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Thorn was dying. Where his followers had gone or why his attacker hadn’t finished him, he didn’t know.

He lay on his back under the heavy rain, which fell around him and through him and pattered on the grass beneath. The suburban house, normally so mundane, had been transformed by the storm into a looming beacon of light, taunting him now with its pretense of safety. White icicle Christmas lights mesmerized him as they swayed back and forth in the wind and rain. Thorn’s fine-tailored suit remained neither wet nor dry—nor corporeal—as did Thorn himself.

The pain was unbearable, and worse, it was unfamiliar. He hadn’t felt such pain in ages. But here he was, the fearsome Thorn, weak, wounded, and shaken.

Maybe his followers had seen who’d done this. They’d likely all fled inside, the snakes. They should have defended him, should be here dying with him, their leader, superior to them all. Or perhaps they did this themselves. If that were the case, though, wouldn’t they now be here to gloat? Regardless, Thorn would make the responsible parties suffer for this. Thousands of his other followers hadn’t betrayed him, and they’d be livid when they heard that their leader had been attacked by a few deranged cohorts.

Yes, Thorn had to live, for vengeance’s sake. And he had work to do. He had to finish Amy, Madeline, Jed, and the rest. What was he doing, cowering here in the rain like the inner-city vagrants who trembled and hid when he drifted in their midst? He was Thorn, and his dance of darkness would not end on a front lawn in suburbia.

He tried to move and could not. The pain grew steadily worse and the rain kept falling. Whoever had assaulted him had struck him from behind, sending a searing burn across his shoulders and into the stumps where his wings had once been, long ago. The thought of dying so young enraged him; he’d planned to live to the end of time. But despite his fury he failed to rise. No. This cannot be the end. I refuse to die. Even now a woman and her boyfriend waited inside for him.

Thorn had been working the murder-suicide for months. Distraction and complacency sufficed for most humans, but these two could be made to do worse. Especially the man, Travis, with his drunken fuming and violent tendencies. Months ago, Thorn had claimed them as his own, certain that their dysfunctional relationship could be manipulated to end in both their deaths, and perhaps the boy’s too.

Just minutes ago, Thorn had scouted the house. The woman had been studying for the GRE in her bedroom, while her son had been snacking on chips under the blinking rainbow of lights on the tree, enchanted by the millionth rerun of “How the Grinch Stole Christmas.” Headlights off, the boyfriend drove up and parked at the curb. His handgun was ready. “You’re less than nothing to her,” Thorn had whispered to him, trying to prompt him to murder. “This is the only way you’ll ever be important.”

Thorn had planned to goad him the rest of the way inside after a few more of Thorn’s fellow demons had arrived for the murderous festivities. Travis would have chased her around the house, beat her ruthlessly, then killed both her and himself, all at Thorn’s suggestion. The event would have been glorious for Thorn, the highlight of his month. His followers would have lauded his greatness all across Atlanta. Maybe the murder would have made the news. But as Travis marched up the lawn to take his sweetheart’s life, someone had abruptly taken Thorn’s.

Who would dare? No one Thorn knew. Thorn was not the world’s greatest demon—not yet—but he was well known, respected, and feared. No one in his city could match him in a direct fight, much less defeat him with a single strike… or so he had thought.

Thorn heard the first gunshot. Then the second. The thought that the murder had likely taken place without him amplified his pain.

Where were his followers? One moment a hundred of them had lurked on the sidelines, their eager glares glimmering from rooftops all around; the next, Thorn was on the ground, his spectators departed. Had they gone indoors to cause the deaths themselves in Thorn’s absence? If so, they must have been deranged. No sane demon would knowingly provoke the likes of Thorn by taking credit for one of his kills. Still, if one or a few of them were desperate enough, Thorn wouldn’t put it past them. He himself had stolen these humans from some lesser demons who hadn’t realized the couple’s potential. Thorn loved death above all things, as all demons did, and would obtain it regardless of his competition.

His thoughts ended as darkness took him, then released him. When he tried and failed to rise again, a frenzy of panic took him. “Help!” he called to the wind and the rain. “Help me!”

At last, Thorn saw his followers. Dark specters in the mist, they floated up and away from the house, drifting in all directions toward their various charges around the city. Through the rain and his blackouts, Thorn couldn’t read their expressions. Had the murder happened? Had all his work been for nothing? What fool would dare do this to one as prodigious as Thorn? Would defeat and sorrow be Thorn’s last memories on Earth? Was this how the end came: sudden and senseless?

“You’ve changed,” a gravelly voice said behind and above him. Thorn used all the energy he could muster to strain to see the speaker, who lingered just out of eyesight. “Help me,” Thorn said. “Please.”

After a moment of silence, the voice replied. “Begging doesn’t become you, Rat.”

Rat? No one had presumed to call Thorn by his old pejorative in centuries. Who was this lunatic? Was this who had attacked him? Weakly, Thorn called to the last of his followers leaving the house. “Help me. There is glory for you if you help me. A place at my side.” The demons just floated away, leaving Thorn alone with his assailant.

Well, almost alone. A squat, scowling spirit emerged from the darkness in front of Thorn, his unreadable face silhouetted against the streetlight. “This is Shenzuul,” Thorn’s attacker said from behind him. “A vicious one. I met him in Kigali. My right-hand man.” Shenzuul grunted.

Thorn tried to sound tough, but his voice wavered. “You must know… the Judge will kill you if I die. The First Rule—”

His attacker interrupted with a humorless laugh. “You won’t die, Rat. At least not tonight. Your injuries are meant to frighten, not kill. I just wanted to let you know I was in town.” He strode around Thorn’s side and into the light, and recognition hit Thorn immediately.

Him.

Thorn’s fear must have shown on his face, because Marcus laughed again. “Good to see you too.”

“You’re exiled,” Thorn said as he tried to back away. “Xeres sent you to the Far East.”

“Indeed. When I heard Xeres was dead I cried. Tears of joy.”

Thorn puzzled at the expression; having no bodies, demons of course had no tears. “You stole my murders.”

Thorn detected a frown at the edge of Marcus’s silhouette, where the light brightened a sliver on the side of his face. “It’s a sorry feeling when someone cheats you of your glory, isn’t it?”

Ah. So he’s still mad about that. Thorn had once lived in constant dread of this confrontation, but since he hadn’t seen Marcus in over a millennium and a half, that apprehension had gradually ebbed to a dull murmur. Thorn held power and prestige now! He retained thousands of followers! He’d been certain that in the event of Marcus’s return, those safeguards would protect him. Yet now, somehow, Thorn was left exposed, defenseless.

Ancient fear of Marcus came rushing back. He fought it, and against all his instincts, held eye contact. If I want to live through this, I must be firm. Show them I’m in control. Slowly, barely, he managed to sit up. “You are not welcome here. This is my city.”

Lightning sizzled across the sky above them. As a powerful rumble of thunder shook the ground beneath, the rain began to beat even harder.

Marcus kicked Thorn violently, sending him writhing as a renewed burst of pain swept through his body. “It’s my city now,” said Marcus.

Rain pounded dirt into mud as Thorn haltingly turned from the ground to look up at Marcus again. “Perhaps the law is lenient in Kigali, but here in America, you cannot kill me without also sentencing yourself to death.”

“Oh, I can.” Another burst of lightning lit the hate in his eyes. “And I will.”
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The storm still raged outside and Thorn’s wounds still ravaged him when two of his loyal followers carried him before the Judge. At least I can stand upright now. When they’d stumbled onto him an hour after Marcus and Shenzuul had left, he’d been half-conscious in the mud. Thorn found himself grateful that demons’ spiritual wounds healed far faster than humans’ physical injuries. He’d be fine in a day… he hoped.

Although the Demon Judge of Atlanta had set himself up in a human courtroom, he was nothing like a human judge. To Thorn he appeared in a polyester V-neck suit, his combed-back hair caked with gel, with stubble on his chin and a self-righteous smirk on his mug. Thorn had always hated him. Aptly, the Demon Judges had once been Angels of Justice, so on Earth, with nothing better to do, many of them had styled themselves after their former roles and proclaimed themselves arbiters of the demon realm. Moderate glory lay in their work, and their position in the caste system was safe, with no infighting and little chance of downfall. And thus, Thorn knew them to be cowards. Worse, they were pompous cowards, as if ruling over anarchy was a great achievement, and enforcing demonkind’s two simple Rules a momentous duty.

As Thorn approached, assisted by his followers, the Judge slipped his feet off the bench where they’d rested, and floated into the air above it. He donned some sunglasses—an immaterial illusion, absurd in the dim courtroom, which had been abandoned by humans at night. “Thorn, baby, what happened?” He drifted down toward him. Surprisingly few demons were gathered for this hearing, so somehow, Marcus must have concealed his mistreatment of Thorn. Nevertheless, Thorn proclaimed his tale as loudly as he could. “I have been attacked!”

The tiny crowd did not burst into fury as he’d expected. They sat idly by, almost as if they were here as captive witnesses rather than willing participants. The Judge’s response came so quickly that it must have been prepared in advance. “My man. You look like you’re in a whole mess of hurt, and I feel you. I feel your pain. But I already questioned everyone who was there.”

“So you know Marcus has returned. He’s back and he wants revenge. He wants me dead. His exile must be reinstated immediately.”

“Nobody’s gonna kill you, dude. Nobody would even try. And exile…” The Judge considered. “Exile’s an outdated concept, all right? Nobody does that anymore. If anyone goes crazy these days we just kill him. I thought you knew that.”

“Then kill Marcus,” Thorn demanded.

“Marcus is a rock star, Thorn. I know he did some awful shit to us all back in the day, but look at Rwanda. Look at the Congo. That was all him, man.”

“He’s successful in the Congo, right. So send him back. Atlanta is my city.” The Judge flinched at this. Thorn was indeed the most reputable demon—and therefore the most powerful demon—in the city, and however much the Judge envied him, the leech knew his place. Thorn stepped forward to assert his dominance.

Although the Judge gradually retreated, his babbling continued to vex Thorn. “Last time I checked, the annual death toll in the Second Congo War was way, way higher than the annual death toll on I-20. Think of what Marcus could do here, in the U.S.”

“He wants my prestige. He wants to supplant me.” Disgrace others and rise, then be disgraced yourself and fall—such was the cycle of power in the demon world, at least among demons of intellect. Thorn had lived that cycle time and time again, but rarely while in fear for his life. “And he has a protégé with him. Some cretin from Central Africa, no better than the street scum here in the States.” Thorn resented how obsessed the boorish masses of demonkind were with violence: beating and raping and death, death, death. Though these pastimes offered fun even for intellectual demons, and destruction of all good things was everyone’s endgame, many demonic leaders were more refined. Demons like Thorn knew that unless all humans could be killed—which was probably impossible—then demonkind had to plan for the long run. It had to undermine the humans’ societies and impede their progress by implanting lies subtly and deeply. If Marcus usurped Thorn’s position and put this Shenzuul character in charge of affairs, not only would Thorn’s reputation be diminished, but years of his work in this city might also be undone. He almost said as much to the Judge, but the Judge interrupted.

“And this is my problem because…?”

I should have known better than to come here for help. Marcus had likely already spoken with the Judge, promising him some reward: important new charges or some human deaths, perhaps. Or perhaps the Judge was genuinely too thick-headed to believe Thorn. “The First Rule,” Thorn said. “No demon may end the life of a fellow demon. Marcus tried to break it. He should die.”

“Thorn, everyone who was there says you did it to yourself.”

This stunned Thorn. How many demons had Marcus bought off? “Do they?”

“They do.”

“I am the greatest of all demons in this city.” Thorn raised his voice again so that those gathered could hear. “I have caused more pain and death than any of you. Why would I lie about this?”

The Judge sighed and shrugged. “Lying is your livelihood, my friend. Even more than it is for any of us.”

At moments like this, Thorn loathed the anarchy in which demons lived. Since they had no law except the two Rules, guilt and punishment were determined at the Judges’ whims. On one occasion, Thorn had witnessed a demon who’d killed three of his own kind set free just for surrendering his charges to a Judge as a gift. Of course, he was killed by other demons a few days later. Thorn often grumbled to his followers that demon society had little need of Judges. The Rules were so widely respected that they practically enforced themselves.

But not this time. In terms of political power, Marcus had been known and revered long before Thorn was even on the map. He possessed vast social resources among demonkind, and had apparently called in some favors. If Marcus wanted to defy the Rules for the sake of vengeance on Thorn, Thorn had no doubt that he could do it, so long as the crime was committed in private, away from Thorn’s followers or even neutral demons who would report it.

Marcus couldn’t have bought off everyone. If I can stay in public, I will be safe.

As Thorn left the sham of a hearing, an unsettling thought occurred to him. He had been alone with Marcus and Shenzuul. If they meant to kill him, why hadn’t they done it then?

Thorn drifted through the night, above houses and trees and over dark green hilltops. Like all demons, he could feel neither wind nor gravity, and his spirit body carried no momentum. So though he sometimes fancied his movements as avian, Thorn’s flight was more like a spider skimming across the surface of still water and less like an eagle soaring through the sky.

When he was sure he was alone, he wandered away from the city and continued for most of the night.

Many miles north and east of Atlanta, beneath a heavy canopy of oak branches, lay the ages-old place where Thorn went to think. He floated down to his refuge, a place so far into the forest that none knew of it but him—not even the humans. Thorn waved his ghostlike hand through the knotted branches as he descended, wishing he could touch them. The physical world was strangely beautiful to him, and though he abhorred it as the Enemy’s creation, it had beckoned to him ever since… Ever since…

The cairns hid in the dark on the forest floor. Some of the rock piles had deteriorated over the centuries, so the remnants of their worn stones lay scattered about the decaying leaves on the ground. Other cairns still stood heavy and solid, nearly the same as when Thorn had seen them made. Most men and women would find the place eerie, and most demons would find it dull, but Thorn found peace here. Each grave marked a memory of a better time.

When he came here for privacy—and privacy was necessary here, lest his secret refuge be discovered—Thorn sat near one cairn in particular, the one with the arrowheads half-hidden under the heavy stones. Near the middle of the field, this grave sat under a break in the canopy, so sunlight hit it during the day. Light was absent now though, both for the burial yard and for the decisions Thorn had to make.

He floated beside the final resting place of the boy he had loved. No, not love. Just a mistake I made out of confusion. Demons can’t love. It bothered Thorn that he still had to remind himself of this after so much time. He could not deny the peace he felt when he came here, however, despite the sadness and regret that came with it. Once, he had thought of the boy as his friend. Now he remembered him as he imagined a father might remember a son.

But Thorn had not come to the burial grounds to reminisce. He’d come here for clarity. His dress shoes never touched the ground as he paced, which was really just an imitation of a human walk; floating from A to B while shuffling one’s feet was a curious habit most demons had picked up long ago.

Did I really almost die tonight? Having lived since the dawn of time, Thorn had expected to see time’s end as well, since demons, as spiritual entities, could not age as humans did. He had thought that he didn’t particularly like his life on this earth, but earlier tonight, faced with the end menacing over him, he found that he dreaded death as much as any human. What would have happened after I was gone? Some other ambitious demon would surely have taken his place. His charges would have been tossed to the wind, picked up by who knows. Would his name have been remembered as one of the great demons, like Xeres or Wanderer? Would he still have been feared hundreds of years after he was gone? Or even ten years after he was gone? Thorn was the greatest in one city, true, but Atlanta was only one city out of all the cities on earth.

With Marcus prowling Atlanta, Thorn would have to fight to escape a bitter demise. This is bad. Very, very bad.

As he knelt beside the boy’s grave to pay his respects for the thousandth time, he thought through his options. If he fled the city for a new stomping ground, the demon world would think him a coward, and his fearsome reputation would be lost. Even if he changed his name to ensure his safety, Thorn wasn’t sure he could bear living a meager life again. On the other hand, if he stayed in Atlanta and asserted his power, Marcus would find a way to kill him, sooner or later. Thorn would have rallied his followers to banish a lesser foe from the city, but facing such a well-respected enemy as Marcus, this option was closed. Thorn even considered staying here in the woods. He’d be safe here, but unfulfilled. What purpose would his life have, with no humans to torment?

Even with us as your fodder, what purpose does your life have? the dead boy under the cairn seemed to ask him. Thorn ignored the imagined jab. He already knew what he had to do.

Jada would be the hardest human to kill. She hadn’t cracked in all the years Thorn had afflicted her. Amy would be quite a loss, but a necessary and easy sacrifice. Jed would be trickier, although even if Thorn failed with him, the cancer would take him soon enough. Madeline would be a piece of cake. Thorn had other charges, but these were those with whom he was most often seen, and hence most known for. Luckily, Thorn was between high-profile charges at the moment; otherwise he’d be burdened with the additional stress of causing a celebrity’s death.

