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chapter one

It was an unusual |y warm mi d- Sept enber day in Boston. The kind of day that
made one forget that the oft-harsh New Engl and winter was on its way, just
waiting around the corner, licking its lips and ready to pounce.

Reny Chandler sat in his car at the far end of the Sunbeam Mdtor Lodge par ki ng
lot, sipping his fourth cup of coffee and wi shing he had a fifth. He could
never have enough coffee. He |loved the taste, the snell, the hot feeling as it
slid down his throat first thing in the norning; coffee was way up there on
his top-ten list of favorite things. A beautiful Septenber day nmade the |i st
as well. Days like today more than proved he had made the right choice in
becom ng hunman.

He reached down and turned up the volune on WBZ News Radi 0. Escal ati ng
violence in the Mddl e East was once again the headline, the |latest attenpts
for peace shattered. Big surprise, Reny thought with a sigh, taking a sip from
his coffee cup. When hasn't there been violence in that region of the world?
he reflected. For as long as he could renenber, the bloodthirsty specter of
death and intol erance had hovered over those lands. He had tried to talk with



t hem once, but they used his appearance as yet another excuse to pick up

kni ves and swords and hack each other to bits in the name of God. The private
i nvestigator shook his head. That was a long time ago, but it always nmade him
sad to see how little things had changed.

To escape the news, he hit one of the preset buttons on the car's radio. It
was an oldies station; he found it faintly amusing that an "ol die" was a song

recorded in the 1950s. Fats Dom no was singing about finding his thrill on
Bl ueberry Hill, as Reny took the | ast swig of coffee and gazed over at the
not el

He' d been working this case for two months, a sinple surveillance gig — keep
an eye on Peter Muntgonery, copy editor for the Bronson Liturgical Book
Conpany, and husband suspected of infidelity. It wasn't the nost stinulating
job, but it did help to pay the bills. Reny spent nuch of his day drinking
coffee, keeping up with Dilbert, and maintaining a log of the man's daily
activities and contacts. Ah, the thrilling life of the private gunshoe, he

t hought, eyeing the maroon car parked in a space across the lot. So far

Mount gonmery was guilty of nothing nore than having lunch with his secretary,
but the detective had a sinking feeling that that was about to change.

Alittle after one that afternoon, Reny had followed Peter along the Janaica
Way and into the ot of the Sunbeam Motor Lodge. The man had parked his Ford
Taurus in front of one of the roons, and sinply sat with the nmotor running.
Reny had pulled past himand idled on the other side of the parking area,
agai nst a fence that separated the notor |odge from an overgrown vacant | ot,
littered with the rusting remains of cars and househol d appliances. Someone
had tossed a bag of garbage over the fence, where it had burst like an
overripe piece of fruit, spilling its contents.

The cries of birds pulled Reny's attention away from Mountgonery to the
trash-strewn |l ot. He watched as the hungry scavengers swooped down onto the
di scarded refuse, picking through the rotting scraps, and then clinbing back
into the air, navigating the sky with graceful ease.

For a sad instant, he remenbered what it was |like: the sound and the feel of
m ghty wi ngs pounding the air. Flying was one of the only things he truly
m ssed about his old |ife.

He turned his attention back to Mountgonmery, just in time to see another car
pul | up alongside the editor's. Tine to earn ny two-fifty plus expenses, he
t hought, watching as Peter's secretary enmerged fromthe vehicle. Then he

pi cked up his canera fromthe passenger's seat and began snappi ng pictures.

The wonman stood stiffly beside the driver's side of her boss's car, |ooking
nervously about as she waited to be acknow edged, finally reaching out to rap
wi th a knuckl e upon the wi ndow. The man got out of the car, but the couple
sai d nothing to one another. Munt-gonmery was dressed in his usual work attire
— dark suit, white shirt, and striped tie. He was forty-six years of age but

| ooked older. In a light raincoat over a pretty floral-print dress, the wonman
appeared to be at least ten years his junior

The editor carried a blue gymbag that he switched fromright hand to left as
he | ocked his car. The two stared at each other briefly, something seeming to
pass silently between them then together wal ked to room nunber 35. The
secretary searched through her purse as they stood before the door, eventually
produci ng a key attached to a dark green plastic triangle. Reny guessed that
she had rented the roomearlier, and took four nore pictures, an odd feeling
settling in the pit of his stonmach. The strange sensation grew stronger as the
couple entered the room and shut the door behind them



This was the part of the job Reny disliked nost. He woul d have been perfectly
satisfied, as would his client, he was sure, to learn that the husband was
conpletely faithful. Everyone woul d have been happy; Reny could pay his rent,
and Jani ce Mountgonery could sleep better knowi ng that her husband was stil
true to the sacred vows of marriage. N ne out of ten tines, though, that
wasn't the case.

Suspecting he'd be a while, the detective turned off his car and shifted in
his seat. He reached for a copy of the Boston G obe on the passenger's seat
besi de him and had just plucked a pen fromhis inside coat pocket to begin
the crossword puzzle, when he heard the first gunshot.

He was out of the car and hal fway across the | ot before he even thought about
what he was doing. H's hearing was good — unnaturally so — and he knew exactly
where the sound had cone from He reached the door to room 35, pounding on it
with his fist, shouting for Mountgonery to open up. Reny prayed that he was

m st aken, that maybe the sound was a car backfire fromthe busy Jamai ca Wy,

or that sone kids in the nei ghborhood were playing with fireworks |eft over
fromthe Fourth of July. But deep down he knew ot herw se.

A second shot rang out as he brought his heel up and kicked open the door,
splintering the frame with the force of the blow The door swung w de and he
entered, keeping his head Iow, and for the unpteenth tine since choosing his
pr of essi on, questioned his decision not to carry a weapon.

The room was dark and cool, the shades drawn. An air conditioner rattled
noisily in the far corner beneath the wi ndow, snmoke and the snell of spent
ammuni tion hung thick in the air. Muntgonmery stood naked beside the double
bed, illum nated by the daylight flooding in through the open door. Shielding
his eyes fromthe sudden brightness, the man turned, shaken by the intrusion

The body of the woman, also nude, lay on the bed atop a dark, checkered
bedspread, what appeared to be a Bible clutched in one of her hands. She had
been shot once in the forehead and again in the chest. Munt-gomery wavered on
his bare feet, the gun shaking in his hand at his side. He stared at Reny in

t he doorway and slowy raised the weapon.

"Don't do anything stupid,” Reny cautioned, his hands held out in front of
him "1'munarned."

He felt a surge of adrenaline flood through his body as he watched the man
squi nt down the barrel of the pistol. This is what it's like to be truly
alive, he thought. In the old days, before his renouncenent, Reny had never
known the thrill of fear; there was no reason to. But now, nonents such as
this made what he had gi ven up seem al nost insignificant.

The man jabbed the gun at Reny and screaned, "Shut the door!" Slowy, Reny did
as he was told, never taking his eyes fromthe gunman.

"I't's not what you think," Muntgonery began. "Not what you think at all." He
brought the weapon up and scratched at his tenple offhandedly with the nuzzle.
"Who . . . who are you?" the editor stanmered, his features twisting in

confusion as he thrust the gun toward Rery again. "Wat are you doi ng here?"
H s voice was frantic, teetering on the edge of hysteria.

Hands still raised, Reny cautiously stepped farther into the room As a
general rule, he didn't like to lie when he had a gun pointed at him "I'ma
private investigator, M. Muntgonery," he said in a soft, calmvoice. "Your
wife hired ne. I'mnot going to try anything, okay? Just put the gun down and



we'll talk. Maybe we can figure a way out of this mess. Wat do you think?"

Mount gormery blinked as if trying to focus. He stunbled slightly to the left,
the gun still aimed at Reny. "A way out of this mess," he repeated, with a
giggle. "Nobody's getting out of this one."

He gl anced at his compani on on the bed and began to sob, his voice trenbling
with enmption. "Did you hear that, Carol? The bitch hired a detective to foll ow
ne."

Mount gormery reached out to the dead woman. But when she didn't respond, he |et
his armflop dejectedly to his side. He | ooked back at Reny. "Carol was the
only one who understood. She |listened. She believed nme." Tears of genuine

enotion ran down his face. "I wish we'd had nore time together,"” he said

wi stfully.

"The bitch at home thought | was crazy. Well, we'll see how crazy | amwhen it
all turns to shit." The sadness was turning to anger again. "This is so much

harder than | imagined," he said, his face twisted in pain.

He |l owered the gun slightly, and Reny started to nove. Instantly, Mountgonery
reacted, the weapon suddenly inches fromthe detective's face. Qbviously,
madness had done little to slow his reflexes.

"It started when they opened up my head,"” Muntgonmery began. "The dreans. At
first I thought they were just that, bad dreans, but then | realized they were
much nore."

The editor pressed the gun against Reny's cheek. "I was dreani ng about the end
of the world, you see. Every night it becane clearer — the dreans — nore
horrible. I don't want to die like that," he said, shaking his head, eyes
glassy. "And | don't want the people | love to die like that either.” The nman

| eaned closer to Remy. He snelled of aftershave and a sickly sour sweat. "Are
you a religious man?"

I f he had not been so caught up in the seriousness of the situation, Reny
Chandl er woul d have | aughed. "l have certain — beliefs. Yes. Wat do you
believe in, Peter?"

Mount gonmery swal | owed hard. "I believe we're all going to die horribly. Carol
that was her name." He jerked his head toward the dead wonan on the bed.
"Carol Weir. She wanted to be brave, to face the end with me. But she was too
good to die that way."

He smiled forlornly and tightened his grip on the gun. "I would have divorced
my wife and married her, but it seenmed kind of pointless when we | ooked at the
big picture. This was the nicest thing | could do for her. She thanked ne
before | "

Mount gonmery's face went wild with the realization of what he had done, and he
jamred the barrel of the gun into Reny's forehead. The nuzzle felt warm

"Whul d you prefer to die now, or wait until it all goes to Hell?" the editor
asked him

"I"'mnot ready to nake that decision.”
Reny suddenly jerked his head to one side, grabbing the man's wrist, pushing

the gun away fromhis face. Mountgomery pulled the trigger. A bullet roared
fromthe weapon to bury itself in the worn shag carpet under them



The two men struggled for the weapon, Muntgomery screaming like a wild
ani mal . But he was stronger than Reny had inmagi ned, and quickly regai ned
control of the pistol, forcing the detective back.

Again, the editor raised his armand ai med the weapon.
"Don't you point that thing at ne," Reny snarled, glaring at the madman. "If
you want to die, then die. If you want to take the coward' s way out, do it.
But don't you dare try to take me with you."

Mount gonmery seemned taken aback by the detective's fierce words. He squinted,
tilting his head fromleft to right, as if seeing the man before himfor the
first time. "Look at you," he said suddenly, with an odd snile and a small

chuckle. "I didn't even notice until now " He dropped the weapon to his side.

It was Remy's turn to be confused. He glanced briefly behind himto be sure no
one else had entered the room

"Are you here for her — for Carol ?" Muntgonmery continued. "She deserves to be
in Heaven. She is — was a good person — a very good person.”

"What are you tal king about, Peter?" Reny asked. "Why would | be here for
Carol ? Your wife hired ne to... "

Mount gormery guffawed, the strange barking sound cutting Reny off nidsentence.
"There's no need to pretend with me," he said smling. "I can see what you
are."

A finger of ice ran down Reny's spine.

Wth a | ook of resigned calm Muntgonery raised the gun and pressed the
muzzl e beneath the flesh of his chin. "I never inmagined 1'd be this close to
one," he said, finger tensing on the trigger. "Angels are even nore beautiful
than they say."

Reny | unged, but Mountgonery proved faster again. The editor pulled the
trigger and the bullet punched through the flesh and bone of his chin and up
into his brain, exiting through the top of his head in a spray of crinson. He
fell back stiffly onto the bed — atop his true love, twitching wildly as the
life drained out of him and then rolling off the bed to | and on the floor
H s eyes, wide in death, gazed with frozen fascination at the w ng-shaped
pattern created by his blood and brains on the ceiling above.

Reny studi ed the gruesonme exanple of man's fragile nortality before him
Mount gormery' s final words reverberating through his nind

I never imagined 1'd be this close to one.

He caught his reflection in a mrror over the room s single dresser and stared
hard at hinself, searching for cracks in the facade. Is it possible? he
wonder ed. Had Peter Mountgonery sonmehow seen through Renmy's mask of humanity?

Angel s are even nore beautiful than they say.

Reny | ooked away from his own i mage and back to the victins of violence. How
could a case so sinple turn into something so ugly? he asked hinsel f, noving
toward the broken door, followed by the words of a man who coul d see angel s
and had dreant of the end of the world.



He stepped quickly into the afternoon sun and al most collided with the

H spani ¢ cl eani ng woman and her cart of l|inens. She | ooked at himand then
craned her neck to see around himand into the room Reny caught the first
signs of panic growing in her eyes and reached back for the knob, pulling the
door closed. In flaw ess Spanish he told her not to go into the room that
death had visited those within, and it was not for her to see. The wonan
nodded sl owl y, her eyes never |eaving his as she pushed her cart quickly away.

Homi ci de Detective Steven Milvehill stood beside Reny, as the teamfromthe
nmedi cal examiner's office prepared to renove the bodies fromthe notel room
Reny | eaned against his car, arms crossed. The two friends were silent as they
wat ched the activity across the |ot.

A small crowd had forned, kept at bay by a strip of yellow crine-scene tape
and four uniforned officers. The curious pack craned their necks, noving from
one end of the tape to the other, eager to catch a glinpse of sonmething to
fill the msery quotient in their lives. It was sonething that Reny had never
really understood but had conme to accept: the human species was enthralled
with the pain of others. Wether a natural disaster or a drive-by shooting,

t he average Joe wanted to hear every detail. Maybe the fascination stemed
fromthe fact that sonebody el se had incurred the wath of the fates, and he,
for the nmoment, could breathe a sigh of relief.

Mul vehill and his partner, Rich Heal ey, had al ready exam ned the scene in the
nmotel room and rel eased the bodies to the coroner. Healey was still inside,
supervi sing the renoval

The detective took a long drag of a cigarette, expelled the snmoke from his
nostrils like sonme great nedi eval beast, then broke the unconfortable silence.
"You all right?" he asked. "You're kind of quiet." He took another pull from
hi s snoke.

Reny stared straight ahead, his eyes focused on the entryway of the room
across the lot. "He saw nme, Steven. Right before that guy killed hinself, he
really saw ne."

Mul vehill was a stocky man, average height with a wild head of thick, black
hair. He was forty-seven years old, divorced, and living the job. Reny had net
himnmore than five years earlier, when a honicide investigation had
intersected with a m ssing-persons case he had been working on. The two had
been friends ever since.

"He saw me for what | really am" Reny said again, truly disturbed by what he
was sayi ng.

Mul vehill | ooked at Reny, the last of the cigarette protruding fromthe corner
of his nouth. "Wat, a shitty detective?" The cop smirked, taking the snoke
fromhis nouth and flicking the remains to the ground.

The case that had first brought themtogether had ended badly, the murder
suspect dead and Mulvehill with a bullet in his gut.

"You're ariot," Reny responded. "The stuff of Vegas floor shows. Really, if
this cop thing doesn't work out..."

Mul vehi Il 1aughed out |oud as he reached into his sports jacket for his pack
of cigarettes. "And you're an asshole. Tell ne again what you were doing
here." He pulled one fromthe pack and placed it in his nouth. "Very snooth,
Detective." Reny grinned wyly. "It was sinple surveillance,"” he expl ai ned.
"Wfe suspected he was having an affair. Nothing out of the ordinary."



Mul vehill lit up with an ol d-fashioned Zi ppo. He flicked the cover closed with
a netallic click, then slipped it back inside his pocket next to the cigarette
pack. He took a long, thoughtful drag. Snoking hel ped himthink, he often
said. Helped himfocus. He'd tried to stop once, but it had nade hi m stupid.

"So he shows up here with his secretary, they go in, and after a while you
hear the first shot?"

Reny nodded. "That's about it. By the tine | got in there, he'd already killed
the woman. | think he was getting ready to shoot himself, but | interrupted
him"

The hom cide detective idly brushed sone ash fromthe | apel of his navy bl ue
sports coat. "So you think this guy could sonehow see you — the real you."

Mul vehi Il had been near death when Reny found himlying in a pool of blood in
an abandoned wat erfront warehouse. To ease his suffering and cal mthe
terrified detective, Renmy had reveal ed his true countenance. Death is only a
new begi nni ng, he had reassured the nan.

Reny nodded, replaying the conversation with Muntgonery inside his head. "I
didn't drop the facade at all, haven't done it in a long time. But the way he
| ooked at ne — and that smile. He was definitely seeing sonething."

The doctors said it was a miracle that Miul vehill had survived the shooting.
After his recovery, the hom cide detective had cone | ooking for Reny, who had
deni ed nothing — and offered nothing. But Milvehill knew he had encountered

somet hing very much out of the ordi- nary, sonmething that couldn't sinply be
attributed to | oss of bl ood.

Renmy knew that Ml vehill's nother and grandnot her had been strict Catholics,
and had tried to raise himin the faith as well. As a young nman, he had gone
to church to please them but he had believed Christian doctrine to be nothing
nore than fairy tales, fantasies to relieve the fears of the devoted when
faced with their own nortality. But since his own brush with death, and his
encounter with a certain private investigator, the Boston detective wasn't
quite sure what he believed anynore. In fact, he'd even started to attend Mass
again. Just to be on the safe side, he'd told Reny.

But Reny had shown Ml vehill his true face by design. He had reveal ed hinsel f
on purpose. This was sonething el se altogether. This dead nman had seen beneath
hi s nask.

"That ever happen before?" Milvehill asked, interrupting Remy's brooding.
"Besi des when you wanted it to, | nean?"

Reny | ooked at his friend. "Not to ne, but throughout the ages there have been
holy nen, visionaries, who could glinpse the unseen world and its inhabitants
— usual ly before sone kind of change in the world — sonething of great

religi ous significance."

Mul vehi Il sucked a final drag fromhis cigarette. "Anything conm ng down the
pi ke that you know of ? New pope or somethi ng?"

Renmy shrugged. "Well, the guy did tal k about having dreans about the end of
the worl d, the Apocal ypse. He thought he was doing the wonan a favor by
killing her, thought I was here to take themup to Heaven."

Mul vehill | ooked at his friend with a serious expression, a new, unlit



cigarette having appeared alnost magically in his nouth. "Wen the tinme cones,
will you carry me up to Heaven?" he asked, fishing for his lighter.

Renmy grinned. "Sorry, that's not mny job, but | inmagine you re gonna have to
drop a few pounds if you want anybody carrying your sorry ass up to — "

Their playful banter was cut short by a sudden commmotion. Healey ran fromthe
not el room and beckoned to one of the unifornms. They exchanged some words and
the cop spoke rapidly into his radio, then followed the detective back into
the room Milvehill grumbled beneath his breath, threw his | atest snoke to the
ground, and hurried toward the crine scene.

Reny followed, that strange, uneasy feeling in his gut returning.

"What's going on?" Milvehill asked a second uniforned officer who stood just
outside the notel room

An anbul ance pulled into the parking lot, sirens wailing, and screeched to a
halt in front of the open door. Two EMIs junped into action, hauling open the
doors at the back of the vehicle and renoving their equipnment. Another

anbul ance had been there a short while ago, but it was gone now. There had
been no lives for its technicians to save.

The uni form speaking to Mil vehill appeared shaken. He nade brief eye contact
with the detective and then | ooked back into the room which buzzed with
surprising activity. "I think the other detective said sonething about them

being alive."

A harried-1ooking paranedic pulling a stretcher barked for themto get out of
the way as he pushed through the door. Another followed with a second
stretcher at his heels.

There was a growi ng excitement anong the gathered crowd, anticipation
crackling in the air. They noved closer, an undul ati ng organi sm hungry for
angui sh not their own.

Mul vehi Il shoved the officer aside and storned into room 35, with Reny cl ose
behi nd. The bl anket-covered bodi es of Peter Muntgonmery and Carol Weir were
atop the stretchers, oxygen nasks on their faces. They were deathly pale, the
damage done by gunfire blatantly evident. How could they possibly be alive?

Reny stepped back against the wall as emergency workers pushed the stretchers
past him then approached Miul vehill and his partner, who stood beside the
gueen-si zed bed. "It's the dammdest thing," Heal ey was sayi ng, obviously
flustered. "They were getting ready to bag 'emwhen they felt a pulse on the
guy. They checked the woman just to be sure, and she was still alive too."

Mul vehi Il | ooked at Reny, his expression that of soneone who had just been
sl apped.

" St even?" Reny asked, concern growing in his voice.

"Why don't you go outside and get sone fresh air,” Milvehill told his partner
squeezing the man's shoul der in support.

Heal ey excused hinmsel f and headed for the door, shaking his head as he went.
From out si de they heard the mournful sound of sirens as the anbul ance departed
the lot.

Mul vehill cleared his throat and funbled for his cigarettes. "They're stil



alive, Reny," he said, the package crinkling frominside his coat pocket.
"That's inpossible. |I saw the woman's body, Steven. Muntgomery shot her in
the forehead." He pointed to the center of his furrowed brow. "And just to be
sure, he put another one in her heart."

Mul vehi Il was silent, glancing around at the several spots where bl ood had
been spilled. It had already begun to dry, ugly dark stains that woul d never
be conpletely washed away.

"I saw him put that gun under his chin and blow his own brains out." Reny
pointed to the wi ng-shaped stain on the ceiling. "That's brain matter up
there. They can't possibly be alive."

Mul vehi Il | ooked away fromthe ceiling and shrugged his broad shoulders. "D d
you not see the ambul ance take them out of here?" he asked. "They're alive.
They bot h have pul ses. ™"

The feeling in Reny's gut grew nore pronounced.

"Hey, it's not a bad thing — two people are still alive,” Milvehill reasoned.
"Maybe it's a miracle or sonething.”

"Or something," Reny repeated as he turned and wal ked fromthe notel room
leaving his friend to make sense of it all

Though Reny | ooked and acted like a human being and chose to live |like one, he
was not hing of the kind. On occasion, his body functioned on another |evel
entirely. He could feel things, sense things, that others couldn't. And right
now t here was sonething in the air that no one else could feel, something
unnat ur al

As he wal ked across the parking lot, he glanced at his watch and swore beneath
hi s breath.

Lat e agai n.

Renmy got into his car, know ng that what had begun in room 35 of the Sunbeam
Mot or Lodge was far fromover, and that two hundred and fifty dollars a day
pl us expenses wasn't going to cone close to conpensating himfor what he
feared was waiting on the horizon.

chapter two

Reny stopped his car as a group of Northeastern University students crossed
Hunt i ngt on Avenue on their way to the dornms from afternoon cl asses.

I mpatiently, he glanced at his watch, angry with hinself for being even |ater
than usual. One last student cut across at a run to catch up with the gaggl e,
and Reny continued on toward Sout h Hunti ngton

Well, at least sonething's going right, he thought, as he caught sight of a
car pulling away froma space directly across the street fromthe Cresthaven
Nursi ng Center. Reny perforned an anmazing feat of parallel parking, |ocked up
his vehicle, and jogged across the street through a break in the dinnertine
traffic.



He pull ed open the nursing honme's front door, and took a nonent to conpose

hi nsel f as he was bonbarded with a sensory overl oad the equival ent of stormng
t he beach at Normandy. Smell, sound, enotion, taste; they all washed over him
poundi ng him as they did every tine he visited. The first tine, he was nearly
driven to his knees by the onslaught, but he quickly | earned that a few deep
breaths would help himto center, making the experience bearable.

"You are in sonme deep doo-doo, ny friend," called out a | arge bl ack woman
dressed in a light blue snock and white slacks. She wal ked around the
recepti on desk, waving some papers at him "That poor wonan's been waiting for
you over an hour. | told her you were caught in traffic, but | don't think
she's buying it."

Reny sniled as the woman playfully tapped himon the shoulder with the fornmns.
"I think she's catchin' on to us," she said conspira-torially, |ooking Reny up
and down as she moved on through the | obby.

He waved to the receptionist, then stepped up behind the nurse. "No one nust
know of us, my Nubi an goddess,"” he whispered in her ear

The wonman began to | augh, bendi ng over and slapping her leg with the
paperwork. "You are a crazy white boy, you know that?"

"Joan, you wouldn't have me any other way." Reny smled. He paused for a
m nute, enjoying the sound of |aughter in a place where the atnmosphere could
often be so oppressive. "How is she today — giving you a hard tine?"

"I'f she's not careful, I'"'mgoing to toss her out on the street,"” Joan said,
wal king with himtoward the ground-fl oor nursing unit. She noved away as a
[ight cane on outside a roomon the opposite end of the hall. "Your nother's
inthe TV room" she called over her shoulder. "Wy don't you go on and see
her now so we can get sone peace. Meet me in the supply closet at the usua
time, and don't keep nme waitin'."

Reny | aughed as he turned, amused, but not only by Joan's invitation
Your ot her.

No matter how often he heard it, the lie always struck him funny. The staff at
Cresthaven woul d never believe the truth, that Mdeline Chandler was, in fact,
his wife. The lie existed because of what he was, of course. He appeared
human, but had never been that. And he did not age.

He stopped in the doorway to the TV roomas an old man pushing a wal ker
struggl ed through. He | ooked up at Reny with red-ri med eyes, confusion and
turmoil in his gaze.

"Have you seen Robert?" the man asked, his voice like the rustling of dry
| eaves. "He was supposed to take me hone."

An aura of despair radiated fromhimin waves, nearly pushing Reny back with
its strength.

"I have to get hone. Who's gonna take care of the house? Have you seen
Robert?" the poor soul repeated, already forgetting that he had asked that
same question only seconds before. "He was supposed to take ne hone."

Renmy gently touched the old man's shoul der and | ooked deeply into his aged



eyes. "Robert will be here soon, Phil. Wy don't you go see Joan, and ask her
to make you a cup of tea?"

Phil smiled, his rheuny eyes slowy blinking away confusion. "Tea would
certainly hit the spot." He licked his dry lips. "Wy didn't | think of that?
Must be getting old." He wi nked at Reny and continued on his way down the
hall, a new strength suddenly in his step

Renmy wat ched his progress. He had spent many an afternoon tal king with Phi
about what the old timer called the good old days. Although his presence
seened to have a calning effect on these tortured souls ravaged by age, it
still pained himto see the effects the years had on those to whom he had
grown so cl ose

It was never nore obvi ous than when he saw his Madel i ne.

Reny stepped into the doorway of the roomthat tried hard to be honey but
never quite overcane that institutional air, and spotted the woman he | oved.
She seened so small and frail, sitting in a |ounge chair in front of the

bi g-screen tel evision. There was an ache inside him and he wondered why he
had ever wi shed to be flesh and blood. It was a question he asked hinself with
every visit to Cresthaven

Madel i ne hadn't noticed his arrival, and he watched her for a few seconds as
she struggled to stay awake. Her eyes would flutter and cl ose, her head slowy
noddi ng until her chin touched her chest. Then she woul d cone awake with a
start, and the futile battle to remain conscious would begin all over again.

Reny noved farther into the room It was set up to resenble a living room a
coupl e of couches and chairs — both recliners and rockers — covered in vinyl
made to imtate leather. Soft lanp lighting and framed Monet prints fromthe
Museum of Fine Arts gift shop down the street conpleted the attenpt at
coziness. The TV sat on top of a large, dark, pressed-wood cabinet, a VCR on
the shelf beneath, its clock perpetually blinking twelve a.m The | ocal news
was just wrapping up the weather — cooler, with a chance of rain by the end of
t he week.

He knelt beside his wife's chair as she drifted deeper into sleep, and touched
her armlovingly. Madeline lifted her head to | ook at him her eyes dull,
nmonentarily void of recognition

"How are you ever going to keep up with current events if you're dozing?" he
asked her and sniled, before leaning in to kiss her cheek

The Iife was suddenly there, the dullness in her gaze burned away by the
fam liar m schievous tw nkle. She smiled, reaching up to touch his face with
an aged hand.

"Caught me," she said softly. "Now you'll nake ne go to bed first again."

It had been their nighttinme custom whoever fell asleep first while rel axing
in front of the television had to warmthe bed, while the other took out the
dog, turned off the lights, and | ocked the doors. Madeline had been the
chanpi on bed war ner.

"How re you feeling today, hon? You | ook better."
She grinned and batted her eyes, patting the collar of her bright red

sweat shirt. She knew he was |ying. She had al ways been able to read his
expressions. But she played al ong anyway, then changed the subject.



"You're late. Joan said you were caught in traffic. Was there an accident?"
She started to stand.

Reny took her arm hel ping her up. "No accident. Just the usual stuff. | was
on a case longer than | anticipated.” He guided her around the chair and
toward t he doorway.

"Anyt hi ng interesting?" she asked, pausing, peering down toward the | obby,
t hen back up the hall toward her room

"Not hing all that unusual, until today." He was thoughtful as they slowy nade
their way up the hall. "The man | was watching killed hinmself and his |lover in
a notel on the Jamaica Way. No, let ne correct that. | thought they were dead,
but I was wong."

Madel i ne stopped and stared at her husband. "You thought they were dead but
you were wong? Wiat's the nmatter with you, Reny — getting senile?" She
chuckl ed and patted his hand where he held her arm

When they reached her room Reny escorted his wife to the high-backed chair by
her bed and hel ped her to sit.

"I't was the oddest thing, Maddie," he said as he sat on the bed beside her. "I
confronted himafter he'd shot his lover. He tal ked about dreans of the end of
the world. dainmed that was why he'd shot the worman and pl anned to shoot

hi nsel f."

He stared through the wi ndow at the day care next door. It was dinnertinme, but
there was still a little Asian boy playing in the sandbox, and a little girl
riding a bike in a circle, over and over again.

"But you know what the strangest part was, Md-di e?" Reny asked. "He said he
could see ne. That he knew what | was." He | ooked at his wife and saw
confusi on on her face.

"Well, did you want himto see you?" she asked. "Did you let him—- to stop him
fromhurting hinsel f?"

Renmy shook his head slightly. "No. It wasn't like that at all. It was as if he
could see right through ne."

Madel i ne | ooked di sturbed, turning the wedding ring upon her finger. It was
somet hi ng she had al ways done when sonet hi ng upset her. Reny reached down,
took her hand in his, and squeezed it affectionately.

"Hey, don't worry about it. The guy was pretty out of it. Maybe it was just
coi nci dence that he saw ne as an angel ."

Maddi e squeezed back, gazing lovingly into his eyes. "You' re ny angel and no
one else's, do you understand? | can't bear the thought of sharing you with
anyone. "

She brought his hand up to her nouth and kissed it, and he knelt beside her
chair, throwing his arms around her small frame. He felt her arns enfold him
in a fragile enbrace and was painfully rem nded of a time when she could
easily have hugged the life from him

"You won't have to," he whispered in her ear. "I'myours, now and forever."
Renmy stroked her gray hair and remenbered the vitality of her youth.



When he'd first opened his agency back in 1945, he'd placed an adverti sement
in the paper for an office manager. Madeli ne had been one of the first
applicants, fresh fromsecretarial college and overflowi ng with enthusiasm
And she was beautiful, inside and out. In their fifty-plus years together,
Madel i ne Dexter had taught this earthbound entity nore about being alive than
he'd | earned in six thousand years of wandering the planet.

He | eaned in close and ki ssed her gently on the mouth. "I |ove you," he said,
| ooking into his wife's gaze. It was his turn now to bring her hand to his
mout h and gently plant a kiss upon it.

They were silent for a while, each basking in the warnth and | ove of the
ot her.

"How s the baby?" Madeline asked, finally. "Does he mss nme? You' re not
letting himhave too nuch people food, are you?"

The baby was their four-year-old Labrador retriever, Marlowe, that they
treated as if he were their child. They had had another dog, a German shepherd
who went by the name Hammett, who lived to be nore than fifteen. It was

absol utely devastating to Madeline — and to Reny, surprisingly — when the old
dog finally died. It took themyears to get another, the nmenmory of how nuch
they | oved Hamrmett, and how badly it hurt when he was gone, keeping them from
maki ng the next emotional investnent.

It was the sad fact that they would never have chil dren together that
eventual |y swayed themto take another animal into their home. They had such
an abundance of |ove that they wanted... needed to share it with another life.
There was not hing he woul d have | oved nore than to give her a child, but it
wasn't meant to be. Others of his kind had done such things over the ages, and
the results had been |l ess then normal. There was somet hing seriously wong
with children produced by the mating of human and angel

Sonet hi ng unst abl e.
Reny grinned, pushing the sad thoughts aside. "Marlowe's fine, and yes, he
m sses you a great deal. He always asks ne when the female is coning back to

t he pack."

They both chuckl ed, Madeline reaching into her sweatshirt pocket for a
wri nkl ed-up Kl eenex. She wi ped at her nose.

"I want you to bring himnext time you visit," she said. "I need to see ny
boy. "

Time was growi ng short for the wonman Reny | oved. It was sonmething they were
both very aware of — after all, no one canme to Cresthaven to get well

"I"ll do that," he said softly.

She squeezed his hand and covered a feigned yawn with the other. "I'mtired,
Rermy. Wuld you mind? | think I'd like to |lie down now. "

He hel ped her to the bed, removing her slippers and swi nging her legs onto the
nmattress.

"Do you want nme to help you get undressed?"

She gave hima sly | ook. "Always at the npost inopportune tinmes," she told him



weakly. "Maybe if | get a good night's sleep, I'll take you up on your offer
t onmor r ow. "

Ginning, she noved her eyebrows up and down, and Reny chuckl ed, giving her a
wi nk.

"You go honme. |'msure the baby is ravenous and desperate to enpty his tank
"Il see you both tonorrow "

Madel i ne waved hi m away and adjusted the pillow beneath her head.

She was getting weaker, and there wasn't a single thing he could do about it.
Reny | eaned down and ki ssed her long on the I|ips.

"I love you. I'll see you tonorrow, then."

"I love you too. And don't forget Marlowe," she ordered as he turned to | eave.
He was just stepping into the hallway when he heard her call his nane.

"Yeah, hon?" he said popping his head back into the room

Madel i ne had propped herself up against the headboard. "What do you think it
nmeans — that nman seeing you?" she asked. "I can't shake the feeling that
something isn't right."

Reny returned to her bedside and, |leaning in, planted a reassuring kiss upon
her forehead.

"I"'msure it means absolutely nothing," he told her. "It was just a fluke. The
guy was so crazy he could have i magi ned me as the Easter Bunny. Now get sone
rest, and I'Il see you tonorrow. "

Reny flashed her a final smile as he stepped into the corridor and out of
view. He passed through the | obby to see that the pretty young receptioni st
was on the phone, and he nmouthed the words Have a good ni ght as he passed.

Wal king to his car, he was preoccupied with thoughts of his w fe and her
failing health. The poor woman didn't need anything else to worry her right
now. He got behind the wheel and turned over the engine. In the theater of his
m nd he saw Mountgonmery and his secretary entering the notel room heard the
cl amor of the door slamm ng shut behind themlike the sound of thunder

Rermy flipped on his blinker and eased out into traffic. Though he woul d have
preferred otherwi se, he couldn't help but renmenber Muntgonery sniling

dream |y as he tal ked about the beauty of angels, just before putting the gun
beneath his chin and decorating the ceiling with his brains.

He pointed the car for home, turning up the radi o, hoping the nusic would
distract himfromfurther thoughts of the day's disturbing events. But it did
little to drown out the sound of Mulvehill's voice repeating in his head.

They're still alive, Reny.

They're still alive.
Reny stood in the foyer of his Beacon Hill brownstone, sifting through the
day's mail. From a basket attached to the inside of the door beneath the mail

slot, he had plucked three envel opes and a grocery store circular. He tucked



t hem beneath his arm and searched for his house key. On the other side of the
i nner door, Marlowe let out a pathetic yelp that suggested he was in great
need of his master.

"Hang on, pally, help is on the way."

He et hinmself into the house and was i medi ately set upon by the jet-black
Labrador with the furiously wagging tail. The dog's tail had becone the

| egendary scourge of knickknacks up and down Pinckney Street, able to clear
coffee tables with a single exuberant swi pe.

Reny tossed the mail onto a hall table and bent down to rub the excited
animal's big head, ruffling his black, velvety soft ears.

"Hell o, good boy. How are you, huh? Wre you a good dog today?"

Marl owe' s deep brown eyes | ocked on to Reny's. And he responded. " Goodboy.
Yes. Qut? Qut?"

It was another angelic trait that Remy Chandl er had chosen not to repress: the
ability to commune with all living things upon the earth. If it had a

| anguage, no matter how rudi mentary, Reny could understand and conmuni cate
withit.

"Ckay, let's get you out, and then I'Il give you something to eat," he told
the dog as they wal ked down the hall and through the kitchen to the back door

"Qut. Then eat. Good. CQut, then eat," Marlowe responded, his tail stil
furiously wagging while he waited for Reny to open the door into the small,
fenced-in yard.

The dog bounded down the three steps, his dark nose sniffing the ground for
the scent of any uninvited guests, as he trotted to the far corner and
squatted to relieve hinself. Reny smiled, amused by the expression of relief
on the dog's face. Even though he was a male dog and nearly four years old,
Marlowe still insisted on squatting to urinate. Maddi e had suggested he was a
slow |l earner and would be lifting his leg in no tinme. Reny wasn't so sure.

The dog started to poke around the yard again.

"Hey, do you want to eat?" Reny called fromthe doorway.

Mar | owe | ooked up froma patch of grass, his body suddenly rigid. "Hungry. Eat
now, yes," he grunbled in response, then ran toward Remy, who barely nanaged

to get the screen door open in tine.

Mar |l owe hadn't eaten since six that morning and was obvi ously ravenous. But
t hen agai n, when wasn't he?

Renmy m xed sone wet food froma can with sone dry, Marlowe standi ng
attentively by his side, closely watching his every nove. A sliny puddle of
drool had started to formon the floor beneath his hungry nouth.

"Al nost ready, pal," he told the Labrador. "I hope you appreciate the tinme |
put into the preparation of your neals."

"Appreciate,” Marlowe replied. "Hungry. Eat now?"

"Yes, now," Reny confirned, setting the plastic bow down on a place nat
covered with i mages of dancing cartoon Labradors. "Let ne get you sone fresh



wat er. "

He picked up the stainless-steel water bow as Marlowe shoved his hungry maw
into his supper. He enptied the bow and rinsed it thoroughly, then filled it
with cold water. In the seconds it took Reny to do that and return to the

pl astic place mat, Marlowe had already finished his meal and was |icking the
sides of the dish for stray crunbs.

"More?" Marl owe asked, |ooking up at his master

Reny rolled his eyes and shook his head. "No. No nore. Maybe later you can
have an apple, if you' re good."

He ruffled the dog's head and went to the counter to prepare a pot of coffee.
"Now better."

"What did | just say?" Reny said, scooping coffee into a filter. "Later
before bed."

Marl owe | owered his head and watched quietly as his master poured water into
t he cof feemaker. The dog carefully noved closer to Reny, casually sniffing at
his pant |eg.

Reny | eaned down and thunped the dog's side. It sounded |like an enpty drum
"What do you snell there, big boy? Anything good?"

"Femal e," Marl owe answered. "Snellfemal e. Where?"

Reny squatted in front of his friend and rubbed the sides of his black face.
"Maddie is at the get-well place. 1'll bring you to see her tonorrow. "

The dog thought for a noment and then kissed Reny nervously on the ear
"Cet-well place? Get-well place bad."

Maddi e and Reny had called the veterinarian's office the get-well place, and
the dog had never enjoyed his visits there. Marl owe was not happy in the | east
that Maddie was in the get-well place. She and Reny nade up Marl owe's pack
and it confused the poor animal not to have her at hone. No matter how Reny
tried to explain that Madeline was sick and needed to be taken care of

el sewhere, Marlowe could not grasp the concept. So, as he often did in

i nstances like this, Reny changed the subject.

"Want an appl e now?"

Mar | owe snapped to attention, his mssing pack menber al nost instantly
forgotten.

"Appl e noow? Yes. Yes."

Reny grabbed a Red Delicious froma fruit bow on the nicrowave table and
brought it to the counter. He plucked a knife fromthe strainer, cored the
apple, and cut it into bite-sized pieces. Marlowe foll owed himexcitedly
across the kitchen as he tossed the chopped fruit into the nmetal bow .
"Here you go. Eat it slow so you don't choke."

Marl owe dug in. "Applegood. Chew. Not choke. Good," he said between bites.

Renmy returned to the coffeenaker and poured hinself a cup. He | eaned agai nst



the counter, watching the dog inhale his treat, and wondered how long it would
be before Marl owe again asked for Madeline. Not the best of situations, he
t hought, his eyes going to the fruit bow .

And they were al nost out of apples.

It was after eight when Reny finally retired to the rooftop patio to unw nd
fromthe hectic day. It was getting cooler, but he didn't notice. He sat in a
white plastic |ounge chair, sipping his coffee and reading Farewell My Lovely
for what was probably the tenth time. Reny never tired of Chandler. In fact,
he'd chosen his human nane and that of his "baby" as a kind of tribute to his
favorite author. There was something about the man's prose, his keen
observations of the nean streets of 1940s Los Angel es, that usually soot hed

t he angel, but not tonight. He placed the paperback down on the patio table.

Marlowe lay on his side at Reny's feet, |legs extended as if dropped by
gunfire. He lifted his head and grunbl ed.

"Yeah, ne too, boy. Even Chandler's not doing it tonight." Reny |eaned forward
in his chair and ran his fingers along the dog's rib cage. The Labrador laid
his head back with a contented sigh.

Then, coffee mug in hand, he stepped over Marlowe and wal ked to the patio's
edge, | ooking out over the city. He sipped at the cooling liquid as the day's
di sturbing events replayed inside his head. Muntgonmery saw himin a guise he
had not taken in years.

Rem el , an angel of the heavenly host Seraphim
How he hated to be rem nded of what he actually was.

The angel listened to the sounds of the city, of the night around him know ng
full well that if he so desired he could pinpoint the individual prayers of
every person speaking to Heaven at that nmonent, but Re-m el had given up
listening to the prayers of others a long, long tine ago. He didn't want to be
somet hing prayed to; he wanted to be like those he wal ked beside and |ived
anong everyday. Reny Chandler wanted to be human, and until today, he was
doing a pretty good job.

The door buzzer squawked bel ow, and Marlowe clinbed to his feet with a bark
and bolted down the stairs, gruffing and grunbling threateningly. Reny took
one last look at the city, wondering how many out there had asked for favors
from Heaven tonight; then returned to the table for his book and foll owed the
dog down the three flights.

He pushed the response button on the wall in the kitchen, leaning in toward
t he two-way speaker.

"Yes?"
There was a bit of a pause. Then he heard the rustling of a paper bag.
"Hey. It's me. Let ne in."

It was Steven Mulvehill, and it sounded |ike he had brought refreshnents. Reny
buzzed the man in and went to a cabinet for sonme gl asses.

Mar |l owe watched his master with a tilted head.

"Who? Pl ay?"



Reny pull ed down two tunblers, running his finger along the inside of each
glass to clear away any dust. "It's Steven," he said as he placed the gl asses
on the countertop

The sound of the inner door opening sent Marlowe into spasms of barking fury.
The dog bounded down the hall as Milvehill entered, waiting patiently as the
excited Lab sniffed himover.

"Hey, fella, hows it going?" Milvehill thunped the dog's side with the flat
of his hand as Marlowe | eaned against him as if starving for attention, his
tail, of course, wagging crazily.

He straightened and strolled down the hallway to the kitchen, where he handed
Reny the paper bag he was carrying. "I come bearing gifts. Make mne on the
rocks, please."

Reny took the bag fromhis friend and renoved the bottle of Seagram s whiskey.
Marl owe | urked at Reny's side.

"Have?" he asked.

Reny tossed the paper bag down to the dog. "Rip it up in here. Don't get it
all over the living room okay?"

The Labrador quickly snatched up the satchel in his nouth and happily trotted
into the living room

Mul vehi Il laughed. "I1'm al ways amazed by the anount of control you have over
that animal."

"Mar| owe does what Marlowe wants to do," Reny replied as he closed the freezer
door and plunked a handful of cubes into each glass. "I can only make
suggestions. "

The hom ci de detective shook his head and | ooked toward the living room where
sounds of paper being torn to bits drifted out to them "Spoken like a true
pet owner," he chuckled. "Did you visit Maddi e tonight? How s she doi ng?" the
cop asked, suddenly serious.

Renmy shrugged. "As good as can be expected. She wanted to know if you were
com ng by soon."

Mul vehi Il hadn't been to visit Remy's wife since she had entered the hospita
nore than six months earlier. He clained he had a "thing" about hospitals, but
Reny suspected it had nore to do with the fact that Steven could not face the
loss of a close friend in his lonely life. Even now he ignored the question

i nstead notioning toward the stairs that led to the roof.

"Shall we go up? | need a snoke."

Renmy didn't allow his friend to snoke in the house. Madeline and Marl owe were
both allergic, and besides, it left an odor on the furniture that the angel's
acute senses found of fensive. Milvehill plodded up the stairs, and Reny

foll owed cl ose behi nd.

The detective took his usual seat with a grunt, and reached into his coat
pocket for the first of what would likely be many cigarettes. Reny put the
ice-filled glasses and the bottle down on the tabletop



Lit cigarette dangling fromhis nouth, Milvehill reached for the bottle of
whi skey and cracked the seal. "Ain't a finer sound to be heard after a day

li ke today," he offered.
Renmy wat ched hi m pour the golden liquid over the ice in his glass, filling it
hal fway. "Should | hit you or do you want to do it yoursel f?" Milvehill asked,

gesturing toward his friend with the bottle.

Reny signaled with a wave of his hand for himto pour, as he sat down across
from Ml vehill.

The detective offered a sinister smle. "I"'mdrinking with either a brave nman
or a stupid one."

The ice inside the glass popped and cracked as the whi skey drenched it.
"Depends on what you're tal king about," Reny responded as he reached for his
drink.

