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“Godsfall: The Book of Three” contains violence, snuggles, explicit sex, man candy, surprise shapeshifting, temptation, nudity, inappropriate use of church property, a unifed theory of celestial beings, murder, sacrifice, unexpected reunions, kidnapping, assault, undiagnosed medical conditions, sexual promiscuity, gladiatorial games, Succubi, Incubi, the corruption of a potential pope, disturbances of the peace, offers you can’t refuse, blasphemy, politics (eww), near-death experiences, foul language, an unexpected love, betrayal, an addictive drink, lost lovers reunited, demonic promotion, unsanctified churches, naivete, gratuitous nudity, celestial disinterest, kidnapping, uppity Succubi, lesbians, bureaucracy, terrible timing, angels who aren’t terribly angelic, a very effable ineffable plan, transdimensional travel, unplanned exorcism, rightful comeuppance, blood, angel-on-angel crimes, a polycule, deities with their own agendas, mayhem, a blatant disregard for authority, female empowerment, a sledgehammer approach to traditional Judeo-Christian beliefs, sibling rivalry, pouting, mistaken identity, immortal peril, and shagging.

If any of this offends you, you should turn back.

Now.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​​Prologue

[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


New York City, today

[image: ]




​

“Kal, what the actual fuck?” I grinned at Faith, who was glaring at me. “You ended that part of the report on “Fuck my life?” Seriously?”

“What are they gonna do, hon? If I piss ‘em off enough, they’ll stop asking us for this bullshit. If not? Well, it gives me a chuckle, which I need when doing this.” My face fell, thinking about the task we were engaged in.

We were free agents, the ultimate free agents among the various Immortals who populated the cosmos. Neither Heaven nor Hell had any claim to our services, not really, not any longer. This was an agreement hammered out painfully a millennium earlier and paid for in blood. But we still had obligations, endured through courtesy to Lilith and Ariel.

Which led to this pile of steaming horse dung.

When we broke free from our shackles a thousand years ago, most of the other Immortals involved were too busy keeping their heads down to note all the machinations going on. Lilith and Ariel, for all their involvement, only had peripheral knowledge of the other’s activities. Stil other Immortals were off the board. Permanently.

That left us. Kalili and Faith, the last of the Thirteens, and the proximate causes of the twin revolutions that shook up both celestial domains.

That was never our intention. Hell, when we met, we didn’t like each other. Faith was assigned to kill me, for Lucifer’s sake! It didn’t take long for the bond we unknowingly shared as Thirteens to break through our programming and experience. Once we were open to it? We each found the partner we never knew we were missing.

After that, our entire goal was to be together.

It wasn’t that easy.

Not only did we present as a demon and an angel disobeying all orders and precedent by falling in love, but we were the unwitting keys to deep-laid plans for celestial domination. Since nobody told us anything about it, until we stumbled on the information ourselves, we made a mess of those plans. As a result, we had agents from Below and the Head Office hunting for us, either to recruit us or kill us.

Whichever was easier.

All because we were together and independent, rather than good little drones who followed commands.

Whoops.

The long and short of it was, a thousand years after the fact, we’d been asked to provide our perspective of the turbulent time we’d unwittingly instigated. It was Lilith’s Chief of Staff who’d asked, which meant we’d actually do it, rather than blow it off. We weren’t happy about it, and neither of us wanted to do it, but we’d get it done.

When we got the request, Faith had persuaded me to take the lead. That also meant I’d write it the way I wanted. And maybe I’d been reading too many romance novels lately, but a cliffhanger seemed perfectly sensible to me.

“Kalili Keoka, you’re impossible.” I grinned at Faith’s attempt to chastise me. I didn’t properly have a surname, but I’d picked this one up in the Forties as we worked to fit into current human society. It stuck.

“No, just unlikely. And yours.”

My blonde angel dropped into my lap, tossing her arms around my neck. “Mine.”

“I just said that.”

“I’m agreeing with you.”

We sat for a few minutes, peacefully wrapped around each other.

“It’s not going to be easy,” Faith finally said.

“No. It wasn’t easy living through it. Reliving it? Like I don’t do that in my dreams? Fuck.”

Her arms tightened. “I’m here for you.”

“It’s not me I worry about. It’s the people we couldn’t be there for.”

She turned my face to hers. Those golden eyes seemed to peer into my soul. “Then that’s why you write it down. So others know what was sacrificed. Who was sacrificed. And why.”

I drew in a shaky breath. “I will. Honoring them is the right thing to do.”

Faith simply nodded.

“But not tonight. Tonight I need to be held.”

Her arms were like warm bands of iron, holding me safe. “That’s my job.”

“Damn right.”

“And we’ll do it together. I have my own ghosts to honor.”

“We will.”

It was a quiet evening.
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Holy Fuck, We’re In Heaven?

952 AD

“You speak strangely.”

