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Chapter One: The
Aftermath

 


 “That wasn’t how
it was supposed to go, was it?” Sara took a breath as the effects
of Lucifer’s edict, banishing Yahweh, Jehovah, the Archangels, and
Sam from Heaven, settled down. The celestial rested heavily on
Heaven’s throne, hand flexing and relaxing as if compressing
something within. As always, his suit and top hat were immaculate,
but Sara had the intense feeling of disturbance, of
something unknown being out of place. The rushing winds calmed,
making it easier to speak. “You were surprised.”

“Yes, Sara, I was.” Lucifer scowled, none of
the joviality, none of the triumph that Sara would have
expected in his voice or face. As the disheveled landscape of
Heaven began to reassemble itself, with broken pillars climbing
back to stand tall once more, his eyes seemed to search nothing,
staring off into the distance and moving from side to side,
scanning the unseeable. “I’ve told you that surprises do happen to
me occasionally.”

The young woman carefully walked up the dais
to stand before the Heavenly throne, then knelt, placing the Keys
to the side and taking Lucifer’s hand. “Talk to me. Please.”

The Archangel hesitated, his gaze falling on
their joined hands. “Why? Why do you want to know so badly?” Then
he met her eyes. “I can’t have it go wrong, Sara. I just...I
can’t.”

“I know that.” Smiling, Sara sat down beside
Lucifer, looking up at him from her lower position. “But maybe, if
you trusted me, I could help you make it work. You’ve said yourself
that humans don’t make sense. Sometimes we come up with weird
solutions for things, right?”

Lucifer snorted a laugh. “When I first met
Samuel, over a decade ago, I hated humans. Called you all
mud-creatures, from how the Creator formed you. Out of the dirt.”
He mimed picking up something rancid between his thumb and
forefinger, wrinkling his nose and tossing it over his shoulder.
“Thought that for thousands of years.”

“Well…” She shook her head. “I imagine
seeing the worst of us for so long didn’t help, did it?”

“First, I hated Hell.” Lucifer kicked his
right foot; the black dress shoe slipped off, hanging on his toes;
he glanced up, and Sara followed his sight line to see that Ba’al
and the demon army were still barred from entering, some still
struggling to cross the invisible barrier. “Then I tolerated it.
Then I began to enjoy it, to enjoy inflicting suffering on
humanity. Punishment for deserved sins. Justified. It was easy to
convince myself that I was doing the right thing.”

Sara had heard this before, and she almost
said as much, but something in Lucifer’s voice - the cadence with
which he spoke, maybe - forbade her, gave her the impression that
the ending might be different this time. 

“But then...you reconnected me. And I
realized just how broken I had become, how bad it had gotten.” The
Archangel patted Sara’s hand, but he didn’t look at her, simply
continued speaking. “And since then, everything I’ve been doing has
been—     ”

“In service to The Plan?” Sara emphasized
the last two words. “That sounds like what you and Yahweh
were—are—angry at Jehovah for, doesn’t it?”

“I…” He paused, pressed his lips together.
“I suppose it does. A little. Maybe.” An eyebrow arched. “But I’m
at least watching the plan and adjusting it as it goes on. He
stopped doing that.”

She nodded. “Go on. Sorry.”

Lucifer brushed off her apology, shaking his
head and tapping his loose shoe on the throne. “Anyway, yes, for my
plan. But I’m not omniscient, obviously. Nor omnipotent.” And here
he sighed, breathing out through his nose. “It’s not easy, trying
to get so many free-willed actors dancing to the same tune, you
know.”

“What happens at the end, Lucifer?” Sara
scooted a little closer to the throne. “Please. I want to
help.”

“You already have, Sara. I can’t tell you
how much, but you have. And if it all works out, it’ll have been
worth it. Everything, worth all of it. But…” Again he glanced off,
staring into the distance. “All right. I’m going to merge with
them. All of them.”

