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1


Thorn sat on a chair, precariously balanced and about to tip over, lost in an expanse of darkness. Black currents fondled his limbs with a sickly intelligence, pinning him to the chair and edging him ever closer to the inevitable fall: a fall that never quite happened. When his weight tilted the chair too far backward, the ebb and flow of the darkness around him would save him at the last moment. But then the chair would lean forward, or to the side, threatening to drop him in that direction, then in another, then another. The chair never righted itself. It drifted like a demon through the black mists.

Or was he on a roller coaster? Inching up the first incline, listening to the clicking, clicking, clicking. Knowing a fall was near. Thorn had been with Amy on roller coasters before, but he’d never felt nauseated like this. He’d never felt such dread at the coming of gravity’s inescapable maw. The coaster reached the apex of the rickety tracks, then suddenly plummeted and listed sideways. The tracks fell apart as Thorn rocketed over them, clutching the rim of his cart, preparing to careen into the abyss below.

But maybe he was standing on the edge of a great precipice instead. Maybe it was one of the skyscrapers in Atlanta, where he often went when he needed solitude. And he was tilting slowly forward. He had a body, and it had mass, and it was about to tumble headlong into those familiar streets far below. Only… Thorn could see no streets. The skyscraper’s walls plunged down forever—an infinite drop. He could see all the way to the bottom, even though there was no bottom.

No. None of that.

He sat huddled by a fireplace—Joel’s fireplace, though Joel was nowhere to be found. Someone had turned it up too hot, or fed it too much fuel, and its flames leaped out at Thorn. He found that he could not move backward. Hands were clutching his limbs. Someone was holding him here, by the fire.

“Let me go,” Thorn said. He had no time for this. Crystal and Cole were drowning in the pool, and he needed to save them. How had he gotten here, to this fireplace? “I am Thorn, once the greatest demon in Atlanta. You would be wise to free me.”

He felt cold breath on the back of his neck and shivered in spite of the fire, which grew hotter still, and brighter. It lit the walls around him with a feeble, flickering orange, and Thorn saw that he was not in Joel’s house.

He was in a daycare center. Finger-painted murals adorned the walls. Crayon drawings depicting scenes from the Bible hung on strings overhead. And the floor was slick with dark red blood. Thorn tried to move away from it, but the slickness offered no friction, and he slipped in it.

The whole room began to slant. Thorn started to slide toward a bookshelf lying on its side by a colorful door, which was slightly ajar. Beyond the door lay blackness, and this blackness was filled not with the vertigo Thorn had just experienced, but with doom. This was a bright, searing, powerful blackness, like an intense fire made of dark, and someone stood inside of it, just behind the door, watching Thorn. Waiting for him.

Thorn tried to grab a desk, a wall of cubbies, anything within reach. But all purchase lay just out of his grasp, and his flailing only sped his approach toward the door. “Who are you?” he said, a tremor in his voice.

Blood slid underneath him as he glided across the sloping floor. He slipped away from the fire’s influence, and the room grew colder. “Who are you?” he called again.

“We’re your victims,” a voice whispered from the other side of the door.

Thorn dug his fingernails into the floor so hard that three of them ripped from his hand. His own blood mingled with the children’s. He was sliding faster now.

He spoke boldly to calm his mounting terror. “You lie. I am in a Sanctuary. I know my enemies here, but I do not know you. I say again, who are you?”

“I am Shenzuul,” the icy voice whispered. “I am Jed, and his mother, and all those children. I am Madeline and Jada and Garrett and ten thousand others.”

As Thorn approached the door, it opened wider. The fire behind him now lay a mile away, but a faint glimmer reached the black beyond the door, where Thorn could just barely make out a face in the gloom. Its teeth were gnarled and rotten. Maggots squirmed in its crusty beard. It had no eyes, and the empty sockets gazed piercingly at him, into him, as if seeing all the wickedness in Thorn’s rotten soul.

Thorn’s body shot across the bloody floor faster, faster, faster. He braced himself to collide with the terror on the other side of the door. He braced himself for Hell.


•




“We got him. He was almost too far down, but we got him.”

All at once, three impossible thoughts implanted themselves in Thorn’s mind, yet he knew them all to be fact. The first: he was safe, at least from the Hell he had nearly experienced. He stood in a vast atrium replete with beautiful trees and plants in every direction: violet oxalises and red geraniums, towering willows with sad and slender branches, red maples with leaves as crimson as if fall were in full swing. Blue water lilies nestled in shallow streams next to ornate wooden benches, and gravel pathways wound through the foliage. A bevy of doves soared overhead. Thorn was surprised to feel the temperature—which was perfectly mild—against his skin. Sunlight gleamed through the immense crystal skylight, and through tall crystal windows cast open to the gentle breeze.

Thorn had always thought the crystal was a touch too extravagant, even for the Creator of all things. He knew exactly where he was, and this was the second impossibility. A hundred angels stood around the large room. All wore their traditional white robes and beige sandals, and all watched Thorn with impassive expressions that were difficult to read. One of them sat on a stone by a brook, swaying back and forth as he plucked strings on his harp, apparently unaware of how hilariously cliché he looked. Through the crystal ceiling, Thorn could see up to Heaven’s tallest towers and minarets, where cherubim flitted about on their daily tasks. He even spotted a seraph, thrice the size of a cherub, dressed in black armor, an immense sword at his side. On the far side of the room, the turf ended precipitously and gave way to outer space. The most breathtaking mural of all time, planet Earth hung near the bottom of the great drop from the Lord’s House, a vast star field behind it. The Western Hemisphere lay on the planet’s far side, but Thorn could see most of Asia and part of Europe.

The third impossible fact that Thorn suddenly knew was that the being standing just ten feet in front of him was God Almighty, Alpha and Omega, King of Kings and Lord of Lords. The shock of His presence, and of Thorn’s presence here in His House, overwhelmed Thorn. He tried his hardest to think straight.

God’s gender was indeterminate. Thorn remembered that He preferred to be referred to as a “He,” but His body appeared thoroughly androgynous. He wore a stylish suit of pure white that fit just a little too tightly. Inexplicably, small vines grew out of the suit in odd places: from the jacket pockets, from between the buttons of His undershirt, out from underneath His collar. Several more vines grew from holes sprinkled about the suit, lending the getup just as much green as white. His fine hair glimmered with strange blue electricity. His shoulders were hunched and His hand idled at His mouth. Is He biting His fingernails? Oddest of all, God was smiling. No, He was beaming. His grin extended nearly halfway up to His bright eyes and revealed His perfect white teeth. Thorn had forgotten how young He looked. Despite His unfathomable power and knowledge, God didn’t look a day over twenty-five. Nevertheless, Thorn recognized this thin, genderless adolescent as Jehovah, the Good Shepherd, the Great I Am.

The Enemy.

Peculiarly, Thilial stood behind and to the left of God, along with several of God’s personal guard. Like everyone else in the room, her gaze rested on Thorn, and her gaze was colder than the vacuum of the space outside.

“Do you know who I am?” God said from behind His hand, His mouth nibbling at His fingertips. His voice was soft and deep, and seemed to come from very far back in His throat. Yet it sounded strangely crisp, as audible as someone speaking through a megaphone. The voice would have been nearly comical coming from anyone else.

Thorn was too dumbfounded to offer anything other than a straightforward reply. “You’re God.”

God’s smile seemed to fade a bit. “I’m the being you call God, yes.” He took a halting step toward Thorn, then offered a hand to shake—the same hand He’d just been biting at. When Thorn reciprocated the gesture, God abruptly embraced him with a hearty hug. “Balthior. Welcome home.”

Home? Atlanta was home. Rome had been home. Heaven… Heaven was a distant, unpleasant memory.

“You passed your test in the Sanctuary, so I brought you back to life. Most times you demons manage to keep the human bodies I give you, but even without being human, you made it through the Sanctuary. You even saved Crystal and Cole! Welcome, brilliant Balthior!” Despite the curious waver in God’s voice, it was saturated with optimism, and perhaps a bit of self-importance. God spoke with an air of finality, as if Thorn’s sudden presence here was a great reward for some noble deed. When Thorn remembered all the death and destruction in his wake, the price he’d paid for this reward seemed far too great. At least Crystal and Cole made it out. If I passed my test, they must have made their Big Choices at the last second. The boulder of weight this removed from Thorn’s mind would have been more significant if not for the mountain of questions that remained.

God broke the embrace and looked Thorn in the eyes. His gaze was oddly easy and nonthreatening… yet also timid. He held eye contact for no longer than a second at a time. “Welcome back to My service, Balthior. I’m sorry I didn’t help you in the Sanctuary. When I saw you were there and that your motives were pure, I wanted to intervene, but it would have taken Me most of the night to get there, and that would have ruined the test anyway.”

Huh? God is omnipotent. Can’t He just teleport anywhere He pleases? Thorn wondered, but he kept his mouth shut. Safety such as this was so foreign to Thorn that he felt it could slip away at any moment. Given the Enemy’s history, Thorn might indeed find himself right back in Hell if he said the wrong thing here.

God caught him glancing up through the crystal roof at the highest buildings of the Heavenly City. “Magnificent, eh?”

“There are more angels here than I’ve seen since…” Thorn shook his head at his understatement. This limited view encompassed only a small portion of the city, but Thorn could see millions of angels in flight, small white specks in the distance. How many more must be inside the buildings?

“Yes, yes. I wanted an end to the war, so I made it seem like you demons had killed most of the angels. Like we lost. In truth, though, I created two angels for every one the demons killed. On Earth, too. We’ve been watching over you all along. When you walked in darkness, when you thought you were alone… it was then that we prompted you toward the light. I never abandoned you.”

Yes, You did, was Thorn’s immediate response, but he kept quiet. God’s tone implied that these revelations should have been a happy surprise, but to Thorn they were peculiar news. You actually wanted to prompt us toward the light? Then why didn’t You just talk to us? Why did You hide behind Your Heavenly veil?

Thorn remembered too late that God’s omnipotence meant that He could read Thorn’s thoughts. Thorn’s sin had separated him from God, or so he’d been told, but surely the deity could probe Thorn’s mind when they stood right next to each other.

God didn’t seem to notice his ungrateful musings, however. The Lord graciously motioned to the large fountain behind Thorn. “Please take a sip. You’ll find the water here quite good. Heaven is the only place in the universe where physical and spiritual realms are one and the same, and you may have forgotten how vivid the senses can be up here.”

Water poured from the mouths of four griffins at the fountain’s center. On top of the griffins stood a nude statue of the long-dead archangel Tobrius, posed with hands raised gratefully, as if to God. An odd-looking bird staggered off the rim of the fountain as Thorn knelt to drink; he couldn’t be sure, but it looked awfully like a dodo bird. It squawked at him as he dipped his head toward the water.

“No, don’t stick your face in. It tastes better if you cup your hands.”

Thorn froze, afraid he’d accidentally committed a sin, but when he glanced back, God urged him on with a kind look.

Thorn cupped his hands and drank. This was the first time he’d ever tasted water, and he found it delicious, relieving, worthy of all the hype. He swished the liquid around in his mouth, delighting in the new sensation, then swallowed.

“Do you like My animals?” God asked, gesturing to a family of platypuses playing in a stream. “I keep them around to remind Myself how much I value all life.” Just after saying this, He noticed a Doberman Pinscher defecating on the grass behind Him. “Ah, clean this up, please?”

An angel—apparently the designated picker-up of dog shit—ran out from behind a tree, a plastic shopping bag ready in his hand. The large canine loped off.

“They are nice animals,” Thorn said before drinking from the fountain again. Then he asked, “Am I human?”

“At the moment, yes, your demon spirit has been given a human body,” said God. “The same as at the beginning of the Sanctuary. The same as when you appeared to Amy on Earth.” The Lord Most High stroked one of the plants growing from His collar, and muttered a small postscript: “I’m still trying to figure out how that happened.”

“You’ve been following my plight?”

“Of course. We observe the journey of any demon walking toward goodness, few though they are. And if you accept My offer to enter My service, your plight will have ended. You will again be Balthior, a cherub with wings, clothed in the righteousness of God.” Or in the generic white robes of the angels. “You will serve My will in Heaven and on Earth, love Me and be loved by Me.”

Thorn wiped the wetness from his chin and stood. In spite of the potential danger, he decided it was time to test these new waters in which he now swam. “What have I done to earn this?”

God squinted. “I thought you already knew. You earned this because you acted selflessly, and because you think. I do love thinkers. They’re quite valuable to Me.”

“And this is why You ask me into Your service instead of snapping Your fingers and brainwashing me into it? You value thinkers, so You also value free will.” Thorn spoke as humbly as he could, for this was the God who had once started a war because Lucifer had asked the wrong question.

God smiled as if proud of His child. “You have the truth of it, Balthior. I never wanted a world of automatons. Goodness and critical thought can only exist when chosen freely.”

Thorn’s anxiety threatened to subdue his inquisitive mind, but he pressed on. “In that case, I’ve always wondered… Why is it necessary for us to be able to hurt others? Why is that a part of free will? If the whole purpose of life is for a human or angel to choose Your side or the demons’ side, then couldn’t You have created a world where it was literally impossible for us to hurt each other? With no natural disasters either? To let us make our choice in peace?”

God nodded magnanimously, which relieved Thorn a bit. “Both on Earth and in the Sanctuaries, the suffering is a test, to reveal the content of your hearts.”

Thorn echoed Crystal’s words from the Sanctuary. “But You’re all-knowing. You should know what’s in my heart without having to test me.”

“The testing was for your sake, not Mine. The testing was meant to teach you, to refine and perfect you. Look, I apologize for the suffering that you and everyone else endures, Balthior. But it’s the only way to develop intelligent beings who are perfectly good. That’s My goal for everyone, human and angel alike.”

“Well, You’re perfectly good. Prior to creation, did You once have to suffer too?”

God flinched at that. He sighed, then looked worriedly at Thilial and the other angels behind Him.

Thorn’s decision to question God had crept up on him, surprised him. Perhaps it had been caused by the desperation of finding no answers after months of searching. Perhaps it was a vestige of his brief time as an Angel of Reason long ago. Or perhaps it was just madness resulting from his near brush with Hell. Regardless, Thorn found that he didn’t care if his questions annoyed God so much that he was sent straight back. He had to know.

“You’re just as much of a thinker as I hoped and expected, Thorn. Come. Walk with Me. We’ll discuss everything in time. A demon returning to us is a rare event, requiring celebration. For now, you should take in the sights of Heaven.” He started walking down one of the room’s many gravel paths. “Can I get you anything? Bread? Wine?”

“Answers.” Thorn stood resolute, making no move to follow God.

The finicky, timid fellow who had created the universe turned slowly. His bodyguards readied their swords. Thorn stepped back, but God raised a hand in peace. “Walk with Me, and I will give you answers.”

Thorn noticed that although God stood twenty feet away, His voiced sounded as clear and sharp as if He were standing right next to Thorn’s ears. Thinking over the past few minutes, Thorn couldn’t remember His voice ever having seemed any farther away than that. This is a truly powerful Being. And quirky. I must proceed with care. Hesitantly, Thorn heeded God’s words, and moved toward Him. The bodyguards allowed him into their midst, and Thorn strolled side by side with God.

The Enemy led him beneath a pergola filled with red, blue, and purple flowers, toward a distant colonnade that, Thorn remembered, led out to the rest of Heaven. As they walked, Thorn noticed various animals loitering in the vast room. A group of pangolins were gathered by a brook, and some shoebills nested in the garden nearby. A little echidna waddled across his path.

“Where should we begin?” God asked.

“Begin with the Sanctuaries. Did You truly create them as tests for demons?”

“Yes.”

“Why not just test demons on Earth?”

“I tried that, in the beginning. But you demons have your Rules and mores, keeping any of you from questioning your beliefs. And as your society cemented itself on Earth, fewer and fewer of you were coming back to Me. Sanctuaries offered a perfect lure: the promise of killing humans drew demons in, yet also isolated you from your peers in a controlled environment where I could test you. We started saving more of you that way.”

“Ah. And that’s why only demons who enter Sanctuaries alone—or at least well before the rest of a group—are given a human body…” Like the one I abandoned, just twelve hours ago. “Because a lone demon in a human body might identify with the humans and question his place in the universe, but a group would just murder the humans and celebrate. Their beliefs reinforce each other’s. They’d never change.” Thorn distastefully recalled a memory of his old acquaintance Aponon, who’d once killed a human in a Sanctuary then found the same man alive later on Earth. “But the humans all survive, don’t they? The Sanctuaries are only for demons.”

“Yes, yes, the humans in Sanctuaries are only there for your sake.” God plucked an orange from a passing tree and examined it as they walked. “If they die or don’t pass their test, I just send them to another Sanctuary, and then another, until they pass. Their lives on Earth are their true tests.”

Using real humans as bait seemed grossly inhumane to Thorn. “Then why use real humans at all? Wouldn’t it be less cruel to them if You used fake humans to lure us in?”

“You had to think you could earn prestige in Sanctuaries. You had to think I was protecting something valuable in there. The illusion had to be maintained. Ah, here we are. Behold.” God led Thorn off the gravel path to an expansive area with a marble floor and a large, paneless window that looked out on the city. Thorn stopped short when he walked through a screen of trees and saw what lay beyond the window. Outdoors, a short distance across the city, stood a great wall, hundreds of stories tall and immeasurably wide. It jutted into the sky and nearly blocked out the sun. Numbers and statistics covered its surface. Thorn looked closer, and saw that the digits moved and changed, yet never left the small boxes to which they were confined. The wall thus resembled a giant television screen, divided into tens of thousands of smaller screens, which seemed to alternate to a new set of figures every few seconds. It reminded Thorn of the New York Stock Exchange, which he’d frequented in the late eighties.

God’s attempt to change the topic bothered Thorn, but the wall was so majestic that he didn’t retort. “What is this?”

“A surveillance system of sorts. And also a map. Each box you see represents a Sanctuary. I built this wall and the entire Sanctuary system in the hope that many thousands of you would join us daily, but we only get one of you every few months.”

Now this is downright strange. Thorn wondered if God realized how frightened most demons were of the mysterious Sanctuaries, and how this fear might be foiling His plans to reconnect with His fallen angels. Thorn was still having trouble processing the fact that God even wanted to reconnect. “Why didn’t You simply tell us that You wanted us back? Why go to all this trouble?”

God chuckled indignantly. He tossed His orange upward then caught it as gravity pulled it back down. “Have you heard of a demon called Altherios?”

“I knew him.”

“He’s the reason why.”

Seriously? “Altherios only killed a few dozen angels during his defection ploy. What were their lives compared to the millions of demons who’d return to You if You simply told us that You’ll let us defect?”

“I—You see, I—” God exhaled sharply and shook His head in irritation.

Thorn sensed that he’d touched on something—some secret that God was trying to keep hidden. He continued his onslaught of questions. “Why don’t demons who’ve gone over to Your side ever try to save the rest of us?” The question was rhetorical; Thorn already had a good guess about the answer. “Because it would make the right choice obvious and ruin Your precious tests?”

The exasperated look on God’s face told Thorn that he was right.

“Why did You create anything in the first place? Clearly not to bring glory to Yourself. An omnipotent being would have been able to satisfy all its needs and desires instantly, long ago, having no need to create—”

“I’m not omnipotent!”

Thilial and the bodyguards retreated a few steps at God’s outburst. The harpist, who had followed them here, stopped playing. The revelatory words hung between God and Thorn, the first piece in an enigmatic puzzle that Thorn had been trying to solve for months, if not centuries.

Thorn was stunned. Yet the angels’ expressions remained stoic. They all knew. Of course they all knew.

“I can’t see people’s thoughts, I can’t be present wherever I wish, and I don’t know everything, much less the outcome of My tests. I’m a limited god.” He spun to the harpist. “Keep playing!”

The angel’s fingers darted back to his harp with a fearsome urgency. Sweat drizzled down his brow.

God breathed in and out a few times, calming Himself. Then He smiled and nodded a polite apology. “Sorry.”

He seemed to notice the fear in Thorn’s expression. He waved His hand and a huge rock the size of a bulldozer appeared next to them out of thin air. God made a show of pushing on it, but it didn’t budge. He laughed, for Thorn’s sake—a phony chuckling likely meant to ease Thorn’s tension. “Look,” God said. “I created a rock so big even I can’t move it.”

Thorn laughed politely at the joke. He was angry, but also glad that God had chosen to be benevolent in the face of criticism.

The limited deity gave a long sigh, as if the weight of the universe had just left His shoulders but would soon return. “Uh, clean this rock up, guys.” A dozen angels sprang into action. Each moved with a sense of desperation, like they all had guns to their heads.

God lumbered toward the immense window, and Thorn followed, full of questions. He kept his silence for a few moments though, since God’s confession had illustrated just how little Thorn knew about this being to whom he spoke.

