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    For anyone who had to come back
vicious
to come back at all.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "This is thy hour, O Soul, thy free flight into the wordless. Away from books, away from art, the day erased, the lesson done. Thee fully forth emerging, silent, gazing, pondering the themes thou lovest best. Night, sleep, death and the stars."
-A Clear Midnight, Walt Whitman, 1881
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​Your Mental Health Matters

[image: ]


If you or someone you love is experiencing a mental health crisis, please reach out to your local crisis intervention services or a trusted person in your life. Suicide and self-harm is a real issue and you deserve to get help. It is not the answer, it is not an alleviation from the very real pain you have. There are other options, and you are worth helping.

It is never too late or early to seek help.

Please call or text 988 (in the USA) if you are in crisis.

You’re not alone, and the world is better with you in it.

Recovery is worth the fight.
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You deserve to take up space.
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​Trigger Warnings
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This book contains scenes that may depict, mention, or discuss themes and situations that can be triggering and upsetting. These things include but are not limited to the following:
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Anxiety

Assault

Attempted murder

Attempted suicide (unsuccessful)

Blood (consumption, bleeding)

Cannibalism

Child death (hallucinated)

Cults

Death

Depression

Drug addiction and recovery process via allegory

Dysphoria

Emotional abuse

Fire

Gore

Hallucinations

Kidnapping

Murder

Obsessive and compulsive behavior and thought patterns

The occult

Panic attacks

Physical abuse

Psychosis

PTSD from multiple forms of mental, emotional, and physical abuse

Rape alluded to

Relapse from addiction

Self-harm

Mention of sexual assault

Skeletons

Slut shaming

Stalking

Starvation

Torture

Violence

War

Zombies

Note: The dog does not die.
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​Chapter 1
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The first thing I see when my eyes open again are my hands free of blood, though I still feel the stain of it on my soul. As I look up, I feel the all too familiar sense of dread and fear rushing into my lungs and infecting my blood like a poison not kind enough to kill me yet still cruel enough to make me suffer.

I am home.

I knew the gods were malicious and unfeeling, but this? The only thing I ever asked of them, the thing I fought for, the thing I was promised would be mine if I only destroyed whatever they wanted me to, up to and including myself. Time lost, not knowing where she ended up...

It was all for nothing.

The night nips at my skin. Snow lies on the ground and flutters through the air, light and fluffy. The buildings nearby illuminate the streets, though the plaza remains dark except for the large metal letters to my right that spell believe and the stained-glass sculpture of two whales alight from the inside.

I am the only one here— no humans occupy the space, and neither does my love. I have never been farther away from her, and now getting back to her is hopeless. The rage builds in my chest at the thought that she might be suffering, calling for me to save her. Waiting for someone to find her the same way she waited to be saved from Emmanuel's torture and ended up saving herself instead. A feat she, for all her strengths, can't pull off this time.

In the thick clouds overhead, distant thunder echoes my pain. It has been too long since my wings were unbound outside of that forsaken arena. I feel them stretched to either side of me now. The spots where the gods' chains held them tight are bare, the feathers failing to grow back after being rubbed away over time. The surface underneath is a gross black color now, scaly, almost demonic in a way.

I feel the tingle of electricity in my fingertips as Kalliope's face flashes in front of my eyes, the last real memory of the Realms I have. Watching her fall to her death after being ripped out of my arms. Nothing I could have done would have saved her, although it was still my job to try, and even at that I failed. I was no soldier when I died, I was a fool; I was weak and powerless. Now, somewhere in a plane of existence beyond ours, she must think I have abandoned her.

I am not the only one to blame, though.

I look up at the clouds as the humans do when they think of our God who created all of this. God, that bastard, who must still watch from wherever he fucked off to. He couldn't intervene one time? Not once? Not to save her? Not to strike Emmanuel down, not to allow me to live and keep her safe if he wasn't willing to do it himself?

What did Allie ever do to anyone to deserve this?

“Are you listening?” I ask, my voice not sounding like my own. It hasn't for... Well, since I haven't been myself. Not the version of me who was here last. Not even the way I was when I was first created to kill and enjoy it. No, this me is so very different.

There is no answer. In my divine soul I know I don't need an answer. I have his attention.

“Bring her back, you coward!”

Silence.

“Why are you letting this happen?”

Silence.

“She doesn't deserve to be left behind like the rest of us!” My voice breaks. “At least the other gods answered me when I yelled at them!” My voice echoes off the cement and trees and the glass of the whales. “She's somewhere out there, asshole! I can't get to her now! How am I supposed to find her if I'm stuck here again? You're God, you go find her!”

Thunder rumbles in the sky, though I don't know the source. It could be me, God, or simply the storm.

“Is it because I didn't want to be your beast anymore? Because I didn't want to kill to protect a Heaven that won't even let beings I care about inside?”

The tingling in my fingers turns to prickling in my palms. I can see static around me zapping between snowflakes.

“Are you jealous? That I love the one thing you didn't make? That I found someone I loved more than I loved you?”

The thunder bellows above the plaza with no lightning to preface it. I have more than attention, I now have anger to match my own.

“Are you happy now?” I throw my arms out to the sides, presenting God with a target to strike down. “You gave me a taste for blood and now I have worshiped while knelt in it! I killed the prized creations of a thousand gods just to get back to her, and you can't even bring one soul back?”

I laugh at the thought of Allie hearing me now. She'd hate me. She might even be afraid of me. She always did take it personally when people yelled around her.

“They never appreciated me, either. It was never enough for them. They didn't care if I followed them, though! They only wanted their chaos. Is that you, too? Is that why you let Emmanuel destroy everything he touches? Is it because you enjoy watching us all suffer?”

The thunder slams the plaza and shakes the buildings’ windows. Car alarms begin to sound in the night, filling the voids where silence had settled in.

