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			For Joe—my angel and demon rolled into one. I’ll wait for you in Ilarium and Asphodel for all eternity.

			For Conchetta—ride or die. You are the only one who understands the struggle. 

			For Morgan—it’s always for you and always will be for you.

			



​Prologue

			Humankind has experienced many different eras of time, and regardless of the date, the year, the socioeconomic position, civil unrest, or war-time or blissful peace, one of the common core values binding most humans together is faith—faith in a god, an idea, a higher power, an ultimate judge-jury-executioner, faith in humans themselves. At the turn of the 21st century, approximately 96% of the world’s population believed in a “god.” It had also been over two thousand years since a man named Jesus Christ spread his teachings of peace and love worldwide. Devout followers of Christianity praised his name, worshipped him and his teachings, and believed that he was their God turned flesh. Even non-Christians knew of the man, the legend. In the end, the message of the Christian Messiah rang true for all of humankind … peace, love, love thy neighbor, do onto others…

			But on the eve of the Dark Time, a new deity rose, striking fear into the hearts of believers worldwide. For the past two thousand years—the Dark Time, Machine Time, War Time, Cold Time, Restoration Time, Peace Time—through each new epoch of life, humans have feared the most brutal force to ever terrorize man’s every plane of existence, and that fear has replaced the notions of love and peace set four millennia ago. To even speak the name of Christ is to blaspheme against the Dark One, a sin punishable by eternal damnation.

			Old Spain calls her “La Estrella de la Noche,” the Evening Star, as the legends of her birth include tales of how God created one angel from the purest star matter in the universe and breathed life into it, a method he did not use when he created the other angels. People of The New Republic of the U.S. call her “The Dark One,” referring to her penchant for violence and all things malicious. In the world language of Esperanto, she is known as “La Malluma Stelo,” the Dark Star. In Italy, she is revered as “Illuminata,” the Enlightened, as a way to placate her slow, black rage. Universally, her symbol is the Morning Glory, for its petals, while poisonous, are said to bring peace and protection. People place the seeds under their pillows in order to save themselves from the nightmares that she is said to bring. Carrying the petals in one’s pocket prevents depression, an ailment that she is known for exploiting, and in worship rituals the roots of the flower are soaked in oil and used to anoint ceremonial candles when prayers are offered to her.

			Despite the many monikers, there is no denying her true name. She is Aestrangel—she who darkens the sky every time her expanded wings tempt someone to suicide. She was seated at the throne of the Morning Star, Lucifer, and she sang to him macabre lullabies, entertaining him with twisted poetry of the insignificant humans. It is said that she was the first and only demon in his dark domain to have shocked him with her ruthless methods and vicious ideas. He valued her companionship and had given her the most coveted position in his demonic army. She was his General, his Mistress.

			She was the one he fashioned in his image…




		
			-​Part 1-

			The Training

			The Levels of the Angelic Orders

			[image: ]

			The 1st Order

			Seraphim (highest)

			Cherubim

			Ophanim

			The 2nd Order

			Dominions

			Virtues

			Powers

			The 3rd Order

			Principalities

			Archangels/Guardian Angels

			Angels (lowest)

		


		
			“Angel”

			Falling from the sky

			Like a bright and shooting star

			Bringing salvation

			



​Chapter One

			Learning the Ways

			They tell me I should be dreaming by now, that the images and scenarios should be well-embedded into my brand-new subconsciousness, but for me, all there has been is color. No. That’s not right. When I close my brand-new eyes, all that consumes me are the shifting shades of grays and blacks, and I’m not sure if this is something I should be worried about or not. I’ve been in this human simulation environment for quite some time now, and I’m guessing that part of my “humanness” hasn’t kicked in yet. But I’ve heard the others talking and describing their dreams, and I’m getting anxious for my first one. Revalia, the closest thing I have to what humans call a “best friend,” has told me the fabulous tales of her dreams. She says sometimes she doesn’t even want to wake up. She says the images and sounds and smells are so overpowering, so overwhelming, that when she wakes up, she desperately longs to go back to that dreamy, lazy place between the conscious and unconscious mind. I wish I knew what she was talking about. 