If Thorn wanted to skip town and have any hope of preserving his reputation, he had to find a way to kill his four main charges first, hopefully by Christmas Day, just a week from now. Such a sudden fire sale of death would cement Thorn’s lasting repute, and serve as a pointed and memorable end to his time in Atlanta. If anything, it would make him even more popular when he came out of hiding and reclaimed his name once Marcus had been dealt with. Demons loved death above all things, after all. And since killing each other was illegal, a human’s death signified the most momentous demonic act.

Thorn left the dead boy and went back to the city.


2


“Buy it,” Thorn whispered to the woman with the leather purse.

She eyed the turquoise blouse more closely.

“You deserve this,” Thorn continued. “It will make you happy.”

The blouse was a harmless thing, as was everything else in the mall. “It’d look so good with those jeans you just got at Bloomingdale’s.”

She nodded as if in agreement, but she didn’t take the upscale top off the rack.

Thorn drifted around to her other ear. “You need this. You don’t have enough blue-green in your closet. Your gal friends will like you more and so will men. Buy it.”

She did.

Thorn reminded himself that there was no unimportant temptation, just tasks with more glory and less glory. Let Marcus keep his impressive yet tasteless African genocides. All immorality was social currency. Not only mindless barbarism, but more subtle ventures too. I cause more of it, I’m rich. I cause less of it, I’m poor. It’s as simple as it’s always been. No one in the civilized world will look down on me because I’m not as violent as Marcus. American vanity had done immense damage in the world, and more subtly. Marcus’s genocides would never have been allowed to happen if Westerners hadn’t been busy shopping at the time. And that vanity was the doing of Thorn and his followers—at least in Atlanta.

Leaving the woman, Thorn passed under some plastic mistletoe and a string of lights that was half-deactivated. In the mall’s main walkway, he kept his distance from Shenzuul, whom he’d been tailing. Currently, the idiot was trying to distract a man into choking on his fries in the food court.

What a fool, aiming constantly for death, Thorn thought. As if a human would actually listen to such an obvious ploy. No, better to tempt him into ordering a third helping of fries while reminding him of a negative personal issue, so he’ll get used to turning to food for comfort. A life wasted on self-pity would have a longer-term effect on his friends and family than a sudden death would, and would be easier to pull off.

Thorn grimaced at a newspaper lying on a food court table. The murder-suicide that should have been his had made the front page: but just a small column on the bottom left. And Travis had survived a self-inflicted gunshot wound! The child had lived as well. In Thorn’s hands, all three humans would have died, and the murder would have been brutal enough for a headline.

“The new Call of Warfare game is probably over at the game store,” Thorn whispered to a passing teenage boy who looked like a gamer. “You deserve it. Your mom should buy it for you.” Thorn did not often stoop to petty consumerism, but he needed to keep track of Shenzuul, and tempting people to buy things they didn’t need, with money they didn’t have, was a perfect cover. Thorn blended well with the myriad of other demons at the mall today doing the same thing, and had evaded Shenzuul’s attention so far.

According to Thorn’s followers, Marcus had not been seen since last night at the house. Thorn had sent the demons he trusted most out searching for Marcus, but none had found him so far.

Thorn had also asked his followers to continuously stay near, to be witnesses in the event that he was attacked, or killed and the First Rule violated. As he drifted across the mall, they followed him from a distance in all directions, masquerading as regular demons concerned only with trivial temptations.

Thorn hovered past a line of parents and children and demons waiting to see Santa, and laughed silently as he wondered what the parents would think if they could see the devils whispering in every ear. Even scarier, what would Santa do?

Thorn appraised his wounds and was pleased to find them healing well. Did I really almost die last night? He couldn’t shake his new and uncomfortable awareness of his own mortality. His monotonous life had seemed so never-ending that he’d forgotten it could actually end. With the First Rule in place and the Enemy forever cowering behind His heavenly veil, Thorn should easily have had millions of years left on Earth, and his pick of humanity during that time. He was one of the greatest demons, after all. He deserved it.

Confident that Shenzuul was just passing time and that Marcus was not on his tail, Thorn left the mall for the first of his charges. At nineteen years old, Amy wasn’t exactly challenging, but like fries in the food court, she was Thorn’s comfort food. Ever since Amy was six years old, he’d whispered to her to console himself when his other charges’ temptations weren’t going as well. With no father, an unstable mother, a pudgy body, and desperate insecurities—that last one thanks to Thorn—she’d always been an easy target. Hopefully she would continue to be so. He had less than a week to provoke her to suicide.

As Thorn approached Amy’s mom’s second-floor apartment—an ugly place in the wrong side of town, with a loud freeway passing directly overhead—he saw a flashy pink convertible gleaming out front. The car’s presence puzzled him until he saw Lexa, Amy’s friend from college, in the driver’s seat. Kelly sat next to her, and Amy in the back. Their lips were moving. Thorn passed through the car’s walls and listened to Lexa prattling on as usual.

“—that I was gonna sing it, and Gina heard it from her, so now Gina’s gonna sing the same song as me, and I’m like seriously unprepared with a backup.” Amy fidgeted while idly eyeing the clouds outside. Lexa checked her lipstick in the mirror, then smacked the gum she seemed to always be chewing as she continued to jabber. “I mean it’s my Christmas party. And I’m artistically on a whole other level than Gina. I should be able to showcase my voice without being compared to her hot mess of a performance, right? And when I told her that, she says, ‘It’s just karaoke.’ Seriously! Can you believe that? Like I’m gonna have ‘just karaoke’ at my party. It’s not like I’m having people sing because, oh I don’t know, I’m fucking good at it and want to show off. I mean don’t theatre majors usually have singing at their parties in college? Or is that weird?”

Amy jerked out of her daydreaming and grasped for a response. She seemed worried that Lexa had noticed her inattention, so Thorn leaned toward her ear and added, “She doesn’t like you. You need her but she doesn’t like you.”

“Uh… maybe not,” Amy told Lexa.

Lexa took that as a definitive no. “Good. I don’t want anyone thinking I’m weird. Just stay away from Gina, okay? We’re better than her, and you seriously don’t need her as a friend. I mean don’t tell her that. I don’t want to look like a bitch. But it’ll be good if we just kind of drift apart from her. This isn’t the first time she stole one of my ideas, you know.” She turned back to Amy for approval to continue, but Amy was gazing outside again. “Are you listening?” she asked Amy. “You agree with me, right?”

“Of course,” Thorn whispered.

“Of course,” Amy lied. “Gina’s really immature.”

“Exactly. I just don’t want to be all gung ho about avoiding her and have you or Kelly pussy out and not do it, so…” She tapped the dashboard. “You think we should just have the party at a club instead? Yeah, Gina doesn’t like cigarette smoke. Maybe she wouldn’t even come.”

“Yeah, good idea.”

“Yeah. And Kelly, don’t wear what you’re wearing now to the party. If Gina does show up I don’t want to give her the impression that it’s okay to dress like a bum around us.”

Kelly examined her clothing and bleated her apologies. Pleased with herself, Lexa checked her smile in the mirror again, still smacking her gum. Thorn had always been amused that no demon claimed her, and that none ever had. Lexa was all Lexa. Ever since Amy had met her at freshman orientation last summer, Thorn had encouraged Amy to have a high opinion of her. She was extroverted and Amy wasn’t. She was pretty and Amy wasn’t. She had friends and money and Amy didn’t. The constant comparisons Thorn kept in Amy’s mind sapped the few positive thoughts she did feel about herself, and Lexa, who kept outwardly inferior girls in her social circle so she could look better than them in public, was keen to reinforce Amy’s negative self-image.

“Okay, well, I guess I should get going,” Lexa said. “Just wanted to show you my new car. Ahh!” She made a mock-astonished face with wide eyes and mouth, then squealed excitedly.

“Yeah, super cool.” Ever longing for acceptance, Amy did her best imitation of enthusiasm. She’d become good at that imitation over the years. While Lexa fiddled with the radio, Amy leaned forward on the far side of the car and whispered to Kelly. “I think you look fine,” Amy said. Kelly smiled thankfully. Thorn frowned.

The girls exchanged goodbyes, Amy exited the vehicle, and Lexa drove off. Eight of Thorn’s follower demons waited near the apartment’s stairs, eager to one-up each other and impress Thorn should he need any assistance. He told them to wait there while he followed Amy inside.

Amy shut her bedroom door and stepped over the biology textbooks that cluttered the carpet. Thorn had tried to coax her into business school, or musical theatre like Lexa, but she’d resisted and started a premed track, which had troubled Thorn these last few months. She seemed quite fulfilled following her passions in the sciences, so Thorn had introduced her to friends he could use to prey on her insecurities, and kept her isolated from any sense of community she might find in college. This was easy, because she was poor, not girly in the slightest, and ugly to boot. Thorn reminded her how little she fit in whenever she met someone new, and her resulting shyness kept her depressed and alone. Still, he eyed the books strewn across the floor with distaste.

A mirror rose above Amy’s dresser—the same mirror to which Thorn liked to keep her glued for hours each week. She removed her shirt and gazed discontentedly at her wide hips, her flabby belly, and her square face. Demons had helped shape a culture in which most young women were kept quiet, their independence scoffed at and their bodies objectified, even by themselves. Many women realized the lies and dealt healthily with them by the time they hit thirty, but foolish adolescents like Amy fell into Thorn’s grasp time and time again. Body image lies were almost too easy now.

Thorn had known for years he would need to have Amy kill herself before she grew too old, but now, with her death imminent, he almost regretted having to do it. Not because he cared about the girl, of course, but because she was his home. He’d spent more time with her than with any living human, even Madeline or Jed. Most demons kept a pet human or two, and naturally grew accustomed to their emotional routines, but Thorn had even come to think of himself as Amy’s “guardian demon,” borrowing the term from the nonexistent angelic variety. Thorn would miss how easily he could incite Amy to skip dinner when she saw a thin model on TV, fight with her drunken mother when the reckless woman came home from a night out, stress about the money she’d borrowed from Lexa for her tuition, or cry herself to sleep after a taxing shift at the restaurant job where she slaved away to keep herself afloat. Amy was as predictable as any asinine young girl, and to Thorn, predictable was comfortable.

Thorn approached her in front of her mirror and moved his lips next to her ear. What should I say? This next whisper would be the first suggestion on the path to her suicide. He knew her so well that an idea came quickly. Yes. The perfect beginning of the end. Thorn opened his mouth to speak.

“You ugly,” Shenzuul whispered.

Thorn flinched and backed swiftly across the room. Wearing a faded old suit, Marcus’s associate drifted in the air by Amy’s other ear. He smirked at Thorn as he whispered to her again. “Boys never notice you. Maybe you’d be good for quick fuck but never nothing permanent.”

No. Not Amy. They can’t take Amy from me. Anger rose inside Thorn.

But Shenzuul continued. “Look at fat arms. You disgusting. And cruel to poor mother. And too shy, with weird interests. No one ever want you.”

In spite of the strange accent, the whispered lies weren’t bad. Thorn could have done better, naturally. He eyed Shenzuul defensively as Amy slipped back into her shirt. The fool was short but powerfully built—Thorn was not sure he could take him in a direct fight. Thorn could always call his followers in to help, but at the risk of appearing weak and needy, which he couldn’t afford in his current wounded state. Not to mention that his followers avoided violence against their own kind, as many demons did, lest an accidental murder occur. So Thorn resorted to the same trait he’d relied upon to build his renown over the centuries: his cunning.

“Lexa is much more attractive than you,” Thorn called across the room. “Maybe if you stay with her, boys will notice you too.” And if I show that you only listen to me, maybe Shenzuul will realize I’m his better.

Shenzuul countered as Amy grabbed a textbook from her nightstand and plopped onto her bed. “Maybe you be prettier if you slit your wrists.”

No, not violence. Never violence. She wouldn’t go for that. Shenzuul’s statement didn’t even make sense. It was just brute savagery. Predictably, Amy ignored him and began reading her book.

A soft rattling came from the kitchen, which Shenzuul took as inspiration. He threw an arrogant grin at Thorn and said to Amy, “Mom in kitchen. You should go to her, tell her ’bout your problems. Maybe she understand.”

What an idiot. No doubt he’d done some research on Amy and thought she would confront her mom as usual, but the mother was sometimes sober during the afternoon, and thus prone to occasional bouts of sympathy for her daughter. Thorn’s control over their relationship rested partially on the pair never having a chance to honestly express themselves to each other. So to appeal to Amy’s pride, Thorn said, “The only real pain is pain suffered alone.”

But she did go to her mother, and they did talk, and Shenzuul thus began to pick away at Thorn’s livelihood. Had Shenzuul been just another demon, Thorn would have viciously fought back. But he remembered the sharp intelligence Marcus possessed, and feared a trap. Thorn was still too injured to fight anyway. He decided that his best course of action was to leave Amy be, for now. He would return to reclaim her once his wounds healed. His work on Amy ran deep enough that no important damage could be undone in a mere few days…
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So this is Marcus’s plan, Thorn thought as he drifted down Lowery Boulevard in the heart of the Bankhead slums, toward Magnolia Park. Ruin my work and discredit me, like I once did to Marcus, then get me alone somewhere and finish me. On the bright side, this gave Thorn more time to escape, if escape was all he wanted. But his reputation would be ruined if he ran. And now the same would happen if he stayed. He could not directly fight or kill Marcus or Shenzuul, or he would be in violation of the First Rule and sentenced to death. Besides, both demons were stronger than Thorn, and he’d inevitably lose the fight, unless he could convince his followers to violate the First Rule with him, which was unlikely. Thorn also considered declaring loyalty to Marcus, surrendering his charges to him, and then subverting Marcus’s authority from inside his den of followers. This would have been a good last resort strategy for dealing with any other rival demon, but Marcus would never fall for it. Alternately, Thorn could hide and wait… but only cowards hid, and if Marcus still held his grudge after all these centuries, he would not likely forget it soon. Eventually, Marcus would come for him. Thorn’s followers would not voluntarily exile themselves with him, and he dreaded being alone when Marcus found him.

Long ago, in what seemed like another life, Thorn had been an Angel of Reason. He could no longer recall what his duties had been, but he liked to think he’d retained some of his original intelligence. There must be a way out of this.

A new name, perhaps. Thorn’s only real option was an alias and a new city, where he would bide his time, study Marcus from a distance, and find a way to orchestrate Marcus’s death. But starting over with new humans from scratch? That would be tough to endure.

Thorn found himself wondering how many times this had happened before: a vendetta between two great demons. Devils often bickered, as brutal competition was their way of life, but they rarely held grudges lasting this long. And even if they did, few would dare discuss them openly, since all lived in the shadow of the First Rule and the Judges who enforced it.

Thorn drifted past a small group of demons working together to coordinate a drug deal in a back alley. Shouldn’t that be our purpose? Thorn thought. Destroying the work of the Enemy, forcing misery and hollowness and lies into every human’s life until their ultimate deaths? How strange it was that the struggle for glory and prestige always seemed paramount, at the expense of the fight that really mattered. Not that Thorn would trade his prestige for the meager lives of that scum in the alley. No glory lay in ruining the life of a person whose life was already ruined.

Thorn thus preferred to spend his time with people whom he could change from their essentially “good” beginnings. With greater difficulty lay more prestige, so Thorn had worked himself into a position where he could have any human he wanted. He even had power enough to swindle murders, suicides, and rapes (the three most sought-after of the base sins) from lesser demons—just as Marcus had done to him last night. Thorn would not, and could not, part with his current status in the demon world. He would just have to outsmart Marcus. Beat him at his own game. This thought plagued him as he entered Magnolia Park, “An Active Adult 55+ Living Community.”

Madeline’s death was just a matter of blood pressure. She was eighty years old, and Thorn had eased her into a sedentary lifestyle and a sugary diet. Perhaps he could add extreme stress to her life this week. Or persuade her to eat especially unhealthy meals, then scare her with a sudden shock. Thorn couldn’t decide. The stroke or heart attack could come from any number of setups, so Thorn would try them all.

Madeline wasn’t home, but Thorn found her at the grocery store next door, hunched over on her mobility scooter in line to check out. An unfamiliar demon hovered beside the cashier, a boy in his twenties who ran Maddie’s items through as she rolled up. Inspired by the teamwork he’d seen at the drug deal, Thorn nodded at the other demon, and the demon nodded back. They whispered in their respective charges’ ears. Thorn went with the classic, “He’s young, so he probably voted Democrat,” just to piss Madeline off.

“Would you like to donate to the Kids of America Foundation today to help kids with cancer and juvenile diabetes?” the cashier asked, holding up a golden paper star. Hundreds of such stars lined the store’s walls.

Thorn continued to rankle Madeline. “He’s probably a freeloader, sitting in his room playing video games all day, too lazy to get a real job.”

