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      For my sister, my brother, and Edith.

      

      And for my parents, my grandmothers, and everyone else who can never know I wrote this. I’m sorry. You won’t believe it, but I am.
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      You’re reading the second version of Angels Before Man. The original, released in 2022, was indie-published after I decided not to pursue traditional presses due to a fear of censorship and personal predicaments, among other things. After Angels Before Man’s sudden success, however, I was approached about considering to sell my work. I agreed and revised the book for publishers.

      Unfortunately, I had to come to terms with money/prestige not being worth putting my safety at risk as a closeted person, especially in this age of book bans and attacks on the queer/trans community. I had to consider the safety of my readers too, many who are in situations like mine. So, I left.

      With that, I leave you with some warnings for the content:

      
        
        Blasphemy, graphic violence, graphic animal death, sexual content, self-harm, use of terms with incestous connotations, grooming, mental instability, off-page sexual assault, on-page sexual trauma, abuse.

      

      

      These themes are minor or absent in Part I. It isn’t necessary to read Part II.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Your heart became proud

            on account of your beauty,

        and you corrupted your wisdom

            because of your splendor.

        So I threw you to the earth;

      
            I made a spectacle of you

        EZEKIEL 28:17 (NIV)
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      From fire, there came flesh. It crept out from a red-blazed blister as premature pulp, caught between spindles procuring a body turning unto itself. One eye, then many of them, etched onto four faces — henceforth, a living creature — and locked shut to dribble a gaze down onto cherubic cheeks. And there were wings, thunder, retreated and roaring, in two pairs to mirror the heads before limbs pervaded. The whip of creation, and then its hands — see, there went a titan hand. The Lord’s hand — raised and split, conceiving the likeness of a soul and letting it fall. He said, Bring him a fruit from the Tree of Life.

      One of two seraphim, six-winged, approached, took the cherub’s chin, the most tender of all those he had, and lifted. Struggling, the newborn kept tightening flesh that was unwilling to compose him, until the seraph introduced a softened fruit to gasping lips that softened themselves into suckling. Then — a bite. The seraph coaxed him to swallow; the cherub rose, naked and freezing — even aflame, he was — frightened to obedience. This tempest of an eater, this destroyer.

      Listen here — the Lord, our God, spoke once more. Lofted between heaven, another fruit still — seraph-held — found the windswept cherub’s loose, wanton mouth, wet still with Life’s juice. It opened itself, tongue slithering out, lapping at skin, before teeth pierced. The Fruit of Knowledge — the Lord had commanded His creation to taste the Fruit of Knowledge. Too eager this time, the angel swallowed, nigh whole, nectar sticking to lips, almost taking the seed. And, watch, his eyes opened; it was through rips, gory and great. The end revelation then whispered, it left the watching seraph’s mouth — This angel is beautiful, the most magnificent, Father — and the cherub was shrieking, out into wounds. The perfect angel, the Creator ordained, in wisdom and beauty — being dressed now, in shame and in jewelry of every precious stone.

      And yet the seraphim rejoiced, Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty.

      Lord Almighty and, now, His morning star.
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      Singing. The sounds of it stirred Lucifer to shift, then stirred the thought that ‘I’ had shifted a self. An easy grasp, but it burst into the fever of existing in an instant: the sensation that air spread in his body as ink blots, that he was alive, that the rains beating down on the oceans of his mind bloomed into emotion, beating him. A brisk, wooden scent finding his nose and cloth, a thin bedsheet, scratching smooth on skin. He flinched, tried returning to empty slumber, but there was creaking — somewhere. Heavy eyes fluttered open; the mahogany beams holding a ceiling. He drooped his head to one side and met a clothed table holding a candle, but its flame, atop wax body, waved at him, acknowledged him like a sibling.

      Not far behind, a figure — visceral horror, the sight of life — reclined half-casually in a cushioned chair. He was comfortable in a sleeveless, dark emerald cotton piece draped over his top half, with just an opening for his neck. And he had a head, too, with long almond hair and eyes that flashed with the fish that swam, infinite, in blue-green irises. Some jewelry adorned him — thinned silver and large sapphire working jointly to hang from ears, throat, wrists.

      The stranger was not the one who sang, though he hummed, melodically, as his agile fingers worked at fastening a string around the wood-like stems of a few herb leaves. He didn’t look up when Lucifer did his first movement, must have thought the bed’s creak was his imagination, but when Lucifer breathed, deep through his mouth — it tasted sulfuric — his gaze flickered upward. Urgently, the figure straightened, face blooming out surprise, eyes widening, lips parting. “Oh.” He planted the herbs on the table before a hand reached out and took a post at the end of the bed. Using it to brace himself, he pulled his body up, took just one step, then flopped to sit on the mattress by Lucifer, who stared, blinked once, then continued staring. The stranger smiled at this before presenting a soft palm. “Do not be afraid. I hope you slept well.” Lucifer walked his gaze around the room again — the walls were painted, patterned. “But you should sit up now. Take my hand. Can you speak?”

      Trembling beneath its weight, Lucifer’s arm rose, then his hand felt that of the stranger — the first warm touch of flesh. Lucifer took, held as tight he could, dragged himself up, every muscle beneath his skin seeming to burst. The heftiness of his body feeling like it teetered, rolling downward until a breath fell from his mouth, he said, “I—” The first word.

      The stranger waited, hand still cradling Lucifer’s.

      A cough grazed out. “I can.”

      “Does your throat hurt?” Tapping free fingers against his neck, as if to indicate where.

      The headboard pressed up against Lucifer’s back, hard and merciless. “Hurt?” He rummaged for the meaning of the word, couldn’t find it. “It’s empty. Empty-feeling.”

      “You need water.”

      “What is happening?” This voice was small; miserably, Lucifer realized that all of him felt very small. “What is this?” His hand drew away from the other’s, finally, as if it had burnt through skin and exposed red muscle. ‘Where am I?’ he wanted to say next. ‘Who am I?’

      “That’s your hand,” was the response, an answer to something Lucifer hadn’t asked. He looked downward, still, as the stranger reached out and tapped fingers against his wrist. “It follows onto your arm, then your shoulder, then your neck, and your head. You have a torso, too, that connects down to your legs. This is you, incarnate.”

      Incarnate; the word was dirt on his tongue. “What am I?”

      “An angel.” Already anticipating the next question, he added, “You will come to know what that means with time.”

      “Time,” Lucifer repeated, only to allow this other word to sample his lips, then looked to the stranger again. “Thank you. Are you an angel too?”

      The smile was pretty and warm as sun. “I am. My name is Raphael. Yours is Lucifer.”

      “Raphael.” Like honey sweetening his mouth. “And I am Lucifer.” It had a nice taste as well — sugary as pastry. “It is a very pleasant name; I like it a lot. But where did it come from?”

      “You have too many questions,” Raphael mused. “I can’t spend hours explaining the heavens to you, brother. You’ll find learning it all slowly will be easier. If you try to conceptualize it all at once, you’ll harm your mind. Though, I have to apologize. I usually rear an angel up in the stars and dip them into the light of an eclipse, and that’s where I let them wake. But I couldn’t hold you tight, no matter what I did. I didn’t want you to fall. So, I tucked you in here and dispossessed you of a spectacular genesis.” A delicate exhale. “At the same time, I think there’s something quite noble about a modest birth, too.”

      A door opened, opposite the side of the bed where Raphael had been sitting, and thumped against the wall. “Ahaha,” laughed the new stranger, immediate, “I see it’s true.” He was tall, broad-shouldered, and paler than the tan-skinned Raphael, though not significantly. His hair was obsidian-black, gathered all together in a ribbon, ruby the same as the loosely tied robe drooping from him. “Do forgive me, brother. I know you don’t like it when I sneak in without permission, but alas — I heard rumors.” His almond eyes were even darker than his hair; his eyebrows were thick. “Oh, I see you can hear the singing from in here.” His jewelry was golden, strung all over as if hastily.

      Lucifer had forgotten about it, this singing, let the distant words, elongated and rhyming at their ends, join all the background noises of his consciousness thus far — the tiny creaks of the bed, the breathes, the swallows, the faraway footsteps, his heart — he had one — pumping in his chest.

      Thump, thump. The stranger’s grin was sideways and peeked a sliver of teeth; he was saying, “I see Father really took His time with you.” Thump, thump.