Sara forced her breath to move in and out
normally; the sense that she was being let in, finally, on the big
secret swelled in her chest. “Merge with...who?” 

“The other parts of God. Like Yahweh did,
with Jehovah, except I won’t just ignore them and lock them away.”
Now that he was telling her, Lucifer seemed excited, changing his
posture, leaning forward, with his words coming more quickly than
before. “I was the second fragment, after Yahweh, that Jehovah
split off. I don’t know exactly how many more there are…”

 


“But Jehovah does.” Understanding blossomed;
Sara met Lucifer’s eyes and she knew that what she was
saying was right. “You set them against each other, against
you, so that he would start looking to...what, recombine
himself?”

Lucifer tapped the side of his nose.
“Exactly so. Then they come here, and I take them into myself.”

“But…” Something jumped out at Sara; she bit
her lip, turning away for a moment to keep herself from being
distracted as she chased it down. “But will it still be you?” She
paused, her heart in her throat, trying to find the right words to
say; taking a deep breath, Sara nodded to herself, resolved. “Or
are you going to disappear?”

He raised his eyebrows. “What do you
mean?”

She turned back, quickly. “You know exactly
what I mean. When you...absorb them, or whatever...will you still
be Lucifer? Or will it be some...new...thing?”

“Ah. Well. That.” Instead of answering
directly, the current Lord of Heaven sat up straight in his throne
and reached out for his cane. “There’s no way to know at
present.”

“Then you don’t know if it’ll work at all?”
Sara scrunched her eyebrows together. “Like, it could end up being
Yahweh in charge, and she’d just want to burn every other faith
down, or something. Maybe scrap the whole world and start
again?”

Lucifer tapped his thumbs together over the
cane’s skull head. “Princess, this is where I say that things are
above your paygrade. You have to trust me at some point,
right?”

“I do. Yes.” Sara paused, then shook her
head. “But if you think that I’m not going to try to make sure that
this...this crazy idea goes the right way, then you don’t
understand me at all.”

“Wait.” Holding up a finger, Lucifer arched
an eyebrow. “You’re going out to find out how to ensure that I
emerge as the dominant personality in this syzygy?”

“Damn straight.”

“No.” Lucifer shook his head. “I don’t want
you to leave me.”

“Luce.” Sara stood up and embraced the
Archangel, feeling his warmth baking into her skin, delicious and
soothing at the same time. “I don’t want to leave you either.
That’s why I have to go, right?”

Releasing him, Sara took two steps back.
“I’ll see you as soon as I find out anything, okay?”

Without waiting for a reply, the young
Keeper curled her hand, drawing her fingers in a circle around
herself to propel her body through the Heavenly border toward
Earth.

As soon as she was gone, Lucifer raised a
finger and the barrier between the demons and the throne room
vanished; a few of the creatures tumbled forward as the resistance
unexpectedly disappeared, but most held firm. Ba’al stepped
forward, a mountain of a demon disguised, poorly, as a man, with
muscles radiating heat and dark hair coming to the center of his
back. His feet trod heavily on Heaven’s surface, and power radiated
from every pore.

“I thought you couldn’t lie in Heaven, my
King.”

“I didn’t.” Lucifer sighed. “I didn’t want
her to leave. But it was important that she do so. And now, she
thinks it was her idea, not mine.” He glanced up into his Duke’s
eyes. “That’ll have to do, for now.”


 


Chapter Two: Together
Again?

 


 “Fractured
light? A dance where one remains?” Samuel Buckland, Keeper of the
Keys, paced back and forth as the sun continued to rise. He could
feel the heat on the back of his neck, only slightly shaded by the
hair that was beginning to creep down from its customary neat trim.
“What the hell was Apollo talking about?”

A quick glance interrupted Sam’s musing as
the roiling sky caught his attention again. Through his mystical
Sight, the firmament seemed to be cracking, breaking apart under
the strain of conflicting forces.  Metaphysical fissures
sparked and fused, shifting across the heavens like bolts of
lightning dug into the fabric of reality itself. Blue and yellow,
green and red; the colors split and fragmented, coming together and
moving apart in seemingly random patterns.

