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          ALIENS ARE REAL, AND IT TURNS OUT THEY’RE ANGELS.
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      A signal from Earth draws the attention of an ark with a crew of angels exploring the galaxy. But it’s not just angels that answer the call.

      Hell is planning an invasion and it’s up to the heavenly choir to save humanity. Will they succeed - and discover love on the way?

      Includes:

      
        	Aziel ~ It took an angel for me to believe in love, but does he care enough to defy Heaven’s command and save me?

        	Zakai ~ I found more than religion in an angel’s kiss. But when given a choice, will he choose me or his duty to Heaven?

        	Elijah ~  I’m working with the grumpiest angel to save the world. What will it take to turn that frown upside down?

        	Metatron ~ He never expected to lead a rebellion and prays humanity is right when it claims love conquers all.

      

      *A four in one collection of the previously published stories in the Elyon’s Warriors series.

      

      To find More books  by Eve visit  EveLanglais.com
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      Like many stories, our heroine’s tale begins with tragedy…

      

      They pulled the sheet over Mommy’s face, and I struggled not to cry. Everyone kept telling me I had to be strong.

      I didn’t want to be strong. I wanted my mommy to open her eyes. For her to be alive. For someone to hug me.

      Not Daddy, though. He was downstairs drinking again. He’d been doing that a lot since Mommy went to the hospital. I really wished he’d stop, though, because he stank and yelled about how he hated the world. I was pretty sure he also hated me.

      I just wanted everything to be like it was. Instead, I got a lecture from my grandma.

      “Don’t be sad, Lilith. Your mother is in a better place.”

      Better? I was six. I wasn’t stupid. I grimaced. “She’s dead.” Soon to be in the ground, rotting. I understood how nature worked. I’d seen the worms that devoured dead things in the garden when I discovered the remains of a cat under the bush.

      “She is with God. An angel in Heaven, looking down on you.”

      “God’s not real.” Even at my tender age, I had a firm response to that. Because if God existed, he wouldn’t have taken my mommy.

      No matter how much Grandma argued, I wouldn’t change my mind. As I got older—and watched my father literally drink himself to death—we argued even more strenuously about religion. Grandma insisted on believing in the invisible man in the sky and just about had a heart attack when I said, “You’ll never convince me there is a God. But aliens, now that’s a different story.” Poor Grandma went into apoplectic shock when I wrote an essay for my English class in high school about how Jesus was an extraterrestrial, tortured by humans until he gave up on us and beamed himself up to his mother ship. My very liberal and progressive teacher liked it enough to give me an A-plus.

      Grandma, on the other hand, grounded me.

      It only strengthened my stance. Oddly enough, the arguments where I had to defend my beliefs led to me deciding to major in astrobiology, which also included software programming and computer hardware design. The robot I built to fight in underground battles—where the money flowed fast and furiously for killer machines—paid enough for me to live in my own apartment loft and buy pretty much whatever I wanted while my many scholarships paid for university.

      When I graduated with top honors and a couple of degrees, I joined NASA—a lifelong dream until I encountered the reality. Their rules and restrictions chafed. Non-disclosures meant I couldn’t collaborate with my friends around the world. No more bouncing ideas. No more bringing work home and playing with it while listening to Beethoven full blast.

      It stifled my creativity and passion. But worse was the constant nattering of activists who thought we shouldn’t rock the world’s axis by reaching out to extraterrestrial life. As if an evolved species who’d achieved proper spaceflight would be violent. I blamed Hollywood for always painting aliens as the bad guys.

      During my tenure at the space agency, I wrote opinion pieces for scientific publications that got ridiculed by people like my grandmother. I truly believed life existed beyond our narrow world and wasn’t shy about stating it. Which was how my benefactor, Mr. A., found me. A rich believer who headhunted the top in the field, he offered the financing required for me to design and construct a communication device that could reach past our galaxy. And gave me carte blanche in my quest to contact alien civilizations.

      That kind of freedom wet my panties.

      But my work didn’t stop with just building a giant space telephone. My benefactor wanted to do more than just make contact. He sought colonization of other planets, which required spaceships capable of making trips in a timely manner. Weapons, in case we had to defend ourselves in the off chance the life we found wanted to do us harm—and for unexpected incidentals like space debris.

      The team my benefactor assembled consisted of the best of the best. All nerds, all believers, all dedicated to getting off this rock called Earth.

      We were close to having our first ship complete. It was a cruiser that could handle a crew of twenty and should be self-sustaining while it made its journey past our solar system. Given the other planets in ours weren’t habitable—ignore all the bullshit movies and books about Mars—we wanted to look elsewhere.

      A viable planet for colonization wasn’t the only reason we wanted to escape this galaxy. A few of my colleagues theorized that by proving we’d achieved space travel, intelligent life would finally deign to acknowledge our existence. I hoped to get a reply to my messages before that. Was I selfish enough to want the glory of discovery to myself? Totally.

      I spent a decade working on not only a communication system capable of rapid messaging past our solar system, but also devising an onboard version for the vessel we’d nicknamed Supernova—a nod to the company Novae.

      While I’d managed to detect a few anomalies with my auditory receptors—or, as my colleagues called them, space ears—nothing definitive screamed “alien life.” I tweaked and strengthened my signal, having gone from sending out waves emitted from probes to evolving to more maneuverable drones. Dozens of armored machines, sent in waves, always moving, spaced out far enough they could bounce signals off each other, reducing the time lapse for send and receipt. With them, I extended my reach. My message—Hello, is anyone out there?—in numerous languages, pushed farther and farther past our solar system and into the next.

      Unfortunately for humanity, someone heard it.
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      Blip.

      The signal drew Aziel’s attention, and his booted feet dropped from the table with a thump. He sat up and frowned. Surely, he’d imagined the⁠—

      Blip.

      It repeated. Aziel leaned forward, and his hands went to work shifting the sound around, analyzing it before contacting Metatron.

      “You’d better not be complaining again about taking a turn in the Echo Chamber.” The principality for the vessel replied aloud via their communication system rather than inside Aziel’s head.

      “Not this time.” Aziel wouldn’t apologize for being bored. A warrior wasn’t meant to spend so much time sitting. “We caught a signal.” And before Metatron could ask, Aziel added, “From what I’ve deciphered, it appears a planet with life is trying to make contact.”

      Silence followed his statement.

      “You’re sure?” Metatron asked softly.

      “Very.”

      “The maps don’t show anything in this sector.”

      “Then why did the supreme commander send us here?” Aziel questioned, not for the first time. Being sent so far away felt like punishment. For what? Or should he ask who?

      “It is not our place to question, and yet I do believe we’ve just discovered the why. Can you trace the signal? On second thought, let me send Zakai to take your place.”