“The other gods broke their promise to me, too! They were supposed to send me to Kalliope so I could do what no one else has been willing to do! I was supposed to protect her. Now I'll never see her again, and I bet they're laughing at me... It's all a game to you beings. I served all of you until I could serve no more, and all of you... all of you have failed me when I needed you the most.” I let my hands lower to my sides again, my wings relaxing as the tips of my feathers crackle with energy. Far from being done, I am resolute and accepting of what comes next with all of my broken heart.

“The other gods forsook me and dropped me back here. I gave them every part of me she loved. I gave them everything I liked about myself. I broke myself down for nothing. There's nothing of her left inside me. They were ungrateful for my sacrifice, and I am done serving ungrateful gods! I'm done serving them, and I am done serving you! Fuck Heaven, fuck you, fuck the Realms... I'm done!”

Silence. The alarms stop blaring, the wind stops blowing, and the snow ceases to fall for a few seconds that feels like eons. I don't dare move. I know what's coming for me. God is giving me a chance to correct myself, a chance to take back the words said out of hurt and pain. I remember watching this happen to the demons I would have called my family had I been allowed to stay and love them the way I always should have. It almost makes me angrier to know it was always easy to talk to him, to get a response, and this was all I had to do to get it.

“I'm not taking it back. She's gone, and I... I am tired. Let me Fall. If you ever listen to any of my prayers, let it be this one. I pray to fucking Fall.”

The ground beneath me shakes, the metal sculptures on either side of me groan as they move. Glass shatters in the buildings around the plaza and even the river splashes up to the fence that surrounds it as thunder and lightning assault the air. All the hair on my body stands on end as I close my eyes and clench my fists, then exhale the last of whatever faith I had left while a light so bright it burns consumes me whole.
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​Chapter 2
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Every fiber of my very essence screams in agony as feeling returns to my body, though it doesn't make it past my lips. I know better, I keep it to myself, because I know I am not alone. Lying on my back, my wings splayed out beneath me, I keep my eyes closed as I try to figure out where I am based on my other senses.

I know it's not the dimension beyond the Realms because there I would feel no breeze, yet there is one, gentle and warm. Heaven would not have me after telling God to fuck off so directly, and if this were Purgatory, I'm sure another cell would be my new home in Emmanuel's castle of nightmares. It's not Earth, either, because I'm not surrounded by terrified humans... Although something does poke and prod at the feathers of my right wing. Something small, with weight to it, though not much.

It hurts to take a full breath, though I manage. I open my eyes slowly and don't recognize where I'm at. All I see is a wooden pitched roof directly above me, nothing remarkable at all. What is remarkable is when I turn my head to see what exactly is ruffling the feathers I have left, now black and gold instead of the beautiful silver they used to be, I'm met with the sight of a very young child. A baby.

Black of hair and skin, brown of eyes, and unabashedly running her little hands over my wing as she sits near my arm. As if I were not now something to be feared, as if I were not dangerous at all. She notices me looking at her after a moment, and even stranger, she smiles at me with a big gap-toothed grin that for a second drives all other thoughts out of my mind.

“Who are you?” I can't sit up without dislodging the child, so I settle for holding my hand up to her. She makes a few baby coos as she reaches for my hand and we're both startled when footsteps combined with panicked voices cut through the moment.

“Well, who was supposed to be watching her?” A familiar voice, a brief moment of relief, until his hands close around the baby and scurry away from me just as fast. Lucifer hasn't sounded like that in my presence in such a long time I'd almost forgotten what it felt like to be feared by him.

“Dad, it's Selaphiel, he's not going to hurt Kallie—” The voice of the slut prince, Kalav, as I begin to push myself up to sit. My wings are heavy and don't move easily on their own. Eventually I am able to sit up as I pant for breath.

“Selaphiel is Fallen and he's supposed to be dead. We don't know what—”

“I'm not going to hurt the kid, relax.” I call out, silencing them. The pain reaches my voice, and I don't like it.

As I struggle to catch my breath, they come into focus standing outside the structure. It takes me a moment of racking my brain for where I've seen all of this before... It's been so damned long since I've been here. It has to be Hell. Lucifer's mansion, his backyard, his gazebo. It makes sense to take the Fallen angel to Hell, but... As I reach up, I feel no horns. I feel no different at all, outside of being in pain, and somehow knowing without any real proof outside of my wings, that indeed Fallen is the newest in my expanding list of titles.

“Sel, can you stand up?” Kal is the only one to approach me. He leaves Lucifer holding the baby with Michael, Persephone, and Belial at his side. I can sense their tension and apprehension from here.

“Yeah.” He has no way of knowing that though I hurt, I have been through worse. As I stand, he reaches his hand out to help me. I'd rather struggle than touch him. Once on my feet, it takes considerably more effort than I'd like to pull my wings back so they are not weighing me down. Without them, I might even pass as the old Selaphiel, though my hair is short now and any kindness that I used to hold was dropped when Allie was thrown from me.

“Let's go inside and talk. We have a lot to discuss.” Kal stands awkwardly, and I don't blame him. The last time we saw each other, I was entangled with the woman we both loved in polar opposite ways, in his bed, and I could barely say a word to him about it before I died and lost the chance.

Lucifer's office is as I remember it: organized although packed with books and scrolls, dark, and an imperfect representation of himself. There's little of his actual personality here, though a flower does adorn the desk as well as toys on the floor that the baby plays with at Persephone's feet. Looking at them together as I sit and wait for the men to begin their interrogation, I realize that Persephone and the baby look incredibly similar. Almost as if they—

“Selaphiel,” Lucifer is the one to speak first, his voice level as he watches me carefully, like I might explode. “Before anything, I want to say, I'm... very happy to have you back, though I'm not sure how that came to be, exactly—”

“Let's get to the point, we don't need the pleasantries. There's nothing pleasant about any of this.”

“All right, then.” Lucifer glances at the other two demons, then back to me. “How did you manage to come back?”

“I fought for it.” They think they want the details, but they don't. I have to push down the urge to roll my eyes as they continue to look at me expectantly. How much can they handle knowing? “There are planes beyond ours after we die. The one I was pulled into was... unpleasant. I did what I had to do to win the favor of their gods, and that favor was to be sent to wherever Kalliope was. Evidently that did not happen, and they sent me back here, instead.”

