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Chapter One: Sandalphon
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I'VE ALWAYS BEEN THE least popular Archangel. Sad as it sounds, I know it's true. 

As we exit Archangel Tower, we're met with a tumultuous roar from the sea of fangirls and fanboys who have gathered outside for a glimpse of us. By “us,” I mean every Archangel except for me, because I'm pretty sure none of these lovestruck humans are calling my name. I'm not sure they even know who I am. The name Sandalphon is usually met with silence.

I've tried to make sense of my unpopularity, and I think a lot of it boils down to my looks. I'm too boyish. Archangel Haniel always says I look like a stereotypical angel that would top a tree at Christmas. Since I've never seen a boy angel on top of a tree, I can only assume that means I look effeminate. Maybe I am? These light blonde curls are my curse, and a boy shouldn't have lips as pink and pouty as mine. 

Admittedly, I'm not the strongest Archangel either. I haven't slayed as many shadowlings as the others, and I'm probably the last one they would call for a fight. I'm decent with a sword, but I always second guess myself and my skills. None of the others seem to struggle with the lack of confidence that's always plagued me.

I wish I was confident. I wish I was more like Archangel Jophiel, who greets his fans with the practiced swagger of a rock star. Archangel Haniel is literally a rock star, and she embodies it too. In her ripped white t-shirt and belly ring, she looks gorgeous and tough. Azrael is slightly less eager to meet his fans, but even though he's humble about it, deep down, I know he loves it. They all enjoy their popularity far more than they would ever admit. 

While my friends indulge themselves in this meet-and-greet with their fans, I stand in the background, resisting the temptation to roll my eyes. I wonder what it's like to be famous. Perhaps I'll never know.

I make eye contact with one young lady who seems eager for my attention. I approach her with a smile, thinking she's going to ask me for an autograph—but alas, I'm mistaken again. I notice her Beggar's Tongue t-shirt, then she asks me to pass a note to Haniel. My smile fades, my shoulders fall, but I can't say I'm surprised. This sort of thing happens to me all the time.

After the meet-and-greet, my day doesn't get any better. The four of us head to the Violet Flame Cafe, a restaurant exclusively for Archangels and their guests. I'm the only one without a “guest,” and by “guest,” I mean a significant other. Azrael has Luciana, Jophiel has Anna, and Haniel has Chris. Sandalphon has no one. I can think of few things that are more depressing than going out with a group of friends and realizing you're the only one with an empty chair at your side. 

Between sips of tea, Haniel says, “I think I heard the most screams for Jophiel today. I'm surprised. I guess that means everyone's embraced his bad boy reputation.”

“Come on!” Jophiel defends himself. “I don't have a bad reputation anymore, do I? I'm a nice guy now.” He turns to Anna, his girlfriend, and asks, “I'm nice, aren't I?”

“Usually,” Anna says. “I've heard some pretty crazy stories about you, though.”

Jophiel asks, “Such as...?” 

“Well, for one, I heard you broke Marilyn Monroe's heart.”

His nostrils flare at the thought. “Rubbish. I can't believe that story is still making rounds. I have had a few famous flings, to be honest, but Miss Monroe wasn't one of them.”

Anna starts probing him for more details, but I'm listening to their conversation with half an ear. I'm still thinking about how awkward it was to stand in the background while my friends signed autographs. I know they see it too. They must think I look pitiful. 

Luciana and Azrael start chatting about the many movies they've watched recently. I find that hilarious. I never thought anyone could turn the Angel of Death into a movie buff. He always thought human art—books, movies, television—was a waste of time. She's brought out a softer side in Azrael that none of us has ever seen.

Out of everyone at our table, I relate to Chris Pho the most. Not unlike me, he seems to be a shy lad with a poor opinion of himself. Once, he told me he was “punching above his weight” when he got together with Haniel. I don't believe I've heard that human expression before, but I understand what he means. He thinks she's more attractive than he is. 

Azrael gets a message on his LightTab, and after a quick scan of the text, he sums it up for us. “There's a protest going on in London right now. Apparently, several demons have been spotted on the scene. Michael's asking us to handle the situation.”

His girlfriend asks, “Is that going to be dangerous?” 

“It's always dangerous, but it's nothing we can't handle,” he assures her. “Jophiel, Haniel... I need you to go with me.”

