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  Foreword



Content Warnings




This novel contains description of self-harm, attempted suicide, body hatred as well as unhealthy relationships.

I myself have experienced some of them, and I know that it can be triggering to read.

Please be careful. If you struggle with depression or any other mental illness, here is a list of mental health helpline contacts from all over the world.




Please be safe. We care about you.




You matter. Always.







LIST OF MENTAL HEALTH HELPLINE BY COUNTRY:




http://www.suicide.org/international-suicide-hotlines.html







  Preface



As my friends made me notice, some people may not know who angels are, what they do, how many categories or angelic spheres exist and other little fun facts with which I’ve been obsessed for a very long time.

Most of this information can be found online, but I thought it could still be useful to have a quick summary here in the book to facilitate the reader’s knowledge.

Angels are supernatural beings present in the Abrahamitic religions – i.e. Judaism, Islam, and Christianity. There are also other now minor religions who have angelic-like figures, but here in this book I’ll be discussing angels from the perspective of the three aforementioned. Angels are often depicted as benevolent celestial intermediaries between God and the human being, but they are also referred to as warriors. They may appear to people and reveal themselves in special occasions; however, they do not like being summoned by humans – which is different from praying to them, and here I intend the word “summoning” as demanding their presence, like the summoning of a demon. That won’t end well.

According to the Abrahamitic religions, every person has one or more angels by their side. They follow the person through their entire life and accompany them to the other side once they’re dead. This belief has translated to contemporary culture into the figure of “guardian angel”.

The concept of human souls being chosen as guardian angels that you found in this novel is completely fictional – at least for what I know.

Angels are divided into three Spheres, which in turn are divided into three Choirs each. The First Sphere is the closest to God and contains Seraphim, Cherubim and Thrones. Lucifer is believed to have been a Seraph before the Fall. The Second Sphere contains Dominations, Virtues and Powers. The Third Sphere, the one closest to humans, contains Principalities, Archangels and Angels. In the novel, Michael, Gabriel, Uriel and Raphael are Archangels. However, only Gabriel and Michael appear in all three Abrahamitic religions, while Uriel is named only in the Tanakh and Raphael is an archangel venerated in the Islamic tradition.

Galhal is a fictional character created by me, and he belongs to the Angel Choir.

I use the pronouns they/them not to refer to the angel’s gender-less nature but to refer to their non-human nature. In opposition to that, all angels that show themselves in human forms are addressed as he/she pronouns. That is also why Lucifer goes from they/them to he/him in Chapter 12.








  
  
  Prologue

  
  




I am falling.

I hit the ground. My body is sore from the impact. It hurts and stings everywhere.

Everything is dark. Then light flares all around me. “Captain!” I hear somebody calling me, shouting. “Michael! The seal has been broken! The Adversary has escaped the Circle! They are reaching for the Gates of Hell with their army!”

There is panic in my soldier’s words. “No…” I whisper, holding my breath.

There is panic in my voice, too. But panic does not belong to angels, let alone to an Archangel.

Get a hold on yourself, Michael! This is nothing you can’t handle. You have done this before. You were created to fight Evil.

Except… was I really?

My mind traces back through millennia, to a time before I was burdened with my role and my flaming sword. To a time when I thought being with them was my purpose for eternity. Not hunting them down.

“What should we do now, captain?”

The urgency of my soldiers’ voice slaps me out of my thoughts.

Stop it! Your doubts will be your ruin. Remember who you are, remember who you serve. There should be no mercy for them in your heart.

“Go and protect the Relic. That is where they’re aiming next. I will try to put a last reinforcement to the Gates of Hell.”

My order is clear and sharp. “You alone? But Michael!”

“Be gone, I said! I have no use for your doubts now! The safety of the Relic comes first!”

I am angry, I am tired. I want this to be over. Over for me.







Light. And then darkness again.

I am underground, in front of the Gates of Hell.

I shiver from the cold. It is a chill that runs down my spine and spreads to each and every limb. I feel cold down to my very core.

I approach the Gates. Everything is silent.




There should be screams and shouting, the uproar of Hell itself uprising. But no.

Only unnatural, discomforting silence.

I grip the gate. It starts glowing a reddish light.

There is something else glowing behind the bars. A shimmering, emberish flame, getting closer. And closer. And closer.

I freeze.

That essence, that energy. I would recognize it anywhere, even after all these centuries of being apart.

“Lucifer…” I whisper. My breath clouds up in the frozen air.

Michael. I can hear them calling my name. I can feel the bright fire of their essence upon me.