“And what the fuck is that?” He raked
one hand through his hair, shaking his head. “Jesus, Satan, maybe
you were right. Maybe we should have just…”

Sam’s internal voice responded, quiet as it
usually was, but brooking no argument. She was right. She
knew you couldn’t give up. Another crack, this one radiating
neon violet power, splintered the air above him before fading.
Couldn’t just let this madness happen.

“But I wish I could, right now.” The Keeper
sat down on his haunches; fatigue washed over him, fatigue mixed
with the remaining spasms of pain from his Hell-inflicted wounds.
His hair ruffled as a gust of wind blew across his face, making him
close his eyes for a second as it passed. “God, I can’t even think.
Jesus H. Christ. Everything’s just…”

“Going crazy?” 

Sam stood up far too quickly, feeling blood
rushing from his head as his system hurried to adapt to his new
posture. He extended a hand for balance as the world swam around
him for a moment, then steadied. “Sara?” He turned, half-expecting
to see the forces of Hell surrounding her, waiting to take him
down.

“Just me, Sam. Yes.” The young woman stepped
out of the small circle that her arrival had burned into the
ground. Every step coursed with energy, the boundless energy of a
child, perhaps, or a mad genius on the trail of his next discovery.
He envied it.

Sam decided on a cautious approach; rather
than giving voice to the belligerent tones that first came to his
lips, he choked them down and forced his words into a neutral
tenor. “What are you doing here? He didn’t kick you out after I
left, did he?”

“No. But now I know what he’s doing, Sam. I
finally got him to tell me!” His adopted daughter held the Keys to
her chest like a young girl with her diary. “God, it’s brilliant.
He’s planning to make all the parts of Jehovah, or whoever, join
back together into one being!”

Sam blinked. “What? But…” Then his eyes
widened. “Fractured light, and one remains. He manipulated that
whole thing, didn’t he? Just one big set-up.”

Sara nodded along with his realization,
still smiling. “Exactly. The two of them, Jehovah and Yahweh, he
wanted them to join against him. Then they need to find the rest.
But…”

The Keeper leaned forward. “But what, Sara?
What is it?”

“Well, I’m…” She paused, glanced up at Sam’s
face with her good cheer evaporating. “You don’t want to help him
anyway, right?”

“Help God come back together, retake the
throne? Why wouldn’t I…” He paused. Thought. “Wait. Wait wait.
Jehovah said that Lucifer was his intellect.”

Sighing, Sara nodded. “Yep.”

“So, if God fused back together...Lucifer
would be part of it.” Sam leaned his forehead into his right hand,
massaging the ever-tense muscles there. “That’s what he wants. All
the power for himself, all the...aspects, the fragments, whole, but
under his control.” He shook his head then, pointing one finger
upward as if he were lecturing the Archangel himself. “‘One remains
to yoke the Earth.’ No no no. I don’t think so.”

Sara said nothing, just stood, waiting, with
her arms crossed. Overhead, the sky crackled as more fissures
shifted and formed, turning the vault above into a patchwork of
mismatched puzzle pieces.

“But you…” Sam paused, turning toward his
daughter. “You’re here for him, aren’t you? Because…” Then he broke
away. “Why? Why would he send you? Unless...unless he didn’t.”

“Sam, you’re starting to ramble.”

“Am I? Maybe.” Both hands came up now,
pressing the sides of Sam’s head together as fingers curled around
locks of hair. “Maybe I am. Or maybe it’s all starting to make
sense. Did he send you or not?”

Sara sneered. “Why should I—”

“Then he didn’t. Which means that it’s a
risk to you, whatever you’re doing. You went on your own; that’s
why there aren’t any demons watching, why you left at all.”

“Sam, I can leave Heaven whenever I want.”
Sara’s voice began to rise, sharpen its edge. “I’m not his
servant.”