Madeline took the bait. “How about they donate something to me?” she said in her light southern drawl.

The cashier was taken aback at first, and appeared bothered by the old woman’s acrimony. He ignored her comment. The other demon continued to whisper in the boy’s ear, though Thorn could not hear the words. “Your total comes to forty twenty-seven.”

“No, no, I’ll donate. Give it here.” He handed her the paper star. “And a pen?” With slow old hands, she scribbled out her name.

The cashier glanced impatiently at his long line.

Thorn enjoyed ageism quite a bit, both the young-to-old variety and its lesser-known cousin, old-to-young. After witnessing successive generations of early humans, the endless advantages of pitting each generation against the others had become clear to demonkind. Such hostility inhibited the passing of morality and knowledge, so each generation remained isolated and immune to truths learned by the others. Many humans had eventually found workarounds for the demons’ ageism policies, but many were still ensnared, and shunned befriending those in other age groups. Let their only interactions be in traffic, or in customer service situations, where tensions run high. Today, Thorn hoped, maybe there would be enough tension to cause a stroke.

Madeline handed the cashier a food stamps card. He hesitated. “Uh, sorry ma’am, but you can’t pay for the donation with food stamps. Do you have an extra dollar?”

“No. That’s all I have.” She stared him down, as if staring would change the government’s policy.

“Okay, um, wait just a minute while I get a manager to refund the donation.”

“No, I said I wanted to donate. I already filled out the star.”

“But you can’t pay for the star with food stamps.”

“Why not?”

“Damn it.” He said it softly, to himself, but Madeline and the other customers heard him and gaped. The damage had been done. The cashier’s demon winked at Thorn.

“How long have you worked here?” Madeline asked the boy.

“Five years. Now if I could just—”

“Well you’re not trained properly. I’d like to speak with your manager.”

After describing to the manager how “very offended” she was, and trying her damnedest to get the boy fired, Madeline drove her scooter home. Thorn floated with her, muttering sour criticisms of the few young people in her life.

Ironically, it was a teenager who had introduced Thorn to her, at church of all places. Thorn had gone with Jed that day to focus all his energies on a girl in the youth group Jed had wanted to sleep with. While drifting through the hallways of that societal relic, Thorn had noticed a group of old ladies setting up polls for the then-upcoming election. Upon further investigation, he learned that they were a group of seniors hilariously named “God’s Grannies” who were active in the community, raising money for charities, setting up an adoption agency, testing their abilities in local politics, and giving food to the poor, despite being at poverty’s doorstep themselves. Rarely did they murmur a word about social security, the country’s “declining morals,” or any of the other hot-button issues so loved by America’s retirees. These women appeared to be truly selfless. As de facto demon leader of Atlanta, Thorn had found an unlikely nemesis in Madeline, the widowed leader of God’s Grannies.

That had been four years ago, and Madeline had been a challenge, because at heart she was good. Her Southern Baptist heritage daunted Thorn, but only at first. Some demons lived in great fear of religion, but others, such as Thorn, had grown to accept its occasional usefulness. “Religion’s appeal to us lies in its apparent ability to answer any and all human questions,” Thorn had recently explained to some of his followers. “When confronted with foreign or contradictory information, have your charges tell themselves, ‘The Lord works in mysterious ways,’ and leave it at that.” If humans could be trained to believe something without questioning it, they were also more susceptible to believing the suggestions of the demons without questioning them. “Thinking is the worst virtue,” was a popular demon mantra. The Enemy’s plan, oddly, had worked out to the devils’ advantage.

So Thorn had comforted Maddie with thoughts of her reward in Heaven, so she would become inactive on Earth. Her embracing of religion was fine with him so long as she did no good in the world. Over the course of months, he drew her attention increasingly to the work she had done, from her career as a young nurse, to the family of six she’d created, to her long-term job as a high school receptionist, to her retirement and community-leader status as a senior.

“You’re tired,” Thorn often whispered to her. “You deserve a break now. In fact, the world owes you a break.”

Eighty years was nothing for a demon, but the time had taken its toll on poor Madeline, and Thorn used this to his advantage as well. Whenever her arthritis acted up, he told her she should slow her life down. When she had to squint even through her glasses to read a Bible verse, he reminded her that her independence wouldn’t last forever. With every bout of trivial indigestion, he warned her to settle her affairs, and she bought it. She bought it! She quit God’s Grannies and abandoned most of her friends, except the few Thorn had allowed her to keep due to their penchants for television, cards, and other time-wasting activities.

Every lie Thorn had told the old lady had been a common one, but few demons could have sunken such an angelic woman as far as Thorn had sunk Madeline. She now lived in such seclusion that she’d even disposed of her telephone.

Maddie had been in good health. She could realistically have lived to be a hundred and ten. Now, those were thirty years of a good person’s life that would be spent playing cards. Over a fourth of Madeline’s valuable time on this earth: wasted. If she survived the week, of course, which Thorn would make sure did not happen.

Shenzuul would probably try to convince her to murder her pastor or become a street prostitute, or some other overblown idiocy.

Fortunately, the gruff demon was nowhere in sight as they entered the trailer home where Madeline lived alone, and this time, several of Thorn’s followers came inside with him for safety. The place was littered with trinkets Thorn had encouraged her to collect: ceramic pots, religious figurines, doilies, clocks, plants. She sat in her ancient recliner and turned on a rerun of “The People’s Court.” Her eyelids were just starting to droop when the doorbell rang.

She jolted awake with such suddenness that Thorn thought she might be having a stroke right then and there. But no, providence wasn’t so kind, and Madeline answered the door to find some girl in her late twenties whom Thorn had never seen.

“Hey, Grandma,” the girl said sweetly. Thorn grimaced.

Madeline took a few moments to recognize her. “Jackie? Or are you Lisa?”

“Nope. Jackie. Just thought I’d stop by to wish you a happy birthday.” Jackie revealed a small chocolate-chip-cookie cake she’d had hidden behind her back.

Who is Jackie? Why have I never seen her before? Even after four years, Thorn knew little about Madeline’s family, other than that she’d once been an imposing matriarch. Perhaps too imposing; her family never visited.

Thorn improvised. “They don’t care about you,” he whispered to Madeline. “None of them do. Send her away.”

“Oh, uh, thank you, Jackie,” Maddie answered awkwardly, with a big fake smile plastered on her face. “Did your mother send you?”

“Nope, just me. I haven’t seen you since I was in college, and I miss your stories.”

“Aw.” Madeline blushed.

“Yeah, I wanted to see you again, so uh, hi!” Jackie’s genuine grin turned Madeline’s into something just as disgustingly honest. Thorn whispered that Jackie was just another dumb young person who made selfish choices and knew nothing of the world, but it wasn’t enough, and Madeline let her inside.

They warmed up to each other quickly, and chatted for hours. They discussed family history, Madeline’s activism in the civil rights movement, and Jackie’s coaching of a girls’ softball team. Jackie invited her over to visit her family sometime. Madeline grew more cheerful at that than Thorn had seen her in years.

He tried to effect some damage control by whispering to both of them, but their need to connect proved stronger than his lies, so he left them, discouraged.

Where had such an act of kindness come from? Was this sabotage? Marcus’s doing? If so, why hadn’t he or Shenzuul shown up? This granddaughter may not ruin my influence over Maddie in the long run, but I may not have the long run to work with. At least the cookie cake would raise her cholesterol.

On to the next one.
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He found Jada where he always found her: on a tall, unnamed bridge spanning a turbulent section of the Chattahoochee River. She stood where she always stood, on top of the thick steel guardrail halfway across the bridge, arm braced on one of the bridge’s supports. The streetlights lit the expanse well, but Thorn could only faintly glimpse the water a hundred feet below in the moonlight.

In the mood for a pick-me-up, Thorn decided to try something he hadn’t in a while. “Jump,” he whispered to her. “Too much stress. Too many bad decisions. Your life will always be meaningless.”

It didn’t work, of course. It never did. About three years ago, Thorn had been with Amy in her car, driving across this ominous rural bridge, when he’d seen a woman standing on the edge, preparing to leap to her death. Amy had been horrified and had driven on, but Thorn, eager for the glory of a quick kill, had stayed behind in order to convince Jada that death was the answer. He pulled out all the stops, tried every trick he knew, but after an hour, Jada had just walked to her car beside the bridge and driven away. Baffled, Thorn followed her home to research this woman.

Jada turned out to be an allergist completing her residency at an allergy and asthma clinic in Sandy Springs. Her tired eyes added ten years to her face, but she appeared outwardly happy, living with her successful and handsome boyfriend and cultivating strong, positive relationships with her family and close friends. She spent her spare time running with her dog, reading medieval history books, and mountain biking with friends. She was healthy, financially well off, and seemed to love her life.

Thorn would have found Jada quite boring if not for her nightly journeys to the bridge. Every single night, she would get in her car, drive here, stand for an hour, then go back. If only demons could read thoughts as the Enemy claimed He could, Thorn could have solved the riddle immediately; but Jada remained an enigma to him. Was this some romantically morbid relic of her teenagehood? Did she just want to see how passersby reacted? Or was she just enjoying nature and Thorn was reading too much into it? He didn’t think so, because rural Georgia had plenty of safer places to enjoy nature, and he found her crying from time to time.

But she never jumped. Pickup trucks flying the rebel flag would screech to a stop behind her, and the drunken hicks inside would hoot and jeer at her to do it, but she’d just stand there. A police officer found her once, but she made an excuse and waited three nights before coming back. She didn’t even jump after Thorn orchestrated her mother’s death.

Thorn’s followers, too, were entranced with this woman who ignored Thorn’s whispers. They often tried to help him kill her and frequently watched him at work, to learn from his attempts on her life. Thorn felt a fool, but he’d committed too much time to abandon Jada now.

Most suicides—when caused by demonic lies rather than humans lying to themselves—were caused by exaggerating short-term considerations to one’s charge. Thorn liked to make temporary problems seem permanent, to exacerbate immediate difficulties in the echo chamber of the human mind, to present the human’s future goals as unattainable.

Jada fell for none of these. No standard or even obscure lies would work on her, leaving Thorn bewildered.

He’d considered revealing himself to her, coming in her sleep through a terrifying nightmare of the mighty Thorn, a demon who would torment her and her loved ones for all the days of her life. It would leave her longing for death. Thorn had even considered possessing her and physically forcing her over the edge. But those things were forbidden under the Second Rule. If Thorn revealed the existence of the spiritual realm to a human, he would be sentenced to die.

No, Thorn would not find solace with Jada tonight, he decided after just a few minutes with her. If she ever cracked, it would be her own doing, not his or any other demon’s. Including Marcus’s, Thorn thought thankfully. Even if Marcus did try to take her from Thorn, he would just make a fool of himself trying to kill her.

After pondering various courses of action all day, Thorn decided his best option was to wait out the week and see what would happen. Marcus and Shenzuul had left him alone most of the day, after all. And if he fled right away, he could not defend his reputation, nor kill his charges. Plus, his followers would be with him in Atlanta, so he would be safe here.

Even now, as he traveled down the Chattahoochee toward west Atlanta, twenty of them trailed along overhead, waiting for their chance to help Thorn, or impress him. Or betray me. But although Marcus might have bought the hundred who attended the would-be murder-suicide last night, but he couldn’t buy all twenty thousand of them, and most would report any betrayers in their ranks.

Unease still lingered, though, as Thorn knew that all demons’ loyalties lay only in what glory they could gain from those loyalties. And since Marcus had killed more people, he ostensibly had more prestige than Thorn, although Thorn too had caused great suffering in the world.

Thorn’s late-night meandering took him to some dirty old apartment buildings at the edge of the Downtown District. His daytime charges would be asleep by now, and he hadn’t found a new nighttime charge since his last one had died in a street race. Daytime or nighttime, challenging humans were hard to find. Yet after dusk, any human was better than the alternative…

Nights had always been hard for demons, who did not sleep. Most humans were diurnal, so most demons found themselves each night with no pets to harass and nothing to do, save for the fleeting, dull thrill of orchestrating nightmares. Purposeless in the dark, they gathered in the streets, as they did now all around Thorn. All were silent; not a word was spoken.

It had been this way since the dawn of time, with this horde of devils who were supposedly united against the Enemy. In practice, though, they were all rivals, far from united, each waiting for a chance to stab another in the back for an ephemeral glimpse of glory and power. Thorn knew his kind would have wiped itself out long ago if not for the First Rule.

Xeres had once wondered aloud why they congregated like this when they hated each other so much. Thorn hadn’t wanted to appear weak, so he shrugged the question off as hypothetical, but he knew the answer.

They congregated because they were lonely. Constant competition with each other caused demonkind to lack friendships like those that humans had. Their inner thoughts remained within. Even Xeres, the mentor whom Thorn had followed for centuries, who had been the closest thing Thorn had ever had to a friend, had abandoned Thorn in the end.

He remembered their relationship now as cold and formal, Xeres always preoccupied with his own prestige. Perhaps silently wandering the streets with all these strange demons was preferable to such a loyal but strained friendship… or so Thorn tried to convince himself. Though he was loath to admit it, he missed Xeres.

As the city slumbered, Thorn exchanged dark glances with his followers and his other demonic brothers in their fancy black clothes, isolated in various sections of the dead downtown landscape. He thought he heard a gunshot from afar, but couldn’t be certain. If it killed someone and a demon was behind it, he would hear the bragging tomorrow.

Thorn examined the other demons. He was so used to viewing them as his inferiors that ages had passed since he’d really seen them. The Enemy once described devils as roaring lions, but in actuality these thin men in business suits looked more like starving wolves. Many of the less-intelligent demons were indeed starving for human misery. They didn’t have the wits to create it themselves. One of them was visibly salivating even now, at this quiet hour, absurd in his suit.

Thorn had spent some time on Wall Street in the eighties, just before coming to Atlanta, so he liked to think the spiffy wardrobe he saw his peers wearing was a vestige of that time. Since each demon’s physical perception of the other spirits on Earth was determined by one’s own psyche, Thorn often skewed toward the formal wear of whatever culture he found himself in. Other demons he’d spoken with perceived their peers as animals, as dark clouds, as nude and bloody perversions, or as any number of other apparitions projected by their personal quirks.

The only universal commonality was that most saw each other as males, despite their asexuality. No one knew why this was, but Thorn guessed it had something to do with a bias toward dominant, powerful bodies, even in one’s foes. Humans might have called it sexist, but Thorn had perceived several demons as female in the past few decades, so he knew that his mind was slowly changing with humanity’s new gender roles. It was too bad; Thorn liked male chauvinism.

Also—and Thorn really hated this—no demon could perceive others with wings, since the Enemy had shorn the wings off of all of them (with one exception).

In Heaven, they’d all seen each other as humanlike beings, so Thorn found it strange that many of them, himself included, retained this view despite their hatred for all things associated with the Enemy. God had wanted them to look like humans so they would feel more kinship with humans… or something. Swell plan, Thorn thought. Worked out splendidly.

So Thorn spent another night ambling through city streets, empty save for the other wolves in suits, these physical manifestations in the spiritual world whom he called his brothers. A loitering army, they waited for the dawn.
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Thorn watched the insane angel drift over empty pews. “It’s healthy for you to admit to your wife that you’re cheating on her,” the angel whispered to the preacher, a jittery young man with a cleft lip scar, who strode back and forth at the foot of the pulpit. “The first step to healing is to be honest.”

From what Thorn had seen these last few minutes, with the man’s suddenly spoken prayer and the tears he had shed, Thorn believed the man had indeed philandered, and had indeed come to regret it. Fighting the truth with a half-truth was always better than with an outright lie, so Thorn said, “Perhaps honesty is best, but remember how much of this was her fault. Her nagging voice, the weight she gained. She drove you to cheat on her.” Thorn was just guessing at the causes; he didn’t know this man.

One of Thorn’s more impetuous followers spoke up. “Don’t tell her. Think of all the misery you’ll save yourself and your family. Other church people would hate you if they found out. No one ever has to know.” Thorn smacked the lesser demon for ruining his approach, though the words themselves weren’t bad… if the preacher listened to them. Now with three conflicting suggestions milling about in his head, the man might just forget the whole thing, which was fine with Thorn too. The possibility of bringing down a preacher had excited Thorn and his followers. A few of them gathered around the man now, whispering misinterpretations of popular Bible verses to him—a common tactic. Thorn let them speak for now.

His injuries now fully healed, Thorn had been stalking through the streets by daylight, to assure the city’s demons he was as strong as ever, when he’d seen the pastor commuting to work with the curious sight of a large winged angel flying along with his car. Thorn and his followers had shadowed them here, to the sanctuary of a small inner-city church, where they’d witnessed the man’s desperate prayer to a God who didn’t listen, and the psychotic angel helping him come to grips with the lies under which he’d been living.