A chinchilla leaped out of the way as God rested His elbows on the sill and gazed out on His celestial city. Leaning out, Thorn realized that this room rested atop a steep cliff face: the mountainside beneath the window dropped straight down. And far below, at the base of the cliff, lay the city: dense masses of hulking buildings overshadowing a network of golden roads, the Sanctuary feed looming over all. In the distance, another part of the city had been built into the mountain range, lending the cityscape an impressive scale in height as well as width. The dreary red sun loomed just above the mountains as if setting, although mere minutes ago, it had appeared bright and yellow in the sky. Thorn wondered if God’s mood had affected the change. The Creator looked sad. More than sad. Wounded.

“I come from a place you could only dream of,” God started, then coughed a little. “In your nightmares.” He shook His head as He searched for more words. “I needed—I need to create minds. I need to atone—” He turned His gaze from the city to Thorn, who found difficulty meeting those piercing eyes with his own. “I can’t create morally flawless beings. I’d do it if I knew how, but every time I’ve tried, they’ve disappointed Me. They’re dumb robots, and they make horrible companions.

“I can only create beings like Myself, you see: emergent from natural evolution. Flawed beings. But beings who aspire! Who grow! Beings who can become better than they are!” He waved His orange fervently at the rotating planet Earth, floating past the drop-off from Heaven nearly a mile away. Central Africa was coming up.

God’s momentary excitement stalled, then faded. He frowned, and seemed to be embarrassed that He’d gotten so exuberant. He turned back to the city below. “I get so discouraged sometimes, you know. Seeing the wars, the ignorance, the subjugation. My creation continues to disappoint Me even after so much time, and it fills Me with hopelessness. With anger. Sometimes I just want to…” His eyes still on Earth, He clenched His fist around the orange. Pulp burst from fresh lesions in the crushed fruit, and God’s meaning became all too clear. He sighed. “But no, I can’t give up yet. There’s still time. The tests do work, if slowly. The humans grow smarter and more moral over time. The suffering and evil in the world is necessary for that, and if I intervened in Earth’s problems, then yes, I would ruin My precious tests. But I don’t think I could stop the suffering on Earth even if I wanted to.”

“On Earth, perhaps. But what about what happens to people after they die?”

“I keep those people here, as valued friends.”

“And the people who don’t pass their ‘tests’?”

God shook the sugary sludge off His hand, and laughed bitterly. “Look, Thorn. I’m dearly sorry that you’ve suffered. I’m sorry that so much suffering is necessary. I watch it every day, and I feel it, and it breaks My heart. But I just can’t be sure people will be good enough unless they’ve been through the fire.” God’s voice grew even louder, dropping its last small pretense of hospitality. Thorn tried to interject, but God plowed right over him.

“I’m not doing this for Myself. I need strong minds, and I can’t just make them from scratch, so instead I created a world where they could evolve, not just physically, but philosophically, morally. And I needed help, okay? I couldn’t keep track of a whole planet alone, so I created angels to help Me run things. I thought they’d be just like the automatons I’d created before: the failed creations who couldn’t think for themselves. I didn’t know, Thorn! I didn’t know how it would turn out.”

He grabbed Thorn’s collar as if to plead with him, soiling Thorn’s suit with the remnants of the orange He’d crushed. His face was flushed red. A tear escaped His eye. He breathed deeply in and out, in and out, as if trying to calm Himself again. His breath smelled bitter and rotten. “You have to understand, when you angels first started asking questions, when you first started your rebellion, I saw you as malfunctioning machines, not as sentient beings like Me or the humans. I was new at the whole creation thing, and I didn’t realize that I’d accidentally given free will and independent minds to you angels, too.”

Thorn had heard enough of this sob story. He flung God’s hands off of his suit. “So You killed us? We confused You, so You slaughtered millions?”

“It was like deleting a buggy program from a computer, okay? I didn’t know, Thorn! I’ve spent the last four billion Earth years regretting My choice to make war. I didn’t even think My actions would cause a war.”

“And even when we almost destroyed Heaven in our rebellion, You didn’t rethink Your position?” Thorn surprised himself with how much he still cared about the initial rebellion after all this time. Perhaps being face to face with his Creator had brought the resentment out from within him.

God leaned against the windowsill and buried His head in His hands. “No. No, I just decided to get rid of you. I didn’t have the power to kill you all at once, so I sent you to Earth to deal with you later. Stupid choice, really. Days later I spotted My error and realized I’d given you all free will, but by then billions of years had passed on Earth. Humans had already sprung into existence, and the war had grown worse than ever. I couldn’t just extend an olive branch.”

“We would have burned it.”

“Exactly. So I slowed down time. I commanded the angels to retreat to Heaven and end the war. I decided to bunch you in with the humans. To test you, so that the best of you might one day return to Me.” He turned His back to Thorn. “But I learned, to My dismay, that you weren’t like the humans. They were brutal and violent at the beginning, full of tribal chauvinism. You were too, but the humans aspired to better themselves; whereas you demons aspired to nothing but destruction. To selfish gain. I’d inadvertently given you the need for independence, but not the need for growth.” God turned to Thorn and placed a hand on his shoulder. Thorn thought he saw hope in His eyes. “But over time, some of you developed that need anyway.”

Thorn backed up a few steps, away from God’s outstretched arm. God rubbed His hands together, and a twinge of annoyance crept into His voice, souring His kind words. “You’ve never been damned, Thorn. Wanderer and his cronies spread the lie that I wouldn’t accept you back, but I’ve always wanted reconciliation, even with Wanderer and Shenzuul and Gorhrum and the other leaders.”

God’s assurances, His excuses, felt empty to Thorn. God seemed to care about the demons less as prodigal sons and more as test subjects. I and all the other demons are just pawns on a chessboard to Him.

“It would have been easier to just tell us You wanted to reconcile,” Thorn said. “We would have spat in Your face at first, sure, but eventually we’d have come around. And You could have avoided all the whispering we’ve done to humans. All the suffering we’ve caused.”

“I would have liked that, but the tests…” He hesitated. “I almost killed you, you know. After you saw Xeres as an angel a few months back. You weren’t meant to see him, and I was sure that an accident like that would tip My hand and ruin your test.”

Thorn paused a moment, partially for emphasis, partially because God’s words had stunned him. “You would rather have had me dead than let me know that You still cared?”

“Well, I value thinkers too much. You would have been worthless to Me if you hadn’t reached the conclusion to become good on your own. Which you did, fortunately.” He smiled His nervous smile again.

Thorn stepped forward and let the full depth of his vehemence show on his face. “I’ve always reached my conclusions based on the information I had. That’s what a thinker does. I’ve only ever done wrong because You gave me no reason to do otherwise. If I hadn’t seen Xeres that day, I might have turned back to darkness, or killed myself. And You’d have had the impudence to send me to Hell?”

“Oh, take some responsibility, Thorn. It’s not all My fault. It was always your choice to stay in your wicked life.”

“And what about the humans? They’re lost in a philosophical quandary of Your design. How can you expect them to follow You when You’ve given them no evidence that You even exist?”

God broke eye contact and exchanged a cryptic glance with Thilial. One of the bodyguards glared harshly at Thorn, as if he’d asked a forbidden question.

“Um,” God said. He started chewing on His holy thumbnail. “Tell you what. You accept My offer to become an angel again, and we’ll take you upstairs to give you your wings back. Then we can continue this conversation.”

Thorn watched the room’s many angels watching him. He sensed a trap. If God needs a commitment before revealing any further information, He must be hiding something truly devastating. But what choice do I have? God would certainly send Thorn back to Hell if he refused the offer. But as glad as he was to be safe from hellfire, he wasn’t sure he could stomach serving God again after everything he’d just heard. God’s motives seemed suspect, His methods needlessly convoluted and cruel. He’d brought most of His problems on Himself. Thorn had fought tirelessly to be able to choose his own purpose—had even sacrificed his life for a purpose chosen by no one but himself. He wasn’t ready to surrender that newfound freedom.

Yet now that the sweet prize of life was dangling before him again, he was sorely tempted to seize it, even at the expense of his own autonomy.

Before he could think further on the matter, the pastel tones of the room dipped into a deep red, and a shrill, deafening rumble shook the ground beneath Thorn’s feet. Transparent displays of numbers and images foreign to Thorn rose from the floor. God’s bodyguards glanced around warily, and most of the hundred angels in the room abruptly took flight. Thilial left God’s side. The harpist abandoned his instrument. They joined the others beside a number of the transparent displays, which Thorn guessed were some sort of celestial workstations. The angels’ hands scurried over the digits and figures, manipulating their positions within each display.

“Again?” God said nonchalantly. “So soon?”

God was still standing by the glassless window and studying His city, which seemed even more alive with the bustling of angels than it had a moment ago. The mountains and buildings were all bathed in a reddish tint. Most strikingly, the giant Sanctuary wall’s thousands of small screens had been replaced by one single giant screen.

“What’s happening?” Thorn asked.

“Demons. Six of them have entered the Corridors and are moving toward a Sanctuary. Never good. We usually watch you guys closely enough to predict this behavior ahead of time, but sometimes one sneaks through. Rarely a group though.”

“So none of them will become a human for the testing? None of them might be saved?”

“Well if they all spontaneously decide to become good together, then of course they’ll be welcomed back. But I’m not holding My breath. Nor will the Sanctuary turn any of them human. If I turn one of them human, the rest will just freak out and kill him. If I turn all of them human, they’ll kill each other. It’s what always happened, way back when I tried that sort of thing.” God called out to the angels. “Will someone shut the alarms off?”

“Then this test will be pointless,” Thorn said. “Please, God. Teleport the humans in that Sanctuary to safety and let the demons find it abandoned.”

God shook His head doggedly as the alarms ceased their cry and the red light subsided. “I have to keep up the illusion of the Sanctuaries if I have any hope of saving these demons in the future. Tamior, who are the six demons?”

A nearby angel glanced down at his console. “Donundun, Amos, Hecthes, Drelial, Marcus, and Paxis.”

Marcus?

God also seemed to perk up at the mention of Marcus’s name. “Huh. He must’ve gotten a real taste for Sanctuaries.” He turned and paced toward the angel, leaving Thorn alone by the window. God’s supposition did not satisfy Thorn, who knew that Marcus’s conquests lay only on Earth. Why would he attack another Sanctuary? And so soon?

“What part of Earth does the Sanctuary simulate?” asked God.

“Looks like Bristol, Virginia,” Tamior said.

“What humans are in there?”

“A lot of them.” Tamior rattled off the names: “Jody Peterson, Dustin Kincaid, Mary Kincaid, Linda Sanchez, Anil Patel, Norma Cafferty, Virgil Cafferty, Karen Noyce, Brandon Carter-Barnett, Heather Gilbert…”

Virgil? Brandon? Heather? Thorn tensed.

God motioned for Tamior to stop listing the names. His holy eyes darted about. Thorn could practically see the disparate thoughts connecting in His mind. Then His face turned toward Thorn, and His gaze grew panicked. Tamior gaped at Thorn with the exact same expression and raised a shocked hand over his mouth.

I was not meant to hear those names.

The dots connected in Thorn’s mind as well. His first thought was that Brandon, Heather, and Virgil—alive and well—could be used as proof that God recycled humans from one Sanctuary to the next, and thus that Sanctuaries were not for humans, and thus that He yearned to reconcile with the demons. Does Marcus somehow know everything God just told me? Could he be trying to rescue the humans? Take them away from the Sanctuary, to Earth, to use them as evidence of God’s willingness to forgive? No, Marcus was a true believer in the war against God. He would never want demons to reconcile with the Enemy. He would never want them to know the truth.

But he would want to stop me from telling them.

Somehow Marcus must have known that Thorn would end up here, in Heaven, facing an offer of angelhood. He must have anticipated that, sooner or later, Thorn would seek out Brandon, Heather, and Virgil. He’s going to try to kidnap them, Thorn realized. Take them away from the Sanctuary and hide them somewhere so I can’t use them as evidence.

Unless I get to them first.

The horrified look on God’s face told Thorn that God knew exactly what he was thinking.

God seemed to grow taller. He strode toward Thorn with steps that, ever so slightly, shook the marble floor. “Do you or do you not accept My offer, Thorn?” His deep voice resonated across the room, echoing back and forth.

“I have no designs on those humans,” Thorn lied. He honestly cared little about reconciling the demons with their Creator, but if convincing them that God wanted them back could end His silly Rube Goldberg system of forgiveness and let Thorn live a free life on Earth—away from God and away from the cruelty of demons—Thorn would risk his life for it in a heartbeat. Not even in his most extravagant fantasies had he imagined that true freedom would ever be a possibility for him.

“Good.” God moved forward, now just inches away. The bodyguards surrounded Thorn. Thilial watched hawkishly from the sidelines. “I forbid you from pursuing Marcus or those humans. For now and forever. With that in mind, do you accept My offer?”

If I were made into an angel, would God obtain some new power over me, preventing me from acting independently? If Thorn accepted, he would be a prisoner here, and if he declined, he’d be sent back to Hell. He thought of fleeing, but he couldn’t hope to outrun an army of angels. Perhaps my best option under the circumstances is indeed to join God’s angels. At least then I’ll be safe.

But he wouldn’t be free. Every fiber of his being told him he’d regret the choice.

God’s body stood rigid; blood vessels bulged under the skin of His face. The subtle electric currents in His bluish hair strengthened in intensity. He looked like He’d been holding the same breath for several minutes. “Fine,” He said in response to Thorn’s hesitation. “Let Me give you some incentive.”

God stepped aside, revealing someone lying on the ground behind Him. Thorn’s heart dropped in his chest.

Amy’s skin was deathly pale. Blood seeped from the stab wound in her side and pooled on the marble floor. Bits of grass and dirt speckled her clothes and her hair. Although her breaths came in shallow gasps, she appeared lucid, and quite frightened of the unfamiliar location in which she suddenly found herself.

Thorn ran to her with the desperation only love can bring, and knelt beside her. “Amy.” Just saying her name stirred feelings within him that he’d buried during the last hectic twelve hours. He hadn’t expected to see her again, and now that this girl with whom he’d spent the last thirteen years was here, his joy at seeing her mixed bitterly with the sorrow he felt for her demise. But why was she still bleeding in Heaven?

“She’s not dead,” said the Creator as if in response. “Not yet. I took her from the night she was stabbed, just before they drove her to the hospital.”

Amy’s weak gaze grew fierce when she spied Thorn above her. “H—Help me,” she croaked out. Blood dribbled from the side of her mouth. Thorn couldn’t think of an adequate response. He looked to the angels for any shred of sympathy they might offer, and found that they all looked quite ill at ease. Even a nearby pair of beagles started whimpering at the sad sight of the dying girl.

Thilial’s voice arose from behind God, and He turned to her. “Please, Lord,” she whispered, as if trying to keep Thorn from hearing, “don’t do this. Find another way to coerce him.”

God whispered as well. “Thilial, silence. Go back to your place.”

“I care for this girl!” Thilial protested.

God snapped His fingers, and Thilial instantly teleported backward forty feet. She jumped at the shock of it, then grimaced when she realized what had happened. The whole event baffled Thorn. Thilial cares for the girl? Cooped up in the Atlanta quarantine zone, when would Thilial ever have encountered Amy?

God turned back to Thorn, and again spoke in His normal, preternaturally clear voice. “Ordinarily, Amy would be welcome here if she dies.” Thorn found that strange, since as far as he knew, Amy was not a believer. “But now I’m rethinking where she goes. Up or down. Cool or scorching hot. She might not even die, actually. Just a wave of My hand, and she’ll be healed. She’ll live a full life, grow old…” God’s firm hand rested on Thorn’s shoulder, a gesture of mock comfort that felt more like a cold grip. “But maybe not.”

Thorn glanced up at God: His smooth, feminine face was all reassurance, except His eyes. Thorn had seen those eyes countless times before. In Marcus. In Xeres. In all the humans he’d ever driven toward lust for power. These were eyes that craved total control over other beings.

“Then again, Thorn, I don’t feel like choosing Amy’s fate today. My mind is more occupied with whether you’ll accept My offer. So I think I’ll let you choose whether Amy lives, or dies and goes to Hell.”

Thorn bristled at the threat. He felt his skin grow hot. He wanted nothing more than to rise up and slay the Almighty where He stood, but such an act was doomed to failure. God may not have been omnipotent, but He did wield exceptional power. “Please, God, just let me be. Let me live out my life in peace, on Earth. I won’t join the demons again. I just want to be free.”

“But you’re free right now. Free to choose between one future or another.”

Thorn turned back to Amy, who coughed weakly as she watched him weigh his options. Amy was Thorn’s home. He went to her when he was lonely or sad. Just her presence nearby would comfort him in times of distress. He’d ruined her life, then helped her rebuild it. She was the only human who had ever seen him, and though they’d only ever spoken twice before now, Thorn considered Amy to be his best friend.

Then Thorn’s dark side spoke to him. The side that had tempted humans to vice for millennia past. This is your last chance for freedom, it said. If there is a way to avoid both Heaven and Hell, you should take it. Even at the expense of Amy’s life.

“But I love her,” Thorn silently told himself. “I could never live with my choice if I let her die.”

That’s exactly what God wants. He wants you cornered. He wants reconciliation, but only on His terms. Terms that would keep you under His thumb for all eternity. If you remove your attachment to Amy, you remove your weakness.

Just minutes ago Thorn had sacrificed his life for Crystal and Cole—two humans he barely knew. He cherished Amy much more than either of them. Yet in the Sanctuary, he knew for a fact that he would die. He’d had no hope, and had thus chosen to die for a purpose: so that others might live. And now…

And now…

There was a way out. A slim chance. An unlikely shot in the dark. God clearly hadn’t anticipated it, but Thorn saw the opportunity. Yet it would cost Amy her life.

The scales were evenly balanced for Thorn. On one side was life for both Amy and him—but it came with an eternity of servitude in Heaven, never being able to act toward his own goals, stuck slaving away forever for the benefit of a questionable God. On the other side of the scales lay death for Amy and probable death for Thorn, but also the slim possibility of Thorn’s total, permanent freedom from both God and demonkind.

This is where other demons’ stories end, Thorn realized. They come home to Heaven, listen to God’s big speech, then choose a future of quiet and blind obedience. It saddened Thorn deeply to think that Xeres might have stood in this exact spot centuries ago, had been forced to make the exact same decision. Xeres had chosen the submissive option, the easy option. And so had all the other demons who now were angels.

Thorn thought a moment longer, and the scales slowly tipped. He sorrowfully touched Amy’s cheek and leaned down toward her pallid face. She looked deep into his eyes, and he into hers. “I love you,” Thorn whispered to his dying charge. “Please remember me as I am now. Please remember that I love you.” His voice wavered as his hand left her face. “Remember me.”

He left it at that, then stood and spoke firmly to the Almighty Creator of the Universe. “I accept Your offer of angelhood.”

Every angel in the room seemed to relax a bit. Thilial looked disappointed. God’s demeanor snapped back, and He once again became the cordial host. “Well, great!” He smacked Thorn on the back. “Like I said, Balthior, welcome. I’ve always felt a special bond with ones like you—with demons who want to be good. It took you some time, but you’ve become a truly independent thinker, and I’m glad I’ve been able to keep you from backsliding.”

Thilial stepped forward. “What about Amy?”

Anger flared on God’s face. He spoke through His teeth. “Thilial, we can discuss this later.”

“But shouldn’t she be the priority here, not Thorn? If she dies—”

“Relax,” God said, though His harsh tone did nothing to relax Thorn. “Let’s not discuss this in front of our new guest, please. If you could…”

As they bickered, Thorn took a step backward. Then another. Most of the angels were focused on God’s spat with Thilial. Thorn glanced out the window toward the Sanctuary wall, which displayed coordinates for the Sanctuary now containing Brandon, Heather, and Virgil. Then he looked down at his feet to find Amy, and a small puddle of her blood. He took in the animals around them, the immaculate landscaping in God’s House, and, most majestic of all, the serene view of planet Earth—his true home, presiding over all.

Thorn scooped Amy into his arms and leaped out the window.
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“Thorn!” he heard Thilial yell behind him. He heard a great commotion of voices from the marble room, then the rushing wind drowned them out.

Thorn was falling, and the sensation startled him, for he had only physically fallen once before: when he was cast out of Heaven at the beginning of time. Can I escape this place again? The world spun, and Thorn fought to orient himself. Air surged against him, his suit and tie flapping in the gusts. He struggled to keep his grip on Amy, whose wound leaked droplets of blood upward, some flying into empty air above them, some staining Thorn’s clothes.

When he finally got his bearings, he took in a brief view of the vast celestial city rising up the hillsides into the mountains. Its belfries, steeples, and minarets appeared even more golden in the gleaming light of dusk.

But the ground was approaching quickly. Thorn rotated his body so that Amy would absorb the least of the impact, and braced himself.

