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  “I’ll follow thee and make a heaven of hell, To die upon the hand I love so well.” 
— William Shakespeare (A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Act 2, Scene 1)
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  Preface


Welcome to the final novel in A Season of Angels








  
  one
Adriel’s Lament


My Angel fair, will hope renew? 
Where light was found, now darkness grew
Bold and bright our stately Grace
But will eyes, keen with Heaven’s light
Gaze upon thy shadowed face? 
Death! What sad lament. 
Cold. Dark. Most feared of all.
But not by those whose precious souls,
Were forged in Heaven’s call.
We now, no longer Heaven-bound
Shall, perchance one somber day,
 Cast our dusty bones ’neath Hallowed Ground. 
My Angel fair, will hope renew?
In darkness bound, may love speak true. 






  
  two
A River Red


How fair the light that shines on us? 
The voice was a distant echo on the air, lilting on the fragile wings of an evening breeze. It was dusk and beside her feet she spied the dark waters of a river rushing past. The sky above was a smattering of grey amid the dying embers of the departing sun, its orange-wash painted in shattered streaks. Slowly she stepped, each footfall cautious. The river was wide and with a breath held close, she bent low and dipped her fingers in. How warm it is, she thought, and yet…
She lifted her hand, and her eyes went wide. The water ran between her fingers, streaking across her fingers in fine ribbons. The hue of the water was most appalling, the color not of water, but of crimson. Her breath caught fast, and she stumbled back, only now discerning the truth. This water was a river red. A river red with blood. 
“I know this isn’t real.” Lilith told herself as she turned her eyes in the direction from which the river flowed. “A dream, like all the ones before. Strange, though. Stranger than the rest.”
There were sounds ahead. Faint. Distant. Voices, perhaps? She could not say for sure, but slowly she followed along the river’s course, headed in the direction from which those peculiar noises came. On she walked, careful of every step, a touch of unease flittering about her skin. She shivered and rubbed shaking fingers along her arms, a vain attempt to chase away the chill. Then she saw them.
Angels. 
There could be no other answer. She knew at once by the shimmer of their soul, which shone beneath the simplicity of the human form they wore. There were seven of them, all kneeling in a line along the river’s edge. Lilith opened her mouth to speak, the words forming on the edge of her tongue, but they died the moment she saw the truth. The angels weren’t merely kneeling on the ground, they had their hands bound behind their backs as well. 
“How fair the light that shines on us.” The voice from before spoke again, cold, and clear. “But you, children of Man, are not worthy of the light.” 
Lilith’s eyes lifted and she saw that which towered over the Angels kneeling at the river’s edge. It was in the shape of a man, but taller and stronger than any man she knew. But there was no Heavenly light to give it shape. Its form was utter darkness, a living shadow that swallowed every light. Her skin was cold, unease crawled along her arms and wormed its way inside. This shape, this darkness molded in the likeness of a man, was not unknown to her. She knew its form and its name.
“Lucifer.” she breathed softly, her heart beating a wild rhythm in her chest. “Of course, it would be you.”
He stood behind the Angels, a writhing shadow given shape, holding a knife dull and worn with age. It was a knife she knew, a knife she had seen before. Amon carried that the night he tried to take Tatiana from the world. The knife he destroyed before my eyes. The Blade of Solomon. Tightness wrapped cold around her chest; an ache that settled deep. Her body quaked and it took her a moment to identify the feeling.
Anger. Red hot and rising fast.  
“Is this a vision or a dream?” Lilith asked aloud. “It could be either, or maybe both.” 
“Both.” answered a lovely voice inside her head. A voice that sounded nearly like her own. “You’re seeing what he did so long ago, to those he considered a blasphemy against his kind.” 
Lucifer moved with graceful strides, the glowering light within his eyes fixated on each kneeling form. He moved slowly back and forth, passing by each Angel in turn. Lilith stood some small distance away, thankful that this was merely a dream and nothing more. 
“You were not born of the stars as I was. You have not seen the light of Heaven. But my father deigned to give you the gift of the divine all the same. To grant you the grace of the Angels,“—He stopped before one and glared, fury burning in his eyes— “and name you Grigori. The Watchers of Mankind. A foolish thing to do.” 
The Angel before him gave a shudder as dark fingers tangled in his hair and the worn blade ran across his throat. Lucifer held his head firmly and tilted the dying Angel so the blood would spill hot and thick into the river, where it mingled with the crimson flow. With a callous shove, the lifeless corpse was cast into the mire, his body swept along the current as it went. 
He stood behind each one, offering little more than a passing glance before the blade whispered against their skin. Lilith watched them die and heard each choking gasp as their life poured into the river below. In each Angelic face was an expression she knew well. Wide eyes and trembling lips, matching in perfect rhythm to each ragged breath. Fear. It was fear that bound them in the final moments of their lives. 
All but one; she knelt at the very end, the only one still alive. But there was no trace of fear in her eyes. Even as she watched her own kind die, their agonies a tumult in her head, she was calm and made no sound. How brave this one, Lilith thought, to face her death with only peace and sorrow in her eyes. Somehow, she knew that the Angel’s sorrow, it was not for herself. It was for him. 
“We come to it now.” Lucifer said, the delight purring in the timber of his voice. “The first of your kind and now the last. He named you, The Right Hand of God, did he not? Named you, graced you with divinity… and doomed you.” 
She answered his mocking with calm and poise, her voice scarcely above a whisper, yet so clear and strong. “Every drop of blood spilled and every corruption you weave into the world. You only doom yourself. Far off it may be, but it will find you in the end. That which you fear the most.” 
“I fear nothing!” 
“Oh, but you do.” Her eyes met his, and on her lovely face was the barest hint of a smile. “Though I can’t decide what it is you fear the most. Is it love… or death?”
Lucifer scoffed and dark laughter erupted in reply. “I have no use for either.”
“Perhaps love is what you fear the most. Have you loved… truly?” 
He did not answer, he merely stared. Lilith did not have to see the storm within his eyes to know what he was feeling. It was disbelief. As pure and clear as any emotion he had ever touched. 
How could anyone think a monster like this could love?
When he did not answer, the smile on the woman’s face spread a touch more. “Of course, you have not truly tasted love. But one day you will. One day, the brightest star of all will be blinded by a love he cannot understand. And when that happens, my dear Lucifer, you will be undone.” 