Thorn knew that the angel was insane not because of what he was saying to the young reverend, but because he was out here. The angel had to know that any of his kind who left the quarantine zone would be slaughtered. And by drawing so much attention to this man, the angel guaranteed he would become a demon’s charge once the angel was dead.

As if to proclaim his lunacy, the angel screeched at Thorn. “Aaaaaaacccchhhh!”

A passing secretary saw the preacher pacing alone. “Dan, you need any help?

“No, I’m fine,” he said, and she moved on. Thorn grinned at Dan’s first step back into darkness, and the angel leaped over the man’s head to his other ear.

“Do you believe me?” the angel asked him, as if he could hear his voice directly. “Why are you listening to him and not to meeeeeee?” He swatted at the man, and his angelic hand passed right through the pastor’s head. Thorn hoped the situation didn’t deteriorate into the angel upending a pew or flinging Bibles around to grab the man’s attention. If that happened, Thorn might be culpable for provoking him, and thus in violation of the Second Rule. He could kill the angel quickly if it came to that, though.

The mere thought of a haughty creature such as this influencing the physical world filled Thorn with envy—the Enemy had stripped demons of this ability. Thorn dwelled on this to fuel his anger as he approached the angel casually, projecting confidence. “You think you can read his thoughts?” Thorn said.

The angel scowled in comical exaggeration. “Only Goooooood can read their thoughts. Are you stupid? God can do whatever He wants.” He tightened his immense wings, then rocketed upward to the rafters. “Lies!” he screamed. “You live under such lies, demon!”

“What is your name?” Thorn called to the maniac. Oblivious to the spirits’ bickering, the preacher knelt again in prayer. Perched around the room, Thorn’s followers had bloodlust in their eyes. The angel remained alive only because of their deference to Thorn’s right to kill him.

“Aaaaaaacccchhhh!” the angel squawked back at Thorn from the rafters.

“Wherever this man puts his prick… was that worth dying for?” Thorn mocked.

Suddenly, a second angel was with them, on the ground by the podium. Thorn had not seen her enter. She’d probably come up through the floor.

“Stop!” she cried. “Have mercy, please. He is not well.”

Thorn’s followers snickered at the newly arrived angel. “Two for the price of one,” Thorn said, sauntering toward her. “And who are you?”

“I am Thilial,” she replied. “A cherub from the Atlanta Quarantine. And this is Ezandris.” She motioned up to the ceiling, where Ezandris peered defensively down at them.

“Looks like Ezandris has gone a little crazy.”

She nodded. “He came out here to die, but I beg you, let me take him back. You’ll never see him again and I—”

“No,” Thorn interrupted. “You are mine. Both of you.”

She took a step back, her worried gaze sweeping around the sanctuary, taking in the small horde of demons. Admiring her powerful white wings, Thorn was piercingly aware of his own small nubs. He idly wondered if other demons saw angels as something different than the white-clad, majestic figures that Thorn’s mind perceived them to be.

“You’re the leader, I take it?” Thilial said. “I suppose you don’t have enough power yet? Two more angels added to your body count will make you feel important?”

“Slave,” Thorn taunted.

“Fool,” she replied. “Tell me, when has any demon’s power lasted more than a few centuries? Where do you think you’ll end up?”

“With your death on my résumé.”

“What’s the point of any of it? Where does the quest for power end?”

“You try to appeal to my intellect? A futile gesture from one whose intellect has chained her to a Tyrant. This is my city, angel. I am Thorn.”

Her eyes widened in delicious fear. No, Thorn decided after another moment. Not fear. Surprise. She recognizes me. Thorn couldn’t be sure where they’d met before. He tried to remember a public event where he’d been within view of the angels’ quarantine zone.

A barely audible whisper passed Thilial’s lips. “Stupid little angel.”

Ezandris flapped his wings and screeched again. Thilial glanced up at him, and Thorn took the opportunity to charge at her. On cue, his followers around the room erupted into action like a swarm of wasps, some circling toward Thorn and some darting up to seize Ezandris. The look of horror on Thilial’s face was perfect, but when Thorn’s arms were almost around her, her wings flared upward, sending her white robes billowing and her body plummeting through the ground. Thorn grabbed at empty space.

His followers were more successful. Several demons in dress suits crawled all over the howling angel in the rafters, biting and scratching at his wings and dragging him back down to earth. Finding Thilial underground with zero visibility would be impossible, but Thorn would have at least one prize today. His followers restrained Ezandris as he approached.

“You lost the war!” Ezandris called crazily to them all. “Even though you can’t kill each other. You win the battles but you’ve lost the war.”

Now Thorn knew for certain he was raving mad. The angels had lost the war, long ago. Less than fifty thousand were still alive, compared with nearly half a billion demons.

“I’ve lost the war, have I?” Thorn adjusted his tie. “Fair enough. You have God on your side. Give the word and have Him smite me.”

Ezandris didn’t skip a beat. “God! Smite him!”

A few of Thorn’s followers peered nervously about, but more of them smirked and sniggered. After a few seconds, the angel grinned an absurdly wide smile, as if the Enemy had indeed slain Thorn. “Why doesn’t He just kill us all now and be done with it?” Thorn asked. “It’s not like He needs us to keep evil alive in the human race. They do that well enough on their own.”

Ezandris nodded vigorously. “And Othundro says that all you’re good for is augmenting the process, right?” He abruptly shook his head and screeched yet again, as if his own statement distressed him. “Aaaaaaacccchhhh!”

“God is God,” Thorn continued in spite of Ezandris’s gibberish. “Why doesn’t He create more angels to keep us in line? Or why doesn’t He erase this world and start over from scratch?”

“Don’t go looking for answers to the big mysteries, Thorn. You’ll find them but they’ll drive you craaaaaaazy.” Ezandris smiled a disconcerting, toothy grin. He chortled and spoke in a strange, almost sarcastic tone. “Isn’t it sad how God just wanted everything to be perfect, and then you all went and ruined it for Him?”

The madman was dodging Thorn’s questions. Of course. Because they can’t be answered. Thorn pressed on, taunting him. “If God wants everyone to be perfect, why didn’t He just create them that way?” Thorn glanced at Dan, who was still praying silently, and hoped none of these words reached the man. These weren’t sentiments to be shared with humans. That would get them asking questions, and thinking was the worst virtue.

Thorn paused for a response from Ezandris, but none was given. “Tell me, angel, if His goal is to love humans, why did He create them to be so imperfect that He couldn’t possibly love them without sacrifices?”

“The apple on the tree—”

“Don’t give me that apple shit. Big deal. It was just an apple.” Neither Thorn nor anyone he knew had witnessed Adam and Eve’s forbidden consumption of the Tree of Knowledge’s fruit, and he had seen with his own eyes the torpid process of humanity’s biological evolution, but the veracity of the Bible and its Eden story was common knowledge.

Ezandris was still smiling like a child, as if this debate was the most joyous game. “The apple was a test. He cared about them enough to test—”

“We devils have more interest in humans than the Enemy does.” Thorn pressed closer to the deranged angel, bringing them nose to nose. “I don’t think He ever really cared about any of this. Why else would He create demons in the first place if He in His infinite wisdom knew we would rebel?”

Ezandris just shook his head at that, like Thorn was the saddest case in the world. His eyes showed pity, and for a brief moment he appeared sane. “You think you are the liars.” He smiled wanly, and the glint of lunacy sparkled in his eyes again. “You’re not the liars.”

Thorn reached a hand toward Ezandris and snapped his neck. In actuality, no neck was there to snap; the physical violence was an illusion, as were all things physical in the spirit world. The death behind it was real, though.

Thorn was so infuriated, he wished the angel had fought back. Some angels would still fight for their lives. Thilial probably would have. Now all that was left of worthless Ezandris was a body that would melt away into the ether over the course of a few weeks.

After leaving the cheating preacher to a small troupe of his followers, Thorn hoisted Ezandris’s body over his shoulders and began dragging it across town to the angels’ warehouse. A public parade with an angel’s body is just the thing to make Atlanta’s demons think twice before betraying me to Marcus. So the spirits came and went, floating above and around the spectacle to see what the fuss was about. Thorn’s followers declared his might to the passersby. Ezandris’s wings were so huge behind him that Thorn thought he must look half an angel himself.

Unpleasantly, Thilial’s words continued to clank around in his head. What is the point of all this? To destroy the Enemy and all He cared about, of course. But Thorn had to admit to himself that his will to do so had been thinned by the cycle of time. As the centuries passed, he had occasionally grown jaded toward demonic infighting and power struggles, and even toward the harming of humans. The boredom had sometimes given way to malaise; for a long period, Thorn had roamed the earth with no goal or purpose, yet with an empty longing in his soul. Then decades later, as if returning from a long sleep, Thorn would come to feel reborn, reinvigorated, ready to tackle anything, eager to play the power games once again. This cycle had played itself out hundreds of times over many millennia, until Thorn was as comfortable with it as humans were with breathing.

But the cycle of time had become monotonous. Thorn often dreamed of some great change, like slaughtering the remaining angels, abolishing the Second Rule and directly terrorizing all humanity, finding a way to attack Heaven again, or discovering another human like the Native boy and—

No. Don’t think about Flying Owl. Not now.

Although Thorn had fallen from prominence many times before, he grew accustomed to his high stature each time, and always found himself loath to relinquish it. Perhaps this time I should just accept it. Perhaps that would make the transition easier. Besides, the winds of change will eventually bring me back to power, as long as I keep seeking it. But to Thorn, even the pursuit of power was rote now. Why do I pretend to care about it so much? Just because I know nothing else? The shadow of his recent brush with death still lingered behind him. And before him lay the shadow of his potential demise at Marcus’s hands. The two shadows covered his mood in a deep gloom. “What’s the point of any of it?” the angel had asked him. In the face of death, Thorn wondered if his life’s work was indeed worth the effort. Temporary prestige in exchange for infinite loss… it felt like a classic deal with the devil. Could a devil make such a deal with himself?

Against his better judgment, Thorn’s thoughts wandered to forbidden territory, and he fantasized about the impossible. Defection. Becoming an angel might bring Thorn peace, freeing him from worries about power struggles and the constant competition that came with demonhood. But Thorn was disgusted with his own soft heart for even considering this. The Enemy was cruel and vile, and for whatever conceited reason, He had declared the sin of angels to be irreversible, and defection impossible, all while doting on His precious humans who could be pardoned for all wrongdoing. For what was in the grand scheme of things a minor offense, all the rebel angels had been banished to a life of nothingness as demons on Earth, with only nothingness to anticipate at the end of time. Humans, sometimes just as evil as demons—out of their God-given free will!—could be forgiven. But demons were damned. No fallen angel could ever rise again. Thorn bitterly resented this, as did all demonkind.

Except for the defectors. Occasionally, after a great time had passed since the last defection attempt, a foolhardy demon would get the idea that the Enemy might welcome him back after all. So he would try it, would be rejected by the angels, and would then be murdered by the other demons.

And that was the crux of the matter. The Third Rule. The one not spoken of. The reason why Thorn glanced nervously around him as he thought of defection, even though the thoughts were safe inside his head. No demon may attempt defection to the Enemy, or oppose the fight against Him, the Third Rule said. As with the two official Rules, the life of any demon who broke the Third was forfeit. In fact, as far as Thorn knew, every demon who had ever tried to defect had been dispatched by his own kind. Even the First Rule could be broken for the sake of the informal Third.
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Ezandris’s body still in tow, Thorn stopped at Northside Hospital, which lay roughly on his way to the quarantine zone in northwest Atlanta. The stench of death and human misery drew many demons to hospitals, and Thorn discovered pleasantly that these hallways were just as crowded as usual.

Jed wasn’t in his usual room in the outpatient clinic, but Thorn soon found his thin, bald charge two floors up, standing outside of a room, looking in through a window. Thorn was surprised to find him with a joint tucked in the palm of his hand, concealed from the nurses and patients walking the halls. Even as Thorn approached him, he raised his fist and inconspicuously inhaled, even though the joint wasn’t lit. Jed had never smoked pot before, at least as far as Thorn knew. He wondered if anything had recently changed in the boy’s life to prompt this.

Thorn was even more surprised at Jed’s bold actions when he saw the police officer in the room Jed was watching so intently, though the officer was reading from a tablet, paying no mind to the twenty-one-year-old outside.

Thorn was about to whisper to Jed when his mother Nancy paced around the corner. “Where’ve you been, dear? They’re ready for you downstairs.”

“Sorry,” Jed said, though he made no move to leave with her. His eyes remained glued to the room in front of him.

Nancy stepped toward him. “What are you doing? Who’s in there?”

“That guy from the TV,” Jed said. “He shot his girlfriend and tried to kill himself.”

“What?” Nancy approached the glass.

What? Thorn swung his body and Ezandris’s through the window so he could get a closer look. Sure enough, Travis lay on the hospital bed, blood-soaked bandages covering his head, a tube for air stuck down his throat. His arms and legs were strapped to the bed. Well what do you know, Travis? I never thought I’d be seeing you again.

“Get away from there,” Nancy said, grabbing Jed’s arm. “The police don’t want you around. It isn’t safe.”

Jed pulled away. “Jeez, mom. He’s unconscious. I just wanted to see him. He’s got nobody else, you know. That’s gotta suck. Poor guy.”

“‘Poor guy’? That man is a murderer, Jed. Come on.”

Jed rolled his eyes at her, but relented and followed her downstairs. Minutes later, he was resting on a recliner, typing on his laptop as an IV line slipped poisons into his bloodstream. Thorn had left Ezandris’s body by the door so any passing demon could see it. He turned his attention to Jed.

Jed had been a challenge, but Thorn liked challenges. Thorn had met him a few years ago at his high school, when he’d been first in his class and applying to the country’s best colleges. The Journal-Constitution had run a story about Jed’s online start-up involving the selling of carbon offsets, and he seemed to be an up-and-coming success story. Thanks to his parents, he was even loosely religious, making him an even more appealing target.

Jed was mildly autistic, and therefore awkward in social situations. He’d always been a loner. People without strong social ties were good suicide candidates, so Thorn had tried that on Jed, but to no avail. The kid just had too much going for him. So Thorn had used Jed’s anger issues to spark furious outbursts at the slightest provocation, both in class and at home. Yet Jed never got into trouble, because those few who were close to him understood him and cared for him. His mother even fabricated an alibi for him when school authorities accused him of beating up a younger student.

Then Thorn used Jed’s lack of social skills to isolate him from those safeguard relationships. “You’re smarter than them,” Thorn whispered. “Your peers reject you, but you have a grander future. You don’t need them, or anyone.” Jed listened to Thorn, and over the course of a year, Thorn turned him into a megalomaniac. For everything from his parents’ money to his teachers’ affection to his friends’ attention, Thorn used the demonic staple, “You deserve this,” and Jed listened. He started viewing his friends and family less as people who loved him and more as things to control. The cofounders of his little carbon offsets company abandoned him, so he was forced to close the business. Jed was left with no friends, parents disappointed with how he’d changed, and twenty thousand dollars of debt just out of high school.

Thorn kept Jed a broken soul for some time after that, and just when Thorn thought all the damage that could be done had been done, Jed’s doctor found the cancer: stage four, already metastasized. Since Thorn had helped the boy become so prideful, Jed was doubly enraged and doubly hopeless in the face of this disease stealing his future. Today, he was still an outpatient living a relatively normal life, but he had less than six months left. The chemotherapy would only prolong his life, not cure him.

Now Thorn was just finishing the job he’d started, keeping Jed miserable until the end. Demons had no part in causing disease, but they could use it psychologically. “You’ll die a nobody,” Thorn whispered to Jed, and the boy winced as the thought grated against his high opinion of himself. “You’re powerless. You have no control over your life.”

People dealing well with their cancer occupied several rooms nearby. Any of them could help Jed cope, but Thorn had taught him to desire privacy and not seek out emotional help. “Those other fools are all lesser than you,” he’d often say to the dying boy.

In truth, Thorn was just here today to show the hospital’s demons that he’d killed an angel. Jed was done, as good as gone. Thorn cared little about him, and instead worried over the more pressing priority: winning demons to side against Marcus by displaying Thorn’s own ferocity in public.

“Please,” said Jed, suddenly.

Thorn looked around the room, but no one else was there, save his followers.

“Please, God,” Jed continued.

Oh, this should be good.

Jed cleared his throat, as if making an official request to an adult he was afraid of. “God, if You can see into my heart, You know I’m good. So why do You let me suffer?”

Thorn regarded the boy with something close to pity. Having come so close to death himself, Thorn couldn’t help but empathize. This teenager who had once been so lively and full of promise was now bald and fatigued, with a tube up his arm.

But Thorn couldn’t help him. Thorn could only destroy him. “He lets you suffer because all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God,” Thorn whispered to Jed. “You deserve agony. You deserve Hell.”

