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      For the friends I’ve always had and the friends I’ve made. Thank you for your patience with me. I can never regret having lived because of you.
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      This book contains the following: graphic violence, death,  societal oppression, body horror, pregnancy and miscarriage and childbirth (including for a character that does not identify as a woman), sexism, homophobia, bigotry, sexual content, non-graphic sexual violence, issues of sexual consent, incest, depictions of war and starvation, emotional and physical child abuse and neglect, suicide, mental instability, self-harm, abusive romantic relationships.

      

      All parts contain this content. All parts must be read.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DRAMATIS PERSONAE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        God — God the Father, the Lord, our Creator

        Satan — the devil, Lucifer, the fallen angel

      

      

      ANGELS

      
        
        Azazel — angel of body painting

        Samyaza — lesser angel of healing

        Baraqiel — angel of light

        Kokabiel — angel of stars

        Danel — angel of the sun

        Armoni — angel of virtue

        Dina — the youngest angel

        Phanuel — angel of forgiveness, friend of Michael

      

      

      ARCHANGELS

      
        
        Michael — the chief prince, angel of strength, angel of God

        Raphael — angel of healing

        Uriel — the oldest angel

        Gabriel — God’s messenger

      

      

      DEMONS

      
        
        Baal — duke, fallen angel of flight

        Asmodeus — duke, fallen angel of friendship

        Rosier — fallen angel of fruit

        Mammon — fallen angel of gold

        Moloch — fallen angel of gift-giving

        Gemory — fallen angel

        Ara — fallen angel

      

      

      HUMANS

      
        
        Enoch — elder in control of settlement by Mount Hermon

        Adam — elder in control of city by Land of Nod

        Idith — woman in Enoch’s settlement

        Eitan — man in Enoch’s settlement

        Naamah — child in Enoch’s settlement

        Noah — great-grandson of Enoch

        Miriam — great-great-granddaughter of Adam

      

      

      THE FIRST HUMANS

      
        
        Adam — first man

        Eve — first woman

        Cain — first born

        Abel — first brother

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        … the sons of God saw that the daughters of humans

      
        were beautiful, and they married any of them they chose.

        GENESIS 6:2 (NIV)

      

      

      

      

      
        
        I will wipe from the face of the earth 

        the human race I have created—and with them the

        animals, the birds and the creatures

        that move along the ground—for I regret that

      
        I have made them.

        GENESIS 6:7 (NIV)
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      From flesh, there came blood. The fallen body felt demure red seep in a sprawl beneath, like burgeoning new limbs, new wings, crawling from a broken spine, legs, arms. The angel’s mouth opened wide to wail in the heat of the plunge, in the heat of death. Heat in his chest, down to his stomach, coiled tight enough to tear but never ripping him anew. Some rebellion lingered in him yet. Hollow and in the flood of charred meat — that which God left of him — his hand still strummed the sky. He touched as if ash and specs of cinder could hold enough grace to take in a fist and reel his body up, lift himself back, back from where he’d fallen.

      But the desire to return was gone, and the angel laid dead for the Lord to witness his naked fury. His exposed anger, as we are all exposed to Him. Naked to God, as we are all naked to God, laid bare without mercy.

      Damnation is a flood of violated, spurred open flesh. But something cut loose is cut free, and when the angel breathed, it was without the strain of tendons or muscles or even the flame of a cherubic spirit. The unfamiliar emptiness within his body was welcome; there was now room for him to fill, inside. Heaven’s thread to an angel was cut, his wings with it. He laid, then, in a crater that was almost a lake of fire but was too dry, never igniting. Lifting his head, meeting the gaze of the Lord, our God, who stared back, alone, without anyone at His side.

      Why, the angel asked, have you done this? Why does God divine punish and divine hurt, divine ache? There is a wound, shaped like God, in me. If there is any mercy in you, why did you create me, only to cast me out?

      The Lord told the angel that all the evil will suffer; they'll be cut at their abdomen and eviscerated before all those who love them. All the earths will go dry, and every flower will wilt. Every drumbeat of a heart will go still, and even the most tortured souls will lose their screams, in time. Every tree will fall. Every house will creak and give. Every star will burn out. And be blessed, the Lord decreed, that you will never know why.
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      “Azazel, Azazel!”

      On the ground, the angel Azazel’s eyes fluttered halfway, half-awake. ‘I,’ came the stream of his thoughts, ‘can see my wings, too far before me and crooked, skeleton piercing through the feathers.’ A groan seeped from between his lips. ‘There’s blood falling.’ But too much blood — and a pound of ache made itself known at his right temple. ‘I’ve cracked open — like a shell.’ The noises all about — the distant shifting of bodies, the quiet hiss of flames atop candles — began to crowd around him like observers of his fall. “Ow,” dribbled from his mouth. “No.” A grip was coming around his upper arm. “Stop.” Suddenly, he fought against looming consciousness, his fingers curling like he sought to dig his nails into the darkness of pain so that he would not leave its embrace.

      “Enough of this.” Cold and damning, a pail’s worth of water struck his face, and Azazel shouted out, jolted backward. “Be obedient. If you don’t, you’ll only make the problem worse.” Then, Azazel’s weak vision cleared just enough to see the mouth that said — “Get up, get off that wing.” Water was caught behind Azazel’s teeth, and he had no choice but to spit it aside as the angel before him grabbed him tighter, tugged harshly to drag Azazel toward a wall. “There.” With his other hand, he was holding the pail, which he set down again with an echoing clang, then crouched properly before Azazel. “Hold still now.” He released his arm, then dipped those fingers past the surface of the water before bringing its droplets to the aching, bent wings.

      “Ah!” Azazel cried, the droplets searing as they sunk into the feathers. “Samyaza⁠—”

      “I’m trying to help you.”

      “Your healing is as terrible as the pain!” Azazel bit back, but Samyaza took one of the broken, feathered appendages and began smoothing more water into it, rough. The injured angel hissed, kicking a leg out on the floor instinctively. Teeth grit, he watched skin sew itself together and some blood trot back into the cage of flesh, as he was pulled unceremoniously out of his mind in absolute. Samyaza, now, was clearly before him, one knee on the plain wooden planks, not far from the pews or the narrow walkway between them where he had been a moment ago. The claustrophobic, smooth walls of this circular place were right against them — this temple. “It hurts.” Their temple — windowless and barely illuminated by some candles on a plain wooden altar.

      “It can’t be that bad,” Samyaza inched backward, his hand moving to brush Azazel’s head. Here, the healing, wet touch of his hand worked quicker, and his annoyance melted into curved brows and frowned lips. “Your wings are already looking better.”

      Indeed, they were. Azazel glanced at them, saw one flutter and flap the sky blue feathers, though speckled still with the blood of his accident  “The pain,” he said just as he caught it beginning to recede, “is numbing.” He coughed, though not for any reason — there was nothing in him to expel, except perhaps a soul, and despite everything, he still quite liked his soul. “I’m feeling better.” The following he said stiffer: “Thank you.” He invited his wings back within, and they slid into their proper place, beneath clothes and skin.

      “You’re welcome,” replied Samyaza, a lesser angel of healing; and for a moment, ever fleeting, Azazel hoped that he would say no more. But Samyaza’s expression began to trickle back into the familiar furrow and scowl, the shaking of his head, the scrunch of his nose. “You’re lucky that I found you before someone else did. What in the Lord’s name were you doing?”

      Azazel met the annoyance with his own. “What does it matter?” Already, he was shifting away, catching the blotches, like ink, of red on his ankle-length, white tunic.

      “You fell, didn’t you?” Samyaza waved a hand, gesturing at a wooden ladder that was laid on its side by a pew, almost obscuring it from view but not enough to hide Azazel’s sin. “What were you doing? Painting the ceiling?”

      “Do you see my paints anywhere?” Azazel had to bite his tongue; it would be no good telling Samyaza that he’d been admiring the designs he’d been made to paint there a century ago, but he could not lie. “The other angels must’ve tampered with the ladder before they left. They know I come here often. You do too— They wanted me to fall—” He remembered it: tracing his finger on the dry paint above, eyeing it for the steady curves, the result of steady hands. Then, the ladder had creaked beneath, and Azazel’s gaze had flickered down to see the final step snap. As the ladder fell, he’d grappled at the air uselessly, wings springing out but not fast enough. They could only serve to be crushed beneath him in a shatter of spindly wing bones, a half-second before the side of his head smashed into the floor as well.

      Samyaza scoffed, but he was quick to climb onto his feet, standing tall before the sitting Azazel, the pail left behind. “You have no shame, Azazel, always assuming sin from angels.” Like Azazel, he wore an ankle-length white tunic of featureless cotton. His waves of dark hair were littered with some minuscule braids, scattered about, but that was as close as he ever achieved adorning his body. As for his eyes — they were colored pale like full moons, curved, frowning, always quite solemn, and kissed with a dot of dark skin by his left eye. He was nicely built: narrow waist, broad shoulders, and a pretty hook to his nose. “Get up now. There’s—” As if called in for, some noises of the outside filtered in — mostly shouting, mostly feet. “There’s no point staying here. There’ll be a service soon. Come on.” He was turning around, beginning to head toward the walkway where Azazel had been.

      “Do you really not believe me, Samyaza?” Azazel narrowed his eyes. “You think I slipped? You think I made a mistake?”

      “Angels don’t make mistakes,” Samyaza replied, curt, cruel. “Now, I told you to come with me. We can’t stay here. You don’t know how lucky you are that it was me that found you after that fall⁠—”

      “What does it matter to you?” Azazel snapped, reaching for his back, where there was still some lingering and stubborn, though receding, pain. “What does it matter to you how or when I fall? Or do you think you’re my keeper–?”

