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Dedication


Despite being the third edition, the message of Locked Out of Heaven remains unchanged.


To all the freethinkers and anyone who was told they had a vivid imagination, were too dramatic or flamboyant, never be ashamed of who you are. You never know where it will take you or the worlds you will create. Believe in yourself. I never said it was easy, but it is so much more fun.




[image: ackn]




Acknowledgments




PMD. Here we go again…


To Carlos and Penelope for showing me the meaning of unconditional love.


Carlos, for a nine-pound Yorkie, you have the heart of a dragon and the loyalty of Dragor. My special little guy.


Penelope, as a twenty-pound Cheweenie, you possess the stomach of a dragon and the spirit of Yanka. My heart melts only for you, my little one.


Jenn G.: Remember all those times they called me weird? Hahaha! Okay, I’m still weird, but heck, I have a book now! Thank you for dealing with me and my weirdness throughout middle school, high school, and beyond. Best friends until the end. All my love and light.


Dr. Gil Stanzione, DVM: Thank you for indulging my questions regarding dragons. I know I had more than a few doozies. Most of all, thank you for keeping my pups happy and healthy. Carlos and Penelope are not your average pups. Thank you.


Professor Ioannou of Westchester Community College and his students: Thank you for helping me give my dragons their wings.


PandiiVan: Such a talented artist! I am so grateful to have found you. Thank you for helping give my dragons their colors.


To Clete Barrett Smith: Thank you for smoothing out the bumps as we journeyed into the Veil. I learned so much from you. I look forward to more excursions into the Fae world with you.


To the Muppets: Yeah, I said the Muppets! Kermit, Piggy, Fozzie, Gonzo, Animal, and the entire gang. Thank you for showing me you never outgrow imagination and where it can take you.


Just remember, in the blink of an eye, it’s all over. Enjoy the ride. Ignore the trolls. Instead, befriend the Mama Rus, comic book geeks, the guy who you would never guess has a good old-fashioned left jab, and rays of sunshine who walk into your life. Hopefully, you’ll experience it all on the back of an Acid-Breathing dragon or an oversized white deer with gilded antlers. If you have the balls to take the risk.


To all my Fae friends who have stuck with me through this journey: Thank you. For the first-time readers taking this ride with me: Chaos be with us! You will learn what that means soon enough. ;)




[image: prolgue_double_page_artwork]




[image: chapterflourish]


ONE




I Will Not Serve 




The innermost levels of the Shining Kingdom were quiet except for the echo of his boots. Each step was rhythmic and meditative, bringing him closer to his destination. He paused a few feet away.


			The angel stood tall. His shoulder muscles rippled, followed by a sudden jerk of his back, and then his wings, adorned in gold and silver, gracefully unfurled. His dark hair swayed, the long length a symbol of his mounting rebellious streak. The protocol was to keep their hair short, but after what his Father had done, growing his hair past his shoulders was another small way of displaying defiance.


			His blue eyes with their silver irises narrowed. He was not here for pleasantries. The shadow of stubble growing along his strong jawline was another way of thumbing his nose at protocol. With his helmet tucked under his right arm, he scanned the cavernous room, but sometimes silence was louder than sound. The deepest chamber remained a mystery to all except he and his brothers. Blessed and righteous, they had the privilege of gazing upon the doors.


			The one-hundred-foot-tall arched double doors stood before him, hewn from Black Tourmaline Crystal to repel negative energy and create a protective aura for those behind them. Handles of Labradorite, which shielded from psychic attacks, had angelic runes inscribed down their lengths were inlaid with Black Obsidian to reverse hexes. The doors served as a defense, not the final one, but still formidable.


			He placed his helmet over his head. Time would bring the others. Stalking up to the door, he clenched his jaw. His right fist opened, and the scent of ozone filled the air as a plasma ball formed. He lifted his arm and threw it. The energy orb dissipated as it slammed against a door, the branches of power crackling and popping—his version of a knock.


			“You cannot do this to me, Father! I am the Light Bringer! I want answers!” he screamed, his breathing growing frenetic. “Answer me!”


			The rustling of wings coming from behind did not surprise him. Another angel with oversized wings of white, silver, and indigo, and with hair of metallic gold, stood behind him. “Lucifer. Brother, the Creator doesn’t want to speak with you. Leave.”


			Lucifer gave a derisive snort, but he did not turn to face his brother. He was on a mission to speak with their Father, not engage in petty squabbles. “Gabriel, I am not here to speak with you. Go. This is of none of your concern.”


			Lucifer inhaled, picking up the ozone’s scent that accompanied the formation of the plasma orbs, which meant Gabriel’s attack was imminent. “You dare draw against me for wanting answers?” He pivoted to look his brother in the eye.


