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Baby, if you could, would you go back to the start?

Take any fresh steps or watch it all fall apart, again?

Biffy Clyro

– Biblical – 

Prologue

'Do you have it?  Do you have everything?'  The priest spoke softly in the dark, his voice trembling slightly.  He did not need to see his companion to know he was there.  The energy emanating from the boy penetrated deep into the priest’s soul.  He shivered with cold, and maybe even with something else.  In the church, the temperature was more pleasant, but the one he was meeting could not enter the sacred place. 

For a split second, he had some doubt.  What was he getting himself into?  He was a man of faith.  That his followers did not know what was going on, that the stories he told them were not the whole truth, did not change the fact.  If they knew everything....  No, the truth had to stay hidden, safely locked up in his mind, in his heart, in the diaries that were passed down in his family from generation to generation.  Rituals nobody knew about, except he who had been present when the Creator had started his creation.  He did not need to be a messenger; he just wanted to be a shepherd for his followers, his sheep.  With every sermon he preached about forgiveness.  About the difference between good and evil.  About love. 

The priest nodded.  That was exactly what he was doing now.  He had to protect his sheep.  He was a good shepherd.  The difference between good and evil?  That was as good as non-existent now.  People no longer knew about sacrifice, about choices made out of love. 

Trust. 

It was about trust.  Knowing you were doing the right thing, even if it seemed like the contrary.  Knowing you loved someone, regardless of the consequences.  The priest nodded again and rubbed his hands to warm them up. 

'Do you really have everything?'  His voice no longer quivered; it was getting stronger.

From behind him came the answer: 'Yes, of course I have everything.'.

The silhouette of a boy appeared out of the shadows.  It slowly took form; a tall body, a bland face, and then....  Those shimmering eyes.  Red flames in the night.  Involuntarily, the priest took a step back.

'Father, don’t be afraid.'  The boy grinned when he saw the effect his appearance still had on the old priest.

'Don’t call me that.'  Anger over the use of such a special title, so particular to his profession, could be noted in the priest’s voice.  'Never call me that.' 

The boy shrugged his shoulders.  ' Fine, old man.  I’ve done my part, so now it’s your turn.  And stop shivering, or you’ll collapse before you’ve done what you have to do.  Let’s go inside and finish this, Paul.'

Father Paul followed the boy to the shed behind the parish house.  It was located just outside the church grounds, so the boy could enter without any problems.  Paul found the switch next to the door.  Sharp light from a lightbulb lit up the room.  The wooden construction was used by the maid as a flower shed.  Imme planted and cut her flowers there, keeping them in various colorful pots. 

New life....  The irony did not escape father Paul.

In the middle of the shed, he had already prepared everything earlier that night.  The half-open white chalk circle was visible on the wooden floor.  Inside it were the silver tray and the knife.  The knife....

'Don’t start freaking out now, ok?'  The boy’s voice cut through Paul’s soul.  Just the mere sound left a bigger wound than the knife could ever do.  Every letter felt as icy as nitrogen, and was just as destructive in the hands of the wrong person. 

The voice felt like evil.

Paul knew what he had to do.  No, he did not hesitate.  Evil reigned everywhere.  It had reached its bony fingers deep inside his helpless flock.  The words he always spoke from the pulpit were useless.

Vanity.  Greed.  Lust.  Envy.  Revenge.  Gluttony.  Laziness. 

All his sheep were more or less guilty of one of the capital sins.  He knew of teenagers who had sex with multiple partners.  Boys with boys, girls with girls.  Youngsters who were too lazy to respect their parents, too vain to repent for their sins.  Adults who were jealous of the earthly goods of others.  They filled their hearts with revenge and greed.

No, Paul did not have any doubts.  He knew his sacrifice was the right thing.  Those who were pure at heart would withstand the punishment that came over evil.  Maybe his deed would finally purify the hearts of those misled people.  They did not know that their right to exist brought along an imbalance.  That there was more than so-called heaven and the earth they walked so carelessly.  Choices.  So many wrong choices.  