He slammed hard into the golden ground. It jolted him, and caused biting pain for a few moments, but nothing in his body broke. This was Heaven, after all. Amy bounced off of him and fell nearby, moaning in pain of her own. “I’ve got you! I’ve got you.” She winced, inhaling through her teeth as Thorn scooped her up again.

“After him, you fools! Go!” God’s voice bit crisply into Thorn’s ears even from a great distance, and the anger in it terrified him.

Thorn looked up. A great host of angels was streaming from the window where Thorn had jumped. A few flew outward to blockade the nearby roads, but most gathered into a massive cone formation that reached downward toward Thorn and Amy. Once again, the entirety of Heaven sank into a deep red coloration. Alarms sounded.

Thorn ran. The surface is death. I need to get underground. The streets looked vaguely familiar, but much had changed in his absence, so he couldn’t be certain where he was going.

“Demon!” an angel on the street shouted, pointing at Thorn. “It’s a demon!” At the sight of Thorn, deceased humans and several other angels scampered indoors to hide. Thorn saw their eyes peering at him through shutters as he ran past.

Thorn turned a corner, and the drop to Earth loomed a ways ahead. For a moment he considered running for it, but the distance was too great. The angels would catch up to him before he reached the drop, and besides, Amy wouldn’t survive the vacuum of space. Instead he raced toward an archway beneath an oriel in one of the more florid buildings, with stairs beneath it leading down into Heaven’s subsurface road network.

He fled down the steps. At the sight of Thorn, a man who’d been walking up toward the main road screamed and ran back the way he’d come. Calls of “Demon!” followed Thorn as he ran through the expansive underground tunnels. Anyone he saw quickly hid. That’s right, I’m a ferocious demon. Don’t gang up on me. Let me through.

Thorn checked Amy. She was still breathing, but her eyes seemed far away. “Hang in there, Amy. I’ve got you.”

Ahead, at last, he found a public map of the city. He stopped next to it and checked his location—You Are Here—relative to his destination. Not too far…

“Demon, desist!” an angelic guard called from far behind him. Thorn turned to see a group of them flying full speed down the walkway. He ran again, as fast as his body was able, but his legs felt gummy, unused to the sensation of hitting the ground and springing forward. He moved much more slowly than he would have in spirit form.

When he came to a crystal gate set into a small gap in a wall, he sped through it, then thrust it shut and latched it behind him. He raced down another flight of stairs and found himself in what looked like an entryway to some great cathedral. Gargoyles and buttresses adorned the underground building, at the front of which stood a golden doorway three stories high. The angel guarding the door ran for cover at the sight of him. Next to the doorway an ornate sign read “NO HUMANS BEYOND THIS POINT—VIOLATORS WILL BE PENALIZED”, but Amy was already in danger of much more than a slap on the wrist, so Thorn bolted through the doorway and into the room beyond.

As he ran through the building, he heard shouting again from close by: “Demon! Demon!” But this time the voices didn’t sound frightened… They sounded hopeful. Thorn slowed to take in his surroundings.

He’d ventured into a prison. The place was several stories tall, and the long hallway at its center stretched for over half a mile. Small cells lined the whole distance—golden grids confining the prison’s occupants, many of whom now called for Thorn’s attention.

Even more alarming than the mere presence of these heavenly cells was the identity of their occupants. As far as Thorn could see, every prisoner bore the wings of an angel.

Thorn approached one of the inmates. “What is this place?”

“Let me out! Please, please, let me out.”

“What is this place?” he demanded.

The long-faced angel stammered, then said, “It’s where God puts dissenting angels. Each of us once spoke out against Him, and He shut us in here. He fears a second uprising. He calls us rebels.”

“Rebels? Why didn’t He clip your wings? Cast you down to Earth?”

“I don’t know. Now please. I can help you escape. Let me out.”

“How?”

“The cell door can be opened by anyone filled with the righteousness of God.”

“Splendid,” Thorn said, yanking on the grid, which wouldn’t budge. “What does that even mean?”

“Not you! Her!” The angel reached his arm through the bars and tapped Amy on the forehead.

Thorn glanced back at the prison entrance. The wingbeats of his pursuers stirred up dust just outside. He clasped the back of Amy’s hand, then used it to grab the golden grid imprisoning the angel. It slid backward easily. Righteousness of God? In Amy? Thorn remembered her virulent fights with her mother, her bout of anorexia, her low sense of self-worth. Never once had he seen her pray or go to church, and for many years Thorn had fought to keep her immune to the Enemy’s charms. And now this? What does this mean?

“I’m Karthis, an Angel of Fairness,” the angel said as he strode out of his cell.

“Thorn. I’m a demon of rainbows and puppies. You gonna get us out of here?”

Karthis gave a curt nod then darted down the walkway. Thorn followed. They passed a hundred more jailed angels on their way out of the prison, but passed them without slowing; God’s guards flew in sight behind them now, fearsomely close, and gaining. “I hope we’re going somewhere with transit doors?” Thorn asked Karthis.

“Yes. Leave the girl here. She’ll slow us down.”

“No!”

Karthis shook his head dismissively. “Quickly now.” He stopped at a golden grate, which he jerked out of the ground. At his prompt, Thorn jumped down into the resulting hole. He fell a story or two, but hit the ground on two feet and kept Amy in his arms.

Karthis followed him down, somehow replacing the grate as he fell, then took off once again. He led Thorn on a winding path—through a complex series of hidden tunnels, ancient stone aqueducts, abandoned storerooms, and endless hallways of cracked marble and gold twisting through the rotten bowels of Heaven. When they seemed to have lost their pursuers—and Thorn was thoroughly lost himself—he ventured some hasty conversation.

“If there are so many rebel angels, why have none of you reached out to us demons on Earth? We could have used your access to invade Heaven again.”

“We do reach out! All the time. But you demons see our wings and slaughter us before we can make our case. Or God catches us first. We live under harsh surveillance. Most angels are too afraid to do anything but obey. It’s a damned witch hunt up here.” Karthis leaped onto a toppled pillar and kicked through an old stone wall. Rays of sunset poured through the opening. “Hang on to the girl.”

Before Thorn knew what was happening, Karthis had jumped behind Thorn and wrapped his arms around him. Then Thorn’s feet left the ground, and the wind from Karthis’s wings brushed against his shoulders. He gripped Amy tighter.

The darkness of the underground chamber gave way to blinding red sunlight as Karthis flew them through the broken wall, back up onto street level, and then higher. They zigzagged around obelisks and spires, over a wide river, underneath a series of giant marble arches. Had his life not been in danger, Thorn might have relished the sensation of flying again after all this time. But when he looked behind them, he saw another host of angels gathering in pursuit.

Karthis sped even faster as he approached a tall golden building. “Hold tight!” He spun around, and Thorn felt a gust as Karthis folded his wings inward, shielding his accomplices. Glass shattered around them, then blew inward with them. As they slid across the marble floor, Thorn tried to shield Amy from the flying shards. Karthis abandoned them while they were still moving. When they stopped, Thorn saw why.

Two angelic guards crouched defensively before another large door, similar to the one at the prison. Faster than Thorn could stand, Karthis was on them. He flew in from the left, kicking one in his face, then grabbed the other’s head and swung his own body around until the angel’s neck snapped. The angels collapsed: one knocked out, the other dead.

Thorn lay there staring at Karthis. “Fairness?”

“Sometimes life’s not fair,” Karthis said as he untwined himself from the angel’s corpse. “Inside!”

Thorn scooped up Amy and ran for the door. More shouts came from the broken window behind him. “Thorn! Desist!”

Thorn entered the next room. Karthis slammed the door, sealing them inside, then lowered an immense bar into place to lock it.

Thorn took in the windowless room. It was small, but it would do. Each of the three walls—in front of Thorn and to either side—contained a single wooden door. And these were no ordinary doors: these were transit doors, through which the Enemy and His angels accessed His universe. Elaborate engravings covered each door from its pointed top to its wide base, and they glowed with otherworldly light. This luminance also gleamed from a keyhole in each door, pouring in so heavily that the light seemed to have a thickness to it. In the days at the beginning of time, Thorn had sometimes stared at such doorways for hours, mesmerized by their ethereal beauty.

An emphatic thump resounded through the room as the angels outside tried to beat down the door. Karthis examined a store of golden keys hanging on the near wall. “Do you know the fastest way to Earth?”

“I’m not going to Earth.”

“What?”

“I’ve found proof that God wants to forgive demonkind. If I can take the evidence to a Judge, I can undermine His control over me. Over all of us. I can show everyone how He wants us to think we’re evil just so we’ll return to His service. But the evidence I need is in a Sanctuary.”

Karthis shook his head. “Have it your way.”

Recalling the coordinates he’d seen on God’s great Sanctuary wall, Thorn searched for the appropriate key. Having already found his, Karthis set to work opening one of the doors.

Another thump. This time a bitter crack accompanied it. The entrance door would not last much longer.

Thorn snatched his key from the wall, then moved to the door opposite Karthis. Without setting Amy down, he inserted the key, turned it in the keyhole, and felt the satisfying click of the lock. He flung the door open to reveal a dark hallway lined with dozens of other transit doors.

The Corridors.

They would lead him to the Sanctuary. Thorn breathed a sigh of relief and stepped through the door… but was stopped short. He tried again, with the same result. He could not get through. Is some invisible barrier blocking my entry? When he stepped forward, it felt like the door was still closed, but Thorn could see clearly through to the other side.

“You didn’t think you could take her with you, did you?”

Thorn turned to find Karthis standing before his own open doorway, black and white Corridors of his own choosing stretching off beyond it. “What do you mean?”

“Humans can’t leave Heaven,” Karthis said. “At least not through a door. It’s against the rules. I was wondering why you brought her along.”

No. We’re so close.

“The door won’t let her through,” Karthis continued. “But she’ll be fine here. It’s Heaven. God actually likes humans.”

“She’s not from Heaven. God stole her from Earth to use as leverage over me. Come on. There must be a way to bring her through.”

Karthis just stared helplessly.

Thump. A small golden chunk of the entrance door fractured, fell, then clinked against the floor.

Thorn couldn’t help but feel that God was watching him smugly from up in His House. Thorn would have to choose between saving Amy and freeing himself after all.

Karthis turned to leave, then hesitated, an arm on each side of the doorframe. Amy grew heavy in Thorn’s arms.

Thump. Clink.

Karthis sighed, then turned and approached Thorn. He slid his arms beneath Amy.

“What are you doing?” Thorn asked.

“Maybe I can fly past them when they break through the door. Get her somewhere safe.”

“They could kill you. They could kill both of you.”

“Thorn, if you have the evidence you say you have, your cause is more important than any of our lives. God thinks anyone who stands against Him is a selfish, purposeless brute, so let me take this stand. Let me prove Him wrong. You have more important things to worry about than me or this girl.” Thorn was too stunned to resist when the angel took Amy from him. “Just remember that we’re here. We’re incarcerated, but there are hundreds of thousands of us, and we’ll support any rebellion against God.”

Karthis kept talking, but Thorn heard none of it. He was entranced by the commotion at the door, by the blood on Amy’s shirt, by the fading light in her eyes. He knew he couldn’t abandon her. Never in a thousand years would he abandon her.

But he felt his feet carry him backward through the door, into the Corridors.

“Go! Run!”

He was faintly aware of Karthis shouting at him. Then he heard a deep ripping sound as the golden entrance gate shattered and its shards clanked against the walls. From the Corridors, Thorn looked back through the transit doorway and saw Karthis in the small room, braced for a fight—and there was Amy in his arms, strands of her chestnut hair falling in familiar patterns by the angel’s side.

For a moment Thorn thought to run back, out of the Corridors, to help protect Amy, but Karthis kicked the door shut, locking Thorn inside, sealing him off from Amy forever.

The shock of sudden quiet startled Thorn back into his present circumstances. He scanned the hallway for spatial guidance, and soon found the telltale lines on the walls, leading anywhere and everywhere. Thorn ran around a corner, then another, up some stairs, through a pitch black tunnel, and down another hallway. Within five minutes he’d found the door he wanted. He twisted the key in the lock, opened the door, and strode through onto a grassy plain.

Thorn shuddered as his body entered a purely physical realm; whatever part of him lived in spiritual space was now attached to his newly minted physical body. Have I arrived here before Marcus? Did the Sanctuary give me a body because it thinks I’ll be the only demon here? Or did God let it happen in hopes that I’ll retain this body and be slaughtered with the rest of the humans here?

Thorn shut the door behind him, gripped the latch with both hands, and pried it off the frame. Then he spent the next few minutes kicking the door in. At last the light in the keyhole faded, as did the glowing engravings. Thorn peered through a gap his foot had left in the wood and saw only more of the grassy field on the other side. The Corridors were lost to him, and the transit door was dead.

Now, to find Brandon and Heather. God will have an army on the way, and I need to be long gone by the time it gets here.

He strode forward, trying to ignore the emotions welling inside him, but the pain and regret soon grew overwhelming. He collapsed onto the ground. Her blood was on his clothes and on his hands and on his conscience. He’d killed her. He’d killed the girl he’d loved.

And for what? For this empty field of grass and this starry night sky? For the humans I may or may not be able to rescue? For a fleeting chance at freedom?

Perhaps one day, I’ll journey into Hell and bring her back.

Between heaving sobs, Thorn smelled orange pulp, and the dampness of the dirt beneath him. He felt the slick grass sliding through his fingers. At any other time, his humanity would have been a cause for joy. But now, all he could think of was Amy.
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Brandon hated weddings.

He hated that everyone had to feign happiness for a day. He hated the pompous ceremonies, the family drama, the needless and exorbitant expenses. He hated the myriad of traditions that were blindly followed for no reason other than to maintain the status quo of a manly man and a womanly woman, chained together in holy matrimony. He hated the idea that this event was mandatory as a rite of passage into the adult world. He hated the predatory wedding industry prompting the bride to spend, spend, spend, since her special day wouldn’t be special unless she bankrupted herself for it.

As he sat in a dark corner of the clubhouse, looking out at the hundred or so guests finishing their meals, he marveled at the extensive planning that went into this single, stressful day, and questioned why any of his friends and family thought it was worth the trouble. There was Tammy Matherson examining the cake, smug that it wasn’t quite as extravagant as her own wedding cake had been. And there was Virgil Cafferty and his wife Norma, who’d gotten hitched in their early thirties just because all their friends had been doing it. They’d stayed unhappily married for over a decade now, yet there they stood with the father of the bride, blithely congratulating him. Then, of course, there were Hannah and Carl, cozying up beside the overlarge fireplace, eager for their own wedding just weeks away. Young love in all its bliss. Never mind that Hannah and Carl are nineteen years old, oblivious to the challenges of marriage, and letting the throes of puppy love guide them into a decision they’re far too immature to be making.

This whole event was such an obvious and pointless appeal to tradition. The bride’s dress had looked the same as every other bride’s dress. The same old vows had been exchanged. The reception had included the same food and the same songs as the last two weddings Brandon had attended. Even the order of events remained the same as in every other generic wedding.

But what Brandon hated most of all was that none of the people here had stopped to ask why. About the marriage, or really about anything. What was the ultimate purpose of today’s union? Was it to complete each spouse as a person? That was doomed to failure. Or was it just so they wouldn’t be alone? That was nonsense, since they hadn’t been alone as a dating couple. Or was it to deepen the relationship’s level of commitment by pledging togetherness for life? That was a promise that no one was capable of making, since no one knows what the future holds—how drastically circumstances or personalities might change. Brandon was bitterly aware that the happy promises of millions of other days just like today had ended in divorce.

No, this wedding was all about tradition, just like everything else in Bristol. Most of the people here even disapproved of this particular marriage, and yet they’d joined today’s celebration regardless. The whole thing was a sham.

Brandon hated weddings, but he especially hated this one.

“Excuse me, sir? Are you the groom?”

Brandon had been so caught up in his thoughts that he hadn’t seen the man approach. Brandon recognized him as someone from the catering staff, or the event coordinator, or something.

“Yeah, that’s me,” Brandon said.

“It’s almost time to cut the cake, and no one can seem to find your wife.”

“Really? Did you ask Tim?”

“We did. No one’s seen Mrs. Barnett in over half an hour.”

“Huh. Well, I have a hunch where she is. I’ll go get her.”

The man mumbled his thanks then backed off into the crowd.

Brandon sighed and stood. He knew he should be thankful for today, and that the months of ridicule were finally over. The ceremony had passed with relative ease, and the reception was proving calmer than Brandon had anticipated. It was a nice reception too, with classy décor and a live band and a dance floor with colored lights—certainly better than any wedding Brandon might have hoped for during his foster home years. He felt slightly guilty that all this money was being spent on him and Heather, but then again, Tim could afford it, and Brandon was thankful for that.

More often lately than ever before, Brandon wondered what course his life would have taken had Tim not adopted him as a rough and thuggish thirteen-year-old. Would he be here getting married today? Would he have become a cop, like his street-smart teenage self had wanted, so he could punish everyone who’d ever hurt him? He certainly would never have met Heather, and that would have been a shame.

He made his way through the tables, fielding various congratulations and shaking various hands in greeting and in thanks. Most of these interactions were as fake as a three-dollar bill, but Brandon didn’t mind. He’d been doing a lot of this lately.

“Hey there, lucky man,” said Shannon Kolsch. “I’m not gonna stop asking until you give me a hint about when we can all expect some little Brandons running around. I hope you’ll bring them around the church every now and again.” She laughed, apparently still unaware that Heather didn’t want kids. Brandon, truth be told, still hoped to convince Heather otherwise, but the subtext behind Shannon’s words irritated him nonetheless. Conform. That was what Shannon was really saying. But Heather and Brandon wouldn’t. If they had kids, it would be for their own reasons. Just one more thing for the church to criticize us about.

Brandon thanked Shannon and went on his way. The reception crowd was mercifully small, and most of the guests were Tim’s friends—not Brandon’s or Heather’s. At least ten times tonight already, Brandon had found himself shaking hands with strangers who claimed to know him.

But when Brandon heard Karen Noyce’s voice, he remembered that sometimes a stranger’s empty greeting was preferable to an acquaintance’s disdain. She sat at a table near the back of the room with her posse of five other women. Her professional slacks, button shirt, and rolled-up sleeves stood out against the tuxedos and formal dresses around her. But what really made her stand out was that Karen, along with every other woman at her table, had a Bible lying open on the tabletop next to her food. Instead of engaging in the evening’s festivities, these women were actually reading the Holy Book in seclusion. At my wedding! It took some nerve.

Brandon had sworn to himself that he’d be polite, though. Karen had campaigned against this marriage, but Brandon had nothing against her personally. She’d helped him out of tough spots countless times over the years, and Tim was quite fond of her, so Brandon had tried not to hold a grudge. And if this is the last fuss she puts up tonight, I should count my blessings.

Brandon stepped closer and overheard Karen’s genteel voice reading from the Good Book: “Because of the exceeding greatness of the revelations, to keep me from exalting myself, there was given to me a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan, to torment me. Concerning this, I implored the Lord three times that it might leave me. And He said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for My power is made perfect in weakness.’ Most gladly, therefore, I will boast about my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may dwell in me. Therefore I take pleasure in weaknesses, in injuries, in distresses, in persecutions, in difficulties, for Christ’s sake. For when I am weak, then I am strong.”

Karen glanced up from her Bible to see Brandon listening. Soft light from the centerpiece’s candles glimmered in her eyes. She nodded to him. “Brandon.”

Brandon nodded back. “Pastor Noyce.”

That was all that needed to be said. It was all that could be said. Brandon felt the women’s glares on his back as he walked toward the clubhouse’s outer door. He resolved to not let their subdued protest have any effect on him.

Brandon was proud for having married such a brilliant, beautiful woman as Heather. His love for his new wife was strong, unbreakable. Whatever Karen and the rest of the church thought about that love was their problem, not Brandon’s, and certainly not his wife’s. Still, he regretted that all this hassle had been thrust upon the both of them.

“That’s what you get for marrying an atheist,” Tim had told him in the heat of a recent argument. Tim had since apologized, but his words had stuck with Brandon. “I raised you to be a better man than this,” he’d said. “I raised you to love God.”

Brandon had fond memories of his teenage years at Good Shepherd, and the tight-knit, loving community he’d been part of there. They’d even encouraged and nurtured his early interest in science. And that was his only regret about this marriage: it had placed a rift between himself and that community. As far as he was concerned, nothing should have changed in his relationship with any of them: not with Virgil or Hannah or Tim or even Karen, or any of the others. He didn’t want or mean to hurt them. He still cared about them all, and they claimed to care about him, too. But he’d been subjected to such intense scorn after admitting his own irreligion that he’d started to doubt the foundations of every one of his childhood friendships. Alone at night, he’d wept about it several times.