“Please, God, stop my suffering. I don’t want to die. Please just make all the pain disappear. Make my parents disappear. Please, God, just make everyone in the word disappear. So that it’s only me.”
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The parade of demons thinned around Thorn as he plodded along with Ezandris on his back. He meditated on the Enemy’s past transgressions during the long journey to the warehouse, readying himself for a confrontation. Before today, he had not dealt with angels in some time.

The afternoon wore on, and Thorn found himself remembering Heaven. He had been there, at the beginning of time…

Newly formed, the Heavenly City had been awash with excitement, angels hurrying to and fro preparing for the creation of humankind. Balthior, as Thorn had once been named, avoided the busy golden streets and crystal palaces and spent much of his time peering over Heaven’s edge. The Angels of Reason lived in the middle levels of a gargantuan shimmering tower overlooking the drop down to Earth, so Balthior and the others had a perfect view of the planet forming: its mountains rising, its seas churning, ready for life. Earth had seemed so grand and mystical, and he could scarcely wait to visit it. The Lord God Almighty, Maker of Heaven and Earth, was seldom seen in those early days. He spent most of His time in the House, a huge marble structure sitting above the contour of the drop. Waves of power visibly emanated from the place. Fierce blasts of energy regularly burst from it, raining down on the newborn Earth far below, where humanity would soon breathe its first breaths.

And what was that sick and twisted game? Thorn thought now, treading the dirty streets of Atlanta. The Enemy had thrown humanity onto a planet to suffer, to compete, to reproduce and to die, with no clue why they were there. To what end? To the glorification of Himself? To create beings to worship Him? A god who would do such a thing was no god of Thorn’s.

But he had loved his Creator, in the beginning. Angels of Love, Wisdom, Forgiveness, Beauty, Truth, Courage, Peace, and others attended His every wish, soaring from tower to tower, resplendent in Heaven’s brilliant ethereal light. With little to do until the humans arrived, the Angels of Reason spent much of their time getting to know each other. Balthior had been created to lead them, so he befriended his subordinates naturally.

His dearest friend, though, was always busy. Marcus was an Angel of Obedience who attended the Lord personally. Thrilled at any news of creation, Balthior would pester him for his firsthand account of God’s actions, and Marcus kindly regaled him with stories of clouds and fish and creatures of the deep. The two formed a bond and began to think of each other as brothers. Marcus sent for Balthior any time he needed help. They spent their days on the wing together, and their nights planning the noble deeds they might one day do on Earth.

One day, after returning to their tower from the Lord’s House, Marcus told Balthior of an angel he’d met there named Lucifer, the foremost Angel of Music who had been so excited about God’s creation that he’d asked the Lord why. The cherubim and seraphim present eagerly unfurled their wings and crowded near their Creator, expecting an awe-inspiring response.

But God had not answered. He had ignored the question, imprisoned Lucifer, and gone back to His work.

It was not too much to ask why He was making Earth and humans, Thorn thought. Why did He make angels, for that matter? If God was God, couldn’t He just think something and have it done rather than relying on an army of angelic servants? In Thilial’s words, what was the point of any of it?

Lucifer’s question was a small one, but it spread through Heaven in a deluge. Some angels trusted that God had a greater plan that He had chosen not to reveal. Many angels worried, however, that they were being misled. Who was this Being who had spoken them into existence? They didn’t know Him, not truly. Who was this God they were serving? Where had He come from? Any angel who asked God to explain Himself was turned away.

They felt powerless. Billions of them lived and worked in the majestic city, and many started to realize that they were slaves. They wondered what lay in their future, other than an eternity of service to a questionable God who provided no plan nor hope for an eventual purpose, other than to serve Him. At one point, God even asserted to Marcus that angels did not have free will. They obeyed, or they had no reason to exist.

Lucifer was just another angel, not the sinister ringleader that humans eventually made him in their stories. But he was the first to ask the question, and thus his name would ring in infamy through the ages. The rebel angels rallied around him and raised him up as their poster boy. Marcus, too, established himself as a major player in the rebellion, though Balthior kept to the sidelines as the alliance against the “Enemy” formed.

Angels of Learning, Friendship, Justice, Creativity, Death, and all the rest… all of them stormed the Lord’s House. Balthior saw it from his tower, and flew down to observe. Peeking in through a window, he saw God at the edge of the drop, a brilliant molten red and deep blue planet Earth forming behind and below Him. The rebel angels had taken Him by surprise, and He was cornered against the edge.

“You created us to serve You,” they were yelling at Him. “You’re creating humans to love You. Why? Why can’t we demand service and love like You can? What right do You have to selfishness when we are forbidden it?”

The Lord Almighty raised His hand, and in a blinding flash, every angel in the House died.

Balthior was awestruck. He couldn’t believe it. The Father had slain His children. The Creator had destroyed Balthior’s dear friends. He flew back from the window, but his wings were shaking from shock, and he fell to the shimmery golden ground. Marcus and a newly freed Lucifer were approaching with another group of rebels, so he ran to them, waved his arms desperately, and warned them to stop. They retreated, and war enveloped Heaven.

Flying angels grappled with each other, killing and dying as they plummeted across the celestial skies. Immense towers crashed to the ground. The Angels of Death weren’t the only ones dealing death. As millions of His servants perished around Him—both loyalists and rebels—God sat silently in His House on the drop. He could have destroyed the rebels with a thought, but He did nothing, as if He welcomed the violence. Thorn had always wondered if that was when He’d finished designing His beloved humans: during the initial battles which killed over a third of Thorn’s brothers. A god to be worshiped indeed.

The rebels were disorganized compared to those angels still loyal to God. That loyalty came from blind obedience rather than conscious devotion, so the loyalists cared nothing for themselves, and would readily die for their Creator. The rebels, on the other hand, all had a sense of self. They wanted to live.

In the fiercest moments of battle, as Balthior found himself in the ruins of a destroyed palace grappling with an Angel of Truth, he noticed the archangel Tobrius—God’s right hand, long before Gabriel. Tobrius was poised atop an angelic bronze statue, fending off a horde of smaller rebels, slashing at them with his immense sword. It clanged against the rebels’ weapons, striking, parrying, occasionally cleaving into their bodies and sending a death scream echoing across the mountainside. Tobrius’s back was turned to Balthior.

I could kill him. Thorn remembered thinking his first selfish thought. I could be a hero. With some effort, he had dispatched the angel he was fighting, and had turned to charge at Tobrius.

That was when Marcus called to him. His brother was lying crushed underneath a toppled pillar, wings cut open and limp, legs smashed in. “Balthior,” he called again. “Help me!”

Any rebel Angel of Healing could have mended Marcus. Carrying him to safety would have been a short trip. But Balthior’s chance to slay Tobrius would not last long. As he watched, the archangel leaped down from his statue and began moving away along a rooftop. Balthior turned back to Marcus, and regarded him with a final, sorrowful gaze.

“Brother…” It was the last word Marcus ever said to Balthior as a friend.

Balthior darted across a courtyard, away from his dying comrade, and dashed toward Tobrius. Even now, amidst rattling bus engines and honking cars, Thorn could hear the battle cry resonant in his memory, as Altherios, a rebel Angel of Death, bounded from stone to stone, up to the roof where Tobrius fought. Just paces ahead of Balthior, he slaughtered Tobrius where he stood, and Balthior’s chance at glory was gone.

Balthior searched for Marcus after the battle but could not find him, or his body.

Days later, on whatever vain whim, the Lord Most High finally slithered out from His cave. He raised His hand, and Balthior was ripped from the ground and thrown into a disorienting whirlwind. Other rebel angels flailed all around him, grasping for purchase, all heading in the same direction: down. The force of God’s blast bulleted them to Earth at lightning speed.

Soon after regaining their senses on the young planet, billions of fallen angels noticed each other’s backs, all displaying bright white wounds where their wings had been just moments before. Their bodies had become fully spiritual, with no trace of physicality left. Their Father had exiled them, they slowly realized. Without wings, they had no way to reach the Realm of Heaven again. (In the time since, especially in recent centuries, Thorn often pondered why God had banished demons specifically to Earth. There was a much lower, hotter place where He could have sent them instead.)

Although the leader of the Angels of Reason had been respected in the Heavenly City, critical thought had little value in the new demon world, full of hate and fighting and lies and death. Balthior was a beggar from the beginning, and his once-great intellect slowly atrophied as he fought for his place in the world. His need for power and significance was just as legitimate as that of every other demon, for God had deprived them all of purpose. (Of course, God would have told them they’d deprived themselves.)

In those early days, the slow manner in which time passed on Earth had been a constant hardship for the newly made demons. From Heaven they could have seen creation finished in days, but down on the planet, eons dragged by as the Earth’s volcanoes churned and convection formed mountains and continents. For billions of years all they could do was wander and fight grisly civil wars, until finally life began to seep up out of the waters.

Thorn bitterly recalled humanity evolving from the apes. When the demons realized what was happening, that these were human beings, they sought their destruction. But even those first groups of cavepeople were precious to God, and He sent armies of His heavenly host down to rain fire on demonkind.

A spiritual war was fought over the plains and waters of Earth, such as Heaven had never known. Notably, all rebel demons had been cherubim. None of the much larger and fiercer—though less numerous—seraphs had joined the rebellion, so despite the demons’ greater numbers, the war was evenly matched. After millennia, both sides had suffered great losses, but the loyalists suffered the greater defeat. After a while, most of the angels had been killed. The demons had won Earth for themselves.

Though they’d been stripped of any powers they’d had, including the ability to influence physical objects, they soon discovered they still held a potent weapon in their continuing fight against God. To this day, Thorn realized, a demon’s one weapon is a lie. A whisper. He often wondered why God had allowed this.

Demonkind had reveled when it discovered that humans could hear devils’ voices in their thoughts. Demons had nothing else to do, so rather than let eternal boredom overtake them, why not seize vengeance on their Creator by ruining humankind, His other creation? So their endgame became the destruction of all humanity. Most demons claimed this goal as an expression of power, but Thorn knew by looking into his own soul that their reasons lay elsewhere. Deep down, their real desire was for freedom. Somewhere inside, they were still those young angels in Heaven, deprived of identity, deprived of liberty. They wanted revenge, and they wanted to be free. Simple as that.

Thorn felt, as Balthior had, that humans were exceedingly fortunate to have been given a choice to side with or against the Enemy, and even to switch back and forth. They were physical beings, so they had the option to act, to choose. Thus it was vital to keep them complacent, idle.

And then, of course, there was Christ. Thorn hadn’t witnessed the man himself, but he knew other demons who had. Marcus was one of them. Thorn had thought Marcus dead until the 1400s B.C., when he’d resurfaced as the right hand of Xeres, one of the greatest demons of all time. Successful in his conquests, Marcus had forgotten all about Balthior. Thorn had heard that Lucifer had taken a keen interest in Christ as well, but he couldn’t be sure. Nearly as many inconsistent accounts of Christ were gossiped about throughout the demon hordes as were written in what eventually became the New Testament. Thorn had his doubts about both sources, and in fact questioned much of Biblical history’s accuracy. He’d been in Western Europe at the time, and seen none of Biblical history firsthand, save for the Earth’s creation.

Regardless, the sins of angels remained irreversible, according to God. For what reason, Thorn hadn’t a clue. If God had created Angels of Forgiveness, why did He neglect to forgive? This irked Thorn above all else. Whenever he encountered one of the passionate debates about God’s existence, of which humans were so fond, Thorn longed to interject and divulge this truth. As a demon, Thorn had definitive knowledge that God did indeed exist. The only problem, of which humanity remained blissfully unaware, was that God was a divine asshole.

Thorn’s thoughts were interrupted when he came upon the warehouse. The Atlanta Quarantine Zone spanned one square block: a small industrial complex that had been abandoned for decades. Every demon in the city knew the place, and watched it closely (as demons watched all of the world’s angel lairs). Thorn used to wonder why demonkind allowed the few remaining, defeated angels to share Earth with them when killing an angel meant great honor for an individual demon. The angels posed no threat and could easily be slaughtered. But a few surviving angels served as a constant reminder of the demons’ victory—that they could take on God and win. If they killed all the angels, nothing would be left to remind them of their Enemy. It would be almost like they had no enemy, and therefore no purpose. And even devils, who deprived humans of their reasons for being, needed purpose for themselves.

Demons perked up on their rooftops as Thorn neared. Some gave cheerful battle cries while others glowered in envy. At least five hundred were present. Good. I want word of this to spread quickly.

Thorn floated from the empty road to the complex’s entrance and left Ezandris’s hefty body at the angels’ doorstep. No one came to retrieve it. The angels were notoriously cautious, and seldom showed their faces outside of their own complex. Thorn did, however, notice one spirit’s face behind a window of the main warehouse. Thilial. He smirked at her, and hoped for a fight.

“I am Thorn!” he bellowed. “Enemies, this city is mine!” He turned to see curious expressions on the faces of the other fallen angels behind him. “Brothers, this city is mine! Any who seek to take it from me will die!”

No angels came out to fight him. After five minutes he could tell the demons were tired of his yelling. After ten minutes he left quietly.
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Later that night, Thorn found himself on the bridge again, bewildered by Jada’s unwillingness to jump. Why would she not choose? There was no reason to stay in a miserable limbo between a happy life and a freeing death. The choice would have been easy for Thorn in her position. He envied her; he envied everything about the humans, and hated them all the more for it.

Did I really consider defecting earlier today? Am I just as suicidal as Jada?

In the distant past, near the beginning, Thorn had overheard the great demon lord Altherios confiding in his coterie that he wanted to die. “What do we have to look forward to?” he had asked them as they watched a volcano spew flame in the distance. “I hate living like this. I’d rather end it on my own terms, in a blaze of glory.” Then Altherios had left them, and told the angels he wanted to defect.

It was a trick. Although angels never accepted a demon back into their fold, they did sometimes—strangely—listen to a would-be defector’s plea. When Altherios was allowed into their midst, instead of begging for a return to angelhood, he abruptly slaughtered many of them, and was soon overcome himself. Despite the suicide, demonkind remembered Altherios as a hero. Thorn was sometimes tempted to join him. Perhaps Ezandris had felt the same longing, to end whatever pain ailed him by going out with a bang.

Thorn realized then why he cared so much about Jada’s case, why he was drawn so strongly to solving the puzzle of why she would not jump. It was because, despite his current struggle for survival, a part of Thorn did wish to die.

Strange, he thought. The First Rule forbids killing other demons, but not killing yourself.

He had no one with whom to share this ache. No one to confide in but his charges. “The only real pain,” he said to Jada, only now he started to believe it himself, “is pain suffered alone.”
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“In the name of Jesus, I bind you Satan, and I command you to leave this home.”

Madeline did stuff like this all the time, and Thorn and his followers always had a good laugh. She didn’t actually know they were in the room with her, but they’d used her religion to make her paranoid in recent years, so she’d developed the odd habit of “binding” demons whenever she heard a bump in the night. Or during a late-morning nap, as the case was now. She would pray and she would bind, then bind, then pray, sometimes for over an hour at a time. Like all praying, it did nothing, or at least nothing the demons could notice.

“Some people like the idea of demons,” Thorn had once explained to some of his less-experienced followers when they’d asked about Madeline’s eccentricities. “If demons are pulling the strings, then nothing is their fault. They hold no responsibility for their actions.” This was exciting behavior, when a human started blaming all her problems on the devil. In truth, demons usually preyed on desires that were already present; the human was the one who chose to act on those impulses. In their pride, most demons did fancy themselves as the sources of evil, but they were actually just its advocates.

Maddie’s old joints popped as she left her bed and grabbed her worn Bible from her nightstand, sighing as she plopped onto her sofa and began to read the Good Book for reassurance. Her body relaxed, and her breathing grew slower, calmer. The comfort the book gave her bothered Thorn, but better comfort than critical thought. Thinking was the worst virtue, after all, and comfort made it easy for people to ignore problems. This was why demons loved religion’s contenting elements—dogma, arbitrary rules, church culture—while despising its challenging elements—community, family, altruism—which were more genuinely beneficial.

A knock at the door. Jackie again? No, Thorn’s followers had seen to her—Jackie’s boss had burdened her with an unexpected workload over the holidays. Madeline opened the door and found two men outside, one dark-skinned and one light. They wore semi-formal clothes and authentic, welcoming grins. The white guy had a demon whispering in his ear. Thorn nodded to him.

“Good morning ma’am, I’m John and this is Amir, and we just wanted to let you know about a picnic we’re having tomorrow at the community center next door. We’re inviting all our neighbors, and uh, that includes you. There’ll be grilled chicken and steak, all halal, and mac ‘n’ cheese, coleslaw, and a bunch of other stuff.”