      “Don’t make those jokes,” Raphael scolded, though relaxed. “He takes His time with us all.” He was already shifting, dragging his body away from Lucifer, little by little. “But is that what all the commotion is about, out there?”

      “They’ve been saying that, today, we’ll meet our youngest.”

      “Who said this?”

      The stranger waved a hand, dismissing him before settling a knee on the mattress and haphazardly taking one of Lucifer’s arms. The young angel made some kind of noise in surprise, something maybe as embarrassing as a yelp. “Come on now.” He brought his leg back onto the floor and pulled flailing Lucifer with him. “Get up. Let’s see if you can use those feet.”

      “Asmodeus, don’t be so reckless,” Raphael breathed but made no visible move to stop him.

      The tile was ice-fire on Lucifer’s feet, making him hop from one to the other, hissing almost, wishing he could lift both lower limbs off the floor and all of his body, too. He thought, ‘No, I don’t like the ground. I don’t think I belong on the ground—’ But his desires were in vain, and soon enough, he was standing, though he had grabbed Asmodeus’ other arm at some point — a firm bicep. Lucifer’s spine felt pulled, like a string to the point of tear, but it remained intact, and he could feel his weight leeched to it. Gasping, he whispered, “I’m standing,” not sure why. One foot slid, and he lifted it, settled again unsteady — a step, his first. “I’m—”

      “Good,” Asmodeus replied, warmer. “You should try walking, brother.” His hands were already drifting away, and Lucifer let himself step back, colliding into the mattress he’d just escaped. “Raphael,” he turned his attention to next. “I can take him to his home, if you’d like.”

      “Yes, I— Oh.”

      “Oh?”

      Lucifer was moving away from them, turning his head all around experimentally, catching the beams of the ceiling again. He stumbled, scampered toward a wall, put a hand on it and felt the dryness of the paint there. But the sensation was piercing against his new fingers, and he staggered away once more.

      “I haven’t— I was so busy—”

      “You didn’t find him a place to stay?”

      “Maybe—” Raphael sighed, deeper this time. “Maybe if the gossip about Lucifer had reached me sooner, I might’ve...”

      Asmodeus did another one of his laughs. “No, don’t make that face, brother. This might work out perfectly. Did I tell you I just moved out of my house? Uriel wanted me to help with building this temple up north, and I wouldn’t want to waste half my time traveling there every day, so I’m going to stay with two brothers nearby. But Rosier was upset about living alone.”

      The youngest angel reached one corner of the room, where there was a sprawl of green, flattened lips — leaves — and white, clustered eyes — petals — climbing up a polished, beige pillar. Lucifer was right by the door Asmodeus had stepped in from, and he looked outside, curious but frightened — more frightened than curious. Would the paints of the room continue out from here? Would these hydrangea flowers follow his steps or abandon Lucifer never to be seen again? He didn’t want to leave these things behind; so far, they had been half his world. The comfort of the bed called to him, said return, do not leave and begin a life. Come back.

      “Oh,” deep relief burrowed into Raphael’s voice, “the Lord is so merciful. Would Rosier mind looking after Lucifer, at least for the time being?”

      “He’ll be excited I’m sure.” Asmodeus was still snickering when he came up to Lucifer again and settled a palm on his shoulder. “Come, Lucifer, follow me. I’ll introduce you. Do you need help to walk?”

      “No,” Lucifer whispered; his heart was caving into itself for some reason he didn’t know. He was feeling the urge to scratch at his skin; it didn’t itch but something deeper seemed to. He was almost shaking. “I can walk.” Something felt wrong already, and he didn’t know what. All Lucifer could do was watch as Asmodeus moved into a corridor; then, he followed, slow, not knowing to turn back and wish Raphael farewell. He passed the doorway, fluttering his eyes at the suddenness of light pouring in from one side, and braced a hand on the smooth leftward wall. With its support, he walked, but it wasn’t so fruitful: various cool windows kept grazing his fingers.

      But those windows, crystal, were also tall, enough to be a terror, and hardly more in width than the angel’s own body — and yet enough to flood in all of Heaven’s brilliance. Lucifer moved past them, taking in an endless expanse of golden streets, cutting between an infinite amount of houses — constructed from all sorts of materials — limestone, wood, plaster, marble — of all different types and styles — most flat-roofed but various also sustaining peaks and domes. A great portion of them were unfinished, behemoths of towers never to be complete, but many also stood sturdy and strong against the yellow-orange current of the sky. The angels below, hundreds, thousands, crowded so that they could have been just one giant creature of an angel. And while the faraway open gates were fashioned from pearl — the walls embracing the city were stone adorned with twelve different magnificent gems: jasper, then sapphire, then chalcedony, emerald, and sardonyx, sardius, chrysolite, beryl, topaz, chrysoprase, jacinth, and, finally, amethyst. Lucifer breathed a little quicker, body acting as if it had been whipped once, twice; he lost his footing, tripped with not a hint of celestial elegance.

      Lucifer’s gasp turned the head of Asmodeus, but he caught himself with the hand he leaned against the wall. And he apologized, blurting out, “I’m sorry,” without thinking about how he knew this phrase, felt it only as the proper name for the tightness in his throat. He looked away, to his right, couldn’t think of anything else to do — then stopped. There was an angel there, past the golden doorway into a parallel corridor. He locked eyes with him accidentally, but then he couldn’t look away, not at all.

      Behind bundles of lavender robes, an extensively embroidered tunic hid, hugging bodily proportions of ethereal plains and steeps. A neck tenderly held a head with plump, cherry pink lips and wide, blameless eyes cradled by long lashes; he held the blaze of all the stars in his face. All his skin was silk smooth and kissed brown as copper, he was clouded by wisps of muted flaxen hair that tumbled past his shoulders, and he was graced with various jewelry of every gem, more than the walls of the city. They were strung along the top of his head, dangling from his ears, holding his throat tight and loose, as well as his arms and legs, even more hidden beneath the drapery. There were sweet dips to his body, soft curves and edges all where they ought to be, and the smoothness with which he moved — it was utterly unbearable. The angel was so beautiful it ached him in the chest.

      “Who—?” Lucifer tried, but the moment he spoke, he froze again.

      Quick, Asmodeus appeared beside the beautiful angel. A cheeky grin had found its way onto his face, and he opened his mouth to speak, but it was another voice, Raphael’s, that called out, “That is you, Lucifer.”

      Lucifer startled and saw the beautiful angel’s cheeks taint faintly with pink, at the same time he felt heat gathered there within himself, and knew it was true. He turned and caught Raphael at the end of the corridor, leaning against the doorway into the room they’d just left. In his smile, there was a little fondness.

      Asmodeus spoke: “You’re looking into a mirror.” Lucifer turned to it again. “It reflects existence back to you.”

      The youngest angel watched his lips move as he spoke, “No.” The itch beneath his skin felt as if it were pouring out now; he shook his head. “How is it that I am so beautiful? It’s too much.” He turned away, swift, and shielded his face with both hands, blanketing himself with darkness. “If that is what you see, please look away.” It was nearly a wail, clawing itself out so rough Lucifer feared it would pull his heart out too, and he would be left there — made empty inside.

      “You are shyer than I thought you’d be,” Raphael mused. “Take down your hands, brother. You have nothing to be ashamed of.”

      “But he’s young!” Asmodeus argued. “Let him be. If he doesn’t want to see himself, then he shouldn’t have to. Father does encourage modesty, doesn’t He?” As Raphael mumbled a few things, seemingly to himself, Asmodeus addressed him again: “And, you, what are you doing? Have you decided to come with us?”

      “No, it’s only that I forgot to give you something. Here, come get it.”

      Lucifer listened to the padding of Asmodeus’ sandals against the ground — thump, thump — before peeking out from between the separating fingers of one hand. The beauty was, again, like a dagger, twisting in his gut, jerking his body in its place, and he retreated back into shame, shame conceived.

      “What is this?”

      “A timbrel and pipes.”

      The small jingle of a noise, and then footsteps making their way back — Asmodeus chuckling. “Alright. You can hide your face after I’ve brought you to Rosier. I don’t want you running into anyone outside.” Lucifer lowered his hands, not much but he did, before looking wearily at the towering angel. Asmodeus must’ve pitied him, then; he softened his gaze and said, “Let me warn you: all the angels will try to speak to you. You can hear them singing.” Indeed, he could. “Our Father doesn’t create new ones often. Everyone is excited to meet you.”