“No, but you’re his Consort. I heard about
that. Even the Dukes of Hell have to be careful around you, but he
just lets you go without any protection?” Sam shook his head again;
his pace had sped up to match the speed of his words, becoming more
manic, more crazed. “You were scared of something, or worried, and
so you left. What would you be worried about after he told you this
plan?”

Sara pressed her lips together, turned her
face away from her father’s inquisitive stare. “None of your
business. That’s why I didn’t tell you.”

“But you came here to me, didn’t you?” Sam
stopped pacing and sat down on the ground, his heels digging into
the dirt, and he began to laugh as he talked. “You expect me to
help you, with whatever it is.”

“Yes, Sam. I want...I was hoping that you
would.” Sara squared her shoulders. “Fine. I’m worried that, when
this...this merger, or whatever, happens, that Lucifer’s
personality will disappear. That he’ll be someone else, like…” She
brought both hands up, searching for the words. “Like Yahweh. Or
worse, you know?”

“Oh. Oh oh oh.” Sam clasped his knees
together and grabbed them with his hands. “You want me...to
save Lucifer for when he tries…” Laughter shook him, making
it hard to finish his sentences. “...tries to...absorb the
other...fragments?” 

Sara clenched a fist, but she bit her reply
back. 

“Okay. Okay okay. Wait.” Sam slowly regained
control of himself, the laughter trailing off as he took deep
breaths. “All right, Sara. Call it...I don’t know, sleep
deprivation and your boyfriend sending me to Hell, plus all that
whatever-the-fuck up in the sky. But okay. Okay.” A snigger,
quickly suppressed. “I’m listening. I promise.”

“No, you’re making fun of me. You’re
being...every bad father in a sitcom, telling his daughter that
she’s making the wrong choices.” Sara turned away, but not before
Sam caught sight of the tear forming in the corner of her eye. “I
get it, I do, but I’m asking you for help here, Sam. Not him. He’s
not asking. I am.”

For a moment, it was as if the last ten
years had never happened; he saw the young teenager he had adopted,
the one who needed a leg-up, a second chance that he had been
willing to provide. The fights, the arguments, the snide
comments...all of them, slowly disintegrating until trust and
friendship - even love - took their places.

“Yeah.” He scratched the back of his neck.
“Yeah, Sara, but…”

“But nothing, Sam.” She turned, eyes
blazing, voice strident and strained. “I’m sorry that he hurt you.
I’m sorry that he hunted you. I don’t understand why it had to be
that way, I don’t.” She clenched a fist, turned her eyes away for a
moment. “But he’s trying to fix things, he’s trying to
help. He’s not the Devil any more, Sam; he’s an Archangel,
trying to fix what broke him so so long ago. Can’t you see
that?”

The Keeper pressed his lips together, taking
a deep breath. “So I’m just, what? Supposed to forget my mother?
Forget Jambres? Forget my...our house?” He wasn’t angry—or,
at least, his words didn’t show it if he was. “All in the name of
the greater good, he did these things, you’re saying?” 

“Yes! That’s exactly right!” Sara stepped
forward...but whatever she saw on Sam’s face made her falter,
retreat. “But it doesn’t matter. You’re still too hurt. I’m sorry,
I just, I hoped…”

“I can’t, Sara.” Sam Buckland went back to
his sitting position, cross-legged on the ground. “I can’t help you
with that. I won’t.” He turned his eyes to the side, watching his
finger draw idle shapes in the dirt beside him. “You’ll have to do
this yourself.”

She laughed, a small, almost involuntary
exhalation. “Yeah. Per usual, huh? Go to Hell.”

“Your boyfriend sent me there already.” Sam
glanced up. “Get going.”

Without another word, Sara drew her sigils
to call on the sylphs, fading from Sam’s mundane view and taking
flight. His magical Sight, however, tracked her easily as she took
off into the sky.