			Gabriel’s mouth fell open as he scanned Lucifer up and down. “What have you done to your armor?”


			Lucifer smirked, stretching his arms away from his body to show off the armor. “I wear Blue Kyanite for the truth. You can continue to wear Black Kyanite and be bound by His lies.”


			Gabriel’s hushed voice cautioned, “Brother, refrain from speaking ill of the Creator.”


			“He is our Father! We are not His toys. We are His beloved archangels.” Lucifer turned back and pulled the door handles. “And I want answers!”
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Gabriel glanced out the small arched window. An angel in the distance flew into the gilded watchtower. He looked down before returning his attention to Lucifer’s futile attempts to open the door.


			“Brother, I won’t ask again. You do not have permission to enter the inner chamber. Step back. I do not want to fight you.”


			Lucifer released his grip on the handles and growled, “I refuse to leave until I speak with Father, and I am not as passive as you are, Gabriel.” Lucifer drew his Elestial blade. The hall transformed into a chasm of crimson light as he charged his auric weapon and stormed forward.


			From his right inner forearm, Gabriel unsheathed his auric blade. It blazed to life with a brilliant hue of indigo, bathing him in an ethereal glow. The two archangels clashed with their weapons, both putting everything into each strike, blows sparking off their Blue and Black Kyanite armor.


			Lucifer slashed Gabriel across the face. Blue blood leaked from the wound, and the younger archangel launched into the air, Lucifer chasing close behind. The two continued fighting mid-flight, barrel-rolling and colliding. Power Brigade Angels gathered on the ground, watching as their commanding archangels battled. They dared not interfere, but they couldn’t look away. Gabriel made a sudden cut and landed, preparing to make a stand against his brother.


			The two archangels circled on the ground, stuttering, and stopping, trying to fake each other out. The arches of the gates of the Shining Kingdom glowed in the distance. More Power Brigade Angels gathered from their guard posts to witness the fight.


			Lucifer looked more amused, grinning as he watched his little brother’s intense concentration. Gabriel glanced down and, as if he were remembering footwork patterns, his breathing quickened. He knew he couldn’t outthink his much more skilled brother. Lucifer cut to the left and executed a 360 low leg sweep, taking Gabriel’s legs out. The golden-haired archangel landed on his back, his wings shielding him like a cocoon for a moment.


			Lucifer sneered at Gabriel, taunting him, “Oh little brother, did you fall down? That was a move I teach my Power Brigade Angels to defend against on day one.” He turned from Gabriel wearing a disgusted expression. “Fool.”


			Many more Power Brigade Angels gathered to watch and wait, and Lucifer grandstanded in front of the crowd. “You deserve names! That is what I want for you. Identities. Free will. I want an answer. That is all I am asking for. Why can you not have your names?”


			Some Powers heeded the rebellious archangel.


			Gabriel’s wings drooped as he got to his knees. He glanced back at the watchtower and stood. Don’t make me do this, brother, please, he thought.


			The loyal archangel’s focus returned to his brother. Lucifer’s charismatic, attention-grabbing speech was becoming more emboldened.


			Gabriel watched as the Light Bringer spoke aggressively against their Father. The crowd was growing. I cannot let this continue.


			Seeing his brother distracted, Gabriel glimpsed back at the watchtower. Touching the Citrine disk on his forehead, he made his decision. “Now, Uriel. Do it.” The golden-haired archangel touched his disk once more and silently signaled the Powers watching. They would feel a pulse flow through their Citrine disks embedded on their right gauntlets. The indicator for retreat.


			Simultaneously, a long horn pierced the window of the tower. It twisted in loops and gleamed gold, with runes and sigils inscribed in opalescent colors. Gabriel breathed deeply. “Father, Your will be done. Forgive me, brother.” 


			Lucifer looked up, horror gripping his face as his brother and the Powers launched skyward a second before the horn blasted. The sound hit Lucifer three times. Gabriel watched, unable to tear his eyes from the body tumbling like a meteorite from the gates of the Shining Kingdom.


			Gabriel hovered above. “My dear brother, what have I done? What did you make me do?” His voice, just a faint whisper, resonated with deep sorrow and judgment.


			Lucifer’s body somersaulted head over feet, his wings unable to help him. With so much velocity, his feather’s caught fire upon reentry to the planet below. This immature world was to be home for his Father’s latest toil, now it would be Lucifer’s ultimate resting place. He crashed, a disgraced archangel and an unwanted son.


			Gabriel called members of his Power Brigade. “Follow him and bring me the body.”


			The angels jumped down one by one. They resembled arrowheads shooting through the clouds in search of their target.