“And you're Fallen now?” Kalav stares at me with concern. Lucifer shifts in his seat, avoiding looking at me for a brief moment.

“I am.” I don't need to explain that to them. “That's between me and God, and that's where it's going to stay.”

“You seem...” Lucifer sighs, like he's struggling to describe me in an inoffensive way. “Angry.”

“I changed. Being in that place as long as I was would do that—”

“How long do you think it's been since you died?” Belial speaks up, his arms crossed over his chest. I feel my chest tighten as the implication hits me. He and I are locked in a gaze of mutual understanding I don't think the other three have caught up with yet.

“I lost count of the days.” My mouth is dry. “Something like four hu—”

“It's been five and a half solstices since the Battle of Heaven, angel. Not long enough to turn you back into this.”

His words wound me deeper than any blade could. I feel them reverberating in my very soul as they resonate back to my ears. Five solstices. At best, a thousand days separate us from the death of everything I loved. One thousand days since—

No, absolutely not.

Absolutely. Fucking. Not.

“What the fuck do you mean Battle of Heaven?” My words bite as much as I would like to bite, to relieve the pressure building in my mind at the thought of what had to happen to call those events a battle and not a massacre or simply a Realm-shattering disaster. A battle? A fucking battle?

There is an uncomfortable silence. Without a word, Persephone collects the child and her toy and leaves the room. Nothing is said and no one moves until the door is closed again, at which point Michael finally says something.

“Lucifer and I tried to protect Kalliope while she fought Emmanuel. She was valiant. She did the best she could, as long as she could, and—”

“She was motivated by your death, and the death of the cat.” Belial says.

“Danny.” Kalav says quietly. “His name was Danny, Bells.”

“Danny died? How was he even there, I—” The more I learn the less I know, the less I want to know, even though making sense of this is the only thing that will make the ringing in my ears stop.

“Let me start over.” Kalav takes the chair next to me, the only one brave enough to be within arm's reach, though he's the last one who should be. “After you left the room that day, Allie and I talked. She wanted to get out of the mansion, have some sense of freedom, and I... couldn't tell her no. I thought it would be fine, a few minutes in Purgatory, and right back home. She'd feel better and accomplished and no one had to even know. We found Danny there, with Heath, instead.”

“Heath is dead, too?” If my heart could shatter infinitely, it would be knowing Heath is also gone. Without Kalliope, he would have been the only other person to know me, to caress away the scars that rest inside me. Without him I don't think I—

“Heath survived, barely. He tried to save Dan, but he was too late. Emmanuel was getting bored and Dan wouldn't tell him where Allie was. He died keeping his promise. Allie lost it when we found his body and she thought Heaven would be next. I couldn't stop her without hurting her. I know I should have, I just... I couldn't.”

I'm rendered completely speechless. My Heath, survived. At least he's still here somewhere. Heaven, no doubt, after all of that. Even if I can't see him again, even if he never comes to visit me or never even knows I exist again, knowing he is safe and likely as happy as he is capable of being, is enough of a reprieve.

It is disheartening to hear about the cat. That little ball of excitement, that darling boy. I shudder to think what Emmanuel did to him to send Allie into such a rage that she defied any logic to exact her revenge. That she would throw her own safety to the wind to save the rest of us. That was so very her, that fire. It was one of the things I loved most about her.

“Selaphiel?” Belial clears his throat for attention. “It wasn't five solstices for you, was it?”

“No.” I pause. “Time there, apparently, works differently.” I take a breath to settle my voice as I allow the number to form in my mind before I say it out loud. “I was there for approximately four hundred and forty solstices, if my math is correct. The days did begin to blend together there, after a while; they don't exactly keep track.”

“No wonder you're being a dick.” Belial doesn't miss a beat. I can't help but smile. I knew I liked him for a reason. Michael and Lucifer both shoot him looks of disapproval while Kalav rubs his forehead.

“That would be one of the reasons.” I readjust in the chair as I speak. “Things change, and I had to as well.” With any luck, they won't ask me any more about what happened. Not directly, not right away, at a minimum.

“It's good to have you back, even if you are like this again.” Belial shrugs.

“Not the way I'd phrase it.” Lucifer glares at Belial momentarily. “But yes, we are glad to have you back, Selaphiel. Being Fallen, you won't be able to return to Heaven except for brief permissions from the Rulers, but you're more than welcome to stay here in the mansion until we can figure something out for you.” Lucifer tries to be nice. I know he's still trying to talk to the Selaphiel he used to know and regard as a passive and kind man. It must be jarring to see the angel, Fallen or not, who nearly ended his own existence in the Fall resurface after all this time.

“What is it like here, since the... battle?” The word sits uncomfortably on my tongue. I have a hard time picturing Allie fighting hard enough, long enough, to make it a battle. Not my Allie, the woman who cried when people yelled at her. The Allie who grew flowers in the cold dead soil of my soul and made it beautiful was never a fighter, though she had the temper of one. “Since Allie presumably lost—” Again, everyone shifts uncomfortably, looking at each other before Belial again speaks up.

“Allie indeed lost. Emmanuel didn't leave anything left of her, for better or worse, and has been very quiet ever since. We believe he's been steadily gaining followers since then, as many beings have been disappearing completely since the battle, angels and demons and even humans alike. The other Realms have thus far been uninvolved, and he's left them alone, but we suspect that won't be the case for long.”

I don't have a response. I don't want to think about her last moments being ones spent alone, in pain and scared. Not when I should have been strong enough to protect her. Though... it doesn't make sense. Emmanuel wanted nothing more than to destroy her so he could take over, yet now is taking his time? Taking followers so discreetly that all the High Rulers have is a theory it's even happening? It doesn't add up.

“So who's kid?” I need to change the subject. I don't think any more heartbreak will help right now. “Is she yours?” I look at Kalav, who the kid resembles the most. It wouldn't shock me to hear that he either settled down or made yet another colossal mistake, though the thought that he could so quickly move on either way after how much he claimed to love Kalliope doesn't sit well with me. She was worth more than five solstices of grief.