Mul vehill set the bottle down, not bothering to screw the cap back on. He
sanmpled his own drink with an eager gulp, and Reny coul d sense that something
was bot hering his friend.

"You sure you don't want this one too?" Reny asked, holding his glass out
toward his friend. "I could get another glass and sone nore ice."

Mul vehi Il had already finished the first and was pouring a second. "Lousy day.
Very long and | ousy day." He finished filling his glass, avoiding Reny's eyes.

Quietly, Reny sipped his drink, allowi ng the alcohol to burn his throat as he
swal  owed. It had taken him nmany years to |l earn how to appreciate the effects
of drink, but with the proper practice, he nowdid quite fine. Fire bl ossoned
in the pit of his stonmach as he | et the whiskey enter his bl oodstream and
course through his body.

Marl owe came up the stairs to see what the rest of the pack was up to. He
strolled over to Reny and nudged his master's hand with his snout, hoping for
a pat.

"Did you make a nmess with that bag in the living roon?" Reny asked. "If you
did, I'mafraid you'll have to go to the pound."

The dog made a pitiful sound of hurt and slunk dejectedly toward Ml vehill
The cop leaned forward in his chair to scratch behind the dog's floppy ears,
as Marlowe licked his hand and the glass it held.

"Don't worry, boy," he told the dog. "You can live with ne. How about that?"

Marl owe |icked the nman's cheek, and Reny | aughed, taking another sip of his
drink before setting it down.

"He'd have to go out for a wal k more than once a nonth. Dogs are like that,
you know. "

Mar |l owe gave Reny a blistering look and | aid his bul k down beside his new best
friend. The animal wasn't about to forgive Remy so easily.

Mul vehill was in the mdst of pouring his third drink when Reny finally
decided to pick up the conversation again.

"So, your day?"



Hs friend was silent for a nmonent, stirring his drink with his finger, the
melting ice tinkling happily in the tumbler. "Muntgonery and his secretary? |
checked on themtonight. They're both still alive."

The angel shook his head in disbelief, reaching for the bottle. "I still don't
know how that's possible."

The cop lit another cigarette before he responded. "I have a buddy at Mass
Ceneral , energency room doc. He checked them out when they cane in." He took a
long drag, letting the snoke plunme fromhis nostrils and nmouth as he exhal ed.
"Said they were fatal injuries; no way those two should still be alive. He was
pretty spooked by the whole thing."

Mul vehill fell silent and stared into space. Absently, he swirled the drink
around in the glass, then drained the contents. "They shoul d be dead, but
they're not."

Reny was sel dom affected by tenperature, but he felt a sudden chill course
down his back, and shivered.

Hs friend noticed, smling thinly. "It's creepy, isn't it?" He plucked the

snoke from between his lips. "I've seen a lot of weird shit on the job, but
nothing quite like this." He took another substantial drag. "And you know
what? It gets worse. Back at the station, | hear from other guys that shit

like this is happening all over the city. People who shoul d be dead, car
wr ecks, gang shootings, suicides — they're all hanging on. The hospitals are
packed. "

Mul vehi Il put his cigarette out in an ashtray littered with the remains of
others he'd smoked in recent weeks. "Just like M. Muntgonery and his little
girlfriend."

The two men were qui et again, each absorbed by their own thoughts, the
rattling of Marlowe's snores filling the air.

Mul vehi Il had been | ooking out at the city, but now he met Reny's inquisitive
gaze. "You said Mountgomery saw what you really are before he shot hinself.
Do you think there's any connection?"

Renmy ran a finger along the rimof his enpty glass, renenbering the
strangeness in the air he'd been feeling all day. "It's possible. But I
haven't a clue as to what it neans."”

He reached for the whiskey. They were doing quite a job on it. The bottle was
hal f-enpty al ready. The angel poured about an inch of fluid into his gl ass.
The i ce was al nost gone, and he thought about going downstairs for nore.

"Leave it to you to get involved with another weird case," his friend said, as
he | eaned back in his chair, taking another cigarette fromthe pack on the
tabl e.

"They're not all weird," Reny said, feigning offense. "I've had sone nor mal
cases. The few bizarre nonments just spice things up sone."

Mul vehi Il had cl osed his eyes, letting the al cohol work its magic, but now
scof fed |l oudly and opened them "A few bizarre nonents? Cbviously you' ve | ost
your ability to distinguish, nmy friend." He sat up and ran his fingers through
his mop of curly black hair with a sigh



Reny downed what was |left of his drink and nade a face. He smled in
surrender. "Well, now that you nention it "

They both | aughed, and Marl owe cane awake with a start, |ooking up fromhis

pl ace beside Miulvehill's chair to see if everything was okay. He grunbl ed deep
in his throat, annoyed that he had been disturbed, and put his square head
back down with a grunt.

"You are a fucking weird magnet, Reny Chandler," Milvehill proclainmed. "Maybe
bei ng an angel makes you sone kind of draw for this shit."

Renmy had been allowing hinself to feel the inebriating effects of the al cohol
but suddenly was stone-cold sober. He put his glass down. It was sonething he
had often thought about, that his presence on the planet could sonmehow be
responsi bl e for these outbreaks of strangeness, that the unearthly was
attracted to its Ilike.

"That would certainly suck, wouldn't it?" He | ooked at his friend and sniled
sadly. "When | first came here | didn't even want to be noticed. | just wanted
to help when | could, but never interfere. | wanted to get lost in the crowd,
tolive like them—- to be like them"

He got up fromthe chair, walked to the roof's edge. Marlowe also clinbed to
his feet, wondering if they were going somewhere. Milvehill poured anot her
drink and eyed his friend.

"Sonetines it's hard to renenber |'m not human,’
sonmetines it's hard to forget."

' Reny said softly. "And

Mul vehi Il sipped his drink and swished it around in his mouth. He swal | owed,
smacking his lips. "You're nore human than half the scunbags |I'mforced to
deal with every day," he told the angel. "Shit, you're nore human than
everybody down at the Registry of Mdtor Vehicles."

Renmy canme back to the table but didn't sit. "You always did know what to say
to make nme feel special.”

Mul vehill raised his glass with a dopey grin.

"What are friends for?"

Reny fixed himwi th a serious gaze.

"There may be sonething to what you suggested — weirdness being drawn to ne."
The homi cide cop didn't respond.

"It's times |like these when | wonder if conming here was the right idea. Am|
bei ng selfish — doing nmore harmthan good? G ves nme a headache if | think
about it too nuch."”

Reny picked up his glass fromthe table.

"Looks like | need nore ice — want sone?"

Mul vehill drained his and handed it to Reny.

"More ice woul d be good. Better bring up a bucket, to be safe. There's still a
ot of drinkin' to be done."



Rermy went toward the door, tal king over his shoul der as he did.
"Don't start drinking fromthe bottle. I'lIl be right back."

Marl owe followed, just in case there mght be a treat at the end of the
journey, the possibility of food making himforget his earlier anger

" Hey! "

Renmy turned as Steven Mulvehill called to him The hom ci de detective was
lighting up a new cigarette.

"I know it's probably none of ny business, but I'mtoo drunk to give a shit,
and to tell you the truth, |'ve been curious about this for years." He cl osed
up his lighter and took a short drag before continuing. "Wy did you cone
here?" he asked. "Why woul d an angel want to | eave Heaven?"

Marl owe stared at his master and whined, sensing a sudden change in the nman's
nood.

The angel Reniel renmenbered the sounds of war, the screans of the vanqui shed
as they were tossed down to the depths by the One they had al ways believed to
be a nerciful and loving Creator.

Reny stood there awkwardly, not wanting Milvehill to see the hurt on his face.
"Heaven isn't all it's cracked up to be," he said sinply, driving the

recol lections fromhis mnd. "Let's just leave it at that." He doubted there
woul d ever cone a day when those nenories weren't agonizingly painful

"I'"ll be right back with the ice."

He was al nost down the first flight when his friend call ed out again.
"Listen, do you want ice or not?"

Mul vehi Il puffed casually on his latest cigarette.

"I don't mind you' re here," he said, turning his head away to | ook out over
Boston. "That's all. Go get the ice."

Renmy nodded, sensing that it took a great deal of inner strength, as well as a
substantial bit of whiskey, for the hom cide detective to express those
feelings. It was the closest thing to a declaration of friendship that was
ever going to come from Steven Mil vehill, and at that nmoment Reny appreci at ed
it greatly.

chapter three

The drive to Salem from Boston was rel atively easy.

Except for the usual traffic jamin the Ted WIllians Tunnel, the ride through
Revere and Lynn was free of congestion. It was 9:26 on Wednesday norni ng, and
the entire trip had taken Reny a little nore than an hour

H s appoi ntnent with Jani ce Mountgonery was for 9:30, and he pulled into the



driveway of the home on Prescott Street right on tinme. This was the part of
his job that he found nmost difficult — the final nmeeting with the client,
where suspicions were either confirned or denied. He reached for the manila
envel ope on the seat beside himand got out of the car. Dressed in black
jeans, a white shirt, and wool sports coat, the private investigator clinbed
four orange brick steps to the front door, rang the bell, and waited.

He found hinself listening to the noise of the suburbs. The sounds were
different here than in the city; calner, slower, less frantic. The ange

opened his senses and heard |ight snoring, norning television, and young
children at play. A dog angrily barked at a bothersone cat trespassing in his
territory, and a trapped housefly buzzed in frustration as it bounced its tiny
body agai nst an unremitting pane of glass. Then Jani ce Mountgomery opened the
door, and Reny tuned it all out.

The wonman | ooked tired, even nore so than the last time he had seen her. It

was obvi ous she hadn't been sl eeping. Her eyes were red, the skin beneath them
puf fy and dark. She |ooked as though she would coll apse at any nonent.
"Ms. Muntgomery, if this is a bad time | could conme back tomorrow — "
began.

Reny

"No. It's fine. Conme in." The woman pushed the screen door open and notioned
for himto enter. "I don't think there's ever a good tine for sonething |like
this. Do you?"

She didn't seemto expect a response, and Reny offered none as he stepped
inside his client's hone.

The house reeked of cleanliness, the scents of several different cleaning
products meking his sensitive nose tingle. He foll owed her down a short
hal | way, past a den, and into a dining room An oblong table made of dark
cherrywood occupi ed the center of the room Six chairs surrounded it. Franed
fam |y pictures hung on the walls, with watercolors of spring on Beacon Hil
and the gol d-doned state house as seen through Boston Conmon.

Jani ce stood beside a chair where she had obvi ously been working; stacks of
envel opes, a calculator, and a | edger were neatly laid out. "I was doing the
bills,"” she explained. "Have to have all ny ducks in a row now that things are
the way they are." She kept her eyes downcast as she spoke. "We've got a good
heal th plan, thank God. Who knows how |l ong he'll be in the hospital before he
can cone hone. "

She | ooked at Remy then, her red, watery eyes locking on to his for the first
tine. "If he cones home."

Renmy held out the manila envel ope to her

"I know this is difficult. 1'll try to be quick."

Jani ce took the envelope tentatively, as if expecting it to be searing hot in
her grasp. She held it for a nonent, feeling the contents through the paper
and then set it down in the center of the table. She | ooked back to Reny, eyes

swi mm ng with sadness.

"Wuld you like a cup of coffee, M. Chandler? |I've just brewed a fresh pot,
and | really shouldn't drink the whole thing by nyself."

Renmry nodded and smi | ed.



"That woul d be nice. Thank you."

They sat across fromone another at the dining roomtable, a plate of cookies
that neither had touched between them Janice blew on her coffee but didn't
drink, and | ooked at Reny over the drifting steam

"It doesn't surprise nme at all, really." She Il aughed nervously, setting her
mug down on a white paper napkin. "He was never really the sane after the
operation.”

Reny sipped at his own coffee, his sixth that norning.

"Your husband nentioned sonethi ng about surgery, and dreans he was having as a
result. What was wong with him Ms. Muntgonmery?"

She picked up her nmug again, holding it in both hands as if to warmthem "He
had a brain tunmor. They didn't think he would survive the procedure." She
finally drank, quiet for a nmoment. "W even said our good-byes. Believe ne
when | tell you, there was a lot of praying in this house the norning he went
in"

Renmy wonder ed of f handedly whet her any of his kind had been listening to the
prayers of the Munt-gonerys that day.

Jani ce continued. "They tell me he actually died on the table, but they
managed to revive him" She drank some nore, her eyes suddenly focusing on the
thick envel ope still lying in the center of the table. "Lately |'ve been
wondering if it would have been better if they had let himdie."

She dragged her eyes fromthe envel ope.

"You probably think I"'mawful. The bitter, spurned wife," she said with a

nervous laugh. "But it's not like that at all. After the surgery he just
wasn't the man | married anynore. It was |ike the operation made himinto
somebody el se, like the tunmor was really Peter and once that was taken away,
he left too. |I know it sounds crazy, but that's howit was."

Reny set his nmug down on his own napkin and watched as Janice pulled a tissue
from her pocket. Her eyes had begun to tear

"I"'msorry, it's just been so nmuch for nme to handle."

The wonman dabbed at her eyes and wi ped her running nose.

"How was he different?" Reny asked

Janice sat stiffly for a nonent, thinking, remenbering. "He becane very

di stant, distracted. And there were nightmares. Every night, he'd wake up
scream ng, carrying on about the end of the world."

Reny | eaned forward. "Tell ne nore about the nightmares.”

Janice wiped the table in front of her with the side of her hand, sweeping
away i magi nary crunbs. "Sonethi ng about seals being broken and horsenen
comng. It was all quite disturbing."

Anot her intrusive chill ran down the length of the angel's spine. It was
starting to become commonpl ace, and he didn't care for it in the |east. Waxen

seal s being broken on scrolls in the possession of the Angel of Death woul d,
in fact, stir the Four Horsemen of the Apocal ypse and bring about the world's



end, but any fanatic, or editor at a religious publishing house, would be
aware of that.

Jani ce Mountgonery | aughed bitterly and stood up fromher chair, enpty coffee
mug in hand. "Of course, he was conpletely out of his mnd at that point," the
worman said. "The kids and | begged himto get help. But he just became nore
and nore withdrawmn. We hardly spoke anynore, and then he began sl eeping in the
guestroom Said it was so his nightmares woul dn't wake ne, but | knew

ot herw se. "

She nade her way into the kitchen with her rmug, taking Reny's as she passed.
He got up and foll owed her, standing quietly in the doorway as the bereaved
worman placed the dirty nmugs in the sink and ran water into each

"He did go back to work, although I don't know how he managed it. That's where
he got involved with that woman, his secretary, Carol sonething or other —
Weir? Carol Wir, isn't it?"

She turned off the water and wi ped her hands on a red-and-white checked

di shtowel , whi ch hung beneath the sink. "I guess she was a bit of a religious
nut, at least that's what people tell me. She believed his stories about the
end being near. Probably needed hel p as nuch as he did."

There was a sinmmering rage in her voice now, as she | eaned agai nst the sink

arnms tightly folded across her chest. "It's funny. | knew it was going to be
her. Wen | suspected that he was fooling around, |I knew it was with his
secretary. | met her once at an office function, a while ago, before Peter got

sick. She gave nme this | ook, and I knew she was going to be trouble."

Janice smiled sadly and gl anced at Reny, still in the doorway. "Wves can
sense these things." She chuckl ed nervously. "Listen to me — now | sound |ike
Peter." Then her eyes began to fill and she quickly changed the subject.

"Are you married, M. Chandler?"

Reny nodded, though he was usually careful not to reveal too rmuch of his
personal life to his clients. Yet this woman was hurting so nmuch that he
all owed hinself to share a little. "Yes. Yes, | am"

That was all he gave her, but it seened to satisfy.

"You seemlike a very nice man, M. Chandler. Your wife is a very |ucky
wonan. "

"Thank you, Ms. Muntgonery." Reny turned and began to nove through the
dining roomtoward the hall. "If you don't have any nore questions, | really
shoul d be on ny way."

The wonman cane quickly toward him an air of desperation about her
"Shoul d I pay you the remai nder of your fee now, or will you bill ne?"

“I'"1l bill you. That way you'll have a receipt for your records." Reny started
down the hallway. "Thank you again for the coffee." He grabbed the front
doorknob, pulling it open as he turned back toward her. "Please, don't
hesitate to call nme if there's anything else I can do for you."

Jani ce reached around himto help with the door. "I was pretty much set to
| eave him before all this, before | called you. I... ljust wanted to be sure
| was doing the right thing. All that talk about angels and devils around



every corner, it was enough to make me nuts."

Reny nodded, then turned back toward the screen door, recalling the expression
of disbelief, then unbridled joy that spread across Peter Muntgonery's face
before he'd shot hinmself. Had the man just been crazy, experiencing del usions
as a result of sone defect of the brain? The question gnawed at him Reny
couldn't be sure.

He pushed open the storm door and stepped outside. He could feel the woman's
eyes on himas he wal ked toward his car. He half expected her to call out to
him to ask him questions that would keep himthere | onger, but then he heard
the front door close. He focused again on the sounds of the suburbs around
him norning talk shows on tel evision, the rasping snore of a restless

sl eeper, and a new sound — the pitiful sobs of a woman, nore al one at that
nonent than she had ever been in her life.

It took himlonger to get back into Boston. Reny sat in the |ate-norning

traffic, listening to news radio and sl owy naking his way across the Lenny
Zaki m bridge. Somet hing bothered him No matter how hard he tried to shake it
off, it wouldn't let go. The Muntgonery case was, for all intents and

pur poses, closed, done. But something would not allow himto think of it that
way. The more he poked at the strange animal that was this case, the nore it
twitched to be noticed.

Reny decided to stop at the hospital, to see Peter Muntgonery for hinself,
hoping to still sone of these strange feelings of unease.

Fi nding a space on Canbridge Street, he |locked up his car, fed the neter a few
quarters, and wal ked the short distance to Massachusetts Ceneral Hospital. He
entered the main | obby through the revolving doors and willed hinself
invisible — another angelic trait he allowed hinself to indulge in every so
often. In his line of work, the talent frequently proved invaluable. Only the
very young and the very old had the ability to glinpse the angel when he was
inthis state. He imagined it had something to do with being closer to the
divine at those particular stages in the human |life span

Reny noved t hrough the | obby and down the crowded corridor, follow ng the
signs for the Bigel ow Building elevators. No one so nuch as | ooked in his
direction. The center elevator chined happily as its doors opened, and he
joined a small crowd headed up

Whi |l e everyone el se watched the nunbers over the doors clinb, Remy and a baby
boy stared at each other. The child began to | augh, punping his chubby arns
crazily as drool trailed fromhis toothless nouth. Gently, the angel brushed
the child s head with the side of his finger and nouthed the word hello. The
boy | aughed even harder, squeal ed |oudly, and tossed his mnel on-shaped head
back, flailing his arns. The nother gl anced around nervously, |ooking for what
had excited her baby so, but saw nothing out of the ordinary. She sniled and
ki ssed the child, calling himher silly nonkey, as they exited the el evator on
the floor before Reny's.

He had little problem finding Mountgomery's room Still unseen, he approached
a tired-1ooking nurse who was doi ng paperwork at the nurses' station. He noved
up silently behind himand whispered into his ear. The exhausted young man put
down his pen suddenly, as though he had just thought of sonething he didn't
dare forget again, and wheeled his chair over to a conputer term nal. He began
to type on the keyboard, and Reny watched as Peter Muntgonery's nedica
records appeared. He was in room 615. The nurse checked sone information
nodded to hinmself in satisfaction, and went back to his paperwork. Silently,
Renry Chandl er t hanked hi m and headed down the hall



The angel heard it even before he'd reached the room he sought, the dol eful
ethereal cries of a soul in distress wafting down the corridor. Reny entered
room 615 and approached Muuntgonery's bed, wincing as the man's life force
screamed to be freed fromits prison of flesh

What is keeping you here? he wondered, staring down at the man, desperate for
answers. Why hasn't your soul been taken? The man lay in the hospital bed, his
head and neck swathed in bandages stained with blood and a yell ow sh

di scharge. He was hooked to a number of machines that nmonitored his condition
and provided |ife support. Tubes of various sizes carried fluids to and from
hi s body.

Renmy took Peter's hand in his and gently squeezed. "Wy are you still here?"
he whi spered, speaking directly to the spirit trapped within the broken body.

The inprisoned soul nmoaned all the |ouder, sensing the presence of a being who
mght free it fromits confines. The anguished cries tore at the essence of
Reny's true self.

"I"'msorry, but there's nothing | can do," he told it. "It's... it'snot ny
job."

The soul continued to cry out, and the angel's thoughts turned to the one
whose purpose it was to an- swer these plaintive cries. Reny let go of
Mount gom ery's hand, stepping back fromthe bed, watching the nman's chest rise
and fall with every breath — with life. Sonething was w ong.

Horribly, horribly wong.

And then Reny heard the others.

The pl eading wails of Muntgomery's soul rose in intensity, joining with other
tortured cries fromthe intensive care unit, and it was al nost nore than the

detective could stand. The accunul ated m sery was deafeni ng, and he quickly
left the room making his way back to the elevators. He had to get away.

Tornmented soul s beckoned to himas he passed other rooms, begging for his

di vine attention, and he apol ogized to themall, sorry that there was nothing
he could do to help them

It isn't ny job.

At the el evator he wondered, Where is Israfil? The question replayed itself
over and over again as he practically threw hinself into the elevator to

escape the mournful pleas.

Where is the Angel of Death?

chapter four

Reny headed for his Beacon Street office, his brain feeling as though it was
about to expl ode. For some reason, souls were not being collected. Life
essences were trapped within bodies that shoul d have been dead but were not.



Not good. Not good at all

Reny clinbed the steps to the converted brown-stone and entered the | obby. He
checked his mail box and found that the postrman had al ready been by with his
daily dose of bills. This tine it was electric and phone. Making his way to
his office on the second floor, he swore that the utility conpani es had
started billing nore than once a nonth, for it didn't seem possible that the
services had cone due yet again.

The angel tensed as he pushed the key into the I ock and turned it. There was
no mstaking the snell wafting out fromwithin his office. He listened to the
cl acki ng sound as the bolt slid back, unlocking his office door. It had been
quite some time since he had | ast breathed in that thick, heady aroma. To the
human nose, it would snell like a strange m x of cinnanmon and burning tires.

To an angel, it snelled of power.
Reny turned the knob and swung open the door

They were waiting for him Four of them each dressed in stylish suits of
solid black with white shirts buttoned up to their throats. They stood before
his desk, their broad backs to him unresponsive to his entrance.

Reny entered the office just as he did any other day of the week, putting his
keys back in his pocket and gently shutting the door. He placed his mail in a
wi cker basket that rested atop a gray file cabinet to the right of the door.
The basket had once contained a plant sent to himas thanks froma satisfied
customer, but not anynore. He had never been very good with plants.

Hs visitors still did not nove, and Reny continued to act as if they weren't

t here, grabbing the glass carafe fromthe coffeemaker that sat on a small
brown refrigerator on the other side of the file cabinet. He | eaned over,
opened the fridge, and removed a jug of springwa-ter. He filled the carafe,
then placed the water jug back inside. Allowing the refrigerator door to close
by itself, he turned to finally acknow edge his guests.

"Cof f ee?" he asked, plucking a filter froma box. He placed it in the machine
and filled it with several scoops of the rich-snelling brew, then poured the
contents of the glass carafe through the plastic grill on top and flicked the
switch to on. The machine gurgled to life.

He knew them these silent visitors, each and every one of the strange figures
who stood perfectly still before his enpty desk, staring off into space. They
were Seraphim one of the highest orders of angels in the kingdom of Heaven.
At one time, they had been his brothers.

One of the Seraphimslowy turned his gaze away fromthe wall and fixed the
detective with an intense, unblinking stare. The eyes were | arge and

conpl etely bl ack, the actual | ook of the human eyeball a detail considered
trivial by its wearer. H's name was Nat hanuel, and he was their |eader

As he opened his mouth to speak, Reny knew it had been sonme tine since the
angel last wore the clothes of flesh, remenbering the difficulty he hinself
had encountered after his decision to be human. "Coffee. Yes, | would enjoy
coffee." The voice sounded wong, the cadence off. Human speech was far nore
conplicated than any angel knew.

The cof f eemaker hissed and burbled loudly as the final drops of water passed
through its innards.



"Hope you like it strong. It gets ne through the day."

He was talking to themas if they were newclients — as if they were of this
earth. That was a m stake.

Nat hanuel | aughed suddenly, harshly. It was how the angel inagined a human
| augh shoul d sound, but no human woul d have recogni zed as | aughter the strange
bar ki ng noi se that sounded entirely besti al

Reny | ooked over at the Seraphi m| eader

" Somet hi ng wr ong?"

Nat hanuel continued to stare at him "You need coffee to keep you goi ng. That
i s amusing."

Reny turned back to the coffeepot. "Yeah, a real riot." He set two nugs down,
a black and an olive green, then | ooked toward the other Seraphi mwho were
still engrossed in the enpty wall behind his desk. "Anybody else? |I've got a

whol e pot here."
None responded, showi ng as nuch life as departnent store mannequins.
"They are not as... daring as |I," offered Nathanuel

He watched as Reny, carrying the two nmugs of steanming coffee, careful not to
spill them walked to his chair behind the desk

"Pl ease, take a seat."
prepared to sit.

Renmy notioned with his chin to the angel |eader as he

Nat hanuel | ooked at the confortable chair to the right of the desk, his shiny,
dark eyes taking in every detail

"Yes, that would be fine."

The others were suddenly attentive, watching their | eader as he sat, as
fascinated with that act as they had been with the wall.

Reny had pl aced his cup on a cardboard coaster advertising the latest in Iight
beers. He tossed another coaster in front of the Seraphi m before placing

Nat ha- nuel 's coffee nmug atop it. "How do you like it? Creanf Sugar? | drink

m ne bl ack. "

The Seraphi m|eader studied the steaming nug on the desk in front of him He
reached out with both hands, gripped the cup, and brought it stiffly to his
face. The angel s standi ng around himleaned forward in unison

"I will drink it as you do," Nathanuel answered.

The Seraphi m|eaned closer still, watching with rapt attention as their |eader
brought the steanming cup to his |lips and gul ped the scal ding fl uid.

"Careful, that's hot," Remny cautioned.

Then he watched the angel's expression turn fromfascination to sudden pain
and confusion as the hot liquid burned his throat. Coffee dribbled fromthe
corners of his nouth, leaving angry red welts.

"You' re supposed to sip it," Reny said shortly. "Coffee is for sipping."



"I do not see the enjoynent in this," Nathanuel said coldly, gently touching
the seared flesh with his unusually long fingertips.

He set his nug down on the desk, ignoring the coaster, as the others hovered
over him studying his burns and nodding their agreenent with his assessment.

Reny took a sip fromhis own cup. The angels now studied his every novenent.
"Practice," he said, savoring the hot refreshnent.

Then he set his nmug down and met Nat hanuel's bl ack, soulless gaze. "So, what
are you doi ng here?" he asked. "I'msmart enough to know that this isn't a
social call. Heaven doesn't work like that — or it least it never used to." He
pi cked up a pen and tapped it inpatiently on a notepad before him

Nat hanuel squirmed, the burns already starting to fade. "The experience of
being human — it is not to ny liking."

Renmy shrugged, |eaning back in his chair.
"It's not for everybody. What do you want ?"

The angel leader smiled. It didn't look right; far too many teeth. It rem nded
Renmy of a trip to the New Engl and Aquarium where he was given the opportunity
to take a good, long |l ook at a shark. He remenbered staring at the
gray-skinned beast as it gracefully cut through the water in search of prey —
an animal to fear.

Nat hanuel 's smile was suddenly gone. "Masquerading as one of the Creator's
speci al nmonkeys brings you pleasure. | do not see it."

Reny | eaned forward again, his eyes blinking angrily. "I'm not asking you to.
What | am asking, for the last tine, is what you want."

The Seraphi m| eader seened taken aback by Reny's open hostility, as he | ooked
to his brothers and then back to the detective. "W have need of you, Remi el
not as an angel, but as what you pretend to be."

Renmy didn't like the sound of that and quickly rose fromhis seat. He
definitely needed nore coffee. The Seraphimwere silent, their heads turning
snoothly, following his every nove. He poured hinmself another full cup, set
the hal f-enpty contai ner down, and took a sip.

"You need what | pretend to be? Explain," he demanded.

Nat hanuel again tried a smle. It was equally as horrible as his first try.
"Do not pretend that you have not felt sonething amiss in the natural world.
You have not so conpl etely di sconnected yourself fromyour true origins."

The detective thought of the bizarre events of the past few days, his visit to
the hospital that afternoon wei ghing especially heavily on his nind

"You feel it as we do," Nathanuel continued. "You see it with your faux human
eyes. "

Renmy placed his cup on top of the refrigerator and | eaned back against an old
steamradiator. "People aren't dying," he said quietly. "Souls aren't being
claimed. |Is that what this is about?"

"Israfil is mssing," Nathanuel answered in a flat, enotionless tone. "The



Angel of Death has disappeared.”

Reny had al ready suspected the truth, but hearing it come fromthe nouths of
creatures such as these made it tw ce as disturbing.

"The scrolls are mssing as well," Nathanuel added, interrupting Renmy's
t hought s.

He didn't think it was possible, but the situation was actually getting worse.

"From the expression on your face, we see that you understand the nagnitude of
this problem" the Seraphi mleader said.

Renmy returned to his desk with his drink, not sure of how to respond.

"The scrolls — have any been opened?" he asked.

Sl ow y, Nat hanuel shook his head. "But the forces that will be called down
upon the world if they should be opened have al ready sensed that sonething is
am ss. They are restless.”

Reny | ooked down at the star shape he had doodl ed on his notepad earlier. He
pi cked up his pen and drew a circle around it. He could feel the eyes of the
Seraphi mupon him and | ooked up into their dark gaze. He knew why they had
cone — what they wanted from him

"You want nme to find Israfil.”

Nat hanuel brought his hands together in a silent clap and then pointed at Reny
with a long index finger. He noticed the Seraphimleader's fingers had no
nails, another uninportant feature of the human design

"That is what your God wants, Archangel."

"Why me?" he asked. "Last tine | checked, | wasn't quite in favor with the
Heavenly powers."

Nat hanuel thought for a noment, cocking his head, birdlike, to one side. "You
are the best of both worlds, so to speak. You are of Heaven, but you al so know
t he ways of man."

Reny | aughed nervously, tapping the notepad with his pen

"You nmean to tell me that with all your power, you can't find one of your
own?"

There was a flash of sonmething in Nathanuel's black eyes. Anger, perhaps. The
angel did not care to be questioned. He never had.

"Israfil is one of our nobst powerful. For reasons unknown, he has chosen to
hi de his presence fromus."

Renmy was getting close to the neat of the problem

"Why?" he asked. "Why is the Angel of Death hiding? Wy has he forsaken his
responsi bilities? You nust know somnething nore."

Again there was a spark in those horrible, inconplete eyes. The corners of
Nat hanuel 's mouth began to twitch. The others watched their master, alert to
the growing intensity of his nopod.



"As you are well aware, this world has an adverse effect on certain nenbers of
our kind. It makes themtake | eave of their senses.™

The ot her Seraphi m agai n nodded in agreenent w th Nathanel's words.

"W believe that Israfil has grown too enanored with this place and the hunman
animal s that populate it. There is a chance he nay have gone so far as to don
human form and nove anongst them"

Reny sniled, but there was little hunmor init.

"Heaven forbid."

"There are even runors that he nay have becone romantically involved with one
of the natives," Natha-nuel said, a | ook of disgust spreading across his |ong,
pallid features. "It's alnmpst nore than | can bear."

A spark of anger ignited in Reny.

"The way you talk and | ook at me, Nathanuel, it's as if you blane ne for
Israfil's actions."

The Seraphimchief slowy rose fromhis seat. The others stepped back
allowing their |eader his space.

"I'n Heaven, you are | ooked upon as a rebel, Remi el of the host Seraphim And

for reasons unbeknownst to me, sone find what you have done... attractive."
Renmy stood as well, placing the tips of his fingers on the desktop and | eani ng
f orwar d.

"What if | were to tell you that | don't want anything nore to do with our
kind, now or in the future? What if | told you to find the Angel of Death
your sel f?"

Nat hanuel smiled yet again. There may have been progress there, but it
di sappeared too quickly to tell

"You play the part so well, Remel, so full of righteousness and anger. You
nmust be enjoying yoursel f."

The detective had had enough. "Get out,"” he told them "You and the news you
bring have nothing to do with me. I"'mnot part of that world anynore. |I'm
sorry, but I can't help."

Nat hanuel 's stare grew nore intense, the wet surface of his shiny black eyes
seeming to roil. "And what world will you be part of when the seals are
broken, the scrolls unfurled, and the Horsenmen rain death and destructi on down
upon this one? WIIl you then seek the forgi veness of Heaven? |'m curious."

Renmy bit his tongue as he attenpted to keep his anger in check. Nathanue
turned and slowy made his way toward the door. The other Seraphi mfoll owed.
At the door, he stopped and | ooked back at Reny.

"Find Israfil or don't — it matters not to me. The Creator dispatched us with
this message for you, and we have performed our appointed task. He always did
have a soft spot for this mserable ball of dirt and its filthy inhabitants."

The door had not opened, but the other Seraphi mwere suddenly gone.



"Hey, Nathanuel," Reny called, taking his seat again.
There was genui ne annoyance on the angel's human count enance.
He certainly is |learning quickly.

Reny picked up his coffee mug and drained the last of its contents. It was
cold, bitter. Simlar to how he was feeling. He gestured to the angel chief
with the enpty nug.

"We didn't discuss ny fee. You don't expect me to work for nothing, do you?"

"Fee, yes," Nathanuel answered thoughtfully, slowy nodding his head. "Is
averting the Apocal ypse not paynent enough?"

Reny | eaned back in the chair, putting his feet up on the desk. "Sounds fair
to ne," he said with a wy snile. "Pleasure doing business with you."

The afternoon was shot.

Renmy still sat at his desk, chair pushed back as far as it could go. Hands
behi nd his head, he gazed up, deep in thought, at the cracked plaster ceiling.
Everything that had happened since yesterday now nade a twi sted sort of sense.

The Angel of Death was missing. It explained everything: Muntgonmery and Carol
Wir, the cries of the trapped souls at Mass Ceneral, pleading to be set free.

He t hought about how huge this was, how everything that |ived upon the planet,
everything that exhibited sone form of sentience, human or not, had a soul and
woul d be affected. Wthout Israfil, nothing could die; no matter the |evel of
suffering, the solace of death would remain unattai nabl e.

And then it hit himlike a ton of bricks dropped fromthe Prudential Tower.

"Shit," he said, putting his hands over his face as he sat forward in the
chair, the enornmity of what had been dropped into his lap finally sinking in.
"Shit. Shit.

Shit."

Reny grabbed his mug and stood, heading to the coffeepot for a refill. H's
hand was shaking as he picked up the carafe, and it took a concentrated effort
for himto keep fromspilling the hot drink

He repl aced the pot on the burner and slowy brought his hand up to his face
to gaze at the still-trenbling digits. He could feel his heart rate quicken

t he bl ood pound through his body. It was times such as this when he truly felt
i ke them

When he believed that he really understood what it was |ike to be hunman.

But this . . . this is all so nuch bigger than that.

Reny carefully picked up his mug, leaning forward for a large, slurping sip so
as not to spill coffee on hinself. He returned to his desk, mnd racing. The

nore thought he put into it, the worse the situation becane.

As if it wasn't bad enough that the Angel of Death was mi ssing, but with the
five scrolls gone as well . . . Remy shuddered, trying to force thoughts of



t he Apocal ypse from his nind.

He had sone nore of his coffee and then tried to distract hinmself wth work.
He turned on the conputer that sat on the corner of the desk. He had to finish
the estimate on a surveillance job he'd been offered, as well as the fina

bill for services to Ms. Muntgomery, but no matter how hard he tried, he
just couldn't get it together

Renmy coul dn't stop thinking about the Angel of Death, and the Horsenen
gall oping toward the end of the world.

Exasperated, he finally switched off the conputer and gathered up his things,
resigned to the fact that nothing was going to be done in the office that day.
Whenever he felt this way, there was only one thing that could hel p himfocus.

As he shut off the office light and cl osed the door behind him Reny noticed

that he could still snell a lingering scent of the angelic, and nmade a nent al
note to bring a scented candle fromhome, just in case the | oathsone stink was
still there when he returned to the office tonorrow

First he would stop off at honme to pick up Marl owe.

Hs mnd a junble with thoughts of Seraphim angels of death, and a possible
apocal ypse, Reny knew he had to see Madel i ne.

He needed to see his wfe.

Mar |l owe tensed, his dark brown eyes riveted to the yell ow green tennis bal
clutched in Madeline's bony hand.

She nade the gesture to throw, once . . . twice, before finally letting the
ball fly across the well-kept |awn at the back of the Cresthaven Nursing
Center.

Her laugh is the nmost wonderful thing to hear, Reny mused as they both watched
t he bl ack dog bound across the grass in pursuit of his prize.

The weat her was warmagain, with just the slightest tease of the cool er nonths
to come, but Madeline still pulled her sweater tight about her dwi ndling frane
as she sat in the green plastic chair.

"He | ooks good," she said to Reny standing beside her, watching as the dog
happi |y snatched up the ball and rolled it around in his nmouth. "Thought for
sure he'd be fat with all the crap you give him™"

"Me?" Remy said with a laugh. "Who's chair did he sit beside every norning,
wai ting for toast?"

"Ch, those were just little pieces of bread," Mdeline said, and cl apped her
hands t ogether, sunmmoni ng Marl owe back to her. "That never hurt him"

She gave Reny a smile and that sly |l ook out of the corner of her eye that even
after fifty years of marriage still got to him He put his arm around her and
she leaned into his side, resting her head on his hip.

"I mss himterribly," she said wistfully.
Marl owe trotted back toward them ball held proudly in his mouth. Unti

suddenly, sonething distracted the goofy aninmal, probably a smell in the grass
that he hadn't noticed before, and he dropped the ball, sniffing furiously.



"And don't even get ne started on how | feel about being away fromyou,"
Madel i ne continued quietly.

Reny felt an invisible fist squeeze tightly around his heart. "Then cone
hone, " he said, watching as the dog rooted around in the grass. "We'll go in
right now, gather up your things, and bring you back to Beacon Hill."
"I"'msick, Remy," she said, head still resting against his hip.

"I"ll take care of you."

Madel i ne raised her hand to his butt and patted it lovingly. "You' re a good

guy, " she said, sounding weaker than he ever renenbered hearing her sound.
"But it wouldn't be fair to you, or to Marlowe. The kind of care | need... "

"I told you I'd take care of you."

"And you would. | haven't a doubt in ny mnd about it, but that's where the
trouble would start."

Reny | ooked down at her then, seeing past the illness that was slowy stealing
her life away, staring into the eyes of the woman who had taught himthe
beauty and power of love, and to whom he had so willingly given his heart.

"I can't have you sitting around watching ne die," she told himwith a slight
shake of her head.

Reny | ooked away, hating to hear her talk about the inevitable. Mrlowe had
found a new friend. An old man in a heavy winter jacket sat in his wheel chair,
patting Marl owe's big head while the dog did everything he could to try and
lick the old-tinmer's face.

Madel i ne took Reny's hand in a disturbingly icy grip, pulling his attention
back to her. "I know you don't like to hear me talk about it, but it's al
right," she said with a small smile. "I know I'mgoing to die, Remny, and
accept that, but | don't want you to die with ne."

He was suddenly thinking about Nathanuel's visit to his office — about the
m ssing Angel of Death, and what it nmeant to the world.

What it neans to ne.

"What if | told you that you weren't going to die," he said al oud, before he

even knew t he words were coming out of his nouth.

"I'"d say that you were kidding yourself. | amdying, Reny. No matter how much
you hate to think about it. | have cancer, and | will die soon."

One of the nursing assistants had picked up Marlowe's ball and was playi ng
wi th hi mnow.

"Nat hanuel came to visit nme today," Reny said, holding Madeline's hand
tighter, willing some of his own warnth into her icy grip

"Nat hanuel . . . the angel Nathanuel ?" she asked with disbelief. H s wfe was
fully aware of his past dealings with the Seraphim how they felt about him
and his feelings toward them "Wat on earth did he want from you?"

"Israfil is mssing," he said, |ooking back to her



"Israfil,” she repeated. He could tell she was playing with the nane inside
her head.

"The Angel of Death," he clarified. "The Angel of Death has gone m ssing, and
t here's nobody doing his job."

Madeline | et go of his hand suddenly, grabbing at the collar of her sweater,
pulling it up closer around her neck as if protecting herself froma sudden
chill. "Does this have anything to do with the case you were tal ki ng about
yest erday? The one where the man could actually see you?"

Renmy nodded. "It does," he explained. "Before he shot hinmself, he said that
he'd been dream ng about the end of the world."

"Then he killed hinmself," she stated, her voice al nbst a whisper
Reny slowy shook his head. "He tried... but he hasn't died."

And then it seenmed to hit her. He could see the neaning of his words fl ooding
i nto her expression. She reached for his hand again, pulling herself to her
feet.

"Nobody is doing his job," she repeated, her stare intensifying. "Nothing is
dyi ng. "

He took her into his arnms, hugging her close to him not caring if anyone
noticed the intimacy in the enbrace between the supposed not her and son

"They want you to find him don't they?" Madeline said, her cheek pressed
agai nst his chest. "They want you to find Israfil.”

"Yes." Reny held her tightly.

She pulled away fromhimslightly, |ooking up, trying to find his eyes, but
Renmy was | ooki ng el sewhere, focusing on the dog at play, doing everything he
could to not think of the repercussions of what he had been asked to do.
"You're going to do it... right?" Madeline asked.

Reny remmined silent.

" Reny?"

He lowered his gaze to finally nmeet hers and saw that she was crying.

"I know what you're thinking," she told him her voice trenbling with enotion
She raised a hand to his face, cupping his cheek. The hand was freezing, but
at the noment Reny could feel nothing.

"And | want you to stop."

Rermy brought his hand up to hers, taking it fromhis face and kissing it
softly.

"I love you," he said, the words al nost excruciatingly painful as they |eft
hi s nout h.
"And | love you too," she told him "But | don't want to live if it has to be

this way. | need to go soon, darling," Madeline said. "I don't want to, but



"Il need to. Do you understand?"
He nodded, understandi ng conpletely, but not wanting to accept it.

"I love you now, and will always |ove you, Reny Chandler," Madeline said,
smling at himw stfully. And he was rem nded of his weddi ng day, when she had
said the very same thing to him

"And | love you now, and always will, Madeline Chandler."
"That's nice," she said, and hugged hi m agai n.

Renmy hugged her back, kissing the top of her gray head. And they stood there
like that for quite some tinme, breaking apart only when Marlowe finally found
his way back to them tennis ball in his nouth.

"There he is," Madeline said happily, and Marlowe's tail began to wag. She
squatted down, putting her arns around the black dog, huggi ng hi mcl ose,
pressing her face to his. "Thank you so nuch for conming to visit me, you goofy
t hi ng. "

Marl owe |icked her face, and she began to | augh.
Agai n, Reny thought of how nuch he | oved that sound.

And how nuch he would miss it when it was gone.

chapter five

"Maddi e cone hone?" Marl owe asked fromthe backseat of the car, tilting his
head and pointing his noist, jet-black nose toward the flow of air comng in
fromthe partially open w ndows.

"No," Remy responded nore sharply than he neant to as he tried to navigate
Hunti ngt on Avenue's rush-hour traffic.

It had to have been the fourth time the dog had asked about Madeline since
they'd left Cresthaven. Remy understood exactly where the pup was com ng from
which just nade it all the harder for himto explain why Marlowe's favorite
femal e wasn't going to return to the pack

Renmy brought the car to a gradual stop at a traffic Iight near the Pru and
casually looked into the rearview nirror to check on his buddy. He found
hinsel f staring into the dark, reflective eyes of the Labrador

"Why?" the dog asked.

Reny sighed, turning the corner as the |ight changed to green
"You know why," he told the aninmal. "Madeline's sick and needs to stay at the
get-well place, where they'll take care of her."

The dog's head suddenly turned, zeroing in on a particularly interesting scent
as they made their way down Boyl ston Street toward the Public Garden. Reny
hoped that he would lose interest in the discussion of Mdeline, but that



wasn't the case.
n \N]en?ll

They al ways ended up in this unconfortable place. He could tell Marlowe just
about anything: tonmorrow, two weeks fromtonorrow, a year from next Tuesday,
and to the sinple animal it all meant pretty much the same thing. The dog, as
with alnmost all aninmals, had no real concept of the passage of tine. He lived
for the moment, the now. That was what Marlowe truly wanted. He wanted
Madel i ne hone with them now, probably just as nuch as Reny hinsel f did.
Mar | owe want ed the pack to be whole again, wanted life to be howit used to
be.

How it was supposed to be.

But things had changed, and |life never would be the sane again. And how did he
explain to this sinple, Ioving animal that what it desired nmpost coul d never
be? Remy was the alpha male. . . . The master, the provider. How could he not
make this happen?

I nstead, Reny ignored the dog, concentrating on getting home as quickly as
possi bl e. The remai nder of the ride was filled with silent tension as Reny
waited for the animal to press the issue, but Marlowe chose not to. In fact,
he seemed nore concerned with barking a greeting through the open w ndow every
now and agai n as they passed people wal king their dogs.

The gods of parking nust have been feeling especially benevolent, for Reny
managed to find a space right on Hancock Street, near the State House. Wth a
dazzling display of parallel parking — one of the nost dif-

ficult things I've had to master as a human — Reny parked the Toyota for the
ni ght .

After a leisurely walk back to the brownstone, Reny retrieved his mail from

t he basket in the foyer and, unlocking the inner door, let themboth into the
hal | way. The house was stuffy, and he wal ked around opening the wi ndows to | et
in sone fresh air. Marlowe followed at his heels, sniffing the influx of air
for anything of interest.

Reny glanced at the wall clock as he left the living room and saw that it was
past the dog's supper tine.

