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Chapter One
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“Archangel Reyla, please come to the Poppy Garden in exactly one hour. I will meet you at the statue of Archangel Gabriel. I would appreciate your timely arrival. Thank you.”

Slack-jawed and thoroughly confused, I stare at the anonymous message on the super bright screen of my LightTab. I only know one thing for certain: this text is from a member of The Echelon. Only Echelon members are allowed to use the illustrious (and slightly ominous) Apocalypse font. They don't always use that font, but when they do, you know it's important. This isn't a summons I can ignore.

My expression must reflect my confusion, because Charlotte asks, “What's wrong, Rey?”

Charlotte's been my best friend and roommate for decades. I show her the anonymous text and let it speak for itself. She'll likely draw the same conclusion as me.

After taking a few seconds to soak it in, Charlotte exclaims, “Wow, that's a text from one of The Ancients! Do you know what they want? Do you know who sent it?”

“Not in the least,” I answer with a shrug. “You don't think I'm in trouble for some reason, do you?”

Charlotte matches my shrug, and we silently contemplate the situation for the next minute or two.

Until recently, “The Ancients” and “The Echelon” were interchangeable terms. Here in the afterlife, they're the highest of the high-ranking Archangels. Even among the Archangels, there's a clear  hierarchy. “The Ancients” are the famous few, the ones we all know and revere. I'm talking about Gabriel. Michael. Jophiel, Raphael—those guys. Personally, I've never met any of them.

Charlotte asks, “Do you think they might be scouting you for The Echelon?”

I start my answer with a dismissive snort. “Yeah... no.”

“Why not?”

“Because I haven't been an Archangel for very long, that's why.”

Specifically, I've been an Archangel for about a decade, which makes me a rookie. Technically, no Archangel can really claim to be a “rookie” because we had to complete a ton of missions and undergo extensive training to get where we are. Frankly, I never really wanted to be an Archangel, it just sort of... happened. I succeeded in just about every mission that was given to me, which is unprecedented. Also, I'm not too bad with a bow.

“That doesn't matter, because your rating is insane,” Charlotte says. “You never fail missions. You're one in a million... no, a billion.”

“Are they still scouting new members of The Echelon, though?” I ask. “I thought they were closing the doors to that very exclusive club.”

Charlotte hitches a shoulder and says, “Dunno. You'd know more about that than me. You're the Archangel, not me.”

Charlotte is what the Archangels sometimes call a “general spirit guide.” Up here, ninety-nine percent of souls are “general spirit guides.” Above them, you have “regular angels.” (Yes, the Archangels are so full of themselves, they have a term for lower-ranking angels). Archangels outrank them, and The Echelon outranks everyone. There's such a disgusting celestial hierarchy, it's not really much different from life on earth.

Funnily enough, Charlotte and I had very different social standings when we were on earth. Back in Victorian times, my best friend was a duke's daughter, and I was a lowly scullery maid. We've been best friends and afterlife roommates since the late 1800's. It's been a long time.

“Ooo, who do you think will be waiting for you at the statue?” Charlotte asks. “Could it be... Archangel Metatron?”

I shake my head and reply, “Probably not. Michael keeps him busy.”

Charlotte's been a fan of Metatron for at least fifty years now. In fact, she's obsessed with his music and keeps a poster of him on her bedroom wall. She might be an upper class Victorian lady, but she can fangirl like a 21st century tween.

I add, “It'll probably be someone like Zadkiel, or one of the Archangels you rarely ever hear about.”

“Be positive, Rey!” Charlotte exclaims. “I have a good feeling about it. It will at least be someone like Sandalphon.”

I shake my head and say nothing, because I actually like Sandalphon. He's not very popular, but he's vastly underrated.

I can relate to him, to be honest. I'm not very popular either. A lot of Archangels (and Archangel candidates) thrive in the spotlight, but not me. I'm a nobody. When I officially became an Archangel, not even one magazine covered the story. In comparison, when Kaylene became an Archangel, she was everywhere. To be fair, she got super popular because she's got badass points to spare, and she dresses the part. I don't. I like blending in, my fashion sense is nonexistent, and I like my obscurity. I still wear my gray wool Victorian dress with a giant patch on the front of it. I like it because it's comfortable and familiar.