“Mine.” Lucifer sighs. “She was born right after the battle.”

“Don't worry, he didn't tell anyone Peri was pregnant, it was a lovely little surprise for us all.” Belial shakes his head.

“She's cute.” I try to relax in the chair, but it hurts my back. “Hopefully she's nothing like her brothers.”

“She takes after her namesake.” Lucifer tries and fails to hide a smile. “I named her Kallie, after Kalliope.”

“I hope she's nothing like Kalliope.” I add. The last thing any of us needs is another person selfless and stubborn enough to become another soul-crushing loss.

“You must be tired.” Lucifer stands, prompting Kal to also stand. I follow, reluctantly. I must have finally said something to piss him off if he's cutting this little reunion short so quickly. “Son, find a room for him so the rest of us can talk. Selaphiel... get some rest. We will talk more tomorrow.”

Kalav escorts me out of the office, though neither of us say anything as we stand awkwardly outside the closed door. Knowing now that he had a chance to save Allie from her fate, and didn't, makes me even angrier, though I keep that rage pushed down. I won't give him the satisfaction of knowing he's upset me already.

“Well...” Kalav finally breaks the silence. “Come on, I guess.”

I remain quiet and allow him to lead me up the stairs. Everything is as I remember it, nothing is out of place, and it still feels wrong to me. Allie should be here. Danny should be here. I don't like that those two souls are gone and nothing has changed. Nothing they touched is destroyed or broken or moved. It feels like they were never here.

Kalav, in turn, also says nothing to me. No small talk, no jokes. The last time we spoke it was tense and I know filled with jealousy and spite on his end. Despite forcing me into the position of telling Kalliope I loved her, he couldn't have been happy that she reciprocated so fervently. After everything he put her through, unhappiness was the least of punishments he deserved.

Finally we come to the third floor. I know the library is far down the hall and somewhere between here and there are both Kalav's bedroom and the bathroom where I shared those sweet moments with Allie; washing her when no one else was safe enough to be near her, telling her every way I could think of except the way I should have that I loved her more than anything. All three rooms, now cursed with her absence.

“How's this?” Kalav indicates a room several doors down from him, a solitary room without anything really nearby except other empty rooms once meant for a full family.

“Fine.” I shrug. It's not like I have anywhere else to go, not unless I'm willing to die all over again but slower by returning to Heaven. Kalav opens the door for me and as I enter, he lingers.

“I’ll ask Si if he can spare clothes for you. I think he's the only one around your size—”

“Great.”

“Is there anything—”

“We aren't friends, Kalav.” I turn to glare at him. “Let's not pretend we are. We don't have Kalliope to placate anymore, there's no more need.”

“You're angry, I get it. I was, too, for a long time.”

“I don't care if you were angry.”

“I saw your body, Sel. I heard the stories from the people Kalliope saved. You should be proud of her.”

“I'm not. There's nothing to be proud of.”

“What happened to you?” He looks me up and down like he could see the answer on my body. If he only knew the answers he would find under these clothes. “If Allie were here, she'd—”

“She'd what, Kalav?” I snap. “She's not here! That's the fucking point! I'm so glad all of you are managing just fine without her, but I won't sit around and pretend I'm okay with it! I loved her, I died for her, it feels like none of you even fucking notice she's gone! How can you be fine with this? How are you so happy without her?”

“I didn't say—”

“I may not be of Heaven anymore, but I am still its beast. Whatever else I was died when she did. I won't ever be him again without her, she's the reason I became him at all. Let him stay dead, and let me fucking mourn her, the way the rest of you assholes should be mourning her.”

“You think I didn't mourn her?” He looks at me, hurt. “You think I didn't mourn you?”

“What good did that do me?” I continue to glare. “Four hundred solstices, Kalav. Four hundred, and I'm not over her. She was everything to me. I don't understand how you can stand there and act like everything is fine. I don't understand how all of you seem so happy.”

“Would it make you feel better if we all stayed fucking devastated? If we didn't try to be happy while we could? Kalliope would—”

“What the fuck do you know about what she'd do or feel right now?” I can't believe the bullshit coming out of his mouth. “You had her for a few weeks, not even one full solstice. I was with her for... fuck, I don't even know how long it was! I knew everything about her, I’m the only one who took the time to know who she was, and she was beautiful. You know who she was when she was trying to be what you wanted her to be, because you couldn't let go of the last person who gave you a chance to destroy them. And you couldn't resist doing it again, and like always, everyone forgave you! Everyone moved on! And now the perpetual fuckup gets to find more victims.”

“Do you feel better now?” He looks outwardly unfazed, but I can hear in his voice and see in his eyes that I have said something that actually hurt him. When I don't answer, Kalav sighs at me. “I miss her, I do, but... I can’t bring her back by being sad about her all the time. I have Kallie to look after now, and someone had to take over her title to keep the Realms calm. I'm better now, Persephone has been helping me work on myself so I don't hurt the people I love anymore. I’m sorry that you went through whatever you did, but you won't last long here either if this is how you're going to be. I miss you, I do, but I do not miss this version of you.”

“Then I guess I won't be here long. I have no interest in pretending I'm happy when the reason I was happy is gone. I am not interested in your insipid redemption, it doesn't mean anything. It's too late.”

“Right.” Kal sighs. “Well... if you change your mind... You know where I sleep.” He wastes no time in leaving, disappointment evident as he closes the door behind him and leaves me in the suffocating silence.

––––––––
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Night comes without anyone to interrupt me in my brooding. I'm left alone to think, to reflect, on the events that led me here. It almost doesn't feel real, it feels like a dream I'd wake up from, except I haven't slept in so long I don't know that I'd remember how to if I tried. The last time I slept was the night I spent with Allie, and I'm perfectly fine with it staying that way.

Instead of lying in the bed I sit on the windowsill and watch Hell grow dark. The moon overhead is something I missed dearly, and now... I can't bring myself to even enjoy it. Not with the ache in my chest and ringing in my ears as I keep going over Allie's death in my head and all the ways the people who were supposed to care about her failed her in the worst ways, and worst of all of them was me. I feel sick thinking about how she died. Thinking that falling out of the sky was the better death is painful. It makes me angry.