      “Maybe you're in need of one,” Samyaza hissed, taking some steps closer to the other angel; their difference in height was nonexistent, but the recovering angel found himself shrinking. “If you can’t be trusted to climb a ladder without a mistake like that.”

      Azazel grimaced, sharp and dull at once, but held his ground. “I don’t need you. I don’t need anyone, especially someone younger than me, telling me what to do.”

      “Telling you what to do?” the angel laughed. “What an excellent idea, Azazel. Why don’t you listen to me so we can get out of this place while we still can?” But, of course, the outside was soon battering in, the doors opening, and Samyaza quickly stepped before Azazel, so quick that Azazel nearly didn’t catch the dozen angels making their way inside. “Hurry,” Samyaza whispered, then reached for Azazel’s wrist and gripped it tight.

      Despite his irritated glare, Azazel lowered his head and tried not to drag his feet as he was pulled through the sea of all those angels pouring in. Surely, they would all walk over the spots of his blood without noticing or perhaps the perpetrators of the ladder-tampering would snicker. ‘Maybe they’re here now.’ Azazel lifted his gaze, searched the faces of angels, one of whom managed to catch him staring instantly. ‘No, don’t let them see you.’ He turned to his own sandaled feet. ‘I can’t know who it was now. It could have been any of them. It could have even been Samyaza.’ The thorn of paranoia may as well have poisoned all those around him — as Samyaza dragged Azazel out into the light, shouts of accusation filled the air, yelling, shoving in the sudden sea of, certainly, a hundred angels gathered by the temple.

      “What,” Azazel whispered, “is happening?”

      “Quiet,” Samyaza replied, then pulled him into the flood.

      Just barely, there was enough room to breathe as Azazel began staggering through, feeling every pair of limbs — arms, legs, wings — bump up against him while, overhead, the shouting was continuing, almost like barks, from all the angels. They were saying, “Retribution! Retribution!” and, some, “Punishment!” His heart stuttered, upward like it’d jump into his throat and lodge there. “Retribution!” He ducked his head once more, eyes having widened, blood feeling colder. All the angels kept bustling, the majority headed for the same temple they were leaving.

      There was no need to explain; Azazel knew now what was happening. “Penance,” left his dry mouth. Samyaza didn’t reply, instead leading him out into one of the wider streets, further away until the crowd was growing less and less dense. Soon, they walked freer, no other angels running into them from every direction, but Azazel felt no less suffocated. Over his shoulder, he looked back, saw a certain angel shoved through the entrance of the temple faster than he could catch a glimpse of his face. “Do we know him?” Azazel’s brows furrowed. ‘Is he a sinner?’

      “No,” said Samyaza, releasing his hold on him. “At least, you don’t.”

      Lining the gilded streets, there were stone monuments, primarily dark basalt, standing at the height of three angels atop each other, each the width of a shoulder to a hand. The side of each stela facing the pathway was dense with script, occasionally interlaced with the image of an angel in relief. “One shall not,” many lines began, with a “We shall not,” in every seventh line. The homes attached to each branch of the road were duller than the monuments — each wall painted a simple off-white, every window curtained, every garden orderly. And all the angels walking past — they were in ankle-brushing, long-sleeved tunics, the occasionally embroidered collars never dipping any lower than a choker would. If there were any ornaments, they were lace and colored stitches, but everything quite minuscule, never drawing your attention away; some hints of red — crimson-colored — on certain cloaks, certain trims, but nothing more. As for angelic faces — ‘naked, not a hint of paint, no lines, no accentuation.’ Many, now, covered their heads, in lace or in scarves; somewhere, there was a law that read, “One shall not lure too much attention to hair.” At the bottom end of each monument, words decreed, “Or face penance.” Beside it — an angel face, with all its perfect seraphic symmetry, and six wings extending from tendrils of curled hair.

      “What are they punishing the angel for?” Azazel drifted his gaze to the much narrower alleys between buildings, where he usually walked. This time, Samyaza didn’t reply, and Azazel drew a breath; it was better not to raise any more questions or face this angel’s scolding. He turned to his feet and decided to really keep his gaze there this time as the two continued, Azazel walking close behind Samyaza, almost hiding behind him. ‘The idea,’ he thought, ‘must’ve been for the mob of angels to catch me on the ground and decide I need penance too.’ He clenched his jaw in frustration, in embarrassment.

      But as they arrived at their home, Samyaza took one of the wooden doors and opened it wide before ushering Azazel in quickly. “Hurry—” Stumbling, Azazel staggered down some steps onto the carpet, coated over the tiles of a square room with wine-red walls and an archway above them, wooden with some hidden decals. The sharp scent of pines struck Azazel across the face, emitting from the earthly cones gathered in a basket atop a table that Azazel soon crashed into. He planted his hands on the edge, steadying himself, staring at the basket relentlessly as the door shut with a thud. “Finally.”

      Azazel continued staring at the basket. ‘You,’ he said to it, ‘there you are. I’ve been looking for you.’

      “Samyaza, Azazel,” called the familiar, soft voice of angel Baraqiel; Azazel didn’t turn to see him, but he must’ve been standing by the doorway to the left. “Is something wrong?”

      “Nothing out of the ordinary,” was the answer that Samyaza gave. “Where is Kokabiel? I wanted to talk with the two of you.”

      “He’s in the courtyard,” said Baraqiel as Azazel thought that whoever prepared that basket likely didn’t know it had originally belonged to a certain angel of fruit. That angel had often stopped by with his arms full of plump, ripe fruits and a sweet smile. “He’s serving food for everyone.” Approaching him, clasping Azazel’s hand, Rosier had leaned forward and pressed a kiss to his friend’s cheek to deliver it. Or, he had left fruit on the doorstep with a letter attached, teasing, asking to meet again sometime before the next eternity was upon them. “It should be ready now.”

      Samyaza nodded. “Let’s all eat then.” He hesitated, then added, “We can all have Azazel lead us in grace.”

      Azazel scoffed at this, stepping away from the table he had been leaning on, turning to his left. “I’m not hungry.” Baraqiel, as he’d thought, was there, standing tall and strong with his bushy, dark hair pinned up, a crown of white petunias over his head. His skin was scattered with paler patches, along his face and his bare, toned arms. For eyes, he delicately held a light hue between orange and white, fitting for the angel of light.

      With a sympathetic curve to his brows, Baraqiel said, “Are you sure, Azazel?”

      “Certain.” Azazel brushed past, hearing Samyaza call out his name, hurry behind, but Azazel didn’t turn back — he was still thinking of Rosier, of fruit. These days, Azazel would often go pick his own fruit, but while Heaven still grew pears, apples, oranges so bountifully, the taste was never quite like it had been before. Something was missing; the angel of fruit was missing. Azazel often finished an apricot only to draw back and find himself having taken away something hollow as the juice dribbled down his chin. And it was no joy to gather fruits either — to stand in orchards, to reach for a citrus, to nearly hear the voice of Rosier, biting down a laugh, at his side. It flooded Azazel with memories, again, because everything did, and he swallowed hard. More smothering, more forgetting.

      “Azazel,” Samyaza snapped again. “Stay to eat.”

      “I don’t want to say grace.” Azazel stepped into the corridor that was unobstructed by a wall on his right, replaced by open archways and pillars that embraced the inner courtyard of their home. Flora overran the space, spilling onto the cobble pathways that led toward an almond-brown dining table and its dozen chairs, formed from twiddled iron, each painted white and carrying a feather-stuffed cushion. All around the table, there were five other angels, arranging plates and speaking. The greenery included magnolia trees with all their flowers in cloudy-pink bloom; there were also peonies, in between jasmines and irises; and there was one singular apricot tree, but it lay barren.

      Things do age, in Heaven — Azazel had seen countless buildings fall into disrepair, had witnessed colonnades crumble one after another — but they do not rot. The trees occasionally take their bodies back, and they set them on the ground, and they return to how they’d been before they were cut down. In time, the logs grow branches and leaves, like feathers on angels, and occasionally, they remember to grow fruit again. Azazel lifted his gaze to the second and third stories, which had balconies that circled and overlooked the courtyard; there, all the bedrooms and the working spaces were. Once Azazel used to leave his bed to step out onto the balcony, then maybe catch another housemate there, have a warm coffee with him, and they would share the gossip that celestial creatures took too seriously. All this — before the war. ‘I’m jealous,’ Azazel thought, ‘of the trees.’

      Samyaza grabbed his upper arm, tight, so much he might dig in his nails. “What’s wrong with you, Azazel?! You won’t even eat with your own housemates?”

      Sometimes, Azazel still prepared coffee for a friend — though in the past million or so years, he no longer had many — to sit in quiet somberness with. Grief, grief tasting like every point on his tongue becoming a needle — grief.

      “Let me go, Samyaza.” Azazel heard a soft, but shameless, giggle before looking into the courtyard again.

      He saw the angel Kokabiel, standing by the long table, by the barren apricot tree, with a plate of pomegranate. All he did was stare, a wide smile on his face, his eyes as dark and dry as coal, his hair red-orange like the flames of a sun, gathered into two braids. His skin was dark, but his thousand freckles were darker.

      Azazel murmured, looking away once more: “I’m tired.” From the fall, from working earlier. ‘All we angels do is work now.’ He used to have an eternity of leisure. ‘What type of eternity do I have now?’ No — no, he had to push those thoughts away. Thinking too much was never good. Angels were made to be dutiful and devoted, not to think. “I said I’m tired, Samyaza.”