			In a deep chasm, a body lay broken—but not defeated—his face scarred and burned. His glorious wings were gone, their skeleton a reminder of what he had lost. The blast had left Lucifer’s skin inflamed and red, no longer flawless. He sat up and scowled. “They used the Wormwood Trumpet on me. Me, the Light Bringer.” He released a primal scream.


			The Power Angels landed, surrounding him.


			A Power stepped forward, raising his chin. “Lucifer, by the Glory of the Shining Kingdom and Commander Archangel Gabriel, we are here to send you into Oblivion.”


			The five Powers flicked their wrists in unison as they unsheathed their Elestial blades. The smoke muted the blades’ indigo light. 


			Lucifer scanned the group and cracked his neck. Although injured, he was not defenseless. “What is your name?”


			The angels exchanged glances between them, and the same Power who had delivered Gabriel’s orders spoke for the group. “Excuse me?”


			Lucifer inhaled and coughed. “Well, I want to know my executioner’s name. It seems fair.”


			The Power shook his head, pointing his Elestial blade at the former archangel. “You know Powers do not have names. We give up our identities to protect the Shining Kingdom. Stop delaying the inevitable.”


			Lucifer put his hands up in surrender. “I’m not delaying anything. I’m injured. What can I do? But I do have a question.”


			“What is that?”


			“Who exactly have you been protecting the Shining Kingdom from? You give up your identities, train until exhaustion, and for what?”


			The Powers said nothing.


			“I mean, we have heard there is a threat.” He waved his hand in the air. “But I have never seen this ‘threat.’ If there was such a risk, why would the Virtue Angels be the ones trained in Elemental magick and not you? I think throwing fireballs would be helpful in battle. But those Virtues—” he pointed upward “—have all the power, and they get to keep their names, while you—” he gestured to the group “—give up yours to protect them against some mysterious menace that none of us, including myself, an archangel, have ever seen? All while the Virtues flitter about possessing the power of the elements. Doesn’t seem fair.” He slapped his hands on his sides. “I understand you have a job to do, so I am here awaiting my fate.” Lucifer lifted his chin, exposing his neck.


			None of the Powers moved toward him.


			He smirked but remained seated. “Aren’t you tired of being a body? They used the Wormwood Trumpet on me for asking a question. Me! The Creator’s favorite. An archangel. The Light Bringer. What do you think will happen to an unnamed angel?”


			The group of Powers murmured to one another.


			The Light Bringer extended his reddened palm. “Join me, and I will give you back your names. You will be more than bodies. You will have identities and clout. I will share my knowledge and never abandon you.”


			The Power narrowed his gaze, leaning forward. “Betray the Creator?” His voice was low, and the other Powers backed away.


			Lucifer braced himself, grunting as he stood. His skeletal wings were slick with blue blood, their previous glory a distant memory. “No! Free yourselves!”


			A second Power pushed forward through the group. “What do you want in return?”


			Lucifer growled, low and primal. “Loyalty. Join me, and we will take what is rightfully yours. Freedom!”


			The Power ripped his gold angel wing symbol from his shoulder and threw the metal pieces to Lucifer.


			The first Power who delivered the order of execution shook his head. “No!” He turned to face off against the betraying Power Angel, but before he could do anything, Lucifer grabbed him, plunged his Elestial blade into his back in a killing blow, and let the body drop to the ground.


			Lucifer showed his blood-soaked Elestial blade to the rest of the Powers. The shadow of his blade cast a light, making his eyes look like deep, bottomless caverns. “You have my word that I will protect you.”


			The other angels threw their gold wing symbols down at the feet of Lucifer.


			Thunder boomed from the sky.


			“LUCIFER!” the Creator’s voice echoed from above. “You take my angels! How dare you! You were my Light Bringer, and now you bring me disappointment.”


			The Light Bringer laughed. “Now I bring You disappointment? How cliché. You were never one for originality.”


			The angels loyal to Lucifer exchanged quick sideways glances, as if they were rethinking their decision.


			“You believe you can defeat me? I am the Creator!”


			The rebellious archangel looked skyward, his sword pointing up. “It is time for a regime change. A new king to sit on the throne of the Shining Kingdom. I will take more of Your angels, and we will conquer. I am coming for You, Father. I’ll take from You as You took from me.”


			Lightning crackled. “Come, Lucifer, we will defeat you. I will not treat you as My son, but as My enemy. My archangels will defend the Shining Kingdom, and when they do, if you grovel long enough, maybe I will let you sit like a dog at my feet. As for the angels you have taken…”


			The Powers cried out in pain, dropping to their knees. They twisted and contorted, their feathers shriveling and melting, their beautiful wings burning as smoke enveloped them. Horrific screams came from the black cloud surrounding them.


			“You are not worthy of My Glory or being a Power Angel of the Shining Kingdom.”


