile for a fraction of a moment. “I saw a star.” He lifted a hand, finger directed at the sky. “He was beautiful, and he told me… how the world must end.”

      “What were you doing there?” Metatron snapped, stepping out and toward the young angel. “I had no one to serve me for many meals, and now you tell me that you’ve disobeyed the Lord to wander the skies? God should punish you. He should have your wings torn off your back!”

      A flicker of reason and fear passed over Dina’s scorched eyes. “Mm,” he blurted. “But— Metatron, I went with Uriel’s permission. He ordered me. He ordered me to go see the stars.” His feet were weak beneath him, quite suddenly, and he wavered in place; he was still blinking the dark spots from his vision. The sight of the gorgeous star with an unfathomable shape, indeed, had begun to burn after a while, but he hadn’t been able to turn away from his smile, his coos. ‘Once, there was a beautiful angel who was so beautiful I couldn’t linger my gaze too much. His eyes were golden, his skin was shining bronze, and his lips were soft, fluttering against my earlobe when he whispered to me.’

      Dina liked beautiful things — rings, stars, and angels. Once, Azazel had told Dina that he was beautiful too, but Dina didn’t think so. ‘You’ll grow into it,’ he’d teased, but Dina had not grown. Since the war, he had been stunted, killed.

      Metatron struck him, as he often did, as he had before Dina spoke to Uriel and left for the stars. Stinging, like before, the young angel’s head jerked to one direction, his feet stumbling again, but this time he had no moment to recover. The man-turned-angel took Dina’s veil and hair in a fist, then wrenched him forward, began walking, dragging the young angel. “You don’t answer to Uriel,” came the harsh scratch of Metatron’s voice. “Come with me.”

      Looking to all the angels watching, Dina whispered, “The stars are waking. They said I must act.” Many angels were grimacing and turning away now, one even outstretched a wing to cover the view of Metatron forcing the angel into Uriel’s home. “Metatron, please listen to me.”

      “Be silent.”

      “What are you doing?” Dina lifted trembling fingers, touched the wrist of an old man as Metatron kicked the door shut behind them. He thought that he might be released the moment he was pulled inside, but he was yanked down the hall, toward the seating area. “Where are you taking me?” ‘The books? To clean?’

      “When you knocked over that book, you almost found it.” Metatron brought him into the same corridor that the two had been in when Dina had dropped his collection. “I had a new room made without Uriel’s knowledge. It’s where the dictionaries for all the languages of humans are being stored. It’s disorganized. It all needs to be copied and rewritten to the key that I’ve prepared to standardize it.”

      Dina tilted his head, blinked a few times. “But, Metatron, the star⁠—”

      “I could be taking you to God,” the old man snapped just as he kicked at the carpet below them, rolling it with his foot to expose a wooden latch and door in the flooring. “I could tell Him how you’ve disobeyed again, how you are a sinner who should have fallen and how now you’ve spoken to stars without permission.” After this, he lowered himself to grab the latch and pull the entry open into a dark tunnel leading downward. “Instead, I’m giving you work to do. You should be thanking me.” Dina stared. “Thank me.”

      “Thank you,” Dina breathed, feeling Metatron’s hand finally release his hair and veil. “I’m sorry. Please don’t tell the Lord that I’ve sinned again—” He was shoved — quick, unceremoniously. Wings sprung out, only to slam into the walls of the tunnel; and so despite the rather short drop, Dina scraped his feathers and his sides rough enough to draw blood, which only stung worse when he crashed onto the ground. Shouting sharply and gasping in some of the dirt that was kicked up, Dina writhed for a moment. And Metatron looked down at him, expression irritated. “No— Where’s Uriel?!” Dina, lifting a throbbing head, called: “Where is he?!”

      “Already gone,” called Metatron. “So there is no one to argue on your behalf. Get up now. There’s a desk there and some candles. I’ll throw you some cushions and blankets to sleep with soon, and some food when you need it.”

      Feeling one pale wing twitch and bleed beneath him, Dina’s face only twisted in greater confusion. “Why? Do you want me to stay here?” He tried to sit up, grunting, and looked behind himself to faintly see the shadows of a stone desk, a triple candle holder of black metal, and piles upon piles of manuscripts, scrolls, and loose leafs creating thick walls from every direction except where the desk was.

      “You will be less trouble down there. You hardly leave this house as it is, so why do you cry to me now?”

      “Please.” Dina begged, eyes itching. “I’ll be good. I want to be good. Please don’t leave me here.”

