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Should I ask how this world will end?

Or how did this hell begin?

Adonis
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“Master, you are awaited by the Lord.”

Every morning, for the past three hundred years, the same speech. Laldak, one of my servants who acted as my secretary, would come to fetch me to inform me that the debriefing meeting with my grandfather was about to begin. He didn’t like to wait, that was a fact. For my part, I always wondered what the point of rushing was. It wasn’t as if hell was going to freeze over, or worse, that mortals were suddenly going to become immortal. Since I had become an adult, according to the demonic age scale, I had occupied an important place at Satan’s side. I was destined to support him in his various, let’s say, “activities”. And, of course, they all had only one goal: destroy the order established by God and replace it with a new one, to the image of the one who would reign over everything as the sole leader, Lucifer.

I was suffocating, gasping for air, as if trapped in a spider’s web. This feeling of oppression intensified over time, and I realized that my prison had been woven since birth. Without anyone bothering to ask my opinion, the path that I would do in my like was already mapped out. This life… it didn’t belong to me not from the moment I uttered my first cry. I had to be grateful for what they called “my luck” but I wanted to scream that it was no more, no less than a “curse”.

With my uncle Dam gone, having supposedly died in battle according to a legend fabricated by his mother, I was the only legitimate heir left. Dam’s disappearance had been meticulously concealed, partly to avoid a scandal and partly to protect my grandfather’s reputation. My mother, Tiamat, still refused to support her father, so our options were limited.

There had been an oracle at my mother’s birth, which had long been misinterpreted. It was only when she gave birth to me that it took on its full meaning. Nevertheless, my grandmother, Lilith, in turn insisted that the Mage of Destiny land on my cradle and predict my future. “He will be one. He will be everything, and after him, it will be the end.”. As usual, the Destiny Mage wasn’t the clearest in his predictions. It was as if he took a perverse pleasure in driving us crazy with his riddles. Right off the bat, it seemed my destiny would begin well and end… well, not very happily at least. It had become a subject rarely, if ever, discussed. I knew it worried everyone, and behind my back, bets were flying, especially among those wanting to dethrone the Devil. Basically, everyone saw in that phrase what they wanted to believe. There were those who believed I was living up to my name by bringing hope. Then there were the others, more numerous, whom I had to be wary of, because to them I was nothing more than a vial of explosives ready to detonate in their hands and destroy everything in its path. It was mainly because of this second category of people that, from my earliest childhood, I had lived almost exclusively in hell, under the close surveillance of my grandfather’s diabolical armies. On the few occasions I had traveled on Earth to visit my mother, I had been greeted by a delegation worthy of a head of state. The Grand Dukes and Grand Duchesses mobilized for the “short outing” the boss’s offspring. An escapade that could not be improvised. Everything, absolutely everything, was planned in advance.

My mother came to see me as often as she could. Not that she was particularly busy, but since my father’s death, or rather his sacrifice, she had changed. Those who had known her before the tragedy described a very independent, self-assured woman, capable of anything, and above all, someone whom nothing and no one could resist. Looking at her, I found it hard to believe that this woman was the one feared in the underworld. Trading a palace to squat in her late great love’s apartment... Worse! What kind of power renounces a throne to take the reins of an orphanage? In her free time, she dedicated herself body and soul to animal welfare; she was a kind of Brigitte Bardot in the making. Needless to say, this change greatly displeased my family. Wasting her potential on pointless sentimentality was like spitting in the face of the king of hell. That’s why she avoided going home. Since nothing she did was appreciated, my mother had reached a point where she much preferred cutting ties than staying and endlessly hearing the same reproaches. “You’d think you’d just stepped out of the old celestial bed, damn it!” “What did I do wrong with you?” Such charming remarks, but she found it hard to take them. Her new life suited her, but beyond her supposed happiness, she wanted to pay tribute to my father, to finish his work, in a way. She couldn’t move on. Tiamat the Great was no longer the one whose merits were being extolled to me.