He knew.  Just like his father had known before him, and his father before that. 

'I know no hesitation,' said the priest while he stepped into the circle. 

'Good.'  The boy followed Paul until the white line.  His hand disappeared into the pocket of his long coat and appeared again holding two glass vials. 

'Don’t drop them.  You don’t know what it took to organize this.  To make an angel bleed without....  Well, let’s just say, if there’s anything impossible to resist for my kind, it’s Angel Blood.'  The boy seemed to hesitate, but eventually gave the two vials to Paul.  He made sure their fingers did not touch and quickly pulled his hand away from the open circle when the priest took his gift.

Paul’s eyes widened.  How was it possible?  He looked at the content with respect, with awe.  Each vial contained a small amount of a thick liquid.  In the one, two black drops swam around.  The priest swallowed.  The black substance pushed itself against the sides of the glass and crept up as if it was trying to escape and strike out.  This was Evil.

He looked away and concentrated on the other vial.  The golden drops warmed his hand.  He stared at them intently, and was overcome by a serene tranquility.

Of course he knew of the others’ existence.  Of angels and demons.  People in all their arrogance had forgotten that they were not the Creator’s only creatures.  On purpose or not, the Father had created all.  He just had not considered that his favorite project would go through precious life so carefree.  Would so easily choose wrong.  No.  It was time for a purification.  Paul treasured the lucky fact that the boy with the red eyes provided him this opportunity.  

'How...?', he whispered, awe thickening his voice.

The boy shrugged.  ‘As I said, not easy.  Let's put it this way; all is fair in love and war, and the battlefield sheds enough blood.  The art is to collect it without succumbing to addiction.'  Paul had to take satisfaction with this answer.  And maybe that was better, the priest realized.  This kind of knowledge was life-threatening.  Not that it mattered to him anymore, but sometimes it was better not to know certain things.

'Are you going to start, or what?'  

His companion was getting impatient, Paul realized.  He sighed and let his fingers glide over the vials one last time.  It was time.  Carefully, he put the glass in the silver tray and picked up the chalk.  His hands shook slightly when he closed the circle.  They were still shaking when he added it to the tray.

Paul knelt down and took the vials from the tray.  He had difficulty removing the little corks, but after a few trials, he was able to set his nails in them and pull them off. 

'The blood of a son.  Pure and untouched.'  He whispered the words while pouring the golden drops into the silver tray with his right hand.  He put the empty vial down next to him.  With his other hand he poured the black drops in the tray.  'The blood of a brother.  Two sides to the same coin.'  

The liquids mixed together with a hissing sound.  Black with gold and gold with black.  The colors seemed to unite and, at the same time, repel each other.  The chalk in the tray had completely dissolved.

'The circle is closed,’ Paul mumbled.

He lowered his head and shut his eyes.  His fingers found the knife, and closed around the grip.  'Four Horsemen, hear my plea and accept this sacrifice.  Blood of gold, blood of darkness.  Four Horsemen, it is the end of time.  Be my witness.’

His hands no longer shook when Paul forcefully thrust the knife into his own chest  The silver blade cut through his flesh effortlessly, found its way in between his ribs, and pierced his heart.  Blood poured from his body into the silver tray.  The red liquid gushed out of him with every useless heartbeat.  Paul fell forward, hence pushing the knife further into his already lifeless body. 

The boy folded his arms across his chest and looked at the macabre still life inside the white circle.  People were so weak.  They could not take anything.  A knife in the heart, or something simpler like hands around the throat so that the brain was deprived of oxygen, and it was all over.  Human life, it never ceased to amaze him that something so futile was what every soul strived for.  No, he had lost his humanity a long time ago, traded it in for something better.  Something more.  So much more. 

He was getting impatient; when would he know if the ritual had worked?  He had no idea.  The only information he had about the sacrifice came from father Paul, and he no longer responded.  Stupid!  He should have asked the old man beforehand.  The boy walked around the chalk circle with long strides.  After a few rounds, he sat down.  