      “Finish the standardizing within a century, and you’ll be good and free,” said Metatron, then he took the wood latch, pulled it closed, and drowned Dina in near complete darkness.

      The angel didn’t move, not for many minutes, his hands falling to the ground, curling into trembling fists over it and feeling each grain of dirt dig into his skin. ‘He won’t tell God what I’ve done if I just do as he says. Uriel will return soon. He told me when I sat with him that it would only be a few years.’ ‘But you don’t have a few years.’ ‘I do, I do. I’ll live forever.’ ‘The end has been delayed too long.’ It was here that Dina paused, lifted his head. ‘Delayed?’ ‘Hello, Dina.’ The angel startled, one hand flying over his mouth but not quite clamping over it. Instead, his fingers touched his lips, trembling. What was that? It was entirely indistinguishable from his own thoughts, except that Dina was sure he hadn’t thought that. Why would he greet himself without warning? ‘Hello?’ he tried.

      What may have been a voice in his head replied, ‘I can’t see into Heaven. There is no starlight there. I can hardly speak to you.’

      Dina asked himself, ‘Is that you? The star?’

      ‘I can see the Earth, Dina.’

      ‘What do you see?’

      ‘I see that the end of the world is beginning again, but it’ll be stopped if you don’t act.’ Dina nodded to himself; he knew Uriel had been directed to Earth and that all the archangels occasionally visited humanity; perhaps, they frequently halted the end times in its tracks. ‘You must leave this place. Go to Earth.’

      Frowning, Dina tried to reply, ‘Metatron trapped me beneath Uriel’s library. He wants me to copy the human languages and standardize their tongues.’ He lifted his face, as if he could speak through the floor he was locked beneath, past the house, through the bright firmament that protected Heaven from the stars. ‘What should I do? I don’t want to rebel against Metatron. I want to be good.’

      ‘There’s no need to rebel yet. He was right to put you where you are. Before you visit Earth, you must learn the human tongues. Learn as many of you can. You must also learn human history if you don’t know it yet.’

      ‘I don’t like their history,’ Dina answered. ‘It’s too complicated for me. I prefer their stories for children.’ But he remembered how Uriel always snapped at him for reading the wrong things, for his love of fairytales and fantasies. He liked morals, he liked happy endings. ‘But I suppose I can try.’ Finally, he planted a foot down and reeled up his body to stand. The room, however, seemed to stretch before him, all the writing tunneled around him becoming clearer as his blinking eyes adjusted to the darkness. ‘There’s so many human languages. It would take another eternity to learn them all.’

      ‘Then you’ll have to learn the most abundant ones.’

      ‘I don’t know what languages they speak on Earth today.’

      ‘I will help you, and I will teach you how to pronounce their words.’

      Dina paused, staring before himself at the desk where he would surely begin work copying everything soon. He might sleep there as well, if Metatron were ever to drop down the blankets and pillows he promised. ‘Thank you.’ The walls of books at either side of him curved toward each other, threatening to topple and crush him. ‘I’m happy you can still speak to me. I don’t like to be alone.’

      ‘You’ll never have to worry about being alone again, Dina.’

      The young angel reached the desk, taking the wooden back of the chair and tugging it aside; it was rather simple, which was odd. All the handiwork in Heaven was typically more ornate, even after the war — there was nothing to do in paradise except pray and focus on the details of every piece of labor. Enoch must’ve had this made recently, quickly. Humans always work with such fatal urgency. Dina saw that there was an open book before him and touched too-thin papers before feeling the boards at the end, which were flimsy and nothing like the old leather that bound his fairytales. Dina didn’t know yet about work meant for mass production; he was an angel. Though he was a sinner, alone in Heaven without friends, he was an angel.

      For the first year in the dark, Dina mostly copied, following Metatron’s orders and listening to the star’s as well. ‘Good,’ the star cooed when Dina parroted new phrases to him. ‘You’re learning well.’ And he began to formulate what the largest branches of language might be, though imperfectly — focusing on surface-level similarities such as tonal use, rather than similarity in syllables. He was no angel of words; Dina didn’t believe he was the angel of anything. ‘Oh, do you think so?’ Scratching, scratching — the angel’s quill on paper filled the silences between Dina’s own breaths and the star in his mind. ‘I think you could be the angel of anything you like.’

      ‘I want to be the angel of whatever my Father desires.’

      ‘Why? Make something of yourself instead.’

      ‘That’s how the devil speaks.’ And Dina bookmarked a page, thinking to return to it after he slept in the cot that Metatron had thrown down two weeks after imprisoning the angel. ‘I remember it. How he speaks. It’s one of the few things I remember of before the war.’