			I know my lack of dreams worries Camael. He has told me many times the human experience is multi-pronged and multi-faceted, and in order for me to complete my calling, I must be immersed in the most basic of human functions. There’s no other way for me to complete my mission because there’s no other way for me to be a “believable” Guardian to the human I am assigned. And if I don’t complete my mission successfully, I will never move up the ranks and become a Guardian Angel. Camael is in a higher order of angels than I am—the Dominions. He’s my mentor, and it’s his job to prepare me for the journey that I’m about to embark upon.

			Yes, I’m an angel—we all are: Camael, Revalia, the others, and me. But, my rank right now is that of angel—the lowest rung on the ladder. My goal is to move up to Guardian, and hopefully beyond. It’s the natural progression for my kind, and I’m excited to serve the Creator (or God, as the humans refer to Him) and all of His glorious wonders.

			There is no time—not the way humans divide time up at least. I’ve always existed, yet there are others and elders who were here in Ilarium before I was created, and since I’ve been given the ability to communicate in human language, it seems hard for me to put into words all the thoughts and feelings that I had before. Before, there was just love and peace and a willingness to serve and please, but now there is an actual lexicon, a vocabulary of tens of thousands of words, that I’m still trying to figure out how to effectively communicate and verbalize what’s in my heart. Never having had a heart before, it takes some getting used to.

			We angels who are preparing for our callings have been thrust into a human-like world in order to become accustomed to the actual life of a human. The Powers That Be have replicated the physical world and have created buildings and structures for us, given us languages, infused us with feelings, and given us body shapes all in preparation for our descent to Earth.

			While angels are neither male nor female, I have the body of a woman now, and I will be assigned female attributes from here forward. I rather do like the contour of the female form, I always have, and perhaps my partiality towards women is what prompted the Creator to put me in a woman’s body. My wings are more defined too; they are heavy on my shoulders with the feathered tips almost irritating the backs of my arms and legs. As the human notion of time becomes more ingrained into our routine, the weight of my wings becomes more and more cumbersome. Camael has said that the awareness of our wings was important so when we lose them on our descent, the shock wouldn’t be so bad. I don’t know; I’m still trying to understand all my teachings. Like how we’re going to be given a set of human memories specific to us and our assignment, yet have all the knowledge of our angelic lives. The thought of blending the two perplexes me.

			This leads me to right now. This time. This place. The unfamiliarity of it all. Camael says this is a school, and the human I am assigned to help goes to one. I know this. I’ve seen them, the humans. I’ve watched them from up high, but actually being in a school—the four white walls and chairs called desks filed in rows with children sitting at them—is quite an adjustment. I sit in the front of a single aisle. We’re in alphabetical order, and I’m Aestra, so that means I’m first in the row. Revalia is a few desks behind me. I turn my head to try to catch her attention, but she’s staring out the window, deep in what Camael calls a “daydream.” I look at her a few seconds longer hoping my gaze can break her trance, but she’s too far gone, mesmerized in her human thoughts. The one disadvantage to being in this human shape is we angels can no longer feel the thoughts and emotions of others without speaking them. If I had been free from this woman body, I would have been able to read Revalia’s mind, but then again, if we weren’t in these human forms, Revalia wouldn’t be having such thoughts as hypnotizing daydreams…

			I can’t even have a subconscious dream, let alone a conscious one! The lack of a dream and my desire to have one plagues me. Perhaps I’m so concentrated on having one, that I’m actually stopping it from happening? That doesn’t seem to make sense, and yet it does. I know Camael will not let me go to the human world unless I have a dream, and as if he was reading my mind (because as a Dominion, I know he still can), Camael appears in front of the classroom to begin our training for the day.

			I look away from Revalia and focus my attention on my mentor, my guide: Camael. When he was in his natural form, his light shone beyond any angel I’ve ever seen. His aura would pulse different colors as if it was singing in its own choir. The love from his majestic light was so soothing that to think of it now makes me want to weep. He appears before us in a human shape as well, only because it is part of the training, but even a mortal shell, he can’t hide his grace and beauty. His wings have absorbed most of his glowing radiance, and they shine so brightly, ever-changing their melodious colored pattern. The bright blue color of his eyes is so un-humanlike sometimes I don’t even know why he bothered with a human figure in the first place. His power and brilliance must be too extreme to be contained in the flesh. My heart swells up inside of me—my devotion to him is powerful and pure.