The, fine, it’s cliché time, but damn. How else could I describe him? The angelic figure looked down at me with curiosity and pity. Oddly, I didn’t see any hint of lust, despite our nakedness and horizontal positioning. 

He towered over us. Part of that was we were lying on the ground, having been jumped there unexpectedly from our far more comfortable bed. Beyond that fact, he was huge, easily eight feet tall, and oh, was he built. Solid muscle, but not exaggerated into parody like the archdemons did. No, he was simply, well, he was my personal definition of male eye candy.

Yum.

Kalili!

Faith’s mental shriek brought me back to our situation.

Right.

According to Faith, we were in Heaven, and this was the Archangel Michael. 

I resisted the impulse to look around. I never expected to get into Heaven, having lived six thousand years believing I was a demon.

Of course, there were advantages to so many years of demonic life. One was a hearty dislike of pompous assholes, and so far, Michael seemed to qualify.

“No, I speak just fine. Who the fuck are you to bring us here?” I raised myself on my elbows so I wasn’t flat on my back. No good. He still loomed over me, but maybe there was a positive to this. If I angled myself just right, maybe I could catch a peek up his tunic... No, no. No ogling the Archangel.

“I am Michael, Archangel of Justice.”

Score one for Faith.

“So what? Do you usually go around scooping people from Earth and dropping them on their asses on cold rock? Thanks for that, by the way. If I’m bruised, I’ll take it out of you.” Maybe I was exaggerating a little, but dammit, I was snuggled up to Faith. Heaven held nothing for me in comparison.

Did he almost smile? 

“When they are one of mine and I have business with them? Yes.” Amused or not, he turned his attention to Faith. “Daughter. You know why I summoned you. Why have you not reported?”

Faith, my lovely, courageous Faith, stood right up. Her head came up to about the middle of his chest, but she didn’t care. I could see it in the way her eyes blazed, the way every muscle in that lithe body tensed.

Don’t do anything rash! I mentally shouted.

“Because my assignment was bullshit!”

Too late. And she kept going, laying it all out for him to see.

“I was ordered to slay a demon for no reason other than she was doing her job, intercepted by another demon, given instructions which would have been excessively cruel if obeyed, lied to, manipulated, and abandoned by all the Host! When I try to learn why all this has happened, I find myself hunted by the Host, who hurt one of my friends for no reason other than their own spite! This isn’t how it’s supposed to be, Michael, and I’ll be damned if I put up with it!” She jabbed her finger into his abs to highlight her points, finishing with a near-punch.

Well.

Bless my soul to Hell.

I knew Faith was passionate, but I’d never heard her so emotionally charged. It may have had something to do with being dragged from our bed.

I’d like to think so.

I discovered I’d climbed to my feet and taken a position at Faith’s side. It seemed an opportune time to take some pressure off her.

“So, Michael. You got your answer. Can we go home now?”

His attention returned to me, and I had a moment of angst, wondering if reclaiming his focus was such a wise idea.

“I don’t know you.”

He made the statement into a question, and I froze. What the fuck did I say? What could I say that wouldn’t get me spitted on the end of a sword? I didn’t think Michael would be receptive to the idea of a former demon hanging around Heaven.

The problem was, I couldn’t lie to him. Not directly. I could omit, evade, and sidestep, but lie? Not a chance. I was not going to test his Archangel-approved lie detection abilities. Lying altered your aura, which is one reason demons were taught to tinker with theirs. I could try that, but the tinkering left traces. Michael would pick up on them, even if he wasn’t an Archangel in his domain, while I was a onetime demon in Heaven.

“I am—” was as far as I got.

“She is Kalili, and she is my arima bikia.” To further emphasize her point, Faith grasped my hand with hers.

Other than a raised eyebrow, Michael concealed his surprise. “You found your arima bikia among humans?”

This I couldn’t let stand. I should have, but I couldn’t. He’d find out eventually, since my aura told everyone who wanted to look that I was a demon.

“I’m not human.”

He examined me more closely then, and I felt a tingle as he read my aura. To his credit, he didn’t recoil.

“No. You’re not. You’re the one in Faith’s assignment.”

Shit. Two plus two equals dead Thirteen. I braced, ready to do my worst with my vashwic urja.

“Come with me. We must talk.” Expecting obedience, Michael turned away from us.

I didn’t know if that was a heavenly euphemism for “I have a quiet place to dispose of your body,” but we didn’t have much choice.

We followed.
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Have you ever been on stage and the focus of the audience? If not, have you had That Dream? You know the one. You’re naked and in school or at work or some other social setting? 

Yeah.

It was like that.

Every eye was on us as we followed Michael through the streets of Heaven. If I were feeding my ego, I’d say they were staring at our beauty. I would have been. Or maybe it wasn’t on us. How often did Michael emerge and walk through Heaven? I didn’t know, didn’t care, and didn’t give it a second thought. Maybe his appearance was the equivalent of king wandering among the commoners. 