The broken, trembling sky. It seemed
as if pieces would start falling off at any moment, crashing chunks
of blue and gold all around. That’s his fault too, Sara.

Standing, Sam again had to steady himself
against the sudden change in blood pressure that sent him
stumbling. “You know, I wish there was a damn spell to keep me
awake or something. Healthy, not so tired all the time.” He
chuckled, turning his eyes back to the sky as he regained his
balance. “A coffee spirit to summon, you know?”

When no one responded, Sam’s smile at his
own joke began to fade, the momentary spark of levity replaced by a
deep, profound sense of loneliness. He watched Sara disappear from
his line of sight, too far away now to see. Drove her off.
Satan...don’t even know where she is. And they have no idea what
Lucifer’s even up to, do they? Sweat began to prick his
hairline and run down the back of his neck as he thought. But
they were on Yahweh’s side. Well, except Satan, anyway.

As he thought about the last time he had
seen the Archangel, his skin warmed and he felt the tension
loosening its hold on his body. Again he turned his eyes up to the
cracking, sparking sky. Can you see this? Are you all right?
What the fuck is happening?

~~~

“I think the genies are gone.” Satan glanced
up at the top of the pit the jann had dug for the three powerless
Archangels. “I don’t hear them anymore.”

Gabriel smiled, but even the eternally
optimistic celestial’s face was bruised, battered by their sudden
exile from Heaven and their loss of strength. “That is wonderful.
Now we can decide on our next steps.” She stretched her wings,
expanding them to their full length as if she were testing them.
“After all, Lucifer remains in control of Heaven.”

“Yes, and this state of affairs cannot be
allowed to continue.” Uriel punctuated each word as she spoke, like
a drum beating in preparation for an army’s attack. “Look up,
sisters. See what our erstwhile brother has wrought.”

Both Satan and Gabriel turned their eyes to
the sky; the younger Archangel gasped, putting a hand to her mouth,
while Gabriel tilted her head and narrowed her eyes. “This…” she
began, frowning deeply. “This should not be.”

“What do you mean?” Satan didn’t take her
eyes off the sky, but she stepped closer to the other celestial. “I
mean, other than the obvious?”

“Don’t you see it?” Gabriel pointed up
toward the chaos. “Shards of reality are splitting from the rest.
Differentiating. Conflicting with others trying to occupy the same
space.”

Uriel joined the other two. “What could
cause this? No act of Heaven, even the Creator’s, could do
this...could it?”

Satan continued to stare. “I don’t know, but
it doesn’t…”

Before she could continue, Satan doubled
over, screaming in sudden agony; pain shot through her body,
running through every limb, every digit. It felt as if fire and
electricity had blended together to cauterize every nerve ending
she had, and nothing could hold in her expression of suffering. It
consumed her, thrusting her into a hell like she had only heard
about; at the edge of her awareness, Satan felt that the other two
Archangels were suffering similarly, rolling on the ground as she
was, giving voice to incredible pain.

And then it was gone, as quickly as it
began. The three screams trailed off, and the Archangels began to
collect themselves, none speaking at first. 

It was Gabriel who broke the silence. “I
think we are in danger.”

 


Satan scoffed, brushing herself off; the
other two didn’t seem to notice how their robes had dirtied. “What
gave you that idea?”

“Accuser, please.” The elder Archangel’s
plaintive voice drew Satan’s full attention. “No sarcasm, no snide
comments.” Gabriel stepped toward her two siblings. “I fear for our
very existence.”

Uriel held her hands out in front of her,
palms up, examining them; she flexed her fingers, eyes so focused
they didn’t appear to move. “I felt…”

“As if you were being pulled from the
tapestry of the world,” finished Gabriel. “Scrubbed clean of
existence itself.”

Satan furrowed her brow. “But what could
cause that?”

“I don’t know.” Uriel shook her head,
slowly, three times. “But it must be related to the disturbance in
the sky.”

“And that, in turn, to the Godswar.” Gabriel
nodded. “I agree. But what changed?”

Satan turned away from her sisters as they
discussed what was happening; her eyes lingered on the shattered
sky, the arches of lightning that seemed to hold in place for so
long before shifting to a new pattern, as if they were being
redrawn. 

Sam, what happened to you? She felt
her heart ache inside her chest - no mean feat, she thought, for a
being that didn’t actually possess one. Worry and fear gnawed at
her awareness, at her consciousness. Are you all right? Why
haven’t you—

“Satan?” Uriel’s voice drifted over,
piercing Satan’s musings. “Is something wrong?”

“Besides everything, you mean. No.
Just...just wondering where our Keeper of the Keys has gotten
himself to.” If human blood had still flowed in her veins, she knew
that her skin would have flushed at the words. “Did I miss
something?”

Gabriel stepped forward, her hand over her
breast. “Yes. I feel the Godhead, but it’s...confused. Fractured,
almost, like a multitude of voices are all competing for
dominance.”

Satan honed in on her sister’s face, her
words. “That’s never happened before, has it?”

“No.” Gabriel still sounded strange, her
voice hollow, like she wasn’t speaking to her sisters at all, but
instead to herself, pensive, musing. “Never like this. Always love,