      Lucifer’s heart cowered — obedience both timid and carnivorous — but he nodded. “I’ll try to be good.”

      Asmodeus grinned. “Good.”

      And then Lucifer followed him, followed him out into Heaven and toward the singing, though he felt as if his beautiful reflection were walking behind and, at any moment, it would step ahead, and Lucifer would become its shadow. Though, he knew this was ridiculous; he knew hardly anything of life, but he knew this. A little frustration planting a purse to his lips — the angel told himself to keep walking. He couldn’t return to the emptiness he’d awoken from; already, it felt as if that time had never existed and, just seconds ago, he had made it up. Yet, Lucifer missed the darkness, longed for what had come before. This was his first wanting.

      The stories he’ll tell of this time will be about wanting.
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      The singing faltered when they saw him, in tandem with the drum strikes and wind instrument gusts. Then, a dozen crowds of angels, at once, rushed Lucifer. They awed at the youngest of them all, who looked between them, gawking at their features — gentle between sturdiness, sturdy between softness. Hands refrained from touching him, but a shower nonetheless came of compliment after compliment. They sewed together peculiar phrases, trying to call him the most magnificent thing they’d beheld a thousand times uniquely: “As pleasing to see as a repaired chair, as pretty as a washed grapefruit in a porcelain bowl.” The angels shouted after him, “The Lord is good! The Lord is great! He has given us an angel of beauty! Angel of beauty! Angel of beauty!”

      And while Asmodeus shooed them away to the best of his abilities, it did little to help: for every two he scared off, three would skip over to replace them. 

      Many flew, some hovering above and watching from nearby rooftops. It was these that Lucifer was concerned with, even if the sea of angels on the ground seemed intent to stampede him. He watched — couldn’t tear a newborn sight away from the wings angels had sprouting from their backs; he remembered the flowers he’d seen, considered angels like flowers. Indeed, their wings fluttered in colors and patterns, sometimes spotted, sometimes one layer of feathers a dark shade and another a lighter one; their beats recalled the percussion instruments.

      His hands twitched, hungry to cover his face, as Lucifer drew nearer to Asmodeus. He wondered if he had wings. Were they hidden somewhere beneath all his clothes? Were there feathers pressed so timidly tight to him that Lucifer couldn’t feel them? He wanted to know if they were small, like some that he saw, or enormous, like others.

      They came upon a fountain — structure complex, smooth marble, climbing high until it towered and you craned your neck. Crystalline water poured down from the peaks, falling in spirals, filigree patterns between them, to a large pool eating the circular plaza in what appeared to be the center of Heaven. Many angels were around, collecting water in cups and bowls, or simply sitting against the edge of the fountain, speaking to one another. From the ripples in the water, pale flowers occasionally bloomed and drifted out petals. Lucifer watched them as they passed, then flinched when his reflection, waving as flames, looked back with a worried curve to his brows. He didn’t like that, even with the ends of his lips turned downward, there was beauty still.

      An angel hurried to walk at the other side of Asmodeus, who Lucifer noticed held golden tubes, strapped together, and a medium-sized frame drum with hooped jangles around the edges — the timbrel and pipes Raphael had given him.

      “It’s good this one is finally with us,” this stranger, a crown of rosemary flowers on his head, chirped, before turning to the young Lucifer trying to take advantage of Asmodeus’ height to cower. “Those who were there at your creation said they had never seen Father create with such care before. We all thought you were going to be special.” Lucifer, slow, slight, perked up at these words, but Asmodeus waved a sluggish hand for the stranger to leave them before doubling the pace of his walk.

      Lucifer hesitated, wanting to linger and ask what the stranger meant by all that, but he couldn’t risk losing sight of the angel leading him home. Nervous, he hurried after Asmodeus, instead, bombarding him with a soft voice, not used to speaking, “What did he mean? Who is Father? He created me? Why? How?”

      Asmodeus snickered smoothly, passing some rowdy, chattering angels, who paused to catch a glimpse of the youngest. “These sort of questions already?” Lucifer, though more insecurely, looked at them too. He noted how much all these beings seemed to differ in heights, widths, hair, faces, as if a creator had paid great attention to make each one unique. “Father is our Almighty Lord, our God, the Creator of everything.” Asmodeus turned to him just as Lucifer had lifted his chin to watch the other’s face. “Of you and the street we stand on and the fountain and the water that pours out of it — everything you set your gaze on, it was made from Him, by Him.”

      “Everything?” His body — reacting as if on its own, as if something inside were swelling and about to burst out of him. “But everything is so bright and— and glorious.” Nimble hands found each other, interlocked fingers, and a sensation tugged and tingled along his mouth — the first smile. So kind it made him squint. “If all that I see is glorious, then He must be.”

      “You’d be correct,” Asmodeus responded, an odd surprise in his eyes. “More than glorious. He formed us from His hands.” Lucifer asked why. “To worship,” was the answer. “And serve for all of eternity.” Lucifer didn’t, couldn’t, understand how long that might be. “And obey Him and act out His will.” Asmodeus’ voice trailed off, then he grinned. “Lucifer, what’s wrong with you? You look like you’re going to ignite right in front of me.”

      “Asmodeus, I want to meet Him. Will you take me to meet Him?”

      “I’m not the one who can do that.” He, abruptly, turned a corner, his voice drifting with him. “You’ll see Father whenever He decides it’s the fated time to do so.” Hurrying to follow, Lucifer staggered on a road that decided to slope down sharp. Here, too, there was a certain sweetness in the air that turned Lucifer’s head to catch a group of angels, shouting with the excitement of their talk, exchanging ears of corn, whose kernels were blue, yellow, red. “I hope Rosier is home, but if not, the door should be open.” They were leaning against one of the many stucco walls of the buildings lining both sides of the narrow street; these houses — pressed so close together they might as well have been one, differentiated only by their alternating sunny colors.

      “Who is Rosier?” Lucifer said, looking away and bowing his head so that nobody noticed that he was the newest angel and thus the culprit of all the bustle. “You told Raphael you lived with him?”

      “I finished moving my belongings yesterday, but yes, we lived together.”

      “Why is that? Are there not enough homes for all the angels here?”

      “There are more than enough, but it would be lonely to live alone.” He nudged him, a bit too hard, and Lucifer had to regain his balance quickly before he might trip and roll down the road for infinity. “You’ll understand once you’re older. But yes, Rosier is my dear friend. You’ll like him, I promise. There is no kinder angel than him that I know.”

      Trepidation, bubbling beneath Lucifer’s skin, simmered, but where did that fear come from? Why did he feel anything at all? He wanted to ask, but he was beginning to feel like he wasn’t supposed to be asking. Lucifer shifted a tongue in his mouth, feeling it refuse to settle properly behind his teeth. Cringing at this, his gaze fell above, to the sky, which was not unlike staring at a sun very close, unable to see its ends — only light, formless. He was feeling his fingers twitch again, like they wanted to grab something — the ends of his robes perhaps. He did; they were soft but not comforting. Then, a snicker, from behind. Lucifer froze, twisted around, and flushed, so badly he thought he’d burst. Asmodeus was many steps back, standing beside a door. “Oh. I-Is this your house?”

      “It is, or was, I suppose.” Asmodeus knocked a few times — thud, thud, thud — then tilted his head at the youngest angel, amusement twirling his lips. “You shouldn’t stay in your head so much, brother. Your life is out here.” Lucifer rolled his shoulders a bit, not wanting to think about those words, not wanting to think at all. He turned to examining the house instead, thought it not particularly interesting. It had a modest look with inviting red-orange walls around large wooden double-doors, overcrowded with carvings of spirals and twists that made up some kind of abstract, floral pattern. There was a balcony, also, off to the side, on what seemed a second story, with ornate railings made out of a painted-black metal. “Ah,” Asmodeus said, as the door opened, “Rosier, did we wake you?”

      Rosier was yawning, but it devolved into a serene smile. “That you did, but no worries.”  He was significantly shorter than Asmodeus and softer — face rounded sweetly, the same as his plumper body. “Who is this you’ve brought with you?” His melanite hair was straight and long, reaching his mid-back, with bangs fairly neat over his forehead, and his skin was deep brown. Still, Rosier’s eyes were exceedingly sunny, like all the gold that made up the streets had been gathered there, and matching the bright clothes he wore — yellows and oranges, not so far removed from the colors of his home. The jewels decorating him carried a similar chipper tone. “I’m Rosier. You’re very beautiful.”