It didn’t matter, because I didn’t pay attention to them. I’d been comfortable in my skin for a long, long time. Instead, I fed my calm to Faith through our bond and peered at my surroundings.

After all, how often does a demon get to visit Heaven? Not fucking often.

I was disappointed by what I saw. None of my former co-workers were missing anything.

Not that it wasn’t beautiful. It was. But it was beautiful in the way a snowflake is, or an ice sculpture: monochromatic and precise, appealing in a technical sort of way but lacking soul. Everything was in varying shades of white, which sucked. What was worse was the haze. I could see maybe a hundred feet in any direction.

Faith, what’s going on?

We’re being brought to his office.

No, I mean with the scenery.

She looked around, confused by my question.

Nothing.

This is normal?

Yes.

It’s fucking weird.

I felt her mental shrug.

After a while, the repetitious perfection became boring, and I tuned it out.

I know, right? Tuning out Heaven? Who would have thought it? But when you’ve seen a hundred perfect buildings, the next hundred, or thousand, lose their luster.

What’s next? I had an idea, a few possibilities ranging from tolerable to Oh Fuck No.

I don’t know. I think he wants to talk to us.

He’s not dragging us away for a public execution?

Faith’s dry amusement came through the link.

Not without a hearing, which this could be. The amusement vanished.

Oh, that’s wonderful.

It wouldn’t be until after he talks to us.

Great. We were going to need a Plan B. Can we jump out?

It didn’t work when I tried it in Gabriel’s office, and it didn’t work when Cadriel was dragging me here.

That wasn’t a no, and I seized on it. But you were alone, and didn’t Cadriel say you were in his dominion? 

You think that made a difference?

I shrugged. It’s all I can think of. Besides, we’re together, and we know we’re stronger combined than an Archangel.

The thought resonated between us. If we had to, we could probably fight our way out of here. Knowing we had options beyond being led like goats to the altar cheered me immensely. I didn’t hide my thoughts, and Faith’s reaction was immediate.

You wouldn’t!

If he tries to lay a hand on you? He won’t live long enough to regret it.

Her shock was overwhelmed by her appreciation of my protectiveness. She leaned over for a kiss, which I returned without breaking stride. It was in this warm, if somewhat bloodthirsty, frame of mind that we completed our walk through the gawking angels.

Michael’s office snuck up on us. I don’t know what I was expecting, but it certainly wasn’t this. My experience with Princes and Archdemons led me to expect palaces and towers, gilt and glitter. Michael didn’t go for any of that. It was utterly unimpressive, little more than a bland façade with a double door and a pair of windows.

“Here?” I don’t know if I was asking Faith or Michael, but my disbelief was clear.

“Is there a problem?” Michael pushed the doors open and waited for us to pass inside, an unexpectedly courteous gesture.

“This is where I received my assignment.” Faith had already informed me through our bond, but she was getting crafty. Now, Michael wouldn’t know I had information I shouldn’t have had, and perhaps we could keep our non-contact telepathy secret a while longer.

The interior was bland, as I was now expecting from Heaven, but packed. Busy angels were hustling around, industriously performing their tasks, whatever the fuck they were. Michael strode past them all to a table, set slightly apart from the others but no more decorative than the first.

“Pretty basic. I guess rank doesn’t have its privileges around here. In Rome, a human of your stature would have a more impressive setup.” I tried to make light of it, but Michael wasn’t amused.

“I choose not to place myself above my associates. My tasks are no more important than theirs.”

Unwillingly, I approved. No archdemon I knew would have dared set themselves on a level with their underlings, for fear of being overthrown. Equality was a hallmark of weakness there.

“Sit.” The chairs he gestured to were plain, as was his. We sat. In passing, I noticed his table was human-sized, and now he was as well. Archangels could shapeshift, or at least adjust their size. Interesting.

“Faith, I will talk with you first.”

I took a firmer grip on Faith’s hand. If Michael thought I would leave her so he could browbeat her in private, he had another think coming.

Bolstered by my presence, Faith glared back at the Archangel, waiting. He didn’t take long.

“You didn’t complete your assignment. Why?”

She wasn’t backing down. “I told you. It was a bullshit assignment.”

Michael frowned. “You said this, yes. But you’re an angel. You take orders from Archangels.”

I had a moment of panic, thinking Faith would out us as Thirteens, but I needn’t have worried.

“Free will, Michael. Remember? I received my orders, but when I went to execute them? I learned they were flawed. We pursue truth, do we not?” She didn’t let him answer. “I chose not to follow blindly but to discover the truth.” Faith crossed her arms across her still-bare chest. “You want my report? Fine. Here it is.”

She related the events of the past ten days, in all their gory detail, leaving out only the revelation we were Thirteens and the deal with Lilith. But Zophiel, Ithuriel, Thia, the vampires, all of that shit?

