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    To my Savior, Jesus Christ,
For the cross that bore what I deserved,
For the tomb left empty so I could live,
For the new creation You made from the broken pieces.
I was dead. You made me alive.
Soli Deo Gloria.
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The Heavens were silent. No dancing. No singing. No trumpets blasting. No celebrations of any kind.

Gabriel stood unmoving at the platform’s edge, gazing across the sea of gathered Angels. The air shimmered with light, but the mood was anything but radiant. It was heavy, thick with grief, disbelief, and the aching silence that follows unbearable loss. 

No voices rose. 

No wings moved. 

Before him stretched the Host. Countless angels arrayed in solemn ranks, their faces pale with sorrow, their hearts bruised by the weight of what had been witnessed. They had come to look at the last flicker of a once-burning flame. The only survivor lay at Gabriel’s feet, unconscious.

The skin, torn and blackened, clung to the broken body like the last remnant of a story too painful to tell. Blood and soot stained the face. 

Michael had carried the body with the tenderness of a brother carrying a fallen sibling. He had said nothing as he laid the warrior down, knelt beside them for a long moment, then rose and stepped back, allowing Gabriel to take his place.

And now Gabriel stood, hands clenched at his sides, not with rage, but with unbearable sorrow. In all his immortal memory, he had never seen heaven so quiet. 

The past two Earth years had been a storm, an epic that twisted faith and fate into something unrecognizable. 

The possession of a young woman tears apart a quiet village. A Demon King reborn in human skin. A war waged not between armies, but between scattered souls, ancient, cursed, divine, trying to hold back the flood of a soul-thirsty realm.

And they had lost. 

All but one.

Or had they? 

Was this God’s plan? Gabriel himself didn’t even know.

The survivor breathed in the stillness, barely tethered to life. They had seen more than any one soul should. They had held the line, and in doing so, shattered.

Gabriel knelt beside the body, slowly, reverently. His fingers hovered over the still face, but he did not touch. He could not.

Tears welled in Gabriel’s eyes but did not fall. They had no place here, not yet. Not until they knew whether the last light of this war would fade completely... or stir again.

And still, the Host remained silent, watching, waiting, mourning.
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Michael stood still, his wings slack behind him, arms heavy at his sides. He was the first to speak, though even that simple act felt like dragging words through a storm.

It took time to even think of the words to say. Too much time.

Not because he lacked words to say, on the contrary, a thousand unspoken thoughts surged in his chest like a dam ready to break, but because none of them felt right. Not here. Not now. Not with the last survivor lying broken at Gabriel’s feet and the eyes of all Heaven fixed on the scene. Now was not the time or place.

“Time,” he murmured, almost to himself. “Place.”

He turned the words over like unfamiliar tools, useless in his trembling hands. What was time or place to an eternal being who had lived through the creation of stars? But at this moment, this one felt different. It was not about power. Not about vengeance.

It was about loss.

He inhaled slowly, closing his eyes for a beat. Michael was not the most reserved of the archangels. He had always been the sword. The wall. The fury of justice when evil bled into the world with no accountability. But now, in this sacred silence, fury felt like profanity.

He thought of the underworld, of charging down into its depths alone, wings outstretched, blade drawn, justice burning in his heart. He would destroy legions, carve his grief into the bones of the damned. Most of Hell would fall by his hand.

But he would never return.

And he knew it.

Even Michael, captain of the hosts, could not win this alone.

He opened his eyes again and looked down at the unconscious figure, what remained of a warrior who had endured the worst storm Hell had ever unleashed.

Was there a better place to be than here, beside the broken soul who had stood when others fell?

He didn’t know.

The war he had watched wounded him in ways no blade ever could. He had been forced to obey, to stand back while the world bled. The Father had spoken, and Michael, faithful, unwavering, had obeyed.

And that obedience had scarred him.

He had watched them suffer. Watched them fall. Every moment had been an agony beyond battle, beyond flame.

Just... watching.

He lowered his head. For the first time in eons, Michael felt like a soldier without a war, or worse, a soldier without a victory.

Silence hung heavy. Not oppressive, but reverent.

Michael’s voice finally broke through again, quiet but clear.

“I should have done more.”

No one argued. No one comforted.

Even Gabriel said nothing.

Because in that moment, every angel knew what he meant.

And every one of them carried the same weight.