He had  more or less gotten comfortable against a couple of bags of garden soil, when he heard something outside.  At first, he couldn't place the sound.  It started out softly and then grew louder.

There it was again.  Something snorted.  Something scraped the ground next to the shed.  The boy stood up and ran outside.  He almost ran into someone.  Another boy, taller and broader than he was.  White hair waving over bare shoulders. 

'Finally...'  He composed himself and stretched out his hand to the stranger.  'Hello?  I am....'

The other boy interrupted him.  ‘I know who you are.  Do you understand what you’ve done?' 

White eyes flashed over his body, his face.  Although he was not the type that got scared easily, he now had drops of sweat forming on his back.  Words eluded him, so he just nodded like a mute fool.

'My brothers are coming.  Where is the knife?'

He pointed at the shed behind him.  The stranger went around him without looking at him, and went inside.  The yellow light made the guy's hair light up, and accentuated the big tattoo on his back.  The picture of a savage white horse covered the skin entirely. 

The boy shuddered.  He just knew without a doubt that the horse was aiming its hollow eyes at him.  He looked away from the vivid picture and only then noticed the others.  The brothers....  All three of them were as tall and broad-shouldered as their predecessor.  They silently followed the boy with the white hair into the shed.

The second brother had short red hair.  He had the same tattoo on his back, only the horse was red.  The third brother was dark-skinned.  Black braids framed his square face  He also had the tattoo; black lines and shiny black horse’s eyes.  The fourth brother was obviously the youngest.  His skin was sallow, his hair a collection of flaxen curls.  The boy didn't have to look to know what was on his back.

The ritual had succeeded. 

Death.  War.  Famine.  Pestilence.

Father Paul had called forth the four horsemen of the apocalypse.

––––––––

Chapter 1

The monster’s claws raced at her.  Lilith moved to the right and planted her elbow in between her attacker’s shoulder blades.  She turned around and saw the thing fall.  A fraction of a second later, it was already up on its hind legs again, and stomped towards her.  Its claw stretched forward, mowing in a half circle.  Lilith quickly ducked to the ground, looked for the knife she had dropped seconds before, found it, and stabbed.  Again.  Puss and gore splattered on her blue shirt and in her face.

'I think that should do it.'  Seth’s voice came from behind her.  Lilith stood up and turned around.  Seth looked just as gory as she felt.  She walked towards him and gave him the knife, which he put in the belt he wore around his waist.  She hated weapons, loathed the golden glow of the blade, the shine with which it lit up the dark sky.  She would rather use her bare hands to destroy the demons. 

She would rather not have to fight them at all.

Lilith rolled her shoulders in an attempt to loosen up her neck muscles.  ‘I’ve had enough.  How many nights in a row have we been on patrol?  It seems endless.'  She stared at the horizon, where the sun was slowly coming up, coloring the sky in reds and yellows.  The patrols along the Connections were intensive; always making sure there were no demons targeting those who were crossing over.  Dead beings with a soul that could still choose between heaven and hell.  Good and Evil. 

Seth nodded.  'Indeed, it’s at the very least remarkable, so many stinkers everywhere.  Luckily, morning has come.  Come on, let’s go back.'  He went towards her, and put his arm around her shoulders.  Lilith rubbed a piece of something undefinable off of his cheek.  'Are you giving up that quickly?'  He didn't meet the challenge in her voice.  Seth was not easily aroused.  Calm, steady, that was Seth, and those were the traits she appreciated about him.  He kept her explosiveness under control.

Together, they followed one of the many Connections that connected the earthly with the other, with the place where the Guardhouse loomed before them.  Lilith walked next to Seth through the gate, over the training field, and to the main entrance.  Through the double doors.  Novis rushed in and out.  Lilith arched an eyebrow.  When she and Seth had left, there had been the usual tranquility.  She walked faster.  Seth let go of her and followed.  Lilith stormed up the stairs two steps at a time to the entrance to the Guardhouse, pushed her way through a group of new recruits, looked down the hallway, saw whom she was looking for, and grabbed him by the shoulder.

'Maron, what’s going on?'  