      ‘God will never tell you what you were made for.’ Before Dina could reply, the star added, ‘But if you don’t want to decide what you’re for on your own, then I will help you.’

      Dina’s lips twitched at the ends, wanting to smile. ‘You will?’

      ‘All angels are tools, weapons. I’ll wield you if God won’t.’

      ‘I want to be wielded.’ He would like to be used.

      ‘I’ll make use of you.’

      The second year passed quicker. Metatron seemed happier in an empty house, an angel in its basement to do the work he didn’t want. Dina had largely accustomed to the darkness now, and to the lovely praises of his star, and a few tongues. Unfortunately, he had spent too long becoming half-conversational in ancient languages — according to both the star and Metatron — which were apparently not spoken on Earth anymore. Appropriately, Dina was told these were dead languages.

      ‘How is it dead? Where did it go?’

      ‘All its speakers have died or moved on.’

      ‘We angels move on from things, but we can always return when we wish. Do you think the humans will return one day to their old ways of speaking?’

      ‘Humans are like angels — forgetful, but they’re not as skilled at recording their history. You can hardly remember your infancy, such is the case with humans. They don’t remember their first tribes or cultures. They’ll invent stories.’

      ‘I invent stories too, sometimes, when I want to feel better about the past.’ It feels wonderful to admit to someone. ‘We’re not so different from humans.’ Dina missed his fairytale books, but Enoch wouldn’t give them to him.

      ‘You miss paradise.’

      ‘I don’t remember it.’

      ‘But you long for it.’

      ‘Terribly.’

      On the third year, the star reminded Dina — though he’d done this many times before — to study human history, but the angel distracted himself with a new language. ‘I will get to it soon, I promise. Star.’ He didn’t know his name. ‘There are so many ways that the humans write. Some of it is so similar to the way we’ve written in the past. It’s like they’re repeating our history.’

      ‘For the angels, the world ended twice. Once, when God created the stars, and a second time when Satan fell. The humans have suffered an end when it all flooded. They must all know to burn now.’

      As Dina tried to sleep — at some unknown hour in maybe the fourth or fifth year — he lay sprawled on the cot, thinking of a story he’d read of a princess in a tower, trapped, waiting. ‘She was beautiful with long, endless hair. One day, a prince heard her singing, and he tricked her into letting down her hair before climbing up to meet her.’ ‘He must’ve fucked her.’ ‘That’s a sin.’ ‘But it’s what humans do, and it’s what the sinners do, and what the fallen angels do. You’re a sinner. What’s stopping you from doing anything?’ ‘God will be angry at me.’ “He will be angry at you no matter how you act, Dina.’ On the sixth year, Dina recounted another children’s story to the star, and the star framed it as a tale of lust once more. Dina listened longer this time, one hand over his stomach, thinking and also not thinking.

      ‘You should know some of the evils of the word,’ said the star, ‘before wickedness is gone forever.’

      ‘But won’t I become wicked and God will do away with me too?’

      ‘You will be done away with no matter what. You know that you’ve died already, Dina. You will die again. Eternal life is to die an infinite number of times.’

      On the seventh year, the star offered his name, which was Apsinthos.

      ‘The world should end, the world should end.’

      ‘You will do it.’

      ‘God will be happy?’

      ‘I will be happy.’

      ‘I do like you. Very much.’

      The eighth year — the languages with the most numerous speakers in the world were perfectly known to Dina now. Impatient, however, Apsinthos began to urge Dina: ‘That is more than enough now. You need to visit Earth. You’ve spent enough time here. Human life is so short. What has been mere seconds to us has been enough for millions of births and thousands of deaths on Earth. You must leave.’ And so when Enoch next opened the latch and called out, the young angel hurried to look up at him, veil gone, hair frayed, unwashed for days, eyes bloodshot. Parting his lips to ask if he could be let out now, but Enoch shuddered at the sight of him, told him he’d send down a bucket of water. The next time that Dina begged, Enoch insisted the young angel was not done.

      ‘We’re losing time. Dina. Dina, the world’s apocalypse will be halted by those who don’t understand why it must end. You must leave this place.’

      ‘The world must end. The world must end.’

      ‘Attack Metatron!’

      ‘Beneath his skin, he is like chariots, fire, and wheels. I am nothing but wings. He will make me dust.’ He slept little now, a plate of food untouched and stacked with another full plate at the front of the desk, which already was buried in a disarray of paper, ink, books, scrolls. ‘And I am to serve him. When he stepped into Heaven, the Lord’s booming voice called out for us to serve him.’