When you think about it, and when you know their story, my mother made a lot of mistakes! However, understanding that my birth was par of her list of “mistakes”, was difficult for me to support. She had never told me openly, but every time she visited me, or vice versa, Mom would find an excuse to cut our reunions short. Physically, it seems I resemble my father, and according to her tiny circle of close friends who still tolerate her, for her, looking at me is like enduring both his presence and his absence… Two sides of the same coin, but a worthless coin, whose only voice is the one others choose to give it. And there remain in this theater that is my life, where everyone watches the scene and offers their opinion, those who don’t hesitate to declare, loudly and clearly, that Mom holds me responsible for her downfall. Without this unexpected and unwanted pregnancy, my father wouldn’t have given his life for me and would still be by her side. Tiamat had never dreamed of being a mother; fate, or the oracle, if you prefer, had imposed upon her a motherhood that would steal the only happiness of her life. Up there, she was making up for her lack of love for me, or at least its absence, by giving it to poor human orphans, of whom I was often jealous. When she came here, for my birthday, or for certain family rituals, we exchanged pleasantries, caught up on each other’s news, and then she left as if she were on fire, literally. For my part, during my rare visits, I found it hard to enter that apartment. It wasn’t a home, but a museum dedicated to the memory of the great Djibril. Each time, instead of paintings by great artists, I saw the few photographs of him, and as an audio description, I had the account of a mother who endlessly recited the little she had to say about him. Every word she spoke reeked of the fear of being forgotten. My mother fought to keep everything etched in my memory, and deep down she feared that eternity would erase them from her own thoughts.

“Master?

Laldak pulled me from my thoughts. I donned my cloak and followed him. Behind me, two guards brought up the rear. It was mandatory if I wanted to set foot outside my quarters. My grandparents were obsessed with my safety, fearing surprise attacks aimed at killing me. As if that were easy! But I could only understand them. I wasn’t a pureblood demon, since the life force of the archangel Gabriel, my paternal grandfather, flowed through my body. This strange and unique mixture, according to everyone, made me a remarkable person and represented both the descendants of God’s children and those of the Devil. Without being a true Nephilim, I still united within me all the divine and demonic factions, and I could therefore claim my place in heaven, as well as in the flames. Ultimately, my composition terrified everyone, and I was a key element for anyone who dared challenge either of the two fields. Feared, yet coveted at the same time. Enough to make me paranoid in order to protect myself from any danger.

I crossed the cobbled paths between which lava flowed, making them glow. Then I arrived at my grandfather’s headquarters. Every time, the same old story. Wait at the door until he gave me permission to enter. Maintain appearances, always, and never show weakness, especially with his family. I may have been his beloved grandson, but he was still the one through whom evil reigned, and that’s how he was supposed to be seen, even though in private he was a completely different person.

“Ejaz, come closer to me,” he said with his most beautiful smile, “today we are going to take stock of the wanderers.”

The wanderers... souls trapped in the earthly world for some reason. They still had a little market value. The more souls you have in your inventory, the stronger your army, so every spirit is worth capturing, even those of the most foolish humans.

“According to my latest records, there have been two plane crashes, one in Syria and one in Rome, then a genocide in Turkey, but that doesn’t add up.”

“Perhaps they are on the other side?”

Grandpa looked at me and raised an eyebrow, dubiously.

“Even if some had managed to get into heaven on their first try, this genocide was significant enough to generate a considerable number of souls! Yet, they barely account for ten percent. Doesn’t that seem strange to you? Have humans suddenly become that pious?”

No, impossible. The human race was the most abject thing there was, after hell itself, of course. Not only did they destroy each other, but they did it in the most idiotic way imaginable. Instead of taking advantage of technology that could be used for something useful, they used it to bring about their own extinction, and as an added bonus, not the cherry on top, but the deliberate, unconscious, and selfish annihilation of their habitat. Soon, we wouldn’t need to hire Grand Dukes and Grand Duchesses to trigger this kind of deadly, all-encompassing disaster, because all we’d have to do is grab some popcorn, sit back, and wait for these ungrateful wretches to eventually die out on their own.

“Something is keeping these souls on Earth, I can only see that”, he continued, “and I need to know what it is.”

A mission? If it was a matter of breaking free from the gloom of my life, even if it was only to meet my grandfather’s accounting requirements, I wanted to be part of it. My eyes fixed on him, and my whole body stiffened. I prayed to all the fallen to hear him utter those words, awaited for centuries, words capable of finally making me feel like something other than a hidden treasure.