She laid everything out. I was amazed. Had we really done all that?

I guess we had.

Michael appeared stunned by Faith’s recitation. He sat, silent, for several moments.

“I had no idea I had been manipulated.”

I surprised us by speaking up. “No shit. Archangel or archdemon, you all have your heads so far up your own ass it’s a wonder you can breathe.”

Faith giggled.

“Indelicate, but far more accurate than I would like.” Michael sounded miserable. “How certain are you of your facts?”

A hot answer jumped to my lips, but Faith clamped down on my hand.

“I saw the truth in Ariel’s mind. Kalili knows Avareth better than anyone else. We both witnessed Zophiel’s testimony. What more do you want? A confession from Gabriel regarding his part? You wait here. Kalili and I will beat it out of him. We’ll be right back.” Faith half-rose, and Michael raised his hands in surrender.

“What would you have me do?”

We pinged ideas between us for a fraction of a second. What did we want him to do? Another Heavenly ally would be useful, but could we trust him? In the end, we opted for the simplest choice.

“Nothing. Stay out of it.” Faith’s tone made it clear she was not open to negotiate. Michael looked miserable.

“I can’t. I’m the Archangel of Justice, and if what you say is true, an injustice has been perpetrated against her.” He swept a hand in my direction. “Demon or no, she was absolutely right.”

I was? When? I needed to write that down.

“She deserved a trial, not an execution order.” He nodded to someone behind me, and rough hands gripped by shoulders. “She will get her trial.”

Oh, shit.
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“Get your hands off me.” It was more of a growl than I intended, but I was pissed. Faith laid out the entire plot to eliminate us, and all he could come up with was putting me on trial?

“Michael, you’re missing the point!” Faith was out of her seat, and only a hand on her shoulder—gentler than on mine—restrained her.

He looked at Faith with a face of perfect, idiotic innocence. “She deserves a trial and a swift death.”

We have to tell him.

Fuck that. Let’s show him. Like I said, I was pissed. The gloves were coming off.

Are you sure?

It’s that or a trial.

We pulled on the cosmos, spindling the energy in our taaqats.

“Michael. Let her go.” Faith’s voice was pounded iron. No compromise was possible. His reply was equally firm.

“No. I will deal with the others later, but a demon in Heaven is an offense. She must be dealt with.”

I squeezed her hand once more before releasing it and standing up. The hands moved with me. I grabbed one and pushed it away.

“Michael.” He’d followed my rise, but now he focused his attention on me. Archangels are damn scary when you’re their target, but I had one shot at this. “If your angels can take me, I’ll stand for your farce of a trial. If not? You let us both go and agree to Faith’s terms.”

Michael scoffed. “I don’t make deals with demons.”

That was it. I’d had all I was gonna take of his sanctimonious bullshit. “I’m not a fucking demon, I’m a Thirteen. If you don’t know what that means, you’re gonna find out.” Before he reacted, I released a blast of vashwic urja into the floor. The splash blew us all backward, and I tumbled and rolled into a crouch. I sent another burst into the table separating us, and it simply evaporated.

“A Thirteen? Impossible!” That didn’t stop him from backing away from me as quickly as he could, while Faith covered my back from the other angels.

“No, just highly unlikely.” I sent a weak blast, hardly more than a bright light, into the wall behind him. “Now, do you wanna talk? Or do we take you and the rest of your crew apart?”

He nodded and waved to the angels in the building, who were approaching at a snail’s pace. Smart angels. “I’ll talk.”

“Faith?”

Her snarl behind me was reassuring. “They’re backing down.”

I lowered my hands, though I didn’t release the energy I’d built up or the connection. We were silent until Faith said, “They’re all gone.”

We didn’t sit, and after a moment Michael realized we weren’t going to.

“You’re a Thirteen.” Apparently, it was truth time, now that all the witnesses were gone. He glanced behind me to Faith. “And so is she.”

I nodded. “My arima bikia.”

“You’re not supposed to exist.”

“Because Na’le had a fit and ordered us all killed. Yeah. Got the memo. Thanks to Lucifer being the Prince of Lies, I escaped that fate.” I reached behind me for Faith, needing her touch. “We still don’t know how Faith slipped through the cracks, and don’t really want it fixed, so take it off your plate. No, all we want is for you to leave us alone while we sort this shit out.”

He frowned. “I can’t do that. It is the Maker’s will that the Thirteens be destroyed.”

I cranked up the contempt. “As Faith said: bullshit. We know the story, Mikey. We know it was the Maker’s older sister who was pissed, not him. You want to hear something else, in case you missed it?” I didn’t wait for his reply, but kept rolling. “We know you’ve been taking over the role of the Maker, you and the other Archangels, while he’s been having a good pout. Hey, Faith?”