"Hey, pal, want to eat?" he asked, going into the kitchen. He got the dog sone
fresh water and then went to a cabi net beneath one of the counters for the
contai ner of Marlowe's food. Wth a plastic neasuring cup he filled the dog's
bow and turned to put it down.

Marlowe still stood just inside the doorway, his stare intense. Normally the
Lab woul d have been pushing Reny out of the way to get at his supper, but
toni ght something was different. There was a look in the animal's eyes that

t he angel immedi ately understood — the conversation that had begun in the car
was not yet over.

"When?" Marl owe said pointedly.

Renmy set the bow down on the place mat next to Marlowe's water. The Labrador
still didn't nove, showing a self-control that he'd never displayed before.

The dog continued to stare, and finally Remy knelt, calling the Labrador to
him Tentatively, Mrlowe approached, head | ow, ears flat, obviously thinking



he was in trouble.
"Not bad," he grunbl ed.

"No, not bad," Reny said with a sad snmle. He pulled the dog cl oser and
| ovingly rubbed the animal's ears. "You're a good boy, a very good boy."

He took Marlowe's bl ocky head in his hands and held his face close to his own.
The dog's pink tongue shot out, licking Remy's face affectionately.

"I am good boy," he agreed, tailing wagging. "I am"

"Yes you are, but we need to tal k about Madeline."

Marlowe's tail slowed, dropping down, only twitching slightly. "Wen comni ng
home?"

Renmy gently held the dog's face, gazing into his deep, brown eyes. "She's
not," he said firmy, feeling his own heart break with the words. "Madeline
has to stay at the get-well place, Marlowe. They are going to take care of her
there, because we can't do that here.”

The dog whined sadly. "No. Want Maddie. Now. Want Maddie. Hone."

"I"'msorry," Reny said. "But she is not conming home. She's very sick and
" He paused, trying to find the right words. There wasn't any easy way to say
it, so he sinply let the words come. "She's going to die, Marlowe."

The animal tried to pull away, but Remy held himin place.

"No die," he whined, the nails on his feet clicking upon the tiled floor. "No
die."

Reny let the dog go and he left the kitchen, tail tucked between his |egs.
"I"'msorry," he called after the aninmal, and no truer words were ever spoken

"I''"'mso, so sorry."

Reny thought he might be able to relax a bit by watching sone of his favorite
hone-i mprovenent shows, but he never got that far

The eveni ng news caught his attention, every story worse than the one before
it. Escalating violence in the Mddle East, hunger and di sease running ranpant
in the African nations, and then the di sconcerting report on how scientists
fromall over the world had begun to take note of a sudden decrease in death
rates, and how dangerous it was becomng to an al ready strained ecosystem

Dangerous isn't the word, Remy thought with a sigh, picking up the renote from
the armof his chair and turning off the set before yet another story could
send him plunmeting further into the depths of depression

The eveni ng had becone pretty nuch a wash, and Reny decided that he night as
well go up to bed. Maybe a few nore chapters of Farewell My Lovely would hel p
ease his funk.

He headed for the kitchen, calling Marlowe, for one last trip outside. Wen
the canine didn't answer, Reny strolled down the hallway to the spare room
that the dog had clainmed for his own. The bl ack Labrador was curled into a
tight ball on his tattered bl anket, the floor about himstrewn with stuffed
t oys.



"I"'mgoing to bed now," Reny said. "Do you need to go outside?"
"No outside," the dog rmumnbl ed, not even lifting his head.

"Are you sure?" Reny asked.
"Sure," the dog answered, obviously still very upset over the news that
Madel i ne was not returning to his pack.

"Well, good night, then," the angel said, waiting to see if the dog was going
to join himin bed, as he often did. But Marlowe remained in his own place,
closing his eyes with an elongated sigh. He didn't even want his bedtine
snack.

"I guess I'Il see you in the norning."

In all actuality, Remy didn't have to sleep, but he had learned to do so out
of boredom and | oneliness during the early norning hours while he waited for
the rest of the world to awaken. It hadn't taken himlong to teach hinself,
and he soon found that he quite enjoyed the act of shutting down to recharge
his batteries. It felt good to escape the constant conflict between his
angelic nature and the human gui se he worked so hard to maintain, even if it
was for just a short tine.

Once again Remmy found it difficult to focus on Chandler's words, and finally
decided that it was time to call it a night. He laid the book facedown on his
bedsi de tabl e and was reaching to turn off the |ight when he sensed that he
was no | onger al one.

Marl owe stood in the doorway to the bedroom staring.
"What is it, bud? Do you have to go outside?"
"Leave pack too?" the animal asked. "Leave Marlowe |ike Maddi e?"

Reny sighed, a wave of enpathy for the aninmal's sadness passing over him "No,
Marl owe," he said gently. "I won't |eave you."

He patted an area of bed beside him and the Labrador bounded fromthe doorway
up onto the bed, tail twi tching nervously. Reny rubbed the dog's floppy black
ears, allowing the animal to lick his face.

"You're the best boy,"
could I'?"

Reny told him "How could | ever |eave you, huh? How

"Marl owe best," the dog said, happily panting. "Marlowe best boy ever."

"Yes, you are," he told the animal. "Wy don't you lie down now?"

The dog pl opped heavily beside him and even though there was plenty of room
for both of them his butt was pressed firmy against Reny's leg as he settled
down.

"That's a good boy." Reny patted Marlowe's side. "We'Il get a good night's
rest and be able to look at things nore clearly in the norning. How does that
sound?"
"Love Remy," Marlowe said, tail thunping upon the mattress, |ooking, wth
deep, soul ful eyes, over his shoulder at the angel



"I love you too, pal," Reny answered, reaching over to turn off the bedside
l[ight. "Now let's get sonme sleep.”

Renmy lay in the darkness, the rhythm c changes in Marlowe's breathing as he
gradual ly drifted off helping himto rel ax.

It wasn't long before he too was asl eep
And dr eam ng
It was |ike sonething out of a spaghetti western

Reny found hinself standing in front of an old train station. The wood of the
pl ace was weat her beaten and dry, and the fl oorboards creaked noisily as he
shifted his weight.

The angel was al one.

He | ooked out across the broad expanse of desert, follow ng the dark, netal
tracks as they curved off into the horizon, where an angry orange sun was j ust
starting to rise. A sudden wi nd kicked up, blow ng thick clouds of dust and
sand of f the desert, and Reny shielded his eyes fromthe grit and grinme. He

| ooked down at hinself and

saw t hat he was wearing his Brooks Brothers suit — his best suit — the one
that he wore to weddi ngs and funerals. O fhandedly, he wondered what the
occasi on was.

At first, he mstook the sound for the wind, a |ow, npaning sound that seened
to come up out of nowhere, filling the enpty expanse around him But then he
heard it in tandem w th anot her sound, and he knew exactly what it was.

A train was com ng
He put a hand upon his brow and squinted into the nmorning |ight.

The train appeared as an unsightly blotch against the orange of the rising
sun, a thick plume of black smoke trailing fromits snokestack

Reny wal ked down the length of platformtoward the oncom ng | oconotive. It was
big, larger than any train he'd ever seen before, its nmetal body bl acker than
the snmoke that plumed fromits unusually tall stack. But it wasn't just its
appear ance that was strange; the way the train noved al ong the track was
alnost as if it were sonehow nore than just a machine — strangely alive, like
some huge, prehistoric predator, slithering down the I ength of track

followi ng the scent of its prey.

He knew then, as he stood upon the lonely platform that the train comng into
the station carried no nore than four riders. And each of these riders brought
with them a nmeans by which to begin the Apocal ypse.

The Horsenen were com ng.

And the end of all things foll owed them

Renmy awakened with a start, the image of the fearsone | oconotive barreling
toward himas he stood upon the station platformseared into his mnd' s eye.

H s heart was racing, and a fine sheen of sweat covered his entire body. He



lay in bed, staring up at the ceiling, an occasional car passing by on the
street bel ow causing oddly shaped shadows to slide across the white surface.
But he paid themlittle attention; his thoughts replaying the events of the
bi zarre dream

He heard the train whistle, npaning sonewhere in the back of his nenory, the
rhythm c pul se of the | oconotive engine as it drew cl oser

The Horsenen on the way.

It was then that he realized he was al one. He turned his head on the pill ow,
| ooking for Marl owe where he'd nornmally be, curled up into a tight ball near
his head. But the dog wasn't there.

He sat up, |ooking down at the foot of the bed. He wasn't there either

Renmy was about to call out the dog's name when he heard a soft whinper from
sonewhere in the room

"Marl owe?" Reny asked in the darkness.

Sonet hi ng scrabbl ed beneath the bed, nails scraping across the hardwood fl oor
Reny rose and knelt down, lifting the blanket and sheets that hung over the
side of the bed and peering beneath. Marlowe's dark, glistening eyes stared
back at him

"What the heck are you doi ng under there?" Reny asked the ani nal.

"Scared," the dog told him

"Scared of what?"

"Somet hing conming . . . sonething big."

Reny felt an electric jolt of surprise. Had the animal shared his drean? "A
trai n?" he asked. "Did you dream about a train?"

"Train," the dog agreed. "Train com ng. Bad. Scared."

Reny reached into the shadows and scratched the dog behind the ear. "You don't
have to be afraid,"” he soothed him "Come on out."

"Scared," the dog said again.

"Well, okay, then," Reny said, dropping the sheets and begi nning to stand.
"Quess I'll just have to go for a wal k by nyself."

"Wal k?" Marl owe barked, creating a racket as he clanmbered to extract his
seventy-five pounds fromthe cranped confines beneath the bed.

"I thought you were too scared,” Remny said, slipping on a pair of dark gray
sweat pant s.

Mar |l owe emerged from his hiding place, standing alert, tail wagging furiously,
his fear already forgotten.

"Yeah," Reny chuckled as he pulled a sweatshirt on over his head.

"Wal k. "



chapter six

Reny | oved t he dawn.

If the day before was lousy, it was a chance to try it all again. And if the
new day didn't work out, well, there was al ways tonorrow.

A fresh start every day.

Bef ore he had abandoned his angelic nature, there had been no dawn, no todays
or tomorrows for him After all, what was the passage of time to a being that
woul d live forever? If nothing else, his decision to live as a human anong

t hem had nade himrealize how precious each new day really was.

Marl owe trotted al ong beside him his chain collar jingling cheerfully. They
stopped at the corner of Joy and Beacon Street, and Marlowe's tail began to
wag happily as he caught sight of the Boston Commobn across the way.

"Common, " he said, over and over again, his pink tongue flopping fromthe side
of his nouth as he panted excitedly.

"Can't pull the wool over your eyes, can |, pal?" Reny said, eyeing the early
morning traffic.

A yell ow Boston Herald truck sl owed down with a squeal of old brakes, and the
driver notioned for themto cross.

Renmy waved his thanks, then gave a gentle tug on the |eather |eash. "C non,"
he said to Marl owe, and the two sprinted across the street and down the
granite steps into the Comon.

It was still relatively dark in the park, the sun not yet high enough to
penetrate through the trees. Reny scanned the shadows, and seeing only a few
joggers on the paths here and there, reached down to unclip the I eash from
Marlowe's collar. There was a | eash law in Boston, but as long as it wasn't
crowded and the dog didn't bother anybody, Renmy didn't see the harmin letting
himrun a bit.

"Don't bother any of the joggers," he rem nded, releasing the Labrador

"No bother," Marlowe agreed, and trotted off through the trees. H's black form
merged with the shadows, the glint of the chain around his neck sonetines the
only thing separating the dog fromthe darkness as he darted fromtree to
tree, nose pressed to the grass.

Mar |l owe was searching for rats. There was nothing the retriever |oved nore
than chasing rats in the early norning hours on Boston Comon. Reny didn't
have to worry about his four-legged friend catching any of the verm n that
prow ed the public park; it was all about the chase with Marl owe.

The Boston Common and adj acent Public Garden formed Boston's equival ent of New
York's Central Park. It was the ol dest public park in the United States, and
Renmy coul d actually renenber when its land was used for cattle grazing, and
when British troops had canped here before nmarching out to face Col oni al

resi stance at Lexington and Concord.



It seened like only yesterday to him but then again, so did the fall of the
Rorman Enpire.

A sudden excited bark drew himfromhis nenories, and Reny searched the

dar kness for his dog, finding himin the distance in hot pursuit of a
decent-sized rat. "Careful!" he called out to the aninmal, but he needn't have
wor ri ed.

At the sound of Reny's voice, the dog abandoned his chase and ran to him
"Rat!" Marl owe exclained, his normally soul ful brown eyes wild with
excitenent.

"Certainly was," Remy replied. "And a big one at that."

"Big rat," the dog agreed.
"Listen, I'"mgoing over to the bandstand to | ook for Lazarus. Wy don't you
see if you can find sone nore rats?" Reny suggested

Marl owe was off in a flash, nose to the ground in search of new prey.

Reny turned and headed for the far corner of the Conmon. It was |ighter now,
and the city on either side of the park was slowy coning alive. There were
nore people in the park: wal kers; runners; bike riders; a gaggle of old

Chi nese wonen doing t'ai chi; a few businessnen, briefcases in hand, wal ki ng
with robotic purpose down the tw sting paths toward the financial district or
the Park Street T station

As Reny neared the bandstand, he could see an encanpment of sl eeping bags,

bl ankets, and shopping carts filled with all nanner of refuse near its base.
It woul d be getting col der soon, and the Conmon woul d no | onger supply the
city's honeless with the freedomthey so craved. Some would rather die than
spend a night in a shelter, and the bitter New England wi nters often obliged.

A man wrapped in a heavy green bl anket was | eani ng back against a tree,
snoking a cigarette. He was the only one of the group that appeared to be
awake, and he eyed Reny suspiciously as he approached.

"Morning," Renmy said cheerfully. "Lazarus around?"

The man snarled, showing off a set of yellowed teeth. "Wo wants to know?" he
asked, finishing his cigarette and pulling his blanket closer around him

"Afriend," Reny replied, and he could al nost feel the nman's eyes scrutinizing
him searching for any sign that he wasn't telling the truth. "Is he at the
bandst and?" Remy continued, reaching into the pocket of his sweatshirt and

pul ling out a twenty-dollar bill.

The man sl ow y nodded.
St eppi ng cl oser, Reny bent down and held out the fol ded noney to the
transient. "Wy don't you buy some breakfast for you and your buddies," he

said. "Bagels and coffee would be good. It feels |ike that kind of day."

Wthout a word, the honel ess man's hand snaked out from beneath the bl anket
and snatched the of fering.

Reny rose and headed down the brick wal kway toward the Parknman Bandstand. His
t houghts again drifted to the past, nenories of warm sumrer nights with



Madel i ne, the nusic of Mdzart and Beethoven wafting fromthe circular concrete
structure while they sat upon a bl anket, sipping wi ne from paper cups.

A bittersweet smile played at the corners of his mouth; this menory seened
even farther away than revolutions and the fall of enpires. He nade a nental
note to call Cresthaven, just to hear his wife's voice, as soon as he went
horre.

It was dark on the bandstand.

"Hey, Laz?" Reny called into the shadows as he clinbed the steps to the stage.
"It's Renmy. Are you up here?"

And then he snelled it, the sharp, netallic odor of spilled life. How nany
times had it filled his lungs in his countless years upon the planet?

He searched the darkness and found Lazarus on the floor, back pressed agai nst
the wrought iron railing that surrounded the structure, head slunped to his
chest, arms splayed on either side of him Then he noticed the bl oody knife
resting in his lap, and the dark, glistening puddles of crinson that had
expanded outward from beneath the man's slashed wists.

"Son of a bitch," Reny hissed in disgust.
When is he going to | earn?

He | eaned his hip against the railing and crossed his arns, |ooking out over
the Conmmon for a sign of his dog as he waited. He caught sight of Marlowe in
the distance, sitting before an elderly couple who appeared to be eating their
br eakfast on one of the park benches.

Reny brought his fingers to his nouth and let out an ear-piercing whistle. The
Lab gl anced over his shoul der at Reny, then turned his attention back to the
poor couple. O course, they had food, and if there was one thing to say about
Labrador retrievers, it was that they certainly had heal thy appetites.

"Marl owe," Reny yelled. "Leave them al one and get over here.

Clearly, the dog was torn, but finally he stood, wagged his tail, and headed
for the bandstand.

"That whistle could rupture eardruns," Lazarus suddenly said, and Reny | ooked
at the crunpled figure still slunped upon the ground.

The bl ood that had pool ed around his slashed wists was gone, and he was
closely examning the new | ines of scar tissue that adorned his flesh, along
with the remains of so many others.

"Any different this time?" Reny asked, pushing off the railing and wal ki ng
over to Lazarus. He reached out a hand to help the man up fromthe ground.

Lazarus took hold of the offered hand in a powerful grip, allowing hinmself to
be pulled to his feet. "Not really," he said, scratching at his short, black
beard. "But you can never tell. . . . This could ve been the tinme it stuck."

Reny felt the sane pangs of synpathy he had when he'd first nmet the man nearly
two thousand years before. Stricken by | eprosy, Lazarus had lain dead in his
tomb for four days, until the Son of God raised him

"Lazarus, cone forth."



At first, the nmracle had been a bl essing, but soon after, Lazarus began to
realize that he was no | onger aging. And finally, as he watched everyone he
| oved wither and die, he began to think of the Lord' s gift as a curse.

Lazarus had been trying to kill hinmself for centuries, and who knew? Maybe
someday he woul d succeed. But there was certainly no chance of that now, not
with Is-rafil among the m ssing.

"Not this tine, Laz," Reny said, slowy shaking his head. "W got big troubles
brewi ng."

Lazarus | eaned back against the netal railing, fishing through the pockets of
his Navy pea coat. "Thought something m ght be up," he said, pulling out a
crunpl ed pack of cigarettes. He tapped one fromthe pack and placed it in his
mouth. "1 can feel the change in the air — that's why | thought it might work
this time." The unlit cigarette bobbed between his |ips.

Both nmen gl anced at the knife still lying on the ground, and Remy reached down
to pick it up. It too was clean of bl ood.

"That's not the change you feel, I'mafraid,” he said, flipping the blade in
his hand to give it back to his friend, handle first. "lIsrafil has dropped off
the radar."

"No shit," Lazarus said, carefully taking the blade and slipping it inside his
coat with the pack of cigarettes.

"You're not dying, and neither is anybody — or anything — else.”

Lazarus reached up and took the unlit snmoke fromhis mouth. "Got a light?" he
asked.

Reny shook his head. "Sorry."

"Things'Il kill me anyway," he chuckl ed, shoving the cigarette back inside his
pocket. There wasn't a hint of hunmor in the laughter, only a deep, tortured
sadness.

Lazarus was tired of living, and Reny had even gone so far as to prom se the
man that if ever there came an opportunity to find the solution to his
problem he would help him- free of charge. It was the | east he could do, for
Lazarus had hel ped hi mout on a nunber of cases. He had a real knack for
hearing things on the street, which was why Remy had sought himout this
nor ni ng.

"So the Angel of Death is nmissing," Lazarus said, running his hands through
his long, matted black hair. "That's bad, man...real bad."

Reny nodded. "I had a visit fromthe famly and everything."
"No shit," Lazarus said again. "Seraphinf"

"Nat hanuel and the boys cane by the office, coerced ne into finding our
waywar d angel ."

Lazarus | eaned out over the railing of the bandstand, lifting his face to the
early morning light. "I knew sonething was up," he said, eyes closed, sniffing
at the air. "Snmells all wong. Qut of balance. Now it makes sense."



"I was hopi ng you nmight have heard something,"” Reny said, before the jangling
of Marlowe's collar interrupted the two men. Reny turned as the dog bounded up
the stone steps. "There he is," he said, a snile that he couldn't have stopped
even if he had wanted to spreadi ng across his face.

Marlowe's tail wagged as he headed toward Remy. "Catch anythi ng?" he asked,
rubbi ng the panting dog's neck

Lazarus cl apped his hands together and squatted down as the dog trotted over
to him "How s nmy boy?" He rubbed and patted Marlowe as the Lab tw sted and
turned, making sure Lazarus hit all the hot spots, before finally stopping as
the man began to scratch that spot just above his tail.

"How cone | always end up scratching your ass?" Lazarus asked.

"Like it," the dog answered, as he w ggled his hindquarters, claws clicking on
the cenent floor of the bandstand.

"What did he say?" Lazarus asked Reny.
"He says that he likes it."

"Then that's good enough for ne,
hands now.

the imortal said, scratching with both

"As | was saying before we were interrupted for nore inmportant things," Reny
said sarcastically, his dog | ooking up at hi mw th hooded, pleasure-filled
eyes, "I was hoping that you nmight've heard sonething."

Lazarus gave the dog a final pat before rising to his full height, knees
cracking noisily. "Nothing," he said. "But 1'Il see if |I can't flip over a few
stones. M ght be able to find something."

"I appreciate it," Remy said, reaching into the pocket of his sweats again and
com ng out with sone nore folded bills, which he handed to the man.

"Ditto," Lazarus said, slipping the noney into his own pocket. "I'll be in
touch. "

Reny | ooked to his dog, who was now |ying beside Lazarus' feet. "You hanging
with Lazarus today, or are you comng with ne?"

Marlowe tilted his head curiously. "Going now?"
"Yeah, you com ng?"

"Coming," Marlowe answered, clinbing to his feet and foll owi ng Reny, Lazarus
al ready forgotten.

They had just reached the brick path when Reny heard Lazarus call out to him
He turned to see the inmortal nman | eaning over the nmetal railing.

"Have you tal ked to themyet?"

"Then?" Reny asked, before realizing who it was that Lazarus neant. "OCh,
them" he said, shaking his head. "No, | haven't."

"M ght not be such a bad idea. They usually have a good handl e on what you
Heavenly types are up to. You know, birds of a feather and all that shit."



Reny nodded. "Yeah, birds of a feather,'
vave.

he repeated, turning away with a

And all that shit.

Renmy and Mulvehill sat on either side of a small netal table outside Starbucks
at the corner of Canbridge and New Chardon streets. Remny sipped his coffee,
wat chi ng Mul vehill over the brimof his cup

"Are you all right?" he asked, as his friend reached for his own cup, not
quite able to hide the trenor in his hand.

"I"'mfine," Milvehill said, naking an annoyed face. "Wy wouldn't | be? | hear
this kind of shit everyday." He carefully sipped at the hot coffee. "Could use
something a little stronger than creamin this, though.”

Reny remained silent, tearing a piece froma cinnanon-raisin bagel and feedi ng
it to Marlowe, who was lying at his feet under the table.

"Last night," Milvehill finally began, "I caught a case — guy took an al um num
basebal | bat to his five-year-old daughter. Beat her so badly that nearly
every bone in her body was shattered, and even though there wasn't any | ogica

reason for it, she was still alive. Crying for her nomry, and still alive." He
shook his head. "Christ, | need a cigarette. Goddamm city — pretty soon it'll
be illegal to snoke in your own house." Instead, he took a long drink fromhis

cof fee cup.

"How t he fuck could the Angel of Death wal k away from his job?" Ml vehil
asked, |eaning forward and dropping his voice.

Reny ri pped anot her hunk of bagel away and fed it to the drooling dog. "I
don't know," he replied. "But the Seraphi mhave their suspicions."

"Suspi ci ons?" Ml vehill asked. "Wat? Better benefits package? Mre tinme off?"

Renmy drank fromhis |large cup of coffee. "They didn't cone right out and say
it, but they're blam ng ne."

"What do you have to do with it?"

"They suspect that Israfil may have been seduced by the ways of humanity, I|ike
they believe | was."

"What do you think?"
Reny shrugged. "I don't know. "
"So this could all be your fault?"

"I'f you want to | ook at me as some kind of angelic role nodel, then yeah, |
guess it is."

Mul vehill was silent for a few noments, staring off into space. "The ot her
guys on the job are talking. They're all freaked out by what's happening
around the city — around the world — and here | amwth the answer to the
fifty-thousand-dollar question." He paused before continuing, as if weighing
what he was about to say. "You know, | shouldn't know about this shit."

A woman with a baby carriage wal ked by, and a sudden cry fromw thin the
stroller sent a spasmthrough Mil vehill's hand, causing himto knock over his



coffee cup, what little remained inside it spilling over the table. "Son of a
bitch," he hissed, grabbing up some napkins froman enpty table nearby to
absorb the ness.

Reny stood, adding his own napkins to the spill. H's eyes |locked with
Mul vehill's and he could see the fear there. "It's going to be all right," he
tried to reassure him

The cop sniled, picking up the saturated napkins and putting theminside his

cup. "See, | wouldn't be having such a fucking hard tinme if | didn't know what
was actually going on." He waved a hand in the air. "Al'l this shit would be
just that. . . . Weird shit that I wouldn't know a damm thing about . . . just

as much in the dark as the next guy."
It was his turn to stare into Reny's eyes.

"I know t oo goddamed much," he said, |ooking away before Reny could even
respond, taking the trash to a nearby barrel

Reny stood, grabbing Marlowe's |eash as Mulvehill returned to the table. The
Labrador watched himwith dark, excited eyes, his muscular tail wagging.

"Let me know if | can help," Miulvehill said. "Anything at all." He gave
Marl owe one | ast pat. "There's not that nuch for a homicide cop to do when
nobody' s dying. "

Per haps he's right, Reny thought, watching as his friend wal ked away from him
Maybe he does know too nuch.

chapter seven

He knew what he had to do, and the know edge nagged at him for the remai nder
of the norning.

Renmy returned to his Beacon Hi Il brownstone, called Madeline to wi sh her good
nor ni ng, showered, dressed, and got Marlowe settled for the day, |leaving hima
banana and a couple of cookies to hold himover until supper

Marl owe | ay on his back on the couch, front paws sticking straight up into the
air, back |egs splayed.

"l should be back around di nner tine,"
room doorway on his way out.

Reny told him pausing in the living

Marl owe stared at him upside down, with conplete disinterest. Reny was
interfering with his nap tine.

"If I can't nmake it by then, 1'll call Ashlie and ask her to feed you and take
you out."

Marlowe's tail thunmped happily on the cushion. He |loved the teenaged girl who
lived on the next street over. Reny thought she was pretty awesone hinself,

| ucky that he had been able to find somebody he could trust conmpletely with
his four-1egged pally.



"Don't work too hard today," he called over his shoulder as he | eft the house,

| ocki ng the door behind him

It was a beautiful day and Reny decided to walk the few blocks to his office.
It would give hima chance to think, and he woul dn't have to waste tinme trying
to find a parking spot on the congested Boston streets — one less thing to
worry about.

He still didn't have any | eads on the whereabouts of Israfil and the scrolls.
He had hoped Lazarus m ght have heard sonething in his travels, but that
hadn't been the case so far, and now he was left with only one other option

He turned the corner from Charles Street onto Beacon Street and felt his
irritation prickle. He hated the Watchers with a passion; and they were none
too crazy about him

In Heaven, they had been called the Giigori. They were a host of Heavenly
guardi ans charged w th saf eguardi ng the devel opnent of the Al mghty's nost

bel oved creations — humanity — and preventing them from straying off the path
of righteousness.

Yeah, that worked out well

Reny reached his office building near the corner of Mass Ave., stepping

t hrough the door into the | obby. He took his keys from his pocket and opened
up the mail box, just in case the delivery had cone early. It hadn't, so he
sl ammed cl osed the rectangul ar netal door and headed for the stairs.

I nstead of protecting humanity fromcorruption, the Gigori thenselves had
become corrupted, seduced by the primtive human ways, going native, so to
speak. They began teaching the fledgling human race things they were not yet
mat ure enough to know. And it wasn't |ong before humanity had mastered the art
of maki ng weapons: swords, knives, and shields — instrunents of violence. But
the Watchers didn't stop there, the dunb sons of bitches had actually

i ntroduced the joys of jewelry and makeup to the early females.

Reny shook his head. A lot of guys would want to see the Gigori get their
asses handed to them for those reasons al one.

And get their asses handed to them they did.

Reny reached the top of the stairs, glancing at the keys in his hand, finding
the one for his office.

The Al m ghty was not anused. He had | ashed out at the Gigori, stripping away
their wings. If they so badly wanted to be human, then let it be so. He
bani shed themto Earth, and they had been here ever since.

Renmy was just about to slip the key into the lock on his office door when he
felt a sudden chill, the tenperature in the hallway dropping by at |east ten
degrees. He gl anced up, curious, and noticed that the lights at the end of the
hal | near Rol anda's Beauty Supply had gone out, plunging the end of the
corridor into total darkness. Better give the super a call about replacing

t hose fluorescents, he thought.

And then the darkness began to spread, flowi ng toward him swallow ng the
light as the wave of shadow pi cked up speed.

Reny didn't even have chance to react before it was upon him



Before they were upon him

The first punch nearly broke his neck, dropping himto his knees, the taste of
bl ood filling his nouth. The attackers were strong, inhumanly so, and their
use of the darkness inplied something denonic in nature. Totally blind in the
sea of inky black that engul fed him Reny couldn't be sure how many there
were; it could have been two or twenty. What he did know was that if he didn't
act fast, they would kill him

He took a deep breath and surged to his feet, swinging his fists, hoping to
hit something. And hit sonmething he did, feeling his knuckles connect wth
dry, rough skin and listening to the satisfying grunts of pain as he | ashed
out again and again with strength far greater than the average human's.

Suddenly, Reny could feel his angelic nature begin to stir. Locked away, deep
inside, it was roused to the brink of wakeful ness as his instinct for

sel f-preservation kicked in. It had been a long time since last he'd felt that
power, and i medi ately he pushed it back, allowing his attackers to gain the
upper hand.

That was not himanynore, and he couldn't imagi ne any anount of pain would
ever force himto be that way again.

They were ki cking himnow, driving himback against the cool plaster wall. He
struggled to block the blows, but he was sore and | ost in the darkness, and it
was becom ng harder to stay focused.

And just when he thought he could take no nore, the beating stopped; but
within the sea of shadow, he could still hear them breathing.

"Had enough?" Remny asked, cracking wise, wiping a stinging trickle of blood
fromhis eye

One of them | aughed, a high, wheezing sound that ended in a | ow, wet gurgle.
"Look at you," the voice rasped, echoing in the artificial shadow. "A soldier
of the Heavenly host Seraphim beaten and bl oody, cowering in the darkness. Is
this what you have abandoned so much to becone?"

Reny shifted his back against the wall, every joint and nuscle screamng in
protest as he tried to stand. He could still feel it within him- stirring —
deep in the hole where he kept his true nature | ocked away.

That's not nme anynore.

"Sorry to be such a disappointment,” he grunted, sliding up the plaster wall.

"We could kill you now," the voice said coldly, and Reny could feel each word,
a gentle novenent against his battered cheek

"Yeah, you probably could," he agreed, staring in the direction he imagi ned
his attackers would be. "But | think if you were really going to, you would've
done it by now. "

H s comment was net with a resoundi ng silence.

"Thought so," Reny said. "Wiy don't you tell nme what you want, so we can al

get on with our day." He straightened, keeping his back against the wall, its

firmess providing an anchor in the ocean of black

"I's this how you do penance, Rem el of the Seraphi n?" the voice asked. "Is



this how you pay for your sins?"

The words hurt nore than any of their physical blows, but Reny gritted his
teeth and stared defiantly into the shadows. "What the fuck do you want?" he
dermanded.

Again there was | aughter, only this tinme nmuch closer. The voice was right in
front of him close enough to reach out and strangle.

"W strongly advise that you cease your current investigation."
"And which investigation would that be?" Reny asked, playing dunb. He knew
exactly why they were here, and the inplications were already filling his

m nd, threatening to burst his skull |ike an overripe nelon

"Stop it," the voice snapped, so close now that Reny could snell the stink of

corruption on its breath, like it had just finished a heaping bow of rmurder
for breakfast. "Continue to play your human games, novi ng anongst them
pretending to be one of them but |eave the Death Angel to us — after all, it

woul d be in the best interests of those to whom you have grown cl ose and hol d
so very dear."

Those final words chilled Reny to the bone, and he found hinsel f doing
something all too stupid — all too human. He sprang off the wall, raising his
fists to strike at his eneny, but they were ready. They avoided his blows with
ease, and then they were hitting himagain, knocking himback agai nst the
wal I, pushing himdown to the floor, the savagery of the blows bringing him
close to the brink of oblivion

And just as he was about to spiral down into the arns of unconsci ousness, they
stopped, and he felt the cold words of his attackers' spokesman gently teasing
the flesh of his ear, nmaking it feel as though naggots were craw ing inside
it.

"Stay down, Seraphim™" it said, chased with a wet chuckle. "Think of this as
just anot her form of penance."

And then the darkness was gone, like thick snmoke di spersed by the w nd.

Renmy pushed hinself up on his elbows and, with his one good eye, gazed up at
t he buzzing fluorescents that now illum nated the hall outside Rolanda's, as
cl ear as day.

Guess he wouldn't have to call the super after all

He was driving down Huntington Avenue nuch faster than he shoul d have been
t he om nous words of his attacker echoing inside the holl owness of his skull.

Reny picked up the cell phone resting in his lap and tried Cresthaven agai n.
He' d been calling every five minutes since he'd left his office, and he stil
couldn't get through

Speedi ng through a yellow light in front of the Museum of Fine Arts, he
narrowy mssed a group of tourists who had foolishly stepped out to catch the
T across the street.

The phone continued to ring in his ear, but no one answered. |nmages of
violence filled his mind — death and destruction hidden in an undul ating fog
of total darkness, falling upon the conval escent home, all the lives within
t hreat ened because of him because of the life he had so selfishly chosen



And because of the task with which Heaven had charged him

"Dam it," Remy hissed, tossing the usel ess piece of technol ogy onto the
passenger's seat. He was al nbst there. Hi s eyes scanned the horizon for snoke
and flanes, but everything appeared to be perfectly normal. He, of all people,
knew t hat appearances coul d be decei vi ng.

Luck was with him and he found a parking space easily. He was out of the car
and runni ng across South Huntington Ave. at full speed, distantly aware of
parts of his body aching in protest.

He charged through the doors of Cresthaven and into the | obby. Everything
seened perfectly fine, except for the |ook on the receptionist's face. Her
eyes were w de, mouth hangi ng open, as she stared at him

"Are...are you all right, M. Chandler?" she asked, her voice high and
wavering, as she slowy began to stand.

And then he realized what he nmust | ook like. He glanced down at the front of
his light blue button-down shirt, spattered with stains of drying blood. H's
knuckl es were scuffed and bl eedi ng, and he could only imagi ne how his face
appeared after the beating his enem es had given him

"Yes, '

he said, not really sure howto continue. "I was trying to call, but

"The |ines have been down since early this norning," the receptioni st

explained. "I called the phone conmpany with ny cell and they said they're
wor ki ng on the problem | guess there was a fire on Center Street this norning
and... "

Reny felt his legs grow wobbly, and he thought he just might need to sit down.

"What the hell happened to you?" a famliar voice bell owed, and he | ooked to
see Nurse Joan coning around the corner. She was wearing bright red scrub
pants and a top decorated with the characters from Loo-ney Tunes.

He felt hinmself begin to sag, but then Joan's strong armtook hold of his,
preventing himfromfalling.

"Do | need to call the police?" she asked in a hushed tone.

Renmy shook his head and wi shed he hadn't, as the | obby began to spin. H's
attackers had taken nore out of himthan he imagi ned, and the surge of
adrenal ine that had gotten himhere was wani ng.

"No, I'mfine. Job hazard; had a little run-in with some fol ks who don't
appreciate a case |I'mworking on." And before Joan coul d respond, he added,
"Madel i ne, is she okay?"

Joan nodded, holding firmy onto his arm escorting himout of the |obby.
"She's fine," the woman expl ai ned. "Had a rough night, but she's resting now
| was just down with her."

Reny nodded. "Good. That's good. As long as she's all right. | need to see
her."

He started to pull away, but met with firmresistance.



"You go down there | ooking like that, your nmomma's gonna get sicker than she
already is," Joan said, dragging himtoward the nurses' break room

He was desperate to see his w fe, but he knew Joan was right, so he allowed
hinself to be escorted through the doorway into the small room There was a
table in the center with chairs around it, a watercooler in the far corner,
and a refrigerator on the other side. To his left was a sink w th cabinets

above it.

"Sit," Joan ordered, and he did. "I'll be back in a mnute."

Renmy didn't argue, actually glad to be seated. He | ooked at his knuckles, at
the torn skin, and flexed his hand. He was already starting to heal. In a day
or so he'd be as good as new.

If only his pride would heal so quickly.

Joan came back into the room arms |oaded with nmedical supplies. "And | don't
want to hear any conpl aining fromyou," she said, setting the stuff down on
the tabl etop. "This is probably gonna hurt |ike hell, but what did you
expect ?"

She started by cleaning the gash over his eye, and then noved on to the other
cuts and abrasions. There was nothing she could do about the bruising.

"Tell me one thing," she asked, stepping back to | ook at her handi work. "Does
t he other guy | ook as bad?"

Reny | aughed, his ribs hurting sharply with the novenent.
"Don't know," he gasped. "It was too dark to see."

"By the | ooks of these, you done all right,'
knuckl es with an al cohol w pe.

Joan said, cleaning off his

She tossed the used supplies in the barrel, then, putting her hands on her
broad hi ps, she gave himthe once-over again.

"Well, you still look like hell, but at |east you won't be giving the poor old
thing a heart attack."

Reny stood. "Thanks, Joan," he said, pushing his chair back beneath the table.
"I owe you one."

"One? Then you can't count," she said, gathering up the unused supplies and
turning to | eave the break room

Reny foll owed her through the door, turning in the direction of his wife's
room

"And don't you go waking your nother up,"” Joan called out. "If she's stil
asl eep, you | eave her al one. She needs her rest."

"CGotcha, and thanks again." Reny waved over his shoul der and continued on to
Madel i ne' s room The nurse said nothing nore, her rubber-sol ed shoes squeaki ng
noi sily as she went.

He passed the doorways of other residents, sone asleep, others watching
television fromtheir beds, or sinply sitting in chairs in their roons. And
from somewhere down the long hallway, a soul cried out for rel ease.



Reny reached Madeline's doorway and slowed as he entered the room not wanting
to startle her if she was awake. But he needn't have worried. She was fast

asl eep, lying on her side, and he was rem nded of the thousands of tinmes he'd
wat ched her sl eep, sonetinmes for hours at a tine. He used to find a certain
peace in the act, a special solace, but nowit only made himfeel sad.

Careful not to nake a sound, he noved a chair closer to the bed. He felt a
certain amount of relief seeing her alive and unharmed by his nysterious foes,
but there was al so despair. She | ooked paler than usual, an expression of pain
permanently present on her features. He reached out, noving a stray |ock of
gray hair from her sweat-dappl ed forehead, then reached beneath the covers to
take her hand in his. It was cold, the chilling sensation wormng its way to
hi s heart.

And as he watched her Iying there in the hold of sleep, he knew that it was
only a matter of time before the illness clainmed her. It would be so easy, he
t hought, his thumb lightly caressing the soft flesh of her hand. To ignore the
Seraphi ns' request — to do what his attackers had demanded of him—- to lie
down and do not hi ng.

To have nore time with her would be wonderful, but at what cost?

Madel i ne groaned, the disconfort of her illness etched upon her face, even in
sl eep.

But at what cost?

He couldn't do that to her

Renmy let go of his wife's hand, placing it beneath the covers, and got up. He
put the chair back where he'd found it and returned to Madeline's bedsi de,
allowing hinmself just a minute nore to stare before bendi ng down and ki ssi ng

her on the forehead.

He had to go. There were things he needed to do — people he needed to see — if
he had any hopes of finding Israfil

Though it pained himto do so, he had to speak to the Wtchers.

Reny renoved his bl oodstained shirt and threw it on the bed.

"I"'mfine," he told the Labrador standing in the doorway, as he grabbed a
clean shirt fromhis closet. "I got a little bit banged up, but 1'll be all
right. Ckay?"

He slipped the shirt on, ribs aching sharply as he noved.
"Hurt bad?" Marlowe asked, tilting his head in curiosity.

"Little bad," Renmy answered, as he buttoned up the creamcolored dress shirt.
"Some bad people were waiting for ne when | got to work."

"Attack you?"

"Yes, they did. Wrked ne over pretty good, I'msorry to say,'
buttoni ng his cuffs.

he said,

"Marl owe bite them" the dog said, |lowering his head and letting out a | ow,
runbling grow that actually nanaged to sound quite nenaci ng.



"I"msure you woul d have, but I'mglad you weren't there. | wouldn't have
wanted you to get hurt." He bent over in front of the dog and rubbed Marl owe's
ears. "And besides, | went to see Madeline, and Nurse Joan fixed me up."

The dog's tail wagged, hitting the doorjanb. "Like Nurse Joan."
"Yeah, she's sonething special." Remy wal ked over to his dresser mrror and
checked his reflection. The cuts on his face were healing, and the bruises
fadi ng. Before I ong, no one would ever be able to tell that he'd had the crap
ki cked out of himby denonic entities.

As if it wasn't bad enough that the Angel of Death was m ssing, now there were
denons invol ved. This case just kept getting better and better, and he
suddenly found hinself longing for the sinplicity of spousal infidelity.

Mar | owe bounded up onto the bed and sat down. Reny watched himfromthe
mrror.

"What are you up to?" he asked.

"Go with?" Marlowe asked, now resenbling a sphinx as he lay fully alert upon
t he bedspread.

Reny turned to face the aninmal. "Nope, sorry, pal," he said. "Wuldn't w sh
where |I' m goi ng tonight on ny worst eneny, let alone ny best friend."

He notioned for the dog to follow himand the two | eft the bedroom headi ng
downstairs to the first floor

"Mar | oweprotect," the dog expl ai ned

"I appreciate your concern," Reny said, going into the kitchen. "But 1'll be
fine. "

"When cone back?"

"Not |ong," Reny answered, getting the dog's supper together. "But until | get
back, Ashlie is coming over to stay with you."

He hated to | eave Marlowe alone. It just wasn't fair to the animal, after
being by hinmself all afternoon, to be alone at night as well. And that was
where Ashlie entered the picture.

The dog barked happily, tail waggi ng again.

"Yeah, | know all about you and Ashlie," Reny said, putting the dog's food
down onto the place mat along with some fresh water. Marl owe went to his bow

and started to eat.

The weat her had taken a turn for the worse that afternoon, the tenperature
plumreting, a cold, dismal rain falling.

Appropriate, Reny thought, taking his raincoat fromthe hallway closet and
slipping it on

Mar |l owe had finished eating and was standing in the center of the kitchen,
wat ching himwi th cautious eyes.

"Ashlie will be over in alittle while," he told the dog. "She's going to take



you for a walk and then play with you. | shouldn't be too late."

"Go with," Marlowe said, coming to stand beside himat the door.

"No, Marlow. | need to go alone. I'Il be fine. There's no need to worry."
The dog sniffed at Renmy's hand. "Not snell fine," he whined.

He couldn't fool Marlowe. The dog could read his nbods with ease, and he had
nailed it once again. Reny wasn't crazy about going to see the Gigori
especially with all the weird stuff that had been going on lately.

It was anybody's guess what he might be wal king into.

"Ckay, I"'ma little nervous, but it should be okay," Reny explained. "I'mjust
going to talk to sonme special people," he said, using their code name for
anybody of a supernatural nature. "Ask them sonme questions, that's all."

"Who?" the dog asked. "Special people? Wo?" "You don't know them" Reny
replied. "The Gig-ori...they' re angels."

He opened the door, then turned back, ready to rem nd Marl owe to be a good
boy.

"Angel s," the dog said, sitting attentively by the door, sniling as only a
Labrador coul d. "Like you."

"No," Remy said with a serious shake of his head. "Not like ne at all."

chapter eight

Western Asia, 9000 B.C.

Rem el drifted down fromthe star-filled night sky, his golden wings gently
beating the chill desert air, slowing his descent.

He could sense them others of his kind, and was drawn to their presence |ike
athirsty animal to water. He did not recall exactly how long it had been
since he last comunicated with others of his ilk, but he | onged for the
speci al rapport that only others of the Heavenly host could share.

The angel touched down upon coarse desert sand that nere hours before had
burned like fire, but was now cool beneath his bare feet. He reveled in the
sensation, enjoying the feeling of the danp granul es between his toes, hiding
the nenories away with the many other experiences he had sanpl ed since
abandoni ng Heaven, and coming to the world of the Almghty's nost sacred
creations.

Rem el remenbered Heaven sadly, how it used to be before the war — before the
fall of the Mrningstar.

A how of excitenent, followed by the sounds of primtive nmusic, drifted
across the desert toward him pushing away the nenories of how things had been



but woul d never be again.

Rem el gazed across the drifting sands toward what seened to be a settl enent
of some kind; the nmultiple structures made from piled stone and bricks of nud
and hay. The angel smiled at the sinplicity of the buildings, seeing, perhaps,
an attenpt by man to duplicate some divine, barely accessible nmenory of
Heaven's gl orious edifices.

Wt hdrawi ng his wings beneath his robes, the angel crossed the sands toward
t he encanmprment and the sounds of life, the nmusic growi ng | ouder as he was
drawn to the revelry.

H s sense of others like hinself grew stronger as well, and his curiosity was
pi qued. Since the G eat War, angelic presence in this world had been frowned
upon, and he wondered who of his kind would dare risk rousing the ire of the
Lord.

A huge bonfire blazed in the center of the encanpnment, the inhabitants
perform ng sone kind of strange dance around the roaring fire. Rem el took
note of the humans' bodies, their exposed flesh — nen and wonmen — adorned with
col orful markings, and upon their backs, the strangest of things, crude
representations of wings woven fromlocal vegetation

Rem el continued to watch the strange ritual that seemed to depict the act of
flying. He was mesmerized, nmoving closer to the performance, oblivious to
everyt hing except the bizarre cerenony.

Their feet pounded the dirt to the rhythm c beating of drums. Trilling flutes
made fromthe holl owed bones of |ivestock added a voice to the primal
cacophony.

And then the rite stopped abruptly — the world going to silence as the
participants froze, glinting eyes | ocked upon the flanes |eaping skyward. One
by one they tore the nakeshift wings fromtheir backs, tossing the nock
appendages into the hungry fire. Then each and every one of themfell to their
knees, crying out in a display of crippling despondency.