      Aziel might have argued for the sake of arguing; however, there was no denying Zakai had an affinity for the Echo Chamber, a room that controlled their vessel trajectory, caught and sent signals, analyzed data, and more—the more being something Aziel struggled with. He excelled at the more physical aspects. If the signal didn’t turn out to be a hoax—and even if it did—it might be time for Aziel to brush up on his fighting skills.

      It turned out they had time to prepare. The message undulating past them didn’t leave an easy trail. Zakai appeared convinced that the origin location must be hidden within the signal, but it would take time to decipher, given they didn’t recognize the language used. Although, Leox, their onboard specialist when it came to foreign cultures, claimed it felt familiar.

      No matter how many times Zakai played it for them, fast, slow, with certain frequencies highlighted, it sounded like gibberish to Aziel.

      Given the signal’s discovery, they remained slow-moving in the general area, scanning as far as they could reach, waiting—hoping for an end to the monotony.

      The next time the signal pulsed, Zakai proved ready and latched their sensors on to it, following it as far as he could before losing the faint trail. Whoever sent the message didn’t add anything to prevent its decay as it traveled.

      But they had patience, and Zakai thought it might be following a pattern, given it was the same message as the first time.

      Being ready and expecting a third, Zakai flung them in the direction of the pulse, the trail stronger the farther they followed it.

      It led them to a spiral galaxy not on any of their charts.

      The rendition hung in the air as the crew eyed it, especially Metatron. “Can you detect anything past the nucleus?” Metatron asked, indicating the center of the oddly spinning galaxy.

      Zakai shook his head. “No, but I have to imagine if a signal can make it past, then we should have no difficulty.”

      “Should.” Metatron grimaced at the word. “I’d prefer a firmer answer before taking us in.”

      “What does the supreme commander say?” This came from Huud, their newest recruit. He’d yet to learn that the supreme commander did not involve himself in the small, day-to-day choices.

      “We were sent here for a reason. That reason is inside that galaxy. But before we go in, I want to send a report of our discovery. Aziel and Elija, be ready for possible conflict. Leox⁠—”

      “I know. Go digging to see if I can find any mention of this place, which either spontaneously appeared in this sector or was intentionally erased.”

      The very idea had Aziel blinking, but not for long. Let Leox figure it out. He might get to fight something.

      Eventually.

      The spiral galaxy didn’t prove dangerous at all. No strange tugging on their vessel, and their minds remained theirs…although communication proved spotty. Zakai claimed the spiral had a shredding effect on their usual methods, which made the intact one from an unknown source all the more interesting because, as Zakai mused, “How impressive that some primitives have developed a communication method that is currently superior to ours, at least in this galaxy.”

      Aziel took it to mean they’d be encountering a worthy foe. He trained even harder with Elija and the others.

      The farther they penetrated the solar system revolving around a singular sun, the stronger the message being beamed. Leox deciphered it first, claiming their trouble arose because it consisted of more than a hundred languages repeating the same thing.

      Hello. The people of Earth greet you. Followed by coordinates that Zakai called interesting, given they used a numerical base rather than a location imprint. Then came another surprise—a device pulsing the signal. Not a planet or any living beings.

      It was Leox who declared after studying it, “It’s a beacon. One of many.”

      A correct assessment as they came across more of the things, all pushing the same signal.

      Metatron ordered the first few collected and disabled for study. Once they’d gathered a few, Metatron had them destroy the ones they came across later.

      Even without the coordinates, it soon became evident where they were headed. The galaxy had few planets, and only one was truly suitable for life.

      The signal’s origin turned out to be a small world, its surface mostly water—a rare resource. It teemed with life—green foliage, dumb beasts, and two-legged beings similar to them.

      They observed and studied from the cantorii—the name given to the choir scout ships—the sprawling cities, the winding and connecting roads, the machines, the smog, the noise, the people.

      So many people. But they weren’t the exciting part.

      It was Zakai who announced, “The planet’s teeming with suul.” The energy left behind when living organisms died. Much more powerful than astralya—matter collected from the decaying stars they passed—which powered the cantorii.

      Metatron asked, “How much suul?”

      The amount Zakai calculated based on readings shocked. They’d stumbled across a treasure. But it wasn’t the only surprise. Leox’s report of the planet’s inhabitants revealed evidence that, despite the spiral galaxy not appearing in their location maps, it showed signs of having been visited before.

      What did that mean?

      “We’ve found a lost flock. Secure the planet for harvesting,” Metatron announced.

      While some ensured the cantorii and its containment units were ready, the warriors and scholars on board had other jobs.

      Aziel’s task? Stop the signal before it drew anyone else.
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      An angel landed on the roof of my apartment building as I was having a cigarette. Eyes wide in disbelief, I muttered an irreverent, “Holy shit.”

      The man with the impressive wingspan heard and arched a brow. It should be noted that he had a distinct set of brows, darker than the hair on his head, which was a long, wavy mane that hinted of gold in the light cast by the lamps ringing the terrace that attempted to appear parklike with its potted trees and plants.

      He took a step toward me, his massive, dark wings extended before drawing in tight. I eyed my cigarette and sniffed it. Smelled like tobacco and not Mary Jane. I didn’t feel high, but I obviously hallucinated because, at forty-seven years of age, I knew that what I saw couldn’t be real.

      I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and opened them again to see him studying me.

      “Are you Lilith Faust?” The angel said my name in a deep timbre.

      “Fuck me,” I muttered.

      Doomed. Totally doomed. I should have listened to Grandma, apparently, because here I was, obviously dying, and instead of being thankful that an angel fetched me instead of a demon, I couldn’t stop cussing. In my defense, given my agnostic nature, I’d never expected to go to Heaven. Not to mention, my sins were many and numerous.

      Lying. Did it all the time.

      Swearing, I think we ascertained that already.

      And fornicating. Oh, how I loved to fornicate. Some women were proud to announce they’d only had a handful of lovers. Poor things. It explained why so many married couples appeared miserable. Experience and different flavors, that was the spice of life. For me, at least. I might change my mind if I ever met a man who didn’t bore me out of bed. Hell, they usually bored me in bed after a few romps.

      The angel cocked his head and stared at me. Head to toe. His gaze lingered in a few spots, which led to me tilting a hip and taking a long draw of my cigarette before blowing rings. Most people had moved to vapes. Me? I liked the feel and burn of the real thing. But, holy crap, did I get some nasty looks for doing it. The judgy-pants should calm the fuck down and enjoy a cigarette. Personally, it helped me not kill people, along with that first coffee of the day.

      The angel’s face, carved granite with a hint of bristle along the jaw, held a glower; however, it wasn’t his handsome appearance that hypnotized me. It was his wings. Tucked at his back, as black as the clothes he wore. Thigh-hugging pants, knee-high boots, and a shirt that wrapped around his torso to accommodate those wings. And was that a freaking sword strapped to his side?

      “Who are you?” I asked, blowing out another ring of smoke.

      “Aziel of the Fifth Choir. Are you Lilith Faust?”