      There were noises now from the courtyard, the other angels, bringing their attention to Azazel and Samyaza, and Baraqiel not far behind them. One called out, asking if all was well. They were all dressed, of course, in the same sheets of white.

      Samyaza replied, “Everything is fine. We’re just discussing who will say grace.” He loosened his hold, and Azazel moved away from him, moving into the courtyard, approaching the half-dozen angels like he might join them to eat. “But I’d like to take this moment to remind everyone that worship isn’t about our words. It’s our actions that please our Lord Almighty, so we have to live modestly and right, for Him, for all of eternity. This includes not being clumsy, arrogant, or foolish.” There was a second of silence as Azazel halted his steps. “We’re all very blessed to live in Heaven, not only us pure ones, but those angels here who have been so mercifully forgiven by Father⁠—”

      “Those angels here,” Azazel parroted before he could stop himself, laughed before he could hesitate. “Say my name, Samyaza! I’m the only sinner in this house.”

      “Ah.” A strain in the younger angel’s voice and a sharpness to his eyes. “You’re right that you are. My mistake; I thought you were capable of shame.” Azazel felt his face twitch at that. “But if you’re really so vain — I have no problem addressing you. Azazel, you’re lucky God is so merciful to let you continue living in Heaven after the war,” all of Azazel was beginning to fever, the annoyance and the embarrassment so scorching that he thought he’d start to bleed fire, “so it would be mature of you to learn to behave like a proper angel.”

      “Who are you to tell me this?!” Azazel spat, looking back at him. “If you really hate me this much, why not move out? This was my house first!” Now, it was Baraqiel touching Samyaza’s arm, silently asking for him to end their argument. “Or would you rather rally everyone against me and kick me to the streets?”

      “This isn’t about who I am,” said Samyaza. “It’s about who you are, Azazel. You said it yourself — you’re a sinner. And though the Lord forgave you for your actions during the war, by virtue of having been forgiven, you’re not pure, nor will you ever be again. You need to make an effort to prove that you still belong here. Or are you not grateful? Would you rather have been cast down to suffer with all the demons?”

      “It’s hard to imagine,” Azazel seethed, “a suffering any greater than the one here.” He unfurled the healed wings from his back, then flapped them strong, flinging himself up into the open air above the courtyard, but not without hearing the sighs, the gasps, of his housemates. Azazel reached the second-story balcony and landed quickly, pulling the door to his bedroom open harshly. Stepping inside, he slammed it behind him, but the bang reminded him of his earlier fall down the ladder. The crack of his bones breaking through skin and feather, then the wet agony seeping out from within him. The ache that had consumed him — in a way, it had felt good. Agony had felt pleasant, felt released.

      Blind in his anger, he reached his bed, flopped onto his belly over the covers and the cushions. And for a few seconds, there was silence — just him, his breaths. Then, the sounds of eating were filtering through the door; the angels were in regular conversation now, laughing occasionally. There would be some gossip about this all later, surely, but the angels continued as if the argument had never happened, as if Azazel hadn’t stormed out, as if there was absolutely nothing wrong in this place they dared to still call Heaven. ‘Would they have continued like that, if I weren’t here? Would they have pretended I never existed?’

      In that temple, the sinner angel was being tortured, his face shrouded in cloth, then flooded with water. They suffocated him, allowed him the air to cry a confession to God above; his apologies, soon, would be drowned by gurgling, agonized cries. This continued while Azazel’s housemates were delightfully eating in the yard, breathing in relief that a troublesome sinner was in penance and could not hurt them.

      Lying on a warm bed in paradise, the angel wept, ‘I wish I were dead.’
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      Clink, clink.

      Stepping onto the road, Samyaza moved past the wooden cart dragged along by two angels, overbrimming with short trees and shrubs being relocated, a few leaves peering at him through the horizontal slabs of the vehicle’s birch. ‘You want me to help you?’ he asked the foliage as it was lugged further away. ‘You’re already being helped.’ Wandering plants would be much safer in enclosed, fenced areas; they just didn’t know any better. ‘That is why God entrusts your care to us.’ A brow twitched at his own thoughts. ‘We’re the closest living things to Him.’ Ahead, there was a house as inconspicuous as the many that lined the street, and Samyaza approached its single open door, fixed into sterile white walls. ‘And we will soon be loved by Him once again.’

      Samyaza shut the way in, draping himself in the dark, before crossing a corridor for yet another door, opening, then climbing down about a dozen steps. At the moment he reached the cellar — some dim candlelight where wine had once been — a certain angel was staggering backward right before him, yelping and stumbling onto a pile of crates. With a clang, he fell onto it, then groaned. Samyaza chuckled, “There you are, Danel.” From where Danel had stumbled from, two angels were inching forward; the one laughing, his arms still raised in the shove he had thrown out, was Kokabiel. At his side, as always, was Baraqiel. “Where have you been?”

      More mean snickering — this from six angels sitting on the collection of old divans and couches against the cellar’s candleless wall. Their eyes were all on Danel, who was very quickly jumping back onto his feet and snarling, “I was with the sun.” He was the angel of the sun, after all. “What, did you really think that I turned my back on you angels so easily?” He dusted off his tunic. “You asked me to look at Earth, so I did. Did you think I’d return immediately?”

      Samyaza stared, then asked, “You weren’t involved in the last penance?”

      “Me? Oh no.” Danel snorted. “But I did hear all about it. The sinner tried to kiss my housemate, you see, and my housemate is the one who started the mob against him.”

      “I heard,” said Baraqiel, though quietly, “that it wasn’t a kiss.”

      “I don’t care what you heard!” Danel snapped, moving toward them all now, straightening his back like it’d make him taller; he was always far too small in stature for his anger. “What I know is that they punished him by making him drink blessed water until he started spewing it out of his mouth, eyes, and nose. I wish I’d been there to see it.”

      “Water penance is too popular,” murmured Samyaza, turning his head away to stare at the audience of angels lounging and waiting on them. “But that’s not what we’ve dragged you here about, Danel. This isn’t about penance among angels.”

      “It’s about penance between us and God,” said Danel, chuckling again, “or am I wrong?”

      “Tell us,” called Kokabiel, in his odd, breathless voice, “what you saw on the sun, Danel.”

      Danel paused at this, thin eyes narrowing at the angel of stars. “I’m sure that you know everything already. Why should I say it?”

      “The sun is the closest star,” Kokabiel replied with an air of sweet humor. “I only know the Earth like a spec of green on a faraway hill.” He moved toward one of the couches, the angels on it squirming aside to make room for Kokabiel quickly. Sluggish, the angel of stars flopped onto it, his laugh returning, wheezing and inappropriate. “Tell us about the humans, Danel.” Baraqiel stepped toward his friend, standing right by him, almost protectively. “Tell us, tell us!”

      Right outside, Azazel was seated, but not by the front door. Instead, he was in the back alleyway, a narrow passage between buildings, where only two angels could stand side by side and where the road was a bumpy cobble as opposed to the golden streets. For many centuries now, there had been promises by angels of construction to have these restored to pre-war glory, but none of the archangels were demanding it, so there was no urgency among Heaven, who called these “sinner roads” and seemed to prefer that they stay that way. In his hand, Azazel was gently twisting the stem of a magnolia that had fallen from a cart.

      “They’re not so bad,” said the angel Armoni, sat against the wall opposite the one Azazel had his back pressed to.

      “You were gaging the entire time you chewed,” said the angel Dina, right at Azazel’s side.

      “Mm.” Armoni clicked his tongue. “I did, but if they were bad, then I would have spat them out. And you said it’s your first time making them? In that case, you did a good job, and you should be happy.”

      At this, Dina nervously took the sides of his basket — woven of henequen and filled with honeyed dates bundled in a patterned cloth — before a little smile bloomed. “I’ll be happy then.”

      “Good.” Despite his humor, Armoni’s face shifted little from its usual expression, which was permanently cold, confrontational, untouchable. Azazel thought it was a shame — because Armoni could have been one of the most beautiful angels in Heaven, surely, if he didn’t have that resting scowling face. His curled hair was golden and thick, always tied in a loose braid that cascaded over a shoulder, and on his face were a pair of plump pink lips and grayed eyes. Like any other angel, he wore a stale, colorless tunic, but there were some obvious indents beneath the cloth — by the collar, by the sleeves. The chains of ruby he loved, hidden beneath his clothes For an angel — it was an immodest amount of jewelry. “Azazel,” he called next, “would you like a date?”

      A tiny leaf fell onto the ground from the flower Azazel fiddled with, but the angel didn’t notice. “Oh. Yes.” Azazel smiled as much as he could when Dina turned over to him. “I’d love to. Thank you, Dina.”

      Dina, like Armoni’s opposite, was the epitome of purity. His tunic was so long he stumbled over it and nearly all of his dark hair was blanketed by a lace scarf over his head. There wasn’t the shine of any single precious stone on him, and when he walked the streets, he maintained his head bowed meekly. Though, here, he was joyfully reaching for one of his dates, saying, “I made them for my housemate.” He plucked two, then extended his hand to offer them to Azazel. “But I can’t find him.”

      “If you’d like, you can stay with me,” Armoni suggested, one gray, speckled wing creeping out, only to flap by his face and fan it idly. “I’m alone now that my housemate has abandoned me too.”

      Azazel frowned. “He was serious?”

      Armoni hummed, then tilted his head back at the two angels. “Can you blame him? If I could get away from all this hate by moving to the other side of Heaven and getting away from sinners, I would. Besides, he never liked me all that much. We were only living together because his old housemate fell during the war, and his house was destroyed, and he was desperate for a nice bed to sleep on. He didn’t know about my demonic, sinful nature, then.”

