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The Dizzy Fall

 

The angel’s body lay facedown on the floor of the church. From the look of it, he had hit his head on the edge of a pew on his way down. It had left a nasty gash across the side of his forehead, and a dark smear of blood down the wood. Angel blood, as it turned out, was red just like ours.

The head injury hadn’t been what killed him, though. No, that honor went to the multiple stab wounds that had turned his torso into Swiss cheese. I counted at least six, and his blood-matted wings were probably hiding more. Someone really hadn’t liked this guy. Not much of a surprise, really. Fighting on the side of the light tends to make you more enemies than friends. I would know.

A few feet away, a short, round priest paced in front of the altar, muttering and periodically crossing himself. My friend Declan stood at the edge of the puddle of blood, twisting his hands together. If friend was the right word for someone who hadn’t bothered to visit me in prison, and whose contact with me since then had been limited to a Christmas card every year with a picture of his wife and smiling children inside. I never sent him one back. I wasn’t the Christmas-card type.

“It isn’t a…” Declan made a strange flapping gesture. It took me a minute to realize he was trying to mime wings. “Is it? Those things have to be fake.” He reached out like he was going to touch the bloodstained feathers, but pulled his hand back at the last minute.

“You tell me. You’re the cop.” The words came out with a bitter edge.

He had the decency to flush pink at that. “I’m off duty,” he said, as if that were an explanation. “I haven’t called this in yet. This is my church; the priest knows I’m on the force. He called me in as a friend. He didn’t know what else to do.”

“And you called me.”

“There are rumors about what you’ve been doing since you left the force. I never really took them seriously, of course, but…” He waved a hand helplessly toward the body, as if to say, What else was I supposed to do? Now that was a treat for the old ego. Nothing like being someone’s last resort.

“What I’ve been doing since I got out of prison, you mean,” I said flatly. Yep, answering Declan’s phone call had been a mistake.

He stared down at his feet. “Some of us never believed you did it, you know.”

“Funny, I must have missed you all speaking in my defense at the trial.”

He flushed deeper this time. “I’m sorry.”

As if an apology could erase the three years I had spent in that place. I took a deep breath. “It’s in the past. Anyway, it worked out for the best. I was never cut out to be a cop. I’m happier now.”

I could read his question on his face. Happier doing what, exactly? But he didn’t ask, so I didn’t answer. Not that I would have told him the truth either way.

“Let me take a closer look,” I said instead. I walked in closer and crouched down to examine the body. There was blood on my shoes, but I didn’t care. I had stepped in worse.

I lifted one of the wings—it was heavier than I expected—and examined it from all angles, just to confirm what I had already figured out. It wasn’t a fake. These wings were a part of his body, as much as his arms or his legs. This was no mischief-maker celebrating Halloween three months late.

This was a first for me. I had seen plenty of demon corpses over the years. Even made a fair number of them myself. And dead humans? That went without saying.

But an angel… that was a new one. I didn’t know what out there had the power to bring down one of the Heavenly Host. To be honest, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. But I had a bad feeling I was going to find out. Nothing said demonic activity quite like a dead angel, and shutting down hell’s operations on earth was pretty much the extent of my job description. The second I had seen the body, I had turned my ringer up to max. The call from my boss would be coming any minute now.

Well, when that call came, the more information I had for him, the better. “Let’s see who you are,” I murmured. I grasped the angel’s shoulder as gently as I could. I knew he couldn’t feel it, but but touching an angel with my bare hands, alive or not, felt wrong on a deep level. Like washing my hands in the baptismal font. I didn’t know what I expected—a bolt of lightning from above, maybe—but nothing happened. His body was as cold as any human corpse.

I flipped him over so I could get a look at his face. No doubt the boss would want a description. His wings bent under him, and something snapped with a soft crack. I winced.

Then I forgot all about his wings as I got a good look at his face.

He had spent a good long time lying in a pool of his own blood, and a fair amount of it had congealed on his face. But the red wasn’t enough to hide his identity from me.

It looked like I wasn’t going to be getting that call from my boss today after all. Or ever again.

I must have made some kind of noise, because suddenly Declan was there, bending over me in the perfect position for me to flip him onto his back and maybe break a finger or two in the process. I restrained myself, even when he placed a hand on my shoulder as if he gave a shit about me.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

I wanted to tell him to screw off. Ten years of silence, and now he had the gall to ask for a favor? I was tempted to say just that. Or worse, tell him the truth: that I had no idea what to do.

I liked rules. Absolutes. It was one of the reasons I was good at what I did. Also the reason I had been such a terrible cop. Maybe I should have expected what I found inside the police force—the payoffs behind closed doors, the people on the ground ordered to look the other way where certain powerful interests were involved. Maybe I could have gone along if I had been a little less exacting, a little more willing to compromise. But I had come out of the womb this way, so really, it was fate that my police career had ended the way it had.

I had collected evidence, as slowly and methodically as I would have done for any other crime. And then I had gone to the top, above the heads of everyone involved. Or so I thought. The next day, my folder full of evidence was gone, never to resurface, and I was being framed for accepting bribes.

Bribes, of all things. More corruption. They should have made it murder instead. At least that would have given me a reputation I could have lived with.

Even then, I had trusted the system. Why would I have become a cop in the first place if I hadn’t thought justice was real? I had hired a lawyer, and rejected the plea bargain they had offered me. I had gotten up on the stand and told the truth. I had thought that would be enough, right up until the judge banged the gavel and pronounced the guilty verdict.

I didn’t believe in the justice system anymore. But I still believed in justice. I believed in rules, in procedures, in knowing what to do and doing it.

But there were no rules for finding my boss lying dead on the floor of a church, where everyone could see his true form.

I stood up and took another deep breath. “Go home,” I ordered Declan. “You were never here. This is my case now.”

 

* * *

 

The Inquisition found me when I was in prison. They liked my sense of justice. The fact that I had been written up for excessive force on two separate occasions also probably didn’t hurt. My new bosses valued people who could get things done. And on the excessive-force thing, yeah, I know, I didn’t exactly make it hard for my old bosses to frame me. That still didn’t make it right.

The Inquisition gets a bad rap. Even back in the old days, the vast majority of what they found was genuine demonic activity. But nobody ever tells those stories, do they? A few sob stories about poor innocent burned witches, and now they have to operate in secret. Even most officials within the church don’t know they’re still around.

Which was why I couldn’t answer the priest’s questions about who I was and why Declan had called me. “I’m an old friend of Declan’s,” I repeated for the third time. The words tasted bitter in my mouth, but hey, if it got me what I needed to know. My investigative skills might have gone rusty over the past ten years, but I still remembered the fine art of telling civilians what they needed to hear.

My answer didn’t seem to hold any more weight for the nervous priest then it had the first two times. He frowned. “And you’ve dealt with… these situations… before?”

“Many times,” I assured him, not quite truthfully. I might not have encountered a dead angel before now—let alone my own boss—but when it came to the supernatural, he wasn’t going to find anyone more qualified.

“Then this is a common occurrence? Oh dear, oh dear.” He crossed himself again and muttered a prayer.

I switched gears before the priest could start pacing again. “I’m trying to figure out what the…” Even talking to someone who should have had no
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