“Yes, beloved?” She added the last to rub Michael’s nose in our relationship and reinforce the knowledge he wasn’t going to divide us by our origins. 

“I had a thought.”

“Was it a wicked one?”

“Terribly. What do you think would happen if we told everyone in Heaven what’s been happening with the Archangels and the Maker?”

She chuckled, low in her throat, and I shivered. I loved this side of Faith.

“Oh, Kalili, that is wicked. All of them? Seraphim, dominions, principalities, angels?”

“Exactly.”

“I think there would be a rebellion.” This was delivered so matter-of-factly, it felt like she’d practiced it.

I grinned at Michael, who’d gone paler and paler as we talked. “I do too. And I’m not sure the Archangels would win.” A revolution in Heaven would completely disrupt any hope they had of winning the great game, and he knew it. If he believed in it at all, he’d give in. 

The seconds stretched. The longer he waited, the less I liked our chances, but I didn’t let it cross my face. Finally, a heartbeat before I would have forced the issue, he deflated with a tremendous sigh.

“What do you want?” With that, I knew Michael’s defeat was complete. 

“To start with, do what I told you. Lay off.” I thought a bit more. How often did you have an Archangel over the proverbial barrel? “Track down whoever suggested Faith’s mission.”

“That’s simple. It was a request from Gabriel.” His response was too quick to be anything but the truth.

I didn’t look at Faith, but we did a mental double-take as another puzzle piece slotted into place. I had to have confirmation, but it matched what we already knew.

“Gabriel requested it?”

“Yes.”

Another mental double-take. That fucker was into this up to his holier-than-thou eyeballs. I brought my temper under control, reminding myself not to kill the messenger. Michael had a lot to answer for, but it would wait. Now that he wasn’t trying to have me executed, we could use his help. At a bare minimum, we needed him to do what he could to call off his dogs. If we could isolate Gabriel, our lives would be simpler.

“Interesting.” I resisted the impulse to say more. “Then we have one more condition.”

He looked dubious, but said, “I’m listening.”

“Gabriel is ours.” 

“What?”

“Ours. He owes us justice, and no offense?” He shook his head before I continued. “You fuckers stick together like honey on bread. Until you prove you’re worth my trust, we do it ourselves.” I could see this rankled, but I didn’t care. “Take it or leave it.” Another quick consultation with Faith, and I said, “I’ll tell you something which might sway your thinking. If you leave it, you’re an equal target, and I’m sitting right in front of you.”

“I understand.” Michael nodded, and he looked like he was genuinely considering the options. “If I agree, I need you to promise me something.”

“What?” He wasn’t going to get much.

“The angels, and others who did not know of this? They’re spared.”

I froze. Faith saved the moment. “We have no wish to spill innocent blood.”

My mind caught up to reality. “Whoa, wait a minute. How do we know who is innocent and who isn’t? Which are the sheep and which are the goats?”

“You’ll have to trust me.”

There it was again. Trust. 

We have to trust someone.

He’s the one who ordered my death! Pardon me if I’m having a hard time feeling warm and fuzzy toward him!

And I was supposed to carry it out. How do you think I feel, being duped into it? 

Ah, shit. She had a point, and if she was going to give him a pass...

I’m not giving him a pass. I’m just saying he’s the least shitty option right now.

If we find out he’s double-dealing us, I’m going to use his head as a footrest.

I’ll help.

With those important details settled, Faith turned to Michael, while I pivoted sideways to cover our rear while still keeping him in sight.

“Gabriel won’t interfere?”

He shifted his focus to her. “I cannot promise that.”

Faith frowned, then clarified her point. “Then you promise us this. You won’t help him, and you’ll run interference for us. Keep him out of our hair as much as you can.” His eyes returned to me and I remained carefully neutral, not giving him anything to hook onto.

“That I can promise.”

Faith smiled, the one she usually reserved for special occasions.

“Deal.”

Michael turned to me. “Do you concur?”

“She speaks for us both.”

“Indeed?”

“I trust her.” He had no idea how hard it was for me to arrive in a place where I could say that about anyone, but Faith did.

I felt Michael might pursue the question, but he simply nodded. “What would you have me do now?”

We had a quick mental conversation, and I answered.

“We need to go home and start cleaning up the shit.” 

“You are free to go.” His tone suggested he had more to say, so I waited. “I... I’m sorry.” I had a hot answer in my mind, but then Faith’s gentle touch cooled me and I held my tongue. Michael continued. “We never intended to usurp power. But when the Maker withdrew, we didn’t know what else to do. We took our guidance from Him, which was provided as we needed it. The entire plan was never revealed to us, only those parts necessary for our immediate concerns. He never communicated directly with any of the other Immortals, which made it easier, but what choice did we have? We concealed the truth.”

“Go on.” Now that he’d started, I needed to hear all the details from someone who was on the inside. I didn’t expect it to be complete, but I also didn’t think Michael would lie. What we’d hear would be the truth as he knew it.