What does this nmean? the angel wondered, the intensity of his curiosity al nost
causing himto forget the niggling, angelic presence that had first brought
hi m here.

Al nost .

Rem el | ooked across the withing bodies of the desert settlers |locked in the
grip of hysteria, and saw them They sat alone, away fromthe humans, and at
once he knew their breed.

Rem el approached, stepping over the bodies of those who cried and withed as
if in the enbrace of sone invisible torment.

The el even of his brethren stood as he drew cl oser, their solid black eyes
shining in the firelight, faces distorted in such a way as to bare their teeth
at him A show of enotion, he knew, but was not sure which. Happi ness?
Sadness? Anger? There was still so rmuch he did not know about this

i nhospi tabl e pl ace he had chosen above the ki ngdom of God.

So nmuch still to |earn.

"Wl come, brother," the obvious | eader of the el even proclainmed, his voice
boom ng above the cries of the humans still in the throes of emotion. They al



bowed to him and Remiel returned the gesture, shedding his human guise to
reveal his true formto those who addressed him

"Greetings, ny brethren," he stated, his wi ngs of golden yellow unfurling
maj estically, their nmovenent stirring the dust of the desert around his bare
feet. "I am Rem el of the nost holy host Seraphim"”

"OfF course you are," said the |eader, his hands fol ded before him "W've
anxi ously awaited your com ng."

Rem el | ooked upon the eleven with curious eyes. None had assuned their true
forms, as was the proper response to his own revel ati on

"I am Sariel," the |eader inforned, notioning to the others who | ooned
attentively behind him "And we are the host Gigori."

Rem el 's wings spread wi de, carrying himaway, repelled by the accursed nane
of Sariel's host. "Pariahs!" he spat, drawing a sword from a sheath hidden
beneath his robes. "Defilers of God's nmobst holy trust!" He stared down the
bl ade forged in the center of the sun, that glinted even in the darkness of
ni ght .

The Gigori were outcasts, defilers of the Almghty's holy word. They had been
charged with the guardi anship of the human species, to watch over God's flock
and protect themfromsin, but it was they — the Gigori — who had becone
seduced by the ways of nankind.

The hunman settlers began to screamat the sight of Remiel. The Gigori fell to
their knees, bowing to an authority that he no | onger possessed.

"Sol di er of Heaven," Sariel said, lifting eyes his toward him "W knew t hat
it would be only a matter of tinme before you returned, that our prayers for
forgi veness woul d be heard. "

Assigned the task of protecting His prized creations fromevil, it was, in
fact, the Gigori that shared with the fledgling species secrets that God
bel i eved they were not yet ready to know. They were taught about the
constel l ations and the resolving of enchantnments, of agriculture and the
refinement of metal, which led to the creation of weapons for war.

And for this wi cked behavior they were banished to |ive anbng the young race,
and to never lay eyes upon the glory that was Heaven agai n.

The humans had gat hered around the Grigori, as if shielding the defilers of
the Creator's wishes fromH s wath.

"They remenber the first time. . . . Wen the Archangels cane," the Gigori
| eader expl ai ned, the humans now surroundi ng the el even, pawing at their
robes, pulling themdown to expose the angels' pale, alnost translucent flesh.

"Qur wings . . . our beautiful wings torn fromour backs as punishnent for our
transgressions. "

The Gigori turned, showi ng himhow they had been defiled by God's wath. The
scars where wi ngs had once sprung were red and angry, tears of yell ow

i nfection dribbling down their exposed backs. The humans swarned around the
Grigori's wounds, using their own garnments to wi pe away the running discharge.

"Inprisoned in these fragile, human bodi es of skin, blood, and bone." Sariel

gazed over his shoul der."But now you have cone. Qur prayers have been



answered, and we will at last be allowed to beg H's forgiveness."

Rem el descended, furling his wings as he touched down upon the earth. "You
are m staken, watchers of humanity,"” the Seraphi msaid, sheathing his heavenly
bl ade. "1 have not the power to grant you absolution."

Sariel appeared startled by this revelation. "Have you not been sent by the
Al m ghty?"

The other Grigori began to murnur anong thensel ves, angrily pushing away the
i nhabitants of the settlement who now grovel ed about them

"I no longer represent Heaven or ny host," Renmiel said sadly, feeling the
di stance between this world and the world that he had known before the war
yawni ng ever wider. "I am al one now "

The Gigori |eader |ooked to his brothers and then back to Remi el. "Then why
are you here?"

The Seraphi m | ooked to the sky, hoping to find an answer there. But the night
and the multitude of twinkling stars renmained silent, keeping their secrets to
t hensel ves.

"I once believed that serving Heaven was all | needed for fulfillment,"” Rem el
said, his thoughts filled with the images of the Mrningstar and those who
followed himas they were cast down into the fires of the abyss. "But |

| earned that wasn't true."

Four human wonen clung to Sariel's |legs, gazing up at the angelic being with
adoration in their eyes, their hands stroking his |l egs through his flow ng
robes.

"And you have come to this place . . . to this world, seeking answers?" the
Gigori asked, |ooking about in disbelief. He turned to his followers and
began to laugh. "Shall we attenpt to provide himw th what he seeks,

br ot hers?" Sariel asked.

The Gigori |aughed, and Rem el could hear the madness there. Denied the |ight
of Heaven and the glory of God, the angels had succunbed to insanity, he
f ear ed.

Sariel |ooked back to Remiel, eyes wild. "There are no answers here, brother
Seraphim" he snarled. "This world of man is a cruel and harsh place,
popul at ed by beasts not nuch better than primates, but for sone reason, they
have been given the gift of H s love."

The Gigori |eader reached down to one of the wonmen lying at his feet, holding
her chin in his hand as he lifted her to stand beside him Sariel gazed deeply
into her eyes as if searching for something.

"He gave them sonething," Sariel purred. "A gift denied to us — H s Heavenly
servants — the first of Hs creations."”

The wonman squirmed in the |eader's grasp, attenpting to pull away, but it was
for naught.

"Into each of themHe put a bit of Hmself. . . . A divine spark that marked
them as Hi s chosen ones. Wy, Seraphin? Wiy do you think He did that for
t hen®?"



Rem el knew not the answer to that question either

"W thought we'd learn the answer — ny brothers and | — by |iving anpongst
them . . . Living as them But they can tell us nothing."

The wonman began to cry as Sariel's grip on her face tightened. She struggl ed
feverishly in his grasp as he pulled her face closer to his, and then she

| ashed out at him claw ng bloody furrows into the pale, delicate flesh of his
Wi sts.

Sariel drewin a hissing breath, sounding |ike a serpent preparing to strike.
Savagely, he twisted the fermale's head sharply to one side, breaking her neck
with a muffled snap

"So special, and yet so fragile," he said softly, letting the woman's broken
body slunp to the ground.

I mredi ately, it was picked up and carried away by others of the settlenent.

"You cone here seeking answers, Seraphim" the Gigori |eader snarled again.
"As you can see, we have none to give."

The cold drizzle turned into a downpour as Reny drove slowy down LaG ange
Street in what was once | ovingly known by the residents of Bean Town as the
Conbat Zone.

Centered on Washi ngton Street between Boyl ston and Kneel and streets, extending
up Stuart Street to Park Square, the Zone, so christened by a series of
newspaper articles published in the 1960s, was once Boston's thriving
adult-entertai nnent district. O course they'd be here, Reny thought as he
pulled into a metered space in front of an adult bookstore. The Gigori
gravitated toward the old and abandoned — deconsecrated churches, closed-down
novi e pal aces from days gone by, decrepit factory buil di ngs.

He | ocked his car and headed up LaGr ange in the hissing downpour. The streets
were deserted, and he renenbered a tine when even the rain wouldn't have kept
t he perverts away.

The Zone had come about when city officials razed the West End and forner
red-light district at Scollay Square, near Faneuil Hall, to build the
Government Center and revitalize the area. Urban renewal, they'd called it
Renmy sniled as he pulled the collar of his raincoat up over his neck agai nst
the cold touch of the weather. Places such as this grew up like weeds; tear it
down to the ground, and they'd just spring up somewhere el se along the road.

The Conbat Zone was dying now. It had been since the early eighties, as rising
property val ues made the downtown | ocations all the nore attractive to

devel opers. Mst of the strip clubs and adult bookstores had al ready been

repl aced by shiny new of fice buildings and hotels. It would be conpletely gone
soon, and Reny had to wonder where it would turn up next.

But there were still some places, here and there, that belonged to the ol der
time. Reny stood in front of one such place at the end of LaG ange Street,
bet ween Washi ngton and Trenont. It used to be a factory of sone kind, and it
| ooked abandoned, but Reny knew better

Even after all this tinme, he could still sense them They were inside, the
Gigori. The Watchers.

Reny pul | ed open the heavy netal door, the stink of urine wafting out to say



hello. An old man wapped in a filthy conforter stared up at himfromthe
bottom step of stairs that clinbed into shadow.

"Rainin' like a son of a bitch," the old-timer slurred, his glassy eyes

bl i nki ng repeatedly, as if he were having a hard tinme focusing. A filthy hand
appeared frominside the flowered cover holding a bottle of cheap whi skey. He
| eaned back his head, sucking on the bottle, the golden liquid contents
sliding down his thirsty throat.

"Though | hear tonorrow i s supposed to be nice," Remy responded.

The man bel ched wetly, and the bottle di sappeared agai n beneath the conforter
"Tha's good," the man slurred. "Got things to do tomorrow "

Renmy noved toward the staircase, the old-tiner's head following himjerkily.
"You goin' up there?" he asked, his eyes flashing briefly toward the darkness
at the top of the stairs.

"Yeah. "

The whi skey bottle appeared again. "I wouldn't if | was you," he said, before

havi ng anot her dri nk.

"And why's that?" Reny asked

The man shrugged. "Jus' doesn't feel right," he said. "Wole place don't fee
right. If it wasn't so fuckin' wet 1'd be out on the street instead' a in
here.”

"Thanks for the concern, but |'ve got some things | need to take care of,"
Reny said, taking the first two steps toward the pool of blackness.

"They know you're com n'?" the nman asked, suddenly soundi ng nore sober

Reny turned on the second step to | ook down at him "No, they don't," he said.

"I thought 1'd surprise them"

The drunk made a noi se that Reny guessed was a | augh. "Yeah, tha's good," he
gurgled, bringing the bottle up to his nouth once again. "They jus' |ove
fuckin' surprises." The man hel d the whi skey in one hand while his other
snaked out from beneath the cover, waving Reny on with a disnissive flourish.

Wthout further hesitation, Reny clinbed the stairs into the darkness, hol ding
on to the greasy netal banister. Floor after floor he ascended, feeling
hi nsel f getting cl oser

Cl oser to them

H s stomach roiled with the thought of being in their presence, and he woul d
rat her have been just about anywhere el se at that noment, but he knew that
this was necessary.

The Gigori knew things about the city and its nore uni que residents, and he
was willing to bet that they could give himsonething that would start himon
the road to finding Israfil and his scrolls before things got even nore out of
hand.

As he clinbed, Remy's thoughts drifted to the strange dream he'd had the other
ni ght, the nmonstrous train com ng down the track. Now, standing in front of a



nmetal door, its surface painted a flat black, he had to wonder how cl ose that
train was.

How much cl oser are the Horsenen?

Steeling hinself, he raised his fist and pounded upon the door. Reny could
feel the corrupted presence of the Grigori emanating fromthe other side, and
he had no doubt that they could feel himas well.

He didn't have long to wait before he could hear the sound of |ocks being
turned and dead bolts sliding across the other side. The heavy netal door
opened slowy, the shriek of the hinges giving the inpression it had been
quite some time since it was | ast opened. An older man dressed in a starched
white shirt and bl ack bow tie stood at attention, his mlky, cataract-covered
eyes gazing out at Reny, seeing nothing but at the sane tine seeing
ever yt hi ng.

Bl i nd.

"This is a private club, sir," the man said, his voice dripping with disdain.
How dare Reny befoul their doorstep. "I suggest you | eave before you arouse
the ire of ny masters.”

He started to close the door, but Remy placed the pal mof his hand firmy upon
the cold black surface. "I'mhere to see Sariel. Tell himthat Rem el is
here," he stated flatly, hand still pressed upon the door. "And that |'mstil

| ooking for some of those answers."

The blind man went away for a bit.

Reny had allowed himto close the door, |leaving himin the darkness on the
| andi ng while the servant went off in search of his master

It won't be | ong.

Despite the fact that they hated one another, there was still a connection
bet ween Reny and the Grigori — an unearthly bond, a brotherhood that could not
be denied. They were all a part of sonething so nuch | arger

The sound of the dead bolt interrupted his thoughts, and the door creaked open
agai n.

"This way, Master Reniel,"
Reny to enter.

the old, blind man said with a bow, notioning for

He passed through the doorway fromthe dark factory | anding that stank of
danpness and age, into an opul ent |obby that nmade the Four Seasons | ook like a
Motel Six. Another nman stood there, dressed in a crisp white shirt, black bow
tie, and bl ack slacks. This one was younger but also blind.

There was sonet hi ng about the handi capped. Alnost as if to make up for their
physi cal or mental deficiency, some were given another gift, the ability to
recogni ze heavenly beings for what they actually were. The blind were the nost
sensitive of all, and the Grig-ori |loved nothing nore than to be recognized
for what they used to be.

"Your coat, sir?" the young man asked, reaching out in Reny's genera
direction.

"No, thank you," he responded. "I'll hold on to it. I'"'mnot planning to be



here that |ong."

The doorman led himtoward a dark mahogany door at the far end of the | obby.
"This way, Master Remiel."

Reny bristled at the use of his true name, but knew if he wanted to talk with
the Gigori leader, it had to be this way.

The doorman found the carved ivory handl e and pushed it down, allow ng the
door to glide snoothly open, and for the sound of revelry fromwthin to
escape.

There was a party going on, and Remy woul dn't have been in the least bit
surprised to see a bonfire with people wearing fake wi ngs dancing around it.

But this appeared to be a nmuch classier affair.

A full orchestra, all blind, perforned a beautiful piece by Mzart fromtheir
station in the corner of the room but those present really didn't seemto
notice, or care. Booze flowed fromtwo bars set up on either side of the room
t he pungent aroma of marijuana wafted through the air; and on tiny side tables
scattered about, Reny could see crystal dishes piled with what could only have
been cocai ne and various nulticol ored narcotics.

Gigori and a few chosen humans — both nale and fenale — carried on as if this
really was the night before the end of the world.

Renmy felt suddenly sick at the thought that they night know sonething he did
not .

Looki ng about the room at the decadence, he saw that even after all these
years — thousands of years — the Gigori were exactly as they were the first
time he'd met them unchanged by the passage of tine.

Poor bast ards.
But he did have to give them points for consistency.

"Remiel!" a voice called out over the sounds of the festivities, and Reny
turned to see a grinning Sariel heading toward him

The Gigori |eader was dressed inpeccably in a suit that probably cost nore
t han what Reny had made the previous year before taxes. The angel wore his
white hair long and slicked back, and his skin had an odd orange color |ike
that of an artificial tan.

Sariel strode across the room snatching two flutes of chanpagne fromthe
serving tray of a blind waiter as he noved.

"So nice to see you again,"
of the cheek

he said, leaning forward to kiss Remy on the side

Reny' s senses were nearly overwhel med by the aroma of expensive col ogne, and
somet hing el se just beneath the strong perfune — the scent of decay. He

st epped back, resisting the urge to wipe at his face.

The Gigori |eader offered himone of the two flutes he was hol di ng.

"No, thank you," Remy said, shaking his head.



Unf azed, Sariel downed one and then the other. He smacked his lips noisily,
and then tossed both of the enpty chanpagne gl asses over his shoul der. They
shattered on the hardwood floor, and for a nonment the silence in the room was
deaf eni ng, but then the band resumed its play and the buzz of conversation
began agai n.

"To what do | owe the pleasure of this visit?" Sariel asked, an unnatura
snmle creeping across his angul ar features. "Your aversion to mingling with
our kind is quite well-known, and it's killing ne to know what could be so
pressing."

One of the blind waiters had appeared with a dustpan and brush, dropping to
hi s knees, gingerly nmoving his hands across the floor in search of the
razor-sharp slivers of Sariel's glasses. The Gigori watched the man with
great interest, their eyes twinkling maliciously each time the nman's gropi ng
hands encountered a piece of gl ass.

"Why are you here, Reniel?" Sariel asked again.

The waiter suddenly yelped in pain as he knelt on a jagged fragnent of the
flute. The Gigori burst out |aughing, applauding the injured man as he pulled
t he bl oody gl ass from his knee.

"I's there sonepl ace where we can speak in private?" Reny asked, not able to
keep the tone of distaste fromhis voice

"Ch, my," Sariel said, bringing a hand to his mouth in nock horror. "This
sounds serious." Reny said nothing, waiting.

"Very well." Sariel finally notioned for himto follow "This way."

They started across the room the Gigori and their human guests parting to
| et themt hrough.
"M ssed a piece," Sariel said, gently stroking the top of the waiter's head as
t he angel passed him The man's body trenbled, as if in the throes of ecstasy,
at the touch of the Gigori |eader's hand, and he continued his search for
stray bits of glass with increased vigor.

Sariel led Renmy to another wooden door at the far end of the ballroom then
stopped, turning to | ook out over the expansive room "They hate you," he said
as casually as if he were comenting on the weat her.

Renmy was a bit taken aback, but not surprised. "You' d think they'd be over it
by now," he said, feeling their suspicious gazes on his back

"They'l|l never be over it," Sariel replied, opening the door and gesturing for
himto nove through. Reny entered, the Gigori |eader follow ng, closing the
door on the hate-filled eyes.

"You can go back any tine," Sariel continued, crossing the roomtoward two
overstuffed chairs in front of a marbl e-and-wood fireplace. A cozy fire burned
within. "Back to the glory that is Heaven . . . back to Hm but you choose
not to. You're actually here because you wish to be."

Renmy chose a chair and sat down as Sariel did. It was warm and confortabl e,
the fire chasing away the chill that had resided in his bones since heading
out into the rain tonight.

"They're jealous," Reny said, mesnerized by the flanes.



"Perhaps they were once, but now they're sinply angry," Sariel responded.
There was a knock on the door, and a waiter came into the room

"May | bring you anything, master?" the man asked, his blind eyes rolling
uselessly in their sockets.

"Remi el ?" the igori |eader asked him
It was a nmonent of weakness, and he blamed it on the conforting effects of the
fire. "Scotch on the rocks," he said, but regretted the words as soon as they

|l eft his nouth.

"Excellent idea," Sariel responded. He turned toward the waiter. "Two
Scot ches. "

The waiter bowed and carefully left the room closing the door behind him

"I didn't cone to make anybody angry," Reny said, still gazing into the fire.
Hs felt his face flush, his eyes growi ng heavy as the fire worked its
conforting magi ¢ upon him

"I wouldn't concern yourself with that. They hate you all the tinme." The
Gigori chuckled. "Your disregard for what they want nost of all infuriates

them . . . Infuriates nme."

The waiter returned with their drinks, placing a silver tray down upon a small
wooden tabl e between the two chairs.

"WIl there be anything else, sir?" the servant asked, standing at attention
Sariel ignored the question

"I think that's it," Reny told him feeling unconfortable with the man's
attentive presence. The man didn't nove. "Go," Sariel finally barked.

The waiter bowed again and |left themalone in the study.

The Scotch was good. Steve would gladly give up his nother's soul for a bottle
of this, Remy thought, savoring each sip.

"You actually respect them" Sariel said, shaking the tumbler in his hand and
causing the ice within to tinkle merrily.

"Who? Them out there?" Reny pointed to the wall with his glass. "The people
beyond these walls, out in the real world? You bet your ass | respect them"™
He took a large sip fromhis drink, swishing it around in his nouth before
swal  owi ng. "It's not easy being human," he added.

"And you woul d know," Sariel said, slowy bringing the glass to his nouth.
The fire snapped |ike the crack of a bullwhip, and one of the |ogs tunbled
fromits perch upon the burning stack, a plune of fire and burning enbers

monentarily flaring up into the flue.

"Why have you come here, Remiel?" Sariel asked, repressed anger obvious in his
t one.

Renmy had sone nore of the fine Scotch before answering.



"I had a visit from Nat hanuel the other day," he finally said, looking into
t he danci ng fl anes.

He could feel Sariel's eyes suddenly upon him "Seens that the powers that be
have lost track of Is- rafil.” Slowy he turned his head, tearing his gaze
away fromthe mesnerizing flames to neet the intensity of the Gigori's stare.
"And they've asked me to find him"

It seened to take Sariel a noment to process the infornmation

"The Angel of Death is . . . mssing?"

Reny nodded, taking the last of his drink. He wiped his lips with his fingers
and set the glass down on the table between them

"And | was hoping that you might have some information to help ne take care of
this business and restore the bal ance before . "

"Nothing is feeling his touch?" Sariel interrupted.

"No," Remy answered. "So |I'm sure you can see why the Seraphimare so
interested in finding himas quickly as possible."

"And they haven't any idea as to where he has gone?" the Gigori asked.

"No. "

And with those chilling words, Sariel started to laugh. It was an awful sound,
like the excited cry of a hungry raptor as its eyes fell upon unsuspecting
prey. "One of their nost powerful has escaped their watchful eyes,"” he said
shaki ng hi s head.

Then he dropped his enpty glass onto the table and stood, nmoving to the
fireplace, where he | eaned against the mantle, staring down into the flames.
At last he turned to | ook at Remny, his face shaded in the shifting shadows of
t he danci ng fl anes.

"You spoke of restoring the balance. How bad is it out there?"

Reny thought of the past two days, his experience at the hospital, the stories
on the news and in the daily papers.

It's bad.

And then there was the dream the train pulling into the station, carrying the
bringers of the Apocal ypse. It's real bad.

"It's horrible, and it's only going to get worse." Reny |eaned his head
agai nst the back of the chair, eyeing the angelic being standing at the
fireplace across fromhim

"The scrolls?" Sariel asked, black eyes twinkling inquisitively.

"They're missing too."

"Well, this is quite a predicament." The Gigori returned to his chair. "But
it makes sense now. "

Reny's ears perked up. "Wat does?" he asked, |ooking toward the angel. "Do



you have sonet hing for nme?"

"Perhaps," Sariel replied. "It happened sone time ago."

"What happened?" Reny questioned, the potential for his first lead pulling him
out of his seat to stand in front of the Gigori |eader

"I"mnot sure how |l ong ago, exactly," Sariel said, rubbing his browas if
attenpting to stinulate his brain. "I have such difficulty with the passage of
time. A week, a decade, they all seemto flow together. Do you find that as
wel |, Remel?"

Reny surged forward, grabbing hold of the arms of Sariel's chair, leaning into
hi s face.

"\What happened, Sariel, and what does it have to do with Israfil?"
The Gigori smiled at Reny's intensity.

"W were so excited to see him" he said. "Thinking that maybe . . . maybe he
had been sent to tell us that we were at |ast going hone.

"After all, why else would the Angel of Death cone to visit?"

chapter nine

Bet ween a week and ten years ago

They were having a cel ebration.

Sariel did not renenber exactly the reason for the festivities; perhaps it had
something to do with the changi ng of the seasons, perhaps not.

VWhatever it was, the |leader of the Gigori did not feel the need to pursue it
any further. They were cel ebrating.

It was better than slipping into nadness.

The blind musicians were playing something lively. Sariel thought it was
probably somet hi ng by Beethoven. O all the human conmposers, he was the one
that actually came the closest to duplicating the nmusic of the spheres, of the
cel estial choirs of Heaven

The shrill sound of human | aughter stirred himfromhis reverie.

The Gigori |eader opened his eyes. Fromhis seat in the corner of the
recently renovated space, he saw that Araquiel had returned, and that he had
br ought al ong worren.

Sariel smled, overjoyed at the potential for distraction. Wiat's a

cel ebration without feral es? he thought, pushing hinmself fromhis seat and
crossing the roomtoward where his brothers had congregated around their
visitors.



The Gigori had a weakness for the fairer sex — just one of the daming
reasons they had ended up in the situation they were in, and had been in for
countless nmillennia. Wiat was it about humanity that had seduced them so, that
continued to seduce thenf

How many tines had he and his brothers asked thensel ves that very question? As
many times as there are stars in the sky, the | eader thought, admring the
worren.

They were quite attractive . . . for humans. Dressed in gowns of the finest
material, faces painted alluringly and adorned in jewelry of silver, dianonds,
and gold, there was little that separated themfromtheir prinmitive ancestors.

Harl ots, each and every one, enticed here with the prom se of paynent. They'l
earn their reward, Sariel thought.

"Wl corme, ladies," he said, as his brothers stepped away fromthe wonen so
that he coul d view t hem unhi nder ed.

They were just what the nonent called for.
A distraction fromthe pain of exile.

And they served their purpose well, as did the alcohol, the drugs, and the
food specially prepared for their distinctive palates. But in the end it was
all so horribly fleeting.

Because of their angelic physiology, nothing remained with their systens for
long. They tried to kill the pain of their tortured exi stences with excess,
and in the end, it was never enough

But it never stopped them fromtrying.

Sariel had his way with all of the wonen, the stink of their sexual acts
hangi ng heavy in the air, rem nding himagain of how far he — how far they —
had fallen. Hs brothers were still lost in their decadence, their

i ndul gences, but he'd had nore than enough for now

Leaving his brethren to their lustful antics, Sariel rose fromthe pillows on
the floor and stroll ed naked across the space toward their renovated living
quarters. Already he could feel the guilt of his wanton acts wearing on him
rem ndi ng himof the reason for their bani shnment.

He had reached the far end of the grand roomturned den of inequity, when he
realized that the sounds of revelry had ceased. He turned, curious, and saw
him standing in the center of the room

Instinctively, Sariel knew who it was. He could feel the power radiating from
hi m
"Brother Israfil!" he called, suddenly frustrated that he was unable to spread

his wings and glide through the air to their powerful visitor's side.

The Angel of Death appeared as human, but he was so nuch nore than that. The
power of Heaven throbbed beneath the nasquerade of flesh and bone. Israfi
remai ned eerily silent, his eyes riveted upon the Gigori in their various
stages of immorality.

Sariel slowy approached the angel, head bowed in reverence. "Holy Israfil,k"



he said, painfully aware of his nakedness, the scars where his glorious w ngs
had once sprung throbbing with pain. They had never stopped hurting — never
fully healed. "This is indeed a great honor. May | ask the occasi on?"

H s thoughts raced with the possibilities as he waited for the angel to
respond. But Israfil's gaze remai ned upon his brothers and the exanpl es of
t hei r debauchery.

Even those who served the needs of the Grigori were drawn to the heavenly
power, the blind servants energing fromthe back roons, their usel ess eyes
somehow able to perceive the divinity of the visitor

Israfil finally turned his haunting gaze to Sariel, the intensity of the | ook
droppi ng the | eader to his knees.

"I wanted... wanted to see," the Angel of Death said in a voice that seened to
trenble with enotion. "I needed to know if it really is possible.”

Sariel did not understand the angel's words. "Excuse ny ignorance, brother,"
he began carefully. They did not need Israfil angry with them that would be
di sastrous in so many ways. "But if what is possible?"

Israfil was | ooking at his Gigori brothers again. The human femal es,

wal  owi ng in the euphoric grip of the abundant narcotics, had no idea of what
was truly transpiring here, no idea of the power this visitor held.

"To truly be with them. "
"To be like them"

he began, his voice little nore than a whisper

Sariel still did not understand, and was about to attenpt further discussion
when one of his own, the Gig-ori Armaros, rose fromhis pillow on the floor
his eyes glazed, a twisted smle on his drug-addl ed features.

"You want to be with then?" Armaros slurred, reaching down to pull one of the
prostitutes up fromwhere she had started to doze. It was the redhead, and
Sariel did not remenber her nanme. He could never renenber their nanes.

"Take this one," the Gigori said, pushing the naked woman toward Israfil.

The wonman stunbl ed, her |arge breasts flopping grotesquely as she fell to the
ground in front of him

And Armaros began to |augh, a high-pitched keening that filled the hall with
its irritating sound.

Sariel felt it before it happened. The tenperature in the room dropped
dramatically, and he saw the strangely troubl ed expression on Israfil's face
turn to one of fury and revul sion

The Angel of Death extended his armtoward the giggling Armaros, as the other
Gigori seemed to beconme immediately lucid, scranmbling away fromtheir
brother. The femal es appeared to sense trouble as well and crawl ed away to

hi de behind an overstuffed sofa.

"You think it's funny?" Israfil asked, his voice shaking with barely contai ned
rage.

Sariel reached out to Israfil in an attenpt to calmhis ire, and felt the
flesh on his hand grow nunb as his fingers entered a field of severe cold that
surrounded the angel. Wth a hiss, he withdrew his nearly frozen |inb,



clutching it to his chest.
"You think you're special ?" Israfil asked Armaros.

The Gigori dropped to his knees, averting his gaze and begging for nercy. But
Israfil's anger had rendered himas blind as their servants.

And then Armaros began to scream his naked body flopping to the ground,
writhing in agony.

"It is they who are special . . . they who are the chosen of our Holy Lord."

Armaros' body began to wither and cracks appeared in his flesh. Still the
Gigori screanmed, his cries for mercy falling upon deaf ears.

There was a sudden flash of light as a sphere of pul sing energy expl oded out
fromw thin Armaros' desiccated body. The glowing orb drifted across the room
to Israfil's extended hand, and as it canme close, the Angel of Death cl osed
his fingers upon it, extinguishing the light.

And then Israfil turned his angry gaze toward the others. Sariel and his
remai ni ng brethren quickly averted their eyes so as not to further feed his
anger. They waited for a sign that they were to die, or be spared the angel's
wath, but it did not cone.

Finally gathering up his courage, Sariel raised his head, only to find Israfi
gone.

The reason he had cone to them and his behavior, a nystery.

The lingering stench of an angel's death hanging heavy in the air, the only
evi dence that he had even been there at all

To truly be with them. . . to be like them

Sariel's account of Israfil's visit replayed in Reny's mnd. Over and over
again he heard the Grigori's words, painting a picture that served only to
intensify his growi ng sense of unease.

It was raining harder now in Boston, and he was having a difficult tinme
concentrating on navigating the wet city streets. Thankfully, no one was
about, as if the deluge had washed away anyone foolish enough to venture
out si de.

Reny hated to admit it, but the Seraphim s suspicions night actually have
meant sonething, that Israfil had somehow beconme enanored with humanity, thus
making it difficult for himto do the job that the Al m ghty had assigned him

It's crazy; this is the freakin' Angel of Death, for Pete's sake.

But if what Sariel said was true, Israfil had cone to the Gigori |ooking for
some sort of affirmation that it was possible to be of both the Heavenly host
and humanity.

It nmade Reny's head hurt to think of it. The two states of being were pol ar
opposi tes, which was why he hinmsel f had chosen to suppress his true nature

at least as nuch as he was able. He could only imagine the ferocity of the
struggle as the two conflicting natures attenpted to exist at the sane tineg,
whi ch was probably why the world was in its current situation



It was actually Sariel's disturbing supposition as Reny had been preparing to
| eave the Gigori den that had left himchilled to the bone. He heard the
| eader's words again, filled with a breathless anticipation

"Do you suppose that if the Apocal ypse is called dowmn — that if all is laid to
waste — the Heavenly father will finally allow us to return hone?"

Renmy was so taken aback by the question he hadn't known how to reply. He had
simply left the building as quickly as he coul d.

He turned up Charles Street between the Public Garden and the Common and
reached for his cell phone. Holding it up, keeping one eye on the road, he
scrolled down his listing of nost used nunbers. He found the one he was

| ooking for and dialed it.

"Yeah," canme Lazarus' famliar voice on the other end.

"Just getting back fromseeing our friends," Reny said. "lIsrafil paid thema
visit not too long ago . . . seened a bit out of it. The inplication being
that he wanted to be human."

"Quch," Lazarus said.

"Yeah, ouch as in 'Quch, this whole Apocal ypse thing could really put a crinp
in my day.' Do you have anything for ne?" Reny asked as he turned onto Derne
Street and began the chore of |ooking for a parking space.

"Not hing, really. Everybody's pretty quiet. It's |like they know sonething big
is comng and they're all holding their breath."

"Have you seen anything of a denonic nature?"
"I try and stay clear of those types. Wy?"

"Had a run-in outside nmy office with sone individuals of definite denonic
per suasi on. They tried to convince ne to give up on the case."

"They kick the shit out of you?" the i mortal asked.

Renmy coul d hear the amusenent in his voice. "Pretty much. There had to be at
| east four of them nmaybe even nore."

"Sure," Lazarus chided.
"Yeah, go screw." Reny had just about given up on finding a space when he
renenbered that he still had to give Ashlie a ride hone anyway.

"So you think there are denons involved with this business now?" Lazarus
asked.

"I think there are parties interested in seeing Israfil stay lost, and in
conj unction, bringing about the end of the world. Isn't that friggin
cheerful ?" Remy pulled up in front of his house, driving the car onto the
sidewal k so as not to block the narrow street any nore than he had to.
"Sounds it," Lazarus agreed. "Well, | suppose the night's still young. I'lI
see what | can dig up.”

"Thanks," Reny said, turning off the engine. "Call if you come across
anyt hi ng. "



The i mortal broke the connection, and Reny returned his phone to his belt,
taking a nonment to collect his thoughts as the rain thrumed on the hood of
his car.

Finally, he bit the bullet and exited the car. Qut into the storm

Renmy heard Marl owe bark as he slipped his key into the door. It was foll owed
by the sounds of the jangling tags and clicking toenails as the dog raced to
greet him

The nails sounded | ong; he would have to cut them agai n soon

"Hey, buddy," Reny said, closing the door, the dog happily sniffing himup and
down.

"You're hone! You're hone!" Mrlowe chanted, barely able to contain his
excitement. Reny reached down to pet him his novenent causing the water that
beaded on his coat to rain down upon the happy pup

"Wet!" he yel ped, licking up sone of the drops that spattered the hal |l way
fl oor.

"Yep, it's pouring. Were's Ashlie?" he asked, |ooking for the teenager
guessing that she'd probably fallen asleep in front of the tel evision
"Ashlie gone," Marlowe said, turning and boundi ng down the hallway, back to
the living room

"What do you mean she's gone?" Reny asked, follow ng the animal. "Ashlie?" he
called out. "Hey, Ash?"

Reny rounded the corner and stopped as he caught sight of the stranger sitting
on his couch. He stared at the young wonan, not sure of what to do next. It
was obvi ous that he had woken her up. Her shoes were on the floor in front of
the couch, a rmug that |ooked as though it m ght have once contained tea
resting on the coffee table in front of her. She | ooked at himw th |arge,
fear-filled brown eyes. She was attractive, a brunette with shoul der-1ength
hair and fair skin.

Mar | owe had hopped up onto the couch next to her, |eaning back and waving a
paw at Remy as he panted |oudly.

"Who the hell are you?" Reny asked. "Casey," Marl owe barked

"I"'mnot asking you, |I'm asking her,’
to the woman.

he said, his eyes shifting fromthe dog

"I"m Casey, M. Chandler. Casey Burke. I'mso sorry about this. | nust've
dozed off."
"How did you get in here. . . . \Were's Ashlie?"

"Ashlie go home," Marl owe said, |eaning back even farther so that both paws
were now flapping in the air. It | ooked as though he was doing the wave at a
f oot bal | game

"I told you to hush up," Reny scolded the dog. "I want answers fromyou." He
poi nted at the worman fromthe doorway. He didn't sense any danger from her
but it still didn't change the fact that she was a stranger sitting on his



couch in his living room

"I came by to see you, and Ashlie told ne that you had gone out for the
evening. | nust've | ooked really pathetic because she asked if | wanted to
cone in and wite you a note."

Renmy scowl ed, upset that the teenager could have been so foolish.

"Don't be mad at her," Casey said quickly, putting her feet down and sli pping
into her shoes. "I started explaining my situation a little and got kind of
upset. She thought that maybe | should hang around until you got back."

Reny sighed, exasperated, and | eaned agai nst the door frame. "Were is she
now?"

"She wasn't feeling too good," Casey explained, making a sort of enbarrassed
face. "You know, ferale problens."

"So she just left you here? A stranger, in my house with nmy dog?"

"No stranger. Casey," Marlowe infornmed him

"I know it's Casey," he said, annoyed.

The wonman started to |augh, abruptly stopping when she realized that Reny was
staring at her.

"I"'msorry," she said. "lIt's just that sonebody |I'mvery close to used to do
the sane thing with our cat."

Reny tilted his head, frowning quizzically.

"You know, the whole talking-to-the-aninmal thing, as if they know what you're
saying."

He sensed her nood suddenly darken as she | owered her head, |ooking down at
her hands. Marl owe noved cl oser, nuzzling her armin hopes that petting him
woul d cheer her up.

"That somebody is actually why I'mhere, M. Chandler," Casey said, rubbing
Marl owe's ears. Reny could hear the dog runbling with pleasure. "My fiance

Jon Stall is missing . . . has been nissing for the |ast few weeks."
Feeling his ire start to subside, Remy shucked off his still-dripping coat.
"Ms. Burke . . ."

"Casey," she interrupted him "Please call me Casey."

Reny sighed. "Fine, Casey." He quickly went out into the hallway, hung the
coat on the cl oset doorknob, and canme back into the living room

"Casey, this type of thing is usually handled at ny office,"
"And even then . . ."

he expl ai ned.

"I"ve been to the police and they had nme fill out all the proper paperwork,
but | really don't think they took me all that seriously, and besides, he told
me to cone to you if anything happened to him"

Renmy was surprised by the revelation. "You said his nane is Jon Stall?"



The pretty woman nodded. "Jon Philip Stall. He's a professor at Mass Tech
Bi ol ogy. "

He repeated the name again. It didn't ring any bells. "lI'msorry, but | don't
recall the nane," he said as he wal ked through the living roomtoward the
kitchen. "Listen, I'mgoing to make a pot of coffee, would you like some?" he
asked her.

"I would | ove another cup of tea, if that would be all right,"’
getting up fromthe couch and foll ow ng, Mrlowe close behind.

she said,

"Appl e?" the dog asked.

"I"ll get you an apple in a mnute," Reny told the dog as he filled the
teakettle and placed it on the stove. He then started to prepare his coffee,
deciding on a full pot. He suspected it was going to be one of those nights.
"The week before he . " Casey paused. It was obvious that she was taking
her boyfriend' s di sappearance quite hard. "The week before Jon went away, he
tal ked about you a lot."

She was standing in the kitchen doorway, arns fol ded across her chest.

"He tal ked about nme?" Remny asked with surprise as he scooped freshly ground
Dunki n' Donuts coffee into a filter

She nodded, pushing back a strand of dark hair that dangled in front of her
pretty, oval face. "He tal ked about how nuch he adm red you and what you had
done with your life."

"I don't know what to say." Reny shook his head, |eaning against the counter
as the cof feemaker began to hiss and gurgle. "I honestly don't know who your
boyfriend is."

Mar | owe barked once fromhis spot in the nmiddle of the kitchen floor.

"Right, your apple," Reny said, grabbing a Red Delicious fromthe fruit bow
and bringing it to the counter

"Did Jon say anything specific, Casey? Anything as to how he knew ne or where
he knew nme fronP"

Renry finished cutting the apple into strips and brought them over to Marl owe's
bowl . The dog bolted up fromthe floor, pushing Reny's hand out of the way to
get at his treat.

"He said you two had cone from simlar backgrounds — the same town | think."

And suddenly a recogni zabl e i mage began to take shape in Reny's mind. Is it
possi bl e? he wondered. Had sonething ridiculously fortuitous dropped into his
lap.... O is there something el se going on here?

The tea water had started to boil, screeching to be noticed. Casey nade a nove
toward it, but Reny was already on the way.

"Sorry," he said, taking the mug fromher and placing a tea bag inside it.
"Lost in thought there. So where was Jon fronP" Reny asked, pouring the
steanmi ng water into the nug.

"Sone little town north of here call ed Paradise."



Renmy's armtw tched and he spilled hot water all over the countertop
Par adi se.

He grabbed a dishcloth and started to nop up the spill. "Sorry about that," he
apol ogi zed, handi ng the steam ng nmug to Casey.

"I's that where you're from M. Chandler?" she asked him watching him
intently. "Are you from Paradi se?"

I mmges of a place that as far as he was concerned didn't exist anynore began
to take shape inside Reny's head.

It was so | ong ago.

chapter ten

Heaven, a very long tine ago

The sword in his hand grew heavier with each passing nmonent, the stench of
burning flesh and bl ood al nost pal pable in the air.

Rem el | ooked about the battlefield. What had once been golden fields of high
grass that sang with joy when the cel estial breezes nmoved through them were
now tranpled flat, and everywhere he | ooked his eyes fell upon the fallen

He knew themall, whether they be friend or foe, for not |ong ago they had
been brothers under God. But that was before the Mrningstar gathered his
forces about him and challenged the will of the A mghty.

Before the war that turned Choir against Choir, brother against brother

It was drawing to a close now, the followers of Lucifer Mrningstar either
vanqui shed or awaiting capture. But |ooking about the battlefield, at the
twi sted wi ngs and broken bodi es of those who had died fighting, Re-miel knew
it woul d never be the same again.

Standi ng there, in what had once been gol den fields, he made up his m nd
letting his weapon fall fromhis hand to |lie uselessly upon the bl ood-soaked
ground. Renmiel closed his eyes, committing to his nenory how it once had been

Slow y, he rempoved his arnor, shedding the rainment of warfare, letting that
too fall useless to the ground beneath his feet.

"It is over, brother," said a voice fromnearby, and Renmiel slowy turned to
gaze upon the visage of the angel Israfil as he wal ked anbng the dead, their
bodi es disintegrating to dust, carried away upon the wi nds as he passed.

As if they'd never been there at all

"The | egi ons of the Adversary have been driven to their knees before Hi s nost
holy glory," Israfil told him



"And what of the Adversary — what of Lucifer Mrn-ingstar, who was once the
favorite of our Lord?" Remi el asked the angel

"He is to be cast down," Israfil replied. "A fitting puni shment for one who
dared try to usurp the will of the All-Father."

At first Remiel did not respond, gazing out across the field and the bodi es of
t hose who had not yet been renmoved by the power of the Angel of Death, but he
could keep it inside himno |onger

"Haven't we all been puni shed enough?" he asked. And then he began to wal k
across the field-turned-battleground, on his way to the gol den gateway that
separated the Kingdomfromall else

Reny knew that Jon Stall was Israfil.

For sone reason, he had chosen to don a human form and |ive anmong humanity.
Now it was up to Reny, an angel who had done sonething very sinilar so |ong
ago, to locate the wayward Angel of Death and convince himto return to the
life that Reny hinmself never woul d.

And, oh yeah, he couldn't breathe a word of it to his girlfriend.

"When did you and Jon first neet?" Reny asked. They had returned to the living
room and he was sitting in a chair across fromthe couch where Casey sat,

Marl owe practically in her |ap.

She took a careful sip fromher mug of steamnming tea before she answered his
qguestion, clearly reliving the past in her mnd. "It was about a year ago.

was doi ng some tenp work in the psychol ogy departnent." She made a face and
then smled. "Not the psychol ogy departnment . . . the Departnent of Brain and
Cognitive Sciences."

Reny returned the smle. "There's a difference?"

Casey laughed. "l guess so. He was just a nice guy, y'know?" She sniled warmy
with the nenory.

Reny drank his coffee, his silence urging her to continue.

"We really hit it off . . . both of us comi ng off sone pretty rough times and
stuff."” "Rough tines?" Reny asked.

She put her nug down on the table, doffed her shoes, and pulled her |egs up
beneath her. "I had lost nmy nother a little less than a nonth before to breast
cancer, and Jon had been quite sick hinmself."

"I'"'msorry about your nmom"

"Thanks," Casey responded with a sad snmile. He could see enotion welling in
her eyes.

"Jon had been sick as well?" he pronpted after a mnute.
The wonman nodded. "Fromwhat he told nme, | guess it was pretty bad. They'd
given up on him He had inoperable brain cancer and they'd given himless than

a year to live."

Renmy felt a cold knot of fear twist in his stomach.



"So he survived, then."

"Yeah." She nodded enthusiastically. "I guess they |ooked at himas a sort of
mracle. The cancer went into rem ssion and he was fine after that."

Casey picked nervously at a piece of skin on one of her fingers. Her voice
started to trenble. "You wouldn't even know he used to be sick. It was
amazi ng. "

"Did he tal k about his past much?"

She was petting Marlowe's head as he snored by her side. "Not at all, really .
other than the stuff about you. | know he doesn't have any fanily or

anything — both his parents were deceased and he was an only child. He used to

say that the cancer gave hima chance at a new begi nning," she expl ai ned.

"That it enabled himto start all over again."

The icy knot in Reny's belly twisted tighter. Qutside, the wi nd was whipping,
spattering the heavy rain against the windows. Israfil had becone this Jon
Stall, assuming his identity, his life.

But why? Why had he abandoned his work, and why had he then gone m ssing?
"Tell me everything | eading up to Jon's di sappearance,"” Reny said, gul ping
down the last of his drink. He rose fromhis chair, heading toward the kitchen
for another cup.

"Mre tea?" he asked her

"No, thanks. 1'll be peeing all night if | do."

Marlowe lifted his head. "Treat?"

"You' ve had enough," Reny said, and the dog's |arge head dropped between his
paws wi th a heavy sigh

"Was Jon acting strange? Was there anything to nake you think that sonething
m ght be wong?" Reny asked, returning to the roomwith a fresh cup

He could see that she was thinking hard. "It's all hindsight now " Casey said.
"I really didn't think anything of it at the tine — it was just Jon being
Jon. "

"And what does that nean?"

She shrugged, changing her position so that now she was | eani ng agai nst
Marl owe. "He woul d get very quiet, then go into his study and | ock the door
and not come out for hours. Stuff like that."

"So you lived together?"