      ‘You must act, Dina.’

      ‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry.’

      And it was on the tenth year of the youngest angel’s imprisonment that archangel Uriel finally returned. He did it with a detesting, exhausted sigh as he landed by the great fountain at the center of the eternally divine city. Then, he looked all about himself, saw some white-robed angels who'd been passing by, who all staggered to a stop to bow and intertwine their hands together in respect. If Metatron had done some good, Uriel supposed, it was that the other angels now seemed to appreciate the stern, scornful prince of wisdom some more. Their old Uriel had never struck them or snarled, at least not in excess, and he was an angel like them, not a man who argued angels were not capable of thought and were all instruments for human salvation.

      An angel took Uriel’s arm — tight, urgent.

      Tilting his head to the side, the eldest of the heavenly host quirked a brow at a smaller angel of wavy hair, the color of almond, gathered into two braids. His face was freckled extensively — instantly, Uriel thought of Dina — even if this was clearly the archangel Gabriel. Like everyone else, he donned a colorless tunic, but a rebellious white lily was tucked by his left ear, whispering, humming. “Uriel—” the youngest prince called, his brows curved in worry, his pale pink lips opening, then closing. “You’ve returned from Earth.”

      “Yes,” said Uriel briskly, looking to their surroundings again to see the same Heaven he’d left years ago. It was quite the contrast to the deplorable plane in which the living humans toiled; a part of him was still shuddering at all that he’d witnessed. “What is it?” Uriel tore his arm away, swallowing thick. ‘That is why you sent me to Earth, isn’t it, Father? To see and to shudder?’ But Uriel had shuddered in Heaven, too, in the last many centuries. Every time he noted all the new homes that the angels had built, sitting empty and waiting for human to fill them — Uriel would feel all his blood run cold. “Do you have a message for me, messenger?” It could have been a joke, or it could have been an insult; Uriel wasn’t sure.

      Gabriel said, “I need to talk about the state of the Earth with you. Hardly an angel in Heaven knows how frightening humanity has become, but— There’s something else that I needed to tell you about. Immediately.” Uriel made a noise of affirmation just as he took the first steps, relieved to feel the road of Heaven beneath his sandaled feet again. “It’s about Dina.” Then, Uriel stopped once more but maintained his gaze down the road, toward a crowding of angels headed somewhere, likely to a temple to pray or feign praying as best they could. “Metatron hasn’t let him out of your house in years. I saw Dina arrive from… Well, he said from the stars. Metatron wasn’t pleased with him, and he dragged Dina away. When I confronted Metatron, he told me Dina was being reclusive, is all.” Uriel sighed harshly, and then he murmured that he would deal with this. “Ah, good. I thought I needed to tell you immediately because I know that you care about him⁠—”

      Scoffing, Uriel unfolded his wings. “Is that so?” Then, he took off back into the air for a flight that lasted mere minutes. The door was ajar when he arrived, flaring the prince’s already simmering anger, and he threw open the entrance and shouted, “Metatron!” Slamming the way in behind him, he immediately moved through the hall, face twitching at whatever that old man had done now. Uriel soon found him in the seating area before the library and didn’t waste a second: “Explain to me what I’ve been told.”

      Lounging on a divan, Metatron was scribbling on his parchment — sentences on something regarding human language. He lifted his gaze, then furrowed his brow. “Welcome back.”

      “Gabriel tells me that no one has seen Dina for several years.” When the man-angel scoffed, Uriel grit his teeth, hardly felt himself move before he found his fists around Metatron’s robe, and he found himself pulling him off his seat harshly. “Don’t be obtuse. He came back from the stars, and you’re punishing him. I gave him the order to go, Metatron. I’m a prince. I was the first prince. I was the first angel. Tell me where Dina is.”

      Staggering, spitting, then laughing in utter bewilderment. “So it is true? You sent Dina to lose his mind?” Metatron shoved him back, and though Uriel stumbled, he did not let go. “Don’t be an idiot, Uriel! I locked him up for his own good. He returned from the stars speaking in riddles, whispering, making no sense to anyone. He spoke of the stars telling him to act.”

      ‘The stars,’ Uriel thought to himself, eyes widening, long dead hope resurrecting in his chest. ‘They must’ve spoken to Dina. To prevent the apocalypse?’ The stars must be rebelling against God’s apocalypse plans; they must know that humans have no place in Heaven or in the skies. “Where is he?”