But I can’t argue with them, he reminded himself. Every reasonable, rational step Brandon had taken away from religion was nothing but a secular lie when viewed by his friends at Good Shepherd Family Church. When Brandon had asserted that he was carefully weighing truth claims, the church just said he was “deceived.”

He’d wanted Christianity to be true. He’d desperately wanted God to be real, and had used every excuse he could find to defend the beliefs with which he’d been raised. But when he’d read the skeptics’ arguments thoroughly, they’d convinced him. Tim and Karen understood none of that, even though Brandon had tried to explain it. As far as they were concerned, the devil had gotten to him, and that was all there was to it. He’d gone off to college and been brainwashed by the liberal elite. There was no other possible explanation.

It was Karen who’d led the attack, going so far as to preach a whole sermon about apostasy three weeks ago, a sermon not so subtly targeting Brandon in the pews. And as much as Brandon admired the progressiveness of a church with a female preacher, when she’d voiced disapproval of his “yoking together with an unbeliever,” Brandon had given up his attempts to find a middle ground with her.

Even after that, Karen had cornered him in the hallway one Sunday morning to tell him that she was praying for him to give up his sinful lifestyle. (Never mind that literally nothing about his lifestyle had changed during his deconversion.) She’d insinuated that his marriage was doomed to unhappiness, and that he’d end up falling into pornography addiction. Brandon still wasn’t sure where she’d gotten that last bit from. He’d never cared for porn, even in private.

But Karen had saved her harshest offensive for earlier tonight, when she’d cornered Heather in the bride’s dressing room and actually tried to talk her into leaving Brandon. He still seethed at the memory. If he never had to see that woman again in his life, he’d—

“Ah, Mr. Barnett,” said a server carrying a platter of wine glasses. “Would you like some wine?”

At the interruption, Brandon realized that all his muscles were tight, his teeth clenched. Damn it, there I go again. He’d promised Heather that he’d forgo his proclivity for pessimism just for one day, and so far he was failing. He forced himself to laugh, relax, and shake out his arms. “No thanks, I don’t drink,” he told the waiter. Had Tim not informed the country club staff that Brandon was a recovering alcoholic? Oh well: Brandon had certainly recovered enough by now to resist the temptation. It’d been Heather who’d helped him grow into sobriety…

And there she was, sitting way out on the edge of the pier, knees bent toward her chest, arms around her knees. She’d taken a liking to that quaint spot by the lake the first time she’d seen it, during last year’s summer vacation.

Brandon opened the door and stepped outside. The band’s rendition of “What A Wonderful World” grew muffled behind him as he strode past the garden onto the empty lawn, then down the hill toward the lake.

The air was brisk for mid-April. Brandon tightened his jacket around himself and walked a little faster. He tried to read Heather’s mood in her posture, but couldn’t. Time and time again, he’d assured her that they didn’t have to have a formal wedding. He’d even admitted his aversion to the idea of marriage. And he’d explained that his family and friends would be rough on her. But she’d felt that a wedding was an important statement to make to Brandon’s hometown community. Brandon couldn’t argue with her on that.

It’s not like any of it ultimately matters, anyway.

As his feet thumped against the wooden pier, a magnificent burst of sheet lightning lit up the clouds in the distance. At least the Heavens were celebrating their union.

“Hey,” he said as he approached Heather, who’d changed into a simple blue frock.

She turned to see him, gave an oddly solemn smile, then looked back over the water. “Hey. How you doing?”

Brandon sat next to his wife and slid a comforting arm around her shoulders. “Hanging in there. What about you?”

“I’m okay. How’s my dad?”

“Still acting like he knows you, like you’ve been best buds for years. Seems like he’s having a good time.”

“Cool. That preacher woman still throwing a tantrum?”

“No, not really. She seems okay.”

“Hmm.”

Crickets chirped and water sloshed against the bottom of the pier. Every few seconds, a paddleboat tied to a support column knocked against the pier’s outer joist. Cool moonlight reflected off the lake, beaming from both above and below onto Heather’s skin and her navy dress, which blended with the deep blues of the night around her. If not for her shivering, she’d have looked right at home in this pastoral of rural Virginia.

“Oh, here,” Brandon said. “You want my coat?”

“Sure. Thanks.”

He draped the coat over her shoulders, and she snuggled into it.

“I kinda wish we hadn’t held the first ceremony in Seattle,” Heather said. “I could use some friends here now.”

“Yeah, me too.” He left unsaid that few of their college friends could afford to fly to Virginia for a wedding, and that Tim wouldn’t have footed the bill.

“I know you hate wedding customs, but I wish I had enough people here for a bride’s side, and then you could’ve had a groom’s side. I mean, you have all these people here, and I… I don’t know.”

“Hey, I feel just as alone as you. Trust me.” Oh, what am I doing? She needs encouragement now—not my negativity. I need to cheer her up. “Remember Shannon? She just asked me about kids again. Can you believe that? That makes four times just today.”

Heather’s eyes remained focused on the dark tree line on the far side of the lake. Brandon studied her. Actually, she seemed to be looking beyond the tree line, deep into the darkness of the woods themselves. He’d never seen this look on her face before, and its aloofness scared him a little.

“I have a boy named Benjamin,” Heather said in a voice barely above a whisper. “He’s five. Just started kindergarten.”

Silence hung between them as Brandon tried to discern the meaning of what she’d said. “I’m sorry, what? You have a child?” That would certainly be news to Brandon, but he guessed she was making some kind of joke, or telling some kind of riddle. The woman he knew wouldn’t have withheld such important information from him.

“No, I don’t have a child,” Heather said, her gaze lingering on the distant trees. “Of course I don’t. Not this time.”

“What?”

“Do you believe in past lives?” she asked nonsensically. Heather was staunchly nonreligious—had been the one to convince Brandon that God didn’t exist. Yet now she was raising such a supernatural notion with a straight face?

“I—uh…” Brandon stuttered, caught off guard. She had to be joking.

“I wonder,” Heather continued softly, “if you live through too many past lives, will you start to remember them?”

“I’m sorry, hon. What are you talking about?”

“Did you ever know a girl named Crystal?”

“Uh, no, I don’t think so.”

Finally she looked him in the eyes, and she appeared completely lucid. She smirked. “Sorry, I think I’ve had too much to drink.”

Aha. Now this makes sense. “Well it’s a good thing I don’t drink anymore.”

“Thanks to me.” She grinned disarmingly.

“Yeah, thanks indeed. I’ll return the favor sometime.” He pecked her on the lips, and as he did, he smelled wine on her breath.

But Heather never drank, at least not around him. Had she been indoors socializing, Brandon wouldn’t have thought much of it. But with her way out here, alone on the pier, he wondered if this was her way of recovering from her earlier confrontation with Karen. “Here, let me help you inside. They want us to cut the cake.”

Brandon started to get up, but Heather stayed put, so he sat back down. She was looking out at the trees again, and her smile had faded.

“Hon, seriously. What’s wrong?” Brandon asked.

“Nothing. I’m fine.”

Brandon had grown up avoiding uncomfortable truths, and he’d had enough of it. He wasn’t about to let unspoken sorrow further tarnish their wedding night. He placed his hand atop hers and gently massaged it. “Hon…”

Her expression collapsed into a frown, and she released a shaky sigh. “Let me do this for you,” she said. “Let me be the strong one tonight.”

That touched Brandon, but with his gratitude came guilt for having let her place such a burden on herself. Her good-natured veneer was cracking under the weight of the wedding guests’ resentful stares. The reception seemed tame enough to Brandon, but he chided himself for forgetting how much of a stranger Heather was here. At least she got away from them to get some air.

“Hey, I’m okay, hon,” Brandon said. “You don’t have to do anything for me, or for anyone else. Nobody’s opinion here matters. Pretty soon we’ll be away from all this and we’ll never have to look back. We can even leave right now if you want. I’ll tell them you weren’t feeling well, and we can—”

“No.” With Brandon still running his hand tenderly over hers, she turned her palm upward and squeezed. “I can handle it,” she said. “I can handle it. Just don’t shove the cake in my face, okay?” She tried smiling again, and partially succeeded.

Brandon supposed that arguing would only make matters worse. He’d never seen Heather—usually cool and reasonable—so edgy before.

She really was quite tipsy, and had to lean on Brandon all the way up the hill. A few folks clapped when the couple reentered the clubhouse, and many took pictures while the cake was cut. Heather and Brandon fed each other a piece, as was tradition. After smiling for the cameras, Brandon noticed a few guests leaving early, on the far side of the room beyond the picture takers. Once the commotion died down, he made sure Heather was situated at the sweetheart table, then stole out back himself for a quick smoke.

His lighter wasn’t in the pocket where he’d left it, so he searched elsewhere in his tuxedo. He was unused to wearing something so formal. The suit might not normally have bothered him, but at this wedding, in tonight’s company, it felt much too constricting.

If I can just make it through the rest of the night, everything will be fine. The Cessna was all ready to go in the hangar, with its big “JUST MARRIED” sign painted on the back. He and Heather could leave in the morning for their Canadian honeymoon, and what a relief that would be after all these months of stress. It pained Brandon to think that he might never see his friends from high school or church again after tonight, but he was clearly not welcome in Bristol anymore.

“Need a light?” The familiar gentle voice came from an opening door, bringing with it the din of the reception inside. Brandon glanced up to see Tim approaching, his usual smile lighting up his face.

Brandon smiled back. “Sure.”

Tim joined Brandon in the small garden outside the country club and lit a cigarette for each of them. The gray hair on his sideburns flared briefly orange, then a trail of smoke climbed from the end of his cigarette and up past his kind eyes.

“How are things at the flight school?” he asked. “Will you start teaching again when you get back?”

“That’s the plan.” Brandon inhaled, and warmth filled his lungs, counterbalancing the cold air on his skin.

“Thanks again for taking so much time off work to spend with me these past few months,” Tim said. “It’s been great to see you again.”

“Sure thing. It’s been good to see you too.” What was Tim building up to? He hadn’t spoken this congenially to Brandon in weeks.

“You’re welcome back any time you want.”

“Cool, yeah. I’ll be back to see you all the time.” But probably not to see anyone else.

They smoked together in silence for a few moments. Brandon’s eyes wandered to the starry sky above. He missed that sky. Seattle’s city lights, mixed with its incessant clouds, made for poor stargazing, especially on campus, but here at home the stars put on a spectacular light show every single night, if one cared to look heavenward.

“Brandon, setting all our arguments aside, and setting aside any conflicts you’ve had around Bristol lately, I, uh… I’m worried about you.”

Brandon sighed. “How so?”

“Well, to put it bluntly, it’s because you’ve been so down on life ever since you told me you weren’t a Christian anymore. We live in a world that’s full of sin, and I don’t want it to cloud your future. I want you to live a full, happy life.”

“Thanks for the concern, Dad.” Brandon hoped that his tone of voice suggested how greatly he didn’t want to talk about this at his own wedding.

“I just don’t want you to fall any further into nihilism. It’s such a bleak way to view the world.”

Had Heather been present, she’d have immediately responded by telling Tim that most nonreligious people weren’t nihilists, and that confusing the two was unfair to both. But Brandon could say nothing bad about nihilists because, in truth, he was one.

He inhaled another puff from his cigarette and looked up again at the night sky. Not at the stars this time, but at the black spaces between the stars. How many trillions of planet Earths could fit in those spaces? Brandon felt truly insignificant when he compared his own tiny life to the vast scale of the universe, in terms of space, and also time. How many billions of years would pass after Brandon’s own death? How many billions of years would pass after the end of the human species? The fact that the universe was so impartial to humanity terrified him so much, he imagined it must be the central fear religion had been created to avoid. Our own lives mean nothing in the vast scheme of things.

Brandon had first realized this a few years ago, in college. As a naïve and self-important freshman, he’d majored in biology, certain that he’d one day become the scientist who disproved evolution and proved that God had created all life. But then he’d met Heather, and she’d patiently walked him through his mistaken assumptions and his logical fallacies. She’d opened his eyes to the idea that no God was necessary to explain the world’s natural processes. It had taken a year of questioning and self-examination, but eventually Brandon had realized the harsh truth that there was no God.

And with no God… what was left? Brandon was still trying to figure that out. Was there any good or evil, any right or wrong, any purpose in life at all? Heather had tried to imbue him with the idea that “we all create our own purposes,” but living life exclusively for his own happiness felt profoundly empty to Brandon. True, in a world with no meaning, living life exclusively to please oneself seemed reasonable on the surface. But really, what makes me so special, so different and exceptional, that my own pleasure is the most important thing in life? He’d stumped Heather with this, and she’d told him she’d get back to him with a reply. So Brandon had concluded that nothing had a purpose, not even his own desires and his own life.

“It is bleak,” Brandon admitted. As you and everyone else from Bristol are so eager to remind me. “But I can’t think of any reason why it’s not true.”

“God’s just waiting for you to turn to Him for answers, but if you don’t want to do that, at least think about Heather, and how much you love her. That love gives your life meaning and purpose. Focus on that, especially during this early stage of your marriage.”

Interesting point. Brandon had wondered about this very thing before. Could he really write off his own deep connection with Heather as meaningless? Ultimately, he supposed, love was just an evolutionary urge existing for the sake of procreation, and for the bonding of social groups. Rationally, love was reducible to chemicals in his brain, making him feel happy that he was “fit” in an evolutionary sense. Wasn’t love just another of the body’s feedback mechanisms? Wasn’t every emotion? Brandon would love to believe that his emotions were more than mere predispositions and biases, and he found it intensely troubling that that was all they seemed to be.

Of course, he couldn’t tell any of this to Tim without Tim invoking God as the ultimate answer. “I do love Heather,” was all he said in response.

Tim shook his head at Brandon’s half-hearted reply. “You’re always saying how the universe doesn’t care about us, and maybe that’s true. But you know what? We’re part of the universe. And you’re not some piece of inert matter in a faraway asteroid, either. You’re a human being. You matter.”

“I wish I could believe that.”

“Then why not believe it?”

“We’ve been over this, Dad. You think you matter because God thinks you matter. We all want to believe we have a destiny, a divine purpose for being here. I want that as much as anyone. But God isn’t real. Religion is just a story we tell ourselves, not based on evidence, to make us feel like we have all the answers.”

“And nihilism isn’t?”

Brandon opened his mouth to retort, but no words came out. Oh, come on, that was a cheap shot. There’s gotta be an easy comeback for that. But he could think of none, and that made him angry. Why did he have to deal with this on his wedding day, anyway? Tim of all people should know better. Does he really care so little that he’d bring this up on today of all days?

“Let me ask you,” Brandon said. “Would you have paid for my biology degree if you’d known it would lead me to become nonreligious? And to marry a nonreligious woman? Would you still have adopted me even?”

Tim made direct eye contact then, and Brandon realized that this was the first time he’d done so since they’d started smoking. Tim’s usually cheery eyes now winced with heartache. “Of course I would have. You’re my son. I love you.”

Aw, damn it. Now I feel guilty. Brandon used puffing on his cigarette as an excuse to look away. Inside, the band had started to take a break, and someone had just turned on the “Cha Cha Slide” in their absence. Many of the reception guests rose to join others on the dance floor, which encouraged Brandon. The wedding’s detractors were indulging in the celebration after all.

“Do you remember my wife?” Tim asked.

“A little,” Brandon said. “I only met her once or twice.” Pamela. Brandon had actually resented her a little, since her death in a traffic accident had caused his first year in Tim’s house to be filled with grief, at a time when he’d much rather have been back on the streets with his old friends. In time, though, Brandon had come to admire her a great deal. Everyone in church treated her like a saint, often telling Brandon what a caring, selfless woman she’d been. Tim often asserted that Pamela’s death had been a test for him, sent from God. But looking back, Brandon could see that the event had planted the first seeds of doubt in his own mind. How could a loving God allow so much pain, even for a test?

Brandon was surprised how much weight these distressing memories still placed on him. But Tim’s next words lifted much of it.

“Adopting you was the last and best thing Pam and I ever did together.”

Brandon nodded his appreciation. “You gave me a life.”

“And you helped me get mine back. Brandon, you know I don’t approve of a secular wedding, but I will support you and Heather. She’s a nice girl, and I welcome her to the family. And I hope that in time, you’ll both reconsider looking to God for your answers.”

He reached out his hand, and Brandon readily shook it. The men nodded to each other, then Tim pressed his cigarette butt into an ashtray and headed back indoors.

Brandon took one last pull. Of all those people inside, he was glad that Tim was the one who’d adopted him. Brandon wished he knew how to better express his appreciation to the man. They disagreed often, even when Brandon had been a Christian, but Tim had always consoled Brandon when kids picked on him at school, disciplined him when he’d needed it, spent every Saturday afternoon with his adopted son until he’d left for college. Tim had always been a good dad. And he still was.

This brief exchange over cigarettes made Brandon long to return to years past. Simpler years, full of joy. Is it abandoning my faith that’s made me so miserable lately, or is this just part of growing up?

The far-off clouds were getting closer, blotting out the starry heavens as they neared. Brandon exhaled sooty breath, dropped his cigarette on the ground, and stamped the light out of it. He’d been spending much of tonight avoiding the party, but now he realized how much he wanted to take part in it, if only to forget the bitter emptiness that plagued him whenever he looked up into the night sky.

How many wars have you fought for that speck of dust you call a planet? the sky asked him as he left. How much misery has been wrought in the name of blind tribalism, of tradition? In your own life and in the lives of others? How much pain have you petty ants caused each other because you’re so convinced you’re at the center of everything?

“We live in a world full of sin,” Tim had said.

Indeed we do, Dad. Indeed we do.
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“God damn it!” said God. “Thorn’s gone? All the millions of you, and he somehow snuck through to a transit door?”

Every angel in God’s House stood still, looking down at their feet. Thilial wasn’t sure if she should offer suggestions to God, flee to join the army mobilizing to track down the renegade demon, or just stand here and take the verbal lashing that God had been dealing out for the last five minutes. He’d asked her here today due to her unique history with Thorn, and she had objected. She hadn’t wanted to see such a vile creature accepted back into God’s good graces, and had even pleaded with God to cast the demon into the fiery pit in spite of Thorn’s benevolent and rational actions of late. Now, fortunately, she’d never have to worry about it again.

“I want him found!” God continued, His awkward voice booming, echoing off of every corner of Heaven, for every angel to hear. “I want that Sanctuary locked down, and I want—I want him killed! Send the traitor back to Me and I’ll send him straight back to Hell! Whoever captures him can expect a promotion. Now go! What are you doing standing here? Go!”

The angels fled back to their consoles. Thilial glanced out the window—the same window through which Thorn had jumped minutes ago—to see cloudy wisps rising from across the city, as if a desert wind battered at dunes, sending sand flying high. Each particle of sand was, of course, an angel, on its way to earn glory and prestige by killing a demon for the Lord.

But Thilial would get to Thorn before any of them. She had more reason than anyone to want him dead. If he’d turned a moral corner in the recent Sanctuary, so what? His crimes deserved punishment. Forgiveness was not an option for someone like him. And Thilial’s knowledge of the twisting maze that was the Corridors reached deeper than most angels’. She was confident that she could get to him first, if she started out soon.

“Tamior, you ignoramus!” God said, approaching the unassuming angel trying to blend in with the others. “Think before you speak! Think! Thinking is important.”

“I’m sorry, Lord. I’m so sorry.”

“Get your butt back down to the city. I don’t want to see you in My House again for another hundred years!”

“Yes, Lord. As You will it.” Tamior departed through the window.

“Thilial!” God’s attention turned to her. “I have a special assignment for you.”

The plants growing out of His robes rustled against the marble floor as His bare feet carried Him toward her. No matter how accustomed Thilial became to His presence, the sight of Him approaching still filled her with awe. She felt now, as she always did around Him, like she was about to be punished.

I told You Thorn couldn’t be trusted, she wanted to say. Why did You have to bring Amy into it? she wanted to say. But Almighty God was her king, and she would not raise her voice against Him no matter how breathless and hurt she felt at the girl’s demise. Lord, I am Yours. Keep me safe and give me Your strength.

“Yes, Lord?” she said.

“If Thorn somehow gets out of that Sanctuary alive, I think we know exactly where he’ll go next.”

“Atlanta.”

“Yes. I need you to go back there with a contingent of angels. Post guards by as many transit doors as you can.”

“Lord, with respect, I was planning to join the others and pursue him to the new Sanctuary.”

“We need as many angels as possible in Atlanta in case a manhunt is needed. Pleurian and the other leaders there have already been alerted, but you have command experience, and you know the city well. I need you to make preparations.”

“But I know Thorn. I know how he thinks. I can hunt him better than anyone.”

“Thilial, he destroyed our way into the Sanctuary. It might take all day before we can navigate a new path. I’m aware that you know Thorn well, but unless you know exactly which doors currently lead to his present location, the task for which you’re most qualified lies in Atlanta. Go there now.”