always peace. Now…” She turned her eyes to Satan, then Uriel.
“Something new.”

“We need a plan of action and we need it
now.” Satan began to pace, the pent-up energy in her body eager to
do something, anything, to solve these problems. “What are we going
to do?”

Uriel put up a cautionary hand, her eyes
wide, unblinking. “Rushing into these challenges will only serve to
lead us to failure. Let us consider—”

“Yes, consider, then act, but quickly!”
Satan fought to control her voice, the rising panic mirrored by the
spreading of her wings. “Our lives are in danger. This—” She put
her hand up, gesticulating toward the sky. “This is not right, not
normal, Uriel! And all our laws and rules haven’t stopped it from
happening, so we need—”

“We need to be calm, Satan.” Uriel came
forward, placed both of her hands on the other celestial’s
shoulders, and stared into her eyes.  “You have no human flesh
to taint your thoughts. Focus on what you are, and then we will
determine what we must do.”

Taint my thoughts. Biting back her
reply, Satan nodded. “I will try, Lawgiver. Forgive me. What do
you think we should do?”

“Something is clearly afflicting the
Godhead.” Uriel frowned. “We should seek to address that
affliction.”

“But how?” Gabriel came up behind her. “Both
Jehovah and Yahweh were banished along with us, but we have not
heard from them yet. And…” 

“Yes, Herald?”

“I am not sure that either of them is the
Godhead.” Gabriel’s wingtips fluttered in the breeze, the wind
stirring hair and robes as well. “They felt...different. Strange.
Familiar in one sense, yes; I have no doubt that Yahweh was the
Creator.”

“We sensed as much when we communed with
them.” Uriel turned toward Gabriel. “But you were unsure then as
well.”

“Yes. And now that I’ve been in the company
of both…” She shook her head again. “They are not God. At least,
not the God I herald.”

“But…” Satan pressed her fingertips against
her forehead. “That doesn’t make any sense. Sam believed that they
were both God. In a manner of speaking. Are you saying that he was
wrong, that we’ve been lied to?”

“That isn’t possible.” Uriel turned her head
to the sky as a particularly bright flash burned through the
clouds. “We knew their truths. Yahweh was who they claimed to be.
There was no possibility of deception.”

Another fluttering of wings. “No, there was
not.” Gabriel folded hers behind her back; the growing breeze
pulled her hair out in streamers and ribbons away from her head. “I
agree with your assessment, but I also know my own truth. I
believed—and still do believe—that Yahweh is worthy of the throne.
But now I hear the Godhead crying, as we were, and wonder if that
is connected somehow.”

“If neither of them is the Godhead…” Satan
tapped her foot on the ground, thinking; the rapid, repetitive
sound reminded her of a watch ticking too fast. “Then the Godhead
must be somewhere else. We could seek them out, now that we know
they exist separately.”

“They may need protection. Assistance, to
keep them safe from Lucifer’s forces.” Uriel nodded in agreement,
the folds of her robe shifting on her neck. “If it is not already
too late.”

“But without our powers, what are we going
to do?” Gabriel clutched her hands to her chest. “We cannot fly,
nor exist in multiple places at the same time. We are almost as
limited as…”

“As humans.” Satan felt one corner of her
mouth rise at the idea. 

“Not so. The spirits of the world still
respond to Heaven’s call.” Uriel gestured at the pit around them.
“I know the Keys that I set down. We can travel as Samuel Buckland
and Sara Hammons do, and defend ourselves in the same ways.”

“All right. At least it’s something
resembling a plan.” Satan stepped toward the other two, her feet
crunching the ground beneath, wincing as she felt the effects of
their banishment mixed with...whatever had just happened. “We find
the Godhead, wherever and whomever they are. We help them, with
whatever it is that is assailing them, and then we return with them
to Heaven. Does that summarize?”

“Essentially, yes.” Uriel nodded, no trace
of laughter or amusement present. The Arbiter of Heaven’s Law knelt
down to draw sigils and symbols in the dirt; again, Satan
remembered Sam doing the same things, and, just for a moment, she
could imagine him casting the spell instead of Uriel. 

“I’m sure he is safe.” Gabriel laced her
fingers between Satan’s, bringing the other Archangel’s hand up and
clasping it in both her own. “I know he worries about you, and you
him.”

“I…” Satan found herself unable to reply; as
so often happened, her mind felt torn in two, incapable of
processing the competing impulses. “I don’t know what to say,
Gabriel.”

The Herald smiled. “I know. Don’t feel
judged, my sister. You are now unique, and it has made you even
more beautiful.”

The comment caught Satan off-guard. Angels,
made by the Creator, were supposed to be the perfect fulfillments
of their purposes, without flaw. How could something be more
beautiful than flawless?

You already know the answer to that,
don’t you? The Archangel did not move to show the tumult
within; only one watching her eyes as Gabriel was would see it.
What is beauty if not flawed? Or, rather, how can something
flawless be beautiful?

“We move.” Uriel stood from her casting,
raising both hands and wings and sweeping both sets in a wide arc.
“Come forth and convey the Archangels.”

Like a hungry mouth, the earth opened again,
but instead of a small pit, the trio fell into darkness.