      Metatron was quiet, then: “Why did you send him to the stars, Uriel?” But, in the second of silence, the prince noticed distant thumping, and he caught Metatron’s scowl before he released him, taking off running in the direction of noise. Metatron shouted after him, “You’re a moron! I hid him away so that he could return to normal, but he’s no better than before! Leave him where he is or watch how he’ll bring madness to your streets how Satan did!” Uriel wanted to shout that Enoch had no idea what he was talking about; he had not been there for when Satan was born, was not there for the war.

      The wooden door in the ground was beating like a heart in between a ribcage of fallen tablets and scrolls, some muffled groans at the other side — pained or perhaps starving. Though there was a silver lock, it was open, and as Uriel dropped onto one knee, he took the latch with both hands and, grunting, lifted it.

      Though angels did not rot or age, the youngest angel had come close, his hair in such tangles with his lace veil that it seemed to have interwoven with it, his once-white tunic a dirty beige, lips cracked dry. Angels cannot die, no matter how deprived they may be of anything, but they come close; they suffer to a grave, but they never lie it. At least, that is what Uriel had once thought. “Dina,” he whispered, catching every detail in that confused, innocent expression. For the first time, his hands itched with the want to touch someone, his arms ached with the need to pull Dina close and squeeze him tight and apologize for not having done more. Instead, he said, “You must go.”

      “Uriel,” Dina barely managed, legs and arms pressed hard against the narrow tunnel so that he wouldn’t slide back down into dim candlelight. “You’re home.”

      “The stars spoke to you, didn’t they?” Uriel asked even though he could hear Metatron’s stomps, his grunting, so close behind. “You must listen to them.” ‘Do what they haven’t thought me worthy of.’ He reached for Dina’s hand and pulled him out of the hole, then squeezed his fingers. “Please. I’ll hold back Enoch as you run.” Without hesitating, Uriel let him go, spun around, then threw himself at the man-angel, tackling him against the wall of tablets, taking his head, slamming it down onto the stone. In a bloom, blood spread beneath the crack of a skull soon to give way to angry flames. ‘Save us all, Dina.’

      Hurriedly, fluttering his wings, Dina took steps backward, heart in his throat, shaking, all his vision blurred. It was so bright in the library compared to his prison that he was nearly blind, but his muscles remembered the paths he’d taken for thousands of years here. Taking off in the opposite direction of the labyrinth, he searched for another way out. ‘I will end it. I will end it all, Uriel.’
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      The priest who led mass today was unfamiliar. Under the flickering light, his dark eyes appeared to shine golden, as if lit aflame, and his smile was wide, and when he spoke, it was slow, curling over the syllables. And he was beautiful, as well — his jaw sharp but not overly masculine, his lashes long, his figure slim but not bony. It was always wrong to stare so much at other men; nonetheless, Tadeo couldn’t trail his eyes much further than him, this holy man who seemed too beautiful to be holy. Purring, serenely, he said: “Go in peace.”

      From one of the back pews, the young man — Tadeo — sat beside a wheelchair, pressed up to the wooden seats, with an older woman slumped in it, her eyes dazed, her tanned hands on her lap, almost in prayer. At his other side, there was a young woman, sitting with her jean-clad legs crossed. Joana, stealthily hiding earbuds in her abundance of dark, loose curls, pursed her lips and furrowed her brows as she tapped at the phone her earbuds were leashed to. Quietly, Tadeo said, “Amen,” for the three of them. Then, Tadeo maintained his gaze on the ground and tried to pay no mind to the procession of the beautiful priest and the altar servers down the center, walking away from the altar. Instead, as soon as it was socially acceptable to do so, Tadeo lifted his body to stand, expelling an uneasy breath from his mouth. ‘Where is Toño?’ Where was the usual priest?

      Over the still-singing choir, Joana said, “He should be outside.” She had read his mind, had the terrible habit of doing so. Then, her gaze flickered up at Tadeo gravely, and she announced, quieter, “There was a massacre a few hours south.” Before the young man could ask, she elaborated: “On a highway, probably heading up here to the border.”

      “How many?” Tadeo murmured, though there weren’t many churchgoers here with them, unsurprising given it was a weekday. Only elderly people were around, almost two dozen, a few middle-aged folks who had something immediate to pray for, and a stray dog that nobody had the heart to kick back out into the warm winter day.

      “They don’t know yet but at least ten, five of them women.” A gruff rasp of Joana’s smoker voice — as if she were forty years old at just the first year or two of her twenties.

      “Do you think el padre—” the father, the priest Toño “—called because of that?”