			We angels don’t have families as people do. In fact, each angel is a new species, a different being made from the vision of the Creator. But I’ve always felt a special bond with Camael. He always looked out for me, showed me his eternal love and devotion, and has been an amazing teacher.

			“And you must be ever cognizant of your surroundings, for there will be forces there sent to impede your mission…” Camael speaks, but it is the routine set of instructions reminding us of the dangers of the physical world and, quite possibly, beyond. Sometimes I wish he would use the words of our age group and speak in the cadence of an eighteen-year-old. The practice would be nice.

			“And lest you forget any aspect of your mission, remember the only connection to me or Ilarium is through your Watcher. Consult with your Watcher; confide in him or her.”

			I know all this; we know all this. Every angel in this room is well aware of his or her calling: help the person we are assigned, help them overcome any physical or mental or emotional battles he or she may be facing, help them to defeat their own personal demons and…

			“That is correct, Aestra,” Camael interrupts my thoughts and sidesteps his usual oration. The room gets very still and silent. Not a mumble or mutter or flutter of a wing can be heard, and my cheeks suddenly get hot. Is this embarrassment?

			Camael chuckles, “Yes, it is! Embarrassment is a very real, very common, human emotion. Everyone, look at Aestra!” In a flash, the entire room is in front of me, staring at me. My cheeks burn hotter, and I dip my head down slightly so I can’t see their eyes. “See, everyone,” Camael continues, “that is raw and tangible emotion, one that humans feel regularly. Shame, guilt, embarrassment, all can come on in that way.”

			“How does it feel?” a voice asks.

			“Not good,” I answer.

			“Does it hurt?” another chimes in.

			I’m so uncomfortable, I don’t know how to respond. The others are all in awe of my sudden display of humanness. My head is still shifted downwards, and from the corner of my eye, I see one angel is not in front of me with the others. Revalia remains at her desk, her face turned toward the window again, lost in her thoughts…

			“Alright, alright,” Camael says, getting everyone’s attention again. “Take your seats and leave Aestra alone, but use this as a lesson. All of you could do well with some human embarrassment, and believe me, it will happen whilst on your mission. Aestra, why do you think you had that moment?”

			He’s put me on the spot, and I tense up; every feather on my wings stands straight down at attention as the others’ eyes boring holes into the back of my head. “You were in my mind. Reading my thoughts.”

			Chuckles pop up from sections of the room as Camael smiles, “Ah, yes, I’m always there, though. You know that. What prompted the feeling, though? Was it a thought, a word?”

			“Demons. I was thinking of how we will be helping our humans ‘battle their demons’ and that’s when you broke into my mind. It startled me.”

			“Because you weren’t fully paying attention to my speech?”

			I shift in my seat. “Yes. And because you answered me so quickly.” 

			“So do you think you were on the verge of a daydream?”

			I think about that for a few seconds. “It’s possible.”

			“Good, now let’s work on those nighttime ones, okay?” He winks at me like a human would, but a ray of his golden light shines brighter from the eye that is opened. A few of the angels behind me snicker a little. It’s no secret about my lack of dreams, and what’s to stop their derision? We all have free will, and it’s common knowledge that seventeen- and eighteen-year-old children don’t always have tact when it comes to the feelings of others.

			Camael raises his hand for the room to settle down. “Getting back to what I was saying before. Your Watcher is a particularly crucial resource to you. Why? Thalis, answer that please.”

			The angel, Thalis, speaks in a loud, confident voice, “Because your Watcher is not quite angel, not quite human, and they are our link to Ilarium.”

			I turn my head to see her. She’s standing up in the back row and smiling proudly. Her hair is cut short, like a boy’s, and I wonder why The Powers That Be didn’t give her a boy shape. Revalia is sitting in front of her. Her bruise-colored wings are hanging lifelessly at her sides, and she has a faraway look in her eyes. I’m now worried about her, and I desperately wish to be inside her thoughts to understand what’s going on.

			Thalis sits down, and Camael graciously applauds. This gives him an opening to go over the nature of the Watchers with us… again, something with which we’re all familiar: Two hundred angels fell in love with mortal women and went to Earth to marry them. The rebellious angels were punished for eternity, and the children the women bore, the Nephilim, were cast out of society. But these special children loved humankind so much that they made a promise with the Creator to forever serve and protect future angels who were on their callings. These half-angel, half-human beings became the Watchers, the only immortal creatures allowed to roam the Earth in love and service to the Creator and whatever He fashions.