			The smoke cleared, and the angels stood, their wings no longer covered in feathers, but scales. Their skin was red, thick, and leathery. Strewn around them were pieces of shattered Kyanite armor. Their reptilian eyes look skyward and back toward the Light Bringer.


			As his gaze fell upon them, Lucifer’s lips curled into a smile. “Is that the best You can do? Red skin and scary eyes?” He gave a nonchalant shrug. “It is pedestrian for the Almighty Creator. I expected more.” Lucifer looked at the four traitors. “My angels.” He paused. “I can no longer call you angels. You are so much more than that.” The Light Bringer placed a hand on the shoulder of the first angel to side with him. The former Power responded with a vicious grunt and snarl, and Lucifer nodded in approval. “Armor can be remade, and I’ll improve it.”


			The creature raised its misshapen limb in a rallying cry, and noticed the change it had undergone. It glanced at its arms, the length and distortion unsettling to behold. Holding its hand up, it gazed at what is now a grotesque claw, its fingers replaced by menacing talons.


			The creature screamed at the sky, and the other three followed, shrieking in a symphony of horror and rage.


			The defiant archangel stood in front of his new cohorts. “Fear not. Frankly, you’ve never looked so good. I think red is your color.”


			They ceased their wails and locked eyes with him.


			Lucifer’s gaze shifted toward the ominous storm clouds gathering in the distance. “I am coming for You, Father. We are coming for You.”


			Demonic howls filled the air.
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TWO


Listen to the Wind





Prior to human history, when Earth was

a cooling spark from the Creator’s hands.







			Do you know what the wind sounds like? I mean, really sounds like. Stop, take a deep breath, close your eyes for a second, and try to listen. Do not imagine it. Do not think about how it should sound when it howls across the plains or whistles through the tree branches on a cold winter’s morning. Just be for a moment. See if you can pay attention to it.” She tipped her chin skyward, the crimson hair billowing behind her emphasizing her defiant stance. Xi stood atop the highest mountain she could reach without the help of her wings, which had proven a monumental task. She wanted to be as close as possible to the sky. Whether or not He answered her was no longer the point. She wanted Him to hear her. She had much to say to her absentee Father. Creator or not, He will hear me.


			“Of course, You don’t. Why would You? After all, You invented it,” Xi taunted, true disdain coating each word. “You never listened to anyone or anything. That’s Your problem.


			“The wind has its own language—a unique dialect that is audible when your wings carry you above the clouds. In the moment, you can listen and comprehend the wind because you are one with it. I speak its language. I know every delicious facet of air. As you pick up speed, the airstream echoes like the ocean crashing onto the shore. Then, before you land, the blustery gusts sound like the crackling of a roaring fire. If you close your eyes when you climb into the atmosphere, the wind hums, and quakes like the ground. The elements meld together in a symphony. Earth, Air, Fire, and Water become raw power. You are power. Just as you ascend as high as you think you can, flying on a current of raw power to bathe yourself in the morning sunlight, ribbons of sunshine enveloping your body, the wind can whisper into your ear with a soft caress, a stroke like the softest kiss from the cherubs themselves.”


			She glanced away. Her eyes softened, and her mouth turned up as tranquility set in fond remembrance. Deep down, she hoped in this moment of recollection He might answer her. The air was now chillingly silent, and her hair fell to her back. She closed her eyes and released a sigh. He would never give her the satisfaction of a response. She gradually opened her eyes. Her expectations disintegrated in the cool mountain air. She no longer resembled the hurt and sad angel seeking her Father’s attention. Here stood a creature poised, demanding answers. The ground shook under her feet as she stepped forward, the icy crust of snow crunching with each placement of her foot. She watched the clouds pass overhead with a fiery, determined gaze.


			“You never understood Your creations, Your angels, or the elements. Listening to the wind, being one with its power, allowing myself to fly, I felt free and loved by it. I paid attention to the wind, and I felt those intoxicating emotions because I was power. An angel. Your Virtue! Xi Guardian of the Wind. A Shining One You made to protect nature. You gave me power over the elements. Earth was my domain. I watched over and nurtured her. Just as You asked. I served You well, my Father.” She choked up as she spoke skyward.


			The tears came. Xi had promised she would not break, but as she made her case, the wall of emotions strained under the stress of her confession. The tears burned as they ran down her face. She only allowed a few to fall. The cold air mixed with the warm, salty water, forming small webs of crystals as the breeze caressed her face. Her old companion seemed intent on comforting her.


			“In the blink of the cosmos, I was no longer a Virtue. I fell from grace, and I don’t know why!” Xi searched the heavens. “You changed the rules in the middle of the game. I didn’t join Lucifer, nor did I commit a sin. It appears…I did something far, far worse. But I have no idea what that is.” Her voice trailed into a whisper.