God’s orders severely disappointed Thilial, but she knew better than to argue. “Yes, Lord.”
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Thirty minutes later, Thilial was flying through a warehouse in the Atlanta quarantine zone, shouting orders, ensuring that the bustle indoors was hidden from the demons who were always loitering outside, and making all sorts of preparations in case Thorn should reach Atlanta. She sent scouts into the Corridors—the network of dark hallways and transit doors between Heaven and Earth—and she made sure all the angels finished any pressing business with their charges throughout the city. She even snuck underground and across the street to overhear the day’s demon gossip.

Thorn was dead, they all said. He’d “perished in the Sanctuary.” Several of the city’s top demons were fighting each other for the right to succeed him. And apparently the Atlanta Judge had gotten into some kind of fight. But no demons were actively trying to aid Thorn, and that was all Thilial cared to know. She dropped underground and flew back to the warehouses.

As an Angel of Truth, Thilial had journeyed all over the world, helping to devise and implement God’s strategy on the ground. Along with the Angels of Love and the Angels of Reason (and formerly the Angels of Judgment), Thilial’s order was considered one of the three dominant orders of cherubim, thus allowing her the privilege of travel. She’d been in Novosibirsk last year, and in Xi’an the year before that. As an administrator, she rarely stayed in one location more than two years: she came, ensured all was running smoothly, and then went.

She’d never expected to run into Thorn again—and so close to Tugaloo! Seeing him in the church last December had shaken her. Her thoughts had dwelled on Thorn for days afterward, then weeks. She hated him: his arrogance, his cruelty, his callousness. She wanted him dead more than God wanted him dead. More even than Marcus wanted him dead.

These venomous thoughts roiling through her mind, Thilial found herself in a corner of a warehouse she hadn’t visited in months: a corner containing a special crate, near the back of one of the smaller stockrooms. The place was lit by a single dim fluorescent light that barely even illuminated the dust wafting through the air.

No, I shouldn’t look at the crate. I shouldn’t be in this room when I’m mad.

But temptation got the better of her. She opened the crate and reached inside. When her hand reemerged, it held an immense, lumbering sword, nearly as long as Thilial was tall. Despite its size, it was a simple-looking thing. Whatever cloth had once clothed its hilt lay in tatters now, rotted through, and the rust of many ages covered the blade, leaving only the barest tendril of original metal still visible. Ugly and ungainly, the weapon was a relic of the ancient days when such things had been used by angelkind.

Its fine edge still looked sharp enough to slice through diamond, though. The sword was a fearsome thing, and thus had it been named. Fear, the sword was called. The oldest sword known to exist.

“My, that’s a sight,” said a voice from behind Thilial.

She spun around to find an angel marveling at her weapon. He’d frozen in mid-gait, as if he’d just been passing by when he’d suddenly been awestruck by the sword. He was an older fellow—very old, in fact. Wrinkles adorned his skin and his wings sagged a bit. He looked as if he might have been around to see Fear during its glory days.

“It’s just a keepsake I like to admire now and then,” Thilial said. “It certainly is a sight, though.”

The elderly angel stepped toward the blade, walking cautiously, as if trying not to trip over his white robes. “May I touch it?”

“Please.”

He did so, running his frail hand along the rusty blade, all the way down to the cross-guard. “Can you wield it?”

“Ha. I suppose I could, though I’ve no idea why I’d want to.”

“For Thorn,” the old angel said, and he was right. “A public execution with the likes of this would send quite a message to Atlanta’s other demons.”

“That it would. Though God would never allow such a thing.” As the angel squinted through age-worn eyes at her sword, Thilial squinted back at him, trying to place him. “Have we met before? I don’t think I’ve seen you around here.”

“Ah, no. I’m Leregnon, an Angel of War. A group of us was sent here to plan for contingencies.”

“Yes, I’ve heard. I’m Thilial, an Angel of—”

“Oh, I know who you are. You don’t have to introduce yourself. We’re all behind you, you know. We all want to see Thorn suffer for what he did to Ezandris.”

“You knew Ezandris?”

“Indeed. He was an acquaintance. I mostly knew him through friends. His breakdown was such a shame. I was sad to hear he’d been murdered.”

“Yes.”

As much as anything else Thorn had done to Thilial, the memory of her friend Ezandris stung as fiercely as the blade she carried. She paced to some boxes and sat on them, placing Fear athwart her lap.

Leregnon must have noticed her somber mood, because he unfolded a nearby chair, sat across from her, then spoke in a chipper voice. “Tell me the story of your sword. Where does it come from? What’s its history?”

“Ha. I’m sure you have things to do. I won’t waste your time with an old sword story.”

“Ah, we both have things to do. The Man Up Top has us working our asses off. We deserve a break.”

“I suppose so.”

“So tell me about your sword.”

Thilial shrugged. “Its name is Fear. I’ve been told it was made in Heaven’s great forges at the beginning of time. Some say Tobrius smithed the blade himself, and that when he was slain during the War in Heaven, this was the blade he wielded. A hundred years ago, I actually had the metal tested, and it’s no metal known to angels or humans.” She hefted the blade and arced it through the air in a figure eight. “It’s stronger and lighter than any other metal, and it allows the sword to affect the physical world and the spirit worlds simultaneously.” To demonstrate, she let the sword fall to the floor. It clattered against the cement in the physical realm.

“Fascinating,” Leregnon said.

Thilial grabbed the sword and placed it back into her lap. “Over the course of history, Fear has become more of a prestigious antique than a practical weapon, especially after God declared an end to the war on demonkind. Countless angels have owned it. I’m only the most recent in a very long line.”

“How’d you come by it?”

“Oh, a superior gave it to me as a gift for my role in ending the legal slave trade. I’ve kept it close at hand in every city I’ve traveled to ever since. And that’s really all there is to say about it. I’m sure an Angel of History could tell us more, but I’ve never taken the time to check with one.”

“Well, you’re quite fortunate to own something like this.”

“Indeed. Now tell me a story about yourself. You’re an Angel of War—you must have seen some crucial historical events. I’m very young compared to you.” Such a statement might have struck a sour chord among humans, but angels revered their elderly. To admit one’s own youth was an act of deference.

“I’m no spring chicken, that’s for sure,” said Leregnon. “But truthfully, I’ve lived a rather humdrum life. I haven’t got many stories to tell.”

“I don’t believe that for a moment.” Thilial smiled a coy grin, though in truth she was just looking for a distraction from her thoughts of Amy. I’d better find out when the funeral will be held. “Come now, Leregnon. A story for a story. I told you of my sword, now you tell me of something from your life’s history. Your favorite story from the past.”

Leregnon glanced at the boxes, the drawers, and the shelves full of dusty old knickknacks around the room, as if looking for a way to escape Thilial’s request. Apparently he found none, and his eyebrows arched. Thilial couldn’t tell if he was angry, or deep in thought.

After several seconds, he finally said, “Well, I don’t have any interesting stories from my own life, but I do have a favorite story that I like to tell to anyone who will listen to an old-timer’s tale. I told a form of it to Ezandris, as a matter of fact.”

“Oh, now I have to hear it.” Though anything that rekindles the memory of my dead friend is necessarily bittersweet.

“It’s a dark story, but it’s always captivated me.” He glanced again at the sword in Thilial’s lap. “I overheard it when I was stationed in the Carpathian Mountains, at the edge of Transylvania in the fifteenth century. I’d followed an old man out hunting with his grandsons, and around a fire one night, they heard the howling of wolves in the darkness. The boys weren’t scared of the wolves one bit though: in fact, they bragged to each other about how many they could kill. But the old man warned them that they should be very afraid of the wolves. And then he told them this folk tale, ancient even when I first heard it centuries ago.

“Long ago, in the world’s darkest forest, there lived a wolf named Othundro. Othundro was among the greatest of all the wolves. He was one of the strongest, fastest, and most vicious. But he wanted to become greater still. He had a rival, a wolf named Uthifel, with whom he fought for dominion of the forest. Othundro knew that if he could just get an edge over Uthifel, he could kill him. And if Uthifel died, Uthifel’s pack would abscond to Othundro, and he’d be the undisputed power in the forest.

“Othundro and his pack had eaten all of the other animals in the woods, so they began to prey on the livestock in the nearby town, pestering the villagers and frightening their children. One night, while his pack was feasting on a man’s cattle, Othundro left his pack and peered into the man’s house. By candlelight, Othundro saw how tall the man stood. How he walked around on only two feet, one in front of the other. Then with some effort, Othundro tried to do the same. He stood on his hind legs, put one foot in front of the other, and tried to stride as a man would. It was difficult at first, but Othundro practiced all night, even after his pack had returned to the woods without him. And by dawn, Othundro had learned how to walk like a man.

“The next night came, and Othundro’s pack was eating another man’s livestock. But Othundro went hungry that night, because he was again peering through the window, watching the man talk to his children and his wife. Othundro memorized every word and every part of every word that the man said. He listened to the man’s grunts and groans as he moved about his house. He listened to the man snoring and muttering in his sleep. And by the time dawn arrived, Othundro had learned how to speak like a man.

“The third night came, and Othundro knew he had much more to learn. But he was too eager, impatient, unwilling to just sit and watch any longer. So after his pack had left, he leaped through a window into the nearest house, and slaughtered the man there. This man had no family, so no one would notice he was gone. And when Othundro killed him, he was careful not to damage his skin. Othundro ate his insides though, starting with his brain and working his way down to the man’s bowels. Then Othundro crawled inside the man’s skin and sewed it up over himself. It took all night, but by dawn, Othundro had dressed himself up in the skin of a man.

“Instead of returning to the forest, Othundro decided to open the front door and walk through the town. He saw a baker selling bread, guards posted outside a nobleman’s keep, an older brother teaching his younger brother how to spar with swords. He walked among the everyday life in the town, and no one saw through his disguise. When he spotted a tavern, he went inside. He spoke with some of the men there, and still no one guessed at his camouflage. He even made friends with some of them, and over the course of the fourth day and the fourth night, he learned much from these men. They taught him how to make fire, and all manner of things that the other wolves—most notably Uthifel—could never think of doing. He went to the boys he’d seen earlier, and from them Othundro even learned how to use a sword.

“On the fifth day, Othundro at last returned to the woods to show his pack how great he’d become. But his pack only snarled at him. You see, Othundro was such a good liar, and he’d learned the customs of men so quickly, that his own pack mistook him for a man. He tried to tell them that he was Othundro, their leader, and that he was wearing the skin of a man, but the pack did not believe him. So he got down on his hands and knees, and he howled as loudly as he could. He made them follow him to a herd of wild aurochs and watch as he ripped out one’s throat with his bare teeth. He did many more things that only a wolf would do, and by dawn, his pack believed his story.

“‘The people in that town have always hunted us, and claimed to rule over the land that is rightfully ours,’ Othundro said to his pack. ‘They live in their luxurious buildings, while we have to live in the woods. Let’s go and destroy the town and kill everyone in it. I know how to make fire. I’ll burn all their houses, and you all can eat them when they come running out.’ The pack liked that idea, so that’s just what they did. Othundro ran around the backs of every building in the town and used a torch to light them all on fire. His pack surrounded the town and butchered every man, every woman, and every child who fled the flames. And during the carnage, Othundro used his new skill with a sword to kill the very boys who’d taught him how to use it.

“On the evening of the sixth day, Othundro looked around at the dead town, and at all his fellow wolves feasting on the remains of the people who’d lived there. He was pleased that he’d grown so superior to all of the humans and all of the other wolves, but he wanted to become greater still. You see, nothing was ever enough for Othundro. He saw his pack around him, and he realized that as long as the pack was alive, he’d never have total control of the land. He craved absolute dominance of the world around him. So he took his sword, and he slaughtered his own pack by moonlight. A few of them escaped into the woods, but he quickly hunted them down and killed them too. He went through all the woods that night, killing every wolf from every pack. Not a single wolf survived, except for Uthifel himself, who had heard about Othundro’s murderous rampage and had hidden himself well.

“On the seventh day, Othundro relaxed in the lifeless forest. At first he was glad that he was alone, and ruled over all the land, a wolf in a man’s skin. But soon he realized that with no humans around to plant the crops, the crops would wither and die. With no humans to tend the cattle, they would all die, too. Othundro would have nothing left to eat. Nothing left to do. He regretted the decisions that had led him to this, but it was too late. He had lied, he had killed, and he had destroyed his world. And the terrifying thing is this: any wolf has it in him to become just like Othundro. That is why, when we hear the howl of a wolf in the dead of night, we should be afraid.”

In the silence that followed, Thilial noticed a slight twitching at the corner of Leregnon’s mouth. He’d grown somewhat intense over the course of his story, and now he was leaning far forward in his chair, his eyes piercing, boring into Thilial’s.

She wasn’t sure what to make of his tale. It was a little strange, but it was interesting enough, she supposed. The Angels of War had always been fond of violent tales.

“What happened to Uthifel?” Thilial asked.

Leregnon blinked, seeming to snap out of a trance. “I’m sorry?”

“His enemy, Uthifel. The one he didn’t kill. What happened to him?”

Leregnon furrowed his eyebrows again and thought for a moment. The corner of his mouth kept twitching, more like a tic now than a deliberate action.

“I’m sorry,” Leregnon said. “I’ve forgotten that part of the story.”

Thilial nodded. She vividly remembered every detail from a few hundred years ago, but she had to be understanding toward an old fellow like Leregnon, whose memory might have faded over the eons. “No problem. Thank you for telling it.” She gripped her sword by the hilt and stood to leave.

“Would you like to know a secret?” Leregnon said.

Thilial walked over to the crate to lower the sword down inside. “Sure.”

“It won’t stay a secret for long, but one of my superiors told it to me, and now that I’ve met you, I think you might want to know this too.”

“Very well.”

“Someone’s deposed the Atlanta Judge. Word on the street is that he and his main group of followers have been taken prisoner.”

Thilial’s hands halted in their lowering of Fear. Why would anyone want to depose the Judge? He’s certainly powerful, but he’s ultimately harmless. He’d have been an important ally for whoever won the fight to succeed Thorn as Atlanta’s top demon.

“Who deposed him?” Thilial asked.

“We don’t know. We’re still trying to figure it out. But I say, more power to him, whoever it is. Thorn’s plan will be to bring these humans—Brandon and Heather and Virgil—to the Atlanta Judge, to prove to him that God is willing to forgive demonkind. To destroy God’s testing system. But without the Judge and his influence, Thorn’s plan falls apart. So really, our mobilization here is an overreaction. This whole thing with Thorn will blow over.”

Leregnon rose. He strode past Thilial on his way out of the room, his white robes billowing behind him. “Oh,” he said, and stopped. “One more thing. Our scouts are a little better than your scouts. They found a quick way into the Sanctuary where Thorn is. You could be there in ten minutes. Here’s a map of the path. We think it’s the same way Marcus went in.”

Leregnon withdrew a scroll from his robes and unfurled it across the huge sword that Thilial still held in her hands. She studied the map, trying to verify its veracity.

“You’re the one who reports directly to God,” Leregnon said, “so we’ll leave it to you to tell Him about this fast way in.” Thilial hadn’t looked at the old angel, but she heard his voice fading as he trotted down the hallway. “Nice meeting you, Thilial. I hope to see you again soon.”

The map to the Sanctuary appeared to be authentic, as far as Thilial could tell. And even if it wasn’t, Thilial had merely to spend a few minutes walking through the Corridors to find out. With the Judge gone, Thorn’s plan holds no hope of success, even if he does get the humans out of the Sanctuary. God doesn’t need me here. I could go into the Sanctuary myself and seize the vengeance I’ve dreamed of for so long.

But no, that would be disobedience. If I do this, and I fail to kill Thorn, God will frown on me for having gone in after him. Lord, I am Yours. Lord, I am Yours.

I really shouldn’t do it.

But Thilial couldn’t seem to put down her sword.
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Heather was definitely not herself tonight. Despite her confrontation with Karen, she’d been lively and cheery as ever at the wedding ceremony… yet some sort of gloom had fallen over her since. Brandon had tried bantering with her and introducing her to some of the more amenable guests, yet she remained secluded behind the sweetheart table. Had the hostile environment finally gotten to her? Brandon put himself in her shoes: those of an outsider at her own wedding. A wedding full of judgmental glances and surreptitious gossip. He felt horrible for her. I should never have let myself get talked into having the wedding here, even if Heather was the one who convinced me.

During this last hour of the reception, as the night’s energy wound down, Brandon decided to sit next to Heather, to let her know he was here for her. He again flat-out asked her if something was wrong, but she insisted that she was just tired, that everything was fine. She smiled and chatted when greeted, and even tapped her feet to the music, but Brandon knew her well enough to see through her outward veneer to her uncharacteristic quietness, to her curt responses to his questions, to the way her smile vanished a little too quickly after talking to one of his friends or relatives. Brandon would have to think of a good apology for tonight. Breakfast in bed tomorrow morning sounds like the ticket. And lots of kisses.

Speaking of kisses… The faint clinking of cutlery tapping against glass rose to a cacophony as more people joined in. Brandon laughed in spite of himself. At least the guests seemed to be having a good time. Most of his worries about melodrama at the wedding had proven unfounded. He leaned over to kiss Heather again…

But Heather was standing. She looked out at the crowd with the same distant expression she’d worn on the pier, and the symphony of clinking glasses slowly fell, then died.

“Hey, hon, what are you doing?” Brandon said. “They want us to kiss.”

Was she planning to make a speech? So late in the evening? The band eased out of its current song when they saw that the bride wanted to say something. Brandon waited with the rest of the crowd to see what Heather would do.

But she didn’t do anything. She just stood there, looking at them. A man in the back was coughing, and a baby was whimpering somewhere, but other than these faint sounds, utter silence permeated the room. Brandon was about to stand up and kiss her just to end the awkwardness when Heather finally spoke, loudly and clearly enough for the whole room to hear:

“By sunrise, all of us will be dead.”

A murmur of astonishment rippled through the dining hall. Brandon took in the wide eyes and gaping mouths, and for a few seconds, he was just as afraid to speak as they were. His primary goal tonight had been to support his wife, but for Heather to say something so outrageous in front of so many people… she had to be suffering from something beyond mere intoxication.

Brandon stood and whispered to Heather. “Hon, why don’t we go into another room, get you some water and some quiet?”

He was half-afraid she’d protest, but she didn’t even seem to notice he was there. Her eyes stared blankly out into the crowd.

Tim arrived at the sweetheart table and placed his hand to Heather’s forehead to check her temperature. “Heather, how you feeling? Are you okay?”

Tim’s presence snapped Heather out of her funk, just a little. She turned toward Brandon and suddenly looked frightened. Terrified, even. “We have to get out of here,” Heather said.

“Okay. Okay, uh, here. I’ll help you out.”

Brandon tried to slide an arm under her shoulder, but she paced ahead of him, toward the country club’s lobby. Brandon exchanged a worried glance with Tim. They followed Heather through the tables.

As he walked, Brandon caught Karen’s gaze. She looked absolutely revolted. But he didn’t have time to worry about her petty criticism now. He had to get Heather back to Tim’s house, or maybe to a doctor. Poor girl. He cursed himself for putting her through all this.

Then someone screamed.

Brandon stopped near the doors to the lobby and scanned the dining room for the source of the sound. More people joined in the shouting as the guests at two of the tables jumped from their seats and scampered away from something. Through all the running people, Brandon couldn’t see the cause of the disturbance.

Another scream, this one from the other side of the room. Brandon turned to see Shannon Kolsch soaking wet from head to toe. Her matted hair hung limply over her shoulders and her pink dress stuck to her skin, which was deathly white.

She pulled a kitchen knife out of Mr. Donaldson’s back and flung it into the crowd.

The whole room erupted in chaos. Shouts and screams and tramping feet. Falling chairs and crying children. The twangs of clattering instruments as the band ran for cover.

Brandon bolted away, through the lobby and toward the front doors. Where was Heather? She’d been here moments before, but the lobby was now empty save for him. He hurled himself into one of the double doors that led out to the parking lot, but all he got for his trouble was a sharp jolt to his shoulder. The door barely opened at all. Brandon examined the lever, and it seemed to be working fine. But then he noticed a chain binding the exterior door handles together. All the other doors were chained shut, too.

What? Did someone plan a massacre at my wedding? Brandon could barely process what was happening, but he remembered Heather’s words. “We have to get out of here.” Did Heather know about this?

More people were sprinting through the doors from the dining hall into the lobby.

“The doors are chained!” Brandon called to them, but no one listened. The mob crashed against the front doors just as Brandon had, then panicked even more when they realized they were trapped. One old woman fell, and before Brandon could help her, she was trampled by the stampeding wedding guests.

Holy hell, is this really happening?

Brandon briefly searched for Tim, then, unable to find him, peeked back into the dining hall, where most of the guests were still trying to exit. The tables and chairs lay scattered in disarray, and the cake had tipped over, splattering onto the table. Several bloody bodies lay motionless on the floor. Brandon recognized a few of them as friends from high school.