“You know nothing, Child of Man.“—He thrust the blade into her chest, straight into her heart— “And here your line will end.” 
A shattered gasp escaped the woman’s trembling lips; her eyes turned up to his. Yet still, even with her end a breath away, she showed no fear at all. It moved Lilith’s heart to see one so brave in the leering face of death. The light of life faded from the woman’s eyes, the Angel who bore the same title as herself, and then darkness swallowed everything. 
Out of that suffocating dark, a blanket heavy all around, there again came a voice. A voice like before, so much like her own. It was soft at the first note, a delicate tremble on the air. “You and I are so alike. And yet... Different, too.”
“Who are you?” Lilith asked, her own voice also trembling. 
“You know who I am.”
Lilith scrunched her nose and shook her head, eyes straining against the dark. But there was nothing to be seen, only an inky blackness which made it impossible to know whether her eyes were open or not. “Tell me your name.”
“But you know it.” the voice answered softly, familiar in a way that made Lilith squirm. 
“Do I?”
“You should. You carry that name yourself.”
“Lilith!” her mouth dropped, her eyes wide, though the darkness remained the same. “Lilith Franklin. That’s you, isn’t it? But I saw your death, as if I were standing there myself.” 
When no answer came, Lilith took a step and heard a crunch beneath her feet. She glanced down and saw a gleam of white. Another step. Another heavy crunch. Snow, she realized, and with another step the darkness chased away. The snow was bright and packed thick under her feet. Her eyes lifted and she glimpsed houses in the distance, with thatched roofs glazed in pearl white. 
“My home.” The woman’s voice answered softly. “My end and my beginning; all in this one place. A simple lifetime. But not so simple, in the end. May I call you by your real name?” 
“You may.”
“Genevieve.” Lilith smiled as she said the name, the name of the young woman who would one day descend from her family line. “It’s a beautiful name. And I know the pain it causes you. You don’t have to say anything, I already know. That name is a reminder of what was lost, what you fear may never be found again. I know a little something of that fear.” 
“It hurts every time I hear someone say it. The ones who still remember it, at least. I can’t even think of it most days. It’s nothing but a reminder of everything, just like you said.” Genevieve tensed as the words slipped beyond her lips. The pain was there, just as she knew it would be, the ache in her chest. Cold and dark. “But how do you know about all that?”
“As I said.” 
“We are very much alike.” Genevieve smiled as she finished Lilith’s thought. 
Lilith turned to her, and for the first time, Genevieve got a proper look. It was, in a peculiar way, like looking in a mirror. Everything about Lilith was remarkably like her. The wavy locks of her auburn hair, the light dusting of freckles across her cheeks, even the hazel color of her eyes. The only difference was the age. Lilith must have been near thirty when she was taken from the world. And she wore a gown of lavender, the same as on that sad winter’s day.
“It’s strange, you know,“—Lilith stepped towards her, slender fingers brushing through the locks of her auburn hair— “To see myself in you. If I’m right about this, I would say that you are descended from my first-born daughter. Ariana. She was quite a handful.” Lilith smiled and a light laugh tumbled free. 
“How many children did you have?”
Lilith smiled at the question, her eyes gazing towards the houses in the distance. “Three. Ariana was the first. Rambunctious, head strong, and… far too smart for her own good. Then I had twins, Virginia, and Mary. One never without the other.” 
Genevieve turned her mind away from the bitter night when Amon died for Tatiana’s life and thought of the simpler times that came before. The homework assignment was what she thought of now, the one that set her on the path of this most unusual discovery. So many questions, so many thoughts… scattered wrecks of thoughts and I don’t even know where to begin. Yet one thought burned brighter than the rest. Did Ruth know more than she let on? 
“Your head is just abuzz with so many different questions, isn’t it dear?” Lilith didn’t wait for an answer. She simply brushed fingers through Genevieve’s hair, slipping them down until she reached the silver chain around her neck. “I see you carry this as well.”
Genevieve lowered her eyes as Lilith gingerly tugged the chain and lifted the small chunk of obsidian from its hiding place beneath the neckline of her shirt. “It was passed along through my family, sometimes worn, sometimes tucked away in a little wooden box. My father kept it when his mother passed. I always thought it was pretty. And…”
“Unusual.” Lilith smiled and so did Genevieve. 
Genevieve hesitated, uncertain whether to speak or hold her tongue. But her lips trembled when the words finally formed, “I wanted…”
“I know what you would ask,“—Lilith slowly tucked that precious little chunk of rock back where it had been— “but it’s not for me to answer.” 
“But why?”
“Because.” Lilith’s smile was delicate and with a gentle motion of her hand she swept fingers across Genevieve’s fair, freckled face. “There’s more to my story than you know, and it’s not from my lips that it should be told. In time you will know. Soon, in fact. But not here in the throes of restful sleep.” 
There was more Genevieve wanted to say. So many disparate thoughts swirling in the tempest of her mind, but they were pushed away when a scream pierced the air. It was loud, drenched in waves of fear. As it rose higher, Genevieve turned to see that Lilith was no longer there. The snow where she stood was now colored black, buried beneath a mound of smoking ash. A fine whisp of it curled up, the sooty smell reaching her nose, and her stomach turned.
I cannot linger here. 
She had to get away. The screams swelled, the sounds of pain so deep it scorched her skin. When Genevieve turned, she saw a young woman barring her escape. It was akin to the moment with Lilith Franklin, only the figure that stood before Genevieve was a mirror image down to the last detail. The same hair, the same clothes, even the same silver chain around her neck. But where Genevieve’s eyes were hazel in their hue, those of her doppelganger were black as pitch. 
“Where”—the voice of girl who bore her likeness was deep and echoed as it shook the air— “did you get this?” 
Genevieve glanced to the silver chain, to delicate fingers like her own as they cradled the small rock which dangled from the end. Pain bloomed in her chest. A strange warmth spread, followed swiftly by an icy chill burrowing inside her skin. It took her a moment to realize why. 
The girl’s other hand gripped the handle of a knife, and the blade was thrust deep into her chest. The warmth against her skin was the warmth of her own life’s blood, spilling from her heart. Pain gave way to numbness, ravaging through her arms and legs. With a jolt and a shattered breath, she was hurtled from the dream and into the light of another day. 