I watched her crimson lips. I waited for her next words. Come on, make an effort, tell me to go and see what’s going on up there! Go! He smiled, of course. He had penetrated my brain and guessed my intentions, and most certainly that he had already made the decision not to allow me this demeanor.

“Don’t be so hard on me, my boy,” he said with a tenderness unworthy of Lucifer, but which only my grandmother and I had the privilege of knowing. “Believe me, the day will come when you will be in charge of this kind of investigation, but I cannot allow myself to expose you for so little today.”

“Today? Today, Grandpa? For over three hundred years, you’ve been giving me the same excuse. Do I have to celebrate a millennium before you’ll finally trust me? Don’t you see how ridiculous it is to keep me out of the practical side of things and fill my head with theory? The others are starting to wonder, and…”

“The others? Who are the others? Speak!”

There he is, Lucifer in all his glory. Who would have dared question his decisions? Worse still, wonder if I would be ready to become his true right-hand man? I didn’t give much for the person whose name I would reveal, so I chose to remain silent and attempt a clever maneuver.

“Listen, while you fear an attack, a kidnapping, or who knows what other scenarios, I am sidelined from earthly affairs. Your position is harming me! What authority could I possibly have tomorrow if Satan himself doesn’t trust me?”

He closed his eyes and sighed.

“You look so much like her… Well, the one before”, he lamented bitterly. “She was stubborn, bordering on reckless, just like you, and I almost lost her, and you too, for that matter. I’m not going to make the same mistake twice. Just wait a little longer, let me teach you a few more basics, and don’t be in such a hurry. Believe me, Ejaz, nothing up there is worth risking your life and my legacy for. I need you for much more important projects, for they will fulfill your destiny and mine.”

I struggled to hear people speak of Mother in the past tense. Who was this woman everyone praised? The image they painted of her was light-years away from the one I knew. However, as soon as the episode where she was kidnapped and nearly killed by the Celestials came up, a horrific vision engulfed me. I saw a woman at the end of her strength, clinging to life despite the torture she had endured, watching her only love die before her eyes. No one had hesitated to describe that fateful day to me in minute detail. As if they wanted to ensure that a deep hatred could grow within me by doing so. I knew every line of dialogue that had been spoken, every single gesture that had been made, and of course, the names of the executioners responsible for orchestrating this failed assassination attempt. My family, even my servants, had told me the story hundreds of times, like a lullaby meant to help me fall asleep each night, planting in me a desire for revenge that my relatives couldn’t hide. That day when Djibril gave his life to save his companion and the heir of the underworld. That fateful day when the great Tiamat almost left us forever had become a legend. How could I not doubt, seeing what remained at my mother’s house of this heroine acclaimed by all, the veracity of the events? And what to make of the role attributed to her, which, according to popular belief, earned her all her prestige?

Would I even be worthy of the fame of such a family? Would my unique genes be enough to make me the next on the list of Gods to be honored? Nothing was less certain if they persisted in preventing me from showing them that, despite my youth, I could just as easily accomplish great things if given a chance.

“For now, go find the other one,” continued Satan, “see with him if he hasn’t fished out a few too many souls for his harem of lost cases… He always has trouble letting go of the slightest spirit that supposedly deserves to be saved… I wouldn’t even be surprised if you told me that this fool was building his own reserved at my expense!”

The other one, as he called him, was Gabriel, my paternal grandfather. After the scandal surrounding his betrayal, his lies, his lust, his father, the great God of everything, yet incapable of managing his own children, had punished him. I felt sorry for him. Even though I felt a certain attachment to him and appreciated him talking about my father, he had nonetheless sunk far too low. For any being with even a modicum of self-respect, it would have been preferable to have their wings torn off rather than be entrusted with the task of guardian of Purgatory. So that was the punishment his Father had imposed upon him. Hypocritical anger, it must be said, since, omniscient as he was, he was certainly aware of Gabriel’s actions! But appearances had to be maintained, and above all, he mustn’t appear weak before his armies and servants. It’s no secret that doubt breeds fear, and fear breeds rebellion. So he found this compromise. Eliminating, or even damaging, a single blond hair of his son would have practically turned him into a martyr, and making Gabriel, such a powerful archangel, a victim would have inevitably shattered Paradise. Locking him away in Purgatory until the end of time, and giving him only one task—saving souls from Grandpa’s flames and guiding them to the Silver City—was more merciful. The old man not only maintained the unity of his flock, but he also gained points of magnificence, just as he had once done with my grandparents. This age-old trick always proved its worth.