~~~

The Jehovah floated up, out of the cavern
Lucifer had imprisoned them in, eyes ablaze as Yahweh’s had been
before their merger but the rest of their energy contained. The god
examined themselves, taking stock of the small differences
introduced into their form by the union.

This is better. The
deity’s mind coasted on the warp and weave of faith around the
world, scarcely conscious of the physical form they maintained.
But something is still in error. 

The Jehovah turned their eyes upward, in a
million million places, and found the world breaking around them,
fracturing and fissuring like the ground over an
earthquake. 

And the power that was breaking the world
was their own.

But this is not. The god
focused on one of the fractures, instantly moving their form to the
rupture site. This is an accident, an aberration. A
mistake. And it endangers our people.

From every vantage point, every perspective
Jehovah could summon, the fractures persisted, drawing from the
god’s power, funneling it...somewhere. But where, exactly, was
uncertain.

I am still not
whole. The Jehovah reached inside their soul, feeling
the healed rift between the two fragments that made up their being.
Along the edges, further wounds still wept, throbbing within.
But Lucifer owns Heaven, and he will not rejoin us
willingly. We do not have enough strength to force him
down.

A small pinprick of power drew the god’s
attention, and the Jehovah focused on the signal until they saw it:
three Archangels, using the Keys of Solomon to transport themselves
through the earth.

And where are they going?
Several emotions coursed under the surface of the Jehovah’s
thoughts, conflicting. The sundered sky reaches for
them, even as they flee. Why? What do they have to do with
this?