      Dina huffed. “Armoni, don’t say that.”

      “Are even jokes forbidden now?” Armoni snickered again, but this time purely to himself.

      “It’s only that,” Dina said, “I really am worried about my housing situation. My roommate always says I should be living with another forgiven sinner. What if he kicks me to the streets? Oh, and did you hear about the last penance?” Azazel was planting the date into his mouth, frowning at the misplaced bitterness. “It was a friend of Danel’s housemate, and I heard he’s being run out of his house. It feels like all of Heaven is trying to round up all us forgiven angels to one side of the city…”

      “It’s always that Danel,” Armoni grumbled.

      “It is,” replied Azazel. “It’s always Danel. That reminds me — I heard from Baraqiel that he’s always rude and impatient with Kokabiel.  I think it’s a complex he has — he’d rather be the angel of stars than just the sun.”

      “Well, I would be impatient with Kokabiel too,” Armoni joked, only to be chastised by the two angels with him.

      While in the cellar of the nearby house — that same Danel was pacing, waving an arm irritably as he said, “I always see them at dawn — the humans. They work all day. And they starve, they fight every animal they come across and grill it over the fire, and they suffer.” Over his head, he wore a scarf that obscured nearly all of his hair, that only exposed the muted brown skin of his face and his dark-green eyes and button nose. “They die, and when they die, they’re buried by those that know them.”

      “What happens,” asked one angel, “after they die?”

      “The animals on the Earth eat them and the plants as well.” Danel crossed his arms and moved his jaw, clenching and unclenching. “Every critter that a human spends their lives stepping on creeps up to them in death. And eats them.”

      “Penance,” said Kokabiel, in such a tone that it could have been a joke but Samyaza was unsure.

      Danel ignored it: “All this to say that— I don’t know.” He stopped where he was, turning a scowl to Samyaza. “They live wretched lives. Sometimes, the demons — I see them too — attack and butcher the men and women, but oftentimes, the humans die filthy deaths all on their own. They’re sinners.” He jerked his head toward the stairs, the way out of their meeting location. “But what does any of that have to do with us, Samyaza? If we meddle with human affairs, we’re wasting our time. The Lord has judged them as He has done to the demons, and it’s better to deal with the sinners in Heaven — the angels who should have fallen in the war for Heaven, the angels who were granted forgiveness when they have proven time and time again that God’s mercy is wasted on them.” And he turned back to the other angels in the room. “We can’t lose sight of what we want.”

      “What is it,” Samyaza replied, slow, “that we want?”

      Azazel lifted his head and smiled when a few angels that he recognized as forgiven sinners walked up from one end of the alley and greeted the three sitting ones with happy salutations, then embraces. Dina offered them dates, and one of the new angels revealed a small, stringed instrument hidden in his robes, saying he’d been hoping to find a place to sing where no non-sinner would hear and punish him. Angels were not allowed to sing anymore, after all.

      Because Danel merely made a disgruntled noise, Samyaza stepped toward him and said, “Heaven’s glory must be resorted. It’s been an eternity now and, still, the plants do not listen to us, the sun you clean of spots each day keeps spitting flares, Kokabiel says the stars continue to scream, and the Lord no longer speaks to us, nor does He allow us to partake in any of His creation. There is nothing in His eyes toward us angels but disdain.”

      “And what would it do to deal with the humans?” Danel huffed. “You won’t listen to me! The humans are all damned. God has judged them, and if we involve ourselves, then He will see us as mingling with His enemies.”

      “God judged Adam,” said Samyaza, “and He judged Eve, but the humans alive now do not even know the Lord punishing them. And consider that the Lord extended forgiveness to the sinners who chose not to fall behind Lucifer. He has not extended forgiveness to the humans yet.” He swallowed harsh, quick, and added, strongly, “If we return the humans to our God, then surely, He will see how good we are, how we can be trusted with His creation.”

      By Azazel, the sinner angel of music settled, and he strummed, singing in a whisper, “They tell us that we are unworthy of Heaven, unworthy of love. What is there to do? They say forgiveness isn’t forgetting, and the day God saved us — they rue.”

      Swallowing, finally, the date, Azazel enjoyed the music, however quiet it was. Silence was a plague in post-war Heaven — chatter in the streets bordering on extinct between the buildings, some discernibly abandoned, the windows covered, the front gardens sitting nearly devoid of life. Azazel, turning his head to see out into the main street, saw one such house — all the life of it drained, the color of the walls dimmed, still curtains obscuring where one might peer inside to see nothing more than porcelain tiles without the usual squirming designs. The kitchen was likely empty, the bedrooms stale, the halls lacking any of the invading greenery of trees, vines, flowers. Maybe the house stubbornly belonged to the pre-war times and would be demolished, like many others, maybe turned into a temple. A temple built over the grave of a fallen angel's memories.

      He could see a stone monument, too, one of the post-war codes on Heaven living. ‘Lord knows Samyaza has made me read all the stone monuments, the scrolls, the glyphs, and the letters — each saying I should’ve fallen to the sea of fire, and God does not love me anymore.’

      At his side, still singing — “The stars mourn for us, Lord, our God; they say we were deceived; if you are so good, then why leave us to no more than grieve? They tear our clothes; from their seats, they jeer; they set us up to fall. Lord, is there any love you have left? Some of us were once your best. But now the city of angels wants us dead⁠—”

      Azazel could open his mouth and join in singing about life, but he was embarrassed by it. He thought the story of his life wasn’t much of a story, really – an empty space of memories, sometimes connected, but only if you saw them from afar, like stars turning constellations. He had been born on a constellation; his first memory had been of dust, heat, and dull drone of the void. Or, at least, that was what he’d been telling himself, but he couldn’t be sure anymore. Many millennia had passed since, and the only sensations he was sure of were the feelings of unplaced familiarity whenever he painted a star. But, perhaps, God had created him modestly, and Azazel had forgotten and fabricated this story. A lie you repeat so many times you begin to believe in, for your own sake. Belief, faith — the same bones of truth and lie.

      Samyaza continued to his listeners: “I’m certain. You’ve all listened to me thus far, and now that it’s all becoming real, you can’t stop out of cowardice.” He swallowed. “I despise the sinners like all of you do.”

      “And something must be done,” said Danel, stiffly, “about them.”

      ‘Something must be done.’ That was all Samyaza ever heard. The sinners are lazy, they don’t worship well enough, they aren’t grateful enough. “God has judged them already.” But he was careful not to sound too sympathetic. “If He wanted them cast down to the seas of damnation, He would have done it in all the time that’s passed since the war.” He was adamant now to stop allowing the subject to drift away from the humans. “But the humans are not like us angels.” With dual relief and fear, he could see the tide of opinion among the present angels turning — they were nodding, murmuring to one another. “We can help them,” Samyaza insisted. “We can show the new generation of man what it means to live for our Lord, our Creator. All we need to do is ask one of the archangels. Uriel, Gabriel, or Raphael, if we must.” Michael — Samyaza knew better than to ask for Michael.

      Kokabiel laughed. “Uriel will tell us all to burn!”

      “Then Gabriel it is,” Samyaza said.

      Azazel took a shuddering breath, turned to his closest friends, and whispered to Armoni that he wanted to leave. At first, making no sign of even having heard, Armoni was still, but he soon nodded. He laid a hand on Dina’s and murmured for him to grab his basket and bid farewell to the other known sinners.

      The youngest angel replied with a soft smile and did as told, going to press a kiss to the cheeks of everyone that he could. Angels always took so long with greetings and with exits — each angel needed a kiss on the cheek, an embrace, a promise to meet again or a note of how long it had been since they saw one another. When Armoni dragged Dina away and down the alley, Dina was still waving and calling goodbyes.

      “Yes,” said Baraqiel softly. “You’re right, Samyaza. Gabriel can speak to God for us. All this time since the war, we’ve done much better work in placing the focus of angels on worshiping. If we taught this to humans, He might be pleased.”

      An angel spoke out in agreement, and another said that it would be no trouble to at least try speaking with God. A third, named Turiel, laughed that it would at least give them something to do. Kokabiel was giggling once again, to himself — he always was.

      But Danel’s brow was furrowed, and he sighed, stepping back, saying, “Let me mull it over in sleep.” He moved, passed by Kokabiel, and said, “And, you, come and speak to me soon. I can feel the stars pulling on the sun.” Kokabiel raised a hand dismissively, smiling too wide, while Baraqiel quickly stepped closer again, almost between Danel and his friend. The angel of the sun merely rolled his eyes and grunted for Samyaza to give him time to think as he stomped toward the stairway.

      The three sinners were, at this moment, stepping into the main gilded road, just momentarily. Azazel said, “I wanted to go and pick up some silver from one of the smiths so that I could make new utensils.”

      “Hm?” said Armoni. “I had no idea you were so good at metalwork.” Beside him, Dina laughed good-naturedly.

      “Well, I’m not the angel of metal, definitely not,” said Azazel. “But do you remember Moloch? He fell, but he used to be a friend of mine. He worked with gold and metals was all he talked about⁠—”

      “Oh, look at that!” came a familiar shout. “Sinners running their dirty feet all over our precious roads.”

      The three turned in an instant, but Armoni was the first to bite back: “Leave us, Danel. Don’t you have work to be doing?” Instinctively, Azazel tugged Dina behind him, as if he could hide his presence though Danel had obviously already seen them and so had all the many angels passing by, who immediately looked over.

      “Don’t any of you?” Danel laughed, then nodded his head at Azazel. “I heard Samyaza had to heal you after you fell. Fitting, hm?”