For the briefest moment following her fitful sleep, she was Genevieve. But as she gasped frantically in her bed, the familiar trappings of her farmhouse room were enough to remind her of where she was. Of whom she was. A cold sweat clung to her skin, and it took some effort to slow her panicked breathing. As she shoved the covers aside with shaking hands, Lilith breathed in anxious gulps of air, each one a bit calmer than the last. 
A light knock on the door startled her. “You okay in there?” 
“Yeah”—Lilith lied, shifting off the bed quickly enough to throw on some clothes, still shaking as she went— “Just give me a minute.” 
Lilith wasn’t sure what to make of the dream that tore her sleep apart. The images were burned in the forefront of her mind and most keen of all was the image of Lilith Franklin’s face. With a few shaking breaths, she stepped to the door and pulled it open. 
“Hey, are you sure you’re okay?” Madeline didn’t wait for an invitation, she merely stepped inside before Lilith had a chance to refuse. “I could hear you from my room.”
“I just don’t sleep well sometimes.” 
“Or most times.” 
Lilith shrugged and stepped aside. “Look, I just don’t wanna worry you. I have bad dreams. They’re not exactly earth-shattering most of the time, but it’s kinda part of the territory with me.” 
“Then we have something in common, don’t we?”
There was no denying it. Even if Lilith wanted to be stubborn, which was always in her nature, there was no arguing with the fact that Madeline had experienced a lot. And nearly every single experience she lived through would prove fertile ground for the breeding of nightmares like her own. A part of Lilith wanted to be angry at the intrusion, but she admonished herself as quickly as the thought came. She finally relented with a smile, or as much of one as she could muster in the moment. 
“You’re right”—Lilith moved to the bed and eased onto the edge of it, her eyes turned up to Madeline— “I just don’t like burdening people with my mess. Everyone here has their own shit to deal with. You’ve been through…”
“Hell?”
Lilith didn’t want to laugh, but it bubbled from her lips before she could pull it down. “Yeah. And for you that’s not just a saying.” 
“The way I see it,“—Madeline inched closer and took hold of Lilith’s hand— “You brought me back here for a reason. And it’s not so you could continue carrying all this crazy shit on your own. Right?” 
An absurd thought struck Lilith the moment Madeline took her hand, and what she felt was enough to chase the dread still clinging to her after the frightful dream. I always wondered what it would be like to have a sister. For a moment, she simply watched her hand in Madeline’s before she finally answered with a nod. 
Madeline grinned and squeezed her hand. “Good. I was afraid I was going to have to argue the point. And I need some coffee before I can do that.” 
They wandered into the kitchen with its bland walls and pastel wallpaper-nightmare. Madeline busied herself with the task of preparing a pot of coffee and Lilith took a seat at the table, sitting in silence as she watched. There was something in the way Madeline behaved that caught her eye. On occasion, she would brush fingers across her own arm or watch as she flexed them, curling her fingers into a fist with a hard stare lingering in her eyes. 
When Madeline brought two cups of coffee over and placed one in front of her, Lilith allowed a smile to curl the corner of her lips. “It’s hard getting used to, isn’t it?”
“What?” 
Lilith made a vague gesture with her hand in answer. 
Madeline paused a second, a knowing look flashing across her face before she chuckled softly and took a seat. “Oh, you mean this body that isn’t really mine?” 
“I can imagine it must be more than a little strange.” 
“Well, when you’ve survived a place like Hell and come out the other side, strange is a pretty relative term.” Madeline lifted the cup, steam billowing from the rim, and savored the warmth of the first sip as they stared at one another. “But yeah. It’s pretty damn strange.” 
Lilith turned over so many thoughts in her head. Which one to voice first? There was a dozen of them at least, and those were only the ones she could easily name. But she couldn’t seem to settle on a single one. Instead, they buzzed around her head, making her dizzy until she wrapped her hands around her mug and sighed as the warmth soaked into her skin. 
“I keep startling myself every time I happen upon a mirror in this house. I kinda hope that will change after a while. Scaring myself is getting a little old and I’ve only been back a few days.” 
“It’s a funny little life we lead, isn’t it?” Lilith knew how silly it sounded, when weighed against the darkness they were facing, but the chuckle that escaped her lips was worth it, and Madeline’s laugh was even better. 
“The girl, the Devil, and… whatever I am.” Madeline hesitated, her brow furrowed. “I’m not a demon, am I? God, wouldn’t that be a head trip.” 
“I don’t know if there is a name for it. The only one who ever pulled a soul out of Hell was Lucifer”—Lilith lifted her mug and smirked— “until us, of course.” 
The cup hid Madeline’s smirk from view as Lilith held it just beneath her nose, the steam and aroma swirling in the air above the rim. They sat in silence for a moment, with only the dull rhythm of the grandfather clock in the hall providing any noise at all. On occasion they caught a tease of birdsong beyond the window nearby, the melody of it lulling Lilith into a state of peace that could have slipped her into the arms of sleep again, if she allowed it. 
“So,“—Madeline shifted as she sat her cup down— “This dream you had earlier… care to share?” 
“Fantastically creepy, like all the rest.” 
“Come on, you can offer more than that.”
Lilith was rather well-versed in handling those with a stubborn disposition, her own hard-headedness gave her some experience in that regard. The year she’d spent working with Esther, a spitfire wrapped in danger and leather, honed that talent to an even finer point. Looking at Madeline was enough to tell her that she wasn’t going to escape quite so easily, not without relaying the strange tale of horror that crept into her dreams. 
“I saw Lucifer.” Lilith sighed and kept the warm mug cradled between her hands. “I saw him murdering Angels. But they weren’t like any of the Angels I’ve come to know.” 
“There are other kinds of Angels?” 
Lilith shrugged and fought against the urge to stumble back into that frightful dream again, not when the very end of that nightmare was still so fresh in mind. “He called them Grigori.” 
Madeline chewed her bottom lip. Lilith didn’t need whatever power her gifts imparted to know there was confusion alight within her head. It churned in her eyes, which oddly, were the same color as the ones Madeline had in her life before. 