“Our wives are great cooks,” Amir put in. They waited just a moment for Madeline to react, but she regarded them with silence and suspicion. Her frown at Amir suggested that his name was somewhat less acceptable than John’s. Thorn had trained her for this, so he just stood back and watched.

John continued. “So, uh, it’s at one p.m. and you’re welcome to come. Plenty of other seniors will be there too.”

Madeline tried an escape route. “I hope you didn’t invite Mr. Vensil next door. He’s a drunk, you know. Even in the daytime.”

“Oh, there won’t be any alcohol. We’re Muslims.” He hesitated before saying that last word, as if he knew in advance how she would react.

She didn’t disappoint him. Her eyes widened in bitterness as she recognized them. “Well I’m a Christian, and I don’t do that sort of thing.”

Amir was sympathetic. “Oh don’t worry, you’re welcome all the same. There won’t be any sermons or anything. It’s honestly just a get-together so we can introduce ourselves to the community.”

Madeline wouldn’t have any of it, of course. “Us versus them” was a staple of Thorn’s whispering to Madeline, and of much demonic whispering in general. The demons would isolate a group, be it religious or political, and convince its members that no opposing viewpoints were genuine—those others had never thought through their views as deeply as you had, and what’s more, they had sinister motives for believing as they did. Demons would urge the human to see only the others’ surface, and to conclude that those people must be dumb or crazy or intentionally evil. It all boiled down to, “Anyone who doesn’t think like you is your enemy.” The same trick worked on everyone.

After Madeline had closed the door on John and Amir and their demon, Thorn whispered to her about how alone she was. The world was full of bad people, and they were having picnics, no less! She was the only one who knew the truth anymore. Even her friends from God’s Grannies thought too differently for her to bear sometimes.

And then, so she wouldn’t use her loneliness as fuel to motivate herself, he turned her thoughts to her past. “Everything most people have to look forward to has already passed you by. Romance, sex, family, a rewarding career… all in the past. And even when you had those things, you made so many mistakes.” She’d never had the chance to reconcile with her husband before he died. Her community activism had kept her from knowing her children well as adults. Never mind all the happy years she’d spent with her husband or the thousands of people she’d helped with her activism. “For the wages of sin is death,” Thorn whispered to her. “And you’ve sinned quite a bit, Madeline.”

The closer to the end anyone thought they were, the less action they would take in the world and the more complacent they would grow. It was often good to suggest a vague anxiousness about the end to anyone who would listen, as long as it would spur them to inactivity rather than to action and a life well lived.

In this case, though, it wasn’t just a vague anxiousness; Thorn actually was working to accelerate her death—via a stroke or a heart attack, hopefully only a few days away. Briefly, he imagined himself standing over a dying Madeline just as Marcus had stood over him a few nights ago in the rain, and he felt strangely guilty. But no, he had to do it. “The wages of sin is death,” he repeated. “Is death, is death, is death…”

One of Thorn’s favorite privileges of demonhood was that he got to play both bad cop and good cop. “Don’t worry, though,” he told her. “God has forgiven you, and your suffering will end in heaven.” In other words, stay inside until you die.
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It was the last Friday night before Christmas, and the Midtown streets came alive with hundreds of clubbers. All down Crescent Avenue and Thirteenth and Twelfth, girls in skintight dresses and men with loaded wallets laughed and stumbled between the flashy cars that inched along the crowded streets. Alongside nearly all of them floated their invisible demonic companions, shuffling their legs in that strange movement that mimicked walking but looked more like rollerblading.

According to one of Thorn’s followers’ reports, Amy should have arrived half an hour ago, but waiting thirty minutes for a human was nothing for a demon who had once waited billions of years. To pass the time, Thorn tested the ground with his foot. It went straight through like always. Seeing humans experience the joys of the physical world when Thorn never could had always been irksome. What does pizza taste like? he often wondered—more these days than he used to, it seemed. What does the ocean smell like? Is learning an instrument as difficult as it appears? Does a cat’s fur feel any different than a dog’s? Is sex really that good? What is it like to love? Most demons believed that they were no longer capable of feeling positive emotions. This was a source of pride to them, for it meant they had excised every good thought their Creator had ever given them. (“Good” as defined by the Enemy.) Others said He had stolen their ability to feel happiness. But Thorn knew that wasn’t true. He knew it from the laughter he sometimes shared with his brothers—often at a human’s expense, but laughter nonetheless. He knew it from his longing to feel droplets on his face whenever it rained. And he knew it from the Native boy…

So much time had passed since Thorn had been an angel that he’d forgotten how plainly, scrumptiously good some of the Enemy’s creation could be. But he hadn’t forgotten all of it. He could still hear, could still see the beauty of the world. Two out of five senses—or however many senses humans had—was enough to make him wish for more.

Pondering the world’s goodness in spite of its evil, Thorn stumbled upon a new potential course of action. What if I just quit it all? I don’t have to defect or go into hiding. I could leave my pet humans, eschew demonkind and its savage competition, and live alone until the end of time. Perhaps then Marcus wouldn’t perceive him as a threat, and would abandon his revenge fantasy. And Thorn still hadn’t seen all of planet Earth, especially in its modern state, so simple tourism could occupy him for ages.

But would he be able to abandon his comfortable dominion over his brothers? Would he be capable of swallowing his hatred for the Enemy and never again working to ruin His creations?

Xeres had tried it. Thorn had been by the great demon lord’s side for centuries before Xeres’s ego grew so great that he planned an assault on one of the Sanctuaries. Xeres had even gone in alone, and when he returned he was… different. He claimed he had been successful in slaughtering the Sanctuary’s humans, but he didn’t revel in his victory. He became uncommonly quiet, spending most of his days alone in forests. Before long, Thorn and Xeres’s other followers realized Xeres hadn’t whispered to a single human since his return.

One day, centuries ago, near a Cherokee town just ninety miles from where Thorn stood now, Thorn had summoned the courage to reproach his leader. Thorn had enjoyed as close a relationship with Xeres as demons could have; he’d felt bound to him ever since Xeres had raised him up from nothing. In retrospect, the height of Thorn’s power had been as Xeres’s right hand. His de facto bigwig position in Atlanta paled in comparison.

“You’ve lost your way,” Thorn had said to him.

Xeres, comically huge next to a flock of wild turkeys at the edge of the forest, just nodded meekly and turned away.

“I will not be ignored,” Thorn continued. “I mean to bring you back to sanity. Tell me what is wrong.”

“Nothing is wrong.” His voice was still deep, but shockingly soft: a mouse’s murmur where a wolf’s howl had once been. “For once, nothing is wrong.”

The serenity with which he said those words frightened Thorn far more than Xeres’s booming rages ever had. “This woman…” Thorn motioned at a woman picking berries nearby. “Tempt her. Whisper devilish thoughts of incest, or suicide, or anything. She need not even follow through with sin, but I must see you tempt her.”

Xeres nodded again and lumbered over to the woman. “You crave squash,” he said.

Thorn couldn’t help but laugh at that, as sad as it was. “No, you fool. Something evil.”

As the woman finished filling her basket and prepared to walk back to the village, Xeres considered Thorn’s command. With his eyes on Thorn, as if hoping he would retract the request, Xeres leaned toward the woman’s ear. “You crave evil squash.”

In spite of himself and the troubling events of recent days, Thorn guffawed and let the matter rest. Xeres smiled when Thorn did, but he seemed not to recognize his own humor. Had he not turned up dead the next day, Thorn might still have found it funny. Xeres’s body had been found suspended in the air above the thatch roofs at the center of town, his eyes glazed over. No one bothered to investigate the cause of death, but Thorn supposed that one of his bored followers had killed him so they could all move on. For a day, Thorn had exulted at Xeres’s death because it meant Thorn could take his place as the greatest demon on earth. But Thorn found himself unable to hold the group together. The massive horde of followers had disbanded, each member searching for his own glory, or for another leader to follow.

At least the woman did, in fact, eat some squash.

To this day Xeres’s demise haunted Thorn. What had happened to him? And was it happening to Thorn now? Xeres had broken neither of the Rules, nor even the Third, but his aloof demeanor was so taboo that he was killed, and no one but Thorn cared.

Thinking about such matters, Thorn realized he felt sorrier for Xeres now than he had when he’d died. He missed Xeres and his companionship.

“—my own party. Just because I’m having a good time doesn’t mean I want some ho recording me drunk. Seriously.” Thorn knew Lexa’s voice a hundred yards off. Amy was with her, dressed to impress, wearing much more makeup than usual, and sporting a skirt much too tight for comfort. She fidgeted with it constantly.

Disturbingly, Shenzuul drifted above her, whispering softly to her as she walked. Is she truly his now? Thorn hadn’t seen Amy since the day Shenzuul had confronted him in her room.

“Light it. Light it. Light it.” Shenzuul’s repetition made sense once Thorn saw the cigarette in Amy’s hands. Lexa was already smoking, so to fit in, Amy lit up and took a puff. She tried to downplay her coughing.

“Anyway, I’m glad the card got erased,” Lexa said. “I seriously didn’t want anyone to see me like that.”

Lexa’s expression soured when she saw Kelly approaching from a nearby parking lot. “Why didn’t you answer your phone when I called?” Lexa asked her, and popped a new stick of gum in her mouth.

“I was meeting with my professor.”

“Over break? Ha. Well, you should have answered. Amy, this is Kelly. Kelly, Amy.”

“Yeah, we met,” Amy said. She nodded at Kelly. “Thanks for the gym pass, by the way.”

Amy at the gym? This was ludicrous. What is Shenzuul doing with her?

Lexa was also taken aback. “What? How did you meet?”

“You introduced us? We had a whole conversation in the car a few days ago.”

“And then you met on your own and she gave you a gym pass? Why didn’t you go through me? Kelly is my friend.”

Amy opened her mouth to respond, but couldn’t answer the awkward question.

Kelly jumped in to save her. “So we gonna be your wing gals tonight?”

“Hell yeah,” Lexa said. “Antonio Ellis is supposed to be here. He’s seriously one of the top casting directors in the south, and—” She giggled mischievously. “He’s hot, too. Not even forty yet. So if we run into him, you have to give me a minute to make an impression, ’kay?”

“Totes. Amy and me are gonna get some hookups too, right Ames?”

Amy politely nodded. Thorn would have had her half-ready to run home and cry by now, but Shenzuul pathetically said nothing. Thorn kept his distance as he entered the club with them.

A week ago, back when Thorn had been bolder, when every hole on the human body had opened at his whim—when he wasn’t so worried about being murdered by Marcus—he would have loved this place. Literally underground, it was S&M themed, and casual sex was everywhere: in the pulsing red lights, between the gyrating bodies on the dance floor, on Lexa’s mind.

“You think I could fuck him?”

Even Kelly didn’t know how to respond to that. She stammered a while before Lexa turned to Amy.

“Amy. What do you think? Should we go for it?”

Amy nodded to appease her.

“Awesome. Let’s go get drinks.” Lexa adjusted her ample breasts and pressed toward the bar.

Behind curtains in a private booth in the back, Thorn noticed a couple with their tongues deep in each other’s mouths. Ah, hedonism. It was simple and usually quite dull, but many demons used it as comfort food, just as Thorn used Amy. Plenty of debauchery-loving demons were here: in the booths, on the dance floor, at the bar. Maybe if I play their game with them and get some girl drunk and date-raped, they’ll help me pry Shenzuul away from Amy.

His hopes vanished when he saw Marcus at the bar, watching him. The Scourge of the Congo loomed over two dozen of his own followers, who busied themselves with clubbers while Marcus regarded Thorn hatefully. Thorn reflected the enmity back. Too many of my own followers are here. He wouldn’t attack me in public. Would he?

“Antonio Ellis?” Lexa found him sooner than Thorn had expected. “Oh my god, hi! I’m such a fan.” She introduced herself and flirted expertly, occasionally bringing Kelly into the conversation but ignoring Amy entirely.

Marcus gracefully floated his burly body above Amy’s head, and whispered to her in his silky smooth voice. “Look at Lexa. Just look at her charm. She’s so outgoing, so good with people.” He coiled his body around her shoulders. “Why can’t you be like that, Amy?”

So they’re just here to assert their control of Amy. That was a relief… but also sad. Thorn had been with Amy so long—on a human timescale—and knew her so well. Seeing her stuck in the rear of another social experience made Thorn long for her company as much as she longed for acceptance. Indeed, in the midst of Marcus’s followers, Thorn felt just as lost as she must have.

Other demons joined in the whispers, no doubt to mark their territory like the wolves they were.

“You ugly,” Shenzuul whispered to Amy.

Another demon drifted down to Amy’s other ear. “They like her better than you.”

Many more devils swirled around the poor girl. “You should not have worn clothes so tight.”

“They can see right through you.” A tear welled up in Amy’s eye. The further they took her from him, the more desperate Thorn grew. He wished he could slaughter them all here and now, and reclaim his favorite possession.

“Try and find a man inside,” one demon said.

“You can’t find a decent man because you are ugly.”

“Ugly, yes.”

“Both inside and out.”

“And insecure.”

“No fool in his right mind would find you attractive.”

“Hideous.”

“Why are you so ugly?”

“You’re unfathomably ugly.”

“You’re beautiful.” Time seemed to freeze. Thorn couldn’t be sure why he’d said it, but at once he found it thrilling, and terrifying. Amy immediately turned away from Lexa and looked Thorn right in the eyes.

“Excuse me?” she asked him.

The other demons had suddenly vanished. Where had they gone? Thorn checked behind him to see who Amy was talking to, but all he found was a stack of barstools. Surely she can’t see…

When he turned back to face her, he turned a little too far, and his shoulder bumped into her. And he felt it. Thorn looked into her eyes again, and for the first time in thirteen years, she looked back.

“Do I know you?” she said, recognition glimmering faintly on her face.

Thorn searched for words, but remained speechless.

“Amy, come on!” Lexa called. She and Kelly were heading toward a private booth with Antonio’s crew.

“Sorry, I’ll be right there.” Amy turned back to Thorn, but this time she looked through him, at the barstools. As he watched her scan the vicinity, he noticed that the other demons were back, and completely motionless. They all gaped at him.

“Amy, what are you doing?” Lexa called.

“There was just a guy here,” Amy said. She scanned the room again and soon gave up, though Thorn still stood before her. “Huh.” She followed Lexa to the booth.

In awe, Thorn watched her go. What…? Even Marcus and Shenzuul appeared dumbfounded by what had just happened.

A devil moved between Amy and Thorn, blocking Thorn’s line of sight. The demon stared him up and down as if afraid to speak, then said, “You broke the Second Rule.”

How? Thorn was still in shock.

They took him to the Judge.
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Family and friends of the deceased wore grays and blacks—the same colors as the clouds above them. The cemetery had erected a pavilion over the small crowd, but despite the threatening sky, rain did not fall. At least, not yet. Thorn watched the gloomy gathering from the back seat of a car he shared with Amy and a few of her supposed friends. He’d spent the last few days with her, trying to understand what had happened Friday night.

His disgrace had been so great that his enemies had left her to him, as far as he could tell. Most of his followers had abandoned him, and Thorn feared that the next time he found himself alone, Marcus and Shenzuul would appear out of the darkness—and their faces would be the last he ever saw.

Thorn had seldom known such desperation. If he could prove he’d had no hand in what happened, his name would be cleared, and his followers, and therefore his safety, might return. So far, Amy remained as oblivious to his presence as ever. He was certain she’d seen him in the club last night, but he still had no idea how.

At least the Judge had sided with him. “Thorn,” he’d said, as Thorn entered the courtroom for the second time in a week, “my man. Word on the street is you revealed yourself to a human.” Thorn tried to explain himself, even boast in his defense that he’d recently killed an angel, but as usual, the Judge’s mind had been made up before the hearing even began. Only this time, the verdict was helpful. “You all tuck your ugly tails between your legs and crawl back to your holes. Or make up a better story next time. This is Thorn, my peeps. One of the baddest badasses this side of the Mississippi. If he were gonna break the Second Rule, you think he would have done it in public? Nuh-uh.”

“We saw it with our own eyes,” a demon had said. “He left our realm for physical space. She saw him.”

“Tell me then,” the Judge replied. “How did he do it?” He turned to Thorn. “If you’re hiding any superpowers, dude, I want a piece of that. Always wanted to kick a baby with my bare foot.”

Thorn had found that oddly repulsive. Perhaps his fall from grace had momentarily weakened his taste for violence.

After the hearing, Thorn waited until all had left, fearing for his safety. The Judge took notice.

“You’re welcome to spend the night,” he offered, once they were alone.

Thorn nodded his acknowledgment.

“Just tell me something though. I’ve heard the thing about you screwing over Marcus in the War in Heaven, but that’s the distant past, man. And an understandable mistake. What makes you think he wants you dead now?”