Old Bob McKenzie and Roy Tegio had drawn their firearms, and both were shooting at… At Tammy Matherson? At Norma Cafferty? At Shannon and her eight-year-old son, Will? Indeed, these four people carried weapons of their own—cutlery, a burning tablecloth, what looked like a jagged shard from a broken dish—and blood drenched their clothes. Bob and Roy were just trying to fend them off.

Yet none of their targets even reacted after being shot. They sped around the room, stabbing people and snapping their necks. How was this possible? Brandon had known these people his whole life. Why would they do something like this? And how were they able to keep going in spite of their bullet wounds?

Shannon sprang over a table, grabbing one of the candlestick centerpieces as she jumped. She shoved it through Bob McKenzie’s eye, well into the back of his skull.

No sooner had Bob’s body hit the ground than he leaped back up, with speed impossible for a man his age. Then he started attacking the fleeing guests. Roy popped a few shots into Bob before Bob gunned him down. And then Roy, who should have been dead, was up and shooting people too.

“Paxis!” Shannon called toward Roy and Bob. “Hecthes! Everyone!”

In the midst of their slaughtering, the half-dozen murderers in the room glanced back to Shannon.

“Virgil. Brandon. Heather.” Shannon’s words sank Brandon under a wave of terror. “We need to find Virgil, Brandon, and Heather! Take them alive.” The others practically ignored Shannon and continued their indiscriminate killing. But Shannon herself shook her head and started walking toward the lobby.

Brandon ducked out of her sight. He had only seconds before she’d find him.

The lobby appeared empty again; the guests who’d been fleeing mere minutes before were now corpses littering the ground in the dining hall. There were stairs on the lobby’s far side, but they were open stairs, and Shannon would be able to see him as he climbed. Maybe he could break a window and escape to his car…

“Hon,” came a whisper from beneath one of the gaudy decorative tables that lined the sides of the lobby. “Hon, under here.”

Brandon slipped beneath the table to find Heather hunched down, her finger over her mouth. Her petrified expression told him, Be silent or we’re both dead.

Brandon searched his pockets and found his cell phone just as Shannon’s feet turned the corner from the dining hall. He made sure it was set to silent, then dialed 9-1-1. He might not be able to talk to them, but at least they’d be able to hear whatever happened here, and they’d know that people were in trouble.

The last screams and moans of the dying rattled into the lobby, then all fell quiet but Shannon’s footsteps. From beneath the tablecloth that mercifully concealed him and his wife, Brandon watched Shannon’s sparkling gold-colored flats patter softly against the carpet. Her gait was slow, deliberate. She must have known that someone was here, hiding from her.

Abruptly, Shannon ran around the front desk. “No!” a man’s voice yelled. “No, please don’t. Please—”

A gunshot silenced him. Shannon has a gun? She must have taken it from Bob or Roy. But where and when had the affluent housewife learned to use a gun?

Brandon checked his phone, only to find that his call hadn’t gone through. He checked his bars: no reception.

Shannon’s feet padded across the lobby, away from the table where Brandon and Heather hid. Heather’s hand gripped his, and he held hers tightly in return. Her eyes were saturated in tears, beyond mere fright or panic. What if this is the last time I ever see her? Brandon could feel his heartbeat in his feet. His entire body was on edge, ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice.

Shannon threw open a closet door on the far side of the lobby. More yelling and frantic pleading. From beneath the tablecloth, Brandon saw three people bolt out of the closet. One man engaged with Shannon, grabbing hold of her arms and kneeing her in the gut. But soon Brandon heard a gunshot and saw blood spray across the floor behind the man. His body fell limp. The other two people had made a good run for it, but Shannon gunned both of them down as well, one right next to Brandon and Heather.

It was Virgil Cafferty. He staggered and fell, then bloody spittle misted from his mouth as he hit the floor.

“Ah, shit,” Shannon said.

A puddle of blood formed underneath Virgil’s torso. He grimaced in pain, tried to put pressure on his wound… then looked directly at Brandon, beneath the table. His mouth moved to speak, but only bloody sputtering came out.

Shannon’s feet padded across the carpet, toward Virgil. Toward Brandon. Music started up in the dining hall. For some sick reason, someone had turned on the wedding playlist meant to serve as background music while the band wasn’t playing. Frankie Valli’s voice resonated through the country club as he started into his classic recording of “Can’t Take My Eyes Off You.”

Brandon checked his cell again, with no luck. When he turned back to Virgil, the man’s eyes were lifeless, the puddle of his blood disgustingly large, crawling toward Brandon beneath the table. He cringed at the sight of another familiar face killed by this senseless violence.

Brandon heard clicking from Shannon’s direction… the reloading of ammo? He peered under the tablecloth and saw her feet, halfway across the lobby and headed his way. In Virgil’s dying pose, his eyes were pointed right at Brandon; Shannon was sure to check underneath the table.

Brandon exchanged a glance with Heather, and saw that she’d come to the same conclusion he had: they had to fight Shannon. Brandon wasn’t about to let Heather become the night’s next casualty, so he steeled himself to take a bullet for her. If he could throw himself on top of Shannon, Heather could grab the gun and shoot her. Then maybe Heather could find a way out of here while Brandon held back the rest of the assailants.

Using hand signals, Brandon communicated his plan as best he could to Heather. She nodded, and seemed to understand, so he peeked back beneath the tablecloth. Shannon was much closer now, only twenty feet away. Brandon readied himself to strike…

And then the impossible happened.

Virgil blinked. Brandon did a double take, and the dead man’s eyes remained not only open, but alert. Remembering Bob and Roy, Brandon prepared to fight Virgil as well. But the pale-skinned man simply pushed his arms underneath himself, then grunted as he stood up.

Shannon backed away a few steps. Brandon opened a sliver of space where the edges of the tablecloth met so he could glimpse more of what was happening.

Virgil stepped forward. Shannon assumed a defensive posture. She made no move to shoot him, though. They stared at each other for several moments as Frankie Valli continued his jovial song, which clashed with the apparent faceoff that Brandon was now witnessing.

“You,” said Shannon, in astonishment.

Virgil nodded at her. “You,” he said.

Shannon shook her head in what looked like awe. “I didn’t believe it when I was told you might show up here. But here you are. In the same body as last time, no less.”

“Who told you I might show up?”

Shannon broke her gaze and glanced back toward the dining hall.

Virgil continued. “Are you working for someone?”

“No.”

“You’d have no way to know on your own that I’d come here. This is about more than mere revenge, isn’t it?”

“This is about me taking my rightful place among the greatest of all time, and you fading into the dustbin of history where you belong.” Shannon called over her shoulder: “Hecthes! Donundun! Thorn is—”

Virgil plowed into her, slamming her body into a case of golfing awards, shattering its glass. “Brandon!” Virgil called. “Up the stairs! The boardroom!”

Brandon didn’t have to be told twice, nor did Heather: she ran out from beneath the table before he did. As the chorus of “Can’t Take My Eyes Off You” resounded from the speakers in the dining hall, the newlyweds darted up the open staircase together.

Once on the second floor, Brandon turned to watch the fight in the lobby. Virgil had smacked the gun out of Shannon’s hand, but in one swift move, she grabbed his arm and dislocated it, then delivered a crushing blow to his ribs. Brandon heard the crack from up on the second floor. Just as he thought Virgil was done for, the man braced himself against a pillar, then kicked Shannon hard in the chest, cracking some of her bones as well. She flew backward into the dining hall. Then Virgil fled after Brandon, wood shards bursting with every gunshot that hit the staircase around him. Brandon turned and raced after Heather.

The boardroom was a stately office suite on the country club’s second floor. Dusty old books that no one ever read lined its walls, and its single large window offered a spectacular view of the golf course that no one ever appreciated. For as long as Brandon could remember, the room had only been used by wealthy landowners, to formally discuss their real estate ventures and the occasional business partnership.

Now, it could serve as a bunker. It had only one entrance, and that entrance contained a double set of thick wooden doors that would be next to impossible to break through. Of course, whoever was attacking them could shoot out the window, but since the room was on the second floor, the attackers would have trouble getting up to them. In the meantime, maybe Brandon and Heather could devise a plan of escape.

Together, they ran across the interior balcony overhanging the lobby, then through the boardroom’s huge wooden doors. Brandon waited for Virgil to join them, then slammed the doors and locked them with a heavy sigh of relief.
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Thorn had met Amy by chance, when her mother had gone to the house of a friend—one of Thorn’s charges at the time—to socialize. Thorn had grown bored with the conversation, so he’d wandered into his charge’s daughter’s bedroom. Madison, the girl had been named. She’d been told to play with Amy. The girls were both six years old, and the mothers had assumed they’d become best friends, like themselves.

“I know something you don’t know,” Madison said when the girls were alone.

“What’s that?” little Amy asked.

“If you take a little bit of salt, and you sprinkle it on top of your head, you can fly.” She whispered this last bit like it was a profound revelation.

At first, Amy was impressed. “Really? Whoa.”

“Yeah. I almost tried it and jumped off the bunk bed, but I got scared. Will you try it?”

“You want me to try and fly?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay.” The girls snuck out to the kitchen, nabbed some table salt, then sprinkled a bit in Amy’s hair. She climbed to the top of the bunk bed, but when Madison—and Thorn—prompted her to jump, she balked. “How do you know you can fly if you put salt on your head?” Amy asked.

“Well how do you know you can’t?” Madison responded.

“I don’t want to do it if I don’t know if it’ll work.”

“Trust me. I know it’ll work. I saw it work on someone in a movie.”

“But this is just normal salt. How do you know it’ll work for me?”

Madison stood up and put her hands on her hips. “I believe really strongly that it’ll work. That’s how I know.”

Amy peered over the edge of the bed at the floor, which must have looked very far away to a six-year-old.

Provoked by nothing more than Amy’s hesitation, Madison said, “You think you know everything, don’t you? I know a lot more than you.”

“No, I don’t know. That’s why I don’t want to jump.”

“Are you chicken?”

Ever the shy introvert, Amy kept her head lowered as she climbed down from the top bunk, shamefaced. “I’m really sorry,” she said.

Madison pushed her against the wall. “Gosh, you have no imagination. You must be a boring person. Maybe even a bad person. Why won’t you just believe me?”

Why indeed. As a former Angel of Reason, Thorn had felt a kinship with the young Amy’s questioning nature. She was keen for a girl of six; even at that age, she’d resisted peer pressure better than most adults. Perhaps, the mighty Thorn had thought, he could wield Amy’s intelligence to effect her demise and the demise of everyone around her. He’d fantasized about how he could keep her questions from shining the light that all questions shine, and use them instead to control others through her. He’d known that, at the very least, it was his responsibility to stifle Amy’s curiosity so she’d never grow.

And now I’ve killed her.

As Brandon and Heather caught their breaths, Thorn tried to focus his mind on the task at hand.

What have I done? Oh, Amy…

“Brandon?” said an older man who’d been hiding in a corner of the boardroom. He stood, revealing a sharp kitchen knife in his hand. A woman slightly younger than him revealed herself as well. Wet tears covered her face.

Brandon ran to the man, and they embraced. “Tim, thank goodness you’re all right.”

“You too. Both of you.” Tim nodded to Heather.

“What’s happening?” the other woman said, her voice shaking.

“I don’t know,” Brandon said. “Everyone downstairs is dead as far as I know. How could this happen? Tammy, Shannon, Bob McKenzie. Why would they do something like this? They seemed so normal even ten minutes ago.”

“I don’t know either,” Tim said. “As soon as Bob started shooting people, Karen and I ran up here to hide.”

From across the boardroom, Thorn examined Brandon’s face. It wasn’t quite the face he remembered, though Thorn couldn’t be sure if the difference was due to genes or to life circumstances. This new face was smoother, less rugged, kinder. Thorn frowned at the memory of Brandon in the previous Sanctuary. What would his Big Choice have been? Thorn was saddened that he never got the chance to find out.

“Virgil, how are you holding up?” Tim asked.

When Thorn realized that Tim was talking to him, he decided to play the part. “I’m shot, but it’s not too bad. I think I’ll be okay for now.” Thorn’s grimace wasn’t entirely an act. Having left his own physical body by a tree in the countryside, he’d hoped to reach the humans before Marcus and his team murdered any of them… and now here he was, puppeteering the corpse of one of the targets he’d come to rescue. He couldn’t mourn Virgil as deeply as these humans who’d known him, but still, the man’s death stung, even among the memories of Amy that insisted on parading themselves through Thorn’s mind.

Brandon eyed Thorn warily, as if he didn’t quite believe him.

“Did Norma make it?” Karen asked.

Thorn had never cried before, but he pulled on the nervous system in Virgil’s dead body and used his sorrow over Amy to deliver his most convincing sob. “No. No, I don’t think she did.”

“Oh, Virgil, I’m so sorry,” said Tim. He moved over and placed a comforting arm around Virgil’s shoulders. Karen burst into tears.

“Don’t worry about me,” Thorn said. “We need to find a way out. That’s what’s important now. There are only six of them, I think. I’m sure we can outsmart them somehow.”

And why only six demons? Thorn wondered. Marcus had brought a whole army to the previous Sanctuary. Whoever was in charge must have wanted to keep this operation under wraps. Because I know things now. Marcus’s boss wants my knowledge to die with me. I’m not supposed to tell other demons what I know.

So why don’t I do exactly that? No doubt the other five demons believed in the cause just as staunchly as Marcus, but getting through to only one of them might make all the difference.

“Does anyone have cell reception?” Brandon asked. “My phone isn’t working for some reason.”

The other humans shook their heads. “The land line up here is out, too,” Tim said.

Thorn kept quiet about the dead humans he’d found beneath a cell tower while on his way to the country club. Marcus had arrived in the Sanctuary later than Thorn had, but he’d been speedy, and he wanted police showing up just as little as Thorn did.

“Thorn!” Marcus called from somewhere in the lobby, in the spirit realm so that only Thorn could hear.

“What do you want?” Thorn called, also in the spirit realm. In answer, a salvo of bullets pierced the window on the far end of the room. The humans threw themselves to the floor.

“You’re cornered, Thorn! Why not save us a few minutes of blowing out that window and open those doors now, huh?”

Thorn realized that Marcus was right. He’d planned to barricade the window with the large conference table in the room’s center, but that would only hold the demons off for so long. He needed a new strategy.

“Tim, can I have your knife?” Thorn asked with Virgil’s voice.

“Uh, sure. What for?”

Thorn took the knife from Tim and motioned for Brandon to follow him to the doors. “Brandon, come here.”

Brandon obliged. Beside the huge doors, Thorn spoke loud enough for everyone in the room to hear. “They’re gonna break through that window, and they’re gonna get in here. But I have a plan. I think I can reason with them.”

“What’s the plan?” Brandon asked.

“Look, you heard them call our names. They want us for some reason. They want us alive. So I need you to go out there with me, as my hostage.”

“No way,” Heather said. “Uh-uh.”

“I don’t have time to explain, but this is our only chance. If we stay in here, we’re dead.” As if to illustrate his point, more bullets shot through the glass. A large piece of the window’s upper left corner fell inward. It shattered against the thin carpet.

Thorn grabbed Brandon’s shoulder to reacquire his attention. “Brandon, I want you to know that no matter what happens, I will not intentionally hurt you, or anyone in this room.”

Brandon’s eyebrows furrowed. “What do you mean?”

I made a promise yesterday, that I would find a way to save all of you. I intend to keep that promise now. Before Thorn could think of an adequate response, even more bullets pierced the glass.

“I say go for it,” Tim said. “But I’ll be your hostage.”

“No, I’ll do it,” Brandon said, looking at Heather. “We’ve got no other choice, hon.”

“Okay, okay,” she said. She embraced him, pressed their lips together, then averted her eyes as Thorn clutched Brandon’s hands and pulled them firmly behind the boy’s back.

“I’m really trusting you with this, Virgil,” Brandon said. “I don’t want to die. I don’t want any of us to die. Don’t screw this up.”

Thorn nodded, then slid the knife up to Brandon’s throat.
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Marcus raised the gun in the woman’s—Shannon’s—dead hands the instant he saw Thorn exit onto the small interior balcony above him. Shooting Virgil would do nothing, and Marcus wasn’t about to shoot Brandon—that would ruin his objectives even further. But Marcus needed to appear threatening, for Thorn’s sake. The arrogant fool always thought he had the high ground. No matter. Marcus had put him in his place before, and he’d do it again.

“I’ll kill him!” Thorn called with Virgil’s voice, holding a knife to Brandon’s throat. “I swear I’ll do it!” He continued, limiting his voice to the spirit realm: “Then Brandon will be off getting tested in another Sanctuary. I might even be able to pick off Heather on my way out.”

Manipulating Shannon’s legs to walk, Marcus backed up to the front doors, still chained shut, to get a better view of Thorn and his captive. “Look at you,” Marcus said in the spirit realm, in the most confident voice he could muster. “A rat in a maze.”

Thorn’s eyes darted around the lobby, at the other demons and the human detritus at their feet. He’s worried that his bold action hasn’t fazed me. Good.

“You must realize by now that the Enemy recycles humans between Sanctuaries,” Thorn said, leaving Virgil’s larynx silent. “If I kill Brandon here, he won’t stay dead.”

This now-obvious fact had alarmed Marcus when Wanderer had told him of it, but the Enemy was a cunning adversary. His “recycling” of humans was nothing more than a cruel trick to spite demonkind. Wanderer had always told Marcus to avoid Sanctuaries, and now Marcus finally knew why: they were a waste of time.

“And now that God knows you’re after these humans,” Thorn said, “you won’t be able to get to them so easily next time.”

“Neither will you,” Marcus said. “And we won’t need them anymore if we kill you here and now.”

“Marcus! Listen to yourself! Whoever you’re working for wants to cover up what I know, and instead of listening to me, you’re blindly doing his dirty work for him.”

“And what is it, exactly, that you know?”

“That the Sanctuaries are for us! That God wants us back. Don’t get me wrong: God is a jackass. But you and me, and everyone in this room… we’re all being manipulated by systems put in place to enslave us. To keep us from questioning the world around us.”

Marcus huffed, and turned to his team of demons. Each of them reacted to Thorn as disdainfully as Marcus. Wanderer had hand-picked this team of fiercely loyal demons; none of them would be swayed by Thorn’s spurious assertions.

“What are you doing just standing there, huh?” Brandon suddenly yelled to Marcus. The boy, of course, hadn’t heard any of their conversation in the spirit realm. “He’s gonna kill me!”

Thorn scowled at him. Marcus chuckled, then said with Shannon’s voice: “Enough… Virgil. If you kill him, we’ll kill you. You’ll never make it to the next Sanctuary.”

“Are you sure about that?” Thorn said in the spirit realm. “Sure enough to bet your mission on it? You’ve already lost one mark.” Thorn nodded down to the human body that he was currently operating. Virgil, ugh.

Marcus searched inside himself and found that indeed, he wasn’t sure he could stop him if he fled. Thorn’s recent resourcefulness had been uncanny.

“We’re not letting you go,” Marcus said in the physical realm.

“That’s not what I want.”

“Then what do you want?”

“Ten minutes. Let me make my case. Tell you everything. Try to convince you. If you still don’t believe me afterward, we’re still in the same position as now. You have nothing to lose.”

Is this a ruse of some sort? Marcus hated to give in to one of Thorn’s requests, and he had no interest in hearing the clown prattle on about his conspiracy theories. But if Thorn killed the remaining humans and escaped, Wanderer’s rage would be tectonic in scale. Maybe the best option would be to give in to Thorn’s wishes, at least for ten minutes.

“Ten minutes is good. We can all talk this out,” Brandon said.

Marcus clenched his teeth and shook his head. At least Hecthes finally turned off that infernal wedding music.

“Ten minutes,” Marcus said to Thorn. “You and me, and the human if necessary. Alone.” He didn’t want his team to hear their conversation. It would inevitably bring baggage from their malicious relationship into the open.

Thorn frowned at Marcus’s request for solitude. Marcus liked that.
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Marcus strode Shannon’s corpse into a second-story administration room furnished with a reception desk, two cubicles, and a door to the manager’s office. On a window in the far wall, he slid some latches aside. The old window creaked as he opened it, and the white curtains began to undulate in the night breeze. It would be an adequate escape route in the event that Thorn tried to assault him directly.

Thorn entered, Virgil’s arms still clutching Brandon, the knife still at Brandon’s throat. Without even closing the door behind him, he spoke immediately, in the spirit realm. “I’ve been to Heaven, Marcus. I was taken there after you killed me, and told by God Himself that He forgave me. I now have proof that—”

“I don’t know why you guys are doing this,” Brandon said, unaware that he was interrupting, “or what you think you can gain, but it’s not worth it. Please, let us go. We’ll run away and we won’t cause you any problems.” His voice quivered with terror.