      “No, unless he knew about it earlier today,” Joana answered promptly, then clicked her phone to turn off right as Tadeo was going to peer over her bony shoulder and stalk whatever the source of her information was. “But he texted me during the mass. I don’t think it’s anything big.” If it was, Joana probably would have been the one to tell Tadeo, not Father Toño. “I’ll come with anyway.” Tadeo was about to ask if Joana could take his mother home instead. “I’ll take your mom back to your house while you deal with whatever shit he needs.” Tadeo snorted a bit.

      The mind-reading; sometimes he really believed Joana could hear thoughts, not just his but everyone’s. Tadeo had no reason to think otherwise. He believed in the divine, and he believed in magic and miracles. He was a miracle himself.

      As Tadeo shuffled out of the pew to take his mother’s wheelchair, the light of the stained glass window nearby painted him. In the last ten years, he’d aged finely from young boy to young man. His hair was now much shorter, however uneven it was, and his face had lost its roundness finally, and his hips were slimmer, his shoulders wider, his skin a touch darker. Proper men’s clothes fit him now — loose jeans and a belt, a long-sleeved pale shirt. His crucifix rested against the first buttons of his top, the beads cool around his neck. Truthfully, there was nothing remarkable about his appearance; he looked like his parents, his neighbors, most of everyone he knew. He could have been anyone in a crowd were it not for the bandages covering the upper right half of his skull, lines of white barely avoiding the small piece of his ear that remained and fully covering the hole where a right eye should be. The shot that had killed him once, the mercy kill.

      The churchgoers nodded politely, nervously, at him. Many of them knew who he was, though they never said it. Recently, Joana had informed Tadeo that they were all merely happy that he went to church, that he used his curse for good. ‘Curse?’ Tadeo had echoed, almost laughing. ‘It’s a blessing, isn’t it?’ Joana had either not heard or ignored him, but when Tadeo repeated himself, she just chuckled that it may be a blessing but an ugly one. She didn’t blame anyone for seeing a monster. ‘One day,’ Tadeo had said, ‘they’ll know I was a saint.’ Joana had said, ‘You have to die to be a saint,’ then she’d turned her phone and showed him an address, telling him where to go, where a murder of two was needed, ‘so you might’ve missed your chance.’

      Helping his mother’s wheelchair over a curb and onto the plaza that the tall church was connected to, Tadeo saw, indeed, the priest he’d been looking for. Toño — a very stout man, wearing plain pants with his Roman-collar shirt — sitting at a bench, not far from a woman who was selling corn on a stick. However urgent he’d sounded in his voice message to Tadeo, the priest seemed utterly at ease, nibbling on the corn, staring off into the green where a few were enjoying the last hour of sunlight before dark, before they’d likely all shuffle along home and lock the doors and cover their windows and keep to themselves. Gripping tight the handles on the wheelchair, Tadeo reassured himself, ‘Well, it’s better than before,’ because he was certain that was true, however much work remained to be done. Just as he reached the priest, the man looked over at him, chewing, and he waved a hand invitingly.

      “Father,” Tadeo called, “I’m sorry. I thought you were leading the mass, and I thought I might as well go, and that I might as well take my mother.”

      “No, no,” he said quickly, standing up, taking a few steps to Tadeo, “I’m the one that’s sorry, my son. I should have let you know.” Then, the priest smiled down at Tadeo’s mother and placed his hand on her shoulder, squeezed reassuringly. “Good evening, ma’am.” She didn’t reply, never did, but he always said it anyway. “I,” the man began to Tadeo again, “told Joana that I was out here in case you wanted to step out of the service.”

      “I didn’t bother telling him,” Joana finally said, snorting, then elbowing Tadeo to the side. Firmly, her hands came over the handles to Tadeo’s mother's wheelchair. “Did you hear about the massacre, Father?”

      The priest’s brow furrowed. “When? Today?” Joana repeated what she’d told Tadeo. “My God, that’s terrible. No, I haven’t heard of anything.” His voice was small, and he absentmindedly twirled his corn at the ground. “May their souls find their way to our Father and find peace.”

      Tadeo almost echoed him, but Joana spoke once more: “What about your migrants? Safe and happy?”

      “Safe,” he said quickly, nodding. “No incidents there— What I called you about, Tadeo, is that— Do you remember that house where they were holding those five people? Last month.” Three men had been there, holding five hostages and seeking ransom before finishing the promise to get them across the border. The five had been horrified when Tadeo stepped into the house and killed their captors, and every one of them was now in the shelter with the priest. However, they’d traded extortion for limbo. Many of those in the shelter had been there for months, even years for a few.