"Yeah, he had a two-bedroomin Southie. | noved in not too |long after we

started dating. Most of the tine it was great, just toward the end there it
got a little hard. He was drinking a ot nmore and | think he night've been
" She paused.

"Drugs?" Reny finished for her. "You think he might've been taking stuff?"

"Yeah," she sighed, the nmenories of the bad times weighing heavily on her. "He



said that it was to help himsleep, but I don't think he was sl eeping inside
his study all that tinme."

"What do you think he was doing in there?"

"I used to think it was school stuff, y'know, for the classes that he taught,
but then | started hearing himtalking to hinmself . . . and crying."

Marlowe lifted his head and | ooked at her with his deep brown eyes. He could
sense that she was troubled, and | aid his head consolingly upon her thigh

"He's so sweet." Casey |eaned down to kiss the top of his head.

"Yeah, he's a good boy," Reny confirned.
Marl owe's tail thunped on the couch.

"Did you confront Jon about his behavior?" Reny asked, turning the
conversation back to the problemat hand. He had to get every little bit of
i nformati on he could to piece together the entire picture of the situation

"Ch, sure. And that was when he started tal ki ng about you, and how much he
adm red you and everything that you'd done in your life, and how | was to get
in touch with you if anything happened to him"

Casey suddenly stopped tal king, putting all her concentration into petting the
dog.

"Why do you think he thought sonething was going to happen to hin? Did he give
any indication that he was in trouble?"

"Jon wasn't hinmself at that point, M. Chandler," Casey explained. "He'd
become very paranoid, certain that he was being watched and foll omed. He even
st opped going to work, spending all his time |locked in his study."

The warnmth fromthe coffee cup felt good on Reny's hands. Even though he'd
been out of the rain for well over an hour now, he could still feel the chil
of the nasty weat her.

"And when did you suspect he was gone?"

"Pretty much right away," she answered. "He said he was going out for a while.
He hadn't been out of the house... out of his study... for days. | just knew
that sonmething wasn't right."

Casey started to cry. Remy got up and brought a box of tissues over froma
si de table.

"Thank you," she said between sniffles. "It's just that he didn't even kiss ne
good-bye." And then she began to cry all the harder. "lI'msorry," she finally
managed, plucking another tissue fromthe box beside her

"It's all right," Reny said. "I can see how this would be hard for you."

She dabbed at her eyes and nose. "Was | right to come to you?" she asked,
crunpling the tissue in her hand. "WIIl you help me, M. Chandler?"

Marlowe lifted his head and woofed at him "Yes."

"Marl owe says | should." Remy rested his enpty nug on the armof his chair.



"How can | argue with that?"
She smled sadly. "Thank you."
"Jon's things are still at the apartment, correct?" he asked.

Casey nodded. "I haven't touched a thing." "Good. 1'd like to | ook at them
If that's all right with you."

"Sure," Casey said, nodding. "You can come over tonorrow and. ..

"Now, " Remny interrupted
The cl ock was ticking, and he couldn't afford to waste any nore tine.

A handful of dog cookies and a promise to be back in time for Marlowe's
br eakfast, and they were off.

The weather was still bad, alternating between torrential downpour and del uge,
and Reny had to seriously wonder if this was sone sort of precursor to the
end.

"You never really answered ny question," Casey said, above the sounds of the
storm the heavy patter of rain as it |anded upon the roof of the car, the
rhythm c swish fromthe w pers as they barely kept up with the water on the
wi ndshi el d.

"What question was that?" Reny asked, as he headed down Atlantic Avenue toward
Sunmer Street, the rain so heavy he could hardly see the harbor on the other
side of the hotels.

"What's Jon's connection to you?"

He had to think a bit on how to answer. The truth was obviously out of the
qguestion, but he didn't want to lie to her either; the poor worman had al r eady
been t hrough enough.

"Jon has changed," Remny began, carefully picking his words as he navigated the
Toyota through the rain-drenched streets. "He isn't who | renenber himto
be....But then again, neither aml."

He coul d sense her sudden agitation

"So what're you saying: that you do know him that the two of you have changed
your identities or something?"

"No, nothing like that," Reny said, trying to stifle her grow ng unease.
"Let's just say that we both have . . . conplicated pasts, and |leave it at
that."

Casey gazed into the darkness through the rain-spattered passenger's w ndow.
"That's probably what he neant about starting fresh after his illness."

Renmy wanted to agree. The illness had indeed allowed Israfil to start fresh,
providing himw th an established identity — a life — that he could slip into
like a confortable suit of clothes. And then it hit him Casey had never known
Jon Stall at all; it was Israfil that she had fallen in [ove wth.

She | ooked away fromthe wi ndow and at him "Just tell ne that you didn't do
anything wong . . . you or Jon."



Reny remenbered the war in Heaven, wi ngs spread as he dropped down fromthe
skies, his sword cutting a bloody swath through the forces of the Adversary.

Killing his brothers.

She waited for an answer that he wasn't sure how to pose, when he was saved by
the ringing of his cell phone.

"Excuse me." He reached for his phone, and she turned back to the w ndow.
"Hel | 0?" he said.

"It's me," said the unm stakable voice of Lazarus. He al ways sounded
exhausted, like he had just woken up froma nap. Living as |ong as he had was
obvi ously very tiring.

"Hey, " Reny answered, avoiding a particularly nasty-1looking pothol e behind the
I ndustrial Park. "Do you have something for ne?"

"Not hi ng," Lazarus said sleepily. "But it isn't that I'"mnot trying. | hit a
few hangouts . . . sonme denmon social clubs. | asked about your beating and
nobody was fessing up. They all thought it was pretty funny, though."
"Ariot," Reny answered. "Nothing about the other thing?"

"Israfil? Nope, but they all sense sonething's up. The last place | was in was
pretty wild. Lots of heavy drinking and fights. The natives were npst
definitely restless. Had to spread some serious cash around in order to get

anybody to even |l ook at ne."

"I'"ll reinburse you." Reny gl anced over at the girl. She was drawing a sniley
face in the window fog. "I mght actually be on to something about that."

The phone was quiet, and for a nmonent Reny thought he m ght have |ost the
connection. "You still there?"

"Yeah," Lazarus answered. "Sorry about that. Do you think you know where he
is?"

"Maybe. I'mon ny way to a place on Dorchester Street."

"The Angel of Death was living in Southie?" the imortal asked incredul ously.
"Maybe," Remy told him

Again there was silence, and Renmy had to wonder if Lazarus was wat ching
tel evision or somet hi ng.

"Well, good luck," the immortal finally said. "Gve nme a call if you need
anyt hi ng. "

"Yeah, you do the sane."

"Was that about Jon?" Casey asked, as Remny returned the phone to its hol der on
his belt.

"Sort of," he replied. "lIt's a little conplicated right now 1'll fill you in
a bit nore after | have a | ook around his study, all right?"

He | ooked over at her to see she was staring directly at him There was trust
in her dark eyes as she nodded in agreemnent.



"Good. Now, why don't you guide me the rest of the way. We have to be getting
cl ose now. "

Casey did as he asked, directing himtoward an olive green two-famly building
on Dorchester Street. He managed to find a parking space relatively close, on
the other side of the street, anmpbng the bunper-to-bunper SUVs. Sonebody had
broken a bottle in the spot, naking it unattractive, and Reny got out and

ki cked the glass around a bit with his shoe before parking.

Collars pulled up against the rain, the two hurried across the street. She
pul | ed her keys froma tiny purse and opened the front door. The entryway was
warm and dry. The house, |ike many ol der buildings, snmelled |ike food, |ike

t he hundreds of neals cooked there over the years. It was a good snell. A
conforting smnell.

Casey put a finger to her lips, telling himto be quiet as they clinbed the
carpeted steps to the second fl oor

"The | andl ady's a pretty light sleeper,” she whispered, searching her key
chain again. "lI'll be hearing about it for days if | wake her up."

She found her apartnment key and let themboth in, switching on a ceiling light
as they entered.

"This is it," Casey said, taking off her wet coat and throwing it on an old
wooden chair that sat by the door. Reny left his coat on, casually checking
t hi ngs out.

The door opened into their living room m smatched furniture around an old
television set, tasteful watercol-ors of what | ooked to be a beach house on
Cape Cod decorating the walls. Beneath that was a framed and yel | owed

phot ograph, of what |ooked to be the sanme | ocation captured by the watercol or
artist, only in the photo there was famly — nother, father, and son, dressed
in the clothing of the time period, the early seventies, Reny believed —
standing out in front of the cottage. He guessed that the child was Jon

In arecliner in the corner, a large tiger cat rose to its feet, arching its
back in a quivering stretch. The aninmal eyed Reny curiously with |arge,
yel | owi sh eyes.

"Hello," Remy said to it.
"Who?" the cat asked.
"Who am1? I'mReny. I'ma friend of your naster."

"No nmaster,
i gnoring him

the cat proclainmed indignantly, then began to lick its paw,

"Sorry," Reny apol ogi zed. Cats always had the worst attitudes.

"Feed?" it suddenly asked between licks. "Not nme," the angel answered it.
Then, as if on cue, Casey returned with a dish in her hand.

"Are you talking to Tyger?" she asked, a hint of a smile playing around the
corners of her nouth.

"She'll feed you," Reny told the animal, hooking a thunb toward her



The cat meowed | oudly, junping down fromthe re-cliner, walking around Casey's
feet, rubbing against her | egs.

"Come on," she said to the cat. "I've got your supper here." She turned back
to the kitchen, Tyger follow ng, conplaining all the while that he shoul dn't
have had to wait so long to eat.

Just beyond the living roomwas a short hall, and down the hall, a door. "Is
this Jon's study?" Reny asked, raising his voice so that Casey could hear him
in the kitchen.

She came back to the living room w ping her hands on an old dish towel.
"Yeah, but | think it mght be | ocked."

Reny grabbed the doorknob and tried to give it a turn. It was.

"I"'d really like to take a | ook inside," he said to her
"I don't have a key," she said. "Maybe you could open it with a screwdriver?"
She started back down the hall. "There's one in the kitchen that we use to

"I could open it with a mninum anount of danmage," he called after her

Casey stopped, slowy turning back to him "Just try not to make a | ot of
noi se, all right?" she warned

Renmy put his shoul der agai nst the door, and using only a portion of the
strength that he possessed, pushed upon it, breaking the lock and a bit of the
janb. "I'"Il pay for that," he said, as she joined himin the doorway.

Rermmy allowed her to enter first. She reached up to pull a chain hanging froma
fixture in the ceiling, illumnating the tiny room

"There isn't much to see," she said, |ooking around the cranped space.

And she was right. The roomwas small, with an old netal desk the dom nant

pi ece of furniture, squatting in the rooms center. There were no pictures on
the walls, no shade upon the naked bulb hanging fromthe ceiling. The room was
coldly sparse

"Do you mi nd?" he asked her, pointing at the desk
"Co ahead."

Even the top of the desk was bare, except for a single ballpoint pen resting
upon the flat surface, as if waiting to be used.

Used for what? Reny wondered. He pulled out the desk chair and sat down. There
were two drawers on either side. He opened one and found it conpletely enpty.
Not hol di ng out nuch hope, he checked the larger drawer belowit.

"Hello there,"” he said with surprise, reaching down and lifting out a stack of
not ebooks. "Do you know what these are?" Reny asked Casey as he placed the
books on top of the desk.

She shook her head, noving to stand beside him She reached down and opened
one. The notebook was filled with witing, page after page of witing, but not
in a | anguage she coul d under st and.



"What is this?" she asked, flipping the pages, as if hoping to find somnething
t hat she coul d deci pher, but Reny knew it would be inpossible, for there were
very few who could still read angelic script.

"I's this . . . Latin?" she asked, frowning in confusion

"It's older than that," Reny said. "You can read this?" she asked him He
nodded. "What's it say?"

Renmy took the I ast notebook fromthe bottom of the stack

And he began to read.

chapter el even

Reny found hinmsel f sucked down into the ancient script — Israfil's thoughts
and feelings in his owmn words. And the angel's worst fears about what was
happeni ng becane realized.

It's even nore than | suspected. Sensations and stinulations that threaten to
overwhel m ne every waki ng noment.

How do they deal with it? How do they function? The sights, sounds, and
snell's; the bonbardnent is both terrifying and exciting all at the sane tine.

If thisis howit is for themeven a fraction of the time, ny admration for
them and for what the Almghty has created grows with | eaps and bounds.

The human species is even nore renmarkable than | originally believed.

The body that | assuned for ny experinment is now free of illness, and | can
feel nmy new physical formgrow ng stronger every day as | becone acclimted to
this new state of being.

Jon Stall was a good man, afflicted with an incurable illness; he sought to
live out the remai nder of his existence attenpting to understand the neaning
of life . . . and of death.

How many tines did | listen to himas he spoke al oud of his condition, and how
much he despised his affliction? He cursed the Creator for what was happeni ng
to him but soon cane to accept his inevitable fate, blamng no one and
choosi ng to nmake what remmined of his fleeting existence as rewardi ng as he
possi bly coul d.

For a reason that | still do not fully understand, | was drawn to this exanple
of humanity, grew nore connected to himthan to any of the other countless
mllions that | have assisted on to the next phase of existence. How | |oved

to watch him to experience life as he did in his final days. But | knew that
I could never hope to understand the full meaning of what | had conme to adnmire
so.

The human experience; how attractive it had becone. Jon Stall's life force was
nearly expended, thanks to the disease that wacked his human frame. Al he
could do was wait for the inevitable . . . wait for ne to release him



And he was ready, oh yes. He was waiting for nmy touch when |I had the nost
ridiculous of ideas. Even as | wite these words now, | cannot believe them
It was the nost insane of thoughts, and yet seductively exciting.

I would take his body, wear it like the finest of garments, and | would live
as both human and angel, experiencing all that humanity had to bestow upon ne,
while still maintaining ny function as God's Angel of Death.

Ch, what an experinment that would be, | imagined, thrilled as | had never been
before in ny | ong years of being.

And | was right. | was so right.

Reny flipped through nore of the journal, finding entry after entry about
Israfil's experiences with being human. There was somnething frighteningly
fam liar about the words the angel had witten; if Remy had kept journals
during his time on earth, they would — he inmagi ned — have read very nuch |ike
t hese.

But there was a difference. Israfil had appropriated a preexisting human body,
merging with the dying college professor. Quite literally, Jon Stall's form
and everything that defined him had been assuned by the Angel of Death.

Renmy had stifled his true nature, basically forcing his angelic essence to
configure to a nore human form Yes, he was still an angel, but nostly al

that defined himas such had been | ocked away deep inside.

What Israfil had beconme was sonething altogether different, sonething unique,
somet hing both hunman and angelic attenpting to live within a single form

It seened like a recipe for disaster

And as Reny read through nore of Israfil's journal entries, he began to see
that his suspicions were right.

I've assunmed Jon's life . . . his job as a teacher of life functions . . . of
bi ol ogy. Tapping into his nenories, |'ve found everything | need to continue
hi s exi stence.

Every day is nore and nore fascinating. | have even net a woman. Her nane is
Casey.

Not | ong before the beginning of ny study, | had taken her nother. \What a
small world. She is providing ne with such insight.

As far as humans go, | find her nore outstandi ng than nost.
I think Jon woul d have Iiked her

|'ve beconme. . . involved. Romantically invol ved.

| did not intend for it to happen, but it did.

They are the strangest of things, these enotions and desires. | can barely
contain them Sonmetinmes | wonder if | amactually in control

It's absolutely irrational, | knowthis, but I'mfeeling a nearly overpowering
need to apol ogi ze to her — -for perform ng ny purpose — -for taking her
not her.



There appears to be a sort of conflict devel opi ng between ny new humanity and
nmy angelic function. This bears watching.

| would hate to see it evolve into sonething unmanageabl e.

Reny cl osed that journal and renmoved the last fromthe pile. Even the
condition of the notebook gave a chilling insight into Israfil's deteriorating
state. It was tattered and winkled, as if sonething had been spilled onit. A

part of himdid not want to open it, afraid of what he might find.

Tyger padded into the study, hopping up onto the desk and sniffing at the
various journals.

"Where's your . . . ?" Reny alnost said owner before changing his nind
nm dsent ence. "Were's Casey?"

"Couch," the cat said, rubbing the side of his face and neck agai nst the
corners of the stacked notebooks, marking themw th his scent.

Reny reached out to pet the animal and it reared back, avoiding his hand.
"No touch," Tyger warned.

Reny pull ed back his hand. If only Israfil . . . had remained so al oof, maybe
they wouldn't be in the situation they currently found thensel ves in.

I gnoring the animal, he turned his attention back to the | ast journal and
slowy opened the cover. It was as he suspected. As he feared.

It's becom ng so hard.

To shed this skin of humanity . . . to assume the form and purpose of what |
was. Am

It's all so very sad. To end their lives. None of themwants to die; they
cling so desperately to what little life remains. Wat right do | have?

It's ny job; that's what | keep telling nyself, over and over, but it's
getting so difficult.

| know what they're feeling — how they think. They fear death . . . ne, nost
of all. They fear ny design. . . . They fear what | can do.

There's so nuch pain, but still they hold on with both hands. Fighting to
survive. Fighting to live. . . even for a second nore. . . they fight.

They fight.

The al cohol and narcotics help to nunb the pain, giving me the ability to see
t hi ngs cl earer.

At least | believe that | am seeing nore clearly.

| have gone to the Watchers, to see if it is possible to be as | amand stil
live amongst them Qut of all of us drawn to the allure of humanity, | assuned
that they woul d know best.

| was w ong.

They know as little now as they did when they first arrived upon the world of



CGod's man; still wallow ng

in excess and perversity, waiting . . . believing that they will sonmeday be
allowed to return to Paradise.

The Watchers will not be forgiven, and if | had not nanaged to control ny
anger, they would have all been destroyed.

There has been enough death for now.
Tyger had lain down at the edge of the desk beside Remy, the cat's contented
purrs providing hima nonentary distraction fromwhat he feared he was about

to read.

The two natures were at war, the angelic struggling against the human, and in
reading Israfil's words, Reny was nmade privy to the nmental collapse firsthand.

He flipped to the |last page in the journal
The j ackal s gat her.

They know that | am weak. My thoughts troubled. | amnot thinking clearly .
correctly.

They want it all to end... for all the sadness to die. They say all | need do
is stop. | knowthat it is wong . . . but to end the pain. It would be

gl ori ous.

They want the scrolls . . . to break the seals. To begin the end tines.

I know I'mnot thinking clearly. | nust escape their influence. . . hide what

they seek fromne. It's the only way.

I'"mnot sure how much longer | can remain strong. They tell me that this is
what He desires. To end it all

Reny | ooked up, icy fingers of fear running up and down his spine.
The jackal s gat her.

He had some answers, but now even nore questions.

They want it all to end.

Who? Who are the jackals and why do they want it all to end? Reny's thoughts
spun.

They want the scrolls. . . . To begin the end times.

He felt as though he mght junmp out of his skin. The cat was still purring,
and he resisted the urge to chase it away.

The scrolls.

He began to runmage through the two remaining drawers on the other side of the
desk. Pulling open the | arger bottom drawer, he found only a psychol ogy

t ext book, sone office supplies, and a few enpty fol ders.

"I must've fallen asleep,” Casey's voice said as she cane into the room "D d
you find out anything useful?"



Reny didn't answer. He had just opened the top drawer and knew what he had
found. He carefully renoved the anci ent object, the aroma of age wafting from
the soft |eather sack that had once contained the scrolls.

"What's that?" Casey asked, reaching across the desk to feel it. "Sone kind of
| eat her pouch or sonet hi ng?"

Tyger lifted his head toward her hand, wanting then to be petted.
Cats.
"Have you ever seen this before?" Reny asked

Casey shook her head. There was a hint of confusion — of fear — in her eyes,
and he wasn't sure how nuch | onger he could keep the truth from her

He was about to ask if there was any other place in the apartment where Jon
m ght have hi dden sonet hi ng when Tyger's body went rigid on the desk. The cat
hi ssed, | ashing out at Casey, his claws scratching the back of her hand.

"What the hell did you do that for?" Casey whined, bringing the injured hand
to her nouth.

"Danger!" the cat said, his fur puffed, eyes wide with fear. Then he sprang
fromthe desk with a grow, his back |egs scrabbling for purchase on the wood
floors as he fled the room

Reny started to sense it also, a sudden chill in the air as the light
gradual | y began to dim

"Is it getting darker in here?" Casey asked, injured hand still pressed to her
mout h as she gl anced around the room She reached out with her good hand,
tappi ng at the hangi ng bul b.

Reny grabbed nost of the notebooks and shoved theminto the | eather casing.
"W need to | eave," he said, putting the satchel under his arm and grabbing
Casey as he nmoved around the desk

"What's wrong?" Fear had crept into her voice.

The tiny office was darker now, as if the Iight cast by the bare bulb was
slowl y being drained away. Remy dragged Casey behind hi m down the hal |l way and
toward the living room It was dark there as well, an unnatural inky bl ackness
fl oodi ng the room

"What is it? What's goi ng on?" Casey shrieked, on the verge of hysteria. And
he coul dn't bl ame her.

He had come up agai nst those who traveled in the darkness earlier today, and
he had no desire to deal wth them again.

"A back door," he said, giving her a sudden, violent shake. "Is there a back
door ?"

She stared at him eyes welling with tears, lower lip trenbling. It was col der
now and t he darkness was begi nning to coal esce around them Somethi ng noved
i nsi de the bl ack.

"I's there a back door?" Reny screaned at her again.



A bit of focus seenmed to return to her eyes, and she noved toward the kitchen
They darted across the Iinoleumtoward the forest green door in the corner, as
a wall of solid black spread out behind them

Reny reached the door first, grabbing hold of the knob and giving it a turn.
It didn't open. He saw the dead bolt and grabbed for it, the sound of the

[ atch slipping back deafening in the eerie silence that suddenly filled the
ki t chen.

Casey gasped from behind him Hand still on the doorknob, Reny turned to see
that a skeletal hand, its flesh pale and nottled, had emerged fromits sea of
gl oom and grabbed hold of the woman's hair.

"Help me,"
back.

Casey begged, her eyes wide in horror as she was violently yanked

Into the hungry darkness.
Renry grabbed hol d of Casey's flailing hands.

She was scream ng now, her head bent awkwardly backward as she struggled to
keep from being drawn into the shadows.

"Don't let go!" she shrieked at him "Please!"

But he did, shutting out her wails of despair as the darkness pulled her in.
Renmy' s focus was on the counter and what he could see glistening seductively
in the dish rack. He lunged, snatching up the butcher knife and turning back
toward the advancing wall of black. Steeling hinself, Reny threw hinself into
t he inky darkness.

He was blind, but had expected as rmuch. Holding the knife aloft, he called
upon a portion of the power inside him He hated to do it, but another's life
was on the line now, not just his own.

Eagerly it surged forth, energy so great that it caused his al nost-human
facade to violently trenble. Reny pulled back on the Heavenly force, focusing
its power, allowing it to flowup his armand into his hand. The pain was
excruciating, his fleshy formbarely able to contain the power, but the knife
suddenly glowed like a mniature star, dispelling the darkness.

Reny gasped at the sight of the creatures within. There were at |east six that
he coul d see. They were hu-manoid, thin, pale, and tightly nuscled. Wngs with
a decidedly | eathern, batlike appearance sprang fromtheir hunched backs.

A horrible amal gam of the denmpni c and angeli c.

They shielded their eyes fromthe brightness of Heaven's light, letting the
petrified Casey go

"Come to ne!" Remny ordered, notioning the frightened woman toward hi m
Wth a whinmper, Casey darted toward him— toward the safety of the light.

"You're going to be all right," he assured her, pulling her close.

She was staring at himstrangely, the sight of his glow ng hand holding a
burni ng knife. "Wat's happeni ng?" she asked, her body quivering.



"There'll be tine for answers later,"” he said, noving them back toward the
door. "Right now, we need to get out of here."

One of the pal e-skinned creatures took to the air, averting its gaze fromthe
knife's gl ow.

"You'll go nowhere!"

It dropped to a crouch before them and Reny threw Casey back agai nst the
door, shielding her with his body as it |unged.

"You should have listened,"” it hissed.

Reny coul d hear Casey fiddling with the door behind himas he brought the
knife blade up, burying it in the black, leathery flesh of the creature's
shoul der.

"Quess you shoul d've killed ne when you had the chance,” Reny grow ed, giving
the blade a nasty twist, feeling the nuscle shred through the wooden hilt, the
stink of cooking neat wafting through the air.

The beast tossed its head back and how ed in agony, its arms flailing. One of
its leathery wings slashed the air, catching Reny across the face, sending him
to his knees.

The worl d spun and he fought to stay conscious. He still managed to hold the
knife, but the agony in his hand had begun to spread down his armas his
angelic nature took the opportunity to try and reclai mwhat had once bel onged
toit.

A sudden bl ast of danp, cold air on his neck stinulated his senses, and he saw
t hat Casey had managed to get the door open and was reaching to pull him out
onto the back porch. Tyger exploded out fromthe shadows, the cat's eyes wide
wi th panic as he nmade his escape.

Typi cal, the angel thought offhandedly. Every cat for hinself.

Reny scrambled to his feet, moving the gl owi ng bl ade about to find his
enem es. He saw them clustered in a bunch, digging through the | eather
satchel that had once contained the sacred scrolls.

"They're not here," one of the abom nations bellowed. They all turned their
mal efi ¢ gazes toward him

"The scrolls,” his injured adversary hissed, stepping aside as the others
surged in Reny's direction. They were mani pul ati ng the shadows now, shiel ding
their eyes fromthe knife's ethereal glow "Don't let himget away."

Reny was al ready backi ng out the door, but he had to sl ow them down | ong
enough for he and Casey to get away. Carefully, he channeled a little nore of
his power into the knife; then, pulling back his arm he let it fly, watching
as the burning bl ade enbedded itself in the skull of the |lead attacker with a
hol | ow soundi ng t hud.

The creature's eyes bugged fromhis head as he fell backward into the arnms of
hi s unholy brethren.

Reny snil ed, watching the angelic energy continue to burn, sputtering and
sparking as if ready to expl ode.



Which is exactly what it did.

The room was suddenly filled with the brilliance of Heaven and the screeches
of the winged creatures as the glorious release of light seared their every
sense.

"M . Chandler, cone on!" he heard Casey yell fromthe steps bel ow

It was still raining hard, and the cool air made the blistered skin on his
hand throb as he threw hinself down the stairs. They ran through the backyard
and down the narrow all ey between Casey's building and the one next door.

"M. Chandler, please tell ne what

"Reny," he said, as he opened the gate to the street with his good hand.
"After what we've gone through tonight, you should be calling nme Reny."

The porch light suddenly went on and the front door opened to reveal an
el derly woman, her hair adorned with bright pink curlers.

"Ch, shit, it's Ms. MGovern," Casey whi spered.

"What the hell is going on up there? Do you think it's funny waking an old
worman up at this tine of night? I'mgonna call the cops and we'll see how
fucking funny it is!"

Casey started back toward the porch to explain herself, but Reny caught her by
the arm

"No time for that," he said, dragging her across the street, toward the car

Her protests were interrupted by the roar of an explosion as an undul ating
cloud of solid black burst through the roof of the South Boston hone.

"Go! Go! Go!" Reny yelled, pushing her to the car.

Ms. MCGovern was out of her house in a flash, ranting and raving. Like sharks
to blood, the creatures within the cloud of shadow couldn't pass up an

i nnocent victim The nass, blacker than darkest night, dropped fromthe sky,
envel opi ng the old woman before she even had a chance to scream

Renmy and Casey had reached the car, slamming the doors closed in unison

"She's going to be so pissed,"” Casey muttered as she snapped her seat belt in
pl ace.

"I don't think that's really going to matter now," Reny said, starting the car
and slanming it into drive. He pulled out of the spot with a screech of tires,
grabbing the rearview mirror to see if they were being foll owed.

O course they were.

He wasn't sure exactly where he was going as he turned up and down the streets
of Southie. Al he knew was that they had to get away; the human race was
depending on him If he didn't find the scrolls and convince the Angel of
Death to snap out of it, the Apocal ypse would be called down and the world
woul d end.

And he really didn't want to see that happen. He'd grown quite fond of the
pl ace over the years.



"Ch, my CGod, they're behind us!" Casey suddenly screamed, tw sting around in
her seat as she gazed out the back w ndow.

Renmy | ooked to the rearview mrror again. There was nothi ng but bl ackness
behind them as if sonebody had placed a bl anket of black velvet over the back
of his car.

"Hang on," he said, gunning the engine, trying to nove faster than the cloud
of shadow. It was late on a weeknight, and luckily the streets were
practically deserted. They were back on Atlantic Ave. now, and moving in the
direction of Government Center. Hi s eyes darted to his mirror again.
"W may have | ost "
upon the roof of the car

t he angel began, but sonething dropped fromthe sky

He jerked the wheel to one side, causing the car to swerve, and the bl oody
body of Ms. McGovern slid down the wi ndshield onto the hood, her eyes wide
and still alive with agony beyond i magi ning. Trailing streaks of blood, she
slid off the hood, and then the car bounced obscenely as she fell under the
tires.

Casey started to scream hysterically, but Reny couldn't stop. He had to keep
going, for there was no way these creatures were going to | et them survive
once they knew that he didn't have the scrolls.

And suddenly, he knew where he was going, as if his subconsci ous had taken
over the reins for a nmonent and provided themwi th a way out of their current
pr edi cament .

He was the only person that could pull their asses fromthe fire.

They were nearing the Public Garden now, and Casey had beconme oddly quiet,
hands covering her face. But then the faint light of the city seeping into the
car through the torrential rain began to dimnish, and Reny flinched at the
sudden nai |l s-on-a-bl ackboard sound of claws draggi ng, draggi ng across the roof
of the Toyot a.

"Ch, God. Oh, CGod. Ch, God," Casey began to repeat over and over again,
peering out from behind her fingers at the encroaching shadows.

"Hang on," Remy called as he banged a sharp left into a narrow public all ey,
barely missing a | arge green Dunpster

"Cet ready," he said, over the sound of flapping w ngs.

"Ready for what?" Casey cried, the panic in her tone intensifying. "Ready for
fucki ng what ?"

Reny sl ammed on the brakes as he spun the wheel, sending the car fishtailing
toward the back entrance of a brick building on the left-hand side of the

al | ey.

"CGet out now" he yelled as he funbled with his own seat belt.

She nearly flew out the door, then raced around the car to join himin front
of a large nmetal door painted an ugly shade of maroon. Reny pounded on the

door.

"Francis, open up. It's ne!"



The light of the streetlanp began to dimand the sounds of fl apping w ngs
seened to be comng fromall around them Reny glanced over his shoulder to
see his car swallowed up in the advanci ng wave of darkness.

He pressed Casey against the metal door in front of himand continued to
pound. Where is he? he wondered, his own sense of panic beginning to build.

"Where are the scrolls?" came a nasty voice from behind them

Reny recognized it as the one he had stabbed back at Casey's apartnent. He
spun around to face the encroachi ng shadow, putting hinself between the
darkness and the girl.

"Francis!" he screaned, one last tinme as a skeletal hand reached fromthe
roiling ebony nass.

Voi ces within the cloud of blackness began to chatter excitedly, then suddenly
he was falling backward, landing in a heap atop Casey as the netal door was
pul I ed open

A tall, balding figure with horn-rimred gl asses, wearing only a T-shirt, boxer
shorts, and a frayed terry cloth bathrobe stepped over them ainng a
punp-action shotgun into the darkness outside.

The weapon roared, and the creatures in the darkness screaned in pain as each
shot found its target. Plunmes of orange fire erupted fromthe barrel, and |ike
the purifying rays of the sun, it burnt away the darkness and all those
concealed within its folds.

Reny lifted his head to see that the |ast shot had been fired, and that now
only the legitimte night remained. He hel ped Casey up fromthe ground.

The man in the bathrobe turned, snoldering shotgun by his side, a | ook of
di staste on his face.

"Reny Chandler," he snarled, reaching into the pocket of his bathrobe and
renovi ng the nub of a cigar.

"Hey, Francis."
The man lifted a finger to the blackened end of the cigar and ignited it with
an orange spark of flame. He took a puff, letting the snoke swirl above his

head.

"What crap have you managed to drag ne through this tinme?"

chapter twelve

It wasn't like Renmy to doze off, but the dry warm h of Francis' basenent abode
worked its magic. Sitting in the beat-up | eather recliner, Reny felt his eyes
grow i npossi bly heavy.

And then they were cl osed.



He found hinself at the desert train station again.

It was dark and a freezing-cold sleet sliced down fromthe bruise-col ored sky.
The sound of rain hitting the fragile wooden canopy that draped over the
station was nearly deaf eni ng.

But Reny didn't know what deafening was until the | oconotive suddenly appeared
before him 1like some great |leviathan surging up fromthe depths, its whistle
wailing like the death cries of a world not yet ready to pass fromlife.

The great train nestled into the station, its unnerving appearance causing him
to stunbl e back against the station wall. It released a | ong, hissing
exhal ati on of foul-snelling steam the surface of its black netal body
glistening wetly in the gl oom

Carefully, he walked to the edge of the platformand, turning his head to the
left, gazed down the length of cars that nmade up the train's serpentine body.
A sound

like the throb of a pulse emanated fromthe train, and Reny was conpelled to
wal k al ong the platform searching for signs of riders. He stood upon his
toes, peering in through the dusty wi ndows at the rows of seats, and saw that
the cars were enpty.

The t hrobbi ng pul se of the train quickened, and he began to wonder if the
nonstrous conveyance was about to nove on when he heard the racket of novenent
coming froma freight car attached to the [ast of the passenger coaches.

Rermy went closer, the thunping of activity intensifying. He approached the
car, reaching for the latch, desperate to satisfy his curiosity. But before
his hand could close upon it, the sliding wooden door began to shake. He could
hear the clatter of hooves and the nei ghing of horses frominside.

He stepped back, just as the door exploded outward, the force of the bl ast
sendi ng himspraw ing into a wooden bench. The air was filled with the stench
of acrid snoke, and something else. Awld scent . . . an animal snell mngled
with the reek of electricity.

Rermy wi ped dust and dirt fromhis eyes as he raised his head, and in the

cl eari ng haze he saw that he was no | onger alone upon the platform And he saw
that the train had i ndeed been carrying passengers, though he wi shed with al
his heart that it hadn't been the case.

The four figures sat astride their mounts, watching himthrough the whirling
snoke and dust. He knew who they were, even though he'd never net them before.

War, clad in a black | eather duster, a red scarf wapped around the | ower part
of his face, his eyes hidden in the shadows cast by a w de-bri med Stetson
sat upon a steed the color of drying blood. To his left, sitting erect

in a pearl saddl e upon a nount bl acker than coal, was Fanm ne. She was ador ned
in flow ng robes of white, her face enotionless and cold, |ike that of a china
doll. But her eyes, they were dark and deep and hungry for the life of the
world. To the right of War stood a horse nore dead than alive, raw, open sores
covering its emaci ated body. Its eyes were the color of pus, and a thick droo
| eaked fromits lipless nouth. Pestilence slouched in the saddle, his nearly
naked form cadaverous and pale, a swarm of blackflies form ng a perverted hal o
around his skull-1like head. And on the end was the nost fearsome of the
riders, this one's steed appearing healthy and strong, and its rmuscul ar flesh
as white as winter nountains. The rider Death wore a suit of arnor that | ooked



as though it had been crafted fromthe bones of sone great beast. Piercing
eyes that blazed a fiery red peered out frominside the darkness of the
horseman' s horned hel net.

Renmy slowy got to his feet, his gaze never leaving the riders clustered
before him

The white steed lifted its head, sniffing the rain-filled air, and brayed, its
cries causing a runble of thunder and a flash of lightning so bright that it
seemed to illuminate the world.

Reny shielded his eyes fromthe searing light, and when he dropped his hands,
the nonstrous train was gone, as if it had never been there at all. A broad
expanse of enpty desert spread out fromthe platform and when he | ooked to
his left he saw that the riders were now all pointed in that direction, gazing
out over the flat, barren plain that seened to go on forever.

Thunder rumnbl ed again, and the rain continued to fall. One by one, the
Hor senen guided their nmounts fromthe platform down onto the desert floor
They rode side

by side, a relaxed gait soon turning into a gallop, as the Four Horsenen of
t he Apocal ypse headed across the desert.

The end of the world was their purpose.

The rattle of the ancient furnace kicking over woke Reny with a start, hands
clawing on to the arnrests of the |eather recliner in a death grip.

"Ch, shit," he said, gulping air as the final vision of the Horsenen riding
away across the desert slowy left his thoughts, like the last scene in a
novie as it came to a close.

"Anyone ever tell you how cute you | ook when you're sl eeping?" Francis asked,
standi ng before himw th two steam ng rmugs of coffee.

"How | ong was | out?" Remny asked, reaching for the offered cup

"Not long," Francis stated, taking a sip fromhis drink. "Couple'a mnutes,
nore or |ess."

"Where's Casey?" the angel asked, |ooking around.
"Over there in the beanbag chair,” the nman in the terry cloth robe said,
hooki ng his thunb toward the corner of the room Reny noved to the edge of his
seat to | ook. The young woman seened tiny, curled up in the center of the

| arge, fluorescent green beanbag.

"She all right?" he asked, bringing the cup to his nmouth, first inhaling the

i nvigorating fumes and then taking an eager sip of the hot liquid. It had been
too long since his last cup, and he felt as though he m ght be going through
wi t hdr awal

The coffee was strong, sone of the strongest in existence. But what would you
expect from beans nurtured in the surprisingly fertile soils of Hell's
southern re- gions. And Francis was always sure to brew a pot when Reny cane
around.

Francis wasn't at all what he appeared to be, a thene that had becone pretty
popul ar of late. At one tine he had been one of the nost honored angels in the



Choir Virtues — a Quardian angel of the highest order — but he had been one of
t he many seduced by the words of Lucifer, joining the side of the Mrningstar
during the war in Heaven. Finally seeing the error of his m sguided

al | egi ance, the Guardi an angel threw hinself before the Al m ghty, demanding

t he harshest punishrment for his sins.

Francis — then called Fraciel — expected death, but received nmuch worse.

Taki ng advantage of the warrior's skills as Guardian, the Al m ghty assigned

hi mthe duty of watching over those angels banished to Hell after the war. It
was his job to nmake certain that they stayed exactly where they had been sent.
Cccasionally a fallen angel — now a denon after its time in the inferna
depths — woul d escape to earth. It was up to Francis to send t hem back

The apartnent building that he lived in and managed was built at a nexus where
the barriers between the earthly planes and Hell were very thin. Those who
lived in the apartnents above were all forner sinners, who, after countless
mllennia, had earned a chance to | eave the infernal realmon a kind of

parole, required to do a certain anount of good before being allowed to pass
on to the next plane.

"She seenms fine," Francis answered. He grabbed a wooden chair from beneath a
tiny kitchen set and dragged it into the room sitting down in front of Reny.
"Now, would you mind telling me how the fuck you got involved with the Bl ack
Choi r ?"

Reny | ooked at him perpl exed. "Wo?"

"The Black Choir . . . the Shunned. Angels denied a place in both Heaven and
Hell for trying to play both sides during the G eat \War."

"The Black Choir," Remy said, a chill of unease racing up his spine as he
recal l ed the sight of the forner angels, twi sted by their damation. "Is that
what they're calling thensel ves these days?"

"Yep," Francis said with a nod. "The Alm ghty didn't want them and neither did
Lucifer. They're stuck in the nmiddle, belonging to no one and perpetually
pissed. |I'msurprised you still ook as good as you do."

Renmy held out his injured hand, exam ning the blistered flesh. Despite the
extent of the injury, he had already started to heal. "Wuld you believe |
cane up agai nst themtw ce today?"

"Yeah, and | went to seven o'clock Mass this norning," Francis said, nmaking a
di sbelieving face as he had another swi g of coffee.

"How was the hom |y?" the angel asked.
"It was good, all about big fucking liars."
"I'"'mnot lying."

"So tell me, then," Francis said. "How did you nmanage to piss off the Bl ack
Choi r ?"

Reny had sone nore coffee, the Hell-grown brew coursing through his veins,
maki ng his heart race like he'd just run the Boston Marathon. "Good coffee,"

he said, placing the nearly enpty nug down on the fl oor beside the recliner

Francis held out his nmug, toasting him "Got the beans fresh ny last trip to



Hell. Think it might be a little stronger than usual ."

Reny gl anced at Casey, then back to his friend. "lIs-rafil is missing," he
stated flatly.

"M ssing?" Francis asked. "Wat, exactly, do you mean by m ssing?"

"You haven't felt it?" Reny asked. "That hint in the air that things aren't
quite the way they're supposed to be?"

Francis thought a nonment. "Didn't realize it was anything like this." He
adj usted his black-rimred gl asses. "And you're | ooking for hin®"

Reny nodded. "Hired by Nat hanuel. He came to ny office and everything."

"No shit," Francis said with wonder.

He continued to nod. "Started poking around a bit, getting wheels in notion
when the Bl ack Choir shows up for the first tinme today — well, yesterday now,

| guess — and tries to discourage me fromcontinuing with the case.”

Franci s | eaned back in the wooden chair, crossing his legs, letting one of his
corduroy slippers dangle fromhis foot. "So what, you're guessing that
somebody doesn't want Israfil to be found?"

"Ri ght. Sonebody wants to bring about the Apocal ypse."

Francis whistled through his teeth, bringing his coffee cup up toward his
nmout h. "Man, you sure get involved in sone interesting shit."

"Don't I, though?" Reny agreed.

"So where does Sl eeping Beauty cone into the picture?" Francis asked,
nmotioning with his bald head to the corner of the room where Casey slept.

"It appears that Israfil became fascinated with the human species, wanted to
experience it for hinself, and nelded with a guy who was dying of a brain
tunor . "

"You're kiddin'," Francis said, his voice a shocked whi sper

"Nope. He even went out and got hinself a girlfriend." Reny | ooked over to the
dozi ng Casey.

"Now |'ve heard friggin' everything. That's fucking nuts."

Remy went on. "But it didn't take long before there was trouble in paradise.
Looks as though the two natures didn't mx so well — caused a little bit of a
problem for our friend the Angel of Death when it came tinme to do his work."
Francis was quiet, soaking it all in as he gazed off into space.

"You've gotta find him" he finally said, focusing on his friend.

"No kidding," Renmy said. "That's what |'ve been trying to do in between
fall en-angel attacks."

Reny stood, his entire body thrumm ng. Francis' brew had certainly done the
trick, giving himmch nore than a second wi nd. Even his hand was feeling
better.



"What can | do?" Francis asked, standing as well.
"I"mgoing to need you to watch her," he said, both of them| ooking at Casey.
"Sonmehow t hey found out her connection to Israfil. The Black Choir didn't know
that I would be at her place. They cane |ooking for the scrolls."

Renry approached the wonman, who had started to stir. She canme awake suddenly,
eyes wide with fear as the menories of what she'd just gone through flooded
her thoughts.

"Ch, my Cod," she said, eyes darting around the boil er room space.

"Shhhh, it's all right." Renmy reached out, running his hand al ong her arm
"W're with a friend now " He noved so she could see Francis standing there.
The man gave her a salute

"Look, | know you probably have a | ot of questions,” Reny continued.

"What were those things?" she suddenly asked, struggling to sit up in the
shapel ess chair. The questions started to spill fromher, the sense of anxiety
growi ng. "What do they have to do with Jon . . . with you? | don't fucking
understand any of this."

"Cal m down," Reny said. "Take some deep breaths. | don't expect you to
understand what's going on, but | need you to trust me. Something very bad is
going to happen if | don't find Jon soon."

Casey listened, her breathing comng in trembling gasps.

"I need you to tell ne everything about the night he left — every single
detail, no matter how uninportant it m ght seem"”

She repositioned herself in the chair, bringing her |egs up underneath her
"Il try," she said, running her fingers through her dark hair, nentally
preparing herself. "Do you think | could have sonething to drink?"

"You want sone coffee?" Francis asked.

Renmy gave the man a stern | ook. "She cannot drink your coffee," he stated

firmy. "Just bring her sone water."

"No need to get snippy," Francis said, walking into the quaint kitchen area.
"Sonmetines it just doesn't pay to be sociable."

Shaki ng his head, Reny returned his attention to the girl. "He's getting you
some water."

"Thanks," she said, struggling to find a snile. "That night was sort of like a
ot of nights around that time. 1'd come hone fromwork and Jon woul d be
| ocked in his study."

"Here ya go, sweetheart," Francis said, handing her a full glass of water.
She took it fromhimand had a |l arge sip right away.
"And he was in the study that night when you got in?"

Casey wi ped her mouth with the back of her hand. "Yes, | could hear himin
there, talking to hinself."



"Any idea what he was sayi ng?"

"It was all nuffled, but he sounded upset. | could hear himnmoving around,
pacing . . . the desk drawers slamm ng," she said, her gaze distant as she
relived the past.

She sipped some nore water. "I was about to start maki ng supper when | heard
t he door unlock and he cane out. | was kind of shocked to see him . . . It
had been days."

Francis tightened the belt on his bathrobe. "So you were okay w th your
boyfriend | ocking hinself in a roomfor days on end?"

"Francis," Reny scol ded.

"I"mjust asking," he retorted defensively.

"It's all right," Casey said. "I sort of have a pattern when it cones to
rel ati onships. The weird ones with issues are always drawn to ne."

"Hit the jackpot with the [ast one," Francis grunbl ed beneath his breath.

"I think it mght be wise for you to go sit over there,
his gaze to the vacated recliner

Reny said, turning

"Yeah, yeah, yeah," Francis said. "lIt's okay to save your ass fromthe Bl ack
Choir, but try and help you out with a case and it's a capital fucking
of fense. "

Reny sighed, returning his full attention to Casey. "So, he finally left his
study...."

"Yeah, he | ooked awful. | wanted to go to him. . . you know, to confort him.
but sonet hing prevented ne."

"Were you afraid of hinmP" Reny asked in his cal nest of voices.