I take a step closer. They are reaching for me.

Michael.

I want to reach for them, too. Except that I cannot.

“I cannot let you out.” I have to push those words out of me. They come out as a growl. “Humanity will be doomed. I must do my job. I cannot let you out!”

I am babbling disconnected words and thoughts.

Michael.

“I am sorry, Lucifer! I can not!”

I am shouting.

I smash myself onto the gate and I summon all my energy to create a seal.

My face is warm, and wet.







Darkness envelops me once more. Then comes the light.

I am flying towards it, my wings outspread, beating strong blows.

I must hurry. I must be quicker.

“The seal did not work. Lucifer is out.” I warn my fellow angels through our connected thoughts.

They are coming for the Relic with an army of demons at their heel.

But we cannot touch the Relic, nor move it somewhere safe.

I have to get there before Lucifer does, and destroy it. I am tired. I feel sore. I am running out of energy. And yet I must keep on flying.

Finally I can see land, and the cave where the Relic is hidden.

I dive towards the entrance with all my speed. I unsheathe my flaming sword.

I stop in mid-air.

My chest is aching, burning. The sharp point of a black sword comes out of my breast.




I have been pierced.




I lose control of my body – I cannot move.

I am hanging limp on the blade that has run me through.

Shrieking laughs of demons echo all around me. I shiver.

Then the sword comes out of me. I turn around.

Lucifer is there, their glorious wings outspread, their fiery burning gaze fixed upon me.

“Lucifer…” I call them in a whisper as I reach for them. Lucifer, help me. Please.

Michael.

Their voice is the last thing that resounds in my head as I fall into nothingness.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




It was the pain that woke me up from my dream. A sudden, ferocious pain that ran through my body, as if I had been struck by lightning. I felt the need to open my chest and fill my lungs with air. What was it called? Breathing. I felt the need to breathe. Why was I longing for fresh air? Where did that tickling feeling in my lungs come from? I didn’t have time to think about it. As I lifted myself up anew, tremendous pain struck again right through my ribs. Everything around me began to swirl, and I blacked out again.




Maybe I slept, maybe I fainted, or maybe both. I could not really tell the two things apart at that time. After a while, I came to my senses again, but I did not dare to open up my eyes. My stomach was still moving up and down, filling and emptying itself of air. I tried to take control of that movement, I tried to stop it, but my lungs could resist just a few seconds without breathing in fresh air.

A faint, rhythmic beat came from my breast. That must be the heart. When I tried to focus on it, I could even hear the buzzing noise of the blood flowing around my ears. Somewhere in the middle of my chest I could still feel a stitching pain, more bearable than before.

Throughout the ages I had inhabited plenty of vessels, and I had come to know the human body bit by bit. I had learned to move like them, talk like them… I even had learned how to fake their natural functions. But this was not fiction at all. This feeling of physical heaviness was as real as the pain in my chest, and it was nothing like anything I had ever felt before. As my thoughts regained clarity, a new and terrible awareness made its way into my heart, a word that had begun to sound distressing in my head…

A sudden, growling noise coming from my stomach startled me enough to interrupt my stream of thoughts. Quite alarmed, I rose up with a sudden movement, which renewed the pain I had almost managed to overcome.

“Easy now, brother! I do not want to stitch you up one more time,” an unknown voice laughed.

With eyes wide open, I looked around me, frightened and confused as an animal in a cage. I found myself in a small room, seated on a single bed with grayish linens and a flannel blanket. Someone had dressed me with one of those light blue cotton tunics that patients wear in hospitals; beneath it, my torso was entirely covered in white bandages. In front of me was a round coffee-table and two faded pink armchairs. A slender, tall man with black wavy hair sat on one of them; pressing his elbows on his thighs, he bowed slightly towards me and smiled. 

“Who are you?” I asked with the firmest voice I could fake. The man grinned, then lowered his gaze, as if embarrassed.

“Of course… you cannot… ehm…” he cleared his voice with a cough, then smiled at me again, almost compassionate. “Make an effort, Captain. I know you can feel it, deep inside. You know who I am.”

As startled and tense as I was, I tried to look deep into those sky-blue eyes, to seize the strange but familiar sensation that they were trying to transmit.

There was a wave, a vibration between his heart and mine, something that reminded me of the way I used to feel before I had fallen into this mortal body.

“Uriel…” I whispered. My beloved sibling, my second in command. As soon as he smiled and nodded at me, a great part of the weight on my chest lifted away. I was deeply relieved to have him by my side, not to be alone in that dreadful moment. That joy, however, was doomed to not last long: I needed answers, I needed to know.