      “Thank you. I could say the same about you.” Lucifer swallowed, still unsure of how he was supposed to greet another. “I’m Lucifer.” That felt strange to say, wrong almost. “I’m a new angel. I don’t know much about anything, but—” Lucifer didn’t know what to add to that, and he noticed that something about his language seemed to amuse Rosier, but he tried to ignore it. “Asmodeus said you might be willing to let me share this house with you, at least for the time being.” His gaze drifted down to his feet. “But I don’t wish to inconvenience you.”

      “It’s not at all an inconvenience, brother. Come in.”

      While the outside had been simple, the inside was extravagant. Past the entrance was a ceiling-less garden — the scent of wet soil and flowers — composed of mostly ground-level shrubs and gardenias and tulips, not at all neat but laying over each other amicably. This was at either side of a simple stone path toward an open doorway into the inner part of the house. Beyond this, there were painted tile floors — the patterns within them both symmetrical and squirming with life — beneath maroon carpets with overlapping diamond designs; it was a general living area, with three plump couches facing each other, each with their own draped blankets. Like the carpets, they were complicated, the same as the walls, some muraled, most upholding either an art piece or a window. Deeper inside — a kitchen past a wide archway and, here, the tile flooring had crawled up into cabinets and counters. They carried upon them bowls of various goods — breads, beans, fruits, vegetables — the smells intermingling so that one wasn’t struck by any particular food but all them.

      In short — a house of dizzying, excessive things, a house that was the sum of all wonders.

      Lucifer realized he may be acting improperly, caught in a flood of awe, but had trouble stopping. Moving to the couches, he barely quashed the urge to sprint up the steps of a steep staircase, with its own pleasant tiles, up against a wall. He turned away, looked at the two other angels just as Asmodeus fell to sit cross-legged on the floor, twiddling with the timbrel he’d brought. At his side, Rosier watched the instrument as well.

      The shorter angel flickered up his gaze, then smiled. “I see you like the house? It’s a little over-decorated, but I couldn’t help myself.”

      “It’s—” Magnificent? Beautiful? These terms felt hollow. “I don’t know how to express how it makes me feel.”

      The angel didn’t seem to mind this and spoke gently, “The words will come to you eventually.” Rosier settled onto one of the couches, then looked to Lucifer. “Sit. You walked a lot, didn’t you?”

      “Yes.” Lucifer plopped, almost comically fast, onto a cushion beside Rosier, but then inched as far away as he could, pressed up to the plush armrest, unsure what was appropriate. “Thank you. I’ll live in this house then.” He nodded, more to himself. “I won’t be any trouble.” He’d promised to be good.

      Rosier laughed airily. “Don’t worry so much, Lucifer. You can’t possibly be more trouble than Asmodeus.”

      Asmodeus scoffed, but there was no offense in it. “I wasn’t so bad.” He shook the timbrel in his hands, the rattle like that of a predator rather than an instrument.

      Rosier ignored him: “I’m happy you made it here in one piece. Angels get so carried away with celebrating that they’ll forget the reason they’re celebrating in the first place. But what about your feelings? How do you feel?”

      “Feel?” Lucifer leaned back, the cushions shaping around him. “I feel like an angel.” That sounded right, though he noted Rosier quirked an eyebrow. “I have questions. The angel that woke me, his name was Raphael, I want to know more about him. I want to know if I have wings. And I want to know what happens now, what I should do.”

      “Raphael is an archangel,” Rosier said simply, as if the word were self-explanatory; to Lucifer, it wasn’t. “And we all have wings, but it might take some time before you learn to summon and use them.”

      “I can try and bother Baal,” Asmodeus offered, then moved his attention, finally, away from the timbrel to Lucifer. “He’s the best flier in Heaven, and he’s easy to convince of things, and I remember he said he was excited to meet you. It might take a while for him to get the free time to come, but it’ll be worth the wait.”

      “That’s okay,” Lucifer replied, quietly, “but what is there to do until then? What is he— What are angels so busy with?”

      “That depends on the angel,” Rosier answered again. “I’m the angel of fruit, so I tend to all the fruit trees and help them grow.” He gestured. “And Asmodeus over there works construction, though he is the angel of friendship.” Asmodeus grumbled, like he didn’t understand the correlation too much either.

      Lucifer blinked, having expected something related to the Father Asmodeus had mentioned before. “Oh.” Already, he was linking this to the Lord in his mind; maybe, the Lord liked fruits, maybe the Lord liked the buildings. Did He have a preference for flat roofs over those with peaks? “Are you assigned that work?” Lucifer’s questions were never-ending. “Will I do either of those things?”

      Rosier’s gaze softened. “Assign? That’s an interesting word.” Lucifer flushed warm. “No, I wouldn’t say that. We just do what we’re good at, though sometimes the archangels request us to complete a project or two. It was actually the archangel Uriel who ordered Asmodeus to finish some buildings far from here. That’s why he’s abandoning me, you see!”

      A hearty laugh burst from Asmodeus’ mouth. “I’ll return! It probably won’t be long. And when I do, we can figure out the living arrangements in case Lucifer decides to stay.”

      Lucifer shifted, feeling like nothing was being answered and his concerns were being all ushered out of the house. “Wait— I don’t understand.” This confusion was beginning to ache, and his eyes were prickling strangely. “I can do whatever I want? Why did you call yourself the angel of fruit? Who gave you that title?”

      “Rosier,” Asmodeus addressed, cheeky as he rattled the timbrel again, “are you sure you’re okay with Lucifer staying here?” The youngest angel blinked, confused; had he asked the wrong things? “I didn’t think he was going to be so talkative. It’s a bit unfair for someone to be that beautiful and full of curious whimsy, don’t you think?”

      Rosier scoffed but laughed, twisted his body around some, propped an elbow on the back of the couch, and held his cheek, which had a little of the roundness of a fruit itself. “Don’t listen to him. He loves to be irritating. But, see, it’s difficult to give a proper answer; you should simply live, Lucifer. It’ll all come to you.” Raphael had told him the things couldn’t be explained, too; Asmodeus had told Lucifer to simply live, too. “You’ll find out who you are soon enough.” Lucifer remembered how the crowds had cheered after him: angel of beauty, angel of beauty. The Lord has given us an angel of beauty.

      “Soon enough?” Asmodeus snorted. “For me, it took more time than you can imagine. And I’m not sure about— Rosier, stop smiling.”

      Rosier’s smile bloomed into a cheeky grin before he leaned closer to Lucifer and explained, “I always knew he was the angel of friendship. I promise you there’s no greater friend to make than Asmodeus. Funny, charming, selfless… I could argue he’s the angel of hugging, too.”

      Asmodeus was moving back up onto his feet, huffing — face turned away to hide the stark ruby tint that’d invaded it, and Lucifer couldn’t fight his own tiny smile at the sight. “I should be on my way. If there is anything I can do to help you with settling in, Lucifer, don’t hesitate to look for me.”

      Lucifer nodded and stood as well, brushing himself off unnecessarily. “Yes, thank you, thank you—” The taller angel had stepped forward and outstretched the instruments to him. “What’s this?”

      “Timbrel and pipes, I hear,” Asmodeus teased. “Our Father made them for you.”
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      Gifts arrived, hundreds of them. Word spread far throughout the following days that the Lord’s newest angel was finally awake, and that he was astonishingly pleasing to look at — so batches of angels landed outside at every other hour. The fruits of their labor came wrapped in ribbons or arranged neat in baskets and sacks; you see, the angels hadn’t invented the wheel, or maybe they had but didn’t care for it, and opted for carrying whatever they could.

      Before long, the kitchen was overflowing with every sort of food, as the garden was with flowers, and the upstairs room — that had been Asmodeus’ and found mostly barren on the day of Lucifer’s arrival — had grown so mountainous with presents that the youngest angel didn’t know where to begin in sorting it all out. He received too many carpets, all of which didn’t quite go together in patterns or colors, leading them to be scattered throughout the house then miserably gifted to neighbors.  Lucifer began having to deny gifts, though he promised between quivering apologies that he appreciated their hard work and their time.