At first she | ooked shocked, hurt, but then he saw the realizati on dawn upon
her face. "Yes, yes | was. At that nmonent, | was afraid of him" Casey started
to cry. "lsn't that awful ? Going through whatever it was he was goi ng through
and | was too afraid to confort him"

Reny tried to keep her in the nonent. "Did he say anythi ng?"

Casey sniffed, bringing her hand up to w pe her running nose. "He just said he
was goi ng out, and he went."

"Did he take anything with hin?" Reny asked. "Something to show that he maybe
wasn't planni ng on com ng back?"

Slow y, she shook her head. "He stared at ne for a minute after telling ne
that he was going, and then he left." Casey paused, her gaze cl oudy, and then
Renmy wat ched her expression change.

"What is it? Did you think of sonething?"

"Hi s briefcase," she said, eyes focused back on him

"What about his briefcase?"



"He had it with him but the only tine he carried that was when he was goi ng
to wrk . . . to school."

Renmy was on his feet. "I think I1'd like to check out Jon's office at Mass
Tech. ™
The wonman got off the beanbag chair. "I can take you," she said.

"No," Reny said firny.
She | ooked as though she'd been struck. "Wy?"

"You're just going to have to trust ne," the angel explained. "It would be
best if you stayed with Francis."

Francis waved fromthe recliner. "Don't worry, | don't bite."

"He's kind of... y'know, weird," she said speaking softly so that only Reny
coul d hear.

"Yeah, you're right about that, but there isn't anybody that 1'd trust your
safety with nore. Please do what | ask."

"I"'mgonna cry if you keep this up,"” Francis yelled fromhis seat.

"We're all going to be crying if I don't find what |1'm | ooking for,'
said, fishing his car keys from his pocket.

Reny
"You m ght want to think about changing your location," Reny told his friend
as he wal ked to the door. "The Black Choir knows we're here, renenber."

"Good point." Francis opened the door for him It was still raining hard
out si de. "Safe house?"

"Probably the best bet." Reny turned the collar of his jacket up as he
prepared for his run to the car.

"I"ll give you a call when we're settled,"” Francis told him
Reny darted out into the downpour. "Hey, Chandler,"” Francis called to him

Reny stopped at the car, opening the door as he waited to hear what Francis
had to say.

"I know it's tough, but don't do anything stupid."

He wi shed he coul d've nmade that kind of pronise, but those tinmes had | ong
passed.

Stupid may have been all that he had left.

The rain was com ng down in a diagonal sheet now, but it was |ate enough — or
was it early? — that traffic was still relatively light.

He wasn't far fromthe city canpus of Massachusetts Technol ogy and drove a
little bit faster than he should, but tinme was of the essence, as his | ast
dream of the Horsenen had shown him

Reny found his phone and di al ed Lazarus' nunber. The inmortal answered on the



third ring.

"You all right?" the nman asked.

"It's all relative," Reny answered.

"What's up?" Lazarus wanted to know.

"I"mgoing to need you to back up Francis," he said.

"Somet hing in notion?"
"Yeah, you could say that," Reny replied. "Sonebody's out to start the

Apocal ypse, and they're looking for the scrolls,"” he said, speaking | ouder
than normal to be heard over the steady deluge of water that was battering his
car.

"Well, we're still here, so they haven't had any luck, |'d guess," Lazarus
sai d.

"Yeah, but not for want of trying. Israfil's girlfriend and | were attacked by
the Black Choir at her apartnent. They were the same ones who roughed ne up at
the office. | don't think they're smart enough to be doing this on their own,
so |'"mguessing they're taking orders from sonmebody el se.”

"The Bl ack Choir?" Lazarus sounded surprised. "You' d have to be w el ding sone
serious power to keep themon a |leash."

"That's what |'mafraid of," Reny said, as he drove over the Harvard Bridge
into Canbridge. "I think sonmebody is very serious about ending the world, and
| doubt there's anything they wouldn't do to acconplish their goals."

"What can | do?" the impbrtal asked.

"Go to the safe house, give Francis a hand with protecting the girl. |I'm going
to check out where Israfil's human aspect was working before he up and
di sappeared. "

"Got it," Lazarus said, but before Renmy could end the call, the man began
speaking again. "It . . . it's close to happening, isn't it, Remy?" Lazarus
said, a hint of something that could very well have been fear tainting his
Voi ce.

"Cl osest we've ever been, | think," Reny said. "And we're not out of the woods
yet, by far."

"Thanks for sugarcoating things for ne," Lazarus said, the two of thembriefly
| aughi ng before wrapping up their conversation

No matter how many times he tried to squelch it, Reny couldn't get the idea
fromhis mind: It was the closest the world had ever conme to ending. The

Hor semen were already here, waiting for the seals on the scrolls to be broken
And even though they had yet to be given the official go-ahead, their

i nfl uence upon the world could still be felt.

The intensity of the weather was only a minor exam ple. He'd had the radio on
earlier as he drove, but was forced to turn it off as stories of startling
worl d events were reported. India and Pakistan were on the brink of a nuclear
exchange, and North Korea had anassed troops and weaponry on the line of
demarcation with South Korea. And then there was the spread of famine in



Africa, reaching epidenic proportions with hundreds of thousands on the verge
of death, and the outbreak of a mutated strain of flu in Los Angel es.

The Horsenen were nost definitely here, and the only menber of the dark riders
not exudi ng his influence was Death. Reny hoped that he had enough tine to
keep it that way.

Reny finally reached Mass Tech and parked his car in front of the Dryfuss

Li brary Building. He had taken Madeline here for sone business sem nars years
ago, and knew that there was a system of tunnels beneath the college that
connected just about all the buildings on canpus. He figured he'd have the

| east amount of trouble getting in through the library, even at this late
hour .

He was right, getting inside the library through a side door, and easily
avoi ding contact with a security guard by willing hinself unseen. Finding a
mounted wall map of the tunnel system and the buildings that it connected,
Reny found the one that he was | ooking for and headed in that direction

The Mahut Buil di ng was where the Department of Brain and Cognitive Sciences
was | ocated, and the offices of its teachers and professors were conveniently
on the | ower [evel

He reached the building quickly and headed down a well-1it hallway, certain
fromwhat he recalled of the map that the faculty offices were just up ahead
and around the corner.

There was a sudden crash, followed by what sounded |ike barking conming from

behi nd a cl osed door on Re-my's right. Hi s eyes darted around, searching for

shadows, but he didn't see a thing. Cautiously, he wal ked up to the door and,
cuppi ng his hands over his eyes, peered through the w ndow.

It was a large |laboratory, the entire back of the roomlined with cages, and
i nsi de the cages, nonkeys. Rhesus nonkeys, he believed they were called. They
were often used in nedical experinmentation. Most of the aninmals were asleep,
but he saw that one of them was awake, standing up as it clutched the thin
nmetal bars of its cage. It was |looking directly at himas he peered through

t he wi ndow gl ass.

Reny's heart had been racing, but now that he knew the source of the odd
sounds, he found hinself calnmng a bit. He noved on down the hall, turning the
corner into a short corridor with offices on either side, and began | ooking
for Professor Stall's nane.

He found the office at the end of the hallway, beside a custodian's closet. It
was | ocked. If time hadn't been in such short supply, he would have picked the
| ock, but this needed to be done quickly.

Reny placed the flat of his hand agai nst the door, just above the knob, and

started to push. There was a | oud crack, and the door swung into the office,
pi eces of the janb droppi ng down onto the carpeted floor. He quickly entered,
cl osing the door the best he could behind him

He had to make this fast. He didn't know how early the staff was required to
show up, but since there were aninals to feed, he figured it had to be
relatively early. Pulling the chain on the desk | anp, Reny began his search
First he went through the drawers in the ol d-fashi oned wooden desk, renoving
all the contents — files, books, lecture notes — but cane up w th nothing.

He stood, surveying the office, his eyes darting about, searching every



corner. In a small space between an old file cabinet and the wall, Remny found
a leather briefcase |like the one Casey said Jon had taken with himthat night.

He snatched it fromthe floor and laid it down upon the desk, rummaging
t hrough every pocket and conpartnent, but the briefcase was enpty.

"Dam it," he swore beneath his breath. For a noment, he thought he'd been
cl ose.

A runble like the sound of an oncoming train filled the cranped quarters,
monentarily returning himto alert, but then he realized, as he felt the warm
current of air on his legs fromthe heating duct in the wall behind the desk,
that it was only the sound of the heat com ng on

There was sonething odd in the snmell of the heat.

He doubted that anyone el se woul d have noticed, but there was no nistaking the
snel | of dried papyrus, no matter how slight. He dropped down to the floor to
peer into the heating duct, the forced warmair, drying the noisture of his
eyes.

The spark of excitenent he felt upon finding the briefcase was back again, and
he qui ckly searched the desk for sonething that would enable himto

i nvestigate further. In a top drawer he found a letter opener. Kneeling down,
he used the flat tip of the blade to unscrew the nmetal grate in the wall.

Pulling the black grate away, he tentatively put his hand inside the warm duct
and began to feel around. At first all he found were | arge clunps of dust and
grit, and he was about to give up when the side of his hand brushed up agai nst
somet hi ng rough

Rermy got down on his belly, |ooking into the darkness, and extended his reach
even farther into the duct; there was definitely sonmething there. Carefully,
he felt around with fingertips, and then one by one, he wi thdrew the ancient
scrolls, five in total. A scroll for each Horseman, giving them perm ssion to
unl eash their full fury; the fifth a final edict fromthe A mghty stating
that it was tine for it all to be brought to a close.

Wthout the fifth opened, hope still remained alive.

Th-th-that's all folks! Remy heard the voice of a cartoon pig stutter as he
gazed upon the ancient docunments laid out before himon the floor. He felt
some of the enornmous wei ght of responsibility resting upon his shoul ders
lighten, but not all.

He carried the scrolls to the desk and began to place theminside the enpty
briefcase. The fifth he put in the pocket in the lining of his coat. Buckling
the straps of the |leather satchel, his eyes scanned the office one last tine,
desperate for some little thing that could send himdown the right path to
finding Israfil before whomever was pulling the Black Choirs' strings found
himfirst.

The heat blowing fromthe grate caused the papers tacked to a bulletin board
above it to flutter in the warmcurrents of air, revealing a hint of sonething
fam | iar beneath them Wth nothing to | ose, Reny approached the bulletin
board, lifting one of the fluttering pieces of paper higher to see what was
tacked there. It was an ol d photograph of a small beach house at dusk, the sun
setting beautifully in the background.

It was a nice picture, and Reny wondered if Jon or Israfil had taken it.



He suddenly recalled the watercol or painting and the framed phot ograph hangi ng
on the wall of Casey and Jon's living room They too were of a beach house.
Stepping closer to the board, Remy began to lift up nore of the papers,
findi ng even nore phot ographs beneath. Sensing that he nmight be on to

somet hing, he renoved the first layer of docunments to reveal a sort of collage
dedi cated to the quaint piece of beach property. Across the top of the board
was tacked a heading that read, a little piece of heaven.

It felt as if a trap door had been sprung and the floor was dropping out from
beneat h hi m

"I know where you are," Reny said, feeling his pul se quicken and his heart
begin to race. He renoved one of the yell owed Pol aroi ds and stared at it.

"1 know. "

He shoved the picture into his coat pocket, grabbed the briefcase fromthe
desk, and left the office. He would first hook up with Francis and Lazarus to
find a safe place to store the scrolls, and then they woul d..

Reny froze as he turned the corner to the long corridor that would | ead him
back to the tunnel

Li st eni ng.

Where before he'd heard the cry of a single Iab animal, now he was hearing the
cries of what sounded like hundreds. He listened to their frenzied voices,
trying to deci pher the cause of their panic.

Slow y, he began to wal k down the hall, toward the |aboratory door. He was
surprised to see that it was open, and that sonmeone was standing in the center
of the room

Sonebody he knew. Sonebody he woul d not have expected to see here in a mllion
years, but then again, a few days ago he woul d never have expected to see him
in his office either.

The angel's nane was Galgaliel, and once he was a brother to Reny.

"Why are you here, Seraphin?" Remy asked the angel, who was clad entirely in
bl ack, his pal e conpl exion al nost corpselike in its appearance.

Gal galiel had been staring at the caged aninmals, and he slowy turned his
attention toward Reny. "I think you have found something that we've been

| ooking for," the angel said, the look in his pitch-black eyes nmore chilling
than the inhospitable fall weather outside, as nore pieces of the enornous
puzzl e began to drop into place with forebodi ng precision

Renmy turned to head toward the tunnel system clutching the satchel beneath
his arm If he could lose the Seraphimin the nmiles of passages beneath the
coll ege, he just mght make it out in one piece.

The problem was getting that opportunity.
Gal galiel appeared in front of him w ngs of speckled brown spread w de,

bl ocki ng his way before he was even aware that the angel had |left the
| aboratory. He | ashed out, a savage bl ow hurling Reny backward.



"Gve that to ne!" the Seraphi m denanded, pointing to the briefcase.

Head ringing, feeling the pulse of his heart in his swelling lip, Remy got to
his feet, but Galgaliel was there before he could recover. The angel grabbed
hold of the briefcase, attenpting to west it fromhis hands, but Reny held on
tightly.

"Do you truly understand what you're doing?" he asked, struggling to hold on
to the case. "Whose wath you will incur?"

Galgaliel hit himagain, and he lost his grip on the briefcase as he was
propell ed back into the | aboratory.

The ani mal s were berserk, the sounds of their how s and screeches nearly
deafening in the confined space, the stink of their fear nauseating.

Reny clinbed to his feet as he watched the Seraphi m bendi ng down to pick
somet hing up fromthe ground where it had fallen

The beach house phot ograph

H s hand qui ckly checked his pocket and found it enpty.

Galgaliel stared at the frozen image, the corners of his nmouth twitching in
what coul d have been an attenpt at a snile, before sliding the photograph into
a side pocket on the briefcase.

Reny' s thoughts humed with the possibilities of what he could do to the
Seraphim and the likelihood of failure, when Galgaliel turned his attention
toward t he cages.

"This is the one who wi shes you harm" the Seraphi m said, speaking in the
tongue of the wild so that all woul d understand. "The one that w shes to cut
your flesh and open your bellies.”

The cages rattled with the ferocity of the animals' panic.

"That is, unless you harmhimfirst."

And with his final words, Galgaliel flapped his majestic wings, stirring a
moani ng wind as tendrils of crackling angelic energy coursed fromhis

fingertips to caress the cages.

One after another, the doors expl oded open and the animals once confined
wi t hi n bounded toward Reny.

Eyes blinded with madness and malice.

chapter thirteen

Galgaliel left the lab, the door slanm ng closed behind himw th a deafening
finality as the nonkeys swarned.

They were insane, eyes wild, teeth bared, grayish-colored fur puffed up with



aggr essi on, naking strange barking sounds as they charged, slapping at the
ground wi th el ongated fingers.

Reny lifted his armto shield hinself fromtheir assault. They bounced off his
body, wei ghing nuch nore than he woul d have believed. It was |like being hit
with multiple bags of wet |aundry.

Knocked backward by the shrieking mass, Reny slamed against a table in the
far corner of the room Beakers tumbled over, rolling to the edge and off into
oblivion to crash upon the floor. He spun around, |ooking for something —
anything — to defend hinself with. There was a netal folding chair |eaning
against the wall, and he grabbed it, placing it out in front of hinself as a
sort of shield. Al he needed now was a whip.

But the chair wasn't enough.

Where there had been only nonkeys before, now he was faced with a wave of
furious animal life: rats, mce, rabbits, pigeons, and cats had forned a
seething wave, with the sole focus of doing him harm

Their cries were deafening; a masma of shrieks, snorts, and wails.

Brandi shing the chair to keep themat bay, he tried to speak to them to
appeal to an area of their small brains not inflamed by the words of the
renegade Seraphim but they wouldn't listen — couldn't listen — their sinple
t hought processes stuck on the response of survival

To remain alive, they had to kill him

The nonkeys saw their noment, taking hold of his nakeshift weapon, pulling it
fromhis grasp, and tossing it away.

And then they were upon him

Renmy struggled to remain standing as he was engul fed by the swarm a withing
mass of fur and claws, driven by fear and hate, biting, claw ng, and ripping
at his bel eaguered form But the weight of the assault was too great, and he
stunbl ed back, his heels crushing the tiny bodies of those that scurried
excitedly below his feet. The pigeons dove for his eyes, pointed beaks darting
forward to peck at the soft flesh of his face. Reny waved his arns, one of his
hands reaching out to wap around a bird's neck, squeezing it with all his

m ght, feeling the holl ow bones beneath the thin |layer of feathers and flesh
snap and pop within his grasp. The nonkeys screeched all the |ouder as he
threw the broken yet still twitching body to the floor

But no matter how many he disabled, there were ten nore to take their places.

Finally, he lost his footing on the bodies and bl ood of the rodents, his feet
sliding out frombeneath himas he fell backward to the cold Iinoleumfloor
He rolled onto his side, curling up into a ball, attenpting to protect his
face. Reny didn't know how much nore of this he could take. H's entire body
was bl eedi ng; deep scratches and bites weeping freely, the scent and taste of
his blood further exciting the fury of the attacki ng nenagerie.

Renmy didn't want to hurt the poor beasts, feeling a certain anmount of synpathy
toward their pitiful existence, but at that nonent his options were severely
[imted.

He could either lie there, his body gradually being ripped to pieces, and in
the neantime the scrolls were being opened, readying the apocal ypse, or



O he coul d again awaken his angelic nature.

It was |ike opening a Pandora's box; he knew it would be like this since he'd
sumoned his inner power back at Casey's apartnment. It becane easier to cal
upon it, and the humanity he worked so hard to build was slowy eroding.

Sonething forced its way beneath his hand, sinking its teeth into the flesh of
hi s neck.

But what choice do | have?

Reny del ved deep within hinmself, Iike plunging fromhigh rocks into the
freezing enbrace of a furious ocean. But he didn't have far to go. The power
was there, waiting for himlike an addiction.

It knew that he would be calling upon it again. And the angel beckoned to it,
calling the force of Heaven to his side.

The power of God's will surged through himlike lightning. Reny's body
trenbled with the ferocity of his disappointnent and hate, while tears of
happi ness streanmed down his face.

For once again — even for the briefest of noments — he was conpl ete.

There was a searing flash of brilliance, and the stinking aroma of cooked fur
and flesh filled the air, along with screans of animals in pain.

The fire alarns sounded as an artificial rain was rel eased to douse the source
of the intense heat, turning to steamas it touched his body.

Renmy knelt upon the floor, rocking with the pulse of the power that coursed
freely through him The animals had withdrawn, formng a cautious circle
around his glow ng form

Despite the water fromabove, it felt as if he were on fire and his delicate
human shell was wacked with pain. He could feel blisters form ng, the fluids
of his fragile body brought to boil fromthe intensity of the power that
wanted so nuch to be rel eased

But to do that would be to give it all away, everything that he'd worked so
hard to build.

And he did not want that.

Reny yanked back upon the psychic reins, restraining the priml powers of
creati on bestowed upon himby God, attenpting once again to place it under his
control.

The power fought him the intensity of the light radiating fromhis body
growi ng. He could snell his own flesh burning now and felt hinself grow
nauseous fromthe stench of his fragility, but he did not allowit to deter
him He continued to fight the wild, angelic nature, and finally his

per severance was rewarded, as the brilliance throwm fromhis body began to
subsi de, and he managed to place his Heavenly aspect beneath his control

He pitched forward, the cool touch of the water-covered floor feeling good
agai nst his scorched skin.

Slowy he lifted his head, seeing that the aninmals, despite their injuries,
were still waiting.



Waiting for the opportunity to pick up where they'd left off.

Renmy struggled to focus through blurry eyes as the aninmals — their coats
singed and bl ackened — silently started toward their prey. He wondered if they
could overtake himif he made a run for the door. It was worth a chance, and
he tensed his legs in preparation to spring, when the | aboratory door flew
open, smashing off the wall with such force that it cracked the glass w ndow
and dug an angry gouge in the plaster wall behind it.

Fr anci s.

The animals bell owed; their cries unified into one all-enconpassing shriek of
fury as they started to nove forward.

"You m ght want to nove your ass," the forner Cuardi an angel said over the
constant ringing of the fire alarm He pulled a gun froma hol ster beneath his
armand started to fire at the advancing animals, as he reached out and yanked
Rermy up fromthe fl oor

"Not that | don't appreciate the save, but what are you doi ng here?"

He didn't answer right away, continuing to fire at the wave of animal life
t hat kept swarm ng over the notionless, but not lifeless, bodies of their
fall en conrades.

"What the fuck's gotten into then?" he asked as they backed toward the door
"It's saccharin, isn't it," he said, aimng his weapon and firing again. "I
knewit. It doesn't give you cancer — it makes you fucking nuts.”

They reached the door. Reny grabbed the knob and pulled it closed behind them
shutting in the swarmof living things that surged across the flooded |inol eum
fl oor.

"W m ght want to think about getting out of here before the fire departnent
and the police show up," Francis said, putting the gun back into the shoul der
hol ster beneath his arm

Renmy agreed with a nod, and lurched toward the doorway that woul d take them
into the tunnels. He felt stronger already as he led the way past walls |ined
wi th student |ockers painted a fluorescent yell ow.

"Is that a sunburn?" Francis asked.
Reny gl ar ed.

"You let it out his friend suddenly said. "Let's not tal k about that
now. \Were's Casey?" he asked

They had reached a set of stairs that led up fromthe tunnels and into a back
garden section of the college property. They took the stairs two at a tine,
com ng out into the early norning.

No surprise, it was still raining.

"We've got a problem" Francis suddenly said, and Reny stopped. In the
di stance they could hear the wail of sirens.

"What ki nd of problenf"



"I brought the girl to the safe house like you asked, and then Lazarus showed
up. "

Reny nodded. "Yeah, | asked himto. For backup."

Franci s brought his long-fingered hand up to his face, stroking his chin. Reny
noticed a line of dark bruising along his friend s jaw

"He wasn't alone,” the fallen angel explained. "He brought some Seraphim and
after they kicked the crap out of ne — I'mfine by the way — they took the
girl and left."

Reny clenched his fists, feeling his anger surge and his concern for the sake
of the world begin to intensify. "Son of a bitch, he's part of this. Lazarus
is part of this."

"Looks to be," Francis said softly, unhappy that one they had trusted in the
past had turned agai nst them

"I't explains how they knew where to find us — the Black Choir in Southie, ne
here." Reny stopped tal king as sonmething slowy rose to the surface of his

t houghts. The | ook on his face nust have been somet hi ng awf ul

"What's up?" Francis asked cautiously.

"I think I figured out where Israfil is, and | bet they have too," Reny said.

"So, what, the Seraphimare behind all this?" Francis asked, his face screwed
up with confusion. "Wy the fuck would they want to start the Apocal ypse?"

Reny shrugged, shaking his head. "I found the scrolls in Jon's office, but it
was a Seraphi mwho caused ny little predicanent back in the |l ab, after he
relieved nme of the scrolls.”

"So you had the scrolls, but you |ost then"

"Yeah, nostly."

"Mostly?" Francis asked

Reny reached inside his coat pocket. "Hope it wasn't too damaged by ny
nmonent ary physi cal change,” he said, pulling the rolled piece of parchment
fromthe inside pocket of his coat.

The scroll appeared a bit singed, but the seal remained intact.

"I hid one, just in case."

"Sneaky for an angel," Francis said, a sly snmle creeping across his features.
"Are you sure you never fell?"

Reny placed the scroll back inside his coat to protect it fromthe rain.
"So what do you do now?" Francis asked.
They headed across the garden in the direction of Reny's car

"I don't really have many choices," he said. "I either try to stop them or
don't. | think you know which one |I'm going to pick."



"Need any hel p?" Francis asked.

Renmy turned his head to | ook at him "Yeah, that would be greatly
appreci ated. "

"De nada," Francis said. "So where to, then?"

"We' ve bought ourselves sone tine with the scroll,"” Reny said, patting his
coat, as they came up to his car. "There are fewthings | have to do first,

but then we're heading for the Cape."
"Excellent," Francis replied, pulling his own keys fromthe pocket of his

dress pants and turning in the direction of his own car. "Been neaning to get
there all season.”

chapter fourteen

Four years ago: before he had a nane.

The bl ack Labrador puppy pl opped his tiny, nine-week-old butt down upon the
newspaper in the open wooden box and tilted his head quizzically up at the man
staring down at him

H s brothers and sisters were playing roughly in another corner of the
birthing box, growing and barking at one another, uninterested in their new
visitor.

It was as if they could not see him But he was there, standing above him

The puppy did not understand why, but he was fascinated by this one.

There had been others that had cone to | ook at them males and fenmal es, young
and ol d, but none had interested himlike this.

"Hello there,"” the man said, and the puppy could understand the words as if
they had come fromone of his own kind.

"Hell o," the puppy responded with a yip.

"You're a cute one, aren't you?" The man slowy reached down with one of his
| arge hands, allow ng the puppy to sniff.

He Iiked his snell and licked one of the man's fingers in affection before
lifting one of his paws and placing it within the man's hand.

"My nane is Reny," the human said.

The puppy barked, not yet having a true name. In the |anguage of dogs, he
informed the man that he was fifth-born of seven.

"Well, Fifth-Born of Seven," Reny said to him "How would you like to becone
part of ny pack? Me, a female, and you."



The pup turned his gaze toward his brothers and sisters, who were stil
pl aying roughly in the corner. First of seven had seven of seven pinned to the
floor and was biting her ear, while the other barked excitedly.

"Leave pack?" the puppy asked, lifting his head to | ook back up at the man.

"Leave this pack to become part of another," Reny answered. "They'll all be
| eaving this box soon as well to go to other packs."

Fifth-Born of Seven thought about this for a nonent.

"Sad," the pup whined.

"Yes, for a bit, but you will be very rmuch |oved in your new pack."
"You | ove?" the pup asked Reny.

The man smiled, showing off his large teeth. The naster of the pack for sure
t he pup knew.

"I will Iove you very much," Reny said, and Fifth-Born of Seven knew that this
one's words were true, and that he would love this man very much in return

"Femal e?" the puppy asked, sniffing the air for traces of her. He could snell
her scent on the man's clothes. That too was a pl easant snell.

"I know she will |ove you too."

The puppy clinbed to all fours and turned his head to | ook at his brothers and
sisters at play.

He knew he would mss themat first, and wondered if they, in turn, would mss
hi m

"WIl you join ny pack?" Remny asked hi m agai n.
The puppy turned away fromthe old pack to | ook at the new
"Yes," he barked, his tail wagging in equal parts excitenent and fear

Reny snil ed again and bent forward, picking himup and renoving himfromthe
box where he had cone into the world.

It was a big world outside the box, filled with new snells and fri ghtening
noi ses, but as he nestled into the crook of the human called Reny's arm he
sensed that this was the begi nning of something wonderful, and that there was
no reason for himto be afraid.

"You'll need a nane,"” Remny said as they left the only world Fifth-Born of
Seven had ever known.

He hel d the puppy out before him Their eyes connected, and the pup waited to
hear what he woul d be call ed.

"I think your name will be Marlowe," the male said, and kissed himgently on
top of his head before returning himto the crook of his arm

"Marl owe," the pup repeated, his eyes suddenly very heavy, the need for sleep
overwhel m ng him



"Good name," Marl owe agreed, not having the strength — or the will — to remain
awake any longer. Feeling perfectly at ease, he fell fast asleep, dreami ng of
runni ng very fast.

And of how very much he would be | oved

"\Where?" Marl owe asked fromthe backseat of the car. "I told you already,"
Reny said, trying not to sound annoyed. He'd told the dog their destination at
| east ten times since he'd returned home to quickly change his charred cl othes
and pick up the animal.

"Ashlie's house. You're going to Ashlie's house."

Mar | owe grunbl ed sonething Reny didn't quite catch, but he was sure it had to
do with his displeasure of being left behind yet again.

The Bergs lived on Mount Vernon Street, which was only the next street over,
and they could very easily have wal ked, but the rain had yet to let up. It was
nice that Ashlie's parents shared her | ove of Marlowe. They had no probl em at
all taking care of himfor Remy, especially knowi ng how di fficult things had
been for himsince his nother had fallen ill.

Reny doubl e-parked in front of the Bergs' brown-stone, then opened the back
door, standing in the rain, waiting for Marlowe to exit.

"C nmon boy," he said, urging the dog out. "W're going to see Ashlie now "
Marl owe didn't nove.

Reny leaned in to the car. "Wat's wong?" "I go," Marlowe said, refusing to
make eye contact with him

"You can't come with me, pal. It's too dangerous."
"No," the dog said stubbornly, draping his head over the back of the seat.

The heavy rain thrumed agai nst the netal roof as Reny stood, half in and half
out of the downpour.

"Listen," he finally said in his firnest tone. "I don't have tine to foo
around right now It's very inmportant that | get to where I'mgoing so | can
take care of business and cone back to get you."

Marlowe lifted his head to |l ook himin the eyes.

"When?" the dog asked.

"As soon as |'mdone," he explained. "I have to go and hel p Casey and her
friend... and then I'Il cone back. OCkay?"

The dog thought for a nmonent.

"Must come back," Marl owe said, and Reny coul d sense genui ne sadness emanati ng
fromthe animal's words. "Pack gone. Just Marlowe. Al alone.™

Reny reached into the car, tenderly rubbing the side of his best friend's
face. "I'mnot going to | eave you al one," he prom sed the aninmal. "Nobody's
going to break up our pack, okay?"

Marl owe's tail flopped feebly.



"Let's go in and see Ashlie. The sooner | |eave, the sooner | can conme back
and get you."

The dog's nmood seenmed to brighten a little bit. "Park?" he asked hopefully.

Reny chuckled at the aninmal's attenpt at blackmail. "Sure, you get out of the
car now and I'll take you to the Comon when | get back. Deal ?"

Renmy held out his hand to the Labrador and Marlowe lifted his paw to be
shaken.

The deal was struck.

"Cron, pal," Reny said, extracting hinmself fromthe backseat.

"Reny," Marlowe called to him

He stopped, crouching to ook into the backseat of the car

"Loveyou," the dog decl ared.

"Love you too," the angel responded in Kkind.
And satisfied by this answer, Marlowe junped out of the car and trotted up the
steps to the Bergs' front door

Renmy knew how t he dog was thinking: The quicker they got this business out of
t he way, the quicker he could come back and take himfor his walk.

It was a plan that Reny could get behind. He only hoped that when this was
finished, there'd be a world — never nmind just a park — to conme back to.

Reny kept the good-byes brief, but as he turned to | eave the brownstone,
Ashlie's mother threw her arms around himin a hug, kissing himlightly on the
cheek, whispering in his ear to be strong.

He continued down the steps, hoping that he did have it within hinself to be
as strong as he was sure he would need to be.

He was just about ready to drive away when he heard a horn behind himand saw
a car pull up, flashing its headlights. He got out of the car, slanming his
door cl osed, and approached the car. The wi ndow slowy | owered and Steve

Mul vehi Il | ooked out at him cigarette dangling from his nouth.

"Cet in for a minute," the honicide detective said.
Reny thought that the man | ooked Iike hell; his face unshaven, dark circles
beneath swol | en eyes.

He went around to clinmb in on the passenger's side. "What's up?" he asked, an
i nvol untary shiver running along his spine as rainwater trickled down his neck
as he sat in the front seat.

Mul vehi Il reached inside his raincoat pocket and cane out with a fol ded piece
of paper. "CGot the information on that Cape Cod property you were | ooking for
It was sold by the original owner about four years ago."

It was sold before Israfil took control of Jon Stall's life.



Reny took the offered paper, reading the address scraw ed there. "Thanks. You
didn't have to drive over here. You could ve just called ne."

H s friend gazed out the wi ndshield, the wipers on high to keep up with the
intensity of rain that was falling. Despite the speed, the bl ades were stil
having a difficult tinmne.

"Yeah, | know, but | wanted to talk to you . . . before you left." Milvehil
took a long pull fromhis cigarette as he | ooked at him "I should go with
you, " he said.

Reny shook his head. "Thanks, but no. This isn't for you."
"Angel shit?" the detective asked.

"Angel shit," Remy answered with a nod. "It's better that you stay here. |
have no idea how this is going to work out."

It was Remy's turn to gaze out the front wi ndow, the wi pers going back and
forth in a mesmerizing beat.

"Things are bad, aren't they?" Milvehill comrented.
"Yeah, they are,"” Reny replied.
"Be honest with me," Mulvehill said. "Do you think we've got a chance?"

"Failure's not an option,"” Remy told his friend, forcing a smle on his face.
"Cet a bottle of Aenlivit, and when | get back, we'll go up on the roof and
"Il tell you all about it."

Mul vehi Il nodded, snoking his cigarette down to nothing. "Don't stand ne up,"
the detective said finally. "You know how much | hate to drink al one.™

Reny | aughed as he pulled the latch and opened the car door. "\Wat the hel
are you tal king about? You al ways drink alone." He got out into the rain.

"Yeah, you're right,” Milvehill agreed. "All the nore for ne that way." The
detective smled at him "Watch your ass, angel," he said, putting the car in
drive, starting to pull away.

Reny cl osed the door, standing in the early norning rain, watching as his
friend conti nued down Mount Vernon Street, taking a right and di sappearing
fromview He wondered briefly if it would be the last tine he'd see Steven
Mul vehi Il , before dismssing the dispiriting thought.

Hurrying to his car, he glanced at his watch. It was getting late, but he
still had one nore stop to make.

One final good-bye that had to be said.

chapter fifteen

Sonervill e, Massachusetts, 1972



Madel i ne knew t hat he wasn't asleep; after fifteen years of being married to
Rerry, she could tell these things.

They had finished making love a little while ago, but she found that sleep was
el uding her as well this cool sunmmer night.

It was dark in their one-bedroom apartnent, and the light curtains that hung
in front of the window billowed in the night breeze, |ooking |like a ghost from
any nunmber of scary novies she'd seen throughout the years.

"Hey," she said, her voice sounding intrusive in the still of the dark

"Hey back," he answered.

"What's wong — not sleeping tonight?" Madeline rolled onto her side, throw ng
her naked | eg over her husband's | ower body. She snuggled her face in the
crook of his neck, breathing in his scent. He snelled faintly of cinnanon and

some ot her spices she couldn't quite renenber.

Madel i ne renenbered when she'd first asked hi mabout the aroma, not too |ong
after he'd told her what he was . . . had been

He'd told her that that was just how angel s snell ed.

It was fine by her; it rem nded her of fall in New Engl and whi ch was her
favorite time of year. Madeline kissed his neck

"What's your story?" he asked. "I'm not keeping you up, aml1? | could go in
the living roomand read if... "

She patted his nuscul ar chest. "Shhhhhhh," she told him "It's all right,
just can't seemto sleep either."

The room nonmentarily returned to quiet.

"Want to fool around agai n?' she asked him taking the skin of his neck in her
teet h.

Renmy chuckl ed, putting his armaround her and pulling her closer to him She
never felt as safe as she did when he held her

"I was just about ready to put nyself to sleep when | nmade the m stake of
listening."”

For a second she didn't understand, but then remenbered that Reny stil
retained the gifts of his kind, the ability to hear those praying to their
gods.

"Did you hear sonething that bothered you?" she asked.

"Wrse," he said. "I heard sonething that nade ne think."

"What was it?"

"It was a guy, older guy fromthe sound of his voice, whose wife is dying. He

was begging God to hel p, prom sing anything just so that his wife wouldn't
die."



"That's sad."
"Yeah, it is, and it made ne think of us . . . of you, and what if . . ."

Reny gently nmoved her over and sat up, throwing his |l egs over the side of the
bed.

"Hey," Madeline said consolingly. She hugged himfrom behind, liking the
feeling of her bare breasts pressing against the warnth of his back. "I'm

fine, nothing's wong with me. No need to think this way."

She ki ssed his shoul der bl ade and hugged himtighter

"But | do need to think that way. |I'mnot |ike you, Mdeline, and no natter
how much I want to be, | never will be like you."
"Don't talk like that, please," she said. "You' re ny husband and | |ove you

very much, and | don't want you to ever forget that. Yeah, you're different.
So what? My girlfriend G nny's husband is Arnenian. Big frig-gin' deal."

Reny turned around on the bed, taking her into his arms. He brought his face
down and ki ssed her |ong and passionately on the mouth, both their tongues
hungrily searching out each other's.

He broke their kiss and | ooked lovingly into her eyes. In the dark his eyes
had a golden glint, the flecks of color reflecting in the faint Iight of the
bedr oom

"Hearing that man's prayers," he said, his voice an enotional whisper. "It
rem nded nme of how fragile you are.”

Madel i ne couldn't remenber the last tine she had seen her husband so upset.
She pul l ed himcl ose, wapping her arns around him a bandage to his enotiona
wounds.

"I don't want you to think about that stuff,”
t hrough his hair.

she said, running her hands
He started to protest, but she brought her lips around, placing themfirmy
over his in a kiss that forced himto be silent.

Renry broke her | ock upon his nmouth, again |ooking into her gaze.

"I just don't know what | would do if... "

She didn't want to hear it anynore, and using all her strength, forced the man
she | oved back down onto the bed and craw ed naked atop hi m before he could

even thi nk about escapi ng her

"There are other things to think about now, " she said, grinding her |ower body
into his, feeling himrespond.

H s hands drew her down to him and they kissed.

Wthin monents, they were making fevered | ove again, their cries and noans of
pl easure drowni ng out the prayers of the needy traveling in the night.

She | ooked so frail

Reny stood beside his wife's bed, watching her as she slept.



Her eyes slowy came open, as if sonehow alerted to his presence, and she
turned her head upon the pillow, |ooked at him and snil ed.

"Hey," she said, her voice no stronger than a whisper

"Hey," he said back, moving closer to her bedside. He reached out, taking her
hand in his. Again he was disturbed by how cold it felt, how artificial the
skin that he had ki ssed and adored every inch of felt beneath his touch

"How are you feeling?" he asked, bending down to place a kiss upon her brow.
He regretted the stupid question as soon as it left his lips.

"Been better," she said, closing her eyes with an exhausted sigh

The wi nd npaned outside, throwing the rain violently against the w ndow.
"Listen to that," she said. "Still pretty bad out?"

"Yeah," he said. "No sign of letting up either."

"I't"ll make the flowers grow," she said, snmling with her eyes cl osed, forever
the optim st.

He squeezed her hand in response. She loved the springtine, the flowers in
bloom It was like a knife to his heart to think that she had seen her |ast.
"Always |liked nights Ilike this," she said, turning her head to | ook up at him
"Sitting on the couch, curled up under a bl anket, watching sonething

anything on TV, no matter how good or bad. It was good...just being there with
you. "
The pain was excruciating, |like nothing he'd ever felt before. He'd thought

about this pain, what it would be Iike, and never imagined the full fury of
its strength.

He woul d have taken the burning pain of his true formasserting itself
repeatedly over the next seven years instead of having to endure this now.

"You | ook awmful ," she said, weakly squeezing his fingers in return. "At | east
| have an excuse."

He didn't know how nmuch to say, how nuch to tell her

"It's obvious that you haven't found himyet," Mdeline said. "Because |I'm
still here.”

Renmy didn't get sick; it wasn't possible for him but he certainly felt sick
t hen, everything about him breaking down. He felt as though he were dying.

Dying al ong with her.

"I"'mclose," he said. "I... | think it m ght be done today."

Sonet hi ng broke | oose within his chest, sonething jagged and sharp, spinning
around inside, ripping himto bl oody bits.

"That's a good thing," she said.

He stared at her with pani cked eyes. Everything he had feared was coning true,



as if he were being puni shed.

Penance for ny sins.

"It is,"” she said to himfirmy. "I'mtired, Reny, tired of fighting to keep
this poor old body afloat. |I'mdone now |'ve had nmy life . . . my greatest
love. | can | eave satisfied."

H s eyes burned |ike pieces of the sun jamed into the fleshy sockets, but he
did not cry. He never could cry.

It was the only human aspect he could not surrender to. It would have hurt far
too much to be that human, and he was unsure if he was that strong.

"Do this for me, Reny Chandler,"
you | ove ne."

she said. "One last thing to show how nmuch

He brought her hand . . . her poor, cold hand that had once pul sed with so
much love, to his nouth and laid his lips upon it. "Anything for you," he
sai d, eyes afire.

"Find him" Mdeline said, her voice growi ng progressively weaker. "Put things
back the way they're supposed to be."

Her face twisted up slightly, and he knew that she was in pain. And it killed
himto know that there was nothing that he could do to take it away.

Except .

He reached down to her, gently taking her frail forminto his arns, and he saw
his [ife with her flash before the theater of his nmind. Such a short,
wonderful life they had shared, and he wouldn't have traded it for anything.

"I have to go now," he said to her

Madel i ne swall owed, a dry click in her throat. Her eyes had cl osed, but she
forced themopen. "Tell the baby that | love himvery much . . . but that |
have to go, and that I'lIl mss him WIIl you do that for ne?"

He nodded, his body feeling as though it would sinply dissolve, everything
that he was disintegrating to dust and bl owi ng away on the wi nd.

"I wll," he said.

"Try to make himunderstand, 1... | don't want himto be nmad."

"He won't be mad," Remy told her. "He'll miss you very nuch. . . . I'Il..
H's voice wouldn't work; it had rotted away, silencing him

"You have to go," she said, and she pulled her hand feebly away. Madeline
cl osed her eyes, turning her face so as not to look at him "I'mready, and so
are you."

He | eaned forward again, placing his |lips upon her head.

"I love you, Madeline Chandler," he said, finding his voice again.

"And | you, Reny Chandler," his wife said, turning her face so that their |ips
could touch again. "My love... nyangel ."



And he knew at that nmonent, if Madeline were able, she would have left the
world right then, surrendering what little life remained in her fragile form
ascendi ng to becone part of the stuff that conposed the universe.

But she coul dn't.

She was asl eep again as he stepped back from her bed, remenbering this |ast
sad sight of her, before turning toward the door

Francis stood respectfully in the entry, hands fol ded, bald head bowed.

He slowy lifted his face to look at Remy. "Are we ready?" the former CGuardi an
angel asked.

"Yeah," Reny said, the plaintive cries of inprisoned souls urging himon to
the last leg of his journey.

"W all are.”

chapter sixteen

They took Francis' car, the black Land Rover barreling down Route 3 on the way
to the Cape.

It was sort of eerie, Reny thought, |ooking out the wi ndows; the roads were
nearly enpty, despite the time of norning. It was rush hour, and traffic
shoul d have been at the max, especially on the other side, |eading toward
Bost on.

"It's almpbst as if they can sense sonething' s going to happen,” Francis
suddenly said, picking up on his vibe. The Guardi an | ooked across at him
"Like they're just waiting for the other shoe to drop."

They'd had the radio on when they first hit the road, turning it off |ess than
ten mnutes into the journey. They didn't need to know how cl ose the world was
to the end.

It was pressure that they could live wthout.

"There're sone CD's in the gl ove compartnent,"’
"Take your pick."

the fallen angel said to him

Reny pushed the button and opened the conpartment.

To say that Francis' taste in nusic was eclectic was an understatenent. Reny
found exanpl es of rock, pop, soul, hip-hop, and even sone country, each new CD
case uncovered providing himw th another surprise.

"Barry Manilow?" Remy said, holding it up

The fallen angel shrugged. "He wites the songs that make the whole world
sing."

Reny deci ded that some Sinatra would be just the thing to cal mhis nerves. He



pl aced the disc into the car's player, the Rover's high-end stereo system
imersing themin the songs of Ad Blue Eyes, as they drove on to inevitable
conflict.

They continued on Route 3, and the closer they got to the Cape, the harder it
seened to rain. It wasn't |long before they were the only vehicle on the road.
"I know how you feel about guns,"” Francis suddenly said, interrupting Renmy's
rum nation on the words to "I've CGot You Under My Skin." "But | stopped off at
nmy storage bin and picked up sone itens that m ght cone in handy."

"What kind of itenms?" Reny asked.

Francis reached out and turned the volune down. "ltens that will be beneficial
in dealing with the Black Choir, not to nention the Seraphim"

Reny didn't like the idea of weapons, or violence, for that matter, but he
knew that there wasn't likely to be any choi ce. Woever was responsible for
what was going on wasn't about to allow themto waltz in and break up their
pl ans.

Vi ol ence was i nevitable.

Gazing out through the rain-spattered w ndshield, Reny again saw another sign
of the inmpendi ng Apocal ypse. The Saganore Bridge was enpty of traffic, and
t hey passed over the Cape Cod Canal w thout ever slow ng down.

"That doesn't happen too often," Francis said, in- creasing the speed of his
wi per blades to keep up with the watery onsl aught.

Reny recalled the hours sitting in the summer traffic | eading up to the

bri dge; how Madeline swore, year after year, that it was the last tine that
they would do it. But every year they had returned, seduced by the beauty of
t he Cape.

It took his wife's illness, not the seem ngly never-ending traffic, to finally
stop their visits.

They continued off the bridge up Route 6 to Well-fleet. Remy could feel a knot
of anxiety growing in the pit of his stonmach.

For about five seconds, after his final words with Madeline, he'd seriously
considered just calling it quits, returning to Beacon Hill, picking up
Mar | owe, and going home to wait it out.

Losing the one you |love had the ability to nake you think some really stupid
things. It had taken four seconds to conme to this conclusion, and anot her
second to berate hinself for wasting tine.

"How we doi ng?" Francis interrupted Reny's thoughts. They were on a | ong
stretch of road, undevel oped property that wasn't likely to remain that way on
ei t her side.

Renmy unfol ded the map he'd printed out from Map-Quest earlier and gave it a
qui ck perusal. "Ravenbrook Lane should be comi ng up on our right," he said,
and before too long, Francis pulled the car over and turned off the Land
Rover's engi ne.

"We're here," he said, leaning his bald head agai nst the driver's-side w ndow,
gazing out at the weather. "So nmuch for it clearing up."



Reny observed that even though it was norning, it seemed as dark as night
here. "Figures," he said. "You finally get to cone to the Cape and it's
rai ning."

"Isn't it always that way, though?" Francis asked.

"Isn't it?" Remy responded in kind.