But through the weight of grief, pressing down on his immortal shoulders, Michael felt something stir deep within him, a quiet, aching pride.

Pride in the ones who had stood.

They weren’t all warriors by divine design. They hadn’t been forged in the fires of Heaven’s armies. Yet they had chosen to stand. To bleed. To fall together against the rising tide of darkness. They had faced the final war not as angels or archangels, but as mortals, misfits, and scattered souls drawn together by purpose and hope.

And Abaddon.

The Demon King.

They had gone to face him, knowing they might never return. But they went anyway. Entering the blackest pit. 

And for a time, it seemed they might win.

But the darkness had been too vast. Too ancient. Too patient.

Or... was it?

Michael wasn’t sure anymore. He wrestled with it in silence. God never loses; he knew that with every fiber of his being. The Lord’s will is sovereign. Eternal. Unfailing. And yet, standing in the aftermath of such ruin, watching the broken body of the last survivor lie motionless among mourning angels, Michael struggled to reconcile what he knew with what he saw.

If this was part of the divine plan, he could not see its purpose.

He dared not question it, but he couldn’t understand it either.

And waiting... waiting for that purpose to reveal itself was like watching the sky before a storm, the clouds swelling with weight but refusing to break.

His voice, when it finally came, was rough with things he couldn’t express. It cracked through the silence.

“What now?”

It was all he could manage.

He didn’t look at Gabriel when he asked. He couldn’t. The words weren’t meant for Gabriel anyway.

They were meant for Heaven.

For God.

For the silence, still hadn’t answered.

He knew they needed to speak with the Almighty.

He knew the heavens would open, the will of the Most High would be made known, and their next steps would be revealed in perfect clarity.

But he couldn’t move.

It took all his strength to stand upright, like a warrior held together by duty alone. One thought, one step, and he might crumble.

It wasn’t despair that held him still; it was the unbearable heaviness of waiting.

Waiting for the voice.

Waiting for the command.

Waiting for the presence of God to fill the void left in the silence.

And yet, Heaven remained quiet.

He stared down at the battered form of the survivor, his breath tight in his chest. Somewhere deep inside, a voice whispered that the war wasn’t over, that this was a chapter, not the end.

But still, he couldn’t move.

He clenched his jaw, not out of defiance, but out of the raw will to stay standing.

To not fall on his face.

Because if he fell now, he wasn’t sure he would rise again.

“What now?” Gabriel said the words aloud, as though they were foreign to his own tongue. He repeated them softly, like an incantation meant to unlock understanding. “What now...”

But nothing came. No revelation. No answer.

Just more silence.

He stood and stared at the unconscious survivor lying on the mat, their body still and scarred. He gestured to the attendants, who moved quickly, reverently, lifting the broken form and carrying it toward the healing halls. Gabriel watched them go, his expression unreadable, his mind churning with unspoken questions and suppressed fury. They would learn the truth soon, he hoped. When the survivor woke, their soul would be strong enough to speak of the devastation that had fallen upon them.

Michael remained still, his gaze lingering on the same path, on the same broken soul, disappearing into the light.

But Gabriel’s heart was not still.

He had obeyed. He had stayed in Heaven while Michael descended into the hellfire of Earth’s last battle. He had watched, feeling every tremor, every cry, every loss. And now, with the world torn and victory uncertain, his composure cracked.

A storm gathered behind his eyes.

Gabriel stepped forward. Without hesitation, he grabbed Michael by his breastplate, firm, almost forceful, and spun him around.

Michael’s eyes widened, surprised not by the motion but by the fire in Gabriel’s gaze.

“You think I don’t understand?” Gabriel said, voice low, trembling. “You think standing here, doing nothing, watching Heaven hold its breath, waiting, was any easier?”

Michael said nothing. There was nothing to say.

Gabriel’s jaw tightened. “I was told to stay. To prepare. But for what? For this? For a slaughter? For silence?”

The words echoed off marble and cloud.

For a moment, Gabriel looked as though he might strike something, or someone, but his hand, still holding Michael’s armor, slowly loosened. Not from forgiveness, but restraint.

“I have never known rage,” he said, softer now. “Until today.”

Michael met his eyes, and for the first time in millennia, neither of them was the stronger.

They were two angels worn thin by the weight of obedience, the cruelty of patience, and the mystery of a plan far greater than both of them.