      When one angel frowned as he was told they couldn’t accept his bottles of olive oil, Lucifer burst into tears, crying, “Oh, I wish I had an infinite house, just so that all of your presents could hold a place in it! Please, forgive me.”

      Rosier rushed to comfort Lucifer, then turned his head to the stranger and reaffirmed that Lucifer was still very young. Becoming familiar with every marvelous thing at once was a painful process, after all, and the city of Heaven had far too much history to disrobe, though you might decipher its fortune from its streets, the lines of its palms. “Here, Lucifer, have some water.” The riches — when they were so abundant, they could hardly be called riches, but it was true that they were everywhere, and they struck at an angel’s heart like they were rare because, even when copious, God’s creation was God’s creation. “Do you want to rest?” Everything was so, so perfect; what else was there to do but cry?

      The first fruit Lucifer picked was a pomegranate. He did it some days later — the subject of angel days won’t be discussed now — when he followed after Rosier to one of the orchards. Sometimes, they were contained in acres within the city, sometimes they had the discourtesy of climbing up buildings and taking them over, and there were some that strolled along as angels. Rosier promised Lucifer that they couldn’t fly, but he seemed a bit unsure of this himself, and Lucifer had frowned. Then, the two of them had gone around filling cloth sacks with fruits and placing those into larger bags that they tied to their backs. Lucifer asked what they were meant to do next, and Rosier said some angels had kindly asked for fruits from him.

      ‘Oh,’ Lucifer thought, ‘I was hoping they were for God.’ Where was He?

      The youngest angel went on to help Rosier, though he felt awkward going about it. He kept his head bowed, usually draped by the hood of a robe or a shawl or a scarf, avoiding gazes and murmuring responses, and if anyone said, “Is that the angel of beauty?” he would turn his head, act as if he wanted to see the angel of beauty too. In some ways, he did. He prayed, had already begun praying so quick after birth, that there was another angel who was so pretty, so young, it was insufferable. He never did.

      “Ow, ow— Brother, my legs—”

      “They hurt?” Rosier laughed. “Mine too. We’ve been walking for hours. Usually, I fly.”

      “Why don’t you fly then?”

      “Because you’re with me!” The words made Lucifer frown.

      Luckily — Baal, the angel of flight, arrived just another couple days later. Lucifer was in the kitchen, grinding a rough basalt pestle against cumin seeds, when door knocks called his attention. Bicep throbbing, the angel hopped off a stool and called, “I’ll answer that!” before Rosier, who diced vegetables, could say anything.

      Opening the door, looking upward. Baal was large, straight-shouldered, but thinner at his hips, so that he had an inverted-triangular build. He had a mane of lighter-brown hair, adorned with tight curls, and the shade of his skin was about Lucifer’s, though it was warming at his cheeks. “Oh. Oh, hello.” He spoke like he’d forgotten how, and Lucifer wondered if he was young too. “I’m Baal. You’re Lucifer, I imagine?” He wore simpler clothes, just a loose tunic and basic sandals made of henequen. “It’s nice to meet you.” A large nose, deep cocoa eyes. For an angel, there was something quite mundane about him, but like that familiarity of your robes, your blankets — homely.

      Though he took a timorous step backward, Lucifer thought, ‘Angel of safety,’ with a little amusement.

      Soon, Baal was in the kitchen with them, helping to eat the heaps of gifted food and telling the story of how Asmodeus broke into his house and threw him off his hammock to ask if he would mind teaching Lucifer to fly. Baal had said he wouldn’t mind at all, though now he turned to Lucifer and said he was too busy for a while, so they should plan another date to meet at the Fountain of Life.

      Afterward, Lucifer climbed up into his room, covered all the windows with curtains to be shielded from the eternal light of Heaven, and then he curled up in bed to rest.

      In between all the fruit deliveries, Lucifer’s early days over-brimmed, too, with lessons. How to read and write was the most difficult; Rosier sat with him and flipped through folded bark papers, where the script was logo-syllabic and vertical, which had been the fashion, he said, for the last half-century, but scripts and their languages came and went as trends. To prove this, Rosier showed Lucifer some parchment scrolls with right-to-left cursive, and then he handed him another trend that was catching on — a novel made of folded wooden slips. The youngest angel asked how he was supposed to juggle so much knowledge, as he chiseled a hieroglyph into stone, but Rosier smiled. He said that Lucifer seemed a quick learner — "Though your handwriting is a little atrocious. Oh no, Lucifer, please don’t cry!"

      Weakly, the youngest angel smiled.

      And there was cleaning, which Lucifer revealed to be quite good at, even if he disliked how dust scurried whenever it saw him with a broom. The chase, though, was occasionally fun. Cooking — for this, Rosier invited a friend to come help before the three had to hastily put out the seven great fires Lucifer had managed to set in the kitchen somehow. “Well,” the angels comforted Lucifer, afterwards, “at least now we know you’re not the angel of cooking!”

      Then, finally, one day, Lucifer stepped out of the house and walked alone — his first time doing so — nearly shivering in time with the anxious flutters of his heart. He cradled a tightly-woven basket with both arms and came upon the plaza at Heaven’s center with its great, domineering fountain — Fountain of Life, the angels called it. There, Baal was. He was standing by the water, looking to the horizon, before he must’ve sensed a gaze on him and turned his head. To Lucifer, he gave a cherry smile that the young angel had no choice but to return. “Oh,” the great flier said, as Lucifer approached him, “what is the basket for?”

      “You ate so much when you visited.” Lucifer rummaged through it. “I’m not skilled enough to create a beautiful present to thank you for your time, but I thought you might enjoy some bread.”

      “Is it a gift or are you still attempting to finish all the food in your house?”

      “Can’t it be both?” Lucifer smiled at the other’s warm chuckle. “I don’t have a great appetite and neither does Rosier, but you seem to. Won’t you move in for a while?”

      “I’ll consider it, but I’m not usually so hungry.” But, as Lucifer pressed the basket to his side, Baal took it anyway. “Let me eat now, before we begin. I don’t want to drop anything while we’re in the air and have it hit someone on the head.”

      “I did mean to ask you a few things.” Lucifer sat beside him and caught some pale petals moving over the surface of the water.

      “Oh?” Baal uncovered the warm loafs that had been wrapped in a cloth. “What about, brother?”

      “How did you find out you’re the angel of flight? Was it easy for you? Rosier told me he always knew himself, but Asmodeus said he went centuries and centuries not knowing. I could never handle that. If there is anything I can do…” He trailed off, not sure what he meant, but then decided to keep talking, as Baal was stuffing his mouth. “I asked Father for guidance, but I continue to be lost. It isn’t that I don’t like helping Rosier. I enjoy my time with him, but… I can tell it isn’t what I’m meant to do.” Chewing. “I can feel that our Heavenly Father has a different path for me, but I can’t decide what it is. He left me with all this jewelry you see on me,” he wore it all today, “and some instruments, but I have no clue how to use them! I’m not nearly as good as the angels of music I hear out in the streets. It fills me with shame; I worry our Father looks at me with disappointed eyes.”

      Baal swallowed. “Hm.” A long pause, not unlike the twist of a dagger into Lucifer’s side. “I learned my role really early, but I suppose that’s because it’s obvious. I fly faster, better, than everyone else. But, Lucifer, I thought you already knew. Aren’t you the angel of beauty?”

      “That’s what everyone says,” Lucifer replied, quiet, sadness dribbling down from his words. “But in my heart, it doesn’t feel right. Even if it were, what is an angel of beauty meant to do? Sit and be stared at?”

      “Well, there’s no need to be sitting,” Baal teased, conjuring a tiny smile out from the other. “One can be pretty and also help collect fruits. But I see what you mean. How about we fly? I think it’ll help settle you down.” He set the basket on the ground by their feet, then stood. “Take out your wings, just two.”

      Lucifer moved to stand and swallowed, holding his own hands. He took a moment to glance around them, but they were mostly alone now; it was only Baal, Lucifer, a handful of angels, and the flowers. He admitted, “I’ve never…”

      “Ah. Well, I’ll be clear: it’ll be difficult the first time. But look at me.” And he did. “You’re an angel, Lucifer. We’re filled up with the glory and greatness of the Lord. Try to feel the fire He made you from, coursing through you.” There was definitely a heat that traveled along Lucifer’s body, beneath the skin; there had always been. “It’s malleable, like clay. Take it in your hands— Not literally, brother.” Lucifer apologized and put his hands back down, but now all the flames had rushed to his face at Baal’s good-natured laughter. “Try to shape the fire, try to peel it open.” With a breath, the young angel concentrated on the shape of his body, but that only brought to prominence a boil in his blood, climbing to the surface. He sidestepped, felt whistles in his throat, and must have looked pained because Baal amended his words. “Or let it peel you open.”