      “You don’t look like a singer.”

      “And you are dumber than you appear,” was his terse response.

      The less-than-angelic reply had me laughing. “Well, fuck. Either I’m higher than a newt, or you’re a fallen angel.” It made more sense that the Hell-bound version would be the one to collect me.

      He recoiled as if I’d slapped him. “You dare to insult one of Elyon’s Warriors?”

      “Who’s Elyon?”

      Apparently, an angel’s jaw could drop. “How do you not know God’s name?”

      “Because I thought God was God’s name.” I rolled my eyes. Talk about having a messed-up dream. I blamed my grandma. She died about five years ago in hospice but spent those last few weeks telling everyone she knew that God awaited her. That she’d finally be joining my mom, her only daughter. I was kind enough not to argue at the time.

      “Elyon is God, which you should know, given he is responsible for you being able to speak.”

      Despite having what appeared to be an angel in front of me, I blurted, “I don’t believe in creationism. I’m an atheist.”

      “A what?”

      When he blinked at me in confusion, I explained, “I don’t actually believe in God. Or Heaven and Hell, for that matter.” And yet, I now had to wonder, given the winged man in front of me. Funny how, despite being skeptical about religion, the moment I’d seen this guy, I’d assumed angel. Me, a scientist, who knew just how far we’d advanced when it came to genetics and cybernetics.

      I sidestepped, hoping to get behind him for a look at his wings, but he shifted to keep me in sight.

      He argued, “God is real.”

      “Says you. All religious nuts believe in the invisible man in the sky.”

      For some reason, he found that amusing, and the corner of his lip lifted. “Denying his existence won’t change your fate. God truly exists. As does Heaven.”

      “You forgot Hell.”

      “Hell is why I am here. It cannot be allowed to find this planet.”

      “Um, doesn’t Hell already know about Earth, given that’s where all the bad people go?”

      “If Hell had found you, we would not be talking,” was his flat reply. “Now, enough of your useless nattering. Are you Lilith Faust?”

      “Depends. What do you want with her?”

      “None of your business.”

      “Are you here to kill her and take her soul?”

      His brows drew together. “What are you blathering on about, female? Are you addled in the head?”

      So much bullshit in those queries. I shook a finger at him. “One, I don’t blather. Nor am I fucked. You’re an asshole for even suggesting it.”

      “You are obviously not whom I’m looking for.” He whirled away from me and eyed the rooftop with its scattered plants, clear glass railing for an unobstructed view, and the furniture scattered all around in seating groups. It looked especially pretty at Christmas, with snow and multicolored lights making it festive.

      “Now you sound just like my grandmother.” I stubbed out my cigarette. “Well, fuck you and the wings you flew in on.”

      “Profanity is a sin,” he admonished. “Control your tongue, female.”

      Cue the misogyny. “Listen here, asshole,”—I put extra emphasis on the latter—“I don’t give a shit if you’re a nutjob who believes he’s doing God’s work, calling me ‘female’ is some misogynistic bullshit.” Agitated, I lit a new cigarette and puffed smoke in his direction.

      “A simple ‘no, I am not Lilith Faust’ would have sufficed. Instead, you chose to profane and disrespect one of Elyon’s Warriors. Then again, I should have expected it given the state of this world,” he grumbled.

      “If you don’t like Earth, leave.”

      “I can’t. Not until I’ve located Lilith Faust.” He remained firm on that point.

      “What if she doesn’t want to be found?”

      “Be quiet. I tire of your voice.”

      “Then go away.”

      “Why is simple instruction so impossible for you to obey? Are all the people on this planet so woefully ignorant?”

      “Did you just call me stupid?”

      “Yes.” He didn’t even pretend.

      This dream sucked. But, apparently, I couldn’t wake up. However, I could walk away.

      “Wow, you are some kind of twatwaffle. Since I’m not up to your snotty standards, let me make this really easy. Buh-bye.” I made a rude gesture as I headed for the door back into the building.

      “I haven’t given you permission to leave.”

      “Don’t care. You don’t get to tell me what to do.” I kept walking, wondering what unresolved Grandma issues I had to be suddenly dreaming about an angel.

      “I am ordering you to halt and tell me, do you know Lilith Faust?”

      “I do.”

      “And she lives in this building?”

      “Yup.” I pulled on the door to go back inside.

      Exasperation filled his huffed, “Where?”

      I paused at the edge of the frame and cast one last glance at him before saying. “Right in front of you, dickwad.”

      “Wait, you’re Lilith Faust?”

      I shut the door and locked it as my reply.
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      Aziel stared at the door and was mightily tempted to take it off its hinges.

      Insufferable female. She’d toyed with him the entire time, knowing he sought her out. And then had the nerve to leave without being dismissed.

      Just another example of how far the seeds Elyon planted eons ago had strayed from their teachings. Those who called themselves human had forgotten who set them on the path of improvement. How God had elevated them from mere animals to thinking beings capable of rational behavior.

      He activated his HALO—short for Heaven’s Astral Linguistic Ordinance—which they explained to the simple was their communication device for connecting to the choir and when close enough, members of the Angelic Host. He simply had to think of the person—or group—to activate it. Then he could speak aloud or inside his mind to convey his words—and annoyance.

      Without preamble, Aziel snapped, “I need a new point of contact.”

      Zakai answered with, “Did your meeting go poorly?” The amusement clearly shone through.

      It only served to irritate Aziel further. “The female I was sent to communicate with doesn’t believe in God.”

      Zakai emitted a snort. “She must have been joking.”

      “She wasn’t lying.” Aziel would have detected it.

      “Really?” He could tell he had Zakai’s attention. “I thought those reports Leox filed were hyperbole.” Leox had scouted upon their arrival and analyzed humanity’s current status and evolution. They’d had no choice but to spy for information, given the angelic detachment left behind to guard the planet didn’t reply to their hails. It explained why this flock had remained lost for so long.

      “This world is a mess,” Aziel added.

      Polluted, crowded in the cities, full of strange constructions that relied heavily on metals and combustion instead of the cleaner energies of astralya and suul.

      “It’s actually quite interesting.” Leox jumped into the HALO conversation. “Rather than learn to coexist with their world, the flock subjugated it by stripping the resources and forcing them into shapes to obey their will.”

      “You speak of technology.” Aziel couldn’t hold back a sneer. “The devil’s work.” Hell, a place ruled by a perversion didn’t live in harmony with the forces around them. It was up to Elyon’s Heavenly Host to stop them when and where possible.

      “It would appear the devil’s minions have been at work,” Leox agreed.

      “Appear?” Aziel didn’t hide his incredulity. “It’s quite obvious they managed to influence civilization. One only has to breathe the air to taste it.” Pollution, a thing unheard of on worlds that followed Elyon’s edicts.

      “It would explain the idiocy in emitting a beacon that drew the dark one’s attention.” Zakai had traced that signal to its creator: Lilith Faust.