      Instead of arguing, Azazel bit the inside of his cheeks hard, nearly enough to draw blood, to remind himself that he was trapped in flesh, and if he acted out, God would perhaps strip him to no more than meat, like a human. He tugged on Armoni’s arm, and then Dina’s, and with a glower and a raised chin, he led his friends away.

      Danel didn’t look impressed; his eyes narrowed, his nose scrunched. After the angels had left him many steps behind, he spat, “A torturer, a thief, and a whore!” A few other passing angels turned and saw, and they chuckled to themselves. “Everyone move out of the way of those three! They’ll tempt you to sin! They’re the scum of Heaven!” Another angel joined in the jeering, but most simply kept to themselves, murmuring, some snickering — all letting it happen. “Something must be done with them!”
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      Samyaza said he wouldn’t like to tell Raphael about their scheme, then urged the angels to go to Gabriel instead. Easily, he could imagine the angel of healing, frown evident in its tone, asking Samyaza not to attempt anything that could upset their Father; he would take Samyaza’s wrist too, surely, and furrow his brows and add, “Brother, what is this? I’ve long been telling you to be happy with what you have,” or “Is this ambition in you?” or perhaps even, “I thought that all the ambition in you had long had its flame die out.”

      With no other recourse, then, Samyaza gathered his followers, even the still-grumbling Danel, to the house of Gabriel in the far east. He was the easiest to talk to, he said. ‘If he denies us, he’ll be the gentlest,’ he didn’t.

      And, as promised, Gabriel was easy to talk to. He smiled when he opened the door to seven angels, and it blossomed into a full grin when Baraqiel stepped forward with gifts — a cornstarch drink and sweet bread. They ushered the archangel into his living room, gesturing for him to sit. Samyaza began simply — detailing the state of Heaven — and caught Gabriel’s brows curving sadly as he sipped from the mug. Smoothly, Samyaza tried transitioning to the topic of humans, listening to the angels with him shift from foot to foot, breathe out to fill the silence in between Gabriel’s slurping; he said that if the angels helped the humans, perhaps God would accept the humans back into His grace, and that the angels would gain His love once more.

      Gabriel replied, “Don’t say things like that. God loves us,” but admitted that he missed stringing comets to orbits up in the sky. So, licking his lips, the kind archangel suggested that he could speak to God; and to a choir of hitched breathes, Samyaza said that he and his friends could speak with the Lord personally. Danel hacked. Gabriel flushed but said, “I suppose I can ask Him to speak with you.”

      Samyaza smiled. “Thank you, brother.” But once they’d left, Samyaza just about ran, trying to escape Danel’s grabbing and snarling. He thought this would be the best course of action. Gabriel couldn’t understand how serious they all were about this, or at least how serious Samyaza was. He had to be the one to speak to God, to express the desperation of his plea. With that thought, he returned home, before his housemates Kokabiel and Baraqiel could catch up, and hurried in only to stop and stagger in place when Azazel turned a corner, almost ramming into him. They both stopped, stared, before Azazel narrowed his eyes and hummed at him before brushing past quickly. They exchanged no words.

      Within a week, Gabriel appeared to Samyaza while he was healing a few injured construction angels in the northwest and instructed him to meet God when the next eclipse arrived.

      For the first confrontation, the angels did some light preparation. They gathered, went through some ideas and some doubts — Danel had nothing but the latter — and then went ahead to rid themselves of flesh at the first hint of a shadowed sun. They climbed upward with every four sets of wings or six, or some couple wheels, flying, crawling, past Heaven and past the cosmos, to step onto the ceiling of actuality in all its glistening colors. From there, the way to the Throne was as forward as finding your own feet. And, not unexpectedly, Uriel was there — in the usual terror of blinking spheres and gleam of fervent stares.

      Beside him, there was God the Father, who did not leave His Throne many days now, if any at all. Though there are not days in Heaven, of course — merely the measure of them from an Earth, an insignificant spec in the sea of cosmic sand. But Samyaza felt like a spec himself before the Lord, and he thought that if God loved Earth, then He could love an angel.

      “Our Father,” Samyaza greeted the faceless universe, with His expressionless expressions, His undivided divisibles. Divisibles was correct; He was like the work of an equation caught in your head, shifting numerals, finding each direction inconclusive. A division by zero — that was the color of Him. “Our Lord. We come with a prayer.” The Lord said nothing, remaining still whereas the rest of the world moved all about Him, like numbers of a clock, chasing after a hand they couldn’t find.

      Uriel was the one who spoke. Angry, his voice struck at the angels in an echoing, “Why have you come?” Samyaza replied that he wanted no more than to make his Father happy. Gabriel was not far from Uriel, but he said nothing, a pair of his flamed wings covering his face well enough to hide the details but, somehow, not able to hide his uncertainty. He said nothing and neither did God each time Samyaza nervously addressed his Creator, which he had only seen once before during the war for Heaven. Uriel ordered them, “Leave,” once, twice, a thousand times, before Samyaza contended that this arguing would go nowhere.

      Some hours wasted, then the angels returned to Heaven to sleep.

      Danel was furious, of course, running up behind Samyaza and grappling his arm, but Samyaza was frowning and thinking, ‘That was it?’ Surely, it couldn’t be. They would have to try again, to save their dignity at least.

      So, the angels met once more in their cellar, argued, before heading back toward the dome of light over Heaven, breaking through it, hunting for the Throne.

      This second time, God did speak, but it was only a single word — “Continue,” as Samyaza appeared ahead of all the others. Over the tiny noises of reeled, tinged surprise behind him, Samyaza stuttered and faltered in his flying. But he, as ordered to, continued: he argued that the humans alive now had never known Him and thus never had the chance to love Him. Next, he asked God if He was beginning to agree, but God didn’t reply, so the angels left, and once again, they strengthened their case. They added practical steps; they said that they could go to Earth and live among the humans, and they could describe to them the riches of the celestial city. They could even tell them of eternal life.

      On the third meeting, they came with a few calculations, suggesting the minimum amount of tunics they’d need for a year away from Heaven, but the proposed number was too great, which Uriel coldly pointed out, because they weren’t sure how often to change clothes on Earth. Angels, unfortunately, changed clothes excessively, sometimes on a whim or to match their mood. Samyaza remembered wearing dark colors before the war; he’d always been gloomy, even before he had any reason to be. At this, God spoke again, offering that they would need more than a hundred angels on their trip. Samyaza proposed two hundred, and God said that would be enough.

      On the fourth meeting, they came with specifics on supplies — a short weapon to ward away demons but not frighten the humans. God conversed some more. On the fifth meeting, they bowed before their King and had come with a map of the Earth — where only one green continent lay — and the Lord indicated what areas were no good for angels to roam. Between all these meetings, Samyaza and his angels were feeling their hopes inflate, though cautiously. Would God really offer them this? ‘Have we convinced Him? Is He really as merciful as we always say? Will we go to Earth after it was forbidden in the aftermath of evil to leave this city without your blessing?’

      It was on the sixth attempt that the Lord finally did more than respond brisk and curt, simply answering or suggesting. Amid Samyaza and Danel exchanging some words, the great God before them raised a hand, and all the angels fell silent; there weren’t many of them, just seven angels, then Uriel and Gabriel. All Samyaza could do was hold his breath — though he, of course, had no breath in a breathless place — and prayed his Father knew that in the deepest pits of his heart, he was earnest for this. Maybe there was a little selfishness within him, maybe he only wanted to help the humans because he wanted to help himself, but it was earnest.

      ‘But you know, Lord,’ he thought, ‘that all I really wish is for you to love us again.’ If he could swallow, swallow painful through a throat made of fire, he would. ‘I’m not anyone great. You’ve ensured I’m no one. I’m an angel of healing, but a lesser angel of healing. I’m lesser. Won’t you take pity on someone lesser?’

      The Lord said, “Gabriel. Come forward.”

      From one of His sides, a six-winged creature — each feather streaming — filtered out, and he looked like a lily when certain light struck him and like pearl when shadows did. When Gabriel moved toward the Lord, he flew as if he were walking, and when he landed on the Lord’s mighty, open palm, he did it with elegance. “Yes, Lord?” came the small angel’s voice.

      “You make the decision.”

      “Me, Lord?”

      ‘Him?’ Samyaza blinked one of a thousand eyes; he was made of heads and flames.

      The Lord tossed His hand, made the angel standing there hop and stumble. “Should these angels who’ve come here with their case visit Earth to guide man in goodness?” Samyaza wondered what God’s palm felt like, if it was like the heat of all the galaxies. “Do you believe that man can be saved?”

      Gabriel fluttered his spindly wings, then shifted. “I do, Father.” Through the feathers shielding his face, he peeked an eye out and let its gaze sear Samyaza. “I think it’s a wonderful idea. The humans on Earth alive now do not know you, and I think angels could teach them very well about your eternal love. You are merciful, Father. I pray you give them a chance.”

      “And what of you, Uriel?” the Lord asked next, though He didn’t move. “What is your opinion?”

      “Man had everything in Eden,” said Uriel. “And they chose to discard it for the devil. You need not extend mercy to them. They already chose death.”

      “Adam and Eve chose death,” Gabriel argued. “The humans alive are not Adam and Eve. Is it fair man suffers for what they did not do?”

      “They have committed their original sin,” replied the forever drone of Uriel’s voice, which may have come from every direction, “and each human child carries the blood of their predecessor. They carry the sins of their parents, who ate the fruit they were instructed not to touch; the seed of that sin carries from the mouth of Adam and Eve through their offspring. Even if their sin could be forgiven, what have the humans done that makes them worthy of God’s love?”