“Why am I here, Uriel? What has happened to me?” I asked, looking right into his eyes. Pictures of a battle came to my mind once more, much clearer than in my feverish dream: the Gates of Hell wide open, the Relic in the cave… The sword through my body.

Their sword. Their eyes. I trembled.

“It was a demonic blade, Uriel. I… I should not be here. I should not exist at all!” I found myself raising my voice in desperation. Deep in my soul I already knew the answer to my doubts, but I wanted Uriel to admit it. I needed him to say it out loud.

Wringing his hands nervously, Uriel lowered his gaze. “Michael… We could not let you vanish.” His voice sounded guilty. “We need you, Captain. We cannot afford to lose you. Not now, not ever. We cannot win this war without you. You are essential to us.”

“How?” I roared. As rage mounted up, I felt the wound in my chest burning. “How can I be essential now that you–”.

‘Now that you’ve done this to me’ were the words I wanted to scream but could not. I bit the inside of my cheek, and tightly gripped the sheet under my fingers while closing my eyes. I did not want this. I wanted none of it, yet I could not escape what was imposed upon me.

Hopeless. Powerless. Useless. An empty shell. Now that I am not me.

“… now that I’m human.” I managed to finish my sentence, murmuring.

Even though I had closed my eyes, I could feel Uriel’s pitiful gaze upon me. It took all my strength not to scream. “It was the only way, Michael. We managed at least to preserve your angelic aura and transfer it into a soul. That is the reason why you still have all your memories…” 

“Right now, I wish I had lost them too.” I grunted, but Uriel seemed not to notice and went on with his encouraging speech.

“You can still help us plan our counterattack. You may have lost your angelic strength, but you are still the most brilliant mind among us. We need you, Captain. We will not leave you behind.”

Those words were supposed to give me courage, to give me strength, but I just felt more humiliated, and lonelier than ever.

“Michael…” Uriel called again. “I… I am really, really sorry, Brother…”

I could sense his sincere desire to support me, to hold me and comfort me. It was in his nature, as an angel, and as a dear friend. I should have been grateful to him, but all I could hear at that moment was the profound pity in his voice. It repelled me.

“Thank you, Uriel…” I whispered with a tight smile. After minutes of awkward silence, Uriel rose and walked towards the door.

“I am going to announce your awakening to the others.” He said without looking at me. “Then I shall come back with some food, and we shall talk some more. Would you like to freshen up in the meantime? There is a bathroom behind that door.” He smiled at me one last time, then closed the door behind him.

I lifted an arm up to my nose and sniffed: I definitely needed to wash. The stench of sweat and blood was so strange to smell on my body that my skin began to itch.

I rose from the bed as carefully as I could and walked to the bathroom with my hands pressed onto the walls. I untied the knots behind my back and let the tunic fall to the floor. Slowly, I even untied the bandages around my chest. Uriel would certainly bring clean ones later.

I turned on just the hot water knob, then I stepped into the shower. As the temperature rose, the pleasant warm sensation of the water on my skin turned into something unbearable.

But I did not care. I wanted to burn. I wanted the hot water to melt my body away. I wanted to vanish through the steam.

Rage was mounting in me once more. A savage one, as I never had felt before. It had not been part of the angelic nature to have such feelings. But it was now.

My new nature…

I gathered all my strength and punched the wall in front of me. The pain struck again, deep and ferocious, and it shook my whole body. I held my arm tight to my chest and screamed. A visceral, wild sound that shook my entire body.

Weak, useless human creature. I was terrified by what I had become, what my angelic brethren had made me. For one brief moment, I hated them all.

My thoughts went to Lucifer, again. They would have laughed at me if they only had known. They would have mocked me, scorned me. They, Lucifer, the Brightest Star, and I, a mortal, unworthy vermin.

“Father, forgive me…” I cried silently. I was lost.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




During the few days after my awakening, I was trapped in a never ending emotional upheaval.

Each morning I woke up startled by my physical sensations. Once it was the quickening of my heartbeat, one other time the stinging of my lower abdomen. My body wanted to tear me away from my sleep, which had been blissfully dreamless since my last encounter with Uriel. I suspected I had those oval white pills I had been prescribed to thank for that.

My whole body was on edge with beats, shrills, tingling and hitches. It was as though every part of it screamed at me to wake up and start the day, but it was too heavy. I was too heavy. I felt anchored to the mattress, pushed down by laws of gravity that had never applied to me, not for the last century.