Once again, I've been excluded from the list of essential personnel. It happens so often, I've stopped asking why. 

My friends excuse themselves, and suddenly I'm alone with three humans I barely know. Anna and Luciana seem nice, but I don't think I've had a one-on-one conversation with either of them. 

Luciana asks me, “Why didn't you go with them?” 

I almost crack a joke about being unable to drag myself away from our delicious tea and cakes, but I give her a gloomy, honest answer instead. “I don't think I was invited.”

“Why not?” she asks.

The answer is obvious, isn't it? I'm not as good as the others. Obvious or not, I give her a reply that makes me sound a bit less pitiful. “I think Azrael is angry with me because I failed to protect you that one time, so... he left me out.”

“Seriously? But that was weeks ago!” Luciana exclaims. “Besides, it wasn't your fault. There were a ton of shadowlings in that hospital. You were overwhelmed.”

“Maybe. But I think he's still holding a grudge.” 

It's easier to blame Azrael than to own up to my own ineptitude. Azrael didn't invite me because he thinks I'm a hindrance. That's the only reason.

And no matter how hard I try, nothing ever changes.
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NOW THAT I'VE BEEN abandoned by my mates, I decide to check on one of my charges, a young lady named Mikayla Frost. Called “Mikey” by her friends, she's a terminally ill cancer patient who is celebrating her seventeenth birthday today.

People are always shocked to find out that Archangels, even the ancient ones, take on charges like any other spirit guide. I've been with Mikayla for the last seven years. I've seen her grow into a lovely young woman, always joyful and cracking jokes, even when everyone around her is in tears. When she was in the hospital, she would surprise other children with gifts, going the extra mile to cheer them up. She's the sort of person who can brighten a day with her smile, but deep down, I know there's profound sadness lurking behind that forced mirth. Mikayla wants to keep living. I know she does.

“Grandpa,” she says, turning to the man who raised her. “You didn't invite too many people to the party, did you?”

Her grandfather replies, “Define too many.” 

I've always liked her grandfather, James. He's the sort of man who wears the same three shirts over and over again, and he spends his days watching reruns of old westerns. He still reads to Mikayla before bed each night, even though they both know she's way too old for it.

Mikey asks, “Did you invite so many people, they can't fit into the shed? That would be too many.” 

“I don't... think so?” Her grandfather's uncertainty makes me chuckle.

James is pushing Mikey's wheelchair to the shed in their backyard, which has been decorated to look vaguely like a hobbit house. She's having a Lord of the Rings-themed birthday party, and I helped to make it happen. She's supposed to be dressed like a character named Galadriel, but I'm not too familiar with the story, so I have no idea if she's nailed the look—I only know that one of her elven ears is falling off. I send a slight gust of wind in her direction, blowing her long blonde hair on top of her flapping ear. That should conceal it well enough.

Mikey looks so strange as a blonde. Her natural hair is shoulder-length and brown, but she lost most of it during chemo treatments. She wasn't always in a wheelchair either. A few months ago, she had an operation that greatly affected her mobility. Sadly, her body didn't respond to any of the treatments, and it's only a matter of time before I'll see her on the other side.

As it happens, her grandfather did invite too many people to the shed. There are about two dozen guests crammed inside, all of them dressed in fantasy coats and cloaks. Mikey looks most excited to see her three friends with furry feet, who she identifies as Frodo, Sam and Merryweather.

The young lady Frodo says, “Sorry, but... we couldn't find anyone to be Pippin.”

“That's alright. You three look amazing.” Turning to her grandfather, Mikey adds, “So do you, Grandpa. You make an awesome Gandalf the Gray.”

Glancing around the shed, I feel horribly out of place in my ordinary t-shirt and trousers. I almost manifest a costume for myself, but there's no one around to see me, so I suppose it would be pointless.

Mikey's grandfather leaves, giving her time to chat with her friends. As soon as he's gone, one of Mikey's friends remarks on the lack of “hot guys” at the party. If they could see me, I wonder if I would fit the bill. 

Probably not. 

A few minutes later, they start talking about the many male celebrities they like, including one who apparently, “looks like a snack.” No matter how many centuries go by, teenage girls are no less difficult to understand. Every generation has a new set of slang words that leave me scratching my head. Nowadays, they're throwing shade and getting shook. I may look young enough to blend in with them, but I'm actually too old to keep up.