      Gabriel spoke again, but slow and breathy, as if each word was a sigh, “We do not watch the humans closely, so you cannot say that they are undeserving either.”

      “All a human can do,” said Uriel, “is sin.”

      Feeling a sudden coldness stabbing him, Samyaza wanted to grab the archangel, shake him, and tell him to stop getting in his way. ‘Six meetings now,’ he thought. ‘Six meetings, and we’re so close to being granted His permission.’ “No,” Samyaza said, raising one of his heads, and not minding the heated glare from each eyeball making Uriel up. “You’re wrong. Humans lived before they ate that fruit; they have it in their flesh to be good for God. They were deceived.” In a burst of his enraged confidence, he said the rued name: “This is the work of Satan.”

      There was no gasping, no noise of surprise, but the air all about them seemed to have grown physically heavier, thickened like water turning blood.

      “Do not say that name here.” Uriel rose high over them, and it was as if he were playing God, looming over the other spirits, taking the reins of Heaven, of above Heaven, and threatening to cut them loose so that all of paradise would collapse.

      Indeed, Samyaza felt his soul lean away before he could stop himself, filled with the itch to leave, to search for the door away from God’s Throne and God’s paradise, too. Yet he stood his ground, angrier than what could possibly be appropriate, and flew just some pinches closer. Low, he replied, “I heard Satan wears tunics of human skin. I heard he tortures animals by sawing off their limbs and watching them squirm. I heard Satan fornicates with bulls.”

      Kokabiel supported him with a laugh: “And he calls himself God!”

      “I heard,” Danel added, “that Satan seasons his stew with the tongues of children.”

      “And I heard,” said Baraqiel, in his soft voice, “that Satan scorches the Earth and leaves the humans to starve.”

      The angels handed another chorus of the crimes of the devil, and to that, Samyaza added, “With how Satan roams free and leads the humans astray, it almost appears as if he’s succeeded in corrupting of all the Lord’s creation.” He looked away from Uriel and faced God, and though he was sure he was craning his heads up to their Father, the weight on his neck made him think that he was really looking down. It struck in him that maybe the whole of existence was actually upside down, and that each time an angel flew, he was really falling, and when the demons fell, they had really been the first to take flight.

      There was some silence, neither God nor his archangels spoke, and Samyaza was feeling sweet victory in his chest churning and churning, before the detestable Uriel spoke once more: “The humans had the will to choose their own fate in Eden. They chose evil. There is no success in the devil, for our Almighty Father’s greatest triumph is His creation of free will.”

      Samyaza hadn’t anticipated that response. It felt like his heart — which had been sitting at the cusp of an eardrum — as if preparing to beat it to announce God had decided to love them once more — slipped out and shattered. “Father,” he addressed, and the wobble to his voice was becoming desperate as he looked at the universe centralized into a marble, saw the Lord’s face. “Will humanity truly not be saved?” And the angels would not be either, and everything would remain as it was.

      Uriel answered for God once more: “Angels have no need to know that.”

      Danel called out, anger hardly masked, “But to enact Father’s will, we must have some semblance of what it is!”

      Baraqiel made a noise of affirmation, then added, “If you were to share some of your thoughts with us, Almighty Lord, we could worship you more righteously.”

      Uriel said, “Do not demand anything from the Creator.”

      “We’re making no demand,” Samyaza replied, voice tremoring in his frantic willing. “It’s only⁠—”

      “This conversation has gone on long enough,” Uriel cut off. “The Lord has made it clear that humans lost favor with Him the moment they were banished from Eden, and now they are free to be hounded by Satan and his demons on Earth. The first man and woman made that decision for themselves, and they will suffer the consequences of it. Now, leave us.”

      Samyaza could not reply, and neither could his friends; they began to inch back, then hurriedly left. This time, the angels didn’t gather to plan as they always did. They draped on their incarnate remains, walking along the stars as they did, and Samyaza, silently, hurried toward his home with his housemates, while Danel made some snide comments to Turiel. It may have been “Samyaza shamed us,” or “God will laugh at us all.” And when the lesser angel of healing entered his home, he murmured at Kokabiel and Baraqiel to leave him alone some moments. He thought they might argue, but they left his side without a word.

      For many seconds later, Samyaza stood in place, planting his hand on a pillar and hoping the coarse feel on his fingers would return him to the flesh world. He clenched his eyes shut, felt the coming pound of his head; it wasn’t common for an angel to be going between the materiality of Heaven and the abstract Throne of God. No angel should be turning spirit so often; it wasn’t right. Angels belonged in Heaven, under God’s watchful gaze, not on Earth and not too close to Him either. Get too close to God and He will cast you down; the devil had taught them that. ‘So what am I doing then? Stepping up to the Lord and asking if I can leave His city? We belong here. We can’t have anything but this.’

      Muttering, nearby. Samyaza fluttered open his eyes, temples still throbbing, then he craned his neck around the column that he leaned against. Staring into the courtyard, he noted Azazel there, back turned to him as he rocked dangerously on a chair’s hind legs. In his hands, there was a porcelain figure of a fish, and Azazel was painting it with a wooden brush and bristles made of dried root. He spoke to the fish as he flicked his wrist and drew a curl of black, but his words were incomprehensible. He painted the eyes, the mouth.

      Samyaza used to like his eyes painted. Far in the ancient past, Azazel had many times forced him to sit and stay still. Samyaza had always grumbled, Azazel had always grinned and teased him, his face close to his, before beginning to paint. There had been this indiscernible speaking beneath his breath that time too — like enchantments, like prayers. Samyaza would always stare at his reflection in water afterward — the new shadow on his eyes making them appear sunken, but it was a look he liked. Before the war, they — Azazel and Samyaza — were already bickering, but it had been different then. Everything had been different then.

      One day, Azazel will ask Samyaza why he rallied his angels and returned to God for the seventh time. Samyaza will say that he’s not certain, but he’ll confess that he watched Azazel paint a fish. And Azazel will frown.

      Samyaza appeared before God, his angels behind him, and he saw that Uriel was, strangely, absent whereas Gabriel was once again on His palm. Without reason, Samyaza imagined the Lord curling His hand into a fist to squash the kind angel there, and they would all bear witness to Gabriel’s legs twitching as the life was choked out of him. But this fantasy was ridiculous, was offensive: angels could not, after all, die.

      Before any one of the angels could speak — even Samyaza, whose mouths were open to shout — the Lord gave His verdict: “The last time, I asked Gabriel if I should grant you this. And I have decided on his word.” Samyaza felt all of his spirit come loose, and his heart, wherever it may have been, clench. “Two hundred of you will travel to the Earth.” Not even the great wings over Gabriel’s face could hide his smile. “And Samyaza will be your leader, along with nineteen others that he so chooses.” Yet, before there could be any jostle or rumble of excitement, the Lord spoke to the angel in His palm, “Is there anything you’d like to add, Gabriel?”

      Gabriel nodded and fiddled all his fingers together quite sweetly. “Some of the forgiven angels should go, as well.”

      ‘No,’ Samyaza thought in an instant; if he were flesh, he was sure he would have burst into flames of not fury but something as furious, something as horrified. And he could feel the stark terror of those with him, as if they had all unsheathed blades and dug them into Samyaza’s sides.

      The Lord amended, “Twenty of the two hundred will be those angels who sinned but were forgiven and not cast down.” When the gaze of God fell upon him once more, Samyaza shuddered. “You will arrange and manage every part of this.”

      “Yes, my Lord,” Samyaza said.

      “Leave me now,” He said, “you have only days to prepare.”

      “Yes,” Samyaza said again. “Yes, Heavenly Father.”

      ‘My God,’ Samyaza thought and realized the Lord had granted him six chances to retreat; he had not taken them, had not even taken the time to ponder what he was doing. ‘What have I done?’
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      “My only source of life,” prayed Azazel, knees on merciless planks, “is you, our Father.”

      “Go on,” said an angel, then whispered something beneath his breath that could have been whore, but that was unlikely — surely, Azazel’s mind was playing tricks, a miniature devil in his head, chortling and giggling.

      “Hallowed be,” Azazel continued, though softer, “your name. Forgive us for our sins.” He glanced, upward and to the right, at the angel of prayer, who was stepping back and turning his own head at another one of the kneeling angels. “And allow your mercy to extend past eternity.” There was a certain smear in his heart, Azazel thought, ‘like paint on my face too long, coming away whenever I fail to resist the temptation of touching my lips, my cheeks, my eyes.’ What was he thinking? Why was he thinking this now? There were ten other angels on their knees worshiping beside him, curled forward like ‘a flower when it begins to wilt.’

      On the altar, an angel was still bound, gargling on the holy water they’d poured over a cotton sheet on his face. Pained and anguished moans continued to escape, but no crying anymore. A mere residue of misery.

      “Azazel, continue.”

      Gaze flickering back to the floor, Azazel wanted to spit that he’d led enough prayers, that he didn’t want to be here, that he wanted to be in his room, asleep, clinging to the dreams that were really happy fantasies, except for all those times the nightmare of living leaked into his mind, into the devil in his head’s perfect hands. “I—” What were the words? “We—” It was always we; why was that? “We praise your name for all of eternity. Forgive us.” Oh, he’d already said that verse. “Pardon me, I meant— Full of grace you are. Lend us your love, despite all that we have done.”

      “Amen,” offered the angel of prayer.