Sloppy sack of meat, too heavy to get up. Burden.

The two things that managed to pull me out of bed were the hope to receive visitors, and my obsession with being clean.

I took multiple showers during the day, compulsively washed my hands before and after going to the toilet, before and after meals, before and after any kind of action that was not sitting on my bed, really.

I wanted to be odorless, to get rid of every smell that reminded me of being human. Maybe, I was unconsciously hoping to wash away my skin layer by layer, to wipe out everything that I had become and to find myself again.

On the third morning, I finally brought myself to linger in front of the mirror after the shower. I did not know how, nor why I had found the strength to do it. Maybe I wanted to check if I really had managed to wash the human skin away.

I stood face to face with a naked, dripping wet male in his twenties. I stood in front of a total stranger.

Back in the days when we first flew down to Earth, my siblings and I used to pick the most handsome, powerful, sometimes peculiar vessel in order to impress the humans. Tall, blond warriors with shining swords, mysterious princes with skin like amber and coal-black eyes… We had plenty of those.

The boy in front of me was short, somewhat chubby. Definitely out of shape. Someone who I would never have entrusted with a pocket-knife, let alone an entire angelic army. If I did not firmly believe in the good angelic nature of my siblings, I could have sworn that they had tricked me with the worst joke ever.

The face of the stranger was also chubby, smooth, almost feminine, framed with unruly ginger waves that fell down to the shoulders. His eyes were the color of melted honey. Pretty in their own way, but dull and empty. The spark of an angelic nature was nowhere to be seen.

I pinched the freckled cheeks of the stranger and began to push and pull, to squeeze them into shapes. Fingertips on my skin became nails, digging hard into it, leaving red gashes all over my face.

My heartbeat quickened, my breath became irregular. I looked down at the rest of my body, my hands now clawing at the rolls of excess fat on my belly. I tore at them mercilessly, leaving even more red streaks on my pale skin.

Let me go. Please. Just go away. Let me go!

A sudden wave of claustrophobic panic washed over me. I felt trapped in that meat-suit that was not me. I felt suffocated. I was alive, and yet felt like dying.

I fell to the floor with a loud cry, then kept on slashing my own skin and beating my own limbs, snarling, and moaning like a rabid dog.

Let me go, let me go, let me go!

Finally, I looked at the mirror once more. A mass of tousled hair and bloody skin looked back at me. Miserable, and yet still there.

I shut my eyes, punched the floor with both my fists and murmured under gritted teeth: “Pathetic. You are just… pathetic. Get a grip already!”

Suddenly, I felt ashamed, and disappointed at myself. What was the point of that ridiculous spectacle? Throwing a tantrum like a spoiled child would not have changed the reality of what I had become.

I should have been thankful. I was alive, I was still existing. A privilege that many of my brethren who fell during the Rebellion never had. Humans had thrived in their mortal shape for ages. Why should not I, an Archangel of the Lord, make it as well? And as Uriel had said, I could still be useful to the Cause, I could still help out.

They won’t even let you out of this room if they see you like this!

No, they would not. If I wanted them to see my worth, I had to prove myself to them, to show them that their brother Michael still stood, even in a mortal body.

Or at least, pretend to.

I stood up slowly, carefully, and went back into the shower to wash away the mess I had made.




Another couple of days went by silently.

I woke up, I washed, I ate the simple but nourishing meals that appeared in my room three times a day, I leafed through the newspapers that always came together with the tray of food.

Browsing the printed pages, looking at pictures of a world that had changed so much since I last visited, reading the astonishing and mostly bad news reported in them always weighed down my chest with painful anxiety.

How was I to survive in such a strange land? Last time I was on Earth, telephones and automobiles were expensive accessories for the rich. Now cities were clogged with cars, and everybody behind the steering wheel was too busy fidgeting with their smartphones to look ahead at the street. And then people died.

Something grew inside me, a feeling that I was unable to decipher.

How did they end up like this? How could Father’s favorite creatures, those who we served and revered almost as Him, turn out to be so cruel and violent, so selfish?

The more I read, the more I discovered, the more my mind went to them, to their words.

I could not stop thinking about Lucifer’s warnings, about how the humans were corrupted and unworthy of Father and His praises.

I had taken them for a fool, horrified by their insinuations.

They had not been totally wrong.

I turned a page, bitterness rising in my mouth.

As the Protector of Humankind, I was their advocate, their intercessor with Father. Why hadn’t I taken actions before? Why did I just follow orders instead of thinking with my own head? Had my angelic nature clouded me so much to prevent me from acting on my own accord?