Mikey's fingers shuck the gift wrap from at least twenty presents: everything from video games to clothes to Lord of the Rings-themed weaponry. I have no idea what she's going to do with any of it, as her days are regrettably numbered. 

When every gift has been opened, and everyone's had a slice of cake, one of her friends blurts, “Mikey, you should sing!” 

“Nooo,” Mikey quickly shuts down the idea. “No and no way.”

“Please?” the young woman begs. “You used to sing for me all the time!”

“That was for you, not a big group of people.” 

Mikey does, in fact, have a lovely voice. I was present when she won the talent competition in her freshman year of high school. If she succumbed to her friend's demand, it would hardly be the first time she's sung in front of an audience. She was going to pursue music as a career, but cancer has a way of shutting down one's dreams. 

Others join Mikey's friend and badger her into a short performance. Mikey chooses a song with sad lyrics and a haunting melody, and when the first words are out of her mouth, we're all spellbound. Her voice is as beautiful as ever, and so is she. She has such a pretty face, not even cancer could erase the conventional beauty of it. In truth, I might have a slight crush on her. It feels strange to think that, since I've watched over her since childhood, but I am older than almost anyone who's ever walked the earth. Naturally, anyone who captured my heart would have to be significantly younger than me.

After the party, when everyone exits the shed, we're ambushed by a spider-shaped shadowling prowling around her grandfather's house. I kick it away from Mikey, its apparent target, and skewer it with my sword. If the shadowling is after her, it must have been drawn to a strong emotion like sadness. Even though she's wearing a smile for her friends, she must be sadder than she looks.

While Mikey and her grandpa say farewell to their friends and family, I search the premises for more unwelcome guests, but that seems to be the first and last shadowling of the day. I'm still a bit bitter that Azrael didn't invite me to the latest battle. He must think I'm useless. I may not be as good as the others, but that doesn't mean I can't hold my own in a fight.

I follow Mikey and her grandfather into the house, where she pops a few pain pills and starts watching a movie. I put my hand on her shoulder, quietly taking away any pain she's in. If Archangel Michael knew how often I did that, I doubt he would approve. He—and many of the Archangels—believe that a human's character is deepened by their pain, so they rarely take it away. Obviously, I don't agree.

After a late night supper—which Mikey barely touches—her grandfather pushes her wheelchair down the hall and into her bedroom. I imagine he's going to read to her. They've been reading Little Women, Mikey's favorite since childhood, but I always knew this book was a bad idea. When they get to Beth's death, James has to remove his glasses and dry his eyes. 

“Aww... Grandpa, don't cry!” Mikey exclaims. “Here, let's make up a different ending. Let's just say... Beth doesn't die. She shakes off her illness and plays piano and sings songs and grows old and—”

Mikey's words bring more tears to her poor grandpa's eyes. His granddaughter is also a singer and pianist on the brink of death. I believe this story is hitting a bit too close to home.

“What about you, Mikayla?” James steals a tissue from the box on Mikey's nightstand and uses it to dab his eyes. “Can you shake off your cancer and grow old too? I don't want to lose you.”

Mikey reaches for her grandfather's hand, and for a moment, they're both so still and silent that they start to look like statues.

Mikey finally says, “I don't want to lose you either, but... you don't have to worry about me. I'm sure I'll be kicking ass in the afterlife.”

Indeed you will, Mikey. I have no doubt about that.

I replay her grandfather's words in my head, again and again. For some reason, they stick with me.

Can you shake off your cancer and grow old too?

Well... what if she could?
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I DECIDE TO REQUEST a Council meeting on behalf of young Mikayla. I can't remember the last time I've been inspired to make a plea for one of my charges, but I truly believe she deserves a second chance at life. She's the sort of young woman who makes you ask, why do bad things happen to good people? For once, I want to make a good thing happen for a good girl. I don't know if I'll be successful, but it's worth a shot. 

I have to wait an hour for five Archangels to assemble, which is a considerable length of time for an Archangel of my caliber. It's an unpleasant surprise when Jophiel shows up. Even though he's a friend, I'm not sure he's forgiven me for the time I had to arrest him. Hopefully he can listen to Mikey's story with an unbiased ear.