Irritated, her commander pushed her hand away and took a step back.  Lilith did not let him go that easily.  She stepped forward and caught him between the wall and her body.  Maron sighed, a surly look coming over his tanned face.  He rubbed his neck. 

Lilith controlled the urge to roll her eyes.  She sank her hands deep into her pockets to prevent herself from shoving Maron into the wall.  She and her commander did not get along.  They never had. Since the day she had fallen under his command, now almost four years ago, things had gone sour.  He was arrogant without talent, and all blown up without substance.  She had asked herself why he was in the Guardhouse, what had given him the status of commander.  If it came down to it, he would not even last an instant in real battle.

'Well?'

Maron sighed again.  He wanted to push her aside, but Lilith was faster; she slapped his hand away and remained in front of him. 

'I know you don’t have any respect for decorum, Lilith, but this is really pushing it, even for you.  Disobedience is one thing, but threatening your commander is something entirely different.'

Lilith frowned.  'Threatening?  What are you talking about?'

Maron gestured toward the small distance she had left in between them; they were almost nose to nose.  'You’re standing in my personal space and that makes me feel very uncomfortable.'

'It makes you feel uncomfortable?'  Lilith snorted.  What a wretch.  She wanted to tell him she knew of a few other ways to make him feel uncomfortable - her knee in his stomach, for example -, but before she had the chance to really threaten him, she heard whispering.  Her head turned so fast, it was a wonder she did not get whiplash.  In two steps, she reached the girls, two new nameless recruits, virgin souls looking for direction in this farce called 'the afterlife.'

'You!'  She pricked her finger into the chest of the girl that appeared to be the oldest.  'What did you say?'  The child stared at her blankly.  Her mouth moved up and down like a fish out of water.

'Come on!  I asked you a question.  What did you say?'

'I... eh....  I....' 

Lilith shook her head, and turned to the stammering girl's friend.

'She....'

'Come on!  It isn’t that hard, is it?  I asked a simple question.'  The little patience she had had left, disappeared on the spot.  Why did everyone suffer from acute stupidity all of a sudden? 

'Lilith, maybe you should....'  Seth did not finish his sentence.  His words, spoken in a soft manner to calm her down, hardly sank in.  Lilith was completely focused on the poor child who moved back and forth nervously under her gaze.

'She said she saw an angel.  In Nestor’s office.'

Lilith bent forward.  She had to do her best to control her quivering body.  'Who?'

Both girls stared at their feet.  The oldest one swallowed loudly.  Seth’s fingers pricked Lilith’s skin, his grip on her arm hard, but not hard enough.  Lilith freed herself and stomped down the hall.  She heard Seth coming behind her, calling her name and warning her not to do anything stupid.

Frustration was ringing in her ears, an incoherent rhythm of betrayal and sadness.  Everything was coming to the surface, all the emotion she had been repressing for so long. 

In front of the door to the office, she suddenly stopped.  Seth bumped up against her back.  She heard him inhale sharply.  'Lilith, please.  Let it go.'

'I have to know,’ she answered without turning around.  'I have to know if he’s here.'  She was annoyed at the tone of desperation in her own voice.

Seth said nothing. 

The door handle burned cold in her grip.  She put her fingers around it, and concentrated on every muscle she had flexed, on every tiny effort it cost to hold on to the handle.

She pushed it down and opened the door.

Nestor looked up from the papers on his desk.  For a split second, her gaze held the scar on his face.  Nestor opened his mouth, ready to have a go at her.  Lilith turned from him to the other man standing in the office.

The air left her lungs in one long exhale.  She sought for the words 'I’m sorry', and barely got them out before stumbling backward and out of the room.  She even had the insight to shut the door behind her.  Seth looked at her and she answered his nonspoken question.

'No.  It wasn’t Gabriel.'

