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To the shepherd who chose simplicity over power,

compassion over politics,

and love over fear.

May his grace echo beyond silence.
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Prologue – After the Storm
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Rome, early spring. The air carried the lingering fragrance of rain and the bittersweet scent of impending change — something older, more primal than the fleeting beauty of blossoms.

The world hadn’t collapsed. Not yet. But it creaked like a weary ship steering through stormy seas. You could hear it in the perfunctory morning news, a chorus of urgent reports drowning out the hope that once seemed eternal. You could see it in the eyes of tired cashiers and harried bus drivers, devoid of their usual gleam. You could feel it in the dry silence between strangers who once exchanged warm smiles, conversations filled with laughter and understanding reduced to strained whispers or averted gazes. It hadn’t fallen apart... but something fundamental had undeniably shifted.

Yet, amid this growing gloom, the pigeons gathered in the plaza like they always had, pecking at crumbs as if nothing had changed at all.

“Careful,” Alex said, a half-laugh escaping his lips as a blur of fur shot between his legs. “Halo! Not the pastries again.”

The dog skidded to a halt beside a vendor’s cart, his eyes sparkling with mischief. An elderly man, stooped and carrying a plastic bag of leftover cannoli, was on the verge of crossing the street when Halo abruptly sat in front of him, blocking his path with a sense of puppyish determination. The man blinked in confusion, his brow furrowing.

Just then, a moped zipped through the crosswalk, hurtling past at twice the legal speed, narrowly missing the man’s shoulder.

The man squinted down at Halo, processing the moment. “Did you just save my life, cagnolino?” he asked incredulously, a hint of gratitude in his voice.

Halo responded with a proud woof, his tail wagging like a banner of triumph before he trotted back to Alex, a serene confidence radiating from him.

“You’re not subtle,” Alex muttered, ruffling Halo’s ears affectionately. “But I suppose you never were.”

Halo, the once-lost dog rescued from the chaos of a collapsing subway station, had changed in ways that defied description. Not visibly, not yet — there were no wings sprouting from his back, no ethereal halo glowing above his head (despite the name). But Alex could see it shining in his eyes. He noticed the shift in Halo’s demeanor, the newfound grace with which he moved through the world. The way he paused near grief like a tuning fork catching a frequency no one else could hear — it was as if he now possessed an understanding beyond mere instinct.

Since that fateful subway incident, they’d been quietly patrolling the streets together — just the two of them. The forgotten angel and the rising one. Their assignments had been suspended, officially categorized as a “disciplinary hold for unauthorized intervention.” But Alex, ever the resourceful one, had always believed in loopholes. And Halo... well, Halo simply believed in people, in their capacity for goodness.

Today, they had helped a lost child find her way back to her grandmother near the Trevi Fountain, a small act that bloomed into a bright moment of joy. Yesterday, they’d diffused a brewing fight outside a pharmacy with nothing more than a shared glance and a profound silence that spoke volumes. No miracles. No flames from the sky. Just their presence, a reminder that kindness still lingered in the shadows.

“I think you’re learning,” Alex murmured softly as Halo settled beside him on the cool marble steps of a grand cathedral, his gaze attentive as people moved around them like ripples in a pond.

Yet as the sun dipped behind a thick plume of clouds, the temperature shifted, a chill creeping into the air that hinted at deeper troubles. 

From a nearby café, the muted sound of a radio filtered through the warm air — news in Italian, weaving tales of sanctions and borders closing, of grain shipments suspended under the weight of political strife. The stock markets trembled once more, echoing the unrest that simmered just beneath the surface.

Alex didn’t need a Council directive to understand the signs. He had seen the slow, destructive fall of empires before; he had watched civilizations consume themselves from within. He recognized the tremor under the cobblestones of this ancient city, the hesitant steps of children filled with uncertainty, and the hardening gaze behind mothers’ eyes, haunted by the weight of the world.

Something was brewing, something vast and ominous.

He glanced down at Halo, whose ears perked up, his nose twitching toward the Vatican, a divine shadow on the horizon. 

Yes, Alex thought, an unspoken agreement passing between them. You feel it too.
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Chapter I – Halo’s Wings
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Halo wasn’t always his name. 

In fact, when Alex had first pulled the muddy, trembling dog from the wreckage of a collapsed subway tunnel, he had called him a dozen things — “Furball,” “Disaster,” “Four Legs,” and at one point, “Don’t pee there.” Each name was an utterance of exasperation mixed with affection, tied to the whirlwind chaos of that day.

The dog, as dogs tend to do, ignored most of them. But he followed Alex anyway — a limping shadow by his side, steadfast and wide-eyed, as if the world still held good things, even beneath the weight of broken concrete and the twisting fingers of metal. 