			A sharp inhalation helped gather her resolve. Xi sneered as she spoke, her intonation louder than it had just been. “Did I spend too much time as the wind?” Her voice ricocheted through the mountains, rumbling enough to cause an avalanche. She had suppressed her feelings for weeks, causing her voice to become strangled and hoarse.


			“While the archangels and their Power Brigade attacked Lucifer, the other Virtues and I were occupied with our own tasks. So You punished us? You never trained us to fight! That was the Power Brigade’s job! You closed the gates, cutting us off from the Shining Kingdom’s Glory. All to teach us a lesson? I guess the adage ‘if you aren’t with us, you’re against us’ seemed apropos in Your eyes. This is how You treat Your children? We get cast aside for one mistake?”


			Xi paused, waited, hoped. Nothing happened. The anger boiled up again, and rage spilled out.


			“Answer me!” she screamed into the mountain air, falling to her knees in the snow and ice. All her body felt was fury, which helped to keep the ice at bay. She lost the battle against her tears. Regardless of the silence in the one-sided conversation, she persevered, and once she allowed herself to be vulnerable, the tears flowed uncontrollably.


			“No amount of pleading, crying, or praying made You notice us. We no longer existed in the Kingdom’s eyes. The almighty Glory, like a sandcastle, vanished, swept by a tiny wave.” A dry, bitter laugh fell from her lips. “The silence was the worst part. The melody above was hushed. The world became still.” She wrapped her arms around herself. Recalling those early days sent chills through her body. As her rage waned, the hurt settled in. Points of the granite and limestone beneath the snow cut into her knees. Their icy edges digging in brought her out of her thoughts and grounded her to the present.


			“We were so forlorn for Your love, for the first time in…” She shook her head and shrugged. “I can’t even remember how long it was before the Virtues agreed on a plan. Your insistence on ranks and seniority kept us divided, but desperate times called for desperate measures.” She shrugged and slapped her hands to her sides, rubbing her legs as she strengthened her resolve to finish.


			“We gathered on a beach—a place where the Earth and sky met—to feel closer to You. We gazed upon the bright water that sparkled as if thousands of gemstones hid under the currents. The white sand of the shoreline glistened when the sun shone upon it like stars had dusted the Earth. The sky, a lapis-blue hue streaked with yellow, orange, vermillion, and lavender caressed the water at the horizon, creating the perfect backdrop. Standing in Your moment of flawlessness, we were optimistic as we gazed upon magnificence. How could we not be?”


			Xi picked up a handful of cold snow and watched it fall like the white sand she had played with on the beach that day. The breeze took the white powder into the air, reminding her she was far from those warm shores. Focusing back on that moment on the beach, her mouth tightened, and her eyes squinted as she struggled to keep the sadness at bay. “A warm breeze carried a faint salty musk, pure in its own right. There was a balance to all of it, Earth, Water, Air, and the fiery sun as it made its way above the horizon.” Lifting her eyes to the sun, she let the warmth caress her face as a fleeting smile crossed her lips at the memory of how beautiful that morning was.


			“We thought perhaps this was just a misunderstanding, and we only needed You to listen to us.” A hearty chuckle rolled from her as she placed her right hand over her mouth to stifle it. “In retrospect, it seems so trite to think You had perhaps made a mistake, and much less that You would admit to it. But we were despondent. I remember watching the sunrise as we held hands. We prayed and hoped all our voices together would somehow open the gates. We sang, our voices carried on the wind, and we listened for a response. We watched and waited, remaining on the beach for what felt like an eternity, but signs about the truth of our predicament took hold.” Her shoulders relaxed, and her face held no malice. Her eyes were soft and unfocused. Unshed tears glittered in the sunshine.


			“Our wings felt the effects first. They wilted. A few feathers fell, and we noticed the discolorations in our veins crawling insidiously in our plumage like black snakes delivering their venom. The thick lines marred our symbols of angelic status, displaying signs of true decay. When the corrosion set in, the panic took root along with the pain.” Her bottom lip quivered as she relayed her account into the ether.


			“We each dealt with this in our own unique way. As Virtues, we knew Your rules for taking one’s own life. You gave us life; therefore, You have authority over it. We have no souls. If we kill ourselves, we don’t return to the Shining Kingdom. We cease to exist. A cruel joke, if you ask me, but You never asked. However, many still felt death would stop the searing pain encompassing our bodies and minds. I did not begrudge those who chose Oblivion. We went from having a purpose as high-ranking Virtue Angels to being nothing. From bathing in Glory to being plunged into darkness. I understood why Oblivion appeared to be the sweet tincture to the sickness. I did not judge—unlike You.” Irritation made her body rigid as she chewed on her bottom lip. She had come close to making the choice more than once.


