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Envoy Friends

The first sensation of returning is always relief. It’s not a gentle sigh, but a full-body exhalation, like shedding a skin made of lead and static. On Earth, we wear our mortal guises like ill-fitting coats, constantly aware of their seams and limitations. Here, in the Empyrean, we are simply... us. The air itself, a shimmering cascade of nascent light and ancient song, washes away the grime of humanity.

For two months, I had tasted fear daily. It’s a flavor like rust and cold ash, and it clings. The woman, Elara, was drowning in it, her spirit a flickering candle in a hurricane of her husband’s making. My job was the subtle corrosion of his confidence. I was the stray cat he kept shooing away, only for it to reappear on his client’s doorstep. I was the kindly librarian who “accidentally” gave his wife a pamphlet for a women’s shelter tucked inside a romance novel. I was the persistent hum of a faulty wire in his office that drove him to distraction at precisely the right moments. Small things. Infinitesimal nudges that, when added together, create an avalanche.

Now, sinking into the soft, light-woven cushions of our shared alcove—a space we call the Constellation—I let the last vestiges of a disgruntled delivery driver slough off my essence. I felt my true form resettle, a being of flexible light and shifting intent.

Lumina was already there, her obsidian hair coiled in a severe but elegant knot, her very presence an anchor of reality in this place of infinite possibility. She looked as though she’d just stepped out of a board meeting with the cosmos, not a covert operation in suburban hell. She tapped a finger on a floating crystal, which swirled with the final data points of our mission.

“His finances are frozen pending the fraud investigation,” she stated, her voice as crisp as winter air. “The restraining order was filed this morning. The probability of him locating her is now at 0.0013 percent. A successful outcome.”

“A successful outcome,” I echoed, my voice dripping with the exhaustion I finally allowed myself to feel. “You make it sound so... tidy. You didn’t have to spend a week as a dust mote in his pocket, listening to his self-pitying monologues. The man had a soul the color of wet gravel.”

Solera drifted in, a warm, gentle glow preceding her. Her auburn curls seemed to float around her face, and her honey-colored eyes were filled with a soft, residual sorrow. She placed a hand on my shoulder, and a wave of pure, uncomplicated peace flowed through me, washing away the lingering taste of Elara’s fear. That’s Solera’s gift—she’s a living sunrise.

“Her heart is singing, Zeph,” she said softly. “It’s faint, and still bruised, but it’s a song of freedom. I felt it the moment we left. That’s the only data point that matters.”

Lumina offered a rare, small smile. “I concede the point. The emotional metrics are... favorable.”

I chuckled, finally feeling the tension in my core dissolve. “Favorable. Right. I need a drink.” I waved a hand, and three goblets spun into existence, filling with nebulae-swirl of starlight and mirth. “To us. To making one small corner of that chaotic little world a bit brighter.”

We drank, the celestial vintage warming us from the inside out. For a while, we just sat, soaking in the silence and the symphony of the higher realms. The Constellation overlooked the Great Orrery, a vast, silent dance of galaxies and ideas, and it was the perfect place to decompress.

“Gabriel’s debrief is scheduled for the next cycle,” Lumina mentioned, breaking the comfortable silence. “He’ll be pleased.”

I snorted. “Gabriel is always ‘pleased’ in that same, eternally patient, slightly disappointed-in-creation sort of way. Has he changed at all in the last five thousand years? I swear he wore that same expression of compassionate authority when he was explaining the concept of ‘consequences’ to Babylon.”

Solera giggled. “He’s steadfast. It’s comforting. He sees the whole tapestry, while we’re just stitching one small part of it.”

“His steadfastness can be maddening,” I countered, though without any real heat. “He gives you these cryptic little instructions—‘A whisper of doubt in the right ear will shift the tide’—and then expects you to spin it into a geopolitical realignment.”

Lumina’s sharp eyes glinted with amusement. “It encourages creative problem-solving. But you’re right, he is... consistent. It reminds me of Florence.”

I groaned, a smile playing on my lips. “Oh, not the Renaissance agenda again. You and your ‘historical plot twists.’”

“It’s a perfect example!” Lumina insisted, leaning forward, her passion for the subject making her glow a little brighter. “Everyone thinks the Renaissance was this spontaneous explosion of human genius. And it was, in part. But the initial spark was being co-opted. We saw the patterns. Pride, vanity, a pursuit of beauty not for the glory of Elohim, but for the glory of man alone. It was curdling.”