“We created the notion that the Maker is omniscient, omnipotent, and omnipresent, to cover up our own inability to monitor everywhere.”

This was a surprise to me. “You mean He isn’t?”

Michael looked pained. “He may be. It’s not a question we ever asked Him. How do you ask your Maker if He’s been telling you the truth? Why would we ever question it?”

I hadn’t considered their position. It made a disturbing amount of sense. “Go on.”

“With a Maker who knew all, we could set up rules to control their behavior and steer them to our ends. These rules could be broken because of free will, which led to a problem.” He stopped, and I didn’t have the patience to wait.

“What problem?”

“The rules can be manipulated. People can engage in the activities we forbade and prosper, which makes the rule-followers question their obedience. Why should they remain unhappy, poor, or sick if they can break the rules and become rich? Happy? Live longer? As a result, we invented consequences which wouldn’t be invoked until after death to answer these issues.”

I nodded, the situation becoming clear. “No wonder everyone who arrives in Hell is terrified. You’ve made them think they’re going to burn, when they’re only going to learn from their mistakes.” I noted the confusion on his face in passing, but didn’t ask. He continued. 

“It was necessary. Once the commandments for humans were in place, we could handle the situation.”

“This has to stop.” If I didn’t know Faith, I would have been afraid, hearing her now. Michael may have picked up on it too, but he’d been entrenched for countless centuries. He argued.

Silly Archangel.

“And what would you have us do?”

Faith’s certainty was as rock-solid as her declaration. “Stop pretending to speak for Him. That’s not a request. You might have had good intentions, but you lied to humanity. It stops. You stop. I know you can’t promise for the other Archangels, so I won’t ask for that pledge. But you? I’ll take your word. Today. Now.”

There was menace in that voice, a promise of pain should Faith’s demand go unheeded, which even Michael couldn’t ignore. His hesitation lasted perhaps two heartbeats.

“I will stop. It will take time to determine what course to take so the humans don’t lose faith.”

“Fuck ‘em.” 

Wait, who said that? Shit. I did. Michael’s head swiveled to me, and I had to find words, fast. 

“Seriously. The contest is stupid. Who cares whether Lucifer or the Maker is right, other than them? And why involve humans, and only humans? Why can’t they simply live their lives and be rewarded by the consequences of their behavior? Promising punishment after they die for immoral acts by your definition of immoral? Do you know how useless that is?”

I didn’t slow down to let him answer. “It’s like expecting honor in a politician. I was seducing and luring people into what your side defined as sin for centuries, and none of them paused for a second. Fucking a beautiful woman outside of marriage, or going to Hell after they die? No contest. And have you ever been to Hell?”

“No.” He sounded like I’d asked him to pimp his sister.

“It’s nothing like your propaganda. Sure, we have the Lake, but only Immortals end up in there. Mortal souls who are condemned by your rules? They keep going as they had on Earth, with the difference that if they fuck up, they get hit with the consequence immediately. Eventually they learn. Or not. But it keeps them out of our hair.”

I had no idea I’d felt that way until I spoke, but my truth shone through every word. Faith was beaming at me, and I felt her approval through our bond. Deciding to stop while I was putatively ahead, I shut up, aware I might have said too much. Then I kept talking.

“Something else I’ve noticed. From what I’ve seen of Heaven, it’s nothing great. Oh, it’s pretty if you like cold and sterile. For a paradise, the people I saw don’t look happy. Maybe I’m wrong, maybe they’re thrilled, but it seems a little pointless. Sacrifice pleasure on Earth for paradise is what they’re offered, but whose version of paradise? If it were me, and I’d been a good human and ticked all your boxes to get up here in the afterlife? I’d be looking to burn something down just to have some color.”

Faith snickered.

What? I would!

I know you would, and I’d help you.

“So, yeah. The system’s fucked.”

I checked, but it seemed I’d run out of words. About time. Even though we had a tenuous upper hand, I waited for his reaction and braced for a battle. 

None came. Apparently, my rant hadn’t been totally ineffective. Maybe I’d given him something to think about. 

“Are you prepared to help fix it?”

What?

“Excuse me?” Faith was more polite than I was and quicker on the uptake.

“You demand that we revamp the system we’ve used for centuries. It’s not too much to ask how you’re willing to help.”

Is he fucking serious?

I’ve never known him to joke.

Us? Reorganize Heaven?

We’re doing it for Lilith.

That caught me short.

I hadn’t thought of what we’d be doing for Lilith beyond providing muscle during her takeover, being too busy running from crisis to crisis for long-term planning. It looked like Faith had followed the logic a little further.

We could really make a difference! Faith’s excitement was contagious, and she let the possibilities flood my mind from hers. Can you imagine it?