      “Why would they do that? It is as if the people of this planet want to be subjugated,” Aziel grumbled.

      “We cannot afford to lose another world,” Leox reminded.

      Of late, Elyon had been suffering defeat, which in turn had them running out of the suul they needed, thus leading to a weakened host. When had they gone from angels on high to the hunted?

      “It’s not too late. You know God spoke to Metratron and said we will find a way to turn back Hell’s tide on this planet. He said the Earthlings would play a key role,” Leox stated, and worse, believed it.

      Aziel’s lip curled, even as he knew no one could see it. “Earth. What a stupid appellation.” According to the old texts they’d uncovered, they’d found the lost garden planet of Eden. It had obviously been without angelic guidance for a long time, given God’s religion had been splintered into so many variations, each with pieces of the original commandments.

      “The flock of humans are not all bad. They’ve accomplished some interesting things. Their plays are the most advanced I’ve ever seen.”

      “What of that noise they call music?” Strange thumping and screaming of instruments that reminded him of the decadent planet of Ghezabella. They’d cleansed it of sin by using fire. However, they couldn’t do the same here as God had decreed via Metatron that they needed to secure this planet and preserve the humans.

      “I find their melodies strangely compelling,” Zakai admitted. “Invigorating, even.”

      “I’d rather fight a panshii.” Which sent most of its prey to its knees by emitting a high-pitched, piercing shriek.

      Aziel’s HALO pinged.

      “Is that your demonic proximity alarm?” Zakai asked.

      “It is, but I don’t know why it’s going off.” Aziel peered around the rooftop. “There is no one here.” Because that damnable female had locked the door on him.

      “I thought you said the surface was free of Hell’s minions,” Zakai stated to Leox.

      “The time I spent studying the humans’ history, I only saw old references, nothing recent.” Leox sounded defensive. “Maybe they’ve been hiding.”

      “There is no disguising oneself from the HALO.” The device did many things—handled communication, acted as a location beacon, and warned when it detected Hell’s denizens.

      “More likely, Aziel’s HALO is malfunctioning,” Zakai countered. “Prepare for return⁠—”

      Aziel cut him off. “You’re being overly cautious. There’s nothing here.”

      “What if it isn’t a glitch? You’re alone down there,” Zakai insisted.

      “The technology all around is probably confusing it,” Leox theorized.

      “Then I’ll adjust the sensitivity.” Zakai was determined, but Aziel couldn’t leave yet. Not until Lilith Faust understood that she couldn’t ignore an archangel on a mission.

      The pinging ceased. “See? False alarm. Nothing to worry about.”

      As if to mock his words, a demon crawled over the edge of the building. Dark-haired, leathery-winged, and eyes widening as it spotted its archenemy. An imp, considered to be a lesser demon, a specimen on the smaller side, built for speed but weak. Easily dispatched if Aziel could catch it.

      He drew his sword.

      The imp wasn’t interested in fighting. It dove off the building, flapping its wings.

      “What’s happening?” Zakai demanded.

      Aziel couldn’t lie. “Minor demon. Most likely a scout. I’ll handle it.” Spoken as he threw himself off the roof in chase.

      “Wait. I’ll send⁠—”

      “No time to waste. We can’t have it notifying reinforcements or sending a message to Hell.” Aziel turned off the HALO lest it broadcast his position to the wrong sorts. It had drawn one enemy already, and where there was one…

      A body slammed into his back, and Aziel found himself twisting and turning in the air to right himself. He plummeted briefly before flapping his wings and halting his descent. He drew his sword as the imp hissed in his direction, “Angel scum.”

      Aziel beckoned. “Why don’t you repeat that a little closer?”

      The second imp glanced at the first and gave it a nod—a signal that sent it flapping. Off to tattle about the arrival of the advance choir for Elyon’s host, most likely. When Aziel would have flown after it, the second imp tried to impede him. The smaller size gave it a rapidity to evade his swipes.

      But Aziel had fought trickier foes. A feint left, right, a sudden dip, then a hard upward push followed by a slash took off the imp’s head. The body ignited, hot enough that it turned to ash. Not that he stayed to watch. Aziel arrowed for the imp ahead. He had to catch it before it could report. If that happened, the planet would be lost for sure, and his mission would fail.

      The imp swooped low, diving between buildings and then looping back around. Aziel followed with ease.

      The ambush surprised Aziel as a pair of larger demons slammed into him.

      The ground rushed up to meet them as Aziel struggled to free himself. The demons wanted him to crash and break his wings.

      Aziel prayed. “Elyon, grant me strength.”

      And God did. Energy flowed into him.

      With a snarl, Aziel flexed and bowed his body, the momentary surge allowing him to break free. He didn’t waste a moment, swinging his sword and slicing a tear through the wing of one demon to incapacitate, then parrying the attack of the other until he could press his case and kill it.

      Ash rained down as he dove to terminate the other demon. He managed to slice through its wing when light from above enveloped him, bringing him back to the vessel.

      Once Aziel had stomped his way to the Echo Chamber, he snarled at Zakai. “You fool. You let the demon get away.”

      “On the contrary, given your proximity, I managed to beam it into a holding cell.”

      A welcome surprise. “Excellent!” Aziel praised the angel. It took skill to transport a living being that wasn’t wearing a HALO tracking system or in direct contact with someone who was.

      However, it proved for naught. By the time they reached the cell, only ash remained.

      The demon had taken its own life rather than reveal where it laired, proving it wasn’t alone.

      Hell was already on Earth.
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      After meeting the angel, I went to bed and convinced myself that he didn’t exist. Blamed fatigue for seeing things that weren’t there. I’d been working long hours ever since we’d rolled out the latest wave of drones that finally boosted my message signal well outside our galaxy.

      I expected results any day now, and when vindication arrived, I’d thank myself, not God. Because God didn’t exist. Neither did angels.

      I woke in the morning convinced I’d dreamed the encounter until I saw the news.

      My mouthful of coffee got spat on my white leather couch but missed my television, the screen taking up an entire wall—meaning big enough that I could see two winged creatures fighting in the sky, despite the grainy, bouncing video clearly taken at night. One of them was the fucking angel I’d met the night before.

      I blinked. Took a fresh sip of my coffee. Decided it wasn’t strong enough and dumped in a lot of whiskey. It still didn’t change the fact that numerous people had recorded what appeared to be angels fighting in the sky. A publicity stunt was the common consensus. However, the religious chimed in, screaming the return of Jesus and a sign of the End Times. I knew which side of the argument Grandma would have leaned on.

      Me? I didn’t know what to think.

      I called in sick and told my office I’d be working from home. I broke my cardinal rule and smoked inside. No way was I going onto the terrace—not until I’d done some poking.

      Since it appeared I’d not hallucinated and had actually met a winged man, my search ignored all claims of it being a hoax or a hologram. I’d met the man in the video, which made him flesh and blood. Whether he was an angel, though? That remained to be determined.