I could have stopped this. I could have helped them be better. But now it was too late.

I swallowed the sour taste in my mouth.

Despite the unpleasant feelings, I kept on reading, learning. If it was my siblings’ wishes to learn more about humanity in order to blend in and survive, I would not let them down.

Sometimes I wondered what their wish really was, what they wanted of me, wanted to do with me.

They provided me with food, clean pajamas, and bandages. Had I asked for something more, I was sure they would have obliged. And yet, all those things appeared and disappeared into and from my room on their own accord. I had not received visitors since my last encounter with Uriel.

He had said I was still essential to the Cause. He had said they needed me, that they would have called for me once my wound had sufficiently healed.

Instinctively, I scratched at the scar on my chest. That particular pain had gone, and I changed bandages less often. I was pretty sure they knew about it. Yet nobody showed up.

Were they really just waiting for me to feel better? Who were they to judge how I felt, anyway?

They still have to figure out what to do with you, human.

As I sat on the bed, I tensed all over, clenched my jaw and grabbed the tousled sheets.

Uriel had not lied to me. Angels could not lie. And yet I could not shake away the unpleasant and humiliating feeling that he had said those words to me just out of pure kindness. After all, what use was I really to them? What could I possibly do to help them, caged in that sloppy, powerless, mortal meat suit as I was?

Useless, unworthy being. You’re just worm food now.

As those words echoed in my head, my thoughts went once again to them. To the feeling of their bright, fiery essence upon me, as I had felt it in my dreams. For the split of a second, I felt it again. Closer, real.

I jumped off the bed with a scream, halfway startled, halfway frustrated. I grabbed at my hair and tightened the grip harder as I remembered.

Lucifer was on the loose. Somewhere in the universe they were free, ready to strike. Maybe with an entire army at their heels, maybe with the Relic. What had become of it? What had happened after they tried to kill me?

I started pacing back and forth through the room, still torturing my hair and scalp. I needed to know what had happened. I felt my restless soul charging me up with a kind of energy that my mortal body still was not able to deal with. Why would my siblings not summon me already? What took them so long? Why would they not involve me in their plan?

Because you’re powerless. You failed on your sworn duty, you failed to take him down. You’re useless. They don’t want you anymore.

I fell on my knees in the middle of the room, and cried silently.

Only when my back started to ache was when I realized I had dozed off right on the floor.

I sat and stretched my arms upward. It was still kind of creepy to feel each muscle elongating and moving under my skin.

On the coffee table on the other side of the room, a new tray had appeared. It was the third that day. I must have slept the whole afternoon.

Still groggy, I stood up and went to have a look at it. Beside the familiar food tray covered with a stainless-steel dome, there was a soft bundle wrapped in tissue paper and a string. I immediately went for the latter, and unwrapped it.

Falling softly at my feet, the paper revealed a pair of blue jeans and a stark white shirt. A short note accompanied the clothes.




Join us after your meal, Captain. Follow our voices. U.




I stripped down in the blink of an eye, put on the clean clothes, and ran barefoot out of the room without even touching the plate.

Outside my room I was met by windows, lots of large, dirty windows. The corridor I entered had a row of doors on one side and windows on the other. All doors had brass numbers on them; mine had 314. My bare feet touched a rough gray carpet, stained with the same mold stains that dotted the ceiling. I must have been staying at an old hotel.

I went to the window and tried to peer through the layers of dirt and condensation. The building was tall, and I was probably on the third or fourth floor. Before me, I could see trees, patches of green sewn together with patches of gray and brown. An overgrown garden, maybe, covered in rubbish and debris.

A sudden wave of embarrassment washed over me. Why had it never occurred to me to go out on my own and explore the place? Nobody had ever tried to stop me; the door had never been locked. Had I been so self-centered?

The Archangel Michael would never have waited for rescue, never ever sat down without getting a hold on the situation.

Something in me had already changed, and it scared me. 

My first instinct was to look around, alert, but of course there was not a single soul in that abandoned place. I sighed in relief.

Follow our voices, Uriel had written. But I could hear nothing but my breath and my heartbeat.

“Make an effort, Captain. I know you can feel it, deep inside.” Uriel had said the first day.

I closed my eyes and stopped listening with my ears, trying instead to focus on my inner sensations, on that vibration that I had felt between me and Uriel.

I picked up a buzzing noise. A slight, almost imperceptible humming from inside my head, always constant in volume. It was nothing I could follow: it came right from inside me.