Jophiel is outranked only by Gabriel, one of Michael's cronies. I always have an inward chuckle when I see Gabriel, because there's never a single brown curl out of place on his head. My hair, while curly, is a lot more wild. I don't tend to it as tirelessly as Gabriel does.

Zadkiel—broody, bearded, and wrapped in a purple robe—shows up for the Assembly as well. I can't say I'm happy to see him. He's never liked me. Most of the Archangels have adopted a more contemporary style, but not Zadkiel. He's always in a robe, and today, he's even wearing a crown. I guess he likes to stand out.

The last two Archangels are mere acquaintances of mine. One of them is Catherine, a very stern-looking lady with ruddy cheeks and light brown hair. Unlike most Archangels, she's chosen a more elderly appearance. The lowest-ranking Archangel is Prisha, and if I'm not mistaken, she's been an Archangel for less than a week. I wouldn't be surprised if this is the first Council meeting she's attended.

Gabriel, the highest ranking Archangel, oversees today's meeting. He looks even more haughty than usual, and he's watching me with boredom in his eyes. Tapping his pencil against his desk, he asks, “You've come to request a miracle, Sandalphon?”

“I have.”

“Alright,” Gabriel says, running a hand through his hair. I swear it looks like every single curl pops back into place. “Who will be receiving this miracle you're requesting?”

“I ask for a miracle on behalf of Mikayla Frost, a seventeen-year-old girl from Albuquerque, New Mexico,” I begin. “Some months ago, she was diagnosed with terminal kidney cancer, despite having no prior risk factors.”

Gabriel asks, “And what sets her apart from all the other poor humans who are suffering at this very moment?” 

“I believe, from the bottom of my heart, that's she's a good, sweet person. I—” I was going to say more, but Zadkiel cuts me off.

“There are plenty of good humans,” he says. “Gabriel asked what sets her apart. The answer you've given is too subjective.”

“Well, I was going to say more, but you interrupted.” As soon as those words slip out of me, I cringe. I'm supposed to get Zadkiel on my side. I'm not supposed to give him a reason to vote against me. “Mikayla had a bright future ahead of her before the cancer took over her life. She is a talented singer, she has a good sense of humor, and she adores her grandfather.” 

“Aww. How pwecious,” Zadkiel says, sticking out his bottom lip to mock me. “Sandalphon... are you really asking us to save a girl because she likes her grandfather?” 

“That's really only part of the reason,” I say, glancing at Jophiel. I keep hoping he'll speak up on my behalf, but I guess that's expecting too much from him. 

“And what is the rest of the reason?” Zadkiel grumbles. I knew he didn't like me, but he's really coming at me hard today.

I try again, “Mikayla's grandfather, a man named James, has already lost his wife. His daughter is in prison, and his brothers have recently passed away. If you remove Mikayla from his life, he won't have anyone left. Humans aren't supposed to be challenged with more than they can handle. They—”

Zadkiel interrupts me again. “Is this meeting about James, or is it about Mikayla? At the moment, you seem more concerned about the grandfather than the girl.”

“I'm concerned about both!” I exclaim, my voice squeaking a bit. “Helping the girl will help the grandfather, and vice versa.”

Jophiel inserts an opinion that has me clutching a fist behind my back. “I bet he's more concerned about the girl,” he says. “Sandalphon needs a girl. He hasn't asked for a miracle in a long time, so I bet he likes this one.”

Gabriel says, “Perhaps we should let her pass on, then. If he really likes her, he can meet her in the afterlife.”

I can't believe they're saying this. I haven't been this irritated with either of them in a very long time. “No!” I cry. “I do like her, yes, but it's because I like her so much that I want her to have another chance. Mikayla and her grandfather are very close. I just can't imagine separating them.”

Gabriel starts reading something on his LightTab. He's either being a complete arse, or he's reading a summary of Mikayla's life. 

“Are you still paying attention?” I ask him.

“Yes. Of course,” Gabriel assures me. “I had to check a text from Michael. He needs me for something, and he's encouraging me to wrap this up quickly. Is there anything else you would like to add, Sandalphon?”

“May I play a recording of Mikayla's singing? She really has a lovely voice. She—”

Zadkiel interrupts yet again. “Then let her sing in the afterlife,” he says. “She'll have a lovely voice here as well.”

It sounds like he's already made up his mind. I guess I can count on Zadkiel to vote against me. Gabriel too. He's
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