I didn’t protest. What would be the point? As if the ancient goat would listen to me! I simply took my leave, followed by my guards heading for the purgatory ante, to endure the good-for-nothing.
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Crossing hell is quite a long journey, especially on foot. I could have spread my wings and saved time, but in reality, I had very little desire to reach my destination. This place made my skin crawl. It’s a bit of a struggle, and it takes some doing for someone who grew up surrounded by demons and monstrous creatures. But in the Ante-Purgatory, as at its summit, there’s a very particular and oppressive atmosphere that suffocates me as soon as I set foot there. Furthermore, the relationship between my grandfather Gabriel and me wasn’t exactly what you’d call simple. He stubbornly insisted on seeing me as his lost son, but of course, I disappointed him, because I resembled my mother’s family more than the few celestial genes he’d passed on to me. Every time he looked at me, he realized that his son wasn’t the one he’d wanted. Okay, he’d been noble in sacrificing himself to save me, but he’d chosen the shadows, to stay with my mother, rather than the light alongside his father, and that, for an archangel, even a fallen one, was incomprehensible. Gabriel hadn’t hesitated to let his own wife, Astarte, die, under the pretext of saving their son. I’ve always been convinced he was too cowardly to do otherwise. After all, if we were in this situation, it was his fault, wasn’t it? I knew the story by heart: his betrayal, his lies, and his manipulations, fueled by unspeakable jealousy and cowardice. No matter how hard he tried, just seeing his face gave me the irresistible urge to spit in his face. Even though, upon reflection, I knew that without all this drama I certainly wouldn’t have never existed, I could not bring myself to respect a man with so few principles. Lucifer surpassed him in everything, and millennia after his fall, Gabriel was nothing more than a pale copy of the Devil, he was nothing but a usurper.

I arrived at the foot of Mount Purgatory, where everything begins for those caught between two worlds. They are lost souls, not black enough to go directly to the underworld after death, but not pure enough to reach the Silver City either. They all have the letter P engraved on their foreheads, as many times as the seven deadly sins they have committed. On their feet, they wear shackles, the same number as the Ps they have earned. These weights are meant to make their ultimate task difficult: their journey toward salvation. This salvation can only be attained by climbing, with their bare hands and their own strength, the enormous mountain that guarantees their access to Paradise. It is a kind of inverted hell. Instead of falling into a blazing abyss and being eternally punished in the flames and the worst horrors they committed on Earth, here the goal is to earn God’s forgiveness through effort and a will to repent. It’s quite a feat, I’d say, but above all, pathetic. Each of these entities knows it will take centuries or millennia to rid themselves of all their impurities, and for many, they will never reach the end. They will remain stuck, their hands in the earth, the suffering of utter exhaustion weighing on their minds, lost somewhere in their ascent. When they realize their efforts won’t suffice, they give up and remain there, like Christmas ornaments on a bare tree, waiting without even grasping what they should hope for. And what about Gabriel in all of this?

Well, he receives these damned souls, brands their letters with a hot iron, chains them to the weights they must carry, and then abandons them at the foot of this antechamber of Purgatory. Then he prays. Yes, he keeps praying, the fellow, that they might find favor in the eyes of his dear father. Basically, an angelic bouncer, but without the stature or charisma of those earthly mobsters.

I approached him. He had his nose buried in the register while he examined a new unfortunate soul.

“Pride, avarice and laziness…” he murmured without even looking at the person concerned in order to avoid remorse.

He drew the iron from the blue flames. While two Nephilim held the culprit, Gaby burned it three times. Each mark had a specific placement on the unfortunate man’s forehead, and as he screamed his lungs out, the fallen one slumped over, striving for the utmost precision in his movements. Then, he added the three chains with the balls, of varying sizes, according to the sin they represented. And that was that! At this point, the subject would have lost consciousness, a typical effect of unbearable psychological suffering. But when he regained his senses, the reality would be far more terrible. The soul would find itself at the foot of the mountain, with no other purpose than to ascend, purifying itself through its regrets. What a fate!

“Oh, you’re here, Ejaz,” said Gabriel, glancing quickly at me.