      It certainly felt like that was happening, like his skin, everywhere, was getting pinched and pulled away from him tautly. It made him stumble, grimace, before sharp stings stabbed against his spine, and then he yelped and doubled over as the burns began to trickle down onto his legs. “Ow— Baal, it hurts— It hurts me—” Searing tears of flesh at his back.

      “It will hurt,” Baal’s voice came gently, but his hands were in the air as if he wanted to embrace him but knew he couldn’t. “And it’ll bleed, but only this once. Don’t resist.”

      “Bleed? Why?” Lucifer wondered if his voice sounded high and panicked to the other, as well. “Why will it hurt?”

      “To be incarnate, they say, is to bleed and to hurt.” Lucifer’s breaths began to stumble from his mouth and crash into the air — throaty, raspy. “Breathe, brother.”

      Lucifer wanted to scream that he was obviously already doing so, but an inferno ravaged his mouth before it gripped his body tight and crushed. All he could manage was a sharp intake of air before he heard wet ripping, then felt it. It was so much — he couldn’t even scream; it was shudders of pain whipping him from the inside, blinding him in white, the vague sensation of dryness in his mouth before a warm, moistness overpowered him from the back. Heaviness followed, tugging him backwards; on his toes one moment, then on his heels, falling, falling.

      “Lucifer.” Urgent, but not worried. Lucifer felt two hands take his wrists, and the touch made sweetness bloom in the young angel’s mouth, sugary, calming. “Look at me.” Blinking away the blindness, he saw the face of the other again, and then a radiance, blinding again, but it was only Baal’s smile. “I should have guessed — they’re beautiful.”

      Mellow, alluring, deep purple on long, tapered wings, with some minor white outlining feathers; the wings sunset from a slightly warmer hue at the tip to the cooler bottom. They twitched, but not in unison, one wavered and flapped while the other trembled. Lucifer could only yelp as he was propelled to one side, opposite the erratic wing, but Baal caught him again.

      “There, there, steady.”

      Lucifer became violently aware of the wetness still on his back, running down the curve of it, beneath his clothes. “It’s— Baal—” Then, he gasped: “Oh, my robes are torn! They’re torn! And I’m still bleeding!”

      “Your clothes can be fixed.”

      “They were a gift!”

      “Mended clothing is a sign of love and use, brother.” But Baal was chuckling, sounding much like the taste of chocolate. “You should worry about the blood loss. If you’re too lightheaded, we can end here and continue another time.” Lucifer was shaking his head. “Oh, are you sure? You… left a mess on the ground.” Following the gaze of the other, Lucifer then breathed out a thank you to the Lord that there was hardly anyone nearby; crimson was left streaked over the edge of the fountain, splattered, formless. And Lucifer surely looked terrified — “Don’t make that face. Watch me, instead.”

      Baal released the younger one and reached for the pool, cupping some of the water with his hands — he avoided the flowers floating there, but Lucifer noticed with horror that some appeared redder than before — letting it cascade onto the marks of pain over the ground. Easily, the water swept the blood away, seeping into the golden street, as if it had never been there.

      Lucifer blinked and watched it do so, wonder and confusion crudely swirling in his mind together. He whispered, “That was my first blood.”

      Baal started. “Really? I’m sorry, I didn’t—” All he seemed able to do was shake his head. “Are you sure you want to continue?”

      “I’m certain.” Rosier had shown Lucifer some slices on his fingers a short time ago, explained with a little voice of frustration that it was due to the thorns of a plant. When Lucifer asked what the red seeping out from beneath his skin was, Rosier had stopped, then laughed. “It’s blood!” he’d explained. “When we’re hurt, we bleed, but we heal stronger. Bleeding is good.”

      “You’re very determined,” Baal mused, before taking both of Lucifer's hands in his own again. “Stretch your wings, then bring them to you. Yes, like that.” Lucifer hissed as the new appendages protruding from his back stung and pulled painfully as he bent, then outstretched, them. They moved stiff, like they were meant to creak, but it became smoother each time, despite the stubborn hurting. “Now flap them, both at once.”

      Lucifer did so and felt the ground escape him for a second, as if he’d jumped. The air ruffling his damp feathers; the embrace of wind beneath them for just a moment. “Am I doing it right?”

      “Yes, brother.” Baal’s own wings sprung out from his back, wide. They were shadow black, spotted with some diluted white accents near the top, a much greater wingspan than Lucifer’s. “Try to hover, flap them again, but keep a steady rhythm. It’ll take practice.”

      “I didn’t realize this would be so complicated,” Lucifer grumbled halfheartedly. He did as told, finding himself squeezing the other angel’s palms tight as he focused. It was difficult — forcing his wings to not only move as one but keep consistent strikes against the air. But, Baal was patient — he uttered to use less power, then more, then told him that was perfect, to keep at it, then once again told him that was too much, too little. “These— These wings are heavy.”

      “You’ll become accustomed to it, but yes, they are. With regular flying around, you’ll mostly be gliding, though, so don’t worry too much.” He tugged on Lucifer’s hands, bringing him back to the ground, and as the other caught his breath, Baal flapped his own wings, moved into the air. “Come on, follow me.”

      “Hm?” Lucifer brought a wing around to his front and picked at crisp, dried blood that had stuck a few feathers together. “You want to fly up high? But what if I fall?”

      “Have faith in God, and you will always be well, Lucifer.”

      Lucifer let himself hesitate; he dropped his gaze to the fountain, to the flowers that held some of his blood still. He reached for one, cupped it, raised his hand, and felt cool water seep out from between his fingers. Simply, he placed it in the basket he’d brought. He picked a few of the other crimson-stained petals, knowing that he was making Baal wait and feeling guilty for it, but he wanted to ensure he didn’t leave any behind. By the time he was done, the basket was crowded with defiled flowers, and he felt at ease.

      “Excuse me for that,” he told Baal as he clapped his wings up to meet him, but Lucifer was met with a warm gaze.

      “No need. Come. Fly with me.” With a powerful beat of his own wings, Baal shot upward into the gulping sea of gold that hung overhead.

      Lucifer swayed pitifully as he attempted to hurry behind. His smaller wings meant he had to flap more to compensate, sometimes stuttering a little in place and accidentally pushing himself down rather than up. He kept his eyes on the floor, only occasionally checking to see where Baal was. He watched his dangling feet, took in the top of buildings — scanned them like words on a page, read them to say his every thought, every little desire — and breathed in so great he thought his lungs were expanding endlessly.  It all began to look so tiny; he began to feel infinitely tiny himself.

      “Lucifer!” Baal’s voice, cheery. “Look up!” He spoke the moment Lucifer realized the light all about them flickered. He turned his head upward, as they broke through the firmament, and was instantly enveloped by a cold abyss — could only feel the breath just reeled in drawn out from his mouth again.

      In between specs of emptiness, it was anything but dark: the brilliance of hundreds, thousands, millions of burning spheres coming in every color; there were shimmering fogs in spirals, round or flat, and ellipticals. Explosions striking vast against the vacuum, passing streaks of white. Twinkling. The entire universe sprawled before him but peppering his cheeks with enough kisses to make him laugh. Flooded, feeling the cosmos rush his body and consume him, he smiled so much it hurt. And in the embrace of the entirety of everything, he caught Baal, hovering above, watching two faraway moons pass by each other wordlessly.

      And then they fell, together, back to Heaven. The two flew up once more and let themselves fall; they did it over and over. They danced along the sky and among the stars.
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      Lucifer was deeply asleep when Rosier let himself in and woke him by pulling back the curtains.

      There were still disorganized mounds of gifts in Lucifer’s room — Baal defended him by saying the room looked comfortably lived-in — but better than before. One could now shuffle over the carpets easily to either the narrow bed with its five distinct blankets and heap of pillows, or one could go to the double doors that led out to the small balcony. Two dozen paintings were hanging high and low, nearly every wall fully obscured by them, along with the curtains, the tapestries, and the new furniture pieces, of all different materials and styles, scattered about. His mass of clothing was stuffed into trunks and a wardrobe; and a massive mirror, not far from the door, leaned by a desk where he arranged all his jewelry. Oh — the plants. Like most angels, Lucifer had many of them, and they were everywhere — in pots and on the walls and around his bed, particularly lilacs, peeking out sometimes to nuzzle him awake.