Almost absently, the Jehovah discorporated
entirely, dismissing their physical form and existing only as a
celestial specter. As Yahweh had done before, they expanded over
the world, avoiding places where faith was barren, empty, but
encompassing all else. It was easier now than it had been, even
though their strength had not increased much.

How did we fail to realize
that sundering ourselves would destroy our plan? The prayers
and cries for help from their people suffused the Jehovah’s
consciousness, and they bathed in the faith provided, soaked it up
into their very being. The chorus of pleadings merged into an
incoherent hum; if they chose, they could have isolated one in
particular, but they had other things on their mind. What could have possibly coerced us into doing so?

The three Archangels disappeared from the
Jehovah’s ken, into a black void where no faith reached - or, at
least, no faith that the god could ride. Unfortunate. Are our Archangels hiding from us?

Then they refocused. That
cannot be our concern. We must find a way to defeat Lucifer and
take back our throne. He must return to his place within.

Areas of the world drew the Jehovah’s
attention now - areas shrouded still by faiths unknown, foreign to
the deity. The Aesir. The Dodekatheon. Some had been subjugated by
Lucifer, but others remained independent and neutral.

There is no neutrality
now. Jehovah rushed toward the nearest source of power.
Not anymore.


 


 


Chapter Three: The Heart of the
Matter

 


 “All right,
Sam.” The Keeper of the Keys stood up, forcing himself to stop
looking at the weeping sky above. “It’s now or never. What did
Apollo say?” He closed his eyes, replaying the memory in his mind.
A cool wind blew across his skin, bringing goosebumps and the smell
of the sea. “Fractured light. One to yoke the Earth. And
Sara…” 

He nodded, tapping his temple as he paced.
“Obviously. Obviously. Fragments of God, or Jehovah, or whoever.
Jehovah, Yahweh…” He frowned, paused, his toes clenching and
relaxing inside his worn-out shoes, then gazed at the horizon, past
a small group of tall trees toward the vanishing sightlines over
the ocean. Blinking, he banished his Sight, bringing the daylit sky
back into view, then sat down again. A loose pebble dug into his
skin and Sam winced, reaching underneath to pull it out and toss it
aside before resuming his thoughts. 

“He said Lucifer was his intellect. That’s
like his brain, right? If I had to make an analogy?” Sam breathed
out in a huff, exhaling hard and scratching at his hairline; as if
to mimic him, the sea wind rustled the trees around him, making
them whisper as if all were collaborating in this discussion. “And
that’s why Lucifer’s trying to fuse with the rest, to be the head
honcho once God is all put back together, because if anyone can
figure out the way to hack the rest, it’d be God’s brains. Right.
Makes sense.”

Now Sam stood up again, clapping his hands
together hard; the small burst of pain focused his thoughts through
the ever-present haze of fatigue. “But what about the others? How
many are there?” His tongue rubbed against the roof of his mouth.
“And whose side are they going to be on?”

As he resumed pacing, Sam thrust his hands
into his pockets—an idle gesture, not for any purpose but to have
somewhere to put them while he walked—and he furrowed his brow as
his right hand hit crumpled paper. He paused, drawing out the
offending scrap.

“What the hell is this?” His fingers
scrabbled against the wrinkled surface as he peeled it apart,
unwrapping it from its self-contained prison. “A list...oh! Duh.
The leads from before.” He laughed, shook his head, and tossed it
on the ground, where the balled-up note rolled away in the breeze.
“It’s not like I need that anymore.” 

Then he tilted his head, as if listening to
something in the distance, and he turned back, the soles of his
shoes grating against the stone as he walked back to where the
paper lay crumpled. He picked it up, but he wasn’t seeing it, not
really; instead, he was back in Israel, chasing an apparition in
his mind.

There was something Gabriel said. I was
checking off the list, another failure. We were talking about
looking for the First Bible
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