“Hide your joy, grandfather…”

“What brings you here? I imagine you’re not here to visit me.”

“Perceptive, that old man, ” I replied ironically. “ Satan sent me.”

At these words, Gabriel closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose, as if the mere mention of the damned one’s name gave him a migraine. It must be said that Purgatory was a neutral zone, certainly, Switzerland in the middle of nowhere. However, whether it was God or Lucifer, whoever was in charge had to answer for it regularly. Simply put, he had the same responsibilities as any supermarket franchise manager. Naturally, when you’ve been powerful and free, and you suddenly find yourself having to explain every little transgression and try to justify it under threat of punishment, you don’t take the change very well.

“I’m not going to beat around the bush,” I said, trying to hide my annoyance, “the number of souls collected in Hell doesn’t match expectations. I imagine you’re not responsible for that, are you?”

Gabriel looked at me, and I saw something in his eyes that I hadn’t anticipated. He seemed surprised, which was strange, because if this loss of souls was his doing, he would have had a hard time hiding it. His angelic side played tricks on him when it came to lying; it was perhaps the only thing that still made his rotten soul shine a little brighter.

“Wait, what are you talking about? I receive the load of souls daily, and I record them all, without exception.”

“Well, exactly! I see you’re not aware…You definitely spend a little too much time with your head in the ledgers, grandpa.” Gabriel suppressed a grimace of disgust when he heard me call him that. “There has been a genocide on Earth, and unless all these fools had beatified themselves during their lifetime, we should have had a large delivery of damned souls, but the numbers don’t add up.”

Gabriel bit his lip. Every time Lucifer ordered a massacre on Earth, he openly disapproved. Always these remnants of his benevolence towards humans.

“Obviously… He’s so bored that he has to occupy his time by killing en masse?”

“Have you forgotten who you’re talking about? Do you have some kind of celestial Alzheimer’s? You know very well why grandpa is doing all this.”

He clenched his fists. Of course he knew. Who was still so clueless as to be unaware that for millennia Satan’s sole purpose in life had been to build the greatest army and steal the Almighty’s place? My calling him Grandpa, with a certain undisguised affection, did nothing to improve Gaby’s opinion of me. I was definitely a disappointment to him, and an aberration of what should have been his son.

“What a waste…”

I didn’t know if he was talking about the dead earthlings, or about me, but in either case it didn’t concern me.

“Let’s get to the point, I don’t particularly like being here.”

“Are you afraid of ending up like them?” he replied, pointing to two souls whose fingernails, torn off by their efforts to climb, left open, oozing wounds, so painful they literally drooled their suffering. For yes, the souls in purgatory had one last peculiarity, to add a twist to their condemnation: they retained their human sensations intact. Their surface, though ethereal, suffered the same damage as when they were covered in skin, and pain, anguish, fear, and the full panoply of human depravity remained exactly as they had existed in their human lives.

“You’re definitely out of your mind, Gabriel,” I replied. “Do you think I could ever end up in your hands? Have you forgotten who you’re talking to?”

“Pride… coupled with vanity… the Achilles’ heel of your kind.”

“My species? It was also that of your wife… And your son, wasn’t it?

Touché.

“Don’t compare yourself to him,” he told me, almost threateningly. “You’ll never be as good as him.”

Here we are! Twenty minutes at most. That’s all it took for the old archangel to trot out the old refrain about the “untouchable Father to whom I owe everything and whom I can never equal.” Since my birth, or rather, since I chose to stay with Lilith and Satan, Gabriel had written me off. But not only that, he had also rejected this divine potential which, according to him, still flowed within me and was just waiting to grow. This same power which, according to him, was supposed to transform me into the most powerful, the most important, and above all, the purest of angels. And then I was the arrogant one! I didn’t have a quarter of the blessed within me, but for him, that was more than enough to transform me… into what exactly? A cherub? The Holy Father’s right hand? He was dreaming with his eyes open if he thought that would ever happen!

“Spare me your nonsense, Gabriel, I don’t have all eternity to waste here!”