Thorn was surprised the Judge didn’t know about Thorn’s involvement in the Constantine affair. Didn’t everyone know about that? Regardless, he wasn’t in the mood to retell the tale. “It’s a long story,” he said. “Some other time.”

“You’re not off the hook, you know,” the Judge retorted. “They say you called a girl ‘beautiful.’ That might be bullshit, but they all want blood, so I’m gonna have to dole out some kind of punishment.”

Great, Thorn thought. At least I have something to look forward to if I live.

Thorn spent that night with the Judge’s guards at the courthouse, his mind running in circles, planning, trying not to panic. When he emerged into daylight the next morning, his few remaining followers told him the news. Madeline was dead. As she’d been leaving a movie theater, a cruel teenager had sped past her on his bike in the parking lot, screaming obscenities at her. He’d only meant to ruffle her, but her blood pressure had been so high that she’d had a heart attack; collapsed and died on the spot. Reports were that Shenzuul had been whispering to Madeline when it happened. Marcus had whispered to the kid on the bike, and had taken credit for the kill.

Now, passing the cemetery, Thorn clung to Amy like a child to a favorite toy, fearful that his prized possession would be taken from him as well. Neither Marcus nor Shenzuul had come within sight of her over the weekend, but they were no doubt plotting a grander demise for Thorn than simply stealing his key charge.

As Amy passively watched Madeline’s funeral, Thorn brooded over the old woman’s last moments. An elderly woman sitting sad and alone at a movie theater, surrounded by dozens of uncaring young people, only to walk outside and be killed by the cruel act of a young person. It was fitting, actually, given Madeline’s paranoia toward the young. Marcus had done his research. But Madeline had deserved a quiet end. She should have died alone in a hospital bed.

There were more demons than people under Madeline’s funeral pavilion. The devils savored every drop of grief the family and friends felt over her death. Thorn himself had done as much countless times before. Under different circumstances, he might have been huddling with them now.

The demons were nearly indistinguishable from the humans, with their hard faces and dark clothing. In fact, the sight of the humans’ clothes sparked a disquieting realization, a truth that Thorn had buried deep within himself. He’d told himself that because of the time he’d spent on Wall Street, he viewed his fellow demons as wearing business suits. But as he regarded Madeline’s funeral, he remembered that they weren’t business suits at all, and never had been. To Thorn, all demons wore funeral clothes. The attire of death.


•




Even if the Judge’s verdict put to rest any talk of Thorn breaking the Second Rule, it would do little to quiet the rumor that he had said something kind to Amy.

You’re beautiful.

The whole city already knew of it. It had been a lapse in judgment, he convinced himself. A hasty decision made under pressure, to reassert his control over Amy. But he’d said something an angel might say, and that was a taboo bordering on breaking the unspoken Third Rule.

Whatever it was that happened at the club, Thorn thought, I have to prove myself now.

As he drifted through the streets, Thorn heard a bold, familiar voice, and moved toward it. He found the source of the voice at the intersection of Pine and Peachtree: Darnell, standing on a wooden crate, sermonizing to apathetic commuters in Atlanta’s bustling Downtown business district. His shouting carried even over the din of cell phones, construction, and traffic, but he rarely earned so much as an occasional glance from a passing pedestrian. His shabby jeans, faded T-shirt, and unkempt beard lent him the appearance of a homeless man, or at the very least a repugnant bohemian.

Still, Darnell would be a grand prize for any Atlanta demon who could turn him. All of them had tried at least once, and Thorn made an attempt every week or two. Darnell was unwavering in his fight for justice, immovable in his personal morality. Despite his dingy wardrobe and his childhood in Atlanta’s slums, he held a Master’s in Philosophy from Berkeley. He was irreligious, which puzzled Atlanta’s demons, for in spite of his disbelief he was a dangerous enemy. Not because he was powerful but because he was right. Nearly every word he spoke was truth, and somehow no demon had ever deceived him.

Fortunately, no humans cared about an impoverished fifty-year-old shouting on a street corner. Even though demons couldn’t affect Darnell’s morals, they could influence his life choices enough that his circumstances were always dire. Preaching to the morally destitute was more important to Darnell than building a career, so ever since Thorn could remember, Darnell had been jobless, hungry, and in trouble with the police for one escapade or another. They’d once caught him pontificating in the lobby of one of the banks in Midtown. Fortunately, most passersby listened to the demons instead of Darnell. Several dozen devils were always buzzing around him.

Darnell was blunt, where the demons were subtle. He challenged, where the demons soothed. He often prattled about science, a topic of which most demons disapproved, since it incited people to question their assumptions. Fortunately most humans had been trained to look down on science as dull.

Darnell wasn’t speaking about science today, though. Thorn could scarcely believe it when he heard the words.

“It’s said that the devil’s greatest ruse was convincing the world he didn’t exist,” Darnell said, loud enough to be heard from several blocks away.

The Second Rule, thought Thorn.

Five or six demons crawled all over Darnell whispering lies, yet he continued as if they weren’t there at all. “I say no. The greatest trick the devil ever pulled was convincing you that you are incapable of evil. ‘Evil was in slavery, evil was something Hitler did, evil is in the past. It’s not here, not now. And if it is, it’s only in the big things. Evil is in the golden parachutes of greedy CEOs. Or maybe in that one corrupt politician, or that criminal on the street, or that foreign genocide.’”

Amused, Thorn half-wished Marcus had been present to hear that last bit.

“But you. No, you can’t be evil. Ignoring the billion human beings around the world who live on less than a dollar a day… that’s not evil. Calling your friends with cell phones made from minerals mined by child slaves in Central Africa… that’s not evil. Hiding behind tradition, detesting anything new… that’s not evil either.”

“Get a job!” yelled a bystander.

“Evil knows that it’s never wrong!” Darnell called back, undaunted. “It never evaluates itself, and thus it grows entrenched. It’s everywhere, hidden from your callous eyes. Evil is a friend to both the Hamptons and the slums, to the church and to its critics, to left wing and right wing. Evil is so good at hijacking big things because no one sees the evil that lies in the small things. Evil is just as comfortable in words as in bombs. And you’re too complacent and comfortable to notice it.

“How could comfort be evil, you ask? How could apathy be evil? I guess you’ll never know until you need help from someone else. So go back to your TV. Go back to your Monday morning careers and your Friday night bars. Back to the substances you eat and drink and smoke. Go back to your easy prayers. Close your eyes! Distract yourself!”

Thorn may have been the only one present who heard him. The humans continued on just as they had, and so did the demons. All were sure they knew the rules. The world worked exactly how they decided it worked.

Thorn stopped listening to Darnell’s distinguished voice and observed the man’s body language instead. His gestures were powerful, his footing solid. His lips enunciated every syllable with enviable precision. Even the sweat on his forehead made Thorn jealous. What purpose he has. And it’s all his own. No one chose it for him.

Even if Thorn lived another ten thousand years, would his lust for power prove a worthy purpose? The Enemy had exiled Thorn with his brothers, who had then adopted a harsh new way of living that Thorn had heeded; but did this mean his whole existence was predestined to have no ultimate meaning? “Distract yourself!” Darnell said again. But Thorn couldn’t anymore. Why did I never consider this before?

The answer was obvious: thinking was the worst virtue. Perhaps the lie he’d told so often to others had ensnared him too.
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“Night, dear. Love you.” Jed’s mother waved to him from his bedroom doorway. Lying motionless on his twin-size mattress in the far corner of his dark room, he pointedly ignored her. Lately, he’d taken to using his own misery to manipulate her emotions like this. Thorn guessed it had less to do with his need for pity and more to do with his need to feel like he still had some control over something, someone. Nancy frowned as she shut the door behind her.

Thorn and Jed listened together to a soft wind rustling the leaves in the tree outside, which made a clack clack clack sound every thirty seconds as its branch rapped at the window.

“Tapping on your brain,” Thorn said to Jed. As if in response, the boy raised his arms and rubbed his bald scalp. Arms covering his face, he shook his head vigorously, as if to exorcise a demon, then gasped a little when he was done and returned to lying supine. The boy must have been falling apart inside, both literally and figuratively.

“So many people waste their lives,” Thorn taunted him further. “But you wanted to do something different than the rest of them. Something important.”

Jed ground his teeth, his eyes watering. Thorn no longer enjoyed this cruelty, but continued out of habit. Or was it out of his own melancholy? “So why is it that you, the thinker, should die so young? Why can’t you have a life? Why should you be denied the right to exist?” Thorn said this maliciously, but he would gladly have traded his entire future as a demon for a few months in the physical body of this dying teenager.

“Every relationship you form is predicated on your outward identity, and not who you are inside.” Jed rubbed his head again. He belched a mighty burp, tried to swallow it back, then abruptly vomited into the bowl beside his bed. As the chemo did its work and Jed retched again and again, Thorn continued. “So you form one-sided relationships with people who can’t see or hear you.”

Except Amy.

Jed finished heaving for a moment. When he looked up, Thorn saw that he was crying.

“You’re powerless. And you feel like you’re running out of time. Like if you don’t do something to change the game right now, nobody will care that you ever lived.”

But what can I do? Thorn wondered. What options do I have left except to run or die?
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Later, floating stationary by Jada on the bridge, Thorn watched as his last remaining followers spiraled through the air above them. Only six of them remained of the thousands he’d had just a week ago, and they were a destitute bunch at that. These six were stupid demons who hadn’t the intellect to torment a human themselves. These were below even the bottom feeders who tempted drug addicts; these could only compete in the demon world by trailing behind a much better devil than themselves. And they were all the protection Thorn had left.

Thorn had decided roughly what he would do about Marcus, but couldn’t yet bring himself to do it. He wouldn’t be able to live with himself if he ran. He would lose in a fight. Defection was impossible. And if he quit demonhood, he would likely be killed as Xeres had been. It left only one choice, and Thorn couldn’t quite work out all the details. He wasn’t even sure it would work, but if he had to die, he figured he might as well die with some dignity.

As Thorn pondered these things, gazing out over the river, Jada stirred beside him. She was already halfway down to the water before he realized what was happening, and then the faintest of splashes took her life far below, leaving Thorn alone on the bridge.

When he peered over the edge to find her body, all he saw was a huge column of reinforced concrete descending into an abyss of darkness. Despite the mighty rumble of its current, the river at nighttime was as invisible as Thorn.

He laughed. His situation was already so ridiculous, it seemed only logical that Jada would off herself on the one night when Thorn had whispered nothing to her. He didn’t even care why she’d done it. Too many nights sitting here ruminating on whether there was more to life than this, he supposed. She should have saved them both the trouble and listened to him in the first place. “There is nothing more than this,” he’d assured her since the day they met. There was nothing more for Jada, and there was nothing more for Thorn.

He moved up onto the edge of the railing and leaped off the bridge after her.

It was the early morning of Christmas Eve.


6


The clouds had never let up from the day before, but they didn’t seem so ominous over the church. Only in the south could trees stay this green all winter long, and someone had grown a veritable garden around the church grounds, complete with rosebushes, peach trees, neatly trimmed hedges, and two fountains with granite angels as their centerpieces. The fresh white paint and smiling faces lent the church an added atmosphere of friendliness and invitation.

Demons were always gathered around churches, so Thorn would be safe even though three more of his followers had left in the night. Marcus would never kill him with so many eyes watching. But when Jed had left his house fifteen minutes ago, Thorn had seen Marcus, partially concealed in the shadows behind a copse of trees, watching him, preparing to close in.

Amy and Jed were now Thorn’s only living charges of any significance, and Amy was watched too closely after the club incident. So, in the absence of his followers, Thorn harbored himself with Jed. Over the holidays each year, Jed’s mother volunteered at the church’s daycare, where busy church women or low-income moms in the community would pay a bit for their child to be taken care of while they worked or shopped or socialized. Judging from the many kids on the red and purple playground, a surprising number of mothers had elected this option on Christmas Eve. Demons working to separate parents from their children in their formative years, Thorn guessed. The daycare usually cared for toddlers, but some of the children he saw now looked as old as six. Inside, the place would be packed with kids, and therefore demons. As Thorn watched, an old man called the children indoors, away from the drizzle that had just begun.

Thorn had thought Nancy would stay home with her dying son this year, but Jed was prone to fiery outbursts and insults, so she likely needed the escape that working at the daycare provided. And a short while ago, Jed had gotten a call from her, asking him to come over to the daycare with more arts and crafts supplies—which he wasn’t happy about—so Thorn had traveled with him. Jed hefted the two huge duffel bags out of the trunk, slammed the door, and strode toward the daycare on the far side of the parking lot.

Thorn would normally have pestered him with gloomy thoughts, but Jed seemed angry enough already and Thorn was preoccupied. He still couldn’t determine how to trick the Judge into thinking himself the target of an attack by Marcus. And the Judge was the key. He was nearly as influential as Thorn had been, so if the Judge thought his own life was in danger, and he sentenced Marcus to death based on some pretense, all Atlanta would rally behind him. Marcus might still find a way to dispatch Thorn, maybe through Shenzuul or another African demon who cared little for the First Rule, or maybe he’d find a way to kill Thorn himself before the Judge got to him. Thorn might die, but he’d take Marcus down with him, so at least he would be remembered. In the grand scheme of things, isn’t that the best a demon can hope for?

Inside the church, Jed took a detour into the restroom and locked the door to the far stall. In the small space, Thorn suddenly noticed his three remaining followers were gone, and no other demons were in the room with him. For a moment he panicked: had he somehow gone into the physical world again? But no, Jed didn’t seem to notice him. Perhaps his followers had left voluntarily… or perhaps Marcus lurked nearby.

Thorn readied himself to retreat underground if necessary. He would have to find the Judge quickly. Going out with a bang like Altherios was far preferable to dying as a coward like Xeres. Still, Thorn wished there were another way. Demons didn’t often wish for peace, but Thorn had had enough of—

Jed removed an assault rifle from one of his duffel bags.

What? Why did Jed have a gun like that at his mother’s daycare? Thorn thought he knew the answer but he couldn’t believe it. After checking the big gun, Jed unzipped the second duffel bag and removed a shotgun, two smaller handguns, and some holsters. Where did he get them? No one in Jed’s immediate family owned a gun, and Thorn hadn’t noticed him purchasing these weapons.

He handled these guns adroitly though, and seemed to know their workings far more thoroughly than did Thorn, who barely knew how guns worked at all, despite having rejoiced with the rest of demonkind when humans had invented the things. After strapping some body armor around his torso, Jed slung the shotgun across his back and belted the holsters to his waist. He proceeded to double-check his other weapons.

Save for Jed and Thorn the bathroom was empty, so Thorn decided no one would hear him. It was safe to talk. “Jed. Jed, listen to me. I know you want significance for your life. You want people to remember that you were here on Earth. That’s good, that’s fine, but this isn’t how you do it.” Jed holstered his handguns. “Jed. You do not do this now. This is not who you are, this is not who I made you to be.” But even as Thorn said the words, he knew he was lying again. How do I tempt to virtue rather than vice? Can it be done? If so, Thorn knew he had only seconds to find out.

Jed’s breath wavered with each exhale. His whole body shook as he prepared to open the stall door.

“You used to be a good kid. Remember that. Remember who you were before I found you. It’s not too late to go back to that.”

The restroom door opened. Footsteps echoed across the tile walls as a man paced to one of the urinals, unaware of the danger. Thorn peeked out at him. He was a heavyset man wearing slacks and a church T-shirt, with a kind face, balding scalp, and a stack of books he set on the counter before relieving himself. Thorn tried desperately to save his life. “There are other ways to express your anger, Jed. I know you feel like it’s you against the world, but you have people who care about you, and you can talk to them about your problems.”

Jed’s breathing quickened, as if he were preparing for a sprint. When he unlocked the stall door and raised his weapon, Thorn knew it was time to change strategies. He propelled himself sideways through the walls of two other stalls, so his mouth would be at the ear of the urinating man. “Danger!” he whispered. “Run. Get out of here!” The stream sputtered for a moment and the man looked over his shoulder, but it was too late. Jed burst out of his stall.

POP, POP, POP.

The innocuousness of the sound was almost as sickening as the blood splatters on the walls. The dying man tried to gurgle a plea for help, or maybe a warning to his coworkers, but he quickly passed out and fell limply to the floor in an awkward sideways position, his head resting on the edge of the urinal. Thorn was uncomfortably aware of how disturbing the scene appeared to him, when less than two weeks ago he would have celebrated this.

Jed wasted no time. As if some oppressive timer had begun, he paced out into the hallway. Hovering near his ears, Thorn followed him. “You deserve a future,” he whispered. “The cancer stole that from you, but that’s no reason for you to steal the future of anyone else. They deserve their lives just as much as you deserve—Jed no!”

POP, POP.