I don't move when someone opens the bedroom door without bothering to knock. I don't really care who it could be, since it will never be her again. Except maybe Heath, who is likely the only other person who wouldn't look at me like I was some kind of monster, regardless if it's true. Whoever it is, they're not disturbed by being ignored. They simply close the door behind them and walk up to me where they pause and wait for acknowledgement.

“Take this.” I'm a little surprised to hear Belial's voice, I'll admit. Enough to look at him and see a small vial of dark red liquid in his outstretched hand while he watches me carefully. When I neither take it nor answer him, he sighs and pushes my legs to the side so he, too, can sit on the windowsill. Then he offers it again, and in the moonlight I see the liquid inside is clearly blood.

I don't say anything. He can't possibly know. If he did, he'd never encourage it. Would never become an enabler. Not after the Fall and the decided end of our friendship on that battlefield due to this very thing.

“I want to have an actual conversation with you without the snark and without you being an ass.” Belial sighs. “So take it.” At his urging I take the vial from his hand, but I don't open it. It's still warm, fresh, and the temptation is sweet... but his motivation is suspect.

“We can talk without it. I'll be good.” I say, but he makes a noise that says he doesn't believe me.

“So, you managed to hurt Asmo— Kalav’s feelings already. Why?”

“He took everything from me—”

“No. He didn’t.” Belial says calmly. “He fucked up on a massive scale, and he hurt you in the process, but he didn’t take anything from you. Not your life, nor Kalliope. That was Emmanuel, but since you can’t go yell at Emmanuel... you made him your punching bag.”

“Fuck you.” I scoff. “He’s lucky I didn’t hit him again.”

“Hm.” He sighs. “Tell me what happened in four hundred solstices to make you like this again. I was just starting to like who that girl was turning you into.”

“She's gone, Belial. There's no reason left to be the angel she...” I can't bring myself to say she loved me. I can't acknowledge that I had to kill that version of myself so her death wouldn't destroy me. He cared too much, he felt too much. I can't. If I allow myself to be him again I won't survive without her.

“Yeah.” He shrugs. “That doesn't explain you being back on blood.”

“Who said I was?”

“I can tell.” He says in a low tone. “And I'm not bringing you any more after this. I'd enjoy it while you can, because I'm also going to tell everyone about it if you can't keep yourself under control.”

“At least you haven't changed.”

“Oh, I have.” He gives a small chuckle. “Do you think the old Belial would be here, for you?”

“Is this even your blood?” I turn the vial around in my hand, watching the liquid coat the glass as I do.

“Does it matter whose blood it is?”

“A little.”

“It's mine, if that makes it easier.” He shrugs. I don't have a good response, and I can't deny that he's right.

He turns away from me as I take the cork from the glass. I close my eyes and try to not think too much about this being my last time as barely enough blood to even taste slips past my lips, bringing with it an instant warmth Hell could never replicate and the quieting of my mind and body that I didn't realize had been so loud since I resurfaced in the Realms.

“Did she know? About you, the blood?”

“No.” I hand the vial back, and he slips it in a pocket, all without looking directly at me. “The original deal was to watch her, keep her as normal as possible. I couldn’t exactly come back bloody every time I went out, so... I came off it slowly. She was a good distraction from it.”

“And then you learned how to read.” He smirks.

“Fuck off.” I can’t hide my own smirk. “I learned how to love reading. I loved being in that library. I loved being around her. She understood me even when I didn’t.”

“I remember the first time I heard someone talking about you, when I realized you weren’t the same person I knew anymore.”

“What’d they say? ‘Wow, Selaphiel isn’t a raging asshole anymore, and he’s also very sexy’?”

“They said you were happy.” Belial says softly. “That your laugh echoed off the walls, and you didn’t treat anyone differently no matter what Realm they came from. I said they had to be wrong, they had to be talking about someone else. They described you... but not you.”

I can’t help but snort at the thought.

“I don’t remember you ever being happy.” He continues. “Not when I knew you. No amount of blood ever made you as happy as she did. I didn’t believe it, so I came to the library to find out for myself, the next time I could.”

“I don’t remember ever seeing you there.”

“You didn’t see me.” He shrugs. “I can blend in when I want to, and I wasn’t a Ruler yet, so no one really cared who I was. You were having some stupid party, but I still saw you and her. I didn’t recognize you at all.”

“I was probably in a costume. Anything to make Allie be social.”

“Oh, you were both in these absolutely ridiculous outfits.” He laughs. “But that’s not what was different. Lucifer was right, your laugh echoed.”

“Luce said that?” I find it hard to believe. We’ve been adversarial longer than we’ve been friends and he rightfully held a grudge over what I did to him in the Fall. “What were we like? Allie and me?”

“I heard you call her little love and thought... ‘wow, she’s got him wrapped around her finger’. I’d never seen you on that short of a leash, but then I saw the way she looked at you and it made sense.” He makes a sound somewhere between a huff and a laugh. “You two were a pair. Every time I saw you after that, even as a Ruler, I kept waiting to see the old you come back. Just a hint, a crack in whatever it is you built with her. I never saw it.”

“There were deep cracks.” I sigh. “I hit Kal, and I punched Gabriel... I lost my temper a lot, even if I didn’t show it around her.”

“When you punched Gabe, I did think that was it. I thought that was what I was always waiting for, but you let Luce take you to the side and calm you down. Luce. You even cleaned the blood off your hand. I didn’t think that was possible; I’ve never seen you with that kind of control over yourself.”

“He’d taste terrible.” I shrug. “Assholes always do.”

“You and her were the dumbest smart people I knew.” He huffs again. “Everyone except the two of you could see you loved each other. You two were good together.”

“We were.” I say quietly as the feeling of missing her rips at my chest again and makes my breath catch. “I was happy.”