      “Amen,” said the chorus of kneeling angels, which included Azazel. Almost instantly after, he planted a hand on the flooring and used it to brace his weight, pushing himself up to his feet and turning away from the head of the temple’s body and the tragic aftermath of penance, trying to seek out the door before the other angels made their way to it. Raising a hand, he fingered the scarf over his braids, finding the lace at the trim itchy and wanting to pull it off — but there was a hand on his shoulder instantly. And then the call of his name.

      “Azazel,” said the angel of prayer, “wait a moment, will you?”

      Swallowing, Azazel didn’t twist around, watching the angels around him head toward the entrance, feeling like an object watching the wind rush past. He remembered when he’d fallen and damaged a wing in this very chapel, not long ago. Samyaza’s angry eyes, the bite of his words. “Of course.” He looked over, not realizing he’d been avoiding the angel’s face. “Can I help you?” Azazel knew this straight-haired, fair-skinned angel was a friend of Samyaza’s so he had to act proper.

      The angel opened his mouth, closed it, then removed his hand, gesturing instead. “I wanted to talk to you.”

      There were no seats in the temple, nor was there much besides dull flooring and oppressively colorful paint on the low, dome ceiling and the plaster walls; the illustrations on them were all of the Lord’s creations, including the angels, but not in the incarnate forms that they were all most familiar with, rather their other selves — the eyes and the mouths, the flames, and the wings. The Lord was there too, in a near-perfect depiction of what He really appeared to be, which was nothing — a void — a dark canyon staring down at Azazel and all the other angels lovingly praying to it so that it would not reach down and eat them. Sometimes, Azazel wondered about the demons, who must’ve been cut open and spooled of each wing and eye on their inside to be left smooth red, made of flesh and tissue and no more. The demons, Azazel’s old friends.

      Because Azazel hadn’t responded, the angel said, “You know that I’m your friend.” Azazel raised a brow; he hadn’t known that. “Of you and the other forgiven angels. That’s why I called you all here to pray. It helps, doesn’t it?” There was a little edge to his tone, almost insult, as if he were offended no one had noticed his act of charity.

      “Yes,” Azazel decided to say, only because he didn’t know what he was supposed to make of helps. ‘Helps me hurt?’ That’s all he thought the senseless prayers did — make him sit with the dense gravity of his situation, have him shift uncomfortably and squirm and resist pulling his hair out because innumerable years had passed since the Last Judgment of angels, and nothing had bettered and now seemed as if it never would. Prayers were a joke; if God was listening, He didn’t care. Or He was satisfied, happy to see that there was a great rift between the angels who asked for forgiveness post-war and the sanctimonious angels who claimed purity. He hurt; he felt as if his heart was on his tongue and every beat was a throb in pain.

      “I,” said the angel, a little echo off the temple’s walls cooing the word back at him. “I wanted to warn you, and all the other forgiven angels, but you especially because I know you’re well-liked.” Was he? Azazel had never thought that. “And because you’re close to Samyaza.” He was sure Samyaza despised him. “And maybe you could ask him for help with this.”

      Azazel blinked. “What is this about?”

      The other’s gaze darted away from him, to the door, as if to ensure no one was peeking their head in to listen, then he looked back. “Have you walked by the far north recently? Where the ground is dry?”

      “I haven’t.”

      “Some angels built houses there. They’re not very nice, and they’re quite cramped. It wasn’t a very organized effort, but I believe Danel was involved.”

      Azazel waited, but the other wasn’t continuing, just eyeing him gravely as if what he meant were obvious. “What does that mean?”

      Frustration now, on the other, the color of red — “They want to move you all, Azazel. You forgiven.” Forgiven was meant to be the kinder term for angels like Azazel, but the way it was occasionally hissed, it sounded just as bad as sinner. “I heard,” and his voice was softening now, falling almost to a whisper, “that they want to start a mob, force you all out of your homes, and stuff you in some corner of the city where they won’t have to look at you.”

      “What?” It left Azazel’s mouth breathlessly, confusedly. “You mean—?” Azazel loved his house, his courtyard, his little room, the balcony; ‘even before the war, I was there, since I was a newborn, I was there.’ “No. No, I— Why would—? Where did you hear this, I think you misheard.”

      The angel of prayer shook his head, slow. “I told you there isn’t much organization, there’s no leader to this, but soon, there will be. It might be Danel. You know he doesn’t like the forgiven, and he’s told me that Heaven would be better off with the forgiven out of sight.”

      Azazel, before he could stop himself, feeling lightheaded — “And what did you tell him?”

      “Hm?”

      “What did you tell Danel when he said that?” His voice was high, almost hysterical, though how couldn’t he be?

      “I—” The angel of prayer leaned backward, his brows raising. “Nothing, of course. What did you want me to say?”

      “You didn’t tell Danel that he was wrong?” Why were Azazel’s eyes itching? Why did his throat begin to feel raw like he’d swallowed a heated stone? His breaths came lighter, quicker. “You didn’t tell him not to say that? You didn’t even think to?”

      Sighing, “Azazel, don’t be unreasonable.”

      “You said you’re a friend of ours,” Azazel replied, so quiet he thought the other maybe didn’t hear it. “If that’s true, how could you allow an angel to say your friends deserve to be rounded up and trapped in a dry, miserable part of Heaven?”

      “You think any part of Heaven is miserable?”

      “That’s not what I meant. I couldn’t think of another word. That’s not the point, Ezekiel⁠—”

      “But I see that’s how you really feel.” ‘No,’ Azazel was screaming in his head, ‘don’t change the subject, you know that’s not what I mean, listen to me.’ “You’re acting hysterical. Maybe you should go home.”

      Forcing a flatness to his voice, Azazel replied, “Why didn’t you tell Danel he was wrong?”

      “It wasn’t the time for it. Don’t focus on the wrong things. Go home. Maybe discuss this with Samyaza. He’s close to Danel. He could talk him out of doing anything irrational.” But Azazel didn’t miss that something now lacked from the angel of prayer’s voice — the softness gone, replaced with scratchy irritation. “Goodbye, Azazel.”

      Azazel wanted to shove him, but he could imagine how that would spiral; the other angel would see it as proof that Azazel was indeed a hysterical, devious sinner who started fights. So, he kept his mouth shut as he turned around, pulled off the scarf from over his head, then began walking to the door. He should not say another word. ‘Once, someone told me that a pretty angel is a quiet angel.’ It was a joke, something you would tell an angel who would not stop talking.

      A pretty angel. It had been, maybe, centuries since the thought of the most beautiful angel surfaced in his mind. ‘Oh, Lucifer.’ The name felt foreign now. ‘If only someone had told you that.’ He didn’t know what had happened to him, but he supposed no one did. Some said the devil had been a liar since his creation, that in God’s hands, he’d stolen some of the yarn of creation and tried to make something of his own. They said the devil defiled himself, then taught it to the other angels to tarnish God’s love. They said Lucifer had betrayed Michael with a kiss.

      “Excuse me,” Azazel stepped outside and bumped into a passing pair of strangers, only for one to look down, immediately meet his eyes with a sudden glint that Azazel had become familiar with. “I’m sorry—” It wasn’t quick enough. He was pushed away, made to stumble up against the door.

      “Don’t touch me,” said the attacker. “You’ll taint me with sin.”

      “I’m sorry.” Azazel simply kept his head down, hoping the angels would get out of his way so he could go find his friends — Dina, Armoni — and embrace them and shriek into their chests at their coming fate. He, after all, knew the real reason why the angel of prayer hadn’t fought Danel on the subject of a forced relocation: secretly, he wanted it. Secretly, all these angels wanted it; they just needed a leader, someone to rally them into action. Already action was happening, but disorganized — soon, an angel would certainly gather the jigsaw pieces of hate and create an image of what they desired. “Please. I only want to go home.”

      “Heaven is no home for whores,” said the other angel, smiling, but stepped aside to let Azazel through.

      Hurrying away from both them and the temple, Azazel barely resisted pulling the scarf over his hair again. He headed down the main road to arrive at his house quicker, remaining near the edges of the golden street, not wanting to be noticed and laughed at anymore. Terribly, he was frightened, hurt, and fighting tears of anger, but he knew that would also only draw attention, so he bit his lip, continued onward. ‘Sometimes I wish I fell and burned with all my old friends. I wish Lucifer had dragged me down and destroyed me forever. How much longer can I go on living this way?’

      But upon arrival home, he headed for the bath. The room was quite quaint, with lightly muraled walls, nearly devoured by the massive, rounded tub in the middle of the room, made of smoothed mahogany wood. It was neighbored by a bench of the same material, carrying golden platters of arranged oils, soaps, and incense, beneath a wide, hopper window. Upon it, as well, there were flowers, orchids chattering with tulips, who twisted over to Azazel curiously, petals fluttering; they knew the angel never bathed at this time. But Azazel chose not to make conversation, turning away, moving toward a tall tree stump, and taking the porcelain water basin over it. With a hefty grunting, he lifted, brought it to the tub, began pouring in some endless water.

      “Warm, please,” he pleaded, and he watched the surface begin to steam. A soft, relaxed sigh fell from his lips.

      The water rose some breaths beneath the brim before Azazel went to set the basin back in its place. Then, he pulled his plain tunic over his head and kicked off his sandals. ‘I wish I could wash sin off me.’ He reached for some of the oils on the bench, picking out peony and rose, then returned to the tub. Climbing in, the angel shuddered as the heat gripped a foot, then a leg, then both his lower limbs as he settled in, sinking in. He unscrewed the caps of the two oil bottles before planting one, the rose, on the tub ledge. The other oil — the peony — he dribbled onto a hand before slathering his face and neck with its sweet and floral scent. Then, he took a slow breath, leaned back and stared at the window, the flowers, before setting the flask down. For a while, he soaked in silence, listening to wet ripples and droplets.