      The basket full of flowers stained in blood, ichor, was by a window, one of the three.

      Lucifer groaned and pulled the covers over himself, grumbling, “Please, Rosier. I can’t handle picking fruits today. If you take me out to do it, I’ll throw myself on the ground and let everyone trample me instead.”

      There was a dip of weight on the bed at his side. “Lucifer, you’re so dramatic. I’m not here to make you work.”

      The youngest angel hoped to crawl back into his dreams; he traveled somewhere, in his sleep — somewhere empty — the gaps in the abyss.  “Well, I am not hungry.”

      “I have not come to feed you.” A soft amusement. “Asmodeus is with some of our common friends, and I thought you’d like to go.”

      Lucifer peeked his eyes out. “You’re inviting me? Why?”

      “I invite you everywhere. I also think you should make something of your life.”

      “What you want is for me to have some friends.” But Lucifer was smiling, ever so slight. “Alright, as you wish.” He stretched his arms, let out a wonderfully sleepy yawn, mumbling, “But I have a question.”

      “You always do.”

      Lucifer asked, “Does God dream?” He’d been taught to pray formally, had learned he enjoyed doing it before sleep — on his knees over the floor, elbows on the bed, hands clasped together. He was very good at it, he thought.

      Rosier smiled, then flopped to lay comfortably beside Lucifer. “He does. I think He’s dreaming now.”

      “What is He dreaming?”

      “This.” Reaching over, Rosier pinched Lucifer’s cheek. “And me, and this room. Everything you see.” Maybe this Heaven was all just a dream, he was saying. A loving God’s pretty, pleasant dream.

      With that, Lucifer rose from bed and spent a few minutes preparing to be stared at. He donned a sky-blue robe over a tunic and quickly went to wash his face in the tiny room that had nothing but basic grooming supplies and water in a porcelain basin, painted with a sighing moon and sun. Oiling his hair, he watched the city through a thin window, then returned to his room to finish layering on his jewelry — which he found, frankly, a bit tedious and heavy but chose not to complain of because God had gifted most to him. He tied an embroidered scarf over his hair and breathed, before meeting the angel of fruit out in the street.

      Though Lucifer had expected to fly — he was hoping to practice — Rosier began walking. Initially, it was through the golden roads, but before long, they were nearing the bank of a lake, where a one-legged angel sat at the edge of a floating wooden dock. He tapped the water with his foot. “Haniel,” Rosier called, and the angel raised his head, “do you mind if we borrow your canoe?”

      “It’s Abaddon’s,” the angel replied, his smile cheery. “But go ahead and use it, so long as you bring it back one day.”

      Lucifer didn’t look at any of the flat, wooden canoes, busy enamored with the blueness of the lake and, more still, with the small islands of green peppered upon it. Some of these floating gardens were concerned with flowers — pinks and yellows and blues — but others carried wheat and corn and rice. Lucifer kept staring at them, even when Rosier ushered him onto one of the thin boats, and barely noticed the elaborate painting on the wood where he sat. He just about draped himself over the end of the canoe, watching the ripples, craning his neck to see the interweaving reeds beneath the little islands.

      Soon enough, Rosier had received a paddle from the other angel, climbed onto the boat — it rocked — and then began moving them through the lake. Lucifer caught little hints of movement beneath the water’s surface, then startling whenever the head of a fish broke through. Always, before he could whisper a greeting, the animal would shoot back below with a wet plop. Lucifer turned his head around, prepared to ask what that had been, but he saw the standing Rosier grumbling in exertion as he rowed, pushing away any flowers that approached them slowly, perhaps trying to catch a glimpse of the angel of beauty too.

      Lucifer immediately frowned. “We could’ve flown, couldn’t we? It’s less work.”

      Rosier chuckled warmly. “You’re right it would be easier to fly. But life would be dull if we angels always did everything the easy way.”

      It was an observatory where they headed. As they reached the dock at the other side of the lake, Lucifer saw it just a couple dozen steps away, with its great dome cutting into the sky and its columns and arches. On tiled walls, there were thousands of eyes painted, all blinking curiously at the two angels drawing nearer.

      Meekly, Lucifer greeted them.

      The inside was tremendous, but Rosier led him away from the hall at the center — it was bustling with activity, angels and their instruments, these for measurement — to a narrower corridor. There, abruptly, he heard voices, speaking, climbing passionately over one another. And the marble doors were open; stepping, Lucifer saw two debating angels beside a massive slate stone board, chalk scribbled to depict rings turned spirals and elongated arrows. There was a numeral script, as well, running down the height of it, a flying angel was adding lines near the ceiling. He did some small calculations with his other hand, shouting down at the arguing ones to stay in the conversation.

      Above, the dome was painted in geometrically complex, bright blue, attenuated patterns on a bed of white. On the ground, there were carpets, made up of reds and shaded browns; there were velvet divans, elaborate and plush. Asmodeus was seated on one himself, beside a friend, before he shot to his feet to hurry over. He embraced Rosier, and Rosier grinned, wrapping his arms around the other and attempting, failing, to spin him around.

      “Oh, you’re Lucifer?” There were a couple stranger angels in the room, one of which was lying on his side over the carpet with a bowl of grapes. There was a thurible hanging by him, too, burning incense; a smoky stream of myrrh, gently woody, rushed Lucifer’s nostrils. Sighing, he felt his muscles lose their tension.

      “Yes, that is my name.” Allowing his two friends to have their grand reunion after only a few days apart, Lucifer moved toward the angel on the floor and sat. He was particularly good-looking, with long box braids cascading down the front of his shoulders, and dark brown skin, which had been painted over with some red, lace-like designs, especially along his face. He wore beaded jewelry that rattled when he moved. “You’re pretty.”

      A grin. “That means everything coming from you. I’m happy to meet you. I’m Azazel.”

      “I’m Lucifer.” He paused, blinked, then the both of them laughed. “You know that already. Forgive me.”

      “No need to apologize. I see everything they say about you is true.”

      “What does everyone say about me?” Lucifer shifted onto his belly and laid with his arms crossed, cheek against a forearm. “That I’m no good at delivering fruits?”

      Another silky laugh. “Well, they do say that—”

      “I might just cry myself to sleep—”

      “They also say you’re the angel of beauty, but you’re shy about it.” The angel plucked a grape from its stem then brought it to Lucifer’s mouth, which accepted it eagerly and chewed before humming at the sweet tartness. “I can see that’s so.”

      A bare foot landed not far from Lucifer’s face, and he glanced up to see the angel who’d been in the air, still holding the chalk between two fingers. “Lucifer, we’re glad to finally see you for ourselves. Though it’s difficult to concentrate with such beauty in the room.” The young angel flushed a bit at that. “I do need to stay focused on my work.”

      “What is your work?” Lucifer noticed that the debating angels were still at it, waving their arms and pointing at the diagrams. “What are all those numbers?”

      “Have you seen the universe?” the angel said cheerily. “Do you think that made itself on its own?”

      Lucifer raised his head instantly. “Oh? You create the universe?”

      “Not create,” Azazel answered, fast, as if he needed to correct Lucifer very quick or face repercussion. “Only God creates.”

      “But organizing, arranging, painting the colors on the planets,” the standing one continued, “that’s our duty as angels. Have you seen how uniform it is? It takes a lot of… arithmetic.”

      “That’s wonderful.” Lucifer smiled, then returned to looking down and away. “When I saw it, I told my friend Baal that I felt like living among it forever. It must be difficult to have it agree with you.”

      “It is!” shouted both of the debating angels, apparently only able to agree about that one statement.

      Azazel fed Lucifer another grape. “Speaking of the universe,” he said, directed to all the others, “I heard Gabriel won’t come by, after all. He’s traveling through Andromeda, helping put stars into place.”

      “That’s a shame,” Rosier sighed as he moved to sit on a divan, and the angel standing by Lucifer agreed.

      Asmodeus had followed behind Rosier but didn’t sit, instead speaking to the angel he’d been conversing with earlier. “Phanuel, is Michael around?”