I didn't even “shift” my appearance, which most Archangels (and veteran spirits) do. In the afterlife, once you've established yourself here, you can alter your appearance to anything you want. An old lady might choose to look young again. A bald man can manifest a glorious head of hair. I shifted my hair color from brown to red, but I'm still the same plain Jane, bug-eyed, buck-toothed girl I've always been. My speech is more modern, and I can easily take down thirty demons with my bow of light, but I'm still the same Reyla I've always been.

Err... scratch that. My name wasn't always “Reyla.” For the majority of my life and afterlife, I was Ethel Reynolds. “Archangel Ethel” sounded bizarre, so I started calling myself “Reyla” instead. I prefer it now.

“Well, regardless of who shows up, I wish you luck,” says Charlotte. “I hope it's good news and not bad news.”

Charlotte returns to reading her book, and I spend the next fifty minutes in a state of nervous distress. When the allotted hour comes to an end, I warp to the Poppy Garden and search for the Gabriel statue. It's not hard to find because Archangel Gabriel himself is there, and he's surrounded by fans.

Oh my. Did the Archangel Gabriel send me that message, asking me to meet him? He's one of the most popular Archangels in The Echelon. Maybe Archangel Michael is more popular than him, but it's by a very thin margin.

My jaw drops again as I watch him sign autographs. He has giggling young girls all around him, fidgeting with their hair while he pays very little attention to them. I've been rather asexual throughout most of my afterlife, but even I have to admit, that is a beautiful, beautiful man. Almost painstakingly so. Archangel Gabriel is even handsomer than his statue, and that's saying a lot, because his statue is gorgeous. His golden brown hair is bathed in celestial light, and his dimpled smile could make anyone sink to their knees.

I put up a shield so he can't read my mind. Archangels tend to be irritating mind readers, and I'm sure Gabriel is no exception. He doesn't need to know I think he's beautiful, does he?

When he notices me, Gabriel politely sends his fans away, and they leave with a collective groan. Only one man remains at his side, and I don't think he's a fan of Gabriel. The unfamiliar man's arms are crossed, and he has a sour look on his face.

“Reyla!” Gabriel suddenly calls to me. “Reyla, you made it! Come here, please. I need to speak to you.”

My own knees almost buckle when I hear him shout my name. I can't believe Gabriel, the Gabriel, knows who I am. Even though I'm an Archangel myself, I'm totally starstruck. I probably look timid as I tiptoe toward him.

“Hu... hi,” I greet him, sounding stupidly awkward.

“Huhi.” Gabriel repeats my stammered greeting with a stony expression. “Thank you for coming, Reyla. This is Archangel Mikah.”

At first, I thought he said Michael, but the man at his side is most certainly not Archangel Michael. Archangel Michael is a glorious, god-like man with glowing tan skin and golden hair. He's as undeniably gorgeous as Gabriel. This scowling man—Mikah, apparently—looks as pale and unremarkable as I do. His hair is brown and close-cropped, and matches his eyes. His left cheek is heavily scarred, which is interesting to me. If he's an Archangel, he can “shift,” so why did he keep his scars?

Actually, the visible signs of age are the most surprising part of his physical appearance. A vast majority of Archangels look like perfect, young twenty-somethings because they've chosen to look like that. Mikah looks like he's in his forties, or possibly late thirties. I'm not judging him for that. I actually think it's respectable. I died when I was thirty, and I still look thirty. Unlike most spirits who've unlocked a shifting ability, I haven't chosen to look like a teenager again.

I turn to the stranger and say, “Hello. It's nice to meet you, Mikah.” I'm a lot more articulate to him than I was to Gabriel.

Mikah doesn't say a word, or bother to return my greeting. His scowl stays on his face, and he doesn't move an inch.

“I assume you want to know why I've summoned you,” says Gabriel. “I've already told Mikah. I've scouted both of you as possible members of The Echelon.”