Marcus spoke using Shannon’s voice. “Speak plainly, Thorn. Brandon deserves to hear your plea as much as anyone. Maybe you’ll make more sense to him.”

Thorn hesitated. “Brandon, we have ten minutes. Give me one or two of them to think. I need to get this right.”

Ah, so the kid is in on it, too. But would Thorn actually kill him? Knowing his history, Marcus guessed that he would.

“What do you want?” Brandon said to Shannon, ignoring Thorn’s request.

“I want you to give your captor time to think,” Marcus said.

When Brandon closed his mouth and dropped his eyes to the floor, Thorn continued, keeping his voice firmly in the spiritual realm. “God wants to control us, but I have proof that He also wants to reconcile with us.”

“And you would have us reconcile with the Enemy?” Marcus said, also in the spirit realm.

“I would have you open your eyes. The proof is right here before you. Brandon was in the last Sanctuary, and here he is again. If Sanctuaries were really tests for humans, why would God recycle a human who failed? What’s more, you killed me with your own hands. Am I not living proof that the Sanctuaries are for us? How else can you explain my being here?”

“Because He hates us. He taunts us. He’s forced you to ally with Him and you haven’t the nerve to fight back.”

“No, you fool! My very presence here is fighting back! Unlike you, I actually want to be able to live a life of my own free choosing. I don’t want to have to choose between your way or God’s way, and if I can—if we can use Brandon to expose God, and if we can make public whatever scheme you’re part of that’s trying to keep my knowledge hidden, then maybe we’ll both be able to forget all this fighting and live the lives we want to live. But it won’t happen unless you let me take Brandon to the Judge, and let the Judge verify to the rest of demonkind that I’m telling the truth.

“And how much more powerful would my tale be if you stood by my side, Marcus? Imagine if two demons with as much animosity as you and I stood side by side and announced everything we know, with Brandon and Heather as evidence, and Shazakahn and his legions to corroborate our story. We could end the Enemy’s lies and His attempts to control us. We could end the willful ignorance of our brothers. We could finally be free.”

Marcus briefly considered that Thorn’s musings might be valid. Briefly. But even if Wanderer was lying to demonkind, even if he’d sent Marcus here to silence Thorn’s newfound knowledge, Wanderer’s motives could only lie in affronting the Enemy. And Marcus could get behind any cause that harmed the Enemy. Besides, if Wanderer didn’t want to share every detail of his plans with his followers, who was Marcus to blame him? Marcus would certainly never share all his own plans with his own followers.

However…

He slowly paced toward Thorn. “Thinking is the worst virtue, and you’ve thought your way into breaking all three of our Rules. But if you could think just a little harder, Thorn, you and I could make a deal.”

“A deal? How so?”

Passing one of the cubicles, Marcus ripped a photo of someone’s family off of a tack. “It’s so easy to control the physical world here in the Sanctuaries, I can almost forget that it’s impossible to do on Earth. For every demon except you, that is.”

Thorn’s eyes sank.

“You’ve entered physical space on Earth on two occasions,” Marcus continued. “Tell me how you did it, and I’ll let you and all your little humans go.”

Thorn turned his gaze back up to Marcus’s and held it. Had their mutual animosity lit the space between them aflame, they might both have stayed staring at each other while the building burned around them. Brandon fidgeted with his hands, sneaking glimpses at their strange behavior out of the corner of his eye.

“I’m good at lying,” Thorn finally said. “I would love to lie to you now, and I could very easily. But if I lied about this, you’d think I was lying about the rest of it. So I’m being fully honest with you, Marcus. I do not know how I entered physical space.”

“Then you are going to die.” Marcus ripped the photo of the family in two, then in four, then in eight. He flicked them into the air. Brandon gulped as they fluttered downward.

The curtains whisked against each other as they waved in the breeze. An air conditioning unit deactivated and its background hum vanished. Somewhere in the distance, an owl cried out a predatory screech.

Brandon chimed in: “Well if you’re not gonna say anything, I will. We’re all just innocent people…”

Marcus tried to tune him out as Thorn began speaking in the spirit realm.

“I hate you,” Thorn said, so softly that Marcus strained to hear him.

Marcus stepped forward. “What’s that?”

“I said I hate you,” Thorn said louder. “I hate all of you. Conspiring against me when I’m in power. Conspiring against me when I’m brought low. Conspiring against me when all I want is for you to know the truth. All the misery you’ve caused humans through the years. All the misery you’ve caused yourselves through your shortsighted ignorance.”

Thorn looked up then, and Marcus saw fearsome contempt in his eyes. This is the same gaze with which I’ve scrutinized him so many times. Marcus found it disconcerting.

“I want you to know, brother,” Thorn continued. “And that is the last time I will ever call you brother. I want you to know that if I succeed here tonight, I wasn’t fighting for your freedom, or for that of any other demon. I was fighting for myself. You’ve cut me off so irrevocably that I feel no kinship with any of you. And if you continue to willingly blind yourselves, I feel no pity for you. It’s your own blindness and bloodlust that condemns you to a life of strife and pain. You’re so purely, unconscionably evil that when I look back on the Enemy expelling us from Heaven all those ages ago, I can’t help but think that maybe He was right.

“I hate you, and I hate all that is demoniac. I’d kill every last one of you if I could, Marcus. I hope you all die and go straight to the Enemy’s bottomless pit. I was just there. And I can’t wait to meet you there again someday.”

Marcus considered making Shannon imitate a human yawn, but even that wasn’t worth the effort. He let a few seconds pass so that Thorn could have his moment. The air conditioning whirred back to life.

“Are you done?” Marcus finally said to Thorn.

Thorn broke eye contact. “I suppose I am.”

“Good,” Marcus said. Then he called out the open window behind him. “Do it!”

The demons waiting outside must have heard him, because two seconds later, he heard glass shatter as the window in the boardroom blew out.

“No,” Thorn said. He dropped his knife and ran, leading Brandon back down the hallway toward the boardroom.
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Just as Thorn ran up to the boardroom’s huge wooden doors, they burst open. Karen darted out. She tripped, stumbled a bit, then stood straight and still. One of Marcus’s demons hovered above her, hypnotizing her; Thorn was too late. He felt Brandon’s arm pull away. When he spun around, he saw that Marcus had caught the boy by his other wrist. Marcus forced him into a compromising position, with his arms behind his back.

Heather and Tim exited the boardroom onto the indoor balcony; demons hovered above them as well, whispering to them. Thorn heard cheering from downstairs, then saw the two remaining demons—and the corpses they manipulated—stroll in through the front doors that had been chained shut the last time Thorn had seen them.

Heather, Karen, and Tim stood still in front of him, docile, their faces blank.

“I know your tactic is to string things out,” Marcus said to Thorn through Shannon’s voice, “so I won’t let you do it any longer. Drelial, do you still have the gun?”

Puppeteering a human body, Drelial arrived at the top of the stairs. He walked around the railing toward the group and waved his gun for them to see.

“Kill the father,” Marcus said.

“No!” Brandon yelled. He struggled against Marcus, but Marcus held him tight. “No! Hey! Hey, stop!”

Tim had fallen too deep in his demon-induced trance to realize what was happening. Thorn moved Virgil toward him, but one of the demons swept up behind Thorn and held him back.

Drelial ambled casually up to Tim, then shot him in the forehead. Tim’s body collapsed into a heap on the ground.

Brandon, strangely, stayed completely silent. His mouth dropped open though, and his face contorted into an expression of absolute agony. He dropped to his knees and let his head fall. Marcus seemed to be supporting most of Brandon’s weight via his grip on his hands. The demon who’d been whispering to Tim donned a smug expression as he drifted above the man’s body.

Thorn quickly thought through any possible avenue of escape, no matter how far-fetched. Is there any option I’ve overlooked? Anything at all that could save us?

“Can I shoot the next one?” the demon restraining Thorn asked.

“You may,” Marcus said. “Drelial, give Amos a turn.”

Light blood spatter from Tim covering his human’s arms, Drelial grabbed hold of Virgil and Thorn. Amos whisked over the railing, then sped back up the stairs with a corpse of his own.

“That’s riiiiiiight,” Drelial muttered to Thorn. “This is the end of the line for you. I’ll give my regards to your followers back in A-town. Maybe I’ll catch up with some of your charges. Kill ’em. Rape ’em. It’ll be a blaaaaaaast.”

Amos grabbed the gun Drelial had left on the ground. “Paxis,” Marcus said to the demon controlling Karen. “The older woman is next. Leave her be. Let’s hear her scream before we kill her.”

Paxis nodded, then drifted away from Karen, who blinked, regaining her bearings. She took in Brandon weeping on the carpet, then turned to Heather beside her, then spotted Tim’s motionless body.

Karen didn’t scream—she gasped. Her eyes grew wide, but she didn’t tear up as Brandon had. She looked like she didn’t know what to do, like the sight of Tim’s body was too much for her, too overwhelming to comprehend. Frozen in place, she continued to stare at him.

Now is the time. If this is the end of the line, I’m taking Marcus with me. Thorn tensed, preparing for action.

“Ah, not much of a show,” Marcus said through Shannon’s voice. He turned to Thorn. “You’ll give us a good show though, won’t you? Demons as proud as you never go quietly.”

Thorn kept his face grim, firm. He’d give Marcus no satisfaction. And soon, he’d give Marcus death.

When Marcus saw he’d get nothing from Thorn either, he shook his head and turned back to Karen. “Go ahead, Amos.”

Thorn fixated on Marcus, on his hatred for Marcus, and summoned all the strength he could muster. Then, all at once, he knelt and thrust his arms out sideways. The sudden motion freed him from Drelial’s grasp. Thorn sprang forcefully up from the ground, onto a surprised Shannon and Marcus. He wrapped Virgil’s arms around Shannon’s neck and carried her to the balcony’s floor.

This is it, old friend. This is where we die.

Before Marcus could retaliate, Thorn pulverized his midsection with three heavy blows. He reached his hands toward Marcus’s head—but a bizarre sound stopped his movement before he could finish it.

Marcus screamed.

Not a battle cry nor a death wail, but a blood-curdling scream of utter horror. The kind of scream Marcus had wanted from Karen. The fear of death was plainly written in his eyes. But when Thorn peered more closely, he saw that Marcus was looking not at Thorn, but behind him.

Thorn turned.

Thilial stood tall in all the glory of her Heavenly white robes, her wings extended to their full, menacing length, her hand clutching the biggest, ugliest sword Thorn had ever seen. Drelial’s dying spirit lay skewered on it.

“Help,” Drelial croaked to Marcus.

With a flick of Thilial’s sword, she cleaved Drelial in two. Her eyes bored directly into Thorn’s as she did it, and those eyes said, This was meant to be you.

The other demons charged.

Amos grabbed Thilial’s left wing and dug his teeth into it while the other three attacked her torso. She curved her sword through the air, missing the demons. They clustered around her, forcing her to fight them with her hands.

Thorn turned back to Marcus, but found only Shannon’s empty body. Marcus had fled, and was nowhere in sight.

When Thorn turned back, he immediately ducked beneath a blow from Thilial. Even with four demons on her, she’d managed to leap forward and strike at Thorn. Her momentum carried her and the demons over the balcony’s railing, then down to an audible crash on the lobby floor.

Thorn turned his attention to the three surviving humans, who were surveying their surroundings with confusion, probably wondering why their aggressors had just dropped unconscious. “Hurry!” he said to the humans, through Virgil. “Run outside and get to safety. Somewhere they can’t find you.”

Karen was slow to react, and Brandon was still sobbing about Tim, but Heather, despite having just noticed Tim’s body herself, grabbed the other two by the arms. “To the stairs in the back,” she said. Brandon and Karen seemed to snap out of their stupor long enough to realize they had a chance to escape. They let her pull them along. By the time they turned a corner out of Thorn’s sight, all three of them were running at full speed.

Thorn stood and peered over the edge of the railing. In the lobby below, Thilial swung her sword at one of the demons, missing again but slicing through the glass and plastic of the awards case, sending sharp debris flying across the lobby. The demons fought brutally, never giving her a moment’s rest. But she did have the sword, and she fought vigorously, if not expertly.

Thorn ran back into the boardroom, past the conference table, straight to the other end of the room, where he leaped out of the blown-out window. Only one story to fall this time, thankfully. He landed on Virgil’s feet and didn’t even break a bone.

Nearby, the three humans he’d rescued were climbing into a golf cart. Thorn ran to them.

“Hey!” Karen called. “Back off!”

Thorn raised his hands, but continued his approach. “I’m unarmed. Please. Let me come with you.”

“Not a chance. Back off!”

“Hold up, hold up,” Heather said. “Isn’t he trying to help us? What’d you see in there, hon?”

Brandon marched right up to Thorn, then socked Virgil in the face. Thorn feigned injury. “What kind of plan was that?” Brandon yelled. “Huh? You just stand silently in a room for ten minutes then let them kill my dad? What the fuck were you thinking?”

Hands trembling, tears rolling down her face, Heather rested her hands on her husband. “Hon, my dad’s probably gone, too. A lot of people are gone. But let’s not focus on that right now, okay? We need to leave.”

“I’m so sorry,” Thorn said to Brandon. “I wasn’t thinking straight. But I’m coming with you.”

Brandon and Karen scrutinized Thorn with incredulous gazes. He jumped into the golf cart. “Let’s go. They’ll find us here.”

“Come on,” Heather said to the other two. Reluctantly, they entered the vehicle.

Minutes later, the four of them were speeding through the darkness over grassy, bumpy hilltops. Karen drove, with Thorn seated next to her. Heather sat next to Brandon in the back, clutching the metal beam that supported the roof. The golf cart traveled faster than Thorn had thought possible for such a small vehicle—it must have been going upward of thirty miles per hour—but it was not a smooth ride. At one point, the incessant bumps nearly threw Virgil from the cart, which carried no seat belts. Karen left the headlights off to keep them inconspicuous, and the hill had no streetlights to guide them; their way was lit only by the moon and the stars as they journeyed through the night, fleeing the chaos behind them.

Thorn heard Brandon sobbing in the darkness.

“Tim’s not really gone,” Thorn said. “You’ll probably see him again someday.” In another Sanctuary, or elsewhere.

“That’s right,” Karen said. “We’ll see Tim again in Heaven.”

A few moments of silence followed, perhaps in mourning for the departed, or perhaps because no one knew what else to say.

“Let’s get to the plane,” Brandon said in a shaky voice. “I can fly us out of here.”

“You fly?” asked Thorn.

“Yeah.”

“No,” said Karen. “I’m taking us to the church.”

“What?” Heather said. “Why?”

“One, it’s safe there. You wouldn’t believe it, but I reckon a church is the safest place to be right now. Two, we have internet, and an old ham radio in the basement. With the cells not working and the phone lines down, those are our best shots at calling for help.”

“I think we should go to the plane,” said Thorn, who had something else in mind for the aircraft. “We need to get out of here, not call for help.”

“No, it’s our responsibility to get help. What if those monsters are still alive and decide to go kill somebody else? What if they decide to flee the country? No, I’m calling the authorities and bringing justice down on these crazy people. If people is what they really are.”

“What do you mean by that?” said Heather.

“Ask Virgil,” Karen said. “Or the thing claiming to be Virgil.”

“What are you talking about? Virgil, what’s she talking about?”

“Go ahead,” Karen said to Thorn. “Tell them. I heard what he called you back there.”

“Demons as proud as you never go quietly,” Marcus had said to Thorn.

After the hassle with Crystal in the previous Sanctuary, Thorn was hesitant to tell these humans the truth about his identity and their current circumstances. His previous candidness had only caused unnecessary delays with Crystal and Cole. If he hid the truth from these humans now, they’d be easier to manipulate, and his job of saving them would become simpler.

Is that still my first instinct? To manipulate? Have I really not grown past my base demonic nature, even after all this? Perhaps this was how any controlling relationship began: by one party thinking they knew what was best for the other, then forcing it upon them. Am I no better than God?

And would these humans trust that “Virgil” had their best interests in mind, after his actions had led to Tim’s death? Might Karen try to somehow force Thorn to admit that he was a demon? Thorn resented her silly paranoia, even though in this case it happened to be correct.

“I’m me,” Thorn said through Virgil. “Same as I’ve always been. I’d rather not talk about what happened back there, though. I’m grieving for Tim, too. Just know that I made a bad call, and I’m deeply sorry, and it won’t happen again. I’m very much on your side.”

No one said anything else, perhaps because each of the golf cart’s occupants was too haunted by their own thoughts to bother any more with Thorn.

The cart swung through a small forest, then back into clear space, where it continued bouncing over hilltop after hilltop. Had more forest been present, Thorn might have advised staying hidden beneath the trees, but much of the landscape here was bare save for the grass.

As they drove, Thorn’s thoughts wandered to Marcus, and the malicious words Thorn had said to him upstairs in the country club. Thorn regretted those words already. In spite of everything, he didn’t hate Marcus—at least not anymore—and he didn’t wish for Marcus’s death. He only wished that Marcus would open his eyes. Yet in the heat of argument, Thorn had let his frustration get the better of him, and now Marcus might be lost forever.

Why am I still so attached to this vile creature? Thorn wondered. Why do I want to save him? Perhaps because I know that convincing him of the truth means that there’s hope for anyone. Even for me. This answer felt weak, but it was the best he could formulate.

Thorn half-wished that God could wave a hand and smite the other demons, though, to save him some trouble—not that God would kill them, since He claimed to want reconciliation with all demons. But Thorn was grateful that God couldn’t wave a hand and smite him.

A limited God. How strange to consider. The thought had never crossed Thorn’s mind before today. A God incapable of knowing our hearts, so He has to test us. Yet this wretched place was certainly not a test for the humans, and that relieved Thorn. How freeing it is to be able to plan without worrying about the Big Choices that God wants us all to make. What a fool’s errand that was. And how freeing it is to be able to do good without having to worry about pleasing God and getting into Heaven. Indeed, even after all that effort—after every leap of reason and every selfless act—Thorn had still nearly been sent to Hell. What brazen arrogance God possessed to even create such a place, much less send good people there—solely because their beliefs varied just slightly from His. And Thorn might still be sent there too, for merely desiring a choice other than God or evil.

Thorn wondered: if God was so unwilling to bend His rules and let Thorn live his own life on Earth, why had God admitted so much information to him? Why had God revealed so much potentially sensitive knowledge to someone who was clearly an independent thinker, who was clearly hesitant about accepting God’s offer of angelhood? Had God’s emotional episode just been a show to manipulate Thorn? If so, it was strange behavior for someone who supposedly wanted to grant Thorn—and all demons—forgiveness. For such a powerful and prideful being, God certainly had trouble expressing Himself.

Or perhaps God’s demeanor had been so odd because He didn’t want to grant forgiveness after all.

Perhaps He wanted to ask for it.
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Tim.

Good Shepherd Family Church had been renamed and remodeled many times over the years. As far as Brandon knew, the quaint chapel had been built in the ’30s, served as some type of Red Cross center during World War II, then transferred between different denominations for some time during the ’50s. The Lutherans built the school structures, the Presbyterians built the ministers’ housing, then the Baptists had built the community center. The church had ended up with the Baptists, then suffered another series of denomination changes as congregation after congregation had disagreed with itself and split over its differences. Even as a punk teenager, Brandon had been fascinated by the chapel’s old stones and dank, mysterious basement. He’d been told the whole history of the place when he’d asked—

Tim.

This late at night, with moonlight coating the old graveyard next to the church, and all the interior lights off, the place looked ominous. If not for the friendly road sign and the lights in the empty parking lot, a passerby might mistake the church for the haunted setting of a ghost story, rather than the place of refuge Karen wanted it to be. Even now, though, Brandon missed all the good times he’d once had here. He missed the sense of home that these buildings had once stirred in him. He missed—

Tim.

When Brandon looked at the youth center, he saw Tim shingling the roof with him six summers ago. When he looked at the parking lot, he saw Tim nursing little Liam Tanner after he’d been hit by a car, waiting with the wailing child until paramedics arrived. When he looked at the dark chapel, he saw Tim accompanying a fourteen-year-old Brandon down the center aisle after one of Karen’s best sermons, then kneeling with Brandon at the altar, guiding him while he accepted Jesus into his heart. Tim was the man who’d saved Brandon from spending his teenage years in the foster care system, and likely from a life of poverty. Tim had been an intelligent, compassionate, moral man; other than his faith, he’d been everything Brandon had ever wanted to become.

And after one senseless act of violence, Tim was dead.

Brandon could ignore his grief no longer. The weight of it bore down on him, its intensity staggering. His knees gave way. Dull pain shocked his hands as they hit the grass and dirt in front of the chapel, catching his fall. He was only half aware of his body twisting around to sit on the curb. Teardrops sprinkled the cracked asphalt below him, spattering the rice thrown earlier by friends and family.