			“Some Virtues retreated to parts unknown. Others used the last of their Glory to shed their wings before the decay finished taking them. A few chose a different path, using the last bit of Glory to bind themselves with the flora and fauna they had vowed to protect. The remaining Virtues shrank to the size of insects, hoping to escape Your eyes should You ever return.” She shook her head.


			“But You will never return for us. You are planning on new pets. Perhaps that is why You tossed us aside without a second glance or thought. We all heard the rumors, Father. We knew your intentions, but not about the replacements.”


			Her smoldering fury morphed into a raging inferno as she clenched fists, her fingernails digging into her palms until drops of blue blood speckled the stark-white snow around her.


			“I did not allow the hopelessness to take me. I let my wings fall off, one feather at a time. I wanted to feel every bit of the decay and pain. I needed to remember it—the feel of the black ink seeping and pulsing through my veins. Each agonizing minute gave me strength. I would not let this beat me. I would not let You beat me.” Xi pointed skyward.


			“As my last sick, blackened feather fell, it was but a brief second, I took to mourn. Holding the oily feather in my hand, I stroked it, and Xi the Virtue Angel, protector of the element of Air, died. I saved it for You.”


			She dug into her white silk gown pocket, blue blood smudging the fabric from her hand as she pulled out a slick, ebony feather in her hand. Bleakness consumed the feather. A thick crust of sludge had dried the edges, crinkling, and bending the feather into an unusual, contorted position. It looked pathetic, as if begging to be put out of its misery, like so many of her kin. No evidence suggested it had once symbolized angelic pride.


			Staring at it for a moment, she raised her arms skyward. “Take it! Go on. Take it! I want You to see Your work. Aren’t You proud, Father?” Her tears were warm against her skin as the mountain air kicked up around her, stinging her eyes. Nothing happened. She dropped the feather off the edge of the mountain, and it plunged, twisting as it fell, making its way down the mountainside and out of sight. The tears dried up. She did not bother to wipe them away. A slow, deliberate sneer grew from her grief.


			“You are such a coward.” The lopsided sneer shifted into a maniacal grin as she spoke in a low growl. She scanned the sky one last time. “You can’t even look at what You have done to me. It is fine, for in this moment, I have been reborn.” Xi’s voice rang out in notes of vindication. She tilted her chin upward, facing the sunlight. She pulled her shoulders back as if her wings would reform in the moment. Her will was unshakable. She was as obstinate as the mountain she stood upon. She extended her arms over her head in mock worship.


			“I will rise again, and it will not be by Your blessings, but by my own mastery! I will fly with my own wings. One way or another, I will hear the wind again. The next time I grasp power, I will never allow anyone to take it from me. Ever. Goodbye. You are no longer my Father. Just the Creator…of pain.”


			Xi dropped her arms, turned, and walked away from the edge. The wind strengthened, billowing her flaming red hair like a banner.


			The wind had different intentions as Xi departed. A breeze caught the feather, slowing its descent before sweeping it up, cradling it like a precious jewel toward the western shores. Some argue the universe operates in mysterious ways, while others claim it depends on timing.
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THREE


A Warrior with No Name




A figure lay unconscious on a beach. He was a warrior, an angel. His armor was black crystal Kyanite. Gold flourishes of fleur-de-lis decorated it. His wings were outstretched behind him. Whether he was dead or alive was anyone’s guess. His motionless body showed no signs of injury, but his helmet is askew. His wings shone white, but thick black veins marred the pristine glorious angelic symbols, revealing something was not right. The rivulets of darkness resembled twisted snakes eating their way through the light.


			A lone, contorted feather fell. Just before it landed on his face, his hand snatched the feather from midair, and his eyes simultaneously flashed open. He remained prone, holding the feather. Letting out a ragged breath, he sat up.


			Where did this come from?


			Examining it, he used his other fingers to touch the quills. The surface was covered in a layer of black ooze. The feather appeared pathetic. That was the only word he could think of—just pathetic.


			He looked around. There are no other angels. Peculiar. He returned his focus to the feather and held it up to the light, observing the twisted edges. The unnamed soldier shook his head and tucked the feather into his hip pouch as an enigma for later.


			Where’s the rest of my platoon? Did I miss the flare to reconvene for the injured? That was standard protocol. He attempted to stand and grimaced. His left hand trembled, but he managed to place his fingertips on his forehead to activate his Angelite crystal communicator and homing beacon. The light-blue crystal with its gold sigil inlay was partially embedded in his forehead. “Commander Gabriel? Come in.”


			Still receiving no response, he tried once more, applying more pressure and gliding his fingertips along the homing beacon. He traced a shallow fissure down the heart of the pale-blue crystal. The rough edges snagged the skin as tiny shards of crystal stuck to him.