My throat makes an involuntary squeak, and my single-word answer sounds squeaky too. “Really?”

“Absolutely,” says Gabriel. “You will have to be tested and trained, of course, and you would have to be willing to join our ranks. It comes with a great deal of risk and responsibility, as I'm sure you can imagine. I will elaborate on these new responsibilities over the next few days.”

“Are you the one who's going to be testing us?” I ask.

This time, Gabriel's the one with the single-word answer. “Yes.”

Wow. The idea of spending time with Archangel Gabriel is... intimidating. Why was I scouted? What makes me special? This is really, really strange. As my mind grapples for an answer, my gaze drifts from Gabriel to Mikah. What makes him special, I wonder? Or is he even special at all? I'm most certainly not!

“If you consent, I would like to begin the first phase of testing right away,” says Gabriel. “I'm a busy man, after all, and I would prefer not to waste my time.”

“Absolutely!” I exclaim. “And let me just say, this is an honor. A serious honor. Why did you choose me?”

“Let's just get underway,” Gabriel brusquely replies. “I will answer your questions when we reach our destination.”

And with that, he warps us to... somewhere.
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We touch down in the middle of an empty street, in what appears to be suburban, modern America. Every house is practically identical, every lawn is pruned, and every driveway has a similar van or SUV. Gabriel and Mikah are with me, and both men are looking way more relaxed than I feel. I wonder if Mikah and Gabriel have met each other before?

“One of the houses on this block is infested with shadowlings,” Gabriel informs us. “I'm going to test your energy sensing abilities. You need to suss out which house is affected, and take down its unwelcome inhabitants as quickly as you can.”

“Is this... a competition?” I ask.

“Not exactly, but I will certainly take note of who completes the task first, faster, and more efficiently,” Gabriel replies.

Well, that sounds like a competition to me! My gaze wanders back to Mikah, who has yet to utter a single word to me. Is he being rude, or is he concentrating? I should probably concentrate harder myself, but I'm distracted by the lines on Mikah's forehead. It's so rare to see wrinkles on an Archangel. The lines on his forehead are faint, but they're definitely there. He doesn't care to look perfect, and that intrigues me.

My eyes swell when Mikah suddenly takes off running. Has he already started?

“Hey!” I exclaim. “Gabriel didn't say it was time to begin... hey!”

Mikah doesn't stop, and Gabriel doesn't stop him. In fact, Gabriel looks as stoic as a man can get. His hands are clasped behind his back, and his lips are a thin, straight line.

I chase after Mikah, who's already gotten a huge head start. A van travels down the street and passes through us. That's one of the benefits of being a spirit, I guess. We aren't affected by anything in the physical world.

“Hey!” Once again, I try calling out to Mikah. Again, he doesn't stop, but why would he? This is a competition—I've already figured that out.

A giant, glowing broadsword suddenly appears in Mikah's hand as he continues his charge. His massive saber is arguably more impressive than my bow, but I like my weapon of choice. With a bow, you don't have to get too close to any demons.

Mikah dashes into one of the houses, and I lose sight of him for awhile. His energy sensing skills are probably superior to mine, because it would have taken me a moment to figure out which house was “infested” with shadowlings. I hate shadowlings. They're little demons that can attach themselves to humans and effect their behavior. They can make a person depressed, erratic, or even give them symptoms of illness. In the worst case scenario, a human can get possessed, but many “shadowlings” are too weak to do that.

When I catch up to Mikah, he's inside the house, slashing through a spider-shaped shadowling. Another shadow, slender and formless, is creeping along the ceiling. Before I can even raise my bow, Mikah cuts it in half with his massive sword.

“Well done, Mikah,” Gabriel casually commends my rival as he enters the house behind us. “Your speed and efficiency have been noted. Every threat was eradicated in under two minutes. I'm definitely impressed.”

I clench a fist and my teeth. I didn't even have a chance to properly prepare myself! Gabriel barely finished explaining the assignment, and he didn't even tell us to begin before Mikah took off! It all feels a bit unfair to me.

Or maybe I'm making excuses for myself. Maybe I should try harder?