“The Watchers of Mankind.” Lilith repeated the words Lucifer spoke, and the ugliness of what she’d seen played through her mind again, the images blurry and awash in ruddy smears. “I’ll admit I’m at a loss. I could dig around in the book I have, but I have a funny feeling I won’t find the answer in there.” 
“I actually have a thought, but it might be a little crazy.” 
“If you had seen half the things I’ve gotten myself into the last year, you’d know that crazy isn’t exactly a deterrent.” 
Madeline shook her head and bit her bottom lip to suppress the smile that nearly flashed. “I was thinking about what happened near Houston. You know the story I’m talking about.”
Lilith did indeed know. Michael was the first who told her what he felt; Lucifer’s pure rage, unbridled and dark. In truth, she didn’t need Michael to tell her at all. The rage was something she’d felt, too. Lucifer was banished from Hell, his connection to that realm severed for eternity. In response, his fury burned so bright it reached across the thousands of miles between them. When it made the news, her heart ran cold. So much death and blood, a thousand souls at least. 
I took Hell from him, and he murdered an entire church in answer. 
Guilt wasn’t far behind. It burned in her chest the moment the story flashed across the tv screen. It caught her by surprise, not just the tightness that coiled inside of her, but the tears which stung her eyes. Lilith shuddered as the story broke, and she had to leave the room lest she fall apart right there. He slaughtered them all. And there was nothing she could do to escape the bitter thought that she was the one to blame. That memory, like so many others, lodged in like a bitter thorn and simply would not budge. 
“Look”—Madeline reached across and pried a hand from the mug she gripped, cradling it gently as she did— “What we did was right. Hell is beyond his reach now and what happened after isn’t our fault. Lucifer is to blame for those deaths. Not you.” 
“I know.” Lilith’s voice was small, the two words colored in a tremble. “But I can’t help how I feel.” 
“There might be an answer there.”
You carry the weight of everything, that’s what Tatiana always said. And she was right. Lilith swallowed her remorse and ignored, as best she could, the ache in her chest. The cold fingers of guilt tangled in her mind, and she knew she would never be completely free of the hold it had on her. She managed to push her painful thoughts aside, barely escaping the icy grip.
Finally, with a sigh, she found her voice again and met Madeline’s eyes as she spoke. “We know that Lucifer is after something Uriel knew. Nathaniel mentioned it.”
A year of captivity offered Nathaniel a chance to learn a few things. The fact Uriel knew something Lucifer did not was the one piece of information which piqued her interest most of all. She knew the fact that Nathaniel couldn’t offer more was a guilt he was keen to carry, no matter what she tried to say. He’s a lot like me. But even if he didn’t know the answer, he knew enough. And that was the best they could hope to find right now. 
Madeline offered a nod. “Abaddon’s secret.”
Could there be an answer there? Even a hint? The thought stirred and took shape, swirling out of the shadows so often clouding her mind. Lilith smirked. Past events had a way of revealing themselves to her if she turned her mind and power to the space around her. She’d made use of it many times before. In fact, it was through that very gift that she discovered the identity of the last person to have seen Nathaniel before he disappeared. Could it prove just as useful here? Lucifer slaughtered an entire church; such a moment, awash with blood, would certainly scream loudly to someone like her. 
Madeline fidgeted, curiosity brimming in her eyes. “You’ve got an idea, don’t you?” 
Lilith nodded. “I think you and I need to take a little trip. I don’t know what we’ll find there, but it’s better than sitting around here.” 
There was no way to know if the answers they sought could be found. After all, Lucifer was the most cunning mind they would face, but the violence he visited upon the Church of the Savior was powerful enough to touch her here, so far from where it was. Who knows what I might discover if I’m standing in that spot? The others might hesitate to agree, but with Hell’s defeat finally secured, even Gabriel would be hard pressed to argue against the course of action she’d chosen. 
For the second time in a year, Lilith mused, I’m going home again. 






  
  three
Among the Fallen


Screams ran red and bled into one another. 
Standing in the very spot was enough to bring it all to mind. The cops weren’t around, but even if they had been, she was clever enough with her gifts that she would have found a way inside. Lilith closed her eyes and listened to the screams echoing in the quiet chambers of her mind. Agony wormed like fire through her veins and her eyes opened swiftly, leaving her panting, her head pounding in a dull, steady ache. What the actual fuck?
“You okay?” Madeline eased closer and brushed her fingers across Lilith’s shoulder. “What do you see?”
Blood glazed the walls and stained the carpet, marring the royal blue color of it. It was dry now, but the scene was left undisturbed. Evidence of violence surrounded her. Every time she turned her mind to the past, the deathly screams flooded her head with such force that the pain pushed her away before she could force herself beyond it. 
“Madness and death.” Lilith heaved an annoyed sigh and slumped onto the second step of the dais, the podium just behind her. “I’ve never felt anything like it before. It’s strange.” 
Madeline lingered where she stood, doing her best to hide the tremble in her arms. Her eyes moved slowly across the space around her, gliding over each horror lurking nearby. Lilith watched her, allowing her presence to soothe the darker things slithering within reach. Just sitting there was an effort, as if every terrible act wanted to writhe beneath her skin. After a moment of heavy silence, Madeline moved closer, joining her on the step.
 For several minutes, neither of them said a word.
Finally, Madeline broke the silence. “And you and Michael are certain”—Madeline turned to her, each word as light as the air between them— “Lucifer was the one who did this?”
Lilith swallowed thickly. “Yes. Of that I have no doubt.” 
With only the barest hint of a smile, Madeline slipped her hand across Lilith’s back, the touch warm and gentle. Lilith closed her eyes as Madeline spoke in a small voice. “I know it’s hard. But try again.”
Blood. It ran everywhere. It seeped into the carpet, changing the color into something dark and murky. He was handsome. Tall. But even that sight was a fleeting whisper before her eyes. The light of his soul was what she truly saw. Brilliant as a roiling star and yet stained with a deep, inky shadow shivering among the rest. And the cries. They rose like a storm among her thoughts. Building. Pulsing. Lilith had scarcely heard such fear before, terror ablaze in every voice. 
And the pain. 
So swift it stole her breath. Cold hands wrapped around her chest, constricting tighter as she struggled to find another breath. I can’t breathe! Why can’t I breathe? Don’t panic. But panic she did. Lilith fumbled blindly to hold on to something. To hold on to anything. Darkness bloomed around her, closing in like a great, dark flood. Her arms trembled, the cold fear taking hold, and Madeline grabbed them. She had to pull herself free. The shadow whirled around her, darker than before, open your eyes! A thought stirred in the back of her mind—
What if I can’t escape it?