I could, thanks to her. There were issues we had to address, which we could, given time. That meant we had to stall, and I had to keep her from agreeing immediately. Lilith would die laughing. Sort out Heaven based on rules she’s establishing for Hell? I paused to let Faith savor the irony. Let’s not do anything right now. We’ll get home and figure shit out. 

That sounds sensible.

“We have problems of our own to deal with,” I reminded Michael. “But we’re open to discussion. After.” I emphasized the point with a glare and he subsided. I reached for Faith’s hand. 

“We can leave?” Angels couldn’t lie, though they could omit and misdirect plenty. Since it had been implied, and implications could be faked? I wanted to hear it from his lips.

“You may leave.”

We didn’t hesitate. I recalled as much of our new quarters as I could. Faith did the same, and we blended our memories.

Then we jumped.
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Back in Rome

The walls and furnishing of our new home came into focus around us, and I relaxed. Against the odds, we’d survived Heaven, and now we were home. We hastily dressed, ready to tell everyone about our experience, and headed out.

We probably should have expected what we found. We both knew first-hand the slippery nature of time in Heaven, but we’d forgotten about it in our moment’s exhilaration. 

Which explains why Zophiel screamed when we emerged from our room.

Kalili dropped into a fighting stance, ready to blast anyone who threatened us.

“What’s wrong?” I hurried toward Zophiel, whose scream choked to an end.

“You—you’re back!”

I glanced at Kalili, only to see my confusion reflected on her face.

“Yes, we are?” Then I noticed the light. Instead of the bright midday sun we’d left, it now carried the golden haze of late afternoon. We’d evidently skipped forward in time. I hoped it was the same day.

“Where were you?” Thia asked this, crowding toward us, leading Ariel.

“Heaven.” Ariel answered before I could. “There’s a residual taint to auras after you visit one of the eternal realms. If you know what you’re looking for, it’s easy to spot.” She waved at us. “They’re covered with residue from Heaven.”

“We got our asses dragged out of bed by Michael,” Kalili grumped, relaxing and closing the space between us. 

“Michael?” gasped Thia.

“Yes. And Kalili spent half the time we were there yelling at him.” I didn’t stop the giggle.

“It wasn’t half the time!”

“May as well have been.”

Ariel interrupted us. “What did Michael want? He can’t still be pursuing that bullshit warrant against Kalili, can he? Not that it had any legitimacy before, but once you explained things he should have dropped it. You explained it, right, Faith?”

I’d honestly forgotten she was an Archangel and knew Michael far better than I. In my mind, she was, well, she was just Ariel.

“I did.”

“And?”

I looked around, and everyone was there. Everyone except...

“Where’s Avareth?”

I checked again. Zophiel, leaning on Thia. Ariel. Lilith, sitting and sipping a cup of buna. Lilith? Kalili noticed at the same moment and spoke before I could.

“Lilith! What are you doing here? Not that you’re not welcome.” She added the last as an afterthought. If Lilith took offense, she hid it well.

“I’ve been here plenty of times.” No, that wasn’t right. She’d never been to this church-turned-home. She continued before I could put my thoughts into words. “Naturally, Avareth and Anathia have been worried about you and asked me to come. I didn’t expect to be interrogated each time.” She turned an arch look at Ariel, who didn’t blink. “But I understand their concern. As for Avareth? She should return shortly. She said she had an errand to run.”

I noted Lilith didn’t explain what the errand was, but she was Mistress of Hell and an uneasy ally. Time to change the subject while I sorted myself out.

“Then we’ll wait. I’m sure we want to tell this story once. Is there more buna?” I assumed there was, and even though I didn’t really want a cup, I would do almost anything to delay the discussion. I wanted Avareth’s input, certain she’d pick up on details both Kal and I missed. As the realization settled, I was examining it, as it felt odd. Why would I care about waiting for Avareth?

Because of the bond she and I shared. Share. Which is now part of you.

Kalili’s simple explanation resonated. Of course. I wasn’t excited about Avareth’s inclusion in our personal circle, but I wasn’t happy about excluding her, either. How were we going to resolve it? 

We’ll keep doing what we have been doing: making shit up as we go along. I grinned at Kal’s mental tone.

That we will, my love.
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We didn’t have to wait long. Avareth’s acerbic shout of, “About time you turned up, Kalili!” was muted by her enthusiastic hug. When she finished crushing the air from Kal, she turned to me. After a heartbeat of hesitation, she wrapped me in her arms as well.

“I’m glad you’re back.” Her voice was quiet and pitched for my ears only. My guess was physical demonstrations of affection were one thing, but Avareth was uncomfortable with spoken expressions of affection. It probably made her uneasy with all the touches and murmured words Kal and I typically displayed, and I decided to talk with Kalili later. 

“We’re glad to be back.” 

Avareth slipped from my arms and conferred in whispers with Lilith. It didn’t take long, and I wondered what it was about. I’d have to ask later.