They got out of the SUV, going around to the back of the vehicle. Francis used
his key to open the hatchback and put down the gate. He reached inside the

back, throwi ng aside a bl anket and opening a storage conpartment.

"Now, | want you to be nice to these," Francis said, pulling out the itens
that were wapped in a navy blue blanket. "They're quite val uable."

He set the bl anket down on the gate and carefully began to unwap it.

Reny had sensed them as soon as Francis opened the hatchback, like a tiny,
nmusi cal voice singing fromsonewhere far off in the distance.

The two swords appeared ancient; their once-respl endent surfaces tarnished
nearly black by the passing of years. He found hinself stepping back, away
fromthe bl ades.

It wasn't often that swords forged in the fires of God's fury showed up m nus
their owners.

"How di d you cone by these?" he asked, not able to take his eyes fromthe
weapons.

"They were part of a cache of Heavenly weapons that supposedly went m ssing
during the war," Francis explained. "Haven't a clue what happened to the
others. These two were found in an archeol ogical dig in Lebanon fifty or so
years ago." The fallen angel stared lovingly at the blades. "Do you know how
many bad guys | had to kill in order to afford these babi es?"

Renmy scowl ed. He'd never appreciated Francis' extracurricular activities as a
hi red assassin.

"Take your pick," his friend told him

It had been thousands of years since he'd |last w elded a sword, and he had
sworn that he'd never do it again.

The weapons whi spered to himof what they could acconplish in his hand; the
enem es that would fall before their righteous power.

"I don't nmean to rush you," Francis said over the hissing whispers of the
weaponry. "But there's this thing called the Apocal ypse we're trying to
avoid. "

Francis was right, and he had no choice this tine.

"I"ll take this one," Reny said as he reached down to the blanket, taking a
tarni shed bl ade by the hilt.

And the sword began to sing.

In the hands of any other, the sword woul d have been just that, perforning as



such, but in the hands of a nenber of God's Heavenly host, it was so much
nor e.

The bl ade vibrated in his grasp, the heavy accunul ation of tarnish and grine
burning away in a snaking trail of oily snoke. He could feel the weapon
attenpting to make contact with his true nature, and sil enced the

communi cation with his mnd.

"I think it likes you," Francis said.
Reny stared at the weapon in his hand. It had started to gl ow, sparks of
yel low fl ame | eaping fromthe blade's edge as he passed it through the air.

Francis claimed his own weapon, but with little effect. The bl ade remained the
same, its surface dark and stained. The sword did not react to him for he had
fallen fromthe grace of the Creator.

"Not as pretty as yours, but it'll do," he said, slicing the air with the
weapon, trying it out. "Ch yeah, take one of these too."

There was a smal |l er package wrapped within the blanket, and Francis flipped it
open to reveal two ornate daggers. "The two sort of go together," he
expl ai ned, handing Renmy a knife with simlar markings to those on the hilt of
hi s sword.

Not sure where he should put it, Reny slid the knife through his belt, | ooking
down to make sure that it would stay. It did.

"Al'l right, then," he said with a sigh. "Should we give this a shot?"

Francis adjusted his glasses and hefted his sword. He had put his knife in the
i nsi de pocket of his suit jacket. "Yeah, what the fuck? Al ready nade the
drive."

They wal ked side by side — swords in hand — down the dirt driveway that led to
a small cottage. They'd willed thenselves invisible. If anyone had seen t hem
the police would have been called i mediately, reporting that there were two
crazy people wal ki ng down the street with swords.

It was a traditional-style Cape dwelling, wth un-painted, weathered shingles,
a carved Anerican eagl e hangi ng above the front door, and |obster traps
deco-ratively placed agai nst the house on either side of the steps.

"Quaint," Francis said, changing his sword fromone hand to the other

"Yeah, I"'msure it's what every angel dreans of having," Remy said, |ooking
around for any sign that they m ght not have been al one. The snell of the

ocean was heavy in the breeze, the w nd whipping the rain nearly horizontal

"We going in?" Francis asked. The | enses of his glasses covered with
rai ndrops, and Reny had to wonder how he coul d possibly see.

"I was thinking we should,"” Reny said, noving toward the front steps.
Francis foll owed, reaching ahead of himto take hold of the doorknob. "AlIlow
me," he said, and he gave it a quick tw st, an expression of surprise bloom ng

on his face as the door opened easily.

"Look at that," he said. "I think we're expected."



The fallen angel threw open the door and bounded inside, his sword at the
ready.

Reny foll owed, eyes darting around the living roomas he cl osed the door
behind him A | eather couch, a love seat, and three chairs, along with a
coffee table and two end tables with matching | anps, made up the furnishings.
Not hi ng | ooked out of place.

The house snelled stale, as if it had already been closed up tightly for the
season.

Francis |lowered his sword and headed toward the kitchen

Reny cl osed his eyes and took in a deep breath, searching for a scent — any
hint — that a nmenber of his kind was there.

He didn't have long to wait.

"Hey, Remy," Francis called fromthe other room

He continued through the Iiving roomand down a short brick corridor to a
spaci ous kitchen that seened much | arger than it shoul d. Francis stood beside
a mar bl e-topped island, gazing out through the glass sliding door at a wooden
pati o deck, and the beach beyond it.

Sonet hi ng was wong with the beach

It appeared to be lowtide, but it was the | owest tide he had ever seen

Multiple figures were standi ng upon what had once been the ocean floor, their
attention riveted to the house.

"You think they're waiting for us?" Francis asked.

Reny | ooked at the sword in his hand; it had started to gl ow brighter, the
gol den fl anes sparki ng hi gher

"I think we should go down and ask," he said. Francis |ooked through the gl ass
of the sliding door. He made a face and shrugged. "Wrks for ne."

Renmy pul | ed open the sliding glass door to the deck outside.

The wi nd how ed of f of what used to be the ocean, the intensity of the rain
like tiny pinpricks upon their exposed flesh

Francis renmoved his horn-rinmed gl asses and put theminside his shirt pocket.

They wal ked across the deck, down sone steps, and crossed a snall yard.
Franci s opened a gate at the end of the property and then the two of them
descended a short flight of wooden steps to the beach bel ow

The cl oser they got, the nore disturbing it all becane. The ground that had
once been the ocean floor was revealed to the world; seaweed and rocks and
refuse that had lain at the bottomof the sea for years, exposed, as well as

t housands of exanples of ocean life withing and fl opping about in their death
t hr oes.

But their suffering went on and on, for they could not die.

An omi nous runbl e of thunder reverberated along the coastline. A white flash



that resenbl ed nore the blast of a nuclear weapon than lightning illum nated
the distant horizon, and Reny gasped at what he saw. The Horsenen.

They were giants, sitting astride their equally enornobus nounts, waiting for
the signals to unleash their intent. And then they were gone, lost in the
gl oom of the never-ending storm

But Reny knew that they were still there, patiently waiting for the
festivities to begin.

"I won't ask if you saw that," Francis said, staring straight ahead as they
made their way toward the group of figures waiting for themon the beach

Renmy was about to warn Francis to be on his guard when he saw it fromthe
corner of his eye. A patch of what he thought to be part of the
st orm bl ackened sky dropped down suddenly, flow ng toward them

"Watch it!" Reny managed, as the patch of darkness expanded, envel oping them
both in its freezing enbrace.

The shadow was al | - enconpassi ng, but the sword that Reny carried provided them
with a small area of light.

He and Francis stood back to back, swords raised. They were silent, tensed,
and ready, listening to the scuttling and rustling of their opponents beyond
the small circle of light.

"Did I nention how much | hate these guys?" Francis asked, as the first of the
Bl ack Choir enmerged fromits hiding place within the concealing shadows.

It craw ed al ong the ground, malforned wi ngs fol ded upon its back. It saw
Franci s and stopped, a spark of fear in its jaundiced eyes. The Guardi an

bet ween Pandenoni um and Earth was not soneone that anyone — fallen or exalted
— truly cared to ness with.

Renmy had al ways believed that it was a good thing that Francis was on his
si de.

The Choir menber's flesh appeared injured, its body speckled with open wounds,
exposi ng rmuscl e and bone.

An aftereffect of Francis' special shotgun blasts fromthe previous night,
Reny guessed, raising his sword and bringing it down upon the vile creature's
back.

The denoni c angel shrieked as the burning blade cut into its pale, |oathsone
flesh. It flipped onto its injury with an aninmalistic hiss, grabbing the sword
bl ade with both hands before Reny could withdraw it.

"A blade of God in the hands of one who has shunned the glory of its master,"”
the fallen angel screaned, the flesh of its fingers blackening as it tried to
hold on to his sword.

Renry tugged on the bl ade.

O her menmbers of the Choir energed fromthe black, sone flying, others
chargi ng. They had their own weapons as well, nasty bl ades and cl ubs that

| ooked as though they had been forned fromthe shadows where they nade their
horre.



Francis net their attack head-on, his tarnished bl ade not having as dire an
ef fect, but the sharpness of its edge proving to be nore than devastating. The
screans of the injured Black Choir were deafening.

Using all his strength, Reny yanked on his weapon, watching the charred and
bl ackened fingers of his opponent break away wi th a snappi ng-kindling sound.
He spun around to assist his friend, the glow of the blade seeming to instil
in the Choir a certain |level of fear

"Wsh mne did that," Francis said, bringing his blade down upon the skull of
a fallen angel that suddenly swooped fromthe darkness above, nearly cleaving
it in two.

But the angel did not die, and neither did any of its brethren.

"You cannot stop us, deserter of the faith," one of the Choir noaned, charging
fromthe shadows to rip at Reny's face. He turned his body around as it |eapt
upon his back. "The danger of what you have done will be shown, and humanity
will pay the price."

Reny didn't understand what the abom nation was goi ng on about. He thrust back
with his sword, feeling the gl owi ng bl ade pass through the emaci ated fl esh of
its stomach before biting into the spinal colum. The Choir nmenber cried out
in pain, attenpting to take flight fromits perch upon his shoul ders, but the
bl ade was stuck firm and all it could do was struggle to free itself.

"Let me help you with that," Francis said, coning to aid him his own sword
cutting deeply into the Choir nmenber's chest, knocking it back

Renmy pulled his blade free with a grunt of thanks and turned his attention to
the next wave of attack.

The Choir were burnt, cut, and nutilated, but still they cane.

"Why?" Reny asked, his anger fueling his fury, causing himto remenber — and
enbrace — the warrior's high that he had attenpted to escape for so very |ong.
"Why woul d you risk this? The end of all things would result in your deaths as

wel [ 1"

The Choir halted their actions, clunping together to glare at himw th
pain-filled eyes fromthe shadows that shifted |ike thick snoke

"We would risk anything to be forgiven," one of themsaid in a chilling
whi sper, as if nmerely saying the words could result in sone form of

puni shment. "To again be allowed in H s presence.”

They all bowed their heads in reverence, praying for it to be so.

"For gi ven?" Reny asked.

Francis stood beside him his friend's face spattered with the |ifebl ood of
their enem es. "Sonebody's been feeding thema lie," the Guardi an said.

"Who told you this?" Reny demanded to know. "Wo told you that God woul d
forgive you if "

There was a sudden, searing flash of white.

The Bl ack Choir screaned in agony as their pale skin was burnt fromtheir
bodi es, Reny's and Francis' own cries of pain joining with the creatures of



shadow.

Renmy fell to his knees, shielding his eyes fromthe pul sing emanati ons. He
could barely make out the shape of sonmeone within the white fire, searing
light streaming fromits outstretched hands like the rays of the sun

It was the light of the divine; the power of God given to those who served H s
nost holy cause. |If Remy had been nerely human, it woul d have burned his flesh
and turned his bones to ash. It was another painful rem nder of what he truly
was, and coul d never hope to be.

The Choir's screans had ceased, but now Remy's ears were filled with the
agoni zed moans of his friend.

The Iight of the divine burned hi mworse, for he had fallen fromthe grace of
Cod.

"Stop it!" Remny screaned, feeling around until his hands found Francis'
t hrashing body. Reny threw him self atop the Guardi an, blocking his body from
the destructive effects of the holy gl ow

The power of Heaven roiled inside him awakened by the purity of the light.
Renmmy could feel it stirring, trying to push aside the humanity he had worked
so hard to emul ate. "Show yourself to ne!" he demanded of their attacker

And the |ight was extingui shed as quickly as it was ignited, returning the
worl d to darkness and gl oom The renmains of what had been the Black Choir |ay
about Remy, the bl ackened bodies still twitching with life. He lifted hinself
fromatop Francis, who was curled into a quivering ball on the dry ocean
floor, his body snoldering fromthe touch of the divine emanations.

"Are you all right?" Reny asked, reaching out to grip his friend s shoul der. A
portion of his jacket crumbled beneath his hand.

Francis shivered and lifted his head. "Fucking awesone,"
chattering as if painfully cold.

he managed, his teeth
Reny squeezed his upper armreassuringly, and clinbed to his feet to face his
f oes.

The Seraphi m stood together, and he was rem nded of the last tine he had seen
them when they had cone to his office to ask for his help.

He shoul d have known better

"Hell o, Remiel," Nathanuel said, the rain vaporizing as it touched him
formng a billowing nist about his human guise. "W've been waiting."

Renmy felt his anger surge, the angelic fury that was at his core straining to
be rel eased, but he managed to hold it at bay.

But for how | ong?

Once these Seraphi m — Nat hanuel, Galgaliel, Han-iel, and Zophiel — had been
his brothers, but now, as he | ooked at the mayhem around him the distance
bet ween him and them grew even greater. He strode across the wet sand toward
the gathering of angels, stopping briefly to let a crab skitter across his
path as it searched for a place to hide until things returned to nornmal.

If they returned to nornal.



"What are you doi ng?" he asked, spreading his arnms out before him He | ooked
to the left of the Seraphim his eyes falling upon the shrinking form of
Lazarus, standing off to the side with Casey Burke, trying not to be noticed.
Casey was bound and gagged, her eyes pleading with Reny to free her fromthis
madness.

"Laz? So you are a part of this, too?" he asked the imortal who he had once
t hought of as his friend.

Lazarus squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head fromside to side. "No!" he
screamed, his body trenbling with suppressed anger. "Don't you judge nme," he
grow ed, refusing to ook at Reny. "Don't you dare judge ne."

Casey whinpered and tried to pull away, but Lazarus viciously yanked her back
forcing her to her knees. Her eyes were on Reny, pleading, and he w shed he
knew what to do.

It was all so nuch bigger than he had i magi ned.

"You're responsible . . . for all of this,"” Reny said, turning his attention
to Nat hanuel , contenpt oozing fromhis every word.

The Seraphi m | eader seenmed taken aback. "Ch, no, Remiel," he said with a shake

of his head. "It is you who are responsible, as is he."

Nat hanuel and t he Seraphi m stepped to one side to reveal a lone figure dressed
in a sopping wet Grateful Dead T-shirt and jeans, kneeling in the sand as if
deep in prayer.

Renmy had no doubts that this was Israfil, in the guise of Jon Stall

"What did you do to hinP?" Reny asked, watching as the man nuttered beneath his
breath, rocking fromside to side, so lost in his own place that he didn't
seem aware of where he was and what was happening to him

The Seraphi mchief stared at the nman, a snarl forming on his snooth, pale
features. "He did it to hinmself," the angel said. "Seduced by the infection
that is humanity." Nathanuel turned his attention back to Reny. "And it has
nearly destroyed him"

He couldn't believe his ears. "And for that, you allow the world to be brought
to the edge of the Apocal ypse."

Nat hanuel sniled, that same cold, predatory smile that had di sturbed Renmy so
in his office.

"To the edge, and beyond," the angel said coolly. "The Al m ghty must be shown
t he danger of desiring humanity . . . of longing for what He has denied us,
the first and nost loving of His creations."

Reny | aughed, a horrified sound | acking any trace of hunmor. "You're going to
allow the world to end because you're jeal ous?" he asked, his voice grow ng
| ouder with indignation. "Because the Alnmghty saw fit to give humanity a
spark of H's divinity... asoul ?"

The Seraphi m sinply stared.

"You're out of your fucking mnd," Reny snarled. "No," Nathanuel stated, his
dark eyes sparking with anger. "This whole place is out of its . . . fucking



m nd, and the contagion nust be quelled before it can spread any further."

"What are you so afraid of ?" Reny asked, striding toward the angel, fists
clenched. "Are you afraid that nore of your kind... our kind will want to be
like then? Are you afraid that you and your ideas about what it neans to serve
the Creator will becone obsol ete?"

Enor mous wi ngs of the purest white unfurled from Nat hanuel's back, one of the
f eat hered appendages extending to viciously swat Reny aside before he could
get too cl ose.

Renmy fell the ground against the slime-covered rocks, the seaweeds, and the
fish gasping for life — or death. H's nouth filled with the taste of copper
bl ossoms of col or expl oding before his eyes.

"You dare speak to nme of loyalty?" the Seraphimleader growl ed. "You, who
deserted your duty to wal k anongst the aninal s? You are no better than the
Gi-gori filth."

Reny slowy rose, wiping scarlet fromhis nmouth with the back of his hand. "At
| east the Grigori don't conspire with the eneny," he said as he spit a wad of
blood in the direction of the still-twi tching remains of the Black Choir.

"Desperate times require desperate neasures,” Na-thanuel proclainmed. "Is that
not right, Lazarus? The Bl ack Choir woul d have destroyed this world thensel ves
if it meant getting back into H s good graces. They yearn so desperately to be
forgiven."

"Let me guess," Reny said, nodding toward Lazarus, who still refused to neet
his gaze. "You prom sed himthat he would finally get to die."

Nat hanuel covered his nouth with a thin white hand, feigning surprise. "So
devious . . . it's alnmost as if | were hunan.”

Reny heard the sound of a |abored | augh behind himand turned his head
slightly to see that Francis had nanaged to rise to his feet, tarnished bl ade
of Heaven still clutched in his blistered hand.

"I always said you were a prick, Nathanuel,"” the fallen angel spat. "And this
just shows what an excellent judge of character | am"

The Guardi an's exposed flesh was an angry red, covered in oozing sores, and he
swayed a bit as if the ground beneath his feet was noving. Remy backed toward
him retrieving the dagger that Francis had given himearlier fromhis belt.

"Where's your sword?" Francis asked him

"Dropped it somewhere back there,” Remy replied, getting used to the feel of
the knife in his hand.

"You just can't have anything nice, can you?"

Reny didn't have the opportunity to respond, for Nathanuel's voice rang out.
"Take them "

And his three Seraphi msoldiers were upon them pulling swords fromw thin the
folds of their flowing coats. Francis threw hinmself into the fray with little

hesitation, his blade thrust deflected by Zophiel's own. The Seraphi m spread
their wi ngs, shrieking their excitenment. It had been too | ong since these



warriors of Heaven had seen conflict, since they had spilled the bl ood of
their enem es.

Fromthe corner of his eye, as he attenpted to keep Galgaliel and Haniel away
with his knife, Reny saw Francis fall. The flat of Zophiel's blade struck the
Guardian with a vicious blowto the head that sent himsprawing. Distracted
by the sight, his Seraphimfoes attacked as one, driving Reny down to the
cold, wet sand, tearing the knife fromhis grasp

"So much |l ess than you were," Nathanuel said, contenpt dripping fromevery
word as he stood over him

Reny tried to clinb to his feet, but Nathanuel slashed at himw th his w ngs,
driving himto his belly.

"Stay down, Remiel," the Seraphimordered. "Things are too far along for you
to prevent them now. " The Seraphi m chi ef arched his back, furling his w ngs,
and they disappeared from sight as he paced before him "I believe you stil
have sonething that we need," he said slyly, |ooking over his shoul der

As Hani el roughly searched his clothing, Reny smled, knowing that at |ast he
had the upper hand.

But his superiority was all too short-lived.

"Master, we have it," Galgaliel called out, and Reny lifted his head to see
Zophi el removing the fifth scroll of the Apocal ypse frominside the jacket of
a struggling Francis.

Renmy watched in horror as Galgaliel handed the delicate piece of parchnent to
his nmaster.

"W doubted you would be so foolish as to bring it with you," Nathanuel said,
hol di ng the potentially destructive docunent in his hand. "But we were
obvi ously wong."

Reny stared at Francis in disbelief. "You couldn't have left it in the car?"

Francis weakly swatted of f Zophiel and Galgaliel, pushing himself up onto his
hands and knees. "Yeah, but | thought we'd be able to use it as a bargaining
chip," he said, shaking his head to clear away the cob- webs. "I'Il admit; it
wasn't one of ny better ideas." The Guardian made an attenpt to stand, but the
Seraphi m shri eked their displeasure, beating himback down to the ground with
their powerful wi ngs.

Nat hanuel held the final scroll in his pale, delicate hand, devouring it with
his cold black eyes. In it he saw his plans conme to fruition, and the pleasure
that it brought to his face was nost chilling.

"Al'l right, then," Nathanuel said. "Let us conmence."

It was the nost human Reny had ever seen the Seraphi mchief |ook

chapt er seventeen



The Seraphi m | oomed over Reny and Francis, attack dogs from Heaven, naking
sure that they stayed on their knees in the sand, as Nat hanuel approached Jon
Stall with the scroll.

The rains continued to fall, the nearly black sky slashed with gl owi ng jags of
lightning, followed by roars of rolling thunder

The Horsenen are grow ng inpatient, Reny thought, watching as the Seraphi m
chi ef stood over the pathetic weck of a man who was once one of the nost
power ful angelic beings in all the Choirs.

Nat hanuel lifted a beckoning hand, and Galgaliel noved toward him Fromwithin
his flowi ng black coat, he produced the |eather briefcase. He reached inside,
gingerly renoving the other four scrolls, and carefully laid them down upon
the sand in front of Israfil.

Renmy could feel it churning in the air, the inpending end of all things. Every
fi ber of his being screamed for himto do sonething, but no, he had to wait.

Wait for an opportunity.

He only hoped it wouldn't be too long in comng, for there didn't seemto be
much tinme left for the world. He | ooked to the Heavens, searching for a sign
from God, anything that indicated He would step in and nmake things right. But
he coul d see nothing, and it didn't surprise himin the |east.

God is funny that way, Reny nused, that whol e working-in-nysterious-ways

busi ness defined in monments like this. He could picture the A mghty watching
this whol e scene unfolding, a big bow of popcorn — or the Heavenly equival ent
— on His lap, dying to know how it would all turn out.

"It's time, Israfil,” Remy heard Nat hanuel say, his statenment punctuated with
a flash of lightning and a clap of thunder. The Seraphimleader still held the
| ast scroll, the final message from God, in his thin, pale hand.

Israfil didn't seemto hear the angel. He continued to rock fromside to side,
whi speri ng beneath his breath.

Nat hanuel stepped cl oser and poked himwi th the toe of his black shoe. "Do you
hear ne, Israfil? It is tine to slough off your masquerade of flesh and bring
closure to this failed experinent."

Israfil rocked all the faster, his voice growi ng |ouder, and finally Reny
coul d understand his words. He was apol ogi zi ng, saying over and over again how
sorry he was to have caused so nuch pain and suffering.

"You can end the pain." Nathanuel squatted beside himand spoke into his ear
"Al'l you need do is open the scrolls.”

The Seraphi m chi ef touched the final scroll to Israfil's chest, urging himon
"The constant barrage of sadness, pain, and suffering — | don't know how you
can stand it, especially now "

Israfil's prayers for forgiveness intensified, as if attenpting to drown out
t he angel's words.

"Take it," Nathanuel ordered, poking himwith the scroll. "Take it and fulfill
your final purpose. End the experinment. Do the humane thing and free them al
fromtheir msery."



The man's swayi ng novenents began to cease, and Reny felt the pounding of his
own heart intensify. Slowy, Israfil turned his haunted features toward the
angel kneeling beside him

"I wanted to know what it was like," he said, voice trenbling. "I just wanted
to know, but | never expected . . ." He shook his head, teary eyes wide in

di sbelief. "So nuch beauty and happiness . . . but also so rmuch ugliness and
pain."

Nat hanuel reached out a tender hand, cupping the side of Israfil's face. "It's

chaos, ny brother, unrelenting chaos, and it is up to you to bring order to
it."

There was a ook in the eyes of the Angel of Death, as if the Seraphims words
had somehow perneated a thick fog that surrounded his thoughts. He took the
scroll from Nat hanuel in a trenbling hand.

"Israfil, no!" Reny screanmed, lunging toward him "It doesn't have to end. It
doesn't have to be like this."

Gal gal i el pounced upon Reny, forcing himback down to his knees, driving his
face toward the sand.

Scroll in hand, Israfil |ooked at Reny. . . . No, it was Jon Stall who | ooked
out through bleary eyes, and for a nmonent, Reny thought that there m ght be
hope.

But the noment was fleeting.

And as if on cue, Nathanuel lunged at Reny. "Silence!" he thundered, grabbing
Renmy's face roughly in his hands, forcing himto neet the Seraphims scow ing

gaze. "l despise this world, this niserable ball of dirt with its ragged
enotions and savagery," he said. "How the Creator can rnuster such affection
for man- kind, | cannot even begin to understand. These are the creations that

foll owed us, the Heavenly Choirs? This is how the Alnmghty intended to inprove
upon us? It's enough to nake ne doubt His sanity.

"Luci fer Mrningstar was right, but he let his righteous indignation get in
his way. Nowit's ny turn. Now | can prove our supreme worth to Hm" He
shoved Reny aside and turned back to the Angel of Death. "Proceed, Israfil,"
he urged. "It is for the best."

Stunned by the Seraphimchief's rantings, Reny watched as Israfil slowy
turned toward Nat hanuel. "There has to be another way," he whispered.

From where he knelt in the sand, Reny could see the struggle within the cage
of fragile flesh and bone, the two opposing natures — angelic and human —
warring for control. It was a pathetic sight to see a being of Heaven, once so
strong, reduced to this quivering nass.

Nat hanuel saw it too and shot Reny a hate-filled glance. "You are the one to
blame for this," he said, gesturing toward the Angel of Death, contenpt
dripping fromhis words. "You who have chosen a path other than service to the
Al mi ghty. Living anongst these lowy animals, walking in the mud of this

pl anet, it was never neant for those of us who have soared above the spires of
Heaven. "

"The pain will just go on and on, brother," Nathanuel said quietly, alnost
conpassionately, to Israfil. "W will be doing thema favor."



Israfil's eyes turned to the scrolls and then quickly | ooked away.

Wth a sigh of exasperation, Nathanuel turned to Lazarus. "The female, bring
her to ne," he ordered. And Lazarus did as he was told, clearly so desperate
to be free of his accursed life that there was nothing he woul dn't do.

Nat hanuel grabbed Casey, and Reny coul d see the amuserment on his face as he
studied her fear-filled eyes. The Seraphi m chief renmoved the gag from her
mout h and freed her hands. She sputtered and coughed, fluids |eaking from her
nout h and nose.

"Jon," she gasped as she rushed to Israfil's side. "What's happeni ng?" She
wr apped her arns around him the desperation obvious in her voice. "I . . . |
don't understand. Who are these people? Wiy are they doing this?"

"Everything is going to be all right," Israfil promised in a gentle voice.

But Reny knew it was a lie.

Nat hanuel suddenly reached down and grabbed a handful of Casey's dark hair,
yanki ng her away.

"It is not all right, brother," he said, forcing her to | ook at Israfil before
violently twisting her head to one side, breaking her neck with a nuffled
snap.

To Reny the sound seened | ouder than any clap of thunder, and he watched with
nunbed horror as Na-thanuel |let Casey's body drop to the ocean floor at
Israfil's feet, twitching and fl opping about like the fish deprived of their
wat ery habitat.

Deprived of death.

"No! No! No!" Remny screanmed, his fingers digging deep into the wet sand,
prying up a rock that he had noticed the last tine his face had been pushed to
t he ground in subjugation.

An opportunity? Perhaps, no matter how small .

He nade an attenpt to charge forward again, and when the growing Gal galiel
grasped the back of his neck in a grip like iron, Reny spun around, smashing
the rock into the angel's face as hard as he could. Bl ood expl oded fromhis
pul veri zed nose as the angel released his hold, both hands going to his
damaged face

Reny didn't hesitate, scranbling across the exposed ocean floor toward
Israfil, who still knelt before the body of the woman he had | oved.

"Listen to me!" Reny yelled as Zophiel descended fromthe sky with a birdlike
cry. He dropped to his belly as the angel soared over his head, outstretched
hands just missing him as Reny continued to crawl closer

"Thi nk about what you're doing. He's asking you to end it all.... Tobring
about the Apocal ypse. Don't do it, no matter how bad you think it is. . . . It
isn't time for that."

Israfil's face was sl ack, gazing down on the quivering body of the woman who
had hel ped himattain his humanity, and Reny had to wonder if he was even
hearing him



Nat hanuel was suddenly there in front of him He reached down, grabbing Reny
by the throat, pulling himup fromthe ground.

"There will be none of that, Remiel,"” Nathanuel said, holding himaloft as he
turned his attention to the Angel of Death. "lsrafil has a duty to fulfill."

Renmy tried to scream tried to get the Death Angel's attention, but all he
coul d manage was a strangl ed gasp

"Show me your human conpassion,"” Nathanuel urged Israfil. "Put a world filled
with so nuch suffering out of its msery."

The Angel of Death tore his gaze from Casey's body, and Reny saw by his
expression that any chance of reaching hi mwas now gone. He turned to the
scrolls lying before himin the sand, and w thout a nonent's hesitation
pi cked up the first.

"That's it," Nathanuel urged. Israfil held the scroll out before himand with
one qui ck novenent, broke the waxen seal with a deafening snap

The foul weather imrediately intensified, the thunder roaring and w nd
whi ppi ng, and the sky illumnated in an unearthly Iight.

Still held in Nathanuel's grip, Reny managed to twi st his head toward the
hori zon to see the enormus shapes of the Horsemen as their nmounts noved
i nexorably cl oser.

The Seraphi m chief pulled himclose, forcing Remy to neet his gaze. "It has
begun,” he said triunphantly over the sounds of the advanci ng Apocal ypse, and
then he tossed himaside |like a piece of garbage.

Har nl ess.

Reny | anded on his back in the sand, the w nds ragi ng about him As he
prepared to stand, his hand fell upon sonething warm sonething that sang of
the glory of battles to be won in the nanme of the Lord God.

He saw the sword that Francis had given himpartially buried beneath the

whi ppi ng sands, and picked it up. Searching the beach for his friend, he found
the former Guardian curled in a ball upon the ground, Haniel and Zophi el

| oomi ng over himlike vultures.

It | ooked as though it was solely up to him

Through the storm Reny saw Israfil, another of the scrolls held aloft,

Nat hanuel by his side, urging himon. Struggling against the hurricane-force
wi nds, Remy started toward them only to have his progress stopped by a hand
falling roughly upon his shoul der

He was spun around, coning face to face with a grinning Galgaliel, his face
spattered with blood fromhis broken nose. The Seraphimslowy shook his head
fromside to side, sporting an evil grin far too wide for his face.

Reny raised his sword, but the warrior of Heaven was faster, taking hold of
his arm before he could carry through. Galgaliel pried the weapon fromhis
grasp, nearly breaking his fingers in the process.

"What have we here?" the angel asked, his voice nasal fromthe injury to his
nose. He hefted the weight of the blade in his own hand. "A weapon of Heaven
in the hands of one who has forsaken it? For shane."”



Hani el and Zophiel had come to watch, their dark eyes glistening in
anticipation of Reny's inpending doom

Gal galiel pushed Reny to the ground and raised the sword above his head. Reny
could do nothing but watch as the fiery blade began its descent, his nind
filled with the painful thoughts of how he had fail ed everyone and everything
that he had ever | oved.

How he had failed the worl d.

At first he mistook the sound for thunder, but as one of Galgaliel's black
eyes suddenly erupted fromhis skull in an explosion of crinmson, he realized
that it was sonething far nore deadly.

The angel lurched to one side, the swing of the heavy bl ade going wild and
cutting into the wet ground, before his body pitched forward to land in a
flailing pile.

Hani el and Zophi el |ooked around in conplete dis- may. Through the rain and
bl owi ng sand, Reny saw Francis, pistol in hand. The Guardi an ainmed, firing at
the remai ning Seraphim Unfurling their wings, the two escaped into the air.

Francis |inmped over to where Reny still lay, reaching down to help himto his
feet.

"Bullets forged fromnetals mned in Hell," he yelled by way of explanation
over the cries of the storm and holding out the ol d-fashioned Colt pistol
"The metal travels through their blood |ike poison. It won't kill themright
now, due to the circunstances and all, but they' Il sure wi sh they were dead."

"And you couldn't have used that earlier?" Reny asked.
"Wanted to wait for themto get here first," Francis said, leaning in close to
Renmy's ear, trying to be heard above the din of the com ng Apocal ypse

Reny pul | ed back, not sure what his friend was tal king about, and saw t hat
Franci s was pointing up to what had once been the shore's edge. Reny | ooked in
that direction and saw that they were no | onger alone. Aline of arned

i ndi viduals stood waiting for a sign.

"Who are they?" Reny asked his friend.

"Grigori," Francis said, a sly smle snaking over his battered features. "Had
atalk with thembefore | picked you up at the rest honme. | suggested it m ght
be in their best interest to give us a hand."

A flash of lightning, as if the world were being split in half, again it up
t he sky, the thunderclap that foll owed causing a shock wave that shook the
ground beneath their feet. The Horsenen were closer; their nounts reared back
pawi ng at the sky with hooves that trailed fire.

The sky had started to glow with an eerie light, as if the lightning had
somehow ignited the atnosphere. And with this new illum nation, Remy w tnessed
yet anot her disturbing sight.

The two remai ni ng Seraphim Hani el and Zophiel, now stood with a newy risen
Bl ack Choir. The fallen angels' bodies were little nore than charred and
bl ackened skel etons, the framework of their once-leathery wings jutting from
their backs |ike spiny appendages. A thick, ebony aura radiated from what



remai ned of their desiccated flesh, like steamrising fromnelting ice.

Beyond the Seraphi mand their nonstrous army, Reny could see that Israfi

still knelt upon the beach, opening the scrolls one at a tine. As near as Reny
could tell, only two remained.
"Go," Francis said. "Do what you have to. W'Il take care of these freaks."

Reny pushed hi nsel f agai nst the raging el enments, rushing toward the kneeling
figure. Israfil appeared deep in concentration, his mnd set upon the nost
deadl y of tasks.

Reny experienced a sudden wave of panic as he cane to the disturbing
realization that Nathanuel was no | onger beside the Death Angel. He was hi dden
somewhere in the storm but still Reny pushed on

What choice did he have?

The remai ni ng Seraphi m made a nove in Reny's direction, but Francis woul d have
none of that.

He opened fire with his pistol, using up bullets that cost himclose to a

t housand bucks apiece as if they were nothing nore than di me-store caps. He

t hought about all the jobs that he'd taken, besides his responsibilities of
guardi ng the gateway between Hell and Earth, all the creeps he had to put down
for the count, in order to make that kind of noney.

It was noney that he'd been setting aside for a rainy day.
And Francis couldn't inmagine it raining any harder than this.

The bullets did their job, the projectiles tearing into the flesh of the
di vine beings with devastating results.

It stopped them from chasing Remy, turning their attention to Francis.

"I'f you were | ooking to capture their attention, | believe you' ve done it,"
sai d a voi ce standi ng beside him

Francis turned to see that the Grigori had left their places on the old shore
to join him each of them brandi shing the guns, knives, and swords that he had
provi ded, and which he hoped would be returned to his personal collection once
everyt hing had settl ed.

Sariel admired the ancient blade. It didn't gl ow any nore than Francis' had,
but would still hack off a linmb if necessary.

"I't's been quite sonme time since |'ve participated in battle,"” the Gigori
| eader said to the fallen Guardi an, watching as the Black Choir began to stalk
toward them

"It's just like riding a bike," Francis said, charging to neet their enem es
hal fway. "Only a | ot nore bl oody."

And he felt the bl oodl ust upon him his thoughts returning to the day that he
had fought at the side of the Mdrningstar, for a cause that he was foolish
enough to believe was right.

The Bl ack Choir had retrieved their own weapons fromthe ground, |urching at
himand the Grigori soldiers, the first line of defense between them the



Seraphim and the end of the world.

Even nore frantic than before, the Choir came at them bl ackened aboni nati ons
roaring in rage, their weapons raised to cut them down. Francis noved anong
them firing his pistol and | ashing out with his sword.

Cutting a Choir menber in half that had attenpted to brain himwith a spiked
mace, Francis chanced a quick glance around to see how the Gigori were
faring. Their | eader's words about their inactivity in the conbat area had
worried hima bit at first, but seeing themin action now, Francis realized
that his concerns were unfounded.

The Gigori were taking to violence like a ducks to water. But that didn't
mean the battle was won yet.

The Choir were frantic, sensing a threat to their absolution. Francis had to
l augh as he fired his pistol into the face of one of the pathetic creatures,

obliterating its head in an explosion of blackened skull. He found it a riot

that they actually believed that God woul d | ook favorably upon themfor their
contributions to the end of the world.

Al most as anusing as the brief idea he'd had tickling his mnd that maybe he'd
make sonme points with the big guy upstairs for helping to avert this
cat ast rophe of such enornous proportions.

Yeah, and soneday soon ny fucking hair will grow back

Franci s | ooked around him through the stormand creeping black fog. It was
like a scene plucked fromthe pits he was forced to police, alittle slice of
Hel | here on Earth.

The Choir were | ocked in vicious combat with the Gigori; shrieks of rage and
terror filled the air, mngling with the scent of angels' blood.

Whether it be of the fallen or not, once it was spilled, it all snelled the
sane.

He | oaded the last of his special bullets fromhis coat pocket into the

revol ver, just as three Choirs |loped out froma cloud of black. Not to waste
any nore val uabl e amunition, he stuck the gun in the wai stband of his slacks
and decided to deal with the abom nations old school. He brought the bl ade
down upon the shoul der of one, nearly cutting the forner angel in two from
collar to groin. Drawi ng back the weapon, he parried a bl ow by anot her of the
beasts, and pulling the dagger fromthe inside coat pocket of his suit coat,
plunged it deep between its charcoal - bl ack eyes.

The final menber of the three sized himup. It switched a short sword from one
hand to the other as it eyed him a charred lip raised in a snarl to revea
teeth |like blackened corn. Finding that he had a Iimted reserve of patience,
Francis sinply pulled the gun fromhis wai stband and shot the creature in the
face, satisfied to waste the bullet if only to nove things al ong.

Squi nting against the driving rains, he searched for signs of the remaining
Seraphi m sol diers. He was certain that he'd hit at |east one of them Lifting
his nose to the air, he sniffed for a hint of their scent, but it was no use;
the stink of spilled angel blood was everywhere — Gigori, Black Choir, and
Seraphim all mxing together in a nauseating miasna that tainted the air.

In the distance, but far closer than nmonments ago, the nounts bel onging to the
Four Horsemen pawed at the earth inpatiently, sending trenmors through the



ground that caused himto stunble.
"Shit," Francis hissed, caught off bal ance.

It was then that the Seraphi mchose to make their nove, descending out of the
sky, wings spread as they glided down to attack him Francis spun around,

ai mng his weapon, but Zophiel's nmovenents were a blur, his Heavenly bl ade
slicing through the flesh and bone of his wist.

"Son of a bitch," the Guardian cursed as he watched his hand, still holding
the pistol, sail through air.

The angels dropped in front of him both hol ding weapons that cut the gl oom
with their unearthly fire.

Cutching his bleeding wist tightly to his chest, Francis eyed one and then
t he ot her.

"Well, now that we're about even, what's say we get this bullshit over wth?"
Rerry Chandl er was dyi ng.

Wth each step he took closer to the Angel of Death, he felt nmore of his
humani ty being stripped away.

An aura of death hung around the kneeling Israfil as he picked up the fourth
scroll, and, holding it out before him broke the seal. Again there cane a
flash, and the deafening sounds of the Horsenen as they noved closer filled
the air.

The wi nds howl ed and noaned, snatching at his clothes as if trying to hold him
back, but Reny fought against it, falling to his hands and knees, craw ing
toward the kneeling angel through the nuddy sand.

"Israfil, listen to ne," he begged, yelling to be heard.

"Yes, there's pain and sadness and misery here. . . . But there's also
happi ness and wonder... and the strength to fight through the msery."
But Israfil ignored his words, reaching for the fifth and final scroll.

"I's this what Casey woul d have want ed?" Reny continued. "Wuld she have wanted
to see it all end because you weren't strong enough to deal with her |oss?"

Israfil's fingers seemed to hesitate over the final scroll, the Almghty's
perm ssion to unl eash the Horsenmen and bring about the end of the world. He
| ooked toward Reny, tears running down cheeks scoured by the w nd, sand, and
rain.

"Remi el ," he whispered. "How do they do it?... How do you do it?" he asked,
his voice a dry croak. "It hurts so rmuch. | thought it would be a lark

somet hing to break up the never-endi ng nonotony of mnmy existence, but it ended
up as so much nore."

Israfil paused, |owering his head.

"So much nore."

"Don't do this," Reny said, inching closer. "Natha-nuel is insane, jealous of
CGod's love for H's conplicated, and, yes, seriously flawed children."



Israfil shuddered, dropping the scroll as his body pitched forward into the
sand.

"It hurts so damm nuch," he npaned.

"Let it go," Reny said, reaching out for the scroll. "Shed your human skin and
return to the formthat would know what you are doing is wong." H's fingers
brushed agai nst the ancient parchment. He alnost had it, and then sonething

had hi m

Reny found hinsel f suddenly airborne, viciously yanked away and haul ed up into
t he sky.

"Can you hear it, Rem el ?" Nathanuel spoke in his ear to be heard over the
raging stormand the flapping of his wings. "It is the death cry of humanity."

Reny thrashed in the Seraphim s grasp as the angel's wings took themsteadily
hi gher .

"And there's nothing you can do about it.

chapter eighteen

She saw the riders.

They sat upon their colored horses at the horizon, waiting to begin the death
of the world.

But in the sky, above the giants of the Apocal ypse, two figures were |ocked in
struggle. One had powerful wi ngs of blinding white, and the other seened to be
just a man, willing to fight the forces of Heaven itself for what he believed.
Just a man, but in fact, so nuch nore

Madel i ne gasped for breath, her eyes opening wi de as she | ooked about the

sem darkness of her room the disturbing i mages that she suspected were so
much nore beginning to fade away, replaced with the reality of her present
condi tion.

She was still alive.

And t hough nunbed with pain medication, fed through an |V hangi ng besi de her
bed, Madeline knew that her |ife should have conme to an end hours, if not

days, ago.

Her husband had gone to take care of that problem She renmenbered her dream

O was it a vision?

Madel i ne was suddenly afraid for him w shing that he were there with her, by
her side and hol ding her hand as she finally slipped away.

But he couldn't be. He needed to be el sewhere in order to make things right,
in order for her, and so many others, to finally be allowed to go.



Renmy had told her that he could hear them Call themwhat you want: spirit,
soul, inner self. He'd said that he could hear themtrapped within prisons of
fl esh, begging to be free.

He said it was the saddest sound he had ever heard.

She saw the image flash within her mnd again. The giants of the Apocal ypse,
her husband above them I|ocked in struggle with one of his former kind.

Madel i ne reached across, renoved the IV needle fromher arm and pulled the
oxygen line fromher nose. Delving into a reserve of strength that she didn't
know she had, she rose from her bed and shuffl ed barefoot across the cold tile
floor to the w ndow.

The stormwas ferocious, the wind spattering heavy rains agai nst the panes of
gl ass. She saw herself there, reflected against the glass in the darkness
beyond the storm a reflection of who she had once been

When she was healthy and full of life.

The refl ection provided her with the strength necessary, and she lifted her
arm placing her hand agai nst the cool glass surface.

She thought of her husband, the angel that had come into her life and given
her so much, and about how nuch she | oved him

A love strong enough to hold back the end of the world.
Nat hanuel ' s hands burned himlike fire.

"You enbrace this pathetic existence as if born to it," Nathanuel growl ed, his
face nmonstrous in the light of the eerily gl ow ng sky.

Renmy clung to the front of the Seraphimis coat, frantically hol ding on

Nat hanuel pressed his hand against the side of Re-ny's face, and searing pain
coursed through his body as the flesh was burned away to reveal sonething
el se, sonet hi ng hi dden beneat h.

"You know what you are and where you truly belong, but still you run fromit
hide fromit in this suit of flesh and bl ood."

The snell of his burning humanity filled his lungs, choking Remy with its
acrid stench. The Seraphimchief was incredibly strong, as if feeding on the
encroachi ng catastrophe. And as they hovered above the deliverers of the end,
hel d al oft by the beating of Nathanuel's powerful w ngs, he reached down,
taki ng hold of Reny's hands, and began to peel his fingers away fromtheir
desperate hold on his coat.

Reny gl ared defiantly at the one he once called brother, his hold nore and
nore precarious with each passing second. And just as he was about to fall
Nat ha- nuel caught hold of his wist.

"You | ove them so nmuch," Nat hanuel cooed, dangling himabove the world, a
monent's respite fromwhat Reny knew was inevitable. "Then go to them™

The Seraphi mrel eased him and Reny began to fall

Is this howit ends? he wondered as he tunbled to the earth, a victim of



gravity's pull.

Was it all for nothing?

Sonething stirred deep within himself in response to his question
Sonet hing that yearned for sweet rel ease.

And it answered him.. "No."

Mar | owe wat ched hel pl essly as his master fell.

There was not hing he could do to help, and that angered the dog. He tossed his
head back, howling his discontent.

The dog awakened with a start, unsure at first of where he was. He lifted his
head and sniffed the air.

"What's the matter, boy?" Ashlie asked him scooting over on the overstuffed
sof a where they had been watching television to put her armgently around him
"It's all right," she said soothingly as she patted his neck and ki ssed the
top of his head. "It's only the storm Reny will be back soon to take you
hore. "

She | ay against his side, as he rested his chin between his paws with a heavy
sigh, afraid to drift off again.

So he listened to the sound of the stormraging outside and whined pitifully
at the nenory that roused himfrom his slunber.