Madeline’s voice echoed. Small. Distant. Lilith barely heard it. 
The madness was all she knew. Blood and death. A thousand bitter screams and every drop of dread digging hateful, frightened fingers through her skin. Clawing for her heart. God, you stupid girl, let go of it!
Lilith shuddered a raspy breath and her eyes flung open. She could breathe again. Her lips trembled as she pulled in another breath. And another. Each one desperate. Her heart galloped a wild beat, each pulse a stampede of blind terror. 
Lilith’s voice shook even more than she did. “I almost lost myself.”
Madeline held her tightly, as if her grip alone could quell the earthquake inside her lithe frame. Lilith heard soothing words uttered in a delicate tone, but she was scarcely aware of what was said. The memory of madness was far too near. Lucifer’s towering presence loomed in her recollection like a storm. Dreadful and strong, light, and dark embroiled as one. The air stung with the hate he left behind. Lilith couldn’t bear to look at the blood around her, its dark stains streaked in wide swaths across the walls. A horrid reminder living in each bitter stain. 
He holds such power. How can I see without losing myself entirely? 
The question lashed a wound across her heart. She had to try. Even if the risk was great. Even if she lost her way in the gaping maw of death and shadow waiting in the bleak recesses of her own mind. 
Madeline shifted, dropping to her knees as she took hold of Lilith’s shaking hands. The touch was gentle, and Madeline’s voice was as soothing as her presence.
“I don’t know a whole lot about this new world you brought me into,“—Madeline squeezed Lilith’s hands gently— “But I know you feel you must try again. Maybe what you need is something to ground yourself.”
Lilith nodded. “Like an anchor.” 
“Exactly.”
It made perfect sense. Even if Madeline was still struggling to grasp this new reality, she stumbled upon an idea that struck a chord. Ruth once told her how she’d learned that lesson herself, when she was very young and coming to terms with the fact that she wasn’t like the other girls. Her father taught her that when her emotions were too difficult to handle, and the danger of them far too real, to anchor herself to a memory she loved. A thought cherished more than all the rest. 
And Lilith knew the perfect one. 
Curly blonde hair. A round, lovely face with sea-blue eyes. There was no other face in the world more perfect. Nor a memory more cherished in the most secret places of her heart, than of the girl who had captured it completely. 
“I think I know the one I need.” Lilith closed her eyes, banishing every other thought but the one she needed most. 
“Good,“—Madeline clung to her hands, warm and comfortingly gentle in the horror of this place— “I’m going to stay right here. And I’m not going to let go, okay? Focus on whatever it is that you need to focus on, and you won’t lose yourself.” 
Lucifer was there. The memory of his presence burning like the brightest star in the lonely pall of night. But Tatiana’s face shone brighter still, her blue eyes awash with love and mischief. All the things she adored. Think of her. Think of nothing else. Don’t let him drag you down into the dark again. 
Darkness spread. A flood of hate seeped in through the fissures of her thoughts. But she tied herself to the memory of Tatiana, even the distant melody of her laugh shook the silence bound around her. Lucifer stood in this very room. When Hell was ripped from his grasp, he turned on those he sought to use, and ended their lives with all the fury he possessed. You could feel it even a thousand miles away. And if you try, maybe you can see it too. You must. 
But what she saw was not the Devil. 
Her eyes opened. She sat alone on the step beneath the podium, the blood no longer there, Madeline gone as well. But there, standing before her with sorrow shimmering in hazel eyes, was a woman she knew. 
“Lilith Franklin.” 
“Hello again, Genevieve.” 
She shook her head. This can’t be real. A dream, yes. Even a vision. But even she knew that dreams and visions had a peculiar way of being more than what they seemed. 
Lilith smiled, but there was no light within, only a sadness they both knew too well. “What you’re looking for, you won’t find. Not here. His hatred burned too brightly, even for you to see beyond. If you keep pushing through, you will lose yourself.” 
“I need to know what he’s after.”
Lilith closed her eyes, a pained look etched upon her lovely face. She stood in the same lavender gown as on the day she died, and in her presence lived beauty and melancholy in a single breath. “What he seeks is vengeance. What he’ll find is death. I wish I could tell you what he seeks beyond that, but I don’t know. I can’t see beyond his madness any more than you.”
“Why?”
“He’s lost to me.” 
A thought flickered like the ember of a flame struggling to life. “Who is he to you?”
No answer came. A knowing look was all they shared. And in that look, as simple as it was, Lilith understood. It was a suspicion lurking in the back of her mind ever since she’d glimpsed a vision from three hundred years before. Absent-mindedly, her fingers reached for the neckline of her shirt, beneath which hid the small chunk of obsidian dangling from a silver chain. 
I don’t know if I’m strong enough for this. 
It was the truest thought she had. Madeline cradled Lilith’s face, the distant echo of her voice pulling Lilith from the vision of the one whose name she took. When her eyes opened, Lilith shuddered and breathed in deep. The melody of her namesake’s voice fluttered in her mind, even as the tendrils of the vision slipped away. 
“You will find your way. Even if you can’t see it. After all, you have the very thing he cast away.”
She wanted to ask. But the vision fell apart before she could. And yet, in the quietest spaces of her troubled mind, she knew the answer to the thought she couldn’t voice. Love. Love was what she held regardless of the path she chose. Regardless of the pain choking her heart. Love was always there, and love was what he cast aside. Had he ever loved? He was warned he would, one day, by the Angel he killed. The Angel who carried the same title God bestowed to me. 
Madeline held her gaze, far off though it was, and reached for her hands again. “What happened?” 
Lilith exhaled slowly and the last touch of what she just witnessed faded into the stillness of the air. “I saw something. Someone; actually. Not what I was seeking. But perhaps it was what I needed to find.” 
If Lilith allowed it, despair would not be far behind. They had flown out this way hoping to find some clue as to the secret Lucifer desired. But it was all for naught. It remained shrouded behind a veil she could not pierce. Sullied remnants of broken lives were the only things left behind and looking on it now moved nothing more than ache and sorrow through her heart. Yet she found something unexpected: the answer to a mystery born when Lilith still carried the name her mother chose. 