I let Kal take the lead in relaying our misadventure and watched the reactions of our allies. Thia was fascinated by the description of Heaven, Avareth and Lilith, less so. I wondered why and concluded they had to have visited at some point. That little tidbit was tucked away for future consideration as well.

Zophiel looked shocked at Kal’s conversation with Michael. Ariel, curiously, didn’t. Instead, she looked satisfied, as if what we brought back connected some dots for her.

We’d have to look into this, too. Another mental note for me. I hoped I’d be able to keep track of everything.

“What’s next?” Ariel was the first to speak when Kalili finished. Three voices competed for attention.

“Gabriel.”

“The books.”

“My plan.”

“Wait, wait!” All eyes turned to me. “What about the vampires? Are we sure they won’t come back?”

Ariel shook her head first. “They’re long gone.”

I frowned. “What do you mean?” Lilith’s comment from earlier surfaced., and I had a sneaking suspicion I wouldn’t like the answer. 

“After the curse was broken, they couldn’t sleep here. The catacombs are ruined. Where Kalili went insane?” Kal reddened in equal parts pride and embarrassment. “It glowed for nearly four days before finally cooling.”

Four days? We were gone for four days? No wonder Zophiel reacted as she did, and Lilith could make multiple visits. The conversation continued around my silence.

Kalili picked up the questioning. “What happened to them, then?”

With much glee, Avareth said, “If they couldn’t find unsanctified ground to hide in, then there were a bunch of puffs of rainbow sparkles floating around Rome at sunrise.”

I put the days we were gone aside. “How sure are you they need to sleep in unsanctified ground? Could they go to ground somewhere else?”

Kalili opened her mouth, then turned to Avareth. “Avy?”

The slight demon frowned, pulling her lilac eyebrows together. “Everything I know says they have to have unsanctified ground. But...” We all waited as she considered. “I suppose anywhere that isn’t blessed could be unsanctified. Ariel? How does the Head Office see it?”

That Avareth turned immediately to the Archangel for support warmed me. What a strange group of allies we’d collected, but how reassuring they were bonding!

“You’re right. Technically, anywhere not blessed is unsanctified, but they prefer the black ground, cursed earth.” Ariel didn’t seem happy about her answer.

“Yeah, but there have been so many religions over the years! What about the temples of Jupiter and Apollo and Juno and the rest? Odin? Set?” Kalili shook her head. “There can’t be too much land left which hasn’t been sanctified by someone, sometime.”

Ariel waved her off. “Sanctification wears off when humans use a place for another purpose. It has to be maintained by belief. Besides, all those other gods are just roles we played.”

“What?” I think everyone was surprised when Thia spoke. “You’re joking!”

“No, the Archangel is correct. We all played roles, angel and demon, according to our preferences. I particularly enjoyed the role of Kali, though Hel was fun, too.” Lilith smiled wistfully, and I gawked at her. The other gods I’d learned were false were, what, impersonations? Roles? Characters in a... Oh, crap. It was all a game, wasn’t it? The Immortals could change the rules whenever they needed.

“Who?” Thia asked.

“Hel. Norse goddess of the underworld. Kali is the Hindu goddess of death and sexuality. You see why I relished the role?”

“Holy shit.” I shook my head, trying to make sense of it all. “Why did you pretend to be gods?”

“Pretend?” Lilith laughed, and her overwhelming sensuality washed over me in those rich sounds. “No, Faith, we were those gods and goddesses. At least, for the humans we deceived.”

She pulled on her wine. “Every culture looks at the eternal differently. Some expect a duality, good and evil. Some expect a spectrum of good to evil and all shades in-between. In the cosmic game of souls, neither the Maker nor Lucifer would give away an advantage, so the Archangels started appearing as the so-called good gods. Lucifer directed his princes and archdemons to create their opposite numbers. I got to play who I wished. It was more fun that way.”

I was still goggling when Ariel interrupted.

“Kali? That was you?” Lilith nodded at Ariel. “I was Parvati!” 

It was like a reunion, as the two Immortals grinned and swapped stories of their various encounters. Kalili let it go for several minutes before adding a little to her normally confident voice to cut through the “do you remember when’s?” and “did you see their face when...?”

“If I understand, the surviving vampires could have slept the day anywhere?”

“More or less, yes. Not in a church that’s currently used and sanctified, but anywhere else. Probably.” Ariel nodded to Lilith. “That explains why they’ve never been wiped out. There’s far more places for them to hide than we thought.”

“Do we expect them to return here?” I hadn’t considered the possibility until Kalili brought it up, and I cast a nervous glance at the disappearing sunlight.

“No.” Avareth’s confidence was welcome. “We wiped out the survivors.”

I couldn’t hold my tongue. “Wiped out? How long did that take?”

Ariel and Avareth exchanged a look. “Ten days?”
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