			“Yes, Heariah?” Camael calls.

			“Will Revalia be getting a new Watcher?”

			All heads spin to Revalia, including my own. Interestingly enough, I had not thought of that. I guess I never asked her before because I knew how hard it was for her when her first mission failed. Revalia has been a little different since then—changed, distant, more human. She must be getting ready to go on her calling very soon, I surmise. And then it happens. A bright pink color blooms on Revalia’s face. Embarrassment. But for some reason, it looks so natural on her. Is that how I looked? She nods her head, silently answering Heariah’s question, and everyone faces forward to resume the lecture.

			Once again, Camael is speaking, and once again I find myself half-listening and half-not. The story of the Watchers is one that always fascinated me because I know there has to be much more to the story than what has been told to us. I mean, I love humankind—the creation of man was the Creator’s most intriguing invention! They are so complex and simple at the same time. They are endowed with both flesh and spirit. They are connected to each other through their blood and friendships, and they are gifted with specific individual talents separate from each other, yet alike in their capabilities and commonalities. Regardless of their differences, all humans share the same assortment of collective experiences: love, fear, hope, death. I love them because the Creator made them; they are a part of Him as I am a part of Him, and for that, I am bound to them.

			But to fall in love with them? To be so enamored with their existence to actually go against the Creator is unspeakable! I don’t know what it was about those mortal women that made those angels fall. Could it have been their supple bodies? I will admit I can see why a man would be attracted to the voluptuousness of the female form, or even another woman for that matter, but to drive an angel to do the unthinkable? It doesn’t make sense to me.

			Humans are enthralling. They do funny things and lead quirky lives. They interact so interestingly with each other; they have a different modicum of decorum for each individual encounter, yet their souls are rich and abundant with glowing light and love (whether they realize it or not). At their cores, there is purity and goodness. Watching them makes me shine … even when they do wrong and evil. I can get swept away in their music for what seems like years. The melodies and harmonies can put me into a swoon-like trance. Maybe it was their music that tempted my brethren?

			Or their poetry! Even I am taken aback by the way humans can weave words together. They can create tapestries of colorful and stunning words that hang in the cosmos like velveteen bridges between Earth and Ilarium. I can only wish that in my human form I will be bestowed the power to craft words into beautiful verse because it truly is a power—a talent, a gift, a preciousness that supersedes mediocrity. Falling in love with humans? No way! But to fall in love with the written word? Now, there’s a possibility. It almost makes me jealous to think that…

			And now, there’s silence. No Camael bounding into my brain, no loud interruptions to make me blush with shame, no prompting of the others to look at me; just silence—sharp and strange. I can tell the others are uncomfortable by it. It’s as if Camael, and all of Ilarium for that matter, has breathlessly stopped. I try to breathe deeply, but something prevents my lungs from feeling satisfied. A lump in my throat forms as Camael lifts his hand and waves everyone away. His eyes are trained on mine; their intensity bringing out another human emotion in me… fear.

			Without a sound, the others leave the room. Camael motions for me to come forward. As I stand, the room around me disappears. Suddenly my wings are suspended, and my human body is dangling in the darkness.

			Camael floats up and locks his eyes on mine. “Jealous?” he repeats my thoughts. “What do you mean by jealous?”

			



​Chapter Two

			Jealousy

			"I can explain. Really, I can. Well, just a little. I don’t know. This hurts too much to think straight, and I…”

			“It will hurt much more if you don’t explain to me what you meant by…” Camael’s hot breath blows on my face.

			“Jealous. I know. I know. Truly, honestly, I know it sounds bad. There was no other word that came to mind at that particular moment. I promise you, Camael. I promise that I didn’t mean it like that. I didn’t mean it the way that…”

			Camael waves his hands, and I am released from whatever it was that held me in place. He shakes his head, bewildered. I wasn’t thinking. I wasn’t thinking. I wasn’t… “I know you weren’t thinking straight,” he answers my internal dialog, “but that’s what bothers me so.”

			“So, I was daydreaming?”

			“Yes. Very much so. But it was beyond a daydream; it was beyond what your functions should be capable of at this point in time. Pondering. That should happen after you reach your subject on Earth.”