Lilith gazed at Madeline, weariness simmering in their separate eyes. “I think our trip isn’t quite over yet. And I think I know where we need to go next.” 
Madeline raised an eyebrow. Lilith understood the uncertainty building like a thundercloud behind her eyes. They had come so far and found so little. She wonders what else there is to find, Lilith mused, but what she doesn’t understand is that there is more than one secret for us to discover. 
Abaddon might have a secret the Devil wants to know, but the Devil has a secret too. And it may just shed light on who I am and offer more than I can guess. 






  
  four
Of Love and Shattered Grace


Asmatter of grey clouds marred the dull blue sky, the colors muted in the waning light of an evening sun. The wind teased through his blonde hair, which had grown longer in the early months of spring. Gabriel walked along the sand, soft and tightly packed beneath his feet, drawing nearer to the water’s edge. How he hated this place. Hated and loved it too. The memory was fresh, as near to his heart as on the day when his feet first sunk into the same sand. Slowly he bent and dragged his fingers across it, digging deeper, even as the sand clumped around them. 
If only I could bleed this pain from my heart drop-by-drop, until all memory of it was gone. What a foolish thought that was. The kind a child entertained rather than face the reality looming in the distance. The waves rolled gently to shore, the sound mingling into a symphony, punctuated by the cry of seagulls lifting into the salty breeze. 
“How foolish we once were.” 
The voice startled him, but he did not flinch, nor did he rise in anger. Gabriel merely smiled at the tone of a voice he’d once regarded as the most beautiful of all. “I should be angry that you’re here, my dear Moloch. But alas,“—he rose slowly and turned to face him— “I am not.” 
“I come here often, you know.” Moloch stood tall and proud, as he always did. But there was something different about his face, the lines deeper and harsher than they once were. Care and worry carved into the handsome features and left a look of weary resignation that could not be hidden. “As if I might find something I was missing. But it never comes. No clarity. No great revelation. Nothing.” 
“I know the feeling.” 
“I like the new look.” Moloch smiled, and there was a flicker of familiarity in it that sent a shudder through Gabriel. He managed to hide it, but only just. “I always wanted to tell you that, but… there was never quite the time. Was there?” 
“And I miss the old.” As those words left his lips, the countenance of Moloch changed before his eyes. The close-cut hair grew longer, falling in dark curls upon his shoulders, and the lines of his face more refined. Chiseled and strong, with a light stubble of grey that marked the beginnings of a beard. It was enough to work a smile on Gabriel’s face. “Yes. I see you remember that too.” 
“I remember everything.”
The words were ice, even if that was not their true intent. “As do I.” 
His blood boiled. How could it not? Moloch was beautiful. Moloch was the only thing in this eternity of life he ever desired. Ever truly needed. And now… love mingled with hate. The two twisted and tangled, at war with one another. Moloch gripped Gabriel’s arms tightly and gazed into his eyes.
“Do you remember”—Moloch leaned in close— “The time we were alone together in France, so many centuries ago?”
Gabriel’s breath caught. His heart seized.
How could I forget? I never needed you more. 
The armor Moloch wore that day was nothing. He rent it apart as if it were made of silk. Iron and steel breaking beneath his fingers. It didn’t matter how many noble men; how many soldiers and petty lords were waiting on them outside those walls. The armor clattered uselessly to the ground as Gabriel pulled him close. 
I can still remember the way you smelled; my face buried in your neck. Earth and copper. It was all I could think of. All I could feel. 
The sky beyond the walls of their sanctuary darkened then. Storm clouds towered and swelled as Gabriel and Moloch crashed into one another like the gale of a hurricane. Sweat slicked skin, desperate fingers. The desire burning away all thought. All reason. Moloch stood before him, gorgeous. Towering and strong. In the space of a single heartbeat, Gabriel’s armor was torn asunder as well, sent crashing to the floor. Nothing remained between them. They were the only two beings in the world that mattered that day. Every kiss, a fire that rippled through their bodies. Every touch, a flash of lightning searing flesh. 
The memory alone singed Gabriel’s skin. His fingers snaked up, tangling in the dark locks of Moloch’s hair. They gazed into each other’s eyes. Gabriel’s breath escaped his lips in a tremble. His grip tightened as he forced Moloch’s head back and lips found skin. Teeth grazed his neck gently, a whisper of need that lit his soul. He had not been consumed with an ache like this for an eternity, not since that time so long ago, when their world was a different place. Gabriel inhaled his scent. Just as earthy, just as intoxicating. How easy to be swept away, he thought, even as his heart thundered and his mind rebelled. 
How dare you remind me!
 Gabriel pulled back and lost himself within those cherished eyes. How he needed him. Ached for him. Fingers shaking as they dragged across his chest. He sunk into a kiss. Perfect. Deep. The tangle of their lips surging through him like a wildfire. And yet he knew what this was. A mistake. Some childish, desperate search for what once was. But will never be again. 
He pulled away violently, his heart a storm within his chest. 
“No more, my love. No more will this torment me as it once did.” Gabriel’s words would have boomed and shook the air, were it not for the torment blooming within them. “I gave you a chance and you threw it in my face. What is it that you want… truly?” 
“Has too much happened now to hope for… another path?”
Gabriel faltered as that notion wormed its way inside his mind, pushing aside all other thoughts. What could he say to that? It reached deeper than his thoughts, touching places in his soul that carried only pain, calling out to a fathomless well of untapped regret. 
Moloch inched closer yet again, hands trembling lightly as he did. “I would like to believe there may be… a chance.” 
“For what? More of the same? I’ve heard these words before, my dear. Many times, from you.” 
“The girl…”
“Do not speak to me of her!” Gabriel’s voice boomed, his face contorting into a mask of anguished rage. “I will not hear it from your lips again.” 
“Why do you close yourself off to the one thing that stands between us?” 
Gabriel would have turned away, but Moloch was in front of him before he could. Their bodies nearly touching, close enough in that moment that he could feel the heat radiating from his skin. It brought a gallop to the beating of his heart and just as passion gave way to sense, Gabriel clasped his hands tightly and beheld the fire in his eyes. 