      As for the other winged being he’d fought? Definitely not the same species, given some of the better photographs and clips I found online showed leathery wings. Horns peeked out of the forehead yet didn’t detract from a handsome face. The other guy might have been grayish in cast, yet there was no denying his beauty or the chiseled lines of his bare upper body. The frame by frame play of the battle offered a clear view of where wings joined flesh. It appeared seamless, natural. Or were they manmade? Genetically altered? Why did the one calling himself Aziel have feathers, while the guy’s he’d fought until the light swallowed them were a thin leather, more like a bat?

      Where had they gone when they disappeared? How? Where had they come from? Was this a trick? Something else? My inquiring mind wanted to know.

      I chewed my thumb rather than light another cigarette. My raspy throat couldn’t handle any more smoke right now.

      On impulse, I called Tamara, a theologian I knew from university. More than once, she and I had argued about God while drunk on tequila and Long Island iced tea. We remained friends despite her belief in an invisible person. Her saving grace? She also believed in aliens because she declared that God watched over more than just our planet.

      “Hey, Lil. How’s it going?” Tamara answered.

      “You tell me. I take it you saw the video that went viral with those two flying dudes?”

      “I only had like a hundred people send me the link.” Tamara giggled. “What a farce. I can’t believe anyone is taking it seriously.”

      It killed me to say… “It’s real.”

      That stopped her laughter. “Er, what? I think I misheard you.”

      “I said it’s real. I met the angel in the video. The one with the feathery wings. He came to see me.” I didn’t mention the part where I’d thought I hallucinated the encounter.

      “Are you sick? Dying?” Tamara hastily huffed. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Don’t lie to me! Something must be ailing you because you never make jokes.”

      “Are you saying I have no sense of humor?” She had a point. As a person who espoused the existence of extraterrestrials, I tended to maintain a serious demeanor at all times, lest people tear me down.

      “Did you really meet an angel?” Tamara softly asked.

      “I did. His name is Aziel.”

      “What else did he say?”

      “Not much. Other than, apparently, he was looking for me.”

      “You?” The surprise in her voice had good reason. A woman who didn’t believe in God obviously didn’t believe in angels. “Why did he seek you out?”

      “I don’t know. I kind of slammed a door in his face before he could tell me.”

      Dead silence.

      I cleared my throat. “Um, Tams? You there?”

      She whispered. “You slammed a door in the face of a messenger of God?”

      “I don’t know if he was a messenger. He did say something about working for an Elyon.”

      “A name for God in some of the texts,” Tams mused aloud. “What else did he say?”

      “Not much. Although, he didn’t appear to have come for my soul.”

      She snorted. “As if he’d be after yours.”

      “Excuse me? What’s that supposed to mean?” I couldn’t help the offense.

      “It means that an angel wouldn’t waste his time collecting the soul of an unbeliever.”

      “Well, whatever his reason for visiting, he was arrogant and rude.”

      “Interesting.” When Tamara trailed off with no further comment, I added an uncharacteristically hesitant, “So, you believe me?”

      “You wouldn’t be telling me this if it weren’t true.” No more doubt on her part. Me? I had questions.

      “To be honest, I didn’t believe it last night. When I first saw a man with wings on my roof, I thought I was overtired or that someone had slipped me something. It wasn’t until Aziel appeared on the news that I realized it wasn’t a hallucination.”

      “Those video clips of him are where I’m struggling,” Tamara exclaimed. “I mean, he didn’t even try and hide his presence. Him or that other fellow with the bat wings. For a species that hasn’t been filmed before⁠—”

      “Not true. People have been claiming to have caught them on film for years.”

      “Like the Loch Ness monster and Bigfoot. It’s all been debunked,” Tamara countered.

      “Those cases, perhaps, but only because none of them had so many people corroborating what they saw. At last count, more than thirty individuals watched the battle in the sky. Thirty! With so much visual proof, how can you deny it?”

      “I’m surprised you’re not. You don’t believe in God or angels.”

      “Him having wings doesn’t make him an angel.”

      That caused Tamara to bark with laughter. “Oh, this is rich. You really want him to be anything but, don’t you?”

      “I want the truth,” I grumbled. The cause of my disgruntlement being that if angels existed, then maybe God did, too. And if that were the case, I owed my grandma an apology. Not to mention my long list of sins suddenly becoming relevant as I aged.

      “An angel fighting demons. This is big. Real big,” Tamara murmured aloud.

      “Maybe for you. But unless they came from outer space, I don’t know why he wanted to talk to me. Shouldn’t an angel be bothering a priest or a nun?”

      “God works in mysterious ways.”

      “So mysterious that no one ever sees anything.” I just couldn’t help myself.

      “How can you not have faith when you’ve met God’s messenger?”

      “Because I don’t believe every single guy who claims he can help me see God.” I spun it as dirty as you could imagine.

      Tamara gasped. “Lilith!”

      “What?”

      “I’ll forgive you for being profane. I understand you’re going through a crisis of faith.”

      “Am not!” I hotly denied.

      “It’s okay. It can’t be easy to discover you’ve been so wrong about something you were passionate about.”

      “Just because I met a guy with wings, doesn’t mean he’s an angel or that God exists. Heck, before I called, you were convinced it was another hoax.”

      “Your denial is adorable,” Tamara countered. “Now, on to if he comes back⁠—”

      “I doubt he will.” We’d not gotten along well at all.

      “When he does,” she interrupted firmly, “try and find out more. Ask him about God.”

      “Oh, don’t worry, I will.” I’d demand proof that this Elyon, who claimed to be God, existed. Creator of life on Earth, my ass.

      I hung up with my friend and played with my search engine the rest of that afternoon, brushing up on angels, of which the stories varied.

      Some had them as asexual beings. Others as randy fuckers who impregnated human females. They portrayed them with white wings, the fallen usually being those with the dark.

      I fired off an email to Tamara, asking about the colors and if it was significant—assuming Aziel truly was an angel. A part of me remained unconvinced. There had to be a logical explanation. Genetic splicing or cyborg technology being the most likely.

      I did wonder what he wanted with me, though. For a guy seeking out Lilith Faust, he’d been woefully uninformed. He’d known to find me in my terrace garden but didn’t have any idea what I looked like.

      I kind of wished I’d stuck around to see his shocked expression as he realized he’d been speaking to me the entire time. Then again, who else did he expect on that private rooftop terrace? Part of my penthouse condo, it cost me a fortune in monthly maintenance fees. Worth every penny.

      The thought of it had me going up the stairs and onto the roof. No angel, just waning sunlight as dusk turned to night. Evening came early this time of year. I lit a cigarette and didn’t stray far from the door, curiosity tempered by caution.

      Would Aziel return? Did I want him to?