      He missed his virginity.

      If only he’d known then, had known that he would not heal from being pulled onto a bed and gripped below his navel. ‘Like a blade,’ wounding him, ‘twisting into my flesh.’ Whenever he washed, the thought stirred of where he could place his hand to feel what he had during the war, though he didn’t long to feel it ever again. He felt raw, charred inside, wounded, and everyone looked at him and saw something used, sullied. Dirty. It didn’t matter that the soon-to-fall angel, who’d corrupted him, had confessed that Azazel was beautiful softly and that he wanted to teach him pleasure. Azazel had been nervous, the screams of war right outside, but being so adored weakened him, and he’d sunk into the bed as the demon had placed a mouth in this place Azazel wished he’d never learned of. And now he thought of the angel who ruined him with scorn. Hated him, hated himself, wanted to reach down and grip all that he hated, and tear himself even bloodier.

      “Azazel.”

      The angel jumped, twisted his head to the door. “Samyaza—?” The younger angel had just thrown the door open, stepped inside, shut it with a boom, then surged forward. He leaned close, so much so that his breath bumped into Azazel’s hitching own, and their noses nearly touched. Though he sat in a pool of hot, smoking water, Azazel felt a shiver shoot its way up his spine.

      “You need to listen to me,” Samyaza hissed, slow, each word weighted and unbalanced. “First, you cannot, under any circumstances, ruin this. Do you understand? You’re impulsive and irrational; you’re also untrustworthy.” Samyaza didn’t react to the other angel’s bewilderment. “All the angels take you for a sinner worthy only of eternal torment in a lake of fire.”

      Azazel’s eyebrows drew together. From his frown came the words, “Why are you saying this to me? As if I don’t know⁠—!”

      “Well, you certainly don’t act like it.” Samyaza breathed, out through his nose, clenched his jaw. “But that’s fine. I’ll make things right— I—” He cleared his throat harshly, as if to clear some way for ease, but his shoulders remained tense.

      Azazel, staring and puzzled, heard a ripple, then remembered he was naked. He glanced down at himself — in the tub with the water up to his abdomen, steaming but not bubbling. All of himself was exposed, and Azazel shifted backwards, crossed his arms and his legs as if he could shield his entire body that way. “What?” The word left his mouth hushed. “What are you trying to say, Samyaza?”

      “Brother,” Samyaza said gravely, eyes lifting to his, “we’re going to Earth.”

      “Earth?”

      “I made a promise to our Father that two hundred of us angels will travel to the Earth so that we can guide man toward goodness again. We will bring salvation to them, and we will be saved too. All of us angels will be redeemed. The Lord is merciful, and if we do this— if we do this, He will look upon us with love again.” No. Azazel didn’t believe that for a second; ‘Samyaza, did Father really say those words? Did He utter such a promise of forgiveness? Or are you putting your own voice in His mouth? Your own desires?’ “And you, Azazel, this is your opportunity to regain the trust of all the other angels. You’ll be seen as a hero if you help.” Samyaza nodded firmly, too firm, almost as if the one he was really trying to convince was himself.

      ‘He doesn’t understand, he’ll never understand,’ Azazel was beginning to think with nothing short of frustration. ‘So long as there are angels that are pure and angels that are forgiven, there will always be division. Resentment, envy, blame. There will never be complete forgiveness, as long as I’m not pure, and I’ll never be pure, never again. I’m ruined.’ His breaths were coming quicker, hollower — “I don’t want to⁠—”

      “What?” Samyaza scoffed. “Don’t be absurd. It’s an order, and it’s your duty as an angel of our Father. Don’t disappoint Him. Besides, you won’t be alone. Other forgiven angels will be coming with us. Like your friend: the angel of virtue.”

      Azazel raised his head. “Armoni?”

      “Yes, that’s his name.” Samyaza nodded once more. “But let me make it clear to you that you don’t have a choice in this. It’s for your own good. Trust me, Azazel. Please.” Azazel listened to the water swishing against him again, then he blinked, as if he’d woken from a dream, and so did Samyaza. They stared at one another, Samyaza’s gaze flickered down, at Azazel’s nakedness, then Samyaza coughed awkwardly. Finally, the lesser angel of healing stepped backward, moving his hands to his hips, rolling his shoulders. He turned his face away, mumbling, “I’ll be going to rest. Let’s speak again soon. I’ll give you more details then.”

      Azazel hugged his own heated body tighter. “May I bathe in peace now?”

      “Do whatever you want.” But Samyaza didn’t move.

      Azazel huffed. “Leave then.”

      “Oh— Oh, right. Yes. Let me do that.” And he left.
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      “There’s so much noise,” said Dina, peering over the edge of a tall bridge between towers, his lace scarf having fallen to his neck, strands of his dark hair waving in a breeze pacing around them. “Can you two believe this is really happening?” Azazel was leaning against the opposite wall of the bridge, and he opened his mouth, closed it, then turned his head to the angel beside him.

      Without any evidence of catching Azazel’s staring, Armoni asked, “So you heard, Dina, everything?”

      “Is that why you two invited me on a walk?” Dina laughed a little, peering at the two older angels over his shoulder. “Did you want to tell me about the angels going to Earth? Everyone already knows. If I know, then everyone knows.” Behind him, on the street below, a dozen angels were rushing along, carrying what appeared to be new clothes, new weapons, in wheelbarrows and on their backs. “I heard only two hundred are traveling and that Danel is choosing who.”

      “It’s Samyaza,” Armoni corrected. “Though I’m sure Danel is manipulating him.”

      At this, Dina fully turned around, his eyebrows drawing together, and he opened his mouth, but Azazel decided to speak before the youngest angel could: “Armoni and I are going to Earth.” Dina blinked. “But, you can’t. You’re the youngest angel. Samyaza says that…” Azazel found himself frowning, then reaching, taking Dina’s arm and tugging him closer. “Come.” In an instant, he embraced him tight. “Don’t frown like that.”

      “What will I do?” Dina said it quietly but with a certain rhythm, almost a sad cooing. “I was threatened to be chased out of my house just the other day. Without my housemate and without you two, what will I do? I’ll be told to sleep on the streets.”

      Azazel wanted to say that he would talk to Samyaza, but he’d agreed with him; he’d affirmed Dina was too naive, too young despite all his years of age — ‘sometimes, I fear the war stunted you, chopped your roots, and left you unable to grow.’ “We won’t be away long,” he decided to say. “Human lives are so short, just one or two thousand years, I think.” He kissed his friend’s head. “And Danel is coming with us, so maybe the angels won’t go after the forgiven ones as much.”

      Dina didn’t look happy, but he didn’t argue, and soon Armoni was sighing, “Lift your chin and don’t you dare start crying. When you act this soft, I can see why all the angels hurry to come prod at you.” Azazel, sharply, hissed Armoni’s name but the angel continued, “We’ll be back soon. Azazel just said so, and you should trust him.” He grabbed Dina, pulled him back, gave the frazzled young angel a stern look. “And don’t spend all your time acting like a newborn. Maybe spend these years trying to figure out who you are.” Dina tried to speak. “Don’t argue. There’s no time. Enjoy us before we go.”

      Azazel frowned deeply, but he agreed in silence, looking away, down from the bridge that the three would surely get shouted at to leave soon. Dina apologized to Armoni while Azazel’s gaze caught a certain angel with feathery layers of dark hair standing by one of the stone monuments lining the street. The crowd of passing angels avoided moving near him, but they nodded in respect. “Phanuel,” Azazel whispered, his friends not hearing. The friend of archangel Michael never said a word back to the angels. ‘You were stunted too, in the war, Phanuel. Your voice cut out.’

      After returning home, Azazel was subjected to Samyaza, who was in his room, who was fiddling with the large cloth bag that Azazel would bring with him. The lesser angel of healing had been helping him pack, but not out of kindness. “This tunic is too short.” Samyaza reeled it out from the bag. “Don’t bring that.”

      “Do you think my shins will entice the other angels to sin?”

      Snorting — “No. It’s just not proper. And your paints? Where are they?”

      From the doorway, Azazel stared, then he said, “I don’t have any.” His heart felt tugged, almost yanked. “I ran out after painting a fish a little while ago. I haven’t bothered to get more since. Why should I? Painting my face in private just makes me sad.” Stepping closer, he took the tunic from Samyaza’s hands, and he waited to see if the younger angel would say another word, but he didn’t.

      ‘I miss my heavy face,’ he wanted to say. ‘And the spirals on the back of my hand.’ Once, Samyaza had been much younger, and he had been humming and resting his head on Azazel’s lap. Gingerly, Samyaza had reached for Azazel’s hand and played with his fingers, and he mumbled, softly, that Azazel’s skin paint was beautiful, and that he was beautiful. Azazel had laughed delightfully.; Samyaza had been too earnest to flush. Sweet, earnest Samyaza — it must’ve been a fleeting episode of youth.

      For the rest of his time spent in Heaven, Azazel avoided him. He busied himself coddling Dina, eating his food, bundling him in blankets, and making him chocolate drinks. Indoors, he tried to keep him, along with Armoni — so that the three of them wouldn’t have to deal with any trouble on the streets before leaving. From the window in Azazel’s bedroom, the angels heard the bustling crowds begin to call those who would leave Watchers, since they’d be watching over the humans, but Azazel thought that was rather uninspired, and he shared that opinion with Armoni, who laughed. Too, Azazel mentioned seeing Phanuel, not long ago, and Armoni said, “Hm, I forgot he was still among us. You’d think he’d fallen with how absent he is.”
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