“Tell me what happened to you.” He says it earnestly, and I believe he wants to genuinely know, but I still struggle with saying it out loud.

“The gods of that plane watch ours. When I died, they pulled me from where we're supposed to go, and... they made Emmanuel look like a damned child in comparison.”

“So they tortured you?”

“They made me fight. They pull beings from other planes, too, and they turn them into warriors if you're good at winning and slaves if you're good at losing. It's a game to them. They... took a special interest in me when they saw what I became when I tasted blood. Some of it was amazing, Belial, and you'd been there, too, you'd—”

“I've seen you as a warrior before. I've fought you, on and off blood. I was your friend, Sel, we were like brothers once. Being made to fight again wouldn't make you like this. If anything, it would have made you happy... but it wouldn't have done this to you.”

“Why do you want to know so bad? We aren't any of that anymore. You fucking hate me.”

“I'm the only friend you have right now.” He finally looks at me, and even without eyes I can feel his genuine concern. I hate it. “I'd like to think that if you saw me struggling, before you died, you'd come to me even if I wanted nothing to do with you.”

“I'm fine.” I say quietly, letting my attention drift back out the window.

“You're full of shit.” He sighs. “How bad could it have been that you won't tell me?”

“Did Emmanuel ever stop at simply maiming when he tortured someone?”

“No... he didn't.”

“Neither do they. So, I made myself useful. Extremely useful.” I shift my weight to hide the feeling of wanting to puke just thinking about it. “No one else needs to know, Belial. I don't need the judgment and I don't need the pity.”

“Don't know what you're talking about.” He shrugs. “You didn't tell me anything.”

Maybe not everyone is terrible. Maybe I do still have a friend here.

“I don't know what I'm supposed to do without Kalliope.” Even with the pittance of blood, it can't erase the gaping hole where she is supposed to be.

“You could channel that anger into making sure Emmanuel pays for what he did to her.”

“I loved her. I mean really, really loved her. That doesn't seem like enough.”

“I didn't think you punched Gabriel just because it was fun. Anyone with eyes could see that you did... even I could see you loved her. You loved her enough to let her love someone else, that's something I never thought you'd be capable of. Selfish prick.”

“He was supposed to protect her.” The anger in my voice is too evident. “I thought she'd be safe with him, I thought he had changed and learned from his mistakes.”

“You know she's as much to blame. Everyone warned her. I warned her. She saw potential in him he only recently has been able to live up to.”

“I was supposed to protect her.” My voice cracks. “She was my best friend. I held her that night, I told her I loved her, and we were going to be happy. I should have stayed with her longer. If I had just told everyone to fuck off then, maybe she’d still be here.”

“You died protecting her, idiot.” Belial sighs. “No one was going to save her. Not with Emmanuel after her. She was always going to die. Now... it doesn't do anything to wallow in her loss. Emmanuel can get bored and take the Realms whenever he wants to, and we're going to have to be ready when he does, or we're all going to meet your new gods.”

“Why hasn't he? It's all he ever wanted, and no one can really fight him, not with Allie gone. Even I couldn't beat him if he got her power, too.”

“No idea. It's like Emmanuel won his fight and blew Heaven up, then was just... satisfied with that. He hasn't even tried to call Asmodeus back.”

“That doesn't make any sense.”

“Well, what are you going to do, go ask him?” Belial would be rolling his eyes at me if he had any to roll. “Don't actually do that.”

“I'm not going to.”

“Good.” He pauses, looking back out the window. “I should get going. I have a dog now. He gets lonely.”

“You? A dog?” I can't help but laugh. Belial has never struck me as the kind of being to want to look after anything, let alone something as dependant as a dog.

“Lucifer gave me a hellhound after...” He pauses again. “After everything happened. He thought having something to take care of would help. I had... issues.”

“Does it help?”

“You should think about asking for one. Evened me out. It gave me something to focus on.”

“An angel with a hellhound? Sounds like a great idea.”

“You're only an angel still because God didn't completely give up on you. The rest of us had already become demons by now, so don't act like that doesn't mean something. You're the first being to ever come back from the dead, and you're the first Fallen to remain an angel. Maybe you'll be the first to be forgiven, too.”

“I don't need forgiveness from the God that let Allie suffer and die.”

“Then maybe there's a different one that thinks you're still worth something.” He shrugs. “Either way, I'm going home.”

“Belial,” I take a deep breath as he stands and begins to make his way back out of the room. He pauses near the foot of the bed, hands in his pockets, almost reminding me of the lighter presence he carried before the Fall when we were still close. “Thanks for the... thanks for giving a shit about me.”

“I don't, you're a lost cause.” He sighs. “But if the laughing idiot who loves reading comes back, let him know that he's missed dearly. He is someone I could give a shit about.”

––––––––
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I don't sleep. Even if I was capable of it I wouldn't want to. I'd see her, her face, her fear, if I tried. The blood Belial gave me was a reprieve from feeling anything at all but that did eventually wear off, leaving me back in the dejected anger I've become accustomed to. The anger does drive me to think about what Belial said, though, and of the unanswered questions I have about what exactly has happened since I died... and what hasn't happened.

I died and went through endless torture to get back to Allie with the guarantee I'd be sent back to wherever she was, yet I was sent back here. Emmanuel beat Kalliope and left no trace of her behind, yet nothing is destroyed and he makes no moves other than to take disciples at a painfully slow rate. I Fell, yet still have enough of a connection to the divine to retain my angelic status. The pieces are all there, and something connects them. Something awful.

My mind races once I start trying to piece things together, to the point where I hunted Kalav down for paper and pen to try and keep it all straight. I didn't dare tell him what I suspected, not until I could be sure, though I doubt he thinks I'm anything other than crazy anyway. Who wouldn't be, being tormented as long as I was?

But I'm not crazy.

With it all laid out in my room in excruciating detail as the sun comes up over Hell, I have enough of an idea of what is going on to make everyone wish I hadn't come back. Even myself. What I have put together is worse, so much worse, than Allie dying by Emmanuel's hand, and while the old Selaphiel may have tried to play nice to see how things were really going, if maybe I'm overreacting and looking too hard at nothing, I am not him anymore.