      Apparently, yes, given the flutter in my chest as a dark shape dropped from the sky. Aziel landed on the roof, as grim as before. Sexy, too, with his large wings retracting as he stalked for me and snapped, “Lilith Faust. Come with me.”

      I wasn’t scared of much. But that virile man-angel heading my way, demanding I go with him? I couldn’t help but remember how he’d gone after that winged man in the video. How he’d taken him out with the sword by his side.

      My gaze flicked to it. Now that he knew my identity, would he murder me, too?

      With a hand held upright, I managed a firm, “You’ve come far enough. State your business. What do you want?”

      “To stop you.”

      Not the most promising statement. “Stop me from what?”

      “Doing the devil’s work.”

      My mouth rounded. Well, that was pretty direct. “And how will you do that?” I asked, my mouth slightly dry.

      “Come with me, and you’ll find out.” He kept nearing, getting a mere two paces away.

      The chill at his words had me moving, sliding back inside the door. Slamming it shut. Not just bolting it, I dropped the heavy bar, as well. And armed the alarm system.

      Overkill? I didn’t care. As to why I had all that hardware? I’d had threats because of my position in Novae Tech, a company dedicated to contacting other species; exploring and understanding, not to mention colonizing, our galaxy or the next. With the world becoming crowded, space was the next frontier. The desperation to get off planet had heightened in the last decade. Politics, religion, culture, all polarized and driving people into a frenzy. Crime rose. Discontent, too. Violence became more common. And it kept getting uglier. The world became more divided every day.

      Novae Tech wasn’t just about measuring and observing space, we were sending out messages in various formats, looking to see if intelligent life existed out there. We had a team working on spaceship design. Given the cutthroat nature of our business, the theft of company secrets was a very real threat. We’d lost our head engineer to a rival’s kidnapping plot. And by lost, I meant he died during the attempt. I’d armed my condo within the month.

      Was this Aziel working for a rival? Had he come to eliminate me? Kidnap me?

      As I stared at the barred door, I half-expected him to start pounding.

      Nothing happened.

      Had he left? I couldn’t actually tell. The camera was on the fritz again because of the damned pigeons who kept shitting on it.

      What if I opened the door to check, and he waited on the other side?

      Since when was I a coward?

      Since a killer with wings had come looking specifically for me.

      I went down the single flight of stairs to my condo, which consisted of the entire top floor of the building, the ceilings a lofty twelve feet all over. Windows—hurricane-grade and gunfire-resistantprovided an incredible view from all sides.

      The long bar, the top of it a gleaming white marble, beckoned with its pretty bottles. As I tipped a decanter over a glass, a tapping sound drew my attention.

      The bloody dark angel hovered outside a window, arms crossed and expression stern.

      Persistent. But I could be even more stubborn.

      “Alfred,”—what I called my AI smart home system—“shutter the windows.” I smirked and raised my glass in cheers as the storm-grade shields cranked down. Fuck Tamara’s suggestion that I talk it out. This guy wasn’t seeking me out for a chat. And I liked myself too much to just leave with him.

      At the whirring sound, Aziel braced his hands on the edges of the glass. At least he knew better than to try and stop the shields. Nothing but a blowtorch would open them now.

      I almost spat my mouthful of brandy when the tip of a glowing sword poked through the blind as if it were paper. The blade moved in a perfect oval, slicing without any trouble. Glass, metal shield, even part of the concrete wall. He cut taller than me and wide enough that I could have held out my arms. The severed section tipped into the room, letting in a strong gust of air along with an angry angel.
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      Aziel entered my apartment, and by the look on his face, I was in some epic trouble. Not that I let that show in my expression or actions. I swallowed fiery alcohol as Aziel stepped farther into my living room. A slow and relaxed entrance, where he not once looked my way. He took in the entire room before turning his gaze on me.

      “Lilith Faust.” He practically growled my name.

      Blame the brandy, but damn that was sexy. While frightened at how easily he’d entered my place, it also excited. My blood pounded, and I licked my lips, drawing his attention.

      “I guess you’re not a vampire since you can just enter at will without invitation,” I drawled.

      “Who else is here?” he asked, not bothering to reply.

      “No one.” A stupid thing to admit. I turned to the bar and grabbed the tequila. The one with a worm at the bottom. The occasion called for it.

      “A place this large must house more people.”

      “Nope.”

      “You are alone? No mate? No family?”

      I almost cringed at his incredulity but downed a shot of tequila instead. Poured another immediately. “I like my space.”

      He half-turned to gesture at the shuttered windows. “This is a view that should be shared.”

      I swirled the shot, tossed it back, then slapped the glass down. At the same time, I grabbed the gun I kept stashed by the bar with my free hand. I had it aimed before he realized what I’d done.

      “Halt where you are,” I ordered.

      “You can’t hurt me.” Smugly spoken. The asshole didn’t have the common sense to be frightened. I really hated being underestimated.

      “To think you called me stupid.” I flicked off the safety, and my finger went to the trigger. “I’m going to give you one last chance to tell me why you’re here, or I will blow a hole through your head.”

      Did he listen? Nope. He took a step closer. “Put down your weapon.”

      “I don’t think so. What do you want with me? Are you here to kill me?”

      “That would be a waste.”

      “Come to steal company secrets?”

      He snorted. “I have no use for your technology.”

      “Are you after my soul?” Not that I believed I had one—a scientist followed facts.

      “If you would stop talking, maybe I could answer.”

      I clamped my lips shut and glared.

      “Ah, finally, blessed silence. Thanks be to God.”

      My turn to arch a brow because it almost sounded as if he’d made a joke. “You’re mistaken if you think your invisible friend could shut me up.”

      His warning? “Don’t challenge Elyon. You might not like the result.”

      I snorted. “That would require God listening. And I know for a fact, by the number of good people who uselessly die each day, that he’s not.”

      “God cannot constantly watch all of his flocks.”

      “I thought God was almighty. All-powerful,” I argued.

      “Even God has limits. It is why he has the Spheres to aid him.”

      “The Spheres being?”

      “Not why I’m here,” he grumpily replied. “And before you distract me again, I am seeking you, Lilith Faust, because of your work.”

      No point in lying, given the whole world already knew because of the articles written about my coworkers and me. “Lovely, another space nut. Listen, Aziel, or whoever you are, if you’re looking for a spot on the passenger list off this hunk of rock, then you’re talking to the wrong person. Our spaceship is already full. And even if it weren’t, only my boss decides who gets a spot.”

      He snorted. “As if I’d want to travel on one of your primitive vessels. From what I’ve seen thus far of this world, whatever you design will fail.”

      The word fail triggered me, even if my specialty was in communication and observation. “I didn’t realize you were a rocket scientist. And enough of the bullshit. Who told you to come here? What company do you work for?” Because I could think of no other reason but rivalry for him to come after me.

      “I told you before. I am one of Elyon’s Warriors, dispatched to do some reconnaissance and see if I can salvage this world from your mistakes.”