			“Pondering,” I repeat. “Ponder. To weigh carefully and thoughtfully in the mind.”

			Camael strokes my blonde hair away from my face and smiles. “Yes. Very good.” Then his face darkens, and I feel that feeling again. Fear. I don’t like it. It feels strange to me—makes me feel off balance… makes me feel sick. Suddenly, I’m afraid Camael doesn’t love me anymore, and I’ve done something so irreparably wrong that… “Quiet, child,” he says and smiles again. “There isn’t anything that you could do or say that would make my love for you any less. I am proud of you for embracing the true extent of the human condition. You have advanced so much, and I know you will be a good Guardian in time. But I worry that you’ve grown too quickly, and I worry that you will be more inclined to succumb to the human experience all too soon.”

			“But I thought we were supposed to immerse ourselves in their ways, to be more genuine in our mannerisms and interactions.”

			“Yes, but…” He trails off. It’s not really fair that he has access to all my thoughts and emotions, but to me, he’s a blank canvas. “It’s just that…” He’s fumbling. Trying to make sense of everything and to reassure me of my goodness at the same time. “You know why I repeat the same things every day, right?”

			I tilt my head to the side. “For emphasis? To make sure we know your teachings, as the humans would say, inside and out?”

			“Correct. Well, partially. See, Aestra, the repetition is…” 

			“Multi-pronged?”

			“Exactly. It serves many purposes. Of course, to emphasize the importance of your calling, of staying safe, of warding off temptations and other evils, but the repetition creates something else in you. A boredom if you will. Boredom is a feeling that is only specific to the human race. The state of being bored.”

			“To weary by dullness, tedious repetition.”

			“Yes. And this state of being bored, boredom, is something that can be used for or against people. Out of boredom, people can dream up fabulous things. People can take their humdrum scenarios and ponder the unknown, formulate theorems, imagine unbelievable feats, create poetry.” He pauses and glares hard into my eyes again.

			“Boredom can open the mind?” 

			“Precisely.”

			“And you think that’s what happened to me? That’s why I was able to think the way I did?”

			Camael nods. I consciously try to shield my thoughts from him. Once I am on Earth, he will not be able to tap into my mind, but maybe if I imagine a giant wall… “No, that won’t work. We need to have this discussion, Aestra. Don’t try to fight it.”

			My cheeks flush with heat. Embarrassment, again! “Sorry,” I say.

			Unexpectedly, the classroom is back, and with his glowing hand, he motions for me to sit at a desk. “Jealousy. What do you know of jealousy?”

			My feathers tense up as I sit at the desk. “Just the definition. How to use the word in the sentence. I can say it in hundreds of languages.”

			“Do you know what it feels like?” 

			“No.”

			“Because, Aestra, the one who knew what jealousy felt like was the first to fall.”

			He’s talking about Lucifer. The Morning Star. The one that was so loved by the Creator until humankind came into existence. The Morning Star gave everything to the Creator, but he felt ignored at the dawn of the human race. Over time, he resented the Lord and grew jealous of His people. I know the story. The story of Lucifer is the example by which we live, or rather, how not to live. I couldn’t do that though. I see the beauty in everything the Creator has made, and I’ve never once felt like I was slighted or ignored or less than perfect in His eyes. Lucifer committed the ultimate affront to the Creator and the entire angelic order.

			“I promise you, Camael, that the word was just a word, used for lack of a better one. I could never do what Lucifer has done.”

			He shakes his head. “He was most loved by the Creator. He was called the Morning Star. When he fell, it was like lightning piercing the center of the Earth for the first time. You are Aestra. My Star. And you are most loved by me. Do you understand?” The light in his eyes brightens again, turning that preternatural shade of blue to an iridescent white. They look like two glittering diamonds inside human eye sockets.

			My heart swells again. I do understand. His love for me is beyond anything I could comprehend, and he is worried about me like a father would worry about a daughter. I rise and approach him, throwing my angel-winged arms around his neck. My blonde hair falls over his shoulder, shrouding us in cascades of gold.

			“Go home,” he whispers. “We will meet again tomorrow.”