Solera nodded, her expression distant, as if remembering the taste of the very air from that time. “The dissonance was painful. So much potential for light being twisted into a new, more elegant form of darkness.”

“And what was Gabriel’s grand instruction?” I asked drily, already knowing the answer. I held up a finger. “Don’t tell me. ‘The light needs a purer lens.’”

“Precisely,” Lumina confirmed, unflustered by my sarcasm. “And from that, we had to work. Solera, you spent decades projecting auras of humility and spiritual yearning around the Medici court, subtly influencing patrons to fund works of sacred beauty, not just portraits of their own smug faces.”

“And you,” Solera added, looking at me, “were a muse to so many. A fleeting melody in a composer’s ear, the perfect shade of lapis lazuli in a painter’s dream, the flaw in a block of marble that forced a sculptor to create a Pietà instead of another monument to a warlord.”

“I spent three weeks as a block of marble,” I grumbled, taking another sip. “Do you know how boring it is to be a block of marble? Even for a shapeshifter, the conversations are dreadfully one-sided.”

Lumina ignored me, her focus on the grand strategy. “And I dealt with the logistics. Re-routing supply shipments so the right materials got to the right artists. Causing minor, distracting political scandals to draw attention away from burgeoning conflicts. Ensuring certain philosophical texts were ‘discovered’ at the most opportune moments. We didn’t stop the Renaissance; we simply... recalibrated it. We nudged it back toward the Divine.”

We fell silent again, marveling at the memory. It was one of our finest works—a delicate, century-long dance of unseen influence that changed the course of Western civilization. All from a single, cryptic sentence from our eternally calm commander. It was work like that, like freeing Elara from her cage, that made the frustration and the tedium worthwhile. It was the knowledge that we weren't just celestial functionaries; we were gardeners in the tumultuous, beautiful, maddening garden of humanity.

Solera rested her head on my shoulder, her warmth a familiar comfort. “He trusts us. That’s why he doesn’t give us more. He knows we’ll find the way.”

She was right, of course. Gabriel’s leadership wasn’t about control; it was about empowerment. He gave us the destination and trusted us to navigate the storm.

I drained my goblet, the last drop of starlight fizzing on my tongue. The grime of Earth was gone, replaced by the familiar mix of quiet pride and weary anticipation. We had done our job. A woman was free. A monster was caged. A small patch of the tapestry was mended.

Looking out at the silent, majestic spin of the Great Orrery, I felt the familiar stirring begin again. The brief peace giving way to the quiet hum of purpose.

“So,” I said, looking from Lumina’s sharp, analytical gaze to Solera’s deep, empathetic one. “What’s next?”

Lumina’s faint smile returned. She gazed out at the swirling cosmos, at the infinite possibilities and the countless souls calling out in the dark.

“Whatever,” she said with unshakable certainty, “is necessary.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2

[image: ]




The Assignment 

The Empyrean wasn't always serene. It could be, when the celestial choirs were in perfect harmony and the light pulsed with a gentle cadence. But today, the light felt a little...staticy. I was doing my best to bring some order to the chaos, meticulously polishing a small collection of mortal trinkets. A worn guitar pick, its edges softened by countless strumming fingers. A single, ornate cufflink, probably lost in a moment of revelry. And a faded photograph, a snapshot of laughter frozen in time. Each held a fragment of a human soul, a whisper of their earthly journey.

My task, while outwardly mundane, was the gentle art of soul-tidying. Retrieving these misplaced affections, these echoes of joy and sorrow, was a crucial part of keeping the balance. It was quiet work, usually. Until the trumpets, or rather, the subtle shift in the ambient light that signaled a presence of undeniable gravitas.

"Lady Zephyrine."

The voice, a resonant baritone that could soothe a tempest or command an army, belonged to Gabriel. Archangel Gabriel. He stood a few paces away, halo shimmering like liquid gold, his expression as unreadable as ever. He carried the weight of creation on his broad shoulders, and his appearances always meant a shift in the cosmic gears.

"Master Gabriel," I replied, my voice barely a murmur against the hum of the Empyrean. I carefully placed the cufflink back on its velvet cushion. "To what do I owe the honor? Did someone leave a celestial sock in the dryer again?"

He inclined his head, a gesture that held a hint of an ancient smile. "A new assignment, Zephyrine. A mortal requiring your... particular attention."

My fingers stilled over the guitar pick. "Oh? And what great cosmic imbalance has me venturing down to the mud-and-misery plane this time? A king losing his crown? A poet forgetting his muse?"

"A young man named Arthur Penhaligon," Gabriel said, his tone serious. "He has strayed from his path, Zeph. He is... mired."