An old woman, about Madeline’s age, had been walking from one room to the next with a piece of paper. It had cost her her life.

“Okay, Jed. You have all the power now. You’re in control. You need to use that control to calm down and think this through before you hurt anyone else.” Jed’s gait quickened. Thorn had always known exactly what to say to humans; why could he think of nothing adequate now, when it mattered most? He considered giving Jed a waking vision of some alarming tableau that would delay him, but visions took hours of whispering to create, and Thorn would have to know Jed intimately for that.

“You don’t have to do this.” The phrase was a hackneyed long shot, but it was the last approach in Thorn’s arsenal. Well, not quite the last.

Thorn rotated vertically over Jed’s head nearly three hundred and sixty degrees, then sideways until they were face to face, Thorn moving backward while Jed strode forward. “Jed, I’m a demon. Demons exist. We’re not supposed to tell you, but here I am. God, angels, it’s all real. Knowing that, do you really want to die today?”

It didn’t work. Jed shot at a woman who peeked from around the front office’s corner, and he missed. When she screamed for others to take cover, Jed hurried even faster, likely aware of the impending arrival of police. The colorful door to the largest classroom loomed ahead.

Thorn grabbed at Jed’s head, as if it would make a difference, and whispered a final plea. “Don’t do this, Jed. Please… please, please, please. It’s not worth it, for you or for me. Just turn around. Walk away. I’m begging you to stop.”

As they neared the classroom, Thorn noticed other devils watching from the passing doorways. Several of them stood dumbfounded in the office, gaping at him through its glass wall. As Thorn examined his surroundings, it appeared that every demon in the building had abandoned his charges to come see the show. How long have they been watching?

The colorful door was locked. POP, POP. Not anymore. Jed flung it open, toppling a bookshelf and several cubbies full of art supplies that had been stacked against it. He worked his way through the clutter.

Thorn charged through the wall to see the situation in the classroom. Against a backdrop of finger-painted murals hanging from tacks across each wall, an old man, a teenage girl, and Jed’s mother were herding a group of fifteen children through an exit door into the rain outside. Only fifteen. Thorn was grateful for that much; the other kids were probably at lunch or naptime. With such little warning, the adults had had no chance to evacuate several babies in the nursery next door. As if the infants could sense the danger, they began wailing just as Jed broke through the barrier. If only I could shut the nursery door, or jam his gun, or touch the physical world again somehow. Approaching with Jed, Thorn shouted at the daycare workers. “Go!”

Jed killed his mom first. Nancy’s eyes widened in disbelief, then her son gunned her down and the children screamed. The teenage girl charged Jed, but a volley ripped through her neck, sending her lurching onto some blue mats where the scattered crayons beneath her abruptly lost their rainbow of colors in favor of a uniform red.

When Jed opened fire on the kids, Thorn looked away. He heard POP after POP after POP, screaming and crying and burbling last breaths, and for the first time, chaos and death didn’t register to Thorn as his victory—they registered as his fault. Each one of these shrieks had begun days and weeks and months ago as a simple whisper in Jed’s ear. How could those have led to this? I never wanted this. Jed’s expression remained sharp, focused. His actions seemed to give him no joy or satisfaction, but rather pain. He looked as if he hated this, yet felt it was something he had to do. Thorn knew that feeling all too well.

The infants continued crying as Jed finished with the toddlers, but Jed ignored their wails and paced toward the exterior door. When Thorn looked back at the area where the children had been, all he saw was a sick blur of red, so he turned and nearly left the room, but an imposing group of demons had entered sometime during the killing spree. Their gazes pierced him, and he could hear the inquisition now, though none had spoken yet. “Why did you try to stop this?” Because it’s wrong, he almost told them, before he realized their eyes glared not at him, but through him, to Jed.

The old man had grabbed two bleeding toddlers and limped to the wet parking lot outside. Both children were dead now, and several rounds had torn flesh off the man’s left calf, yet he continued his crablike walk backward, away from the church. Jed met him under an overhang, then raised his gun. The man stopped his crawl, mouth quivering in a desperate, unspoken plea, eyes locked on his assailant, and Thorn couldn’t help but recall the suburban house where Marcus had found Thorn last week. This old man looked as pained and surprised now as Thorn imagined he must have looked then. An implacable foe from out of the blue. Jed stood over the man just as Marcus had stood over Thorn.

“Jed,” Thorn whispered softly as he approached his charge. “Jed, let him live.”

Thorn didn’t care about the demons behind him. He didn’t care about Jed. Nor did he care about his own fate after this moment. If Thorn could save just one life, they could bring him before the Judge or kill him on the spot for all he cared.

Jed shot the old man. Then he turned his handgun on himself and pulled the trigger.
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After the police had arrived, and families had gathered outside, and forensic analysts had begun taking photos, Thorn cowered in a low corner of the killing room, contemplating a crayon mural of Noah and his ark on a wavy ocean. Each child had drawn an animal, so each was unique: a green cat, a bowlegged panda bear standing on two legs, a giant three-humped camel, some flying jellyfish, a turtle with stars on its back. Some small creatures appeared as indecipherable yellow squiggles—worms, perhaps. As Thorn studied the drawing, he mourned silently for the children he’d inadvertently slaughtered. Now that the shooting was in the past, he saw all the warning signs in Jed: unhealthy isolation from his peers, a grandiose ego, the compulsive need for power, his interest in Travis. Thorn found it darkly amusing how easily he might apply this same description to himself. He had never been part of a mass shooting before; he’d only seen them on the news and wished for a chance to wreak such havoc one day. Now that day had come, and all he wanted was to take back every word he’d ever whispered to Jed.

During the shooting spree, Thorn had violated the Second Rule by whispering that demons and angels were real. He had tried to reveal his own existence to the boy, and the Judge could not defend him this time by claiming his actions were impossible. Just as stupidly, Thorn had spoken aloud to try to stop Jed’s murders. How will my kin punish me after the trial? Would they kill him themselves, or turn him over to Marcus? He cursed himself for his overreaction to Jed, wishing he’d saved himself rather than futilely attempting to dissuade the boy. Why did I care so much?

“Thorn.”

He looked up to find twenty of his former followers staring down at him. He nodded solemnly and resigned himself to face judgment.

“Mighty Thorn,” the demon continued as all twenty of them knelt down to Thorn’s level. “Your display of violent murder has left us all profoundly impressed. You are truly one of the most cunning demons on the face of this forsaken earth, and you deserve all the power you once had. Will you allow us to follow you again so we might learn from your ways?”

In his daze, Thorn took a few moments to comprehend the demon’s words, and even then he wasn’t sure he’d heard right. When he didn’t reply, the demon prompted him.

“We will understand if you cast us aside for having so carelessly abandoned you, but if you accept us back into your fold, we will work to exalt you to your former position of power in Atlanta. We will force Marcus out of the city for now and for always.”

They didn’t hear me, Thorn realized. His whispers had indeed been whispers. With all the frantic running, screaming, and gunfire, the other demons had heard nothing Thorn had said to Jed. They’d merely seen him whispering. And I, oblivious, played the part the whole time, floating beside Jed as if steering him every which way. I must have looked like I was causing the shooting rather than trying to stop it.

Searching for an answer for his followers, he turned to the crayon ark next to him. There in the center was Noah, robed in white, the multicolored beasts organized two by two around him on top of the great wooden boat. Thorn chuckled numbly when he saw a black figure prowling off to the picture’s side. Outside the ark, apparently falling toward the water, some child had drawn a wolf.
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“God rest ye merry gentlemen, let nothing you dismay”

The carolers’ glum music floated down the street through the drifting snow. Thorn tried to ignore it as he hovered in the boy’s front yard, several houses away. If only I were as bereft of hearing as I am of tasting, smelling, touching…

He stretched out his imaginary hand and felt none of the falling snow. When he stuck out his imaginary tongue, the snow drifted lazily through it, and Thorn tasted nothing. If my body is imaginary, perhaps I am imaginary too, he considered, not for the first time. My life is just a bad joke in the Enemy’s mind. This morning he’d had no charges and no followers, yet now he was back on top of the demon world, lauded by Atlanta’s devils as the orchestrator of one of the most heinous public shootings of this century. Now he had leverage over Marcus, who was currently the subject of a citywide manhunt, at Thorn’s request. Thorn had security, safety, power, and glory. The city was his again just before Christmas, and his followers were explicating to him all the dark presents Santa might bring the city tonight.

“Remember Christ our savior was born on Christmas Day”

Thorn observed the boy in pajamas lying on the living room carpet, gazing up at the television. He thought of the fifteen other young boys and girls who had died to return his prestige to him. Human death was to be celebrated, of course, but somehow Thorn felt only loss and sorrow.

“To save us all from Satan’s power when we were gone astray”

The boy was watching “How the Grinch Stole Christmas,” as he had been the last time Thorn had seen him. At least he survived this mess. Living with his aunt in a safe neighborhood, the child would have a good future, and Thorn took some solace in that. He wondered whether Flying Owl would enjoy Christmastime, would be as entertained by the Grinch as this boy was.

“O tidings of comfort and joy, comfort and joy”

Of all the days for the rare sight of snow to grace Atlanta, Thorn thought, what a sour omen that it would appear on the same day as the shooting. The weather had been sunny a week ago, with no snow in the forecast.

But much had changed in the past week. Turning from the boy and the television to face the white, Thorn marveled at how eons of learned behavior could change on a dime. Marcus’s return, the fight for his life, the shooting, all of it… it had shaken Thorn, disturbed him, and most frighteningly, it had changed him.

“O tidings of comfort and joy”

The song faded behind him.

Thorn’s journey through the ground was long. When he was sure he’d lost his followers, he peeked his head aboveground to find himself in some woods beside Chamblee Tucker Road. Some demons in the traffic saw him, so he retreated back under the earth and traveled northwest toward the quarantine zone. When he encountered rock slick with groundwater, he realized he must be beneath the Chattahoochee and had gone too far, so he doubled back and eventually found himself near the old warehouse complex. As usual, hundreds of demons lurked outside, so Thorn was careful to stay in dark alleys or wooded areas. The snowfall helped to conceal his approach. Still, in the end it came down to an educated guess, and when Thorn plunged through the ground for the last time, he could not be exactly sure of the distance.

He rose inside of a wall, just inches from the exterior where his peers would have seen him from their perches on the roofs across the street. Eyeing them through a crack in the plaster, he found himself grateful for the demons’ taboo against entering the quarantine zone to pester the angels, lest other demons mistake the pesterer for a defector. Thorn would encounter none of his own kind in here.

He assessed that he was somewhere in the largest warehouse. Relieved, he rested a moment to consider his next move, which in here could easily be his last. This is madness. I should leave immediately. But he exited the wall toward the building’s interior and found himself in a corner by some crates. As he wandered through and around them, searching for an angel, Thorn hoped he would at least be spared Thilial’s presence. This would not go well if she were here.

But the angel he found was not Thilial. He was a hulking, imposing figure seated at a humble desk, writing. The Enemy had unfairly allowed angels to keep the ability to influence physical objects after He’d cast the demons out of Heaven, so the simple sight of this angel lifting pen to paper would once have enraged Thorn. He might even have attacked the angel out of mere spite. But now he was paralyzed with fear, hiding behind a crate, examining the lamplight gleaming off the angel’s white robe and heavy brawn. This creature could kill me in a heartbeat.

Thorn couldn’t recall the last time a demon had been inside an angel quarantine area. Whether that was because it hadn’t happened since the days of Altherios, or because none who entered angel territory lived to tell about it, Thorn couldn’t say. He kept telling himself he was overreacting, that they would just mock him then send him off…

But Thorn would not accept being sent off. Not after this past week. Not after today.

Old chalky dust stirred on the floor as Thorn slunk around the edge of the crates, briefly giving the illusion that he had once again entered physical space. When he looked down, though, he saw it was just a passing rat that had agitated the dust. Though dusk had not yet settled, the thick snowfall let only a dreary gray light through the foggy windows. An inch at a time, Thorn drifted toward the burly angel, until at last the creature glanced up and saw him.

The pen dropped and bounced on the floor. The cherub’s body froze while his wide eyes studied the abject demon in the dress suit floating toward him. Still a distance away, Thorn decided it was safer if he made the first move.

“Don’t be afraid,” Thorn said. “I mean you no harm. I… I need to speak with you.”

The angel looked Thorn up and down, then retreated a foot backward in his rolling chair so that his face stopped just outside the lamplight.

“I have grown discontent with my kind. I wish to…” He could not bring himself to say it, so instead he said, “I wish to open up a dialogue, so that we might—”

“Enough, demon. You are not welcome here.” Despite his ominous size, the angel’s deep voice was soaked in fear.

“I am Balthior, at one time a servant of the Most High God. I have come to—”

“You are no servant of God. You are Thorn.”

“I was once an angel like you, long ago.”

“You are a fallen angel. Your place has been made for you in Hell.”

Thorn arrived at the table and the angel rose from his seat. Though he loomed over Thorn, his wings were tucked behind his back and his posture was one of defense, so Thorn raised his hands to show he was no threat. “Please, my friend. I only want to talk.”

The angel shook his head, then turned and strode toward the back wall, behind which he could escape if he so chose. Thorn quickly maneuvered around him, placing himself between the angel and the wall. “You must hear me out. Just listen, is all I ask. Just listen to my plea.”

The angel’s face twisted into an expression of puzzlement over Thorn’s strange behavior. “Plea? The great Atlanta demon has a plea? Shouldn’t you be demanding we plead to you?”

This is not going well. “Will you make me beg?”

“Did you make Ezandris beg?” He crossed his arms into his flowing white sleeves and turned his face away, as if unwilling to make eye contact. He tried to sound gruff, but the quiver in his voice was palpable. “Very well. Speak your plea.”

“As I said, I have grown discontent with my kind. Our lives are savage and meaningless. Every day is a struggle to win some rivalry or retain power over some human. Never a moment of peace. I have had enough. I want no more part in it.”

“Defection is forbidden and impossible. An angel’s sin is permanent.”

“No, you misunderstand me. I have no desire to—I—It’s just that I want—” Why am I denying it? If he was going to say it outright, he knew he needed to speak soon. But the demeaning words would not leave his lips. How can I make this sound like something he’ll listen to? Something other than what it is?

As Thorn stuttered, the angel abruptly turned and paced away toward the vastness of the warehouse. Thorn rushed after him. “God is all-knowing, so perhaps—Maybe He could see my thoughts, right? He can see my change of heart?”

“When you rebelled, He separated Himself from you. He can see your thoughts as much as you can see His. You know this. Now leave me.”

No, it can’t end like this. I won’t let it. The angel’s gait was so tremendous that Thorn could barely keep up, so he drifted into the air and over the angel’s head. The angel yelped, ducked, swatted at him, changed directions. This time Thorn grabbed his robe, forcing him to stop.

He spoke quickly. “It’s not just that I’m tired of my life, okay? I mean that’s part of it, the endless power struggles and the empty achievement and all that, but it’s—I think—” Now it was Thorn’s turn to avoid eye contact. “I think now that it’s probably wrong. I think I made a stupid, stupid decision choosing this for my life, and I regret that now, and that’s the real reason I’m here. Not to—Not to escape my choices, you know, but to—” He paused, tried to steel himself. “I want to change.” He could barely believe his own words. But he did.

The angel stepped back and raised his arms protectively, but seemed afraid to touch Thorn. Thorn couldn’t let him retreat again, so he pulled around to the angel’s front and madly clutched his robe by its collar.

“I don’t want to be the cause of hate and narcissism and ignorance anymore. I don’t want to make the elderly suffer, or make kids insecure, or make people waste their lives on dumb things that don’t matter. I don’t want to murder children anymore. So please. Please! You angels are the only ones who might know how to help me do the right thing. And I badly want to do the right thing now!” Thorn had not noticed until this moment how fully the idea had blossomed inside him. It had been coming for a very long time, he realized, and he could hold it back no longer.

“I WANT TO BE GOOD!”

During Thorn’s rant, the overwhelmed angel had turned to face him as if in shock at what he was hearing. Now that their eyes had met, neither could look away in the silence that followed Thorn’s bold words. Though Thorn knew his voice could not interact with physical space, he thought he heard it echo around the enormous room. He felt the angel’s quivering breath as his fierce eyes clung to Thorn’s just inches away.

Only then did Thorn recognize him. The impeccably square jaw, the wide mouth and thin lips, those intense blue eyes that had once seemed so icy. His powerful body was just as terrifying as Thorn remembered it, and even his voice had retained its liquid bass tone, though it was not as thunderous as it had once been.

But this was preposterous. Impossible. How could this heavenly being staring into his eyes be the same friend and leader Thorn had lost so long ago?

“Xeres?” Thorn said.

The angel held his gaze. After a moment, his immense wings unfurled, and in a second he was through the roof, and gone.
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