I dress in the clothes left in front of my door, annoyed that Kalav was right and his brother's clothes do fit me well despite being a little too tight for my liking and covered in too many belts and chains. They're all like this, but thankfully they cover my body and will keep anyone from asking questions about the stories told on my skin.

I contemplate who to go to first with the information I now have. I'm not going to play games but I do have to be careful who I accuse of knowing what. All I know for sure is someone is hiding something, and I need to talk to them as soon as I can. I first venture to Kalav's room. As angry as I am with him, as much as Allie not being here is his fault, he would be the most receptive. Despite not being an early riser when I knew him, though, he's not in his room. I find the same is true on the second floor for Si, which is annoying. Both of them were my first choices because I didn't think either of them actually have anything to do with what's going on.

Since Heaven is now inaccessible to me, Michael is out unless he's here, and if he is, I'll have to confront Lucifer at the same time. That leaves Belial as the most immediate, closest, uninvolved person I can think of to talk to. I sprint down the final staircase so quickly I almost miss the voices coming from Lucifer's office, but when I hear them, I freeze. There's more than one voice in there and out of them I clearly hear Belial, telling me where I need to be.

I don't wait to listen to what they're saying, nothing is more important than what I have to say right now. I simply open the door and find myself staring at everyone I had thought about talking to about this. They stare back, confusion and concern exchanged between them. I must look half crazed, I must look like I'm about to lose it. I feel like it's true.

“Something isn't adding up.” I look at them as I close the door behind me. With them all here it might be better. At least I'll only have to say it once. “Someone knows the truth and I'm going to find out what really happened to Allie, right now.”

“What are you talking about? She's dead.” Belial glares at me. He must think it's the blood talking. I would, too, if it didn't make so much sense how little sense everything makes.

“I don't think she is.” I look around to see if anyone else is following my line of thinking. “I was up all night trying to figure out why Emmanuel hasn't taken over and destroyed everything yet, and it's because he can't. That's why he's only taking followers, and he's staying quiet. She's alive somewhere!”

“No.” Michael shakes his head. “I saw her, she died, Sel. I think maybe you're stressed and I know you're grieving—”

“Think about it!” It's hard to keep the desperation out of my voice. “Just think! He hasn't called Kalav back to service, right? Because Emmanuel can't trust him. Not if Allie is still alive, not if Kal has a reason to defy him again! I Fell but I'm not a demon, Belial said it himself, there has to be some divine power that still loves me! It got me to thinking—”

“Sel,” Kalav says quietly, calmly, pityingly. “If Emmanuel ever sees me again, I'm losing my eyes just like Belial. He knows I'd never follow him again. That's why he's not calling me back. He’s a sadistic fuck who is going to wait until—”

“Emmanuel is too smart to wait!” I yell over him. Ignorance. Willful ignorance. “He would never make the same mistake twice. Every time he fought Allie and lost, he changed his strategy, so why would he repeat what happened when Ast died? Why would he wait for us to prepare for him? He wouldn't do that!”

“Selaphiel,” Lucifer takes a deep breath, but I won't let him speak. They'll see I'm right, or I'll do this on my own. I'll save her on my own.

“Emmanuel and Ast were created first, at the same time, right? I didn't come too long after them and ever since the Beginning, Emmanuel has always bitched and moaned about wanting to be a full-fledged god and we all thought he was delusional, but what if he isn't? What if it's possible? Ast and Emmanuel couldn't kill each other! What if that's because they—”

“You think they're gods?” Belial raises an eyebrow at me. Michael rubs his forehead as I speak, the others just watching me.

“Half. Each of them, half of one god. Ast never really did anything with her powers, but Allie, she... she created that whale, and it acted like it was alive until her concentration broke, but she's never destroyed anything with those powers! Ast created Allie as she died, right? So Emmanuel never got that half of her power! That's why he wants it! That's why none of us could kill him! Emmanuel is half a god, and now Allie is the other half, and he can't kill her! She can create life and he can cause all that amazing destruction, and if they worked together then they'd be completely unstoppable! That's why he was trying to get her to work with him when he took her in Purgatory! He has to have figured out at some point that he can't kill her, so he has to figure out some other way of getting the power!”

“Let’s say you're right, Selaphiel. Where is she?” Si speaks up, but his voice is shallow. He knows, they all know, but none of them are going to say it out loud.

“Emmanuel has to have her again.” I look to Kalav, who out of everyone, will understand what that means on a deeper level. “He’s had her since that day. That was his plan all along. He knows he can't kill her, so he's trying to figure out what can. He's relying on everyone staying oblivious to her being alive and—”

“You sound insane.” Michael throws his hands up and laughs, but it's a nervous laughter. “There's no way—”

“Be quiet, Michael.” Lucifer says in a voice barely audible. All attention snaps to him as he glares at me. “Selaphiel is not insane... He's right.”

The silence that falls over the room is followed by something so loud I can feel it vibrating in the hollow spaces of my very bones. Not a sound but a feeling, a rage, an instinct that sucks the air out of my lungs and makes me feel bile rise in my throat.

“Lucifer?” We do not break eye contact with each other. “You... You already knew, didn't you?” My voice grows as does the pressure in my body. “How long have you known?”

Lucifer sighs, as he continues to hold eye contact with me. He glares, but it's not in anger, not at me. Just at how quickly I outed him.

“I've known the entire time.”
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​Chapter 3
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No sooner do I move am I tackled to the floor by Michael, Si, Belial, and Kalav. It takes all of them to keep me subdued. All I see is red as I struggle against the four and scream every single thing I want to do to Lucifer. I hear them yelling, but I can't see them and I don't care.

He knew. My friend, he knew. He watched Allie fight and struggle and he was the one who talked me out of going to get her back so many nights when I couldn't handle knowing where she was and not going to Purgatory to save her. He was so protective of her, he comforted her. He protected her. He fought, nearly died for her, and he knew she was there again.