      I ignored parts of his speech to focus on the important bit. “Aha. So you admit you are a spy!” I waved my gun. “You’re wasting your time. I don’t keep any company stuff at home. So don’t expect any blueprints or specs for any projects.” A lie. Since the pandemic, many of us worked from home on the most secure systems money could buy.

      His jaw hardened. “Why must you be so difficult?”

      “I am not difficult. But I am also not a pushover. Did you really think you could pretend to be some kind of angel and that I’d just blab all the company secrets?” I snorted. “I’m not that gullible. I have to say, though, impressive gear. I assume you’ve filed for a patent?” Had to be cybernetics. And advanced stuff, given how real it appeared.

      His brow creased. “You’re babbling again.”

      “If you don’t like it, there’s the window.” I pointed. “Feel free to leave the sword behind. Heck, I’d like a peek at your wings, too.” While I didn’t do machinery per se, I had friends who’d love to get their hands on his stuff. And if it were a genetic splice? Well, I had friends in that field, too.

      “Don’t touch my wings,” he grumbled.

      “Why? Afraid I’ll see how they work?” I deliberately walked toward him, and while his nostrils flared, he didn’t move as I got close enough to see that the appendages on his back were actually feathered. I reached out to touch, and they rippled, startling me enough to withdraw my hand.

      “I am not a toy to be played with,” he growled, whirling so he faced me again.

      “And I am not a woman who enjoys being fucked around.”

      He blinked, a man with impossibly beautiful lashes. Then he insulted me. “I should have known a female would be of no use.” He tapped his temple, igniting a halo that glowed almost white. Aziel spoke, but not to me. “Zakai, I need a new point of contact.”

      He paused as if listening. “No, she is not dead. Just unsuitable. There must be someone else I can work with.”

      Again the silence before he snapped, “Get Metatron on the line.”

      Ooh, escalating his complaint. I poured myself another drink.

      Noticing my interest, he turned away, the glow of his halo brightening for a moment even as the room got quiet. It dimmed before Aziel turned to face me again.

      Jaw tight and eyes narrowed, he grouched, “You’re the one in charge of the project called Spore?”

      I played dumb. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You’re the one behind the net of machinery advertising this world’s existence to anyone listening. Do you know what you’ve done?”

      I arched a brow. “My job.” When he still glared, I explained. “I am CETI, which, before you ask, stands for Communication with Extraterrestrial Intelligence. I’m also involved in SETI, which is the search for the same. I’m considered the most advanced in my field.” Yeah, I boasted.

      He didn’t appear impressed. Aziel simply stared at me. I really should shoot him—carefully so as not to damage any of his equipment. I could easily claim self-defense if I reported it. Or make a call and have it taken care of without leaving a trail. I knew Raj’s lab was testing a new waste processing system that required organics. Once we managed to get into space, we needed to recycle everything, including bodies.

      When he said nothing, I drawled, “Does glaring really work in your line of work? Because you’re talking to a woman who’s had to tell men to fuck off for her entire career.” I didn’t allow misogyny to flourish in my space. I demanded respect. Even from a sword-wielding angel.

      “The principality has commanded I work with you.” His lip curled in distaste.

      “Perhaps you should call him back so I can tell him that’s not going to happen.”

      “No, because you’re going to cooperate.”

      “Not likely.”

      He went on as if I hadn’t spoken. “I require access to the place where you’re sending out the signal.”

      “To do what?”

      “Firstly, to cease its broadcast. Then, if your primitive tools can be adapted, to divert the danger.”

      “What danger?”

      “The kind you put this world in when you announced its location. A grave threat might even now be approaching because of your carelessness.”

      “Oh, you’re one of those people.” I rolled my eyes. “Despite what the movies portray, extraterrestrial life isn’t going to show up and destroy the planet.”

      “Just shows how little you know.”

      “So why not explain, then? Come on, regale me with some fanciful story about big, bad aliens with nothing better to do than wipe out life.”

      “It’s the truth. And if you’re mentally incapable of grasping the gravity, then perhaps I should do everyone a favor and remove you before you do further damage.”

      “Holy dickhead,” I muttered. I dealt with assholes daily and wasn’t easily intimidated. But he really took it to the next level.

      “Name-calling is a tool of the weak,” he sneered.

      “Call me weak one more time,” I snarled, aiming the gun. Would I shoot?

      The possibility disappeared as he moved lightning-fast, and his sword sheared the barrel from my gun.
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      Thunk. Part of my weapon hit the floor, and I swallowed hard. Maybe I shouldn’t antagonize the guy with the sharp blade. I couldn’t help but flash to the video where he’d gone after that other man. Or should I say thing?

      Whatever. Aziel wasn’t afraid to use his sword. That didn’t mean I’d show him fear.

      My chin lifted. “Feel better?”

      “Depends. Are you going to cooperate now?”

      I shrugged. “Probably not.” Look at me avoiding the sin of lying.

      He sighed. “Why must you be so difficult? I simply need you to hand over control of your signal network to me.”

      The laughter burst out of me. “Dream on. I am not giving you shit.”

      “You will cease broadcasting your message.”

      “No!”

      “You must before someone else hears it.”

      “Wait, are you trying to tell me someone heard?” My expression brightened. “Who?”

      “Why do you think I’m here?”

      “Wait, are you claiming you’re from outer space?” I snickered.

      “Your message drew us to your galaxy.”

      “Holy fuck, I’m being punked. Who put you up to this? I gotta say, pretending to be an alien angel is innovative.”

      “I pretend nothing.” He frowned. “My orders come from Metatron, who speaks directly to God.”

      “The same God who hasn’t done a thing despite genocide and disease and other atrocities?” Reality tempered my excitement at being heard. “Is God what you call the guy who gave you the wings? What is he, like the head of some rival pharmaceutical company? Are you part of some kind of shadow lab?” I knew the government had some secret installations where they hid their actions from the public.

      He pointed the tip of his sword at me. “Enough with your diversion. Take me to the place where the signal is emitted.”

      “And what will you do once there?”

      “You will aid me in completing my holy task.”

      “And if I say no?” Left unsaid was that only I could fully access Spore. Even my benefactor only had limited access. Not that he knew that, of course. I’d built a back door into the software on purpose to avoid being double-crossed. No one would steal my glory.

      “You will do as you’re told.”

      The statement made me laugh. “I don’t take orders. Even in the bedroom.”

      “The disciples of God must obey his angels.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I am not a disciple.”

      “All members of the flock are.”

      “I am calling bullshit on that. I’m not a fucking sheep. And, furthermore, God doesn’t exist.”

      “What if I can prove he does? Will you cooperate then?”

      “Sure. But I’ll tell you right now, I won’t fall for any fancy tricks.”

      “No trick. I will pray for his appearance.”

      “I swear to fuck, if you think lighting a bush on fire will convince me…”

      The halo turned on once more, and he stated quite clearly, “Elyon, who art upon Heaven, thee of hallowed name. Thy will be done, this kingdom come, on Earth to meet this human.”