      Michael. That was a nice name.

      “He is, but he’s probably busy.” He waved a hand around, as the figure of another stranger came in through the door. “All archangels are the same! They do nothing but work. It makes no sense to me! I’ll never understand them.”

      “Oh? What are you saying about archangels?”

      And Phanuel shut his mouth and scrambled to his feet. He doubled over in a deep bow, and Lucifer blinked in confusion as the other angels in the room followed, save for Azazel. Already on the floor, Azazel simply bowed his head respectfully as Lucifer hurried to sit up and follow suit, but not without glancing at the angel who had just come in.

      Eyes red-orange tourmaline and onyx hair, darker than that, braided around his head like a crown, with two small braids near the front cascading onto his shoulders, all adorned with just a handful of golden cuffs. He wore small, hooped earrings, also gold, and that was all for ornamentation. Over his tunic, he had a simple maroon cloak, held together by a chain in the front. His skin was pitch dark, his nose was long, his mouth was pressed into a fine line. “Good day to all of you as well.” A deep voice, soothing even if he spoke flat.

      “Uriel,” said Phanuel, smiling mischievously with his head still bowed, even as everyone else moved back to their earlier positions. “Forgive me. You know I was only teasing.”

      “I’m not offended.” Uriel stepped forward and ran his gaze, piercing, over the room until it settled on Lucifer. He blinked. “You’re the new one.”

      Lucifer waited for Uriel to point out his beauty, but he didn’t. “Yes.”  Warmth gathered at his cheeks. “My name is Lucifer.”

      “I know.”

      “Ah.”

      Uriel brushed past them to the angels still at the blackboard and immediately asked various things at once about their galaxy-construction efforts. He turned his back on Lucifer as if he were of no importance, and Lucifer supposed that was true. He was only one of thousands of angels, and ‘one who doesn’t even know if I’m good at anything besides being beautiful.’

      Sadness snuck onto the young angel’s face; Azazel shoved yet another grape into his mouth. “Don’t worry over Uriel,” he whispered, leaning in. “He’s like that with everybody.”

      Asmodeus appeared so suddenly, sat at their side, that Lucifer jumped. “Absolutely. Even I’m not his friend.” He had somehow acquired a ceramic cup of yerba mate that he took a sip from immediately after.

      Lucifer swallowed the grape on his tongue, almost without chewing. “He’s intimidating. Phanuel called him an archangel, right? That’s what Raphael is.”

      “Yes,” said Azazel. “Archangels are… our princes. The princes of Heaven that keep everything orderly. The real enforcers of Father’s will. It all sounds like so much work to me.”

      “I could never be an archangel,” Asmodeus mumbled. “If Father ever asked me, I’d tell Him a field of corn could do a better job.”

      Lucifer heard one angel ask the other what time was.

      “There they go,” laughed Phanuel, and Lucifer turned to, finally, perceive him decently enough: olive skin and almond-shaped, emerald eyes, with pronounced cheekbones. His hair, black as ink, framed his face, falling in feathery layers to his waistline. He wore chains carrying rubies and sapphires and obsidians; on his hands were rings, an excessive amount, amethyst and carnelian.

      The two angels who’d argued earlier began debating again: they said, time is just distance, it’s all relative; no, it’s true everywhere; no, only here. They gestured at the stars and their moons, each rolling on their belly over the bed of the dark abyss and pulling time around themselves like bedsheets, not unlike Lucifer at the beginning of this chapter.

      This chapter of an infinite life.

      Heavenly days, it can be said now, were clocked to a certain planet’s struggle against its sun’s doting hold — an insignificant measurement but, in such a wide universe, there wasn’t significance anywhere else. Time was thus an imperfect system, for eternity, but if the angels could create a perfect thing, they would be God, and God they were not. Nor, they’d all insist, did they have any interest in being God. And time itself mattered little — the tracking of events and lives — when nothing had ever ended and never would. In time, too, it would begin to feel like there had never been a beginning either.

      An angel said that he thought hours to be flat; no, they were curved; no, they were cyclical and haloed on their heads.

      But our Lucifer was caught up in the first mention of Earth, so he turned his head and asked Asmodeus, who snickered and replied, “Hm. Well. It’s a big green sphere.”

      Imagining a great lime, Lucifer said, “Ah.” The conversations continued all around him, but listening was fruitless when he didn’t know himself, much less the world outside him. Still, he smiled, watching Asmodeus laugh along with Rosier about whatever they talked over as Phanuel began to speak with Azazel, who moved his hand from between the bowl of grapes and Lucifer’s mouth to tug his scarf back. He tousled the young angel’s hair, then scratched his nails along Lucifer’s scalp soothingly.

      Nothing was happening, just enjoyment of company in the luxury of Heaven, the paradise where nothing ever happened.

      One can’t help but think they were all secretly unhappy, that all angels held a preeminent desire for destruction, but that isn’t true. If you choose to believe, the angels were quite content; watch — Lucifer’s eyelids had drooped, and he was thinking, ‘Father, you are great. You are great and kind to give me everything like this. I want to thank you.’ He was made wise, after all, and thus felt a downy warmth in his chest, this nostalgia; the wise know to be nostalgic for the good times even while they’re happening. Yet: ‘I would do anything to see you. If angels are like this, then what about you? Would you put your hand in my hair? Would I be worthy? I want to be. Where are you?’

      He thought of Earth again. Earth. Earth. The center, the angels said, of a centerless universe, so important they had mapped themselves onto its turns.

      Faintly, the strums of a harp returned him to reality, but Lucifer didn’t turn to see the musician. Sitting up, he noticed the notes of the song — treble clefs — skipping circles around his head, then blinked a few times. Asmodeus was shouting, in the midst of telling a story — “Weep, you angels!” — and being met with unrestrained laughter, including from Rosier, who was accusing him of exaggerating.

      “Are you okay, brother?” Azazel asked, his hand still in the air by where he’d been massaging Lucifer’s scalp.

      Lucifer nodded. “Yes.” Hours had passed, though he wasn’t sure of that and had simply grown restless. He reached to adjust the scarf that had fallen to hang by his neck, then got to his feet. “Thank you for the grapes.” Tempted to ask if Azazel was the angel of affection, he decided it was better not to initiate a conversation by accident.

      “Lucifer, you’re leaving?” Rosier’s frown was evident in his voice. “Should I go as well?”

      “No. Don’t leave because of me,” Lucifer said. “I’m just a little tired.” And, perhaps, bored. Angels don’t get bored, but Lucifer was barely learning to be an angel. “I’d like to rest,” he added. “I will clean the home while you’re here.”

      Rosier laughed as kindly as he always did. “We’ll clean together once I return. Do you remember the way back?”

      “I’ll find it somehow.” Lucifer turned his gaze to the exit and began to make his way towards it.

      When he stepped outside, he didn’t walk in the direction of the lake. The young angel wandered, instead, looking all about, letting himself be overwhelmed by this inordinate magnificence. It was redundant, almost — all this beauty. City of redundancy.

      Lucifer looked past some archways into what was not unlike a bazaar — there were dozens of shaded stalls on either side of him, with various angels having set up their craftsmanship — clothing, furniture, seasonings. He listened to the scraping of a carpenter chiseling wood and the chirps of chattering angels. Nothing was being sold; there was some basic trading, but the primary exchange occurred between goods and smiles. Lucifer had no need for anything, so he stared, solely, at fellow angels and their labor.

      Creating — though only God can create. He found a pillar, put a hand on its polish, nearly hid behind it. His thoughts were returning to him, like he’d woken from sleep watching this. But consciousness is often born from production, by our relation to production; to live is to create. Lucifer saw four angels working a massive iron cast bowl with steaming broth and round grain rice; hearty smell beckoning, he licked his lips. Consumption is creation, too.

      One of the angels noticed him and, laughing, shouted for the youngest angel to lend a hand. He flushed, wanting to apologize; his muscles had tensed, as if waiting for a strike. Waiting for something, anything — for an event to entice his life into action. Lucifer forced himself to relax, let ease make its way out of his body, take his hand, smile, then lead him toward the four angels and their contentment in paradise.

      He wasn’t sure what the problem was, wasn’t sure why he foraged for a sudden narrative to his life, a purpose. But we’re always looking for narratives, looking for meaning, looking for God. Even the angels.
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