Gabriel turned back to Michael and fiercely embraced him. Michael reciprocated. They had known loss and heartache. They had seen carnage and terror. But this time, something was different.

Gabriel released the embrace and stepped back, eyes fixed on the horizon of Heaven. A long silence passed before he spoke.

“This one is... heavier,” he said softly. “Not because their lives mattered more, but because of what they represented. Unity. Hope. A final stand.”

He didn’t tremble with rage or clench his fists. Instead, there was a stillness about him, a holy sorrow steeped in understanding.

“All deaths in service to the Lord are sacred,” he continued. “And still, my spirit mourns in a way I do not fully understand.”

Michael nodded, saying nothing.
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A few days earlier.
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Tristan opened his eyes and screamed. “AAAAAHHHHHHHHH!!!”

Vxatghuh flew to his side and could see the pain in his eyes.

“We will find him, Tristan. Do not despair.”

“I know we will. We must!” Tristan screamed.

They flew down to the parking lot, and Tristan was pacing. Trying to gain some semblance of wisdom in his anger towards the demons taking Mezaliel. He sensed them, if only for a moment, and it was an explosion within his mind.

“We hadn’t even been in Heaven for long!” Tristan screamed.

Just when his life was starting to make a turn for the better, it came crashing down. His few minutes with the Son of God had made his heart leap for more understanding. He was literally in Heaven, but he knew from what Jesus had said, he had a tough road ahead back here on Earth.

He didn’t think it would happen this quickly, though.

He hoped for a life, after Abaddon was defeated, and that would be the tough road. A life without the powers he had grown so used to. But he would have to live without them. And hoping, praying, yearning for a life with Sarrafin. But for now, that was on hold.

“Why? Why would they go after Mezaliel?”

He knew the answer to his question. Mezaliel knew of the girl and the girl’s powers. The demons may know who he was and may think he has more knowledge, which could be useful to their plans. But if the demons hadn’t known his identity for the past five thousand years, they likely didn’t know it now.

Vxatghuh’s eyes never left Tristan, tracing every twitch of his muscles, every tightening of his jaw. He waited for the simmering anger beneath the surface to ignite, stirring Abaddon’s dark power from the depths. But the transformation didn’t come. Tristan’s fury burned hot but steady, refusing to spill over into chaos.

Tristan’s thoughts went to Vastari, knowing he was alone now as well. He may have been taken too; they didn’t know. He had learned his Father’s identity the night before, and the start of that relationship was promising. But now he may never see him again.

Tristan stopped himself. He was thinking of things he couldn’t control. And control was what he needed to focus on. What could he control? What could he maintain a semblance of power over?

“Vastari.” Tristan finally spoke and looked at Vxatghuh.

The angel nodded.
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Vastari leaned against a light pole two blocks from Jackie Gray’s house. He sipped from a bottle of water and twisted the cap tight before returning it to his pack. He had been watching the house for only a few minutes when he smelled it in the air.

Demon.

No! Demons, plural.

Looking around, he quickly attuned his senses to the smell, the aura and took off in a sprint. He didn’t care if people saw him as he ran down the street at forty-plus miles per hour. The scent came from the area of town where he had left Mezaliel a few minutes prior.

He slowed. The scent was on the move. He took a hard right and continued his sprint out of town heading due east, but he couldn’t keep up. The scent was fading. Where had it gone so quickly? The speed at which it was moving was faster than any demon he had tracked before.

He slowed his pace to keep from tiring out. If he could keep with the faint odor, he could get a bearing as to what direction it was going.

Still east.

After a few more miles, he finally lost it. He paused to catch his breath.

He was concerned. He had focused all his senses on the demons; he hadn’t thought of attempting to sense his father, Mezaliel. He was so concerned with the initial scent coming from the church and the demons being in a multitude, he instinctively followed their odor.

His cell phone buzzed.

Tristan!

He answered, quickly relaying what happened, and then listened.

“I will be right here. Hurry!”

He hung up the phone and turned towards town, a few miles back. He couldn’t see it for the mountains, but it was a few seconds before he could see the images in the sky flying his way. How he wished he had wings. Why couldn’t he have wings?

Vastari moved into a small clearing, stepping just far enough from the road to remain hidden. He needed a moment to think and gather himself. The scent was gone, but the dread lingered.