			“Damn it to Lucifer! The communicator’s cracked.”


			The expenditure of energy proved to be too much. He turned, retched, and then wiped his mouth with his palm. He looked up at the sun, and it began to hurtle toward him. He took a step back, prepared to flee as the ball of light transformed into a plasma sphere and struck him in the chest. It sent him tumbling backward in shock, and the soldier was caught by a memory.


			The beach had disappeared, and he stood and watched a battle unfold. The world around him was ash laden. A demonic howl reached his ears. Inches away from him was a red-skinned demon wearing armor resembling his own. The demon had a mouth full of fangs and a toothed tongue. The unnamed Power Angel spun, narrowly dodging the demon’s snapping jaws. He glanced around to see other warrior angels fighting. Some emerged victorious, while others succumbed to their adversaries. He was swallowed up by the horde and fell back to the ground. A bright light appeared, and the world was plunged into darkness again.


			The unnamed soldier opened his eyes. They were red, he knew the burning sensation that overtook him when the red battle rage set in, he was shivering with it. He blinked, and the feeling of his eyes being lit on fire subsided, they returned to a honey-gold hue. A ragged breath caught in his throat. He shook his head. “Perhaps this is a side effect. It would not surprise me if Lucifer has a new spell.” He surveyed the area, still suspicious after the memory. He glanced skyward. The sun remained peaceful, and he exhaled. “But there are more immediate issues to worry about. It would be best to conserve my energy.”


			The warrior adjusted his headgear, and a few shards from his communicator fell. He knew Angelite only broke under very specific circumstances, one of which was the fall of the Shining Kingdom. The angel shook his head in denial. “I would know if the Kingdom had fallen. Demons would be everywhere, the sky would be crimson red, and the Power Brigade would be under Lucifer’s command. No hint any of those events have happened.”


			He had to get moving. Staying still would only lead to his demise. Struggling to stand, he leaned on a nearby rock, wincing while massaging his aching shoulders.


			The sound of his armor creaked with every movement he made. Raising his arms and wrist gauntlets, he inspected the armor for battle damage. The armor was constructed of Black Kyanite because of its distinct ability to protect and heal. Kyanite repelled negative energy while also drawing positive energy, aligning the chakras, and creating a shield of positivity around the wearer. For Powers, too much negative energy meant their Elestial blades couldn’t be unsheathed, and they wouldn’t be able to generate plasma orbs, leaving them susceptible to Lucifer. The black crystal also didn’t need cleansing after destroying negative energy, which was an invaluable quality when fighting Lucifer and his demons.


			“Oh, damn it to—” He gritted his teeth, fighting the symphony of curses from the ache in his knees. When he tried to walk, his knees buckled. Resting his hands on his legs, he took in a few breaths and managed to regain his composure. “My injuries must be more severe than I realized.”


			There was a rustling sound coming from the bushes on his right. He was an expert at concealing pain when faced with the possibility of a fight, and he straightened up. Small black talons emerged from the bushes, followed by a brown, scaly leg. The warrior angel narrowed his eyes until the full figure revealed itself. It was a small-winged creature. The unknown animal had a drooping tongue, large brown eyes, and feathers on its ears. Clutching its tail tightly, it shook and darted its eyes back and forth.


			The Power Angel dropped his defensive stance and cocked his head to the side, his brows furrowed. The small animal mimicked his posture. The two creatures stared at each other in silence, evaluating the threat the other might pose. The little thing was the first to take a chance. It bounced off a branch and flew eye level with the Power. Another staring contest began as it hovered for a moment before giving the angel a big, cheesy grin. The warrior couldn’t help himself. The creature was so cute. He smiled back.


			“What are you? I mean, you have wings kind of like a demon, but you don’t seem to be a demon.”


			The creature let out a chortling sound. The celestial warrior jerked his head back in surprise. “You are a dragon? A young one, a dragon pup?”


			The pup somersaulted in the air.


			“And I can understand your language. How is that possible?”


			“I can speak when I want to. It’s a universal language.” 


			The pup chortled and chirped.


			The angel shook his head, “I didn’t get that last part.”


			The dragon smiled, “If I don’t wish to be heard you won’t.”


			“That is clever, my little friend.” He eyed the dragon with newfound respect. “What is your name?”


			A succession of chirps and squeaks in a fast staccato pattern emanated from the dragon. The angel wasn’t sure he was getting it all, but much to his amazement, he understood when the pup finished his last sound.


			“Los. Your name is Los.”


			The dragon shot up in excitement, twirling, turning, and then doing a nosedive straight toward the angel. The warrior ducked as the dragon buzzed the top of his head. The dragon circled back around to stop and hover in front of the warrior and bobbed his head. His ivory-hued horns caught the small rays of sunlight breaking through the canopy of vegetation. “Yup, I am Los.”