“I'm taking us to another neighborhood now,” Gabriel says, and he warps us to another street before he even finishes the sentence. It looks like we've moved halfway across the world, because the houses are smaller, more varied, and have vibrant hues. These are simpler and more modest dwellings, but I like them.

“Should I participate?” Mikah asks. “I already know which house is infested, but I'm holding back, because...”

When he doesn't finish that sentence, I glare at him. What was he going to say? Because I've already completed the assignment? Because Reyla sucks?

“No, this is Reyla's test,” Gabriel says. “Let's give her a chance to shine.”

Ugh. I guess the pressure's on, huh? I close my eyes and try to feel my surroundings. I'm trying to hone in on the area that feels more oppressive and stifling than most. It's something you can only do after you've developed an energy sensing skill. All angels are supposed to be capable of it, and because I'm an Archangel, I'm supposed to be top tier, but it's never been my strongest skill.

After several seconds elapse, Mikah suddenly scoffs and says, “It doesn't look like she's shining much.”

“Hey!” My eyes snap open, and my glare returns. “That's unfair!”

“Well... I worked it out as soon as we got here,” says Mikah. “It looks like you need to work on your energy sensing.”

A better angel would probably be the embodiment of calm, but I raise my voice at him. I can't help myself. “This is the first time you've spoken to me, and that's what you're going to say? You insult me?”

“I'm not insulting you so much as I'm stating the obvious,” says Mikah. “It's taking you a long time to figure this out.”

“This whole thing has been a whirlwind!” I exclaim. “Gabriel dumps this on us out of nowhere. I'm still trying to wrap my head around the fact that I'm being scouted for The Echelon!”

“Not for long, if you're this slow,” Mikah heckles me. I would really like to punch the smug grin from his face, but I would really have to lose my cool to do that. I still have my cool. I'm, like... ninety percent cool.

I need to concentrate. I can't let him get to me. I close my eyes and try again.

Unfortunately, Gabriel interrupts my concentration with a remark. “Mikah, this is not a competition,” he says. At least it sort of sounds like he's on my side.

“Wouldn't you agree that she's slow, though?” Mikah asks.

“Everyone learns at their own pace,” Gabriel says. “And you're probably not helping her speed by being an asshole.”

Gabriel's reply has me snorting with laughter. Honestly, Mikah deserved that.

“Learning,” Mikah says that word with a mocking click of his tongue. “This isn't Spirit School. It's not even Archangel Training. The girl is supposed to be an Archangel already, and it's taking her ages to—”

“Hey, shut your face!” I cry. “I'm trying to concentrate! Like he said, you're not helping me with your snide remarks!”

My ability to sense energy has been completely disrupted by Mikah and his rudeness. In fact, I'm so rattled, I can't do it. I just can't. I reopen my eyes and ask Gabriel again, “Why was I scouted, anyway?”

Gabriel answers, quite calmly, “You complete nearly every mission you undertake, Reyla. Your rating is 9.98, which is higher than many current members of The Echelon. As a spirit guide, you successfully granted every wish of every human you worked with. As an Archangel, you have successfully banished every demon you've been sent to slay.” After a short pause, a tiny smirk appears on his lips, and he adds, “That's more than I can say for Mikah.”

Well, there's another point scored for my favorite Archangel! I would hug Gabriel for that, if it wasn't totally inappropriate.

I suddenly feel a slight tingle at the crown of my head, and I feel myself pulled to the left. I've found it! I've found the infested house!

Without a word to Gabriel or Mikah, I hurry into the house to complete my task. Inside the living room, three spider shadowlings are clustered together in a cluttered corner. I raise my bow, take aim, and shoot. A single, glowing arrow rips through all three, and the shadowlings scatter like smoke blown away by the wind.

Behind me, I hear Gabriel say, “Well done.” When I turn, I see Gabriel and Mikah, and the latter still looks smug.

“Thanks,” I reply. “Sorry it took me a bit of time. I—”

Mikah cuts me off with a question. “Why a bow?”

Looking down at the weapon in my hand, I ask, “Why not a bow?”