A sudden gust of wind swept the trees, and moments later, the sound of wings, massive wings, filled the air.

He turned just in time to see them descend.

Tristan and Vxatghuh glided quietly into the clearing, the earth beneath them stirring with the force of their landing. It was a breathtaking sight. Even though Vastari knew Tristan’s story, how Abaddon had once possessed him, he still wasn’t prepared for what stood before him now.

A man, yes, but no ordinary man. The body of a human, but from his back extended two colossal wings, black as obsidian.

It was one thing to hear of such things. It was another to see them.

“Mezaliel is gone,” Tristan told the Demon Hunter.

“We never should have split up. We should have stayed in teams.” Vastari blurted out in anger, turning away and looking across the mountainous range. 

The anger was directed more at himself, not at Tristan for coming up with the plan. But it was still Tristan’s plan, and it may have cost him his father.

“We’ll find him,” Tristan said, looking at the demon hunter, who was staring up into the sky.

“Right now, we need to get back to the girl.”

Vastari tried sensing Mezaliel. He was gone. Two hundred miles away by now. With no idea how to find him, his hope was lost.

Tristan walked up to Vastari. “We need to get to the girl. Do you want a ride?”

Vastari looked at him. He didn’t know what to think or say. The thought scared him to death. He knew from experience he could jump down a hundred-foot cliff and not break any bones. But a thousand feet? Three thousand feet? He was sure that was out of the question. But they needed to get back fast, and he was not rested enough to run back to town as quickly as they needed to, and he knew they shouldn’t split up.

“No. But I will take one. How do we do this?”

Tristan reached out and clasped Vastari’s wrist in a firm grip. Without a word, he launched into the sky, wings surging with powerful strokes that kicked up a flurry of dust and leaves.

Vastari barely had time to react. His stomach dropped as the ground disappeared beneath him, and for the first few seconds, a jolt of panic gripped his chest. His instinct screamed that this was unnatural, impossible, but then he looked at Tristan, saw the fierce calm in his eyes, and realized: this man was far stronger than he’d imagined. He clenched his jaw and forced himself to breathe.

It took less than a minute to reach the town. The church came into view, its familiar silhouette rising from the quiet morning landscape.

As they descended toward the gravel parking lot, Vastari twisted slightly and shouted, “Let go!”

Without hesitation, Tristan released him.

Vastari dropped the final fifty feet, landing with a heavy thud that scattered dust and pebbles beneath his boots. He crouched to absorb the impact, then stood and brushed the gravel dust from his pants.

Tristan touched down beside him, his wings folding and disappearing. Gravel crunched underfoot as he steadied himself, the last gust of wind from his descent still swirling around them.

A heartbeat later, Vxatghuh descended, silent, effortless. His landing was barely a whisper against the earth, his expression unreadable. He moved like a shadow given form, deliberate, precise. While Tristan radiated raw might, Vxatghuh exuded control so completely it was unnatural.

Vastari glanced at them both, dusting off his jacket with a smirk.

“Angels,” he muttered, half to himself. “Never do anything halfway, do you?”

Tristan and Vxatghuh exchanged a glance.

Vastari looked at them, his breath still catching up to his body.

“That,” he muttered, “was not in the manual.”

“Nice to know you can land without me.”

“I can drop pretty far without injury. And I heal fast as well. But why are we here? We should get to Alli.”

Vxatghuh gave the same inquisitive look as Vastari. “I was wondering the same thing.”

“I’m not sure. A feeling came over me when Vastari and I touched. It may be nothing, but I need to see.” He walked down the stairs to the basement area. He walked around with only one light bulb hanging now, after what looked like a quick fight.

Did Mezaliel even have a chance to fight back?

Tristan moved slowly through the room, scanning every inch with the precision of a seasoned tracker. His eyes flicked to each corner, each shadow, each displaced object. He wasn’t just observing, he was reconstructing.

The door had been ripped off its hinges, that much was clear. But something felt off. This wasn’t a simple ambush. Someone else had been here first.

When Tristan and the others had gathered here earlier, there were four chairs. Tristan remembered exactly where each of them sat. Now only two remained upright, Mezaliel’s and the one directly across from it. The other two were shattered, splintered against opposite walls.

Had someone been sitting across from Mezaliel?