“And yet here you are,” he replied, smiling mockingly. “Once again in the goat’s pen, and never outside the barbed wire he’s put up around you. Poor little puppet…”

I sighed, restraining myself from punching him. He might be a real jerk, but he was still family. Like those uncles at Christmas who ruin the party after a few drinks by talking a little too much about the far-right agenda, but whom we still invite to dinner year after year because, unfortunately, they share our blood. Gabriel was the drunken grandpa who embarrassed everyone who shared the turkey with him.

He must have sensed that I was pushing my limit too far. He eventually calmed things down by changing the subject and returning to what we were discussing.

“I wasn’t aware of this genocide, so as far as I’m concerned, everything here is fine. If someone had bothered to inform me beforehand, I could have warned you about this discrepancy.”

I burst out laughing! As if he was really going to collaborate with us on a task he hated with all his might! Nevertheless, it didn’t help me find the answer I was looking for, which he seemed to understand by staring at me.

“Ejaz, I can’t shed any more light on this since, once again, as far as I’m concerned, everything here is in order. However, if this genocide you’re talking about really did claim a significant number of victims, it’s true that you should have had a considerable influx of souls... And I, for one, should have seen a flood of children arrive.”

This was how Gabriel learned that a pandemic, war, or some other cause of mass death was occurring on Earth. Children—those who hadn’t been baptized before their passing—arrived in limbo by the hundreds, even thousands. They were the first to fall, along with the elderly and the chronically ill, whose numbers were also considerable. But the children… Even I had trouble imagining them in such a place. Their treatment was different, certainly, since they weren’t subject to the punishment of having to reach some summit to achieve salvation. However, their fate was no better. Their pure little souls, with their rosy hues, drifted through these realms, hearing the cries of others, trembling with terror and cold, waiting for the prayers of those left on Earth to grant them the golden ticket to join God. Yet another example of that false benevolence the Creator proclaimed from the rooftops. This scoundrel was capable of justifying such punishment for defenseless little beings in order to further his Christian business and his quota of masses, which his popularity grew, and his authority on Earth was further solidified. He didn’t care about these innocents, as long as it brought him prestige, drawn from the despair of the surviving relatives. Unfortunately for these children, often very few people remained to order services in their memory, or even pray for the salvation of their souls. Thus, they remained endlessly in this antechamber of horror, in the futile wait for someone to remember them and take pity on their lost spirits.

I looked around one last time to make sure nothing seemed suspicious. Trusting Gabriel had already cost everyone close to me dearly.

I didn’t answer him. I turned on my heel and prepared to return to hell when I saw a soul that was a little different from the others. A woman stood before me, observing me as if she had just witnessed a miracle, her eyes wide and her mouth agape. She had no tattoo on her forehead or ball and chain, and yet she was definitely a grown-up spirit.

I stopped to scrutinize her, when I felt Gabriel position himself behind me.

“She is an anomaly.”

“An anomaly?”

No one had ever told me about this kind of soul.

“She is what is called “a revenant,”” Gabriel explained to me. “Her soul cannot reach Heaven, but it is not tormented enough for Hell either, and worst of all, she has not committed enough sins to deserve a place here.”

“So, what is she? What is she doing among the others?”

“This woman must settle certain matters on earth before her heart can be weighed and the record of her life examined to determine her posthumous destiny. She therefore has the right to go and come to the afterlife as she pleases… until her spirit, have been able to overcome what prevents her from detaching herself from human life, can be freed. However…”

“However what?”

“Well, it’s rare to see them here. Usually, these souls are so disturbed that the suffering of those climbing for their salvation is like an added burden for them. Because of this, the returning souls avoid purgatory and prefer to wander on Earth, searching for what they lack to end their pain. I don’t see them often, and if I do, it’s because that they have gone astray.” Gabriel sighed, annoyed. “Don’t pay attention, nothing never go as planned in the realms of evil, so that must sill be some poor lost soul who ended up here because nobody bothered to explain things to her.”

“Explain her what?”

“What it is today and its purpose. That’s part of your beloved grandpa’s fun.” Gabriel’s voice was filled with resentment. “These spirits don’t even know they’re dead.”

I asked the question, without taking my eyes off the girl, who in turn was still staring at me.

At the precise moment Gabriel finished his sentence, the young woman’s soul blinked several times, as if she had been dazzled.

A shiver ran down my spine as, without warning, she vanished, leaving behind only an empty space, and my brain filled with an infinite number of questions that only one person would be willing to answer.
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