			“Okay, Los, you are a flyboy, got it.”


			Los pointed at the angel, roared, and chirped. “What do they call you?”


			“My name?” The angel pointed at himself.


			Los nodded.


			“Well, that’s complicated.”


			Los tilted his head and scratched his ear with his back claw.


			“Power Angels don’t have names. We give them up to serve our army.”


			Los stopped mid-scratch and stared as if he was judging the answer.


			The warrior angel straightened his shoulders. “My name is my honor. My name is my oath, and I am proud of it.”


			The dragon chortled and chirped what sounded like honor and oath in his own way.


			“No, my name is not literally honor and oath. I mean it figuratively, metaphorically.”


			Los roared in a new pattern. He used his front claw to reach up and point at the angel’s armor. Then he pulled at the sides of his lips, stretched them wide to show his fangs, and snorted. The angel adjusted his helmet and, through tight lips, muttered, “No, you can’t call me tall, dark, and scary.”


			Los’s wings fell.


			The warrior rolled his eyes. “Okay, well, maybe tall and scary. I like that. Call me TS for now, but keep it secret, or I’ll face consequences.”


			The dragon did a little backflip in the air.


			“Whatever,” the newly named TS said. The warrior angel continued his trek through the brush with his new friend flying beside him. “Nice to meet you, Los. However, it’s unsafe for you in this area with the demons roaming around. Where are your kin?”


			The dragon’s flight pattern dropped, so did his ear feathers. 


			He appears depressed.


			TS did not press. He recognized that look, the longing to go home. He had worn it more than once himself. “Oh.” He pursed his lips, taking a moment to find the right wording to console the pup. Instead, he opted for a change of subject. “You are far from home. You shouldn’t be exploring. You can walk with me for a bit, but don’t get too attached. I will not be here long.”


			Los made a chortling sound at the offer, but it lacked the jubilant melody the angel was already becoming accustomed to. I won’t become attached to this pup. If I am already reading into his nuances, that is not a good sign. I need to get a grip.


			The angel snuck a glance at the pup flying beside him. His ear feathers grew haphazardly in all different directions, spikey here and long over there. The pink tongue hanging out didn’t seem to fit in his mouth, and his horns were way too small for his head, and somehow made him look even more adorable. His eyes were the size of boulders, and he was so cute that TS realized he was doomed.


			Los must have felt the angel’s stare, because he turned and grinned, and then collided face-first with a tree. After ensuring Los was okay, the warrior angel let out a belly laugh and watched the dragon shake it off. He bent down and patted the creature. “You are a tough little thing. Are you alright?”


			Los seemed puzzled by the unexpected tree, but he nodded and flew off. The angel smirked. Yup, I am doomed.


			To divert Los’s attention from the tree incident, the warrior angel decide to ask if he knew anything about the current situation. “Los, have you noticed anything different about the sky? Legend has it, that if Lucifer has control, the sky would turn crimson.”


			Los glanced skyward and then back at the angel. He took his claw and made a circular motion at his temple. His eyes went wide, and he covered his muzzle with his front claws as his wings shook with laughter.


			TS stomped his foot at Los’s insinuation. “I am not crazy! The scrolls say that is what the sky would look like if the Shining Kingdom fell.”


			The angel turned his head. “You don’t understand. I know how dangerous Lucifer is. I was there when the fight started between Commander Gabriel and Lucifer. They were brothers, then comrades, and now sworn enemies. But me? I was there, Los. I watched the two of them battle. They considered Lucifer the best of the archangels, the fiercest warrior, the Light Bringer.”


			Los roared and held up two talons.


			“No, more than two. Many angel types exist, but only five archangels lead the Power Brigade platoons. Lucifer lost the privilege after being cast out. Now there are four. Michael is the sword of the Creator. Raphael heals with the Creator’s blessing. Uriel consults with the Creator, and Gabriel is the messenger of the Creator. Commander Gabriel leads my platoon. I wish I hadn’t been present when Gabriel and Lucifer faced off, Los. What I saw haunts me more than anything I have done.”


			The dragon rubbed at his eyes as a few tears fell, and then he rushed at the angel, wrapping his wings around the warrior’s neck, hugging him. The angel froze at the kind, empathetic gesture from the winged creature. He could feel Los sobbing as his small claws patted the angel’s neck. The dragon hit the top of the armor and pulled his head up. The creature’s eyes narrowed as he tapped it again. Feeling the Kyanite crystal, he pulled back from the angel, hovering as he rubbed his chin with a claw and scrunched up the skin on his snout. The dragon pointed at the Power Brigade armor.
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