Tristan stepped toward the chair his old friend had used and slowly lowered himself into it. He needed to see what Mezaliel had seen.

From here, the front door was clearly visible. Whoever entered, Mezaliel would’ve seen them. The chair itself hadn’t been moved; it left no scrape marks on the floor, no signs of a struggle. He rose without resistance. Willingly.

Tristan glanced around, brows drawn tight. Something wasn’t right.

And then he saw it. Subtle. Almost nothing.

The table.

It was just slightly off. Not enough to notice unless you were looking for it. But Tristan was looking.

He stepped around it, frowning. The alignment was wrong; it had been nudged closer to where Mezaliel sat, as though someone had leaned over it. Or pushed it.

He placed both hands on the edges and carefully slid the table back into place, beneath the overhead light.

And that’s when he saw it, just a faint shimmer on the wood, like angel-etched runes waiting for the right angle of light.

Mezaliel had written something with his “Watcher” finger. 

“Unbelievable!” Tristan muttered.

Tristan yelled for Vxatghuh and Vastari, who were waiting, watching outside. They entered, and Tristan moved the table to where he had found it.

“Look at this. When I entered, I didn’t notice it at first, but the table was moved.”

“Of course it was,” Vastari said. “They had to have fought and moved the table and furniture.”

“That’s what I thought at first, but these two chairs were undisturbed along with the table.”

The other two stared as well.

“So, if we move the table back to its original spot...” Tristan moved it back under the light. The three small words appeared near the edge of the table where Mezaliel would have stood, leaning on the table as if resting.

“TOBAR. GIRL. PAN.” There was also a small arrow pointing from “Girl” towards “Pan.”

Vastari leaned in closer. “A frying pan?”

“Tobar is the name of the human possessed by Shul-Ma-Nu. He was the demon you were hunting in South America. Pan is my former employer. I am not sure why his name would even be here, but the arrow is unusual. Pan must need the girl. But for what? He doesn’t deal in supernatural weapons. Not directly.”

“It is not about him,” Vxatghuh said, then faltered. He wasn’t supposed to interfere. The words caught in his throat, emotion rising faster than he could suppress it. He wasn’t supposed to feel this much, not here, not now. But he did.

He turned away, fists clenched. He knew the rules. He had followed them for longer than mortals had counted time. But here, in this basement filled with the echo of loss and mystery, the lines he had sworn never to cross were beginning to blur.

And deep down, he wanted to cross them.

Without another word, Vxatghuh walked up the stairs and into the pale light of the parking lot.

Tristan and Vastari followed, unsure of what had just shifted.

“I must return to Gabriel,” Vxatghuh said quietly. Then, in a single motion, he leapt into the air. His wings unfurled, caught the wind, and in a blink, he was gone.

Vastari stared at where Vxatghuh had just been. “What was that all about?”

“I don’t know,” Tristan said, eyes still fixed on the sky. And he didn’t know. After nearly two years fighting side by side, he couldn't comprehend why Vxatghuh would vanish now, without explanation. 

“So, what now?” Vastari turned to Tristan, his voice low, eyes searching.

“Now we find the girl,” Tristan said. “And take her to Master Pan. I don’t know why, and I don’t know how it helps. But Mezaliel thought it mattered.”

“Where is this Pan guy?”

“China. And getting there with both of you won’t be easy,” Tristan replied, frowning. “And I still don’t understand why he needs to see her.”

Vastari smirked. “Master Pan, huh? He sounds important. You call him Master?”

“I do.”

“Huh. Never figured you for the servant type.” Vastari said nonchalantly. 

“We all serve someone, Vastari. Whether we admit it or not. In my former life, I was happy to serve as one of his lieutenants. He is the leader of a large criminal element there. And I was not such a nice guy at one time.”

Tristan thought about the shame, but his need to figure out this situation was more important than his anger.

“Let’s get to the girl and figure out how we can get her to join us,” Tristan said, determination etched in his voice. 

“No easy task,” Vastari quipped, raising an eyebrow, emphasizing the challenge ahead. 

Tristan nodded, acknowledging the difficulty. “No. But we....” He abruptly halted, eyes widening in surprise. 

What was that in his head? It was a faint whisper at first, like a distant echo bouncing off the walls of his mind, but it was steadily growing, not in volume, but in proximity. His heart quickened as realization dawned; he could hear her!

“Sarrafin?”
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