Chapter 2

Lilith lay on her back and stared at the ceiling.  After the confrontation with Maron, the discovery of the celestial visitor; and finally, after washing off the rancid remnants of the fight, she had hidden in her room.  She followed a crack in the ceiling that, interrupted here and there by other little cracks, went from the left corner to the middle.  The hope she had felt, disappeared when she saw the stranger in Nestor’s office.  Thick hair, more golden than blond, fell in braids on his back.  No raven black hair, disheveled to perfection.  The face of the man reminded her of Gabriel’s.  They had the same straight nose and the same full mouth.  But that was where the likeness ended.  This angel’s eyes were not blue but light grey; and missed the storm, the savageness that characterized Gabriel.  No.  These grey eyes had been observing peacefully before she fled.

She did not want to think about Gabriel.

Lilith got out of bed.  Without any enthusiasm, she went to the reception hall, where most of the other Novis had gathered.  It was late in the morning, and training would start soon.  She saw known faces staring at her pityingly.  Everybody knew, but nobody talked about it, at least not to her.  Not to her face.  She was the girl that had gotten involved with one of the archangels. 

Nestor stopped her.  He seemed to appear out of nowhere, as he often did.  She would have to ask him what his secret was.  

'Lilith, come with me for a minute.'  Nestor’s words did not contain a question.  She followed him, feeling the others’ gaze piercing her back.  Again.

In his office, Lilith dropped herself into the familiar hard chair in front of the desk.  Nestor walked around the heavy wooden table and sat down.  

'You scared the daylights out of two newcomers.'  

Lilith looked him straight in the eyes.  Since he was not asking her anything, she did not feel the need to answer. 

Nestor planted his elbows on the desk and bent his fingers into a steeple.  'Maron says you two had another run-in. That he felt...' Nestor paused, apparently looking for the right words, 'uncomfortable when you confronted him in the hallway.'

Oh.  Had he felt uncomfortable?  Lilith made a mental note to make things really uncomfortable for Maron very soon.  Miserable, power-hungry little man.  Too bad Nestor did not see it; when he was around, her commander’s manner changed immediately.  No, she knew Maron’s true face.

'Do you have anything to say about that, Lilith?' 

Nestor’s words interrupted her unpleasant thoughts of Maron.  Did she have anything to say?  No, not really.  She sighed and mumbled some vague excuse Nestor did not fall for.  He leaned back in his chair, and Lilith followed his example, mirroring his posture.  The unpleasant back of the gruesome chair pricked at her shoulderblades.  Sooner or later, she would propose to replace the chairs in his office with a lounge chair or something.  She sat here often enough, and if Nestor wanted to prevent her back from giving out in a few years, he would really have to invest in new furniture.

'Lilith?'

'Why is there an archangel here?'

Nestor shook his head slowly, folded his arms, and lightly drummed his fingers on his upper arm. 

'It’s complicated.  I can’t say anything about that.'

'Can’t or won’t?'

'Both.'

Lilith stood up.  Over the years, she had developed a complicated relationship with Nestor.  He accepted her whims, and she pretended to listen to his sermons and always promised to behave better.  After the whole Gabriel-incident, it felt as if he were more accommodating, more permissive.  Maybe it was just her imagination.

'Is... is he coming, too?'  

Nestor rubbed his eyes.  Lilith noticed that he looked tired.  More so than usual.  

'Never mind.'  She shut the door behind her and leaned against the wall.  She closed her eyes.  Just a breath.  Just a short delay until the next training with Maron.

'So you’re Lilith.'

The angel stood next to her, a curious look in his grey eyes.  He held out his hand to her, and Lilith shook it.

'Yes.  And you are....'

He laughed, a pleasant sound.  Lilith felt as if she were swimming in a bath filled with warm honey.  She pulled back her hand and tried to shake off the pleasant warmth she had felt.  She succeeded.  Or, he allowed it.  Which of the two it was, she did not know.

'Michael.'

'The one who makes all the decisions around here.'  Her comment earned her a slight frown.  She shrugged.  Even though she had never met the oldest of the archangels before, Lilith knew the stories about him.  It was he who had sent Gabriel to the Guardhouse four years ago.  His decision also seemed to be the reason Nestor was no longer on the front line of the war.  She had never discovered the reason behind that decision.
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