      I almost burst out laughing at his strange, poetic version of the famous prayer. Only as I opened my mouth to mock him, the air shimmered in front of me, and a voice emerged.

      “Hello, Lilith.” The sound vibrated my teeth and made my hair stand on end.

      “What is this supposed to be? A joke? Because I’m not going to be fooled by a hologram.”

      “You dare to mock your God?” The last word shook every atom in my body.

      “Nice trick with that soundwave. But that’s all it is. A trick. A ploy. You’re not God. Just a fancy hologram.” I glanced at the winged man. “I told you not to bullshit me. Your advanced gadgets aren’t going to convince me.”

      You want proof. The voice sounded inside my head. Behold my power.

      Light enveloped me and stole my voice. A burning tingle started in my flesh. Despite the sensation of heat, I wasn’t being hurt. I tried to flee the light, but it remained wrapped around my body. A glance at a mirror showed me glowing, like literally, my flesh illuminated as if from within.

      Shocked, I dropped the gun onto a side table and lifted my fingers to touch skin that changed as I watched, the furrows of stress on my brow smoothing, the scar by my eye from a dog bite as a child, fading. My lips plumped. My youth was restored. A deep breath of surprise didn’t send me into a coughing fit. My aches and pains of age were gone.

      Amazing. Probably fake. Before I could examine further, the tingle intensified, and quicker than the decades had been turned back, I gained them, the wrinkles returning, multiplying, my hair shifting to gray and then white. I aged into a shriveled and hunched version of myself.

      Palpation of my face showed the dry, papery wrinkles as real. My joints ached. My shoulders rounded. I felt old.

      Was this just some clever hypnotism to make me believe in something that hadn’t actually happened?

      Stubborn.

      A word inside my head that Aziel somehow heard and replied to with, “Stupid.”

      Perhaps a bit of both.

      Will death convince you?

      I crumpled, not that I felt it. I saw it as the old version of me hit the floor, and I soared upward, past the ceiling of my condo and above my rooftop garden. I kept arrowing into space, a tiny, meaningless speck of light being drawn faster than anything I could have imagined, pulled to a massive black hole. I could see other motes getting sucked in. What lay on the other side?

      Life everlasting, within me.

      In other words death.

      But I wasn’t ready. Not when I had so many questions.

      Starting with: What was God?

      I felt the smugness as I conceded in belief.

      Happy now? was my annoyed thought.

      Yes.

      As if a switch had been flipped, my tiny spark of life reversed course, zipping back until I was sucked back into a body that tingled as the decades melted again, and I returned to a spot a bit younger than I’d started. Tighter, too, I noticed as I slapped my solid body. Nice.

      I eyed the blob of God and muttered, “Thanks for the reboot.” Here was hoping my new youth didn’t come with a craving for blood or brains.

      “I am called elsewhere. Go forth in my grace, Aziel.” The shimmer faded, leaving me alone with the angel—and a ton of questions.

      I itched for the notepad in my office as I started asking, “So that was Elyon? Is he like the one God, or are there others?”

      “How dare you ask that?” Aziel hissed.

      “Just wondering what my options are.”

      “He is the only God you need to worry about.”

      Implying there might be others. “Does he really live in Heaven?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you live with him, I assume? Is it all clouds and sunshine like they say?”

      “Heaven is the most spectacular of places, and I would be honored to live upon it. However, I am a warrior, and I go where I am told.”

      “Surprising, given how bossy you are.”

      “Only with those under me.”

      “Mmm, a man who takes control. Sounds fun,” I purred. “You going to get on top and tell me what to do?”

      His nostrils flared, and his eyes flashed with light. The proposition flustered him, but only for a second. “I will if you stop asking questions.”

      “The only way I’m going to be quiet is if you cut out my tongue.”

      “Don’t tempt me.”

      “If I can’t speak, I can’t give you information.”

      “Your hands would still work. You can write.”

      “And wring your neck,” I muttered.

      “Would you like to try?” He angled enough to expose his throat, tempting me.

      He meant to intimidate me. It didn’t work because I stepped close and put my hands on his flesh.

      Mistake. It only made me more aware of him—as a male. My gaze rose to meet his. Our eyes locked.

      My lips parted.

      In that strange moment, being a woman who often gave in to impulse, I wanted nothing more than for him to kiss me.

      He might have, too, if not for the thunder that rocked the apartment.
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      We sprang apart as God made his displeasure clear. Or so I assumed since I’d never had to deal with thunder inside my condo before.

      Probably a good thing that God interfered. I didn’t know what had possessed me. While I had no problem fucking strangers, this dude presented a danger. One that required more exploration before I did something I might regret.

      Moving away from Aziel, I poured myself another drink. I deserved one, given I’d just met God.

      I then seated myself before asking, “Why are you and God concerned about aliens coming here? Can’t God smite them?”

      “Even God has his limits, especially when the enemy is the ancient one. It is better to avoid conflict when possible.”

      “Says the man who was fighting in the sky last night.”

      “You saw?”

      “Everyone did. You were caught on camera.”

      Aziel grimaced. “Unfortunate. But I couldn’t avoid it. They ambushed me.”

      “Who was that guy you fought? What happened to him after the light swallowed you both?”

      “That was a demon. One of four I encountered last night. What we are unsure of is whether they’re holdovers from the past or advance scouts. They died before we could question them.”

      “Wait. You killed that man?”

      “Demon,” he corrected. “Although I wasn’t the one who terminated the one in custody. He took his own life. Now I’m wishing I’d not decapitated the other.”

      I blinked. “Um, did you just claim to have chopped off someone’s head?”

      “It’s the only way to ensure they don’t regenerate.” He spoke nonchalantly.

      Meanwhile, I felt like Alice. I’d fallen in some weird fucking rabbit hole that made no sense. “Why did you have to kill them?”

      “Because they’re demons.” He spoke as if it were obvious.

      “And? Does that make them automatically evil?”

      “It means they are loyal to Hell. And if they were here as advance scouts, then their task was to gather information to be used in an impending invasion.”

      I blinked. “Invasion? As in alien? Wait, those winged guys were aliens?” Angels and demons came from outer space?

      “Demons,” he once more clarified. “Who probably wouldn’t have found this solar system if not for you.”

      “You’re saying my signal might have brought them here?” My science brain struggled with the idea of alien demons coming to Earth because of me.

      “Again, hard to believe with your lacking intelligence that you managed to create something that reached so far. Guess it’s a good thing we heard it first.”

      “Where are you from?” I asked as it hit me that he’d come from beyond our galaxy. My first alien, here, in my living room. I should be asking questions.

      “Not here,” his terse reply. “Enough now with your diversion tactics. You met God. Now take me to the place where you spawned the signal.”

      “I’d rather not.”

      “But I showed you the proof you
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