Alex hadn’t meant to get attached. 

He hadn’t meant to interfere, either. Angels weren’t meant to alter human fates in such visible, unauthorized ways. The celestial protocols were clear, etched in the ancient texts that governed their existence. But something about that subway station — the chaos, the trapped schoolchildren, the collapsing pillars, the panicking crowd — something called to him. It pulled at his essence, a tether forming within the tumult. And something in that dog had responded in kind, as if they shared an unspoken connection that transcended their current realities.

The dog had dashed into the smoke first, his fearlessness igniting a spark of hope in Alex’s heart. He had barked fiercely at a woman paralyzed by terror, a sound that shattered her stillness until she finally moved. He had bitten through a child’s seatbelt when Alex couldn’t reach, his teeth a blur of determination. And when a second collapse began — the one that would have crushed a dozen survivors beneath its weight — he had turned and run straight into it, becoming a beacon in the shadow of despair.

He died with his eyes open, full of purpose.

Alex never forgot that look. It wasn’t fear. It was intention, an awareness of choice amidst chaos.



The Council was not pleased.

Unauthorized intervention. Collateral visibility. And the dog? Technically, not covered under celestial protocols. 

As the Council members murmured among themselves, the chamber filled with an oppressive tension that felt almost tangible. Alex stood at the center of it all, defiance burning in his chest as he faced the judgment of the angelic assembly.

“But he acted with free will,” Alex had argued, his voice steady despite the gravity of the moment. “He didn’t just follow instinct. He chose to save them. That matters, doesn’t it?” His words rang in the still air, echoing off the ancient marble walls, charging the atmosphere with urgency and emotion.

Seraphine had stood beside him at the hearing, arms crossed, her expression unreadable like a stone statue gazing eternally into the distance.

“He made a choice,” she said, her voice carrying a weight that resonated with the Council. “A choice that most humans wouldn’t.”

A long pause followed, as the Council’s members shuffled their celestial wings, deliberating amid the cold air of bureaucracy, their faces etched with indecision.

Finally, the Council issued a decision. An exception. A trial.

The dog would return — not as a ghost, not as a fully realized guardian, but as something in between, a liminal being straddling the threshold of the known and the unknown.

“He may walk beside you,” the Council decreed, their voices unified, sounding like a chorus of distant thunder. “He may learn. He may earn his wings.”

With that, a surge of hope ignited within Alex. He had named him Halo that very afternoon, the name embodying possibilities far beyond mortal comprehension.



Now, weeks later, Halo still barked at pigeons, his exuberance a reminder that innocence could thrive even in disheartening times.

He still chased his tail in dizzying circles, a whirl of fur and mischief, and once, he boldly snatched an entire slice of pizza from a distracted teenager in Piazza Navona, much to Alex's amusement. Yet, there was something more in his gaze now, a profound watchfulness that seemed to perceive the threads of fate connecting all living beings. A patient understanding, as if he were listening to the world hum with stories of pain and joy.

They had wandered through cities since then, never staying long, each stop a part of what Alex had jokingly dubbed a probation tour.

But the truth was — they were needed.

One morning, as they settled in a crowded square, Halo sat still for nearly ten minutes, his unwavering focus fixed on a man in a tailored suit. The man was engrossed in a conversation on his phone, laughing casually, seemingly unaffected by the world around him.

Alex tilted his head, intrigued. “What do you see?” he whispered to Halo, who remained motionless, as if straining to hear something hidden from human ears.

Two days later, that same man was arrested for orchestrating a housing scam that had left hundreds homeless.

Alex didn’t ask questions anymore. He simply followed the dog, trusting in his intuition. Halo had quickly become both a guide and a partner.



And then, it happened.

They were passing through a sun-dappled park in Florence when Halo abruptly stopped. Just stopped. His nose lifted, catching the faintest whisper of something in the air. His ears twitched, attuned to a desperate call.

And then he bolted.

With his heart racing, Alex chased him across grass and gravel, dodging startled tourists and cyclists, weaving seamlessly through the crowd until they reached a clearing where a little girl stood crying beside a frozen lake, her small frame trembling in the cool spring air.

Her mother lay motionless on the ground, fainted — heart attack, by the look of it, fear gnawing at Alex’s gut. No one else had noticed; they were lost in their own worlds, oblivious to the silent tragedy unfolding.

Halo sat beside the woman’s chest and barked, sharp and urgent, an unyielding call to action.

Alex knelt, a surge of adrenaline coursing through him as he checked her pulse.

Weak. 

Then nothing.

He closed
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