      “Yes,” Tadeo said. “Do you think there might be people held captive there again?”

      “I don’t know,” said the priest, “but that woman who lives nearby told me she heard a lot of noise in it recently. I just wanted to ask if you could look in there and make sure it’s nothing to worry about?” Already, Tadeo was nodding. “Good, good, thank you, mijo.” He reached for Tadeo now and patted his shoulder the way he’d done to his mother. “Oh, and before you both go — what did you think of the priest leading the service? He’s new; he got transferred in, very suddenly, actually. Father Ángel.”

      “Father Ángel,” Tadeo murmured to himself. “He was— He was good.” Turning to Joana, he hoped she’d have an opinion, but she was putting her earbuds back in, and Tadeo remembered she’d been listening to music during the entire mass. She hated mass — not because she was an atheist, as far as Tadeo was aware — but just because she found it to be a waste of an hour.

      On her phone, Joana was putting on the single of her favorite pop-star — a beautiful blonde woman often called, ‘The Harlot,’ after the the title of her first studio album. “Let me drop off your mom, Tadeo. Tell me if you find anything in the house or if you kill anybody.” She began turning the wheelchair before stopping, tilting her head over her shoulder. Whispering, she added, “But do me a favor and don’t kill any soldiers, even if they’re killing babies or whatever. Do you hear me?”

      Tadeo blinked in confusion. “Huh? Why not?”

      “I’ll tell you tonight,” she said, then began walking away with Tadeo’s mother, humming along to the song blasting into her ears and leaving the young man there sighing and shifting, looking down at the ground.

      “Your mother is looking well, mijo,” said the priest chirpily. “Is she on new medication?”

      “No,” Tadeo replied quietly, and he listened to a child cry nearby as a mother wrestled with him. “No, I just hope it’s been my prayers.” If only she could have a miracle, the way Tadeo had.

      With a polite farewell, Tadeo headed off, walking. He tended to travel on foot, just to ensure that the streets he patrolled were safe. He turned his head in every direction, catching some soldiers and their tanks, but they didn’t confront him. They didn't do that very often, anymore. To himself, Tadeo often hoped that some of the soldiers thought highly of him, appreciated him culling their ranks of the corrupt, but it never felt that way. Like the locals, they knew who he was. Surely, there wasn’t a soul in town that didn’t know what he was, except for those who had the misfortune of stumbling onto his territory. Like Father Ángel, perhaps. ‘He smiled too much,’ for a priest, however beautiful that smile was.

      Some teens pointed him out, murmured to one another, and one old man shuffled by quickly. A child in the back of an old car on the wide road perked up at the sight of Tadeo on the sidewalk and waved excitedly. At times, Tadeo wondered why he was a secret, but if the locals couldn’t stand talking of the war, they probably couldn’t stand talking of the end of the war either. And that was what Tadeo was — the end of the war. The town was cleaning up. More innocents wandered around after sunset. There would be less fear soon. Tadeo hoped the people would stop fearing him too, soon. Whispers around corners and in alleys only spoke of a terrible monster, who killed terrible people.

      An hour later, the resurrected young man arrived at his destination. A one-story home with graffitied walls and overgrown trees that had invaded through the gaps of boarded-up windows; it’d belonged, surely, to a family, once. There were a few children’s toys left behind in the yard that Tadeo, pushing open a fence gate, was stepping over. And there had been a mass exodus, ten years ago, maybe more than that — thousands of families hurrying to cross up north or scurrying down to a safer city. What would those who lived here think of what their home had been used for in their absence? What did all those who’d left think of this place? Tadeo hoped they’d return one day. ‘And it can all be like none of the war ever happened.’ Approaching a door, skewed to the left and hanging on by only the top hinge — Tadeo pushed it aside gently and strode in. Narrowly, he missed the shards of a beer bottle on the ground, and his sneakers crunched on the dirt over the tile instead. He allowed the door behind him to half-close.

      One of Tadeo’s hands went to his waistband, and he gripped the handle of his pistol for comfort.

      Dust sprinkled the dark air, with the only light streaming down from gaps in the old ceiling. It was a living room before him — the couch from the last time he’d been here remained, and so did all the wrappers of junk food on the coffee table. A crucifix and a candle dedicated to Mary were there too, but the candle was tipped over. It hadn’t been last time. Slowly, Tadeo flickered his gaze back up, and he exhaled slow through his nostrils, and he listened. One of the trees that’d invaded was shaken by the wind, banged into the window, but otherwise, there was silence. ‘But something is wrong.’ He could sense it nonetheless. ‘Someone was in here.’ Maybe it hadn’t been a trafficker, maybe just a burglar; Tadeo didn’t hurt burglars; he only killed killers, abusers. ‘Maybe it’s nothing.’ Even still, Tadeo could feel monstrous limbs restlessly moving beneath his skin, his jaw aching, wanting to sprout new teeth, his joints wanting to bulk, his back aching with the want to spread wings and grow eyes.