He was gone. In one perfect, agonizing moment the world and all its petty, unending troubles fell away as they fell into one another. It was a kiss that stopped his mind, banished everything, and stole his breath. A familiar ache rumbled like a storm inside his head. Gabriel dragged shaking fingers along his arms and pulled him close and tight, need raging until a spark of fury was lit. He shoved Moloch away and struggled under the suffocating weight of grief and love until his voice was found. 
“I would have seen this world burn for the love of you. I would have done so gladly.” Gabriel shook as the words crashed heavily in the salty air. “But you ask too much of me.” 
Moloch stood, pale and shaking, dark hair framing a handsome face that had not been worn for a thousand years or more. “She stands in the way of everything we once desired. Why do you still shirk from what we both know must be done?”
Gabriel shuddered and when his answer came, it came as a scream that raged and burned, shaking the air until the ground beneath their feet trembled under its weight. ”Because I am not you!” It was all he could do to keep from falling apart in front of the one he loved, the one he detested, the one beyond his reach. “Because I will not destroy her for him. And do not pretend that isn’t who this is for! I deserve more from you than a lie.”
“Our love need not be lost.” 
Moloch dared to inch a step closer, a desperate hand reaching out for his, but Gabriel retreated and shook his head, hurt and tears welling in his eyes. “Our love is dead. It died with the one you serve.” 
Moloch’s voice rose as well and the ground beneath them rattled again. “After everything we have given to one another!” 
“You will not breathe a word of the past to me!” 
“Why?“—Moloch strode forward, closing the distance between them, the fire in his eyes growing by the second— “What is it you fear? Is it the truth?” 
Gabriel leaned into him and the two were close again. Chest to chest. He was quaking and his heart stuttered. In the past, his trembling hands would have ripped the clothes from his body, just for the sake of feeling the warmth and nearness of his flesh. Now, with pain splintering through his heart, Gabriel wanted to strangle him instead. Tears no longer fell, but they stained his face, and he made no effort to wipe them away. 
“Answer me!” Moloch bellowed, his voice blackening the air. 
“I lost you once already. That day you stood over the body of the man you killed, the day you threw your lot in with him. Lucifer turned your heart from mine. I will not go through that devastation again.” 
There was so much more Gabriel ached to say, words he could utter to release the binds of grief strangling his heart. But he turned away instead, refusing to look once more into the eyes of the one he loved. The one he’d lost. His steps were heavy, as if each footfall were an effort he could hardly manage. 
When Moloch spoke next, his voice was softer, but there was a tone behind it. A tone Gabriel scarcely heard from him before. “He will burn more worlds than this one. Before the end has come.”
Gabriel stopped and if he’d possessed the energy to do so, he would have screamed aloud. But the wrath simmering in his chest held him back. He nearly faltered as he stood there, as still as the statues fashioned of their kind. His quavering breath exploded from his lips, and he shook his head, sadness alight in every syllable. “Let him try, old friend… let him try his best.”
He closed his eyes, thinking of nothing but a place far from here. A place far from the memory of the beach where they first stood together so many centuries ago. There was only pain there now, no more no less, along with the bitter regret of a wound that could never heal. The delicate cadence of birdsong danced above his head and when he opened his eyes, he saw the farmhouse, familiar in its well-worn shabbiness. There was something almost comforting in the sight of its faded white paint, chipped by the ravages of time and weather, just enough to pry at least one layer of the sorrow encasing his heart. 
But there Michael stood. And the ache twinged again. You never do give up. 
“You’ll forgive me if I’m not in the mood to talk, won’t you?” 
“You saw him.”
Gabriel laughed, mirthless though it was, and merely shook his head. 
“You don’t hide it well, dear brother. It carries too easily on your face.” 
Gabriel stormed onto the porch, shoving him aside with his shoulder as he yanked the door open and stepped inside. “It’s done. The rift between us is too great now. There’s nothing more to say. Or would you have me pry my heart open again? Would that satisfy you enough to give me peace?”
Michael followed him inside, but there was no answer given. No words to reveal the shape and color of his thoughts. Only silence. Heavy. Cold. Rooted in the very air and anchored in their separate hearts. 

      [image: ]Gabriel stood silent and unmoving, but Michael knew what churned among his thoughts. There, like a storm that never ceased, was the pain of the love he lost. Of the one whose soul he could not save. Time was running out and Gabriel could taste it, like ash upon his lips. 
Michael found his voice, and when he did, it was barely above a whisper that trembled in the air. “You think you are the only one among us who has loved?”
“I would never deign to…”
“You remember Adriel, do you not?“—Michael didn’t wait for an answer, he turned to face Gabriel, his look hard as stone— “I always knew that when we came here and left behind the glory of Heaven, that we would be changed by the experience. I just never knew how much.”
Gabriel narrowed his eyes, his lips moving as if to speak but no words came.
“It wasn’t a love like the one you shared with Moloch. It wasn’t a love like any I ever knew or understood. His mind was… beautiful. And his soul. There was no darkness that ever touched him. No doubt. No guilt. None of the weakness that found me. How I loved the Angel he was. Everything that I was not. And when I found him like that…” 
The room darkened at those words and Gabriel stepped back, as if the very air carried glass that sliced his skin. It was there, laced into every breath, a pain that went beyond simple grief. A pain that would not heal, no matter the time that stretched between that moment and this. 
Michael stood before him, but his mind was locked into the past. He saw Adriel as he was, the last time Michael laid eyes on him. He was chained to wall in the basement of a building long abandoned, and his skin went cold to see such a beloved Angel so pale and still. Michael fell to his knees the moment he understood what was before him. The grief that followed was a tidal wave that shook the very walls. Everything spun, madness and pain colliding together in a storm that raged in his mind and erupted from his trembling mouth in a scream that crumpled the walls of that cold, empty basement. He ripped the chains from the wall and cradled the body of Adriel in shaking arms, never feeling the tears as they fell, never hearing the cry of his own anguish even as it echoed in the room. 
The agony was a bitterness he never touched. Not until that moment. 
Michael shook as he spoke, and his eyes burned. “When I found him, I understood in that moment how Lucifer fell to darkness. I could have fallen too, just for the chance to have revenge on those who took him from us. From me.” 
Gabriel stepped forward, his hand quaking as he reached out. “I never knew how deeply you felt.”