A dream of his master falling fromthe sky.
He didn't remenber passing out, but then, how el se could he explain it?
Reny was back in Heaven

But it was a Heaven of the past; a Heaven that he'd tried so hard to forget
because it didn't really exist anynore.

Froma gentle hilltop called Serenity he gazed down into the verdant valley of
Awe, repul sed by the scene of violence that now overran the once-peacef ul
| oM and.

Angel agai nst angel, brother against brother; he listened to the cries of
war fare, sounds that did not belong in a place such as this.

Though di sgusted by what was transpiring below him Reny found hinsel f drawn
toward the unfol di ng scene of carnage, moving down the sloping hill toward the
ragi ng battle.

And the cl oser he got, the nore frightened he becanme, for he remenbered this
day.

St eppi ng over bodi es of those with whom he had once soared through the skies
in service to the All-Father, Reny continued toward the center of battle. Few
remai ned standing, the last of the Morningstar's forces against one | one
figure that fought with an unbridled fury for the glory of Cod.

Adorned in arnor of gold, w ngs spattered with the bl ood of the vanqui shed,
t he angel set upon the last of his adversaries, his cries of fury mngling



with the screans of those who fell beneath the savagery of his onslaught.

And then all was quiet as the last of the Mdrrning-star's arny joined the rest
of the dead.

Renmy stood on the outskirts of the circle of death, staring at the back of the
wi nged figure as he slowy started to turn, alerted to Reny's presence. He
wanted to avert his eyes fromthe sight of a Heavenly bei ng capabl e of such
brutality in the Lord' s nane, but he couldn't, his vision riveted to the sight
of the warrior angel — a Seraphim

The angel faced him his features stained with the blood of the lives he had
taken, and Reny felt immediately sickened by the sight.

Si ckened by the sight of Remiel of the holy host Seraphim
Si ckened by the sight of hinself.
"I's this where it began?" Rem el asked.

Reny stepped back, but the heel of his shoe caught on the chest plate of an
angel killed in battle, and he fell to the ground.

"I"mnot you anynore," he stated, crawling backward to get away.
The angel stared down at the dead |ying about his feet. "Is that what you tell
yoursel f? Does it take away the pain of what you were . . . of what you are?"

Renmy didn't want to hear this; he didn't want to be in this place again. He
got to his feet and tried to wal k away. A gentle breeze bl ew across the plain,
carrying the sweet scent of Heaven's blossoming trees and fl owers, tainted
with the hint of death.

"You can't change what you are, Renmiel," the warrior angel called after him
Reny stopped, the words like an arrow shot into his back.

"You are of the host Seraphim a soldier of the Alm ghty, and you have a
sacred duty."

Renmy turned to find his warrior self directly behind him

"I"'mnot part of this anynore," he told the angel. "I gave it up. . . . | left
it behind for sonething else."

Rem el laughed. It was a sad | augh, heavy with sorrow

"And now that it is threatened, as was Heaven. WII| you wal k away fromthat as
well, or will you fight for what you have | oved?"

"What | do love," Reny whispered, surprised as the words |eft his nouth.
Staccato images of the life he'd | ed upon the earth flashed through his mnd;
t he painful and sometines wonderful steps he had taken on the |long path of

| earning to be human.

Endi ng with Madel i ne and Marl owe.

Suddenly, he felt their strength flowi ng through him and he knew what had he
had to do.



"You terrify nme," he said to hinself.

Rem el nodded. "You were a thing to be feared.”
They were silent for a nmonent, standing on the corpse-strewn battl efield.

"WIl you enbrace your true nature and becone that force again?" Remi el asked.
"O will you let it all die?"

Reny cl osed his eyes, seeing the faces of those he loved there in the
dar kness.

Is there even a question?

It was difficult, if not downright inpossible, to fight two opponents with the
use of only one hand.

But it didn't keep Francis fromtrying.

Bl eedi ng stunmp still pressed against his chest, he eyed the two Seraphim
sword held firmy in the other hand.

"So what made you go along with your boss's crazy plan?" he asked, through
gritted teeth, fighting against the throbbing pain in his wist. "I mean,
Seraphim always so straight and serious. Wat nakes you suddenly decide to go
agai nst God?"

The normal |y expressionless faces of the pair began to show signs of wear — a
slight twitch around the eyes of one; the beginnings of a frowm on the other
"You seemed smarter than that," Francis continued, aimng his tarnished bl ade
at one and then the other. "You'd think that after the business with the

Mor ni ngst ar "

He'd struck a nerve.

Haniel was the first to attack, w ngs opened to their full extent as he | eapt
into the air. Francis stunbl ed back, keeping one eye on the soaring warrior
and the other on Haniel's partner.

And as if on cue, Zophiel lunged fromthe ground, crackling blade aimng for
the Guardian's chest. Francis swatted the Seraphins bl ade aside with his own,
and flicked blood fromhis still-bleeding stunp into the face of his angelic
attacker.

The angel screamed, stunbling back as if he'd had acid thrown into his eyes.
It wasn't acid, but the next best thing.

The bl ood of a fallen angel.

Hani el swooped down fromthe sky with a roar. Francis barely avoi ded being
cleaved in two as the arc of the Seraphim s blade bit a chunk fromthe
shoul der of his already injured arm Francis dropped to his knees, his head
begi nning to swm Losing as nuch bl ood as he had usually had that sort of
effect.

Hani el touched down, going to the aid of his brother, helping himto w pe the
noxi ous bl ood from his eyes.

"Well, isn't that sweet," Francis chided, jamng his bloody stunp into the



ground, the jolt of excruciating pain keeping himfromfalling forward,
unconsci ous.

The Seraphimcursed in a | anguage ol der than creation, and they started toward
hi m agai n.

Sonet hi ng runbl ed and flashed in the fog-enshrouded sky above his head, and on
refl ex Francis turned his eyes to the Heavens. At first he saw nothing, only
the roiling clouds and whi pping rain, but then he sawit, an area of the sky
above him grow ng steadily brighter

Sonet hi ng was com ng.

He | ooked back to the Seraphim al nmost upon hi mnow. They had smiles on their
twi sted faces. They thought they had him

He didn't have the heart to tell them otherwi se.
"Heads up," the fallen Guardi an said, as the Seraphi mignored his warning,
rai sing their weapons to hack himto bits.

The Angel of Death knew that it was w ong.

As he knelt upon the sand, holding the |last sacred scroll, the cold, wet
danpness seeping through the knees of his jeans, he knew that it had all gone
terribly, terribly wong.

It had been an experinment, a flight of fancy to help himbetter understand the
Creator's favorites. How was he to know it would come to something like this?

Israfil had merged with Jon Stall, and everything that the coll ege professor
had been becane a part of him How exciting it was to feel things the way
humans did — to be so deliciously fragile.

He held the parchment in his hands, his thunb tracing the uneven surface of
t he waxen seal. So fragile, he thought.

They were beautiful creatures, filled with so nuch |ove and feeling, and yet
capabl e of such savagery. It was as if God had taken every characteristic
i magi nabl e and rolled theminto one conplex life form

It's obvious that humans are what He was working up to, Israfil nused, barely
noticing the wind and heavy rain that fell upon his kneeling form

Thunder runbl ed, and he chanced a quick gl ance behind him Through the thick
roiling msts he caught a glinpse of them the beings created by the Lord of
Lords to end it all. He could sense their inpatience. Never had they been so
fully awakened.

Al he had to do was break the | ast seal

In a way, it would be a blessing for the world and its inhabitants, he told
hi nsel f. There was just so much chaos and suffering here. He'd never realized
that until he had becone a part of Jon, and Jon a part of him

H s eyes strayed to Casey, lying on her side, eyes w de open, her soul crying
to be released. If he listened — truly listened — he could hear others I|ike

her, mllions of souls begging to be free.

| should do it for her — -for Casey, he thought.



Nat hanuel believed they were being nerciful by extinguishing their grievous
lives, taking away their despair, for they could not do it thensel ves.

All he had to do was break the | ast seal

At first, Israfil believed it to be just another sound created by the raging
storm but when he heard it again, it captured his attention, distracting him
fromhis tortured thoughts.

The sound... the word, was soft yet firmin its conviction, and there was no
m st aki ng where it had cone from

Casey continued to stare at him her eyes wide fromthe intensity of her
trauma. A dark line of blood oozed fromthe corner of her nmouth to be absorbed
by the sand beneath her face. And though her nouth barely noved, he heard the
word slip fromit again.

"Doon' t."

He tore his gaze fromthe woman he had | oved, sensing that he was no | onger
al one, to | ook upon the frightening visage of Nathanuel as he drifted down
fromthe turbul ent sky.

"What are you waiting for?" he asked, touching down in a crouch, voice
dripping with inpatience. "The time has never been nore right."

And as if on cue, there was a cacophonous roar of thunder and sonething fel
fromthe sky, hitting the ground in an explosion of brilliance that could only
be descri bed as divine.

Reny allowed hinself to fall, feeling his body change as he dropped fromthe
sky.

The closer he got to the earth, the | ess human he becane. Engul fed in Heavenly
fire, the facade he had worked so hard to build dissolved away to reveal what
he'd tried to conceal

What he'd worked so hard to forget.

He shoul d have known better; he should have known his true self would al ways
be there, patiently waiting for a time when it would be needed. He coul dn't
hi de fromwhat he was, even after all these long years on this planet.

There was a little pain as the flesh of his masquerade burned away to revea
the truth beneath, but it had less to do with the physical and far nore to do
with the enotional. Reny | oved what he had become, what he had made for

hi nsel f over the millennia, and was sad to see it go.

The angel Renmiel hit the waterless ocean floor in an explosion of fire, the
heat of his transformation so intense that the sand around himcrystallized.
He emerged fromthe snoldering crater wearing his conmbat arnor of gold, the
same armor he had worn when fighting the last of his battles against the

| egi on of Lucifer MNbrningstar.

When he had decided to give up Heaven.
The rain hissed and steanmed as it fell upon him and he stretched his w ngs of

creany white, fanning air. If there was one thing he didn't mnd about the
transformation, it was having his w ngs back again.



"Looki ng good, pal," he heard a fanmliar voice say weakly, and he | ooked to
see Francis emerging from beneath the snol deri ng bodi es of Hani el and Zophi el

Rem el extended his hand, sensing an aspect of the Creator nearby, and called

it to him The sword that he had carried down to the beach | eapt up from where
it had been dropped, spinning through the air, casting off flecks of Heavenly

fire as it came to him

The grip of the sword nestled neatly in the palmof his hand as the beating of
his powerful wi ngs carried himacross the beach toward what he was sure woul d
be the final confrontation

Praying to a God to whom he had not spoken in quite sone tine that he was not
too late.

chapt er ni neteen

The angel Reniel enmerged fromthe storm screamnm ng the name of his eneny.

The Seraphi m chi ef crouched over the linp formof Israfil, the Angel of Death
seem ngly protecting the final sacred scroll with his body.

"Nat hanuel !'" Remi el raged, the fury of his voice carried on the nmoani ng wi nds
of storm

He saw it all in a bizarre formof slow notion, Na-thanuel tearing his gaze
away fromthe bel eaguered Angel of Death, a |ook of such extreme hatred on his
normal |y enotionless face, shockingly norphing into a twisted snile

"Remi el ," he said, stepping over Israfil, his awesonme wi ngs fl ow ng open from
his back. And fromw thin his coat he produced a sword. "How nice it is to
truly see you again."

Touchi ng down upon the sand, Remiel studied his foe. It was all coming back to
him everything that he'd tried for so long to forget.

The viol ence he and others |ike himwere capable of.

"I"ve waited too long for you to be able stop me," Nat hanuel grow ed,
springing at himw th blurring speed. Hi s blade cut the air, glancing off the
shoul der plating of Remiel's arnmor, a spray of sparks shooting into the air as
he sidestepped the attack. "I've been patient — till now "

Rem el reacted in kind, spinning to attack, swi nging his blade toward the
Seraphim chief's side. The angel twi sted his body, angling it in such a way
that only his raincoat's flap was cut by the passing of Re-miel's bl ade.

Nat hanuel jumped into the air, a raptor's screamupon his |lips as he brought
his sword down in a hacking notion. Remi el junped back, narrowly avoiding the
crackl ing bl ade of Heaven as it gouged the drying ocean fl oor

The stormraged around them the intensity of their conflict seem ngly
reflected in the intensity of the weather. And as they fought, their Heavenly
bl ades casting flecks of godly light, a jagged hole was torn in the thick



curtain of fog to reveal the Horsenen, noving closer still. The four giants
sat upon their colored horses, as if drawn toward the struggle playing out
beneath them as if looking for a little entertai nnent before beginning the
wor k of ending the world.

Time was fleeting, and Remi el knew that what little sanity Israfil rmaintained
was a fragile thing indeed.

"Look at them Remiel," Nathanuel shrieked above the relentless clanging of
their striking sword bl ades. "Have you ever seen a nore awesone sight?"
"It's not their time, Nathanuel," he responded, driven back across the beach
by the Seraphimchief's relentless onslaught. "That will be a tine of H's
choosi ng, not yours."

Remi el lowered his sword, inciting his brother to come cl oser

Nat hanuel |unged, as Remi el allowed the fiery blade to pass dangerously cl ose,
skimmi ng al ong the side of his breastplate, before |owering his arm and
trappi ng the bl ade agai nst his side.

The expressi on upon Nat hanuel's face was pricel ess.
"You let ne get too close,"” Remel said, driving his forehead into the
Seraphim | eader's face. "A big mstake."

Rem el swi ped the balled ponmel of his own sword across the Seraphinm s face,
knocki ng hi m backward to the ground.

Nat hanuel 's grip torn fromhis sword, Rem el now stood above the chieftain of
the host Seraphim a blade forged in Heaven in each of his hands.

"If you're smart, you'll stay where you are,"” Rem el raged, doing everything
in his power to keep the angelic fury that raged within himat bay. It would
be so easy, Remiel thought. To let it out, to satisfy its voraci ous hunger

So easy.

Rem el pulled back upon the rage, painfully repressing what had once been
second nature to him But not anynore.

"Listen to me," he warned, turning away fromthe Seraphimchief, hoping —
prayi ng — that he was wi se enough to stay down. That this could all be brought
to a close with a minimal anount of violence.

And soneday pigs would fly.

The hideously disfigured creatures that had once been Seraphi msurged fromthe
shifting fog. Haniel and Zophiel's burnt and bl ackened bodi es, scarred by his
fiery descent, rasped and rustled as they grappled to restrain him

Rem el roared, one of his swords arcing down, taking away one of Haniel's
arnms. He brought his other sword up and across, slicing through Zophiel's

m d- section, causing steanming entrails to spill out onto the ground. But stil
they came at him taking hold of his arms, preventing himfromusing his

bl ades further.

The Seraphimtried to speak, to whisper ominous threats in his ear, but all he
coul d hear were choking rasps.



Prying the weapons from his hands, they turned himroughly around to face the
approachi ng Natha-nuel. Twin lines of blood trailed fromeach nostril of the
Seraphi m | eader's nose. He held a dagger in one hand whil e dabbing at the

bl ood that streamed from his nose

H s fingers stained crinmson, Nathanuel's eyes grew wi de and his entire body
began to trenbl e.

"What will it take for you to understand?" the Seraphi m| eader asked, bringing
the tips of his fingers to his mouth, tasting his blood. "The travesty of this
wor |l d has gone on | ong enough. It ends here and now. ..

Despi te your actions."

"It ends when | deemit over,
st ood.

said a voice that froze the Seraphi mwhere he

Taken aback, Nathanuel turned to see the formof Israfil emerging fromthe
fog. In one hand he held the still-unopened final scroll, in the other a
vintage Colt pistol. "Wat is this?" Israfil asked, his expression of surprise
turning to one of absolute revul sion as he caught sight of Francis |oom ng
behi nd the I[inchpin of his plans.

"Wth themall dead and gone... He'll |ove us best," Nathanuel said,
attenpting one last time to convince the Angel of Death that his plans were
just.

Israfil aimed the pistol, firing off a shot before the Seraphi mcoul d speak
again. The Hell-made bullet hit himin the center of his forehead, his eyes
turning upward as if attenpting to see the extent of the damage that had been
done to him

Nat hanuel fell backward to the ground.

Rem el flexed his wi ngs, shrugging off the injured Seraphi msoldiers, and was
about to put them down when further shots rang out. Junping aside, he saw that
Franci s had snatched the pistol away fromlsrafil and was firing with

col dhearted efficiency, taking out those Seraphi mloyal to Nathanuel

"Not dead yet, but they will be," Francis said as his | egs grew unsteady and
he dropped down to the ground. "Think 1'll take a seat."

He had torn off his suit coat sleeve and tied it tightly around the stunp of
his hand to stop the bl eedi ng.

"Soon as Israfil gets his shit together, we'll be all set.”

Rem el approached the Angel of Death, who stood staring off into the
m st - enshrouded di stance. He was pale and trenbling, skin burnt a bright pink
in many places. His eyes had started to | eak a dark-col ored ooze.

The body he inhabited was breaki ng down.

"I just wanted the pain to go away. As nuch for myself as for the world."
Israfil turned his dripping eyes to Renmiel. "But | kept hearing your voice,
telling me that it wasn't the tine."

An om nous runbl e shook the air, and they both | ooked out through the fog to
see the Horsemen growing restless. Death, in his arnor of bone, upon his horse
of the purest white, had left the line of his brethren, as if urging his



master, the Angel of Death, to get on with it.
"They're waiting for you to decide,"” Rem el said.

"There's still a part of me fighting to end it... to drop the curtain on it
all, to take away its pain, and I'mnot sure | have the strength to fight it
much | onger."

Rem el noved closer to the angel. Israfil stared at him—- as if seeing himfor
the first time. "Look at you," he said, voice no stronger than a whisper. "I
never believed | would see you this way again."

"He | ooks good," Francis said. He was lying on his back now, his speech
starting to slur. He'd lost quite a bit of blood. "Don't you think he | ooks

good? | renmenber when | | ooked as good... better."

"We're done here," Israfil said. "But I'mnot sure that |I'm strong enough to
do what still needs to be done."

The angel swayed, buffeted by the storm his human shell |ooking worse with

t he passing seconds.

"WIl you help ne, Remel?" he asked. "WII you help me return it to the way
it's supposed to be?"

For a brief monent of selfishness, Reny hesitated. How rmuch nmore can | give?

Israfil waited for his answer, and it was as if the angel suddenly knew the
cause of his reticence.

"I"'msorry," the Angel of Death said, tears of black flow ng nore freely down
hi s gaunt face.

Rem el shook his head, steeling hinmself for what had been asked of him
"There's no reason to be sorry," he said firmy. "This is howit's supposed to
be... howit has to be."

And with those words, Israfil gathered what renmained of his strength and
turned. He wal ked toward the horizon, across the sand, which was unti
recently beneath the ocean, heading toward the riders of the Apocal ypse.

And Remi el foll owed.

They stood side by side, gazing up at the awesone sight, at the
personification of the world' s |ast days. The harbingers of the end.

"Are we ready?" lIsrafil said wearily.

"As ready as I'll ever be," Rem el answered, |laying a hand upon Israfil's
shoul der, I ending himhis strength.

Israfil seened to take a monent, as if wanting to hold onto this nmonent — this
fragility — for as long as he was abl e.

Rem el squeezed his shoul der tighter, signaling that it was tine.

Israfil gasped, an awful gurgling sound filling his throat as he turned his
face up to the crying Heavens, and left the body of Jon Stall. The human shel
that the Angel of Death had inhabited these past nonths dropped to the ground,
a marionette whose strings had been cut.



Israfil floated in the air |ike snoke, his ethereal form weak and undefi ned,
as if part of what he was had atrophied.

They both stared at the abandoned body |ying upon the ground.
"His soul is still trapped inside," Israfil said sadly, his voice |like a coo
fall breeze rustling through the |eaves.

"Li ke so many others."

"Yes," Israfil agreed. "But first things first."

In his angelic formagain, the Angel of Death spread inmaterial w ngs the
col or of snoke and flowed toward Renmi el

"Your strength to nine,"
hi s own.

t he angel whispered as Israfil's essence nerged with

Rem el tensed as the angel flowed into him instinctively reacting to the

i nvasion. Hs wings flapped wildly, fighting the attenpt of another being to
take up residence within him He imagined that this was what the human Jon
Stall must have experienced as he surrendered the last of his life, giving
over his body to the curious Angel of Death.

And Renmiel was suddenly filled with an awesonme and fearful power. Hi s body
began to gl ow, crackling energy humred and throbbed through him 1eaping from
the ends of his fingers, fromthe tips of his wings. He had al ways known t he
Deat h Angel was powerful, but never could he have inagi ned the magnitude.

Al at once he saw the world — saw it as Israfil did — and he was in awe of
it. Every living thing, down to the snallest m crobe, anything that undul ated,
squi rmed, swam flew, or wal ked upon it; he saw it all as he was reconnected
to the Iife pul se of the planet.

The power at his disposal was i measurable, a wild and terrible force, but he
handled it with ease and grace, taming it with a gentle yet firmthought,
pulling it to his side, demanding its obedi ence.

And the power of death obliged.

He took to the air, powerful w ngs tossing off arcs of crackling energy as he
soared upward toward the fearsone representatives of the Apocal ypse

Hovering in the air before them the force of one of Heaven's nobst powerful
radi ating fromhis body, Re-mel was able to capture the attention of the
unearthly beings. They turned their awesonme gazes upon him waiting.

"Not today," he told them He was suddenly aware of the sacred scrolls lying
upon the beach bel ow, seals regrow ng upon the open parchment |ike fresh skin
over an open wound, in preparation for a tinme when they truly woul d be needed.

At first he wasn't sure if they had heard him the fearsonme aspects of the
end, continuing to study himas he floated in the air, little nore than an
annoyi ng insect to them he was sure.

The way they stared, it was as if they were giving hima chance to reconsider
— to change his mnd. But the being that was both Remi el of the Seraphi mand
Israfil the Angel of Death held strong to their decision



The world woul d not end this day.

And after a time, the Horsenen of the Apocal ypse cane to realize that their
presence was no longer required, and one at a tine, they turned away fromthe
world, returning to that otherworldly realm where fearful beings such as this
awai ted the time when they would be call ed again.

And their duty to the one that created them done

Rem el watched as they receded into the horizon, the stormthat had bl anketed
the regi on since their sunmoni ng drawn al ong behind them clearing the sky so
that the sun was allowed to shine again.

Ri di ng the wi nds above the Cape, Reny heard the roar of the ocean as it rushed
into reclaimthe | and that bel onged beneath it. He thought briefly about
Franci s, whom he had left lying on the beach, but pushed the concern fromhis
m nd. The former Guardi an could take care of hinmself, and there were other

far nore pressing matters still to be concerned wth.

The bal ance needed to be restored, the inevitability of death returned to the
wor | d.

The being that was both Remiel and the Death Angel floated in the darkness of
space, just above the vaporous atnosphere, attuned to the heartbeat of a
wor | d.

Rem el knew he should be in awe of what he w tnessed below him a beautiful
blue marble nestled in a black vel vet blanket of stars, vibrant with life, but
t here was sonet hi ng about sharing his body with the Angel of Death that
danpened hi s ent husi asm

There was a job to be done; one that Israfil had been derelict to performfor
at least a week's tinme. Remiel dreaded what was to follow, but there was no
other way if the balance was to be restored.

He fixed his gaze upon the earth, his every preternatural sense awakeni ng at
once, making the planet aware of the Angel of Death's return. Desperate for
rel ease, everything that had been destined to nmeet its end but couldn't cried
out in one powerful voice, calling for his attention

The power inside himwas nearly overwhel ming, and for one brief noment, Remniel
suspected that he knew what it must feel like to be God, or as close to one as
his kind was ever likely to be. The power inside himbegan to grow,
intensifying toward rel ease. Knowi ng what he was now capabl e of, and what he
was about to do, Rem el experienced painful pangs of fear

As well as guilt.

Fl oati ng above the earth, he extended his arnms and |l et the Angel of Death's
purpose flow through his body. He felt it nove inside him building at his
core, spreading up fromhis torso and down his arms into his hands. A sort of
et hereal webbing flowed out fromhis fingertips and drifted down to cover the
wor | d.

Still connected to his hands, he felt it all — vibrating up through the
menbr anous net, the thrunm ng heartbeat of the planet.

He saw them all, each and every thing: the large and snall, the human as wel |l
as the inhuman, the sick and the suffering.



"Come to ne," Remiel said, his voice an odd m xture of his own and the ange
Israfil's. Gven permission to go on, the life forces were released fromtheir
pl aces of confinenment, flowing up fromthe planet to collect within the vast
netting he had cast about the world.

As the souls were collected, he saw the exi stences that had once bel onged to
them entire life experiences flashing before himin the blink of an eye.

Life, in all its nyriad shapes and si zes.
The soul s of humanity, what stories they had to tell
Frombirth to death, and everything in between, he saw it all

Tales of lifetimes, better than anything that could be crafted by the world's
nost skilled authors. The sadness and the joys, the hatreds and the loves: it
was all there, everything that defined themas a species, that set them apart
fromall other of CGod' s creations.

Thei r humanness was i ntoxi cati ng.

And anong the seemi ngly countl ess existences, he found a life of joy that
spoke to himin a voice so faml- iar. It sang of life filled with
acconpl i shnment and the sweetest of |oves between man and woman.

Rem el knew this life, for he had been honored to be part of it, overjoyed to
be accepted into the | oving enbrace of one of the Almghty's nost bl essed
creations.

To love and to be I oved was the greatest of His gifts, and Rem el reveled in
t he honor that he had been all owed to experience.

He did not want to let this Iife go. He wanted to hold on to it — keep it,
like a precious stone, admiring its beauty and conplexity for all eternity.

But the Angel of Death had ot her plans.

Israfil stirred within Remel, his strength and purpose regai ned. Reassum ng
his mantle, Israfil energed in an explosion of brilliance, |ike the dawning of
creation, leaving Rem el alone in the darkness of space, suddenly no | onger
connected to the lives of those souls that had been harvested.

What a horrible and enpty sensation to be cut off from an experience so vast,
so intinate.

And he drifted in the cold of space, feeling so very al one.

Yearni ng for the touch of the world he had saved, and all the beauty it

of fered, Remi el noved closer to the planet, allowing its pull to draw him from
space, pulling himback to the place he had adopted as his home so very |ong
ago.

He fell to the world again, plunging deep into the restored ocean of the Cape.

Rem el energed fromthe boiling sea, flapping the excess water fromhis
cooling wings as he wal ked up onto the shore. Francis was waiting for himon
shore, along with Sariel and other surviving nmenbers of the host Gigori
"Thought you might've . . . y'know, gone back or something," the forner
Guardi an insinuated, gesturing with his chin to the glorious blue sky above.



"No," Remi el answered, noticing that Francis had found his m ssing appendage.
"Your hand?" he questi oned.

"Yeah, found it just before the water came back," he said, flexing his
fingers. "CGood thing, too. | don't think I'd | ook as hot with a hook."

Rem el managed a fleeting smle before turning his attention to the Gigori
Their clothes were torn and stained, and they stunk of violence. There was a
gl eam of excitenent in the survivors' eyes.

"I didn't expect to see you here," Remiel said to them
Sariel stared out over the ocean

"This is our world whether we like it or not — at least until the Lord calls
us hone. And until we hear His call, we aren't about to allow sonething to
happen to it."

The fallen angel suddenly seemed distracted, glancing down at the Rol ex watch
t hat had sonehow nanaged to remain intact upon his wist. "Look at the tine,"
he said casually. "We're having a little party tonight," he explai ned.

"Cel ebrating the world not ending and all."

He and his followers began to wal k away. "You' re welcone to cone." He nodded
toward Francis. "You and your wi nged friend."

The Gigori chuckled as they continued up the beach
Franci s waved good-bye, a smile beam ng upon his features.

"He's such a dick," Francis said, still smling as he continued to wave.
"Pretty good in a fight, though. Not a fucking Black Choir to be found. Doubt
they're all dead — we couldn't be so fucking lucky — but at |east they're not
around giving us a pain in the balls.”

Rem el | ooked about the beach, the roar of the surf behind him "The bodi es?"
he asked.

Franci s shrugged. "Taken by the sea, with nost of my friggin weapons, |
guess." He placed a hand over his brow, |ooking out over the restless ocean
"Wasn't much tine to nove them when the water canme back."

"And Lazarus?"

"Lost sight of himafter the shit hit the fan," Francis said with disgust.
"Doubt he's dead. Think we should | ook for hinP"

The Seraphi m shook his head. "He'll turn up eventually, and besides, he'l
have worse than us to deal with now The guilt over what he has done will be
tornment beyond anything we could ever do to him™"

"Yeah, | guess, but I'd still like to kill the bastard a few tines. Y know, to
get even." The Guardi an paused, checking out the reddish |ine where his hand
had been reconnected to his wist. "So everything is taken care of ?" he asked
of f handedl y.

Rem el remenbered what it was like to touch the world and to bring death back
to it, but sensed that the menmory woul d be fleeting. How coul d one bei ng hope
to retain menories so vast? There was only so nmuch of the experience one m nd



could contain. He recalled the lives and endi ngs of those connected with his
life:

Pet er Mountgonery, Carol Wir, Casey Burke, ready to let the menories go with
t he seem ngly countl ess ot hers.

But there was one in particular that he would not allow hinself to forget.

"Yes," he answered, feeling so terribly alone. "It's been taken care of."
Franci s accepted his answer with a satisfied nod. He rempved his glasses from
t he pocket of his tattered shirt and held themup to the sun. Sonmehow they had
remai ned unbroken. "So, do we want to get out of here?" he asked, adjusting
the glasses to his face.

"I think we're done,"” Remiel said, although the thought of what he was
returning to was nore painful than anything he had experienced thus far

In a way, for himthe world had come to an end.
"So is that your new | ook?" Francis asked.

Rem el stared at hinself, at the pale brightness of his exposed skin, of the
gol den arnor, the feeling of wings upon his back. It was time to again abandon
what he had al ready believed discarded forever. It just went to prove that
forever wasn't as finite as he would have |iked to believe.

He cl osed his eyes, concentrating on assunming his human appearance. It was

pai nful ; his angelic nature was again fully expressed, and did not care to be
cast aside, but he was stronger and not in any nood to be played with. He felt
his wings grow smaller, receding into the flesh of his back; the gol den arnor
nel ted away, returning fromwhence it cane in sone |ong-forgotten Heavenly
arnory.

Hurman i n appearance again, but so nmuch |ess than he had been

The angelic nature existed just bel ow the surface, so nuch closer than before,
dormant for now, eagerly awaiting the next opportunity to exert itself.

Reny | ooked down at his human gui se, surprised to see that he was naked, his
cl ot hes burned away by the intensity of his transformation

"Let me borrow your suit coat,"
bl oodst ai ned j acket .

he said, as Francis renoved the ragged,

"Don't get it dirty," he joked as Reny covered his naked body.

"I think I've got a pair of sweats in the car," he added, as the two of them
qui ckly started up the beach to where they had parked. It was all they would
need, to be found like this by the |ocals, beaten, nearly naked and spattered
wi th bl ood.

Renmy sensed themimediately, the hair on the back of his neck tingling, a
lingering aftereffect of having recently assuned his full angelic senbl ance.
He turned around to see themsilently com ng up from behind them three beings
beyond conprehension. It had been at |east a mllennium since he had seen
them They appeared as perpetually rolling balls of energy, their rounded,
seething surfaces — like the skin of the sun — covered wi th unblinking eyes.

They were quite the sight.



Francis turned and i medi ately dropped to the ground, hands going to his eyes,
temporarily blinded. It was not nmeant for the unclean — those of the fallen
persuasi on — to gaze upon the mpjesty of the Heavenly host known as Thrones.

Reny's angelic nature stirred, eager to energe and interact with the
representatives from Heaven that served the Almghty directly, but Reny would
have none of it. He'd had just about all he could stonmach of Heaven and its
representatives.

"What the hell do they want?" Francis asked, burying his head in the sand.

Reny stared at the center Throne, unsure of which set of eyes to ook into. He
didn't think that it really mattered.

"I haven't a clue," he answered. "Right now they seemcontent to just stare.”

"I imagine they'd be good at that," Francis added.

"Greetings, warrior of Heaven," a voice like the tuning of the world' s |argest
orchestra boomed inside his head for only himto hear. "W bring you gl ad
tidings fromHe Wio Is the Father of Al Things."

"Greetings," Reny responded, to be polite.

"Are they talking to you?" Francis asked, still |ooking away. "Are they
tal king to you inside your head? |I fucking hate that."

"The Lord of Lords has bid us find you, for you have performed a great service
to the Ki ngdom of Heaven."

"I only did what | had to do," he told the divine entities.

"The Creator asks for your return to the Gty of Light — for the honor to sit
at His right hand."

At nmention of the privilege that was to be bestowed upon him the Thrones
energy forns blazed all the brighter, the nusic of the spheres that blared
i nside his skull nearly deaf ening.

"No, thank you," Remy told them

The light of the three beings imediately dinmed, multiple sets of eyes
suddenl y squinted, scrutinizing him

"This is not an offer to be refused,"” the Throne | eader proclai nmed.
"But | amrefusing it," Reny infornmed it. "Tell the Creator thank you, but ny
place isn't in Heaven anynore. It's here, on this world with the crazy

i nhabitants that He created. Thanks, but no."

And Reny turned his back on them these representatives of God's will. He
reached down, pulling Francis up by the arm as he passed.

"Are you sure that's smart?" Francis asked, eyes tightly closed agai nst the
bl i ndi ng Heavenly gl are.

"It's howit is," Reny answered.

He could feel them com ng up behind him their presence causing the nerve



endings in his spine to painfully twitch. He didn't turn around.
"He will not be happy," the Throne bellowed inside his skull. Renmy felt a
trickle of warnth — blood — slowy begin to I eak fromhis nose down onto his

[ip.
So fragile. So human.
"And if | go with you, neither will |."

The sound of displeasure that only he could hear grewto a
br ai n- henorr hage-i nduci ng crescendo before dramatically falling silent.

Renmy turned his head slightly to see that the em ssaries from Heaven were no
| onger there.

"Are they gone?" Francis asked, cautiously opening his eyes a crack. Seeing
that they had indeed left, he renoved his gl asses, rubbing his eyes. "I think
t hey burned out mny fucking corneas. All | can see is spots. Think you're gonna
have to drive hone."

Reny didn't mind; he enjoyed driving. Sone of his best thinking was done while
behi nd the wheel

Coming up fromthe beach, into the backyard of Jon Stall's former sunmmer hone,
t hey wal ked al ong the side of the house and up the dirt driveway to where the
Land Rover was parked.

"Let me see about those sweats," Francis said, going to the back of the Land
Rover .

Renmy went around to the driver's side and opened the door
"Here," Francis called, tossing himthe gray sweat pants.

He slipped themon, not feeling quite as naked when he heard the trill of a
cell phone frominside the vehicle.

"Not mne — lost it on the beach somewhere when | was getting nmy hand chopped
off and shit," Francis said, fiddling with his gl asses.

Renmy stared across the driver's seat to the passenger's side, recalling that
he'd taken his wet coat off when getting into the Rover to start their trip.

The incessant trilling was comng frominside his coat pocket.

Franci s had noved around to the passenger's side to get in. He opened the
door, reaching inside Renmy's coat pocket to renmove the ringing cell phone. He
offered it to him

Reny took the phone and flipped it open, already certain that he knew from
where the call was comi ng. Cresthaven, said the black letters on the tiny

screen, and he felt the weight of the world — of the universe itself — fal
down upon him

The phone stopped its noise, but started again with only a noment's pause. He
pl aced the phone on the dashboard as he clinbed up into driver's seat, behind
t he wheel .

"Aren't you going to take that?" his friend asked, handing himthe car keys.



"No," he said as he put the key in the ignition and turned the engine over. "I
al ready know what they're going to tell ne."

For him the world had come to an end. The Apocal ypse had happened.

What nore was there to say?

epi | ogue

Four nobnths | ater

They' d had snow overni ght; about three inches, Reny figured, as they trudged
down the winter-covered wal kway through the Munt Auburn Cenetery.

It was still relatively early, the sun just over the rise, but he hadn't been
sl eepi ng nuch these days, and it hel ped himto get out and do things.

Hel ped to take his m nd off missing her so nmuch.

And besi des, Marlowe coul d use the exercise.

The dog barked happily, his jet-black fur a severe contrast with the snow as
he ronped through the powdery white stuff on the trail of something that
didn't hibernate through Boston's w nter nonths.

"What is it?" Reny yelled to the dog, wanting to be a part of his excitenent.

"Squirrel!"™ Marlowe answered, stopping for a nonent, tail wagging |ike mad,
bef ore bounding toward the base of a |arge oak tree.

"Awesore, but remenber what we said about not doing your business here, al
ri ght?"

"Right," the dog grunbled, nore concerned with the squirrel's scent. But the
Labrador had been really good about such things, after it had been expl ai ned
to hima fewtinmes that this was a special place where people came to renmenber
t hose who had gone away.

Renmy didn't need this place to remind him she was on his mnd nearly every
nmonent of every day and night.

It was pretty here just about any time of the year, but breathtaking after a
new snow, the trees, headstones, and nonunments draped in a puffy covering of
cotton white.

Madel ine | oved this tinme of year, a New Engl ander through and through. She'd
often tal ked about how it just wouldn't seemright wthout snow, that she'd

| ose her ability to gauge the passage of tine w thout the seasons.

The passage of tine; Renmy had never been nore aware of it.

He gl anced around, naking sure that Marlowe hadn't gotten himself into any



m schi ef. The Labrador was getting dangerously close to a frozen pond, so he
whistled shrilly to get the animal's attention.

"Cnon, pal,"” he hollered. "Back this way."

Mar | owe stopped and turned in his direction. Remy could practically hear the
gears novi ng around inside the aninmal's bl ocky head as he thought about

whet her or not he was going to acknow edge the request. He sniffed around
beneath a willow tree for a little bit nore before finally choosing to bound
across a stretch of chest-deep snow yet untouched by nman or beast.

The defiler snmiled in a cloud of white as he made his way toward Reny.

Renmy had no choice but to laugh at the sight. Marlowe loved it here, |ooking
forward to their daily visits, lately even nore than their walks to the
Conmmon.

He guessed it probably had something to do with Madel i ne being here as well.
"Run fast," Marlowe said, bringing hinmself to a skidding stop just before the
path he was on. "Run fast in snow " There was a fine coating of ice crystals
stuck to the Labrador's whi skers and powdered snow on his muzzl e.

"You certainly do," Reny praised. "I bet you're the fastest dog on the
pl anet . "
"Yes," the dog agreed. In his mnd, at that nonment, he was the fastest dog

around. There was no other reason for himto believe otherw se.
Rat her |i ke the worl d.

Reny didn't think humanity realized how close they'd come to the end. They had
just convinced thensel ves that everything had been naturally occurring mayhem
and with a little perseverance, they'd nade it through just fine.

Just like they always did.

Humans t hought very highly of thenselves and their abilities to hang in there.
It was one of the things he'd learned to adnmire about them Their optin smwas
amazi ng.

Even Steven Mulvehill, know ng nore than nost, chal ked up weeks of the Angel
of Death being mssing — and the nearly devastating effects that foll owed - as
a bit of a rough patch

But things seened to have evened out.

Renmy had been willing to tell him during the last of their rooftop drinking
sessions, before it got too cold, about what had gone on at the Cape, but
Steven didn't want to know. He'd made his coment about know ng too much,
poured hinmsel f a double, and changed the subject to the Patriots' chances of
making it to the Super Bow .

Reny had to respect the nman's decision not to know. Watever helped to nmake it
t hrough the day was perfectly fine with him

"Are you going to cone with ne to visit Madeline?" Reny asked the dog, who was
now rolling on his back in the snow, legs flailing in the air.

"Not Madeline," Marlowe answered indignantly, climbing to his feet before



shaki ng of f the icy powder
"No, not Madeline," Reny corrected hinself.

They went through this at least a fewtimes every week. The Labrador didn't
quite grasp the concept of burial, even though he'd been in attendance at
Madel i ne' s gravesi de cerenmony. Reny recall ed sonething the ani mal had said as
they bid their final good-byes while standing beside the mahogany coffin. In
his sinmple way, he had told Remy that the female — that Madeline — was not in
t he box because he could not snell her there. Later on that evening, when the
nmour ners who had stopped by the house for coffee and something to eat had
finally left, out of curiosity he'd asked the aninal to explain hinmself in
nore detail. It was difficult for him but Marl owe explained that the fenale
couldn't be in the box because she was there with them

Reny still hadn't understood, and frustrated with his master, Marlowe had |eft
the room only to return pulling a tattered bl anket that he often slept on. He
left again, returning with a filthy stuffed teddy bear with half of its face

m ssing. Marl owe had been ready to | eave once nore when Reny stopped him
aski ng what he was doi ng.

And the dog explained that Madeline hadn't been put into the ground because he
could still smell her there. It took a noment, but Reny realized that the
items that Marl owe had brought out to himwere all itens that Madeline had
given to him that had once bel onged to her

Her scent was on these things — perneating the house — and as far as Marl owe
was concerned, Madeline had not left them just her physical presence was
m ssi ng.

"Comi ng?" he asked the dog, continuing down the path that would soon turn,
taki ng them around a slight bend to an area of the cemetery that would be
shaded by large pines in the sumrer nonths, but now would be | aden with snow.

Mar | owe bounded up ahead of him It pleased himthat the dog was doing so well
with Madeline's loss. Now if only he could adjust as well.

He missed her nore today than the day before, and the day before that. It
didn't seemto be getting any better. Everything he saw, everything he read or
listened to or did, rem nded hi mof her and how nuch she had filled up his
life.

But now she was gone, the one horrible inevitability that he'd al ways known
woul d cone fromthe joy of being with her. And though he had tried to be
ready, tried to steel hinself against the predeterm ned, nothing could have
prepared himfor the bottom ess feeling of enptiness that was with himhis
every consci ous nonent.

Marl owe' s sudden excited barking startled himfromhis funk, and he sped up
down the snow covered wal kway, hoping that the ranbunctious Labrador hadn't

gotten hinself into trouble with a groundskeeper or an early norning visitor
to one of the other graves.

What Remy saw, as he rounded the corner, peering beneath the snow wei ght ed
branches of an old pine, was |like nothing he could ever have been prepared
for.

"Look, Reny! Look!" Marlowe barked, sniffing the |arge patch of green grass
that had replaced the snowfall around his wife's resting place.



Reny sl owly approached, taking it all in, piece by piece.

It didn't stop with the grass. The trees in the general vicinity of the grave
were filled with | eaves, providing a gentle shadow across the face of the
headst one.

The headst one.

A snaking vine had grown up over the marble surface; delicate purple flowers
had bl ooned in such a way as to encircle Madeline's nanme carved upon the
stone. And bel ow the grave marker, the ground had erupted in an expl osion of
color. Every kind of flower imaginable had sprung up fromthe earth, as if
what had been buried there was the seed for all things beautiful

Reny snmiled, thinking that there could very well be sone truth to it.

The area around his wife's grave was lush with life. Fragrant bushes, flowers,
and plants of every conceivable variety had been given perm ssion to ignore

t he i nhospitabl e touch of winter and were allowed to bl oom around her place of
eternal slunber, in celebration of her life and in a show of gratitude for
what he had done.

Al t hough he could not sense him Reny knew who was responsible. Israfil had
been here.

Soaking in the signs of |life, he turned back to the grave and slowy knelt
down before the narble marker

Madel i ne chandl er: bel oved, the inscribed words read, now enbellished by the
tiny purple flowers. He reached out, laying his hand upon the face of the
stone, and was surprised at howwarmit felt.

"Wul d you | ook at this?" he asked, imagining her sonewhere cl ose by. "Someone
must be pretty darn special to deserve this sort of treatnment."

He stroked the letters of her nane, recalling the countless tines he'd
marvel ed at the touch of her skin, the feeling of her as he held her in his
ar ns.

M ssing her. Al ways nissing her.

Mar | owe had cone to stand beside him show ng the marbl e headstone nore
attention than he ever had before.

"What do you think of this, bud?" he asked the dog, patting his square head.
"Pretty nice, isn't it?"

The Labrador did not answer, instead closing his eyes and tilting his snout up
to a very, un-winterlike breeze.

"She's here," Marlowe said.
And for a nmoment, he too could sense her. Remy could hear her in the rustle of
| eaves, snell her in the fragrance of the hundreds of flowers that bloomed in

her honor, feel the warmth of her through the lush grass that he knelt upon

And the tears that he'd held on to for so long began to flow, running down his
face, as he basked in the I oving presence.

Mar | owe had been right, Remy thought, patting the dog's side as he |ay beside



himatop his wife's grave. Madeline was indeed here — all around them in
fact. And she couldn't have | ooked nore beauti ful

about the aut hor

Thomas E. Sniegoski is the author of the groundbreaking quartet of teen
fantasy novels titled The Fallen, which were transformed into an ABC Fanily
mnise-ries, drawing stellar ratings for the cabl e network.

Wth Christopher Golden, he is the coauthor of the dark fantasy series The
Menagerie as well as the young-readers' fantasy series QutCast. Gol den and

Sni egoski have al so cocreated two com ¢ book series, Talent and The

Si sterhood, and wote the graphic novel BPRD: Hollow Earth, a spinoff fromthe
fan-favorite com c book series Hellboy.

Sni egoski 's other novels include Force Majeure, Hell-boy: The God Machi ne, and
several projects involving the popul ar tel evision franchises Buffy the Vanpire
Sl ayer and Angel, including both Buffy video ganes.

As a comic book witer, he was responsible for Stupid, Stupid Rat Tails, a
prequel nminiseries to the international hit Bone. Sniegoski collaborated with
Bone creator Jeff Smith on the prequel, making himthe only witer Snmith has
ever asked to work on those characters. He has also witten tales featuring
such characters as Batnan, Daredevil, Wl verine, The Goon, and The Puni sher

H's children's book series, Billy Hooten: OM boy, is published by Random
House

Sni egoski was born and raised in Massachusetts, where he still lives with his
wi fe, LeeAnne, and their Labrador retriever, Ml der.