      It was always a pain to transform into a beast, though; he didn’t like walking home naked.

      Tugging out his pistol, Tadeo stepped toward the open kitchen area with its dead appliances and empty space where a fridge had surely been stolen. As he did, however, he noticed a feather on the litter of the floor — among soda cans, food wrappers, and roaches. Tadeo approached quickly, crouched to grab it, then lifted it. It was long, definitely too long for any local birds. Could it be exotic animal trafficking? Tadeo had never come across that, but he supposed anything was possible in this bizarre world.

      As if to answer his muse, a sudden force struck him from above, at an angle, throwing him harshly over a pile of trash and making Tadeo drop his gun and snarl at the weight over him. “Get the fuck off!” Tadeo yelled, ripping an arm away from whatever, whoever, was trying to hold him down and turn him onto his back. Talons burst out through the skin of his fingers, as well as a partly winged appendage at the forearm. Eyes, too, began to tear open in a bloody spectacle all along his arm. Just as Tadeo flung the attacker away with inhuman strength, he saw them through a flaming eye at the back of his hand.

      “Ah!” cried out the creature, slamming into a kitchen wall, then crashing into some wooden cabinet, taking two plates down with them in a deafening clang as the attacker flailed, white wings flapping erratically behind. “Ow, ow.” Over their head, they had been wearing a fabric like lace, but it was slipping down to their neck, revealing dark hair, much of which had fallen over their speckled face. His long robes were white, or rather had been, but smudges of brown had stained the entire outfit beige. He could have been a human, but when he faced the recovering, standing Tadeo, he was suddenly, unimaginably, beautiful. And he breathed in a pretty, soft voice, “You… It’s you.”

      One of Tadeo’s arms was still a living, trembling mass of talons, eyes, bubbling skin. It burned, screaming out in agony that Tadeo clenched his teeth and bared. “What are you?” He staggered back, but he didn’t humanize his arm yet. “Who are you?”

      “You’re… Tadeo.” The creature moved onto his hands and knees, trying to set a bare foot down. “It’s you. You’re Tadeo.” The young man in question narrowed his eyes, he saw some of this creature’s wings dragging against the litter, and he cringed as if he could feel every sticky, textured trash tangling with each feather. “You’re him, aren’t you? You’re the one who died and resurrected. All of your wounds were healed.”

      Hesitating, Tadeo drew in breath after breath. He wasn’t stupid; it looked like an angel before him, not too dissimilar to those he saw in church, in statues, on candles. “Not all of my wounds,” he corrected quietly. With his more human fingers, he touched the bandages over his right eye. “This one, this part — it’s never healed.” The shot that had killed him. “But who are you? How do you know?”

      “I’m an angel.”

      “Angel.” Lowering his hand, Tadeo shook his head but not in disbelief. “Did— Did God send you?” He took a step back, reaching for his beast hand with his human one, trying to soothe it now, the pain so great it made the rest of him tremble. “What are you doing here?”

      Dina’s eyes were silver. “I must help you,” he whispered. “I know what’s going to come.” Slow, he rose to stand tall, his lips parted in an almost childish wonder. “The world is going to end, Tadeo.”

      Tadeo blinked, then flickered his gaze to his ruined arm, each eye slowly shutting, talons cruelly shredding their way back in. ‘It’s true then,’ he thought. ‘God did this to me.’ Outside, he could hear the sounds of his town again, and the heavy tires of army trucks rolling by. ‘It’s all true. Fuck, it’s all true.’ His heart was heavy, and yet it rose, scratching its way up his neck and pulsing beneath his only eye. “The end of the world?”

      “Yes.” The angel was nodding, though Tadeo only saw it from his peripheral vision. “I’ve come to… help you.”

      The young man felt a fear creeping along his skin, so cold that he felt like a boy again. “The world already ended,” he found himself whispering, taking a step back in the terror beginning to rack its claws up his body; shock and fear and confusion in one crude mixture always did remind him of that morning he’d found his father, that year of his life, those days that his town began to crumble all around him. His gaze flickered back to the angel, and Tadeo said, “The world ended ten years ago.”

    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/image-024jacob_wrestles_with_the_angel.jpg