Michael stepped aside, refusing the gesture, and the darkness in the room lifted as he did. “Of course not. You’ve been consumed with your own fears and anger for so long. How could you see? And I never wanted to speak of it. I never could.”
How much grief could he unpack in a single breath? Words alone could never be enough. Adriel was lost to him before he even began to understand the depth of his feelings. To call it love tasted… simple. And this was never simple. To delve into those emotions would have torn the foundations upon which he was built. And those foundations had to hold. For a little longer yet. 
He wandered towards the kitchen, too much burning in his mind. Too many thoughts swirling in a maddening storm of emotions he could touch but scarcely name. Lucifer built a palace in his mind to hold the things he cherished most, along with every unnamed fear buried in the dark, but as for me…
My mind is a shore and an ocean, vast and deep, of everything I cannot forget and from which there is no escape. 
Michael sat at the small kitchen table and beckoned Gabriel to do the same. Once they were both seated, he fixed his brother with a hard stare. There was something in the way he sat that spoke to him. The tension in his shoulders gone, his posture relaxed, but a faraway look lingered in his eyes. One he noticed straight away. 
Gabriel relented. “You may as well just ask.” 
“What has you so troubled?” Michael asked, biting his lower lip when he realized how apparent the answer might seem. “Other than the obvious, I mean.” 
“Believe it or not, it’s about Genevieve. Lilith. Whatever name she chooses to go by these days.” Gabriel met his gaze and there was a flicker of something there. 
Michael bit back a clever retort and offered only a shrug in turn. 
“What? No snide remark? No wise admonishment?” Gabriel smirked almost immediately, leaning back into the chair. “I can be candid with you, yes? And trust that whatever I say remains between us and us alone?”
Michael answered with a nod. 
Gabriel’s gaze drifted across the room, his shoulders rolling forward before he leaned into the table, elbows resting on the edge. “As strange as you may find this. I’m actually worried about her.” 
Michael raised an eyebrow at that remark. It was impossible not to. Of all the things he imagined Gabriel choosing to say, this wasn’t one of them. 
“I know,“—Gabriel intoned, chuckling as he did— “I was as surprised as you. But the truth is… I worry if she’ll live to see the end of this.” 
“What makes you so certain…”
“Lucifer makes me certain. I know him. He’s dangerous, Michael, and despite the way you feel about him… I worry what will happen to her.”
Michael didn’t like where this was going. But there was another thought as well. Ruth. A few months back she confessed that any effort to peer into the girl’s future was shrouded in a darkness that not even she could see beyond. It had to be fate, he told himself, a simple working of the Divine that would keep us from knowing what we should not. But now. Now he was worried, too. 
“I know love, Michael.”
“And you’re saying I do not?”
Gabriel shook his head, and his gaze, usually as hard as steel, was much softer now. “Not like I do. The thing is, brother, the love I’ve felt for Moloch across all these centuries…. that love is fire and passion. Fury and need. But when I see her look at the photo she carries…” 
Michael didn’t need to hear the name of the girl in the picture. He knew it well. It was the singular possession she carried close. The one she couldn’t bear to let slip away. Dwelling on it now, he wondered if Gabriel was right. Perhaps I don’t understand love as they do. 
“She looks at her in a way that”—Gabriel shifted, hands wrung together slowly as if the thoughts were churning behind his eyes, tumbling into one another— “That I’ve never known before. Not even with all the passion I’ve tasted in this endless life. To see that look. To truly see it. That is love, my dear brother.”
It was, in that moment, as if Michael were seeing his brother for the first time. The veil pulled away at last and the truth of the Angel laid bare before his eyes. It stirred a new feeling in his heart, one that dredged up bitter memories of the past. Thoughts of Adriel, a beloved Angel taken so cruelly from the world, and the life of a young woman ripped apart because of what he himself failed to do so long ago. 
“There was a time, not so very long ago, I would have burned the world just to have it for Moloch and myself. For us alone. But she”—Gabriel sighed and shut his eyes against the swell of tears— “She gave away her chance at love just for the sake of keeping her beloved alive and safe. And here I sit, the arrogant Angel I have always been, convinced I knew what love was.”
“How wrong we both have been.”
Gabriel’s lips curled into a smile so delicate it might break apart. “If any one of us deserves to live beyond this war… it has to be her.”
Michael regarded his brother curiously, examining every nuance of his face. The way his eyes drifted off toward the window, the way he relaxed in the chair as if some unspoken weight had been lifted away. “May I ask why you’ve come to this conclusion?”
“Because”—Gabriel exhaled slowly, the smile a little less fragile than before— “She has to find her way back somehow. Back to the blonde in the picture. Because if she doesn’t… then this world is as cruel as I always feared. And I would hate to die for a world like that.” 
Michael liked at least one part of that sentiment, but he took grave offense to the other. The tight expression on his face spoke for him before he could offer the words. 
“Let’s not kid ourselves, Michael. We both know there’s only one way my story ends in all of this.” 
A part of Michael wanted to argue the point. To deny that any such feeling crawled its way into his heart. But it tasted a lie, so he held his tongue. He let the worry fester, like weeds among his other thoughts, until there was nothing he could do but heave an exasperated sigh. 
“You know”—Michael folded his hands together, his gaze dropping to them as he spoke— “When I left Heaven behind, I did so because I believed I could find a way to save him. Lucifer and I were the first. Chosen. Cherished. And I could never shake the feeling that he was my responsibility.” 
“He’s gone too far, though, hasn’t he?” 
“I stood across from him, the blade in my hand. And as I looked into his eyes,“—Michael didn’t want to think of it again. He shook his head, ignoring the invitation to delve into his memory— “I knew I failed. Of course, I never understood the depth of that failure until the day I saw her.”
Gabriel might have said something then. But silence was the only answer he received. Michael kept a tether on his thoughts, anchored against the tempest which might send him careening into the past, crashing into the bitter rocks of regret that littered the shoreline of his mind. 
“She was five years old the first time I laid eyes on her. Playing in the shade of a pecan tree, the endless drone of cicadas lifting and falling overhead. She didn’t see me, nor did her mother. I wasn’t quite ready to be seen just yet.” Michael might be fighting the tide of regret, but a moment like this had a funny way sometimes. A way to pull you there, regardless of what you might desire. He saw her, as clearly as he did back then, a child, so
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