“I don't know, it's just unusual,” Mikah says. “It's not bad, just different. I was curious.”

My weapon is a bit controversial, I guess. Most Archangels use a sword, but I like my bow of light. I have endless ammunition. A glowing arrow just appears in my hand every time I move to nock it. I like it. It's convenient, and I can keep my distance from enemies.

A few seconds later, Mikah adds, “It just seems like it'd be a bit slow, that's all.”

“It's not slow because I'm not slow,” I counter. “For awhile, I was top ten in The Hole. Can you say the same?”

A day in “The Hole” is a test that all aspiring Archangels have to take. You have to take on waves upon waves of shadowlings, and I had the highest rank among bow wielders for awhile. If Mikah doesn't think that's impressive, he can go to—

“Impressive,” Mikah says, which stuns me. Is he being facetious, or is he being serious? “I mean that, Reyla. If true, that's genuinely impressive.”

Huh. I absolutely didn't expect that.

Maybe he's not so horrible.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three
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“You have one more task before I dismiss you for the day,” Archangel Gabriel announces to Mikah and me. “Are you ready to hear it?”

To be honest, I just want to return to my apartment and forget about this. As intriguing as this has been, I don't have a strong drive to be a member of The Echelon. I've never really been an overachiever, I'm more of an accidental achiever. I'd rather continue an Archangel's usual work: helping humans and eliminating shadowlings.

Mikah and I are both silent, so Gabriel says, “You're going to help me take down a Maledarch.”

“A Mah... lay... dark?” I repeat the word slowly, overenunciating every syllable. This isn't a word I've heard before.

“Think of the Maledarchs as a sort of... demonic Echelon,” Gabriel explains. “In the angelic Echelon, you have the likes of Michael, Haniel, Raphael... and, well, me.” Gabriel chuckles lightly when he adds himself to the list. “In the demonic Echelon, you have Belphegor, Moloch, Beelzebub... I'm sure you've heard those names before. It's quite a long list, unfortunately. When they gain enough power, they incarnate on the earth plane, taking the form of humans. In their true forms they're actually... well, they're downright ghastly.”

How have I not heard of this before? I'm an Archangel! This must be some high level, top secret, classified stuff that only The Echelon knows.

Gabriel continues, “When a Maledarch incarnates on earth, that's when they wreak the most havoc. They disrupt the natural order and taint the essence of humanity. It's our job to locate them, defeat them, sap their power, and send them back to the bottomless pit from which they came.”

I don't say anything, and neither does Mikah. I'm just nodding along as Gabriel speaks, taking it all in.

“You would be surprised by how much of my time is taken up by the blasted Maledarchs,” Gabriel says. “I will be perfectly upfront and honest with you: if you become a member of The Echelon, much of your time will be devoted to this too.”

I exchange glances with Mikah, who's still silent. I was hoping to gauge something from his expression, but I can't. Mikah's face is totally blank. Like me, does he have reservations?

“Umm... furthermore...” Gabriel clasps his hands behind his back and clears his throat. He suddenly looks twitchy and uncomfortable. “I should be honest about this as well: going against a Maledarch can be extremely dangerous. Should they win the battle, they can... w-well, that is to say they, umm...”

“What?” I exclaim. His hesitation is killing me.

“If they win, um... w-well, they, um... they can force you to incarnate on Earth.” Gabriel inserts a nervous chuckle into his response. “That's what happened to poor Metatron. It's why he hasn't been spotted in awhile.”

My eyes practically pop from their sockets when he says that. “Metatron is... what?” I ask, hoping for clarification.

“Archangel Metatron is currently on Earth, living out his life as a man named Ronald Glum.” More nervous chuckles spill liberally from Gabriel's throat as he reveals Metatron's fate. “I find it to be quite funny, in some ways, because Metatron used to be Michael's right-hand man, but... um... it's actually not funny when that happens. Indeed, you absolutely do not want the Maledarch to win. It's very, very bad.”

This is especially intriguing to me because my best friend is a huge Metatron fan. Charlotte is obsessed with his music. I had no idea he was stuck on Earth!
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