			[image: ]

			I prefer floating to walking, but Camael says I need to get adjusted to using my legs. When he told me to go “home,” he was referring to the mirage of an apartment complex The Powers That Be assembled for us fledgling Guardians. It’s a place where we can all be together: socialize, work on our human traits, experience a home with a kitchen, a bedroom, and a living room—foreign objects and concepts to our ethereal presence. I really want to walk back to the complex, but I’m feeling a little dejected after my incident with Camael that my full attention is not concentrated on the motion of each leg going in front of the other. When I approach the front door, I realize I’ve glided the entire way to my building.

			Revalia and I share a unit in the building. We each have our own bedrooms, which is nice for privacy, but every other room is shared, and that’s nice too. Revalia and I have always been bonded, meaning there is a special connection between her and me. Someone once said that if angels had true families, Revalia and I would be sisters. She is a good sister… if that’s what I’m to call her. Or best friend. I’m not fully sure about the technical aspects. I do know sometimes girls and women view their best friends as they would view their sisters, so I guess it’s all the same. From the beginning of my existence, there has always been Revalia. I think the simile most often used is “two peas in a pod,” yet we’re not peas, and we certainly did not form in a pod!

			I walk into the apartment and see her sitting on the couch. Her legs are tucked to her chest, and her face is resting on the tops of her knees. Her wings are completely folded behind her back, and she looks so human with an unfamiliar expression on her face. I can’t define that emotion. It doesn’t register with me.

			I sit down beside her and reach out to touch her shoulder; she flinches when I make contact, so lost in her thoughts that she’s startled to see me there. “Aestra,” she says, “are you okay?”

			I guess she’s referring to the way Camael dismissed everyone from class. “Yes, yes, I’m fine. Just a misunderstanding, I suppose.”

			“Are you in major trouble with Cam, or what?”

			I shake my head. “No. No. I straightened it out.”

			She sighs heavily with relief, “Oh, good. I was worried there for a while.”

			“No worries. Not about me at least. But I am worried about you.” I reach out to brush a piece of her chestnut hair from her face, but she pulls away from me, like recoiling from a venomous sting. I stiffen, alarmed, but I manage to force a smile. “Where are your wings, beautiful star?”

			“Oh, they’re here … resting.” A small grin creeps on her cheeks, but there’s a timbre to her voice that is so far away, so far gone.

			I fold in my wings as well, hoping to mirror her aura, to make her feel more comfortable so she’ll open up to me. My heart wants to cry because I take one look at her face and know something is not right. I realize the limitations of my human shell because I can’t hear her, can’t heal her, and it’s driving me mad on the inside, and I don’t have a vocabulary word to define what I’m feeling.

			“Rage?” she whispers. “No. Helplessness.” 

			“Huh? How did you? You can’t…”

			“It doesn’t take a mind reader to read what’s on your face! You should practice in the mirror a little bit more on how to mask your feelings.” She chuckles quietly.

			“Well, you’re one to talk! You’re certainly not hiding how you’re feeling. Well, maybe you are ’cause I can’t pinpoint what it is exactly, but you’ve been acting so strangely all day, and if I didn’t have this body I would engulf you in pink light to make you smile and laugh, and…”

			She lowers her legs to the floor and dips her head onto my shoulder. “You know pink is my favorite color.”

			“So, are you going to talk to me now? Stop making me feel this…” 

			“Rage? Helplessness?”

			“Both!” I shout, and she begins to laugh.

			She strokes my hair down my back in a loving way. “Oh, Aestra,” she sighs. “I’ll be going soon. It’s getting close, I can tell. I felt it when I woke up this morning. It was like the last time when I had to go. Camael will be giving me my final instructions shortly, and I’ll have to start the process all over again.”

			“So, are you sad about going? Mad? Scared? Why are you moping and acting all weird?”

			She stops and stares at me for a few seconds. She’s looking at me, looking through me, penetrating my core. There’s a sadness in her eyes, and I think, This isn’t right, angels should never feel like this! 

			“That’s the problem, Aestra. I don’t feel anything. No joy, no sorrow, no anticipation about my new calling. Nothing.”

			I’m confused. I’ve never felt nothing. Never had an absence of feeling. The only emotions I ever knew were joy, and happiness, and love, and devotion, but they weren’t emotions, per se. It was me. It was my essence, my being, my willingness to do good, my existence. It wasn’t until I was placed in this body that
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