No one lets me move until I've screamed myself hoarse and the adrenaline has run its course through my veins. When I finally stop flailing and fighting and am reduced to only weakly panting on my back, everyone except for Belial returns to their feet, equally as exhausted as I've made myself. Belial effortlessly lifts me and sits me down in the same chair I sat in yesterday as he puts himself in front of me, ready to intervene again if I try to attack Lucifer the way he deserves.

“She trusted you.” If I can't hurt him with my hands I will destroy him with my words. “She thought she meant something to you. She saw you like a parent, Luce.”

“And she, to me, is as a daughter. As my own daughter.” Lucifer doesn't sit, instead he turns to a bookshelf near the window and reaches to the top shelf. He takes a book and sets it back on his desk without saying a single word about it. “Go on, get it out of your system. Tell me every awful thing going through your twisted mind.”

“You don't even care!” I can't believe how calm he is. “You saw what he did to her the first time!” The thought brings the bile back to my throat. The scars, the wounds, the disgusting mess of blood and who knows what else that was in her hair and caking her skin when I washed her clean. The pain in her cries. The nightmares, the torment. The absolute desperation with which she clung to me, the ease with which she trusted me after all of the things Emmanuel put her through... it was all for nothing. He has sentenced her to live it all again without even an attempt or the desire to stop it.

“Of course I care.” Lucifer glares at me like I'm the one who left her there. “I look at this every day to make sure she's still alive.” He puts his hand on the book as he speaks, but he looks disgusted. “As long as this exists, it means she's still here. I love her just as much as anyone in this room does, she is still like a daughter to me, but there is nothing we could have done to save her, there is nothing we can do to save her now.”

“Lucifer,” Michael stares at the book on the desk with wide eyes. “Tell me that's not what I think it is.”

“When Kalliope first met Emmanuel, I knew I had to do something to keep that stupid, stubborn girl safe. I made a deal with Emmanuel that made Hell a safe haven for her. This is that deal. As long as she exists, the deal stands.”

“Which... is why you didn't fight her being with me all the time. Because Hell was the only place I can really be. You used me to keep her here.” Kalav says from behind me.

“I did what I had to do.”

“What was the deal?” Michael asks through gritted teeth. “What in the Realms did you offer him that could still be keeping him beholden to that deal?”

“Hell.” Lucifer looks back to the book again, avoiding all of us as he speaks. “I promised him Hell and her inhabitants without a fight, if she... ever lost her life to him. In exchange, he couldn't and can’t enter Hell without explicit permission and he can't hurt her here. That's how I knew someone—” He side-eyes his most disappointing son— “betrayed her at her coronation. Emmanuel, otherwise, couldn't have been there without breaking our deal. When she attacked him, her powers rebounded on her. He didn't hurt her. The deal stands.”

“You are fucking joking.” I feel the rage boiling back up inside me.

“She knew about it.” He says quickly. “She... caught me making the deal. I told her what was in it before her coronation. That's why she chose to do it here, and after that, it's why she spent the majority of her time here.”

“That makes it worse!” I stand up as I yell. Belial holds his hand out as a warning for me to keep still, but it does not quiet me. “She trusted you to keep her safe, and you're damning your Realm a second time for your own arrogance!”

“What would you have me do?” Lucifer yells back at me, finally. “I have other people to protect, Selaphiel! I have a daughter, I have Persephone now! I break the deal, I anger Emmanuel, they become targets! He killed that fucking cat like he was nothing at all, what would he do to my little girl? You think because she's a baby he wouldn't tear her apart, too?”

“What has he been doing to Kalliope every day for the last thousand days, Lucifer?” I can't believe what I'm hearing. “She was your family, too! If it were you there she wouldn't hesitate! She didn't think twice about it when she thought Heaven was in trouble, when she thought I was in trouble, and it's like it doesn't even matter to you!”

“What would you have me do to save her?” Lucifer repeats himself. “If they're both really gods, or half gods, or whatever they are... you're asking us to throw ourselves at unfathomable powers we can't fight or defend against—”

“Fuck you! I've killed gods for much less than this, I'll do it again to get her back!”

“You're not going anywhere—”

“You can tell me what to do the day you break me and force my submission like everyone else has had to do!” My words settle uncomfortably in the room. “I Fell for nothing, Lucifer! I lost my place in Heaven, I lost my divinity, I lost... I lost my God... because I thought he abandoned her—” The words threaten to strangle me like thick hands cutting off air to my lungs. “I can't get those things back, but I can get her back. I'm not wasting another minute trying to convince you she's worth it.”

Neither Lucifer nor Belial attempt to stop me as I turn to leave, but Kalav does.

“Sel, wait!” He puts himself between the door and me. I almost get my hand up to shove him out of the way, but he stops me with his next words. “I'm going with you. I think I have a plan.”

––––––––
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This is a stupid plan.

There is no way this is going to work.

Kalav and I are the only ones on this suicide mission. No one even tried to stop us. We ran out before they could; Kalav with his half-baked plan and me with only my desire to rip Emmanuel apart the same way he ripped me apart. It's supposedly simple, relying solely on Emmanuel having no idea that I’m back, and there's a million ways it can go wrong but it's the only plan we have.

We linger, hidden, outside Emmanuel's castle in Purgatory. It's more massive than any building in Heaven or Hell, and though much more worn and run down, largely unchanged from when Ast and that raging psychopath were supposed to rule here. The Neutrality fog is so thick and intense it makes me a little light headed to be in it, but we won't be here long enough for that to matter.

“In and out.” Kalav breathes heavily as he stares at the castle doors. “We'll be in and out, it has to be quick.”

“Where in there could he be holding her? There have to be hundreds of rooms.”

“He keeps beings far from where he sleeps. If he has disciples in there, he'll want her away from them as well. He wouldn't want them to see anything that could give them hope of escaping.” Kalav glares at the stone walls as he speaks. “Allie got away once, he won't risk that happening again, so there won't be any access to the outside. You won't have time to get her out the front. You're going to have to port out from wherever you find her.”

“This is such a stupid plan, Kalav.”

“I'm sorry
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