"Mired in what?" I prompted, picking up the faded photograph. The smiling faces in it seemed to mock the gravity of his words. "Existential dread? A bad investment in tulip bulbs?"

"Lust," he stated plainly. "His divine purpose is significant, Zephyrine. He is at risk of forfeiting it entirely."

I let out a sigh that was perhaps a shade too dramatic for the hallowed halls of the Empyrean. "Another mortal man distracted by biology. Groundbreaking." I traced the edge of the photograph. "What kind of lust? The 'accidentally sent a nude to the boss' kind, or the more insidious 'lost in the digital abyss' variety?"

Gabriel’s gaze sharpened, but there was no judgment in it. Only information. "His weakness involves an 'attraction to the female form in its most creative state.'"

I blinked. "Creative state? What, like she's painting nudes? Sculpting with her... attributes?" A flicker of something, not quite amusement, not quite pity, stirred within me. "This is going to be... interesting."

As always, Gabriel offered no further explanation, his mission brief always as sparse as it was crucial. He dealt in destinies, in the grand tapestry. I dealt in the frayed threads. He departed as silently as he arrived, leaving me with the lingering scent of star dust and a new case file etched into my spiritual consciousness.

Later, over lukewarm nectar in the Constellation, I recounted the assignment to Lumina and Solera. Lumina, ever the pragmatist, was meticulously sorting shimmering fragments of starlight. Solera, her aura of a soft, empathetic lavender, was humming a gentle, wordless melody.

"So, the latest celestial crisis is a man with a 'creative' libido," I concluded, swirling the nectar in my glass. "Gabriel was maddeningly vague. 'Creative state.' What does that even mean?"

Lumina paused her sorting. "Perhaps he's drawn to artists? Or innovators? It could be a metaphor for his attraction to ingenuity."

"Or perhaps," Solera interjected softly, her eyes closed, "it's something far more primal. A creative force of nature, expressed through form."

I snorted. "Great. So he's got a thing for goddesses of fertility? Or maybe he just really appreciates a well-rendered anatomical sketch. Honestly, the way Gabriel described it, I was expecting something more... divine. Not just a guy with a penchant for the human form." My past experiences with mortal men and their various earthly temptations had run the gamut from the tragically mundane to the spectacularly bizarre. I’d smoothed over vanity crises, untangled webs of misplaced ambition, and even helped a baker rediscover his passion for perfectly proofed dough. This, however, felt... peculiar.

"Don't underestimate the complexity of mortal desires, Zeph," Lumina said, her tone neutral. "They can be surprisingly intricate, even when rooted in something as basic as physical attraction."

"Especially when they're lonely," Solera added, her gaze now focused on me. "Isolation can twist even the purest impulses."

"Well, whatever 'creative state' it is, I'm supposed to reel him in before he forfeits his significant divine purpose," I grumbled, leaning back. "My friends, you know my track record. Usually, these things are a quick in-and-out. A few well-placed whispers, a subtle nudge in the right direction, maybe a brief, strategically chosen manifestation if absolutely necessary. This is hardly going to require my full repertoire." I winked at Solera. "Remember that opera singer in 1632 who thought she was falling for a gargoyle? That was a good one. Took me weeks to convince her he was just a metaphor for her unyielding ambition."

"This sounds simpler than that," Lumina agreed, returning to her starlight. "A matter of redirecting focus. You'll have him back on track before the next celestial tide."

"Exactly," I said, a little too confidently. "A routine cleanup. Just another man, one less distraction. What could go wrong?" I rose, stretching my arms above my head. The light of the Empyrean seemed to dim slightly, as if sensing my unwarranted optimism. "Alright, duty calls. Time to descend into the land of questionable life choices and Wi-Fi."

I began the familiar process of preparation, my essence shifting, preparing to fold and contort itself to fit the mold of human perception. I chose my initial form – an unassuming presence, a whisper in the wind, a shadow in the periphery. After all, you didn't need to be a dazzling spectacle to address a man lost in the abstract. I just needed to be... present.

As I gathered my spiritual energy, ready to make the leap, Solera called out softly, "Be careful, Zeph. Sometimes, the most 'simple' problems have the most profound roots."

I waved a dismissive hand. "Don't worry about me. I’m a professional."

And with that thought, I stepped into the shimmering portal, a familiar thrill of anticipation coupled with a healthy dose of exasperated resignation. Arthur. Let's see just how "creative" your desires are. This, I suspected, was going to be anything but a routine cleanup.
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