The memory of his garden conversation with Tim crisp in his mind, Brandon realized that all of his existential fears had been confirmed. Life truly was just a brief blip in the infinity of time, pitifully fragile and fundamentally meaningless. Half of the people Brandon had ever known had been killed in a matter of minutes. What kind of broken person would Brandon be without them? Who would Brandon be without his father? I’ll never argue with you again, Dad. I’ll become a Christian again, if that’s what it takes. I’ll do anything—believe anything—if you’ll just come back.

And now Karen was pacing toward him from the side door of the chapel, determination in her step and contempt on her face. Had she come to lecture him on nihilism again? Would she mock him for it? Should you ignore the emotions welling up inside you now? she might say, taunting him. Those emotions are just arbitrary perceptions that your evolutionary past is projecting, after all. Human life has no objective purpose to you, so your father’s death should mean nothing. Brandon braced himself for her ridicule.

Karen crouched next to him and glided a hand over his face, wiping away his tears. Her other hand rested on his shoulder in a gesture of reassurance. “Hey, hey, Brandon,” she said. “I’m so sorry.” Then she hugged him, and the hug felt strange and soothing. “Tim was a wonderful man. One of the best I ever knew. I want you to know that I’ll be here for you just like he was. I love you, and God loves you, and you just ask for anything you need, okay?”

She broke off the hug, and now Brandon could see dry tears on her face, too. He sniffled. Another sob escaped him. “You lost a lot of people tonight too,” he said. “This is so—How can this be happening? This doesn’t make any sense.”

Karen ran her hand through his matted hair, fixing it the way a mother would. “We’re under attack, sweetie. I don’t know if this is end times or just some bad ideas being spread around, making people do evil things. But everyone I lost is in a safe place now. Tim is too. It’s sad that we won’t see them for a while, but we have to focus. There’s more to be done to make sure we’re safe, and that the rest of the folks around town are safe, too.”

Tim would have liked to hear Karen reassuring Brandon that he’d gone to Heaven. Which made it even more painful to Brandon that Tim had been wrong—that there was no Heaven, and that all Tim’s hope for such a place had been false hope. Confident that death was not the end, Tim had lived more for the wished-for life beyond than for the real life right in front of his eyes.

“None of it matters,” Brandon said. “Can’t you see that now, Pastor Noyce? It’s all pointless. Life. Everything.”

“I’ve read the Bible, sweetie. I know what the point of it all is. That’s where I find strength now. You don’t have to take strength from God, but I’ll take it from Him, and you can take some from me.”

Brandon shook his head and tried to hold back more tears. “I would have believed you a few years ago. But there’s no such thing as strength, or weakness. Just… emptiness. If you gaze long enough into the abyss, the abyss gazes back at you.”

Karen muttered something nasty that Brandon couldn’t hear, then said, “Nietzsche, right?”

But tragedy weighed too strongly on Brandon for him to be surprised that Karen had recognized a Nietzsche quote. “It’s just too much,” he said. “Too much, knowing that there’s nothing after death. The strong, the weak… we all enter the void together. And being this close to the void, seeing so much pointless death. How can you not leave Christianity? How can you not see reality as nihilistic?”

Karen shook her head, but her gaze looked more pitying than condescending. She sniffled a little herself. “Brandon…”

“What are you waiting for?” Virgil said, walking up beside them. Though he spoke to Brandon and Karen, his eyes swept the gloomy forest on the far side of the parking lot. “We need to get indoors, out of sight. Heather found a flashlight. Let’s go.”

Karen offered Brandon a hand. He took it, and she helped him up.
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The land line in the church was already out, and Thorn sabotaged the church’s internet router when the humans weren’t looking. They spent ten minutes fiddling with it, and with the computers’ settings, before Karen labeled the failed internet connection “the work of the Devil” and decided to lead them to the basement to find the radio instead.

At Thorn’s suggestion, they kept the lights off in the old church, so as not to make the place conspicuous to any demons—or angels—flying overhead. Even the basement had high windows where a light could be visible from outside. So Thorn had convinced the humans that the flashlight should be their only source of illumination. He was regretting that choice now, though, because the basement was eerie even to his hardened demonic heart. So much stuff had accumulated here over the years that the basement was less of a room and more of a labyrinth, comprised of pianos and organs, stacks of chairs, piles of books, ancient pews crawling with cobwebs, a gigantic plastic Christmas tree laid lengthwise, and countless other old things stretching outward into darkness. Just ten feet from the stairs, Thorn was already glancing over his shoulder past Heather and Brandon, worried that whoever had been watching him from the blackness beyond the daycare doorway might be lurking here somewhere, waiting for him still.

“Where’s the radio?” Thorn asked through Virgil.

“Near the back, sad to say,” Karen said. “Just keep left and we’ll get there sooner than later.”

The humans’ feet pattered against the sandy floor as Thorn led the way, holding the flashlight steady in Virgil’s hands. The basement’s darkness seemed to swallow the dim beam. Was it running out of batteries?

Thorn tried to ignore his growing dread. He needed to play the part of the fearless leader, especially for Brandon, who was falling apart. From what Thorn had gathered from Brandon’s conversation with Karen, Brandon had recently abandoned his faith. But the poor boy had had no worldview with which to replace his belief, so skepticism had given way to cynicism, and ultimately to nihilism. Thorn had seen the process a few times on Earth, and he knew that such thinking led to despair, to apathy, and possibly to the psychopathic Brandon from the Miami Sanctuary. Even if not, though, Thorn couldn’t have Brandon bogged down in dreariness. Not tonight.

“You know,” Thorn said as he swept his flashlight beam over a dusty stack of old offering plates, “Nietzsche himself viewed nihilism not as something to wallow in, but as something to overcome. He saw nihilism as a natural result of millennia of religious thinking—as the despair that comes when people realize that the myths they believed are untrue. But he also thought that humans were stronger than that despair. That we wouldn’t just resign ourselves to it. That we’d forge our own path and create—”

“Stop talking about that,” Karen said. “I don’t wanna hear talk like that now.”

Thorn glanced at her, but her eyes were focused on the murky crevices that seemed to push in against them, waiting for a chance to swallow them up. I’ll have to keep an eye on this one, too. She’s even more spooked than I am.

“You’ve read Nietzsche?” Brandon asked.

Thorn shrugged. “I heard him speak once.” Karen raised an eyebrow at that, but Thorn continued. “I would urge you, Brandon, not to jump to the conclusion that we’ll never discover structure or purpose to the universe around us. The universe is a big place, and we know next to nothing about it. Don’t assume that there is no meaning just because we haven’t found it yet.” Thorn spoke this to himself as much as to Brandon. If I succeed in exposing God’s plans to demonkind, will I have a purpose in the resulting world? A world in which neither God’s despotism nor demons’ dogma hold authority over me? Will I have a reason to exist?

“There it is,” Karen said, pointing to a corner. Thorn shifted his flashlight beam and uncovered a gray metal box about the size of an office printer. Various knobs and gauges adorned its surface. A twirling black cord connected the box to a microphone on a small metal stand.

Karen swiped her hand over the top of the box, stirring up a flurry of dust, then turned a few of the knobs.

“Do you know how to use it?” Heather asked.

“I saw the pastor before me use it, years ago. I might be able to figure it out.”

“Can we just plug it in?”

“Not down here. Let’s take it into the chapel. Brandon?”

Brandon approached the radio, knelt, then lifted with his legs. Heather grabbed the microphone. “You sure your wound is okay?” she asked Virgil.

“I think so,” said Thorn. “I’ll be all right.” Though the radio might cause me more injury than the bullet wound will. Thorn would have to supervise their use of this old contraption, sabotage it if it started working. The humans might not trust him enough to go to the plane like he’d suggested, but he couldn’t let more victims become ensnared in this mess by allowing Karen to contact the authorities.

Thorn was about to follow the newlyweds back upstairs when Karen waved him over to a rickety wooden shelf. “Virgil. Look at this.”

Thorn shone his beam onto the shelf, and saw what must have been the church’s stock of candles. Dozens of white wax tapers and a few larger, thicker candles lined the shelf. No dust had collected on them, so they must have been placed here fairly recently.

“I’ll need a little bit of light to see the radio,” Karen said. “And I’ll need a lot of light cast on you if you want to stay with us.”

Thorn froze. He’d hoped that Karen’s suspicion of him had been mere paranoia based on her religion, but her voice bore an icy tone and her eyes radiated cold as they regarded him in the near darkness. A distance behind them, Brandon’s and Heather’s footsteps creaked up the stairs.

“The Bible warns me not to speak to devils,” she said. Virgil’s expression must have given away Thorn’s unease, because she continued with, “That’s right. I know what you are. You may have Brandon and Heather fooled because they don’t believe in things like you, but I can see right through you. Through the lies you’re trying to tell us. You and your kind caused the massacre tonight, didn’t you?” She stepped toward Thorn. “I’m not afraid of you. I fear only the One who created me. If you expect me to let you keep lying to us, you’d better have a very good explanation for why you’re here, and what you’re fixin’ to do.”

Thorn backed up, hit a wall, then realized she’d cornered him. What can I do? Tell her I’m a demon and I’m trying to help her? She believes just as much as we do that we’re all pure evil. Or is there still a way to convince her I’m Virgil?

But she heard Marcus call me a demon. She might have even seen Virgil die from her perch on the second floor.

Thorn glimpsed movement in his peripheral vision. At the top of the stairs leading up to the chapel, someone was crouching down to peer into the open basement. Someone other than Brandon or Heather. Someone wearing a funeral suit. Someone floating in midair.

They found us. A demon’s presence here meant that they’d survived their encounter with Thilial, maybe even killed her.

Thorn turned to Karen. “If you want me to leave you alone, I will. Call me if you need help.” With that, he eased Virgil’s body down onto the dirt floor. It went limp as he drifted up out of it. Karen knelt to examine the corpse, then faded into the darkness behind Thorn as he floated toward the stairs, giving him hope that whoever had been peeping into the basement hadn’t seen them there.
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Brandon and Heather paced back into the chapel—the very same chapel where they’d been joined by marriage just hours ago. Ribbons still hung from the sides of the pews, and bouquets brought in for the ceremony lingered about the room like guests overstaying their welcome. Flower petals lined the center aisle, left there by the flower girl, who’d been so nervous and shy that she’d practically run from one end of the chapel to the other, prompting chuckles from the delighted audience.

That little girl was dead now. Brandon had seen her body among the others at the country club.

He set the old radio down at the foot of the pulpit, then stood, sighed, and turned to his wife.

She sucked in her lips and shrugged. “Here we are again,” she said.

“Here we are,” Brandon replied.

Heather backed up a few paces, and Brandon noticed that her feet were bare. She must have lost her heels during the fiasco at the country club.

“Funny how scared I was earlier of what the people here would think of me,” she said. “Of the girl who stole one of their own.” She sat at the near end of the front pew and dropped her gaze. “I guess there are worse things to fear than rejection, huh?”

“Guess so,” Brandon said, noting how composed Heather seemed now, especially after her erratic behavior earlier.

She patted the solid wood of the pew next to her. Brandon accepted the invitation and sat.

“I just didn’t want you to have to go through it alone,” Heather said. Brandon was in no mood for a heart-to-heart, but he indulged her and listened—if she wanted to comfort him, she was welcome to try.

“When my family kicked me out, I had no one,” she continued. “And I mean no one. None of my friends would talk to me. I guess your church is a little more accepting than mine was, but still. I wanted to be here for you the way no one was ever there for me, so that you didn’t have to feel like I did. Alone. Vulnerable.” She rested her head on his shoulder, and they faced the chancel together.

His thoughts wrested partially away from Tim, Brandon began to regret his ignorance of Heather’s earlier apprehension toward the ceremony. She’d been the one to talk him into having it, so he hadn’t given a second thought to whether going through with it would be healthy for either of them. She’d always been so giving toward him, even when she had nothing to give, and though he loved her for it, he swore to himself that he’d no longer be blind to the toll it took on her.

You inspire me, hon, he wanted to say. Whether you know it or not, you push me to be a better man. A man who deserves you. He often tried to emulate her giving nature, and it pained him that after all the support she’d shown him, their Bristol ceremony had reopened some of her old wounds. She’d experienced the ostracism of a tight-knit community all over again—because of him.

And now they had a far more devastating tragedy to share.

“You know,” she said, melancholy in her voice, “I wonder if it’s worth it, sometimes.”

“If what’s worth it?”

“Doubt.” She shifted in her seat and raised her head toward the large cross on the wall behind the pulpit. From this angle, the cross appeared almost perfectly situated in the center of their floral wedding arch.

“Doubt?”

“I mean, I want to live my best possible life. And I want you to live your best possible life. But I wonder. Would we be better off—would we be safer, more protected from all the hate in the world—if we just blended in? If we just believed whatever they wanted us to, and never voiced our doubts? If we just pretended that there were no problems with those beliefs? Maybe we’d live better lives. Happier lives, at least. Less lonely lives.

“That might be nice—to be part of a bigger family again. To stop asking so many questions.”

Brandon took her hand in his, and their fingers intertwined. “I know you better than that,” he said.

She smiled a little—just a little—but that smile seemed to illuminate the whole chapel, and the whole night. Tragedy seemed to grip Brandon’s mind a little less tightly. We’re a damn good team, her and me. We’re stronger together than we are apart.

“We’ll find a new family,” he promised her. “A family that asks questions.”

Brandon hated weddings, but marriage… marriage, he was slowly warming up to. Especially marriage to a woman like this. They were each other’s family now, with a bond at least as deep as he’d ever shared with anyone from church.

He heard footfalls behind them, and turned to see Karen striding into the chapel, her eyes set on the ham radio. Heather frowned, and Brandon followed her lead as she rose to help the preacher.
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Whoever had been lurking at the top of the basement stairs was gone now, so Thorn eased his head around the basement door and peeked down the hallway. Sure enough, one of Marcus’s demons skulked through the halls, searching every open door and down every passage. Perhaps they haven’t found us. If the demon had realized that Thorn and the humans were present, it would be calling for reinforcements or running off to join Marcus, wherever he was.

Thorn recognized the demon as the one who’d held Karen in a trance while Drelial murdered Tim. This one was smaller than the others—and smaller than Thorn.

I could take him. Then only four would be left alive. Maybe fewer, if Thilial managed to slay some. Perhaps they’d scattered after fighting her, each wandering the Sanctuary alone in search of Thorn and the humans.

Thorn darted across the hallway, into a side passage that led to a parallel hallway. He drifted past preachers’ offices and a choir practice room, past some blinds covering a window to the outside, and soon arrived at a corner that lay right along the enemy demon’s path.

Thorn waited in the church’s silence. Had he been on Earth, he’d have gone underground and ambushed the demon, but that approach wouldn’t work in a Sanctuary, where the ground remained firm even for spiritfolk. I must be swift. Thorn raced around the corner.

No one was there. No sound could be heard. When Thorn had last seen the demon, he’d been coming this way. Perhaps he’d gone down another passage. Damn. Now I’ll have to search the whole church for him. Or flee before more of them come.

A quick rush of air.

Although demons could neither taste, touch, nor smell, their hearing was impeccable, so Thorn heard the attacker a moment before he struck. Thorn leaped aside, spun around, seized the demon from behind, then hurled him against a wall.

The demon yelped in pain, and Thorn realized that the demon was female. She wore slacks and a black jacket, so he hadn’t noticed her sex before. He struck her again, just to be safe. She fell.

“How did you get inside?” Thorn asked as he clutched her wrists behind her back and yanked her up into the air with him. She struggled to break free, so Thorn rushed forward at full speed and slammed her against another wall.

She groaned. “Chimney. There’s—there’s an old chimney in one of the—the rooms. I barely fit through. I—I brought you—I brought you Christmas presents.”

The small demon chortled and snorted. Great. A comedian. Thorn kneed her in the back. She hissed at him. “End it now,” she said. “Claim your victory over me, but know that it’s we who will defeat the Enemy you serve in the end.”

For a moment, Thorn considered killing her… but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. Not like this. Not in cold blood.

What a maudlin weakling you’ve become, a sinister part of himself said. He tried to ignore it.

Thorn gripped his enemy’s wrists tighter and started moving toward the chapel’s sanctuary. A sanctuary within a Sanctuary. And with a chimney, no less. How quaint.

“I don’t serve the Enemy, you fool,” Thorn said. “And I won’t kill you. Yet.”

“Oh, I’m more valuable as a prisoner, am I? You think Marcus will stay his hand if he sees that you have a hostage?”

“Perhaps. How did you come to this place? Is the angel dead?”

The demon hissed again. “She lives. She cares little for us. She roams the countryside now, hunting you. You best beware.”

“And what of the other demons?”

“We split up to mount a search of our own. When I don’t report back, they’ll know you’re here. You’re dead any way you look at it.”

Thorn and the demon drifted through a propped-open door into the rear of the chapel. Near the altar, Karen lit a candle next to the amateur radio, which was now plugged into a floor outlet. Brandon and Heather knelt next to it. A pulpit rose above them, with choir chairs behind it. In the very back, a gigantic wall-mounted crucifix loomed over the sanctuary.

“You’re too forthcoming,” Thorn said to the demon, tightening his grip on her wrists. “You’re lying about something. Tell me the truth and perhaps I’ll let you live.”

The demon chortled again, then said, “The truth is that I don’t want to be on this assignment, and don’t care much about its outcome. I’m here for loyalty, and loyalty alone.”

“Loyalty to whom?”

“If I were less loyal, I might tell you. But regardless, you need not fear me. We were told ahead of time that our target was Thorn, but had I known we were supposed to kill the Thorn, I’d have respectfully declined the mission.”

“You know of me?”

“Who doesn’t? Your daycare shooting is legendary. How all was against you, how you had no ally but your own wit, yet you still used your intellect to put yourself back on top of the food chain. When I heard the tale I admired you greatly. Until I learned you’d gone soft for a human girl, that is.”

“You know my story well.”

“Better even than you think. I’m quite honored to be in the presence of the great Thorn of Constantine, even as his captive.”

Thorn peered as far as he could around the side of her head. She must have seen this, because she turned toward him, bringing their faces just inches apart.

“Who are you?” Thorn asked.

“Paxis. I was one of your followers when you first came to power.”

Thorn probed his memory. “Under Xeres?”

“No. Eons earlier, during the Unification War.”

And then Thorn remembered her. She’d been quite the troublemaker back then. “Paxis, yes. I don’t recall you being female, though.”

Paxis shrugged. “I don’t recall you being male. I don’t recall any of us assigning genders to our peers until the humans came around. It’s pathetic how much of our culture is based on theirs these days.”

“True enough.”

“We idolize celebrities as much as the humans do. We appropriate and marginalize our own Third World as much as the humans do theirs. Some demons even prefer men as charges still. Myopic idiots, they are.”

“Demons, or men?”

“Anyone who thinks we’re not all the same vile scum at heart. Women can be just as cruel and brutal as men. If we hadn’t kept females subservient and uneducated for so long, more of us would realize that.

“And what of you, Balthior? You seem to have changed a bit in the last two billion years as well. You’re much more frail than I remember.”

Thorn nudged her farther into the chapel, and together they floated toward the humans. As they drifted, Thorn examined the building’s old stone walls and the series of stained glass windows set into them. One depicted Mary and Joseph with their newborn Messiah; the next showed Jesus walking on water in the midst of a storm; and the next depicted him suffering on the cross. Thorn glanced up at the roof and found an ancient network of rafters, crossbeams, and girders. Small chandeliers hung at regular intervals down the length of the center aisle, but none were currently lit. Dense scratches from years of use adorned the wood of the old, worn pews. Thorn even found some graffiti in the markings; one of the stranger carvings read: “Dash your little ones against the rock Psalm 137:9.” Thorn marveled at all the strange history these pews had seen, and marveled even further that the pews hadn’t existed before dusk tonight.

Still restraining Paxis, Thorn settled onto the front pew. A few feet in front of them, Heather whispered words of comfort to Brandon while Karen tinkered with the radio. Thorn wondered how she’d explained to Heather and Brandon where Virgil had gone. He’d have to use the body again if he wanted to lead these humans to safety… but he wasn’t sure how to deal with Karen. He supposed he could simply kill her, since she would just resurrect in another Sanctuary, after all—but that would ruin any trust that Brandon and Heather might have in him. And such an act felt obscene to him besides. No, I’ll have to convince her to trust me somehow. But how?

“Why did you never have a right-hand demon?” Paxis asked. “I always wondered about that. Several of us aspired to the position.”

Thorn answered distractedly, preoccupied with his thoughts of the humans. “Right hands are always licking their chops, waiting for you to die or meet disgrace so they can seize your power. They’re efficient for commanding followers, but they’re ultimately not worth the trouble.”

Paxis snorted. “I would have been a loyal right hand. I wouldn’t have let your name fall back into nothingness like it did. Even today, who’s ever heard of Balthior?”

“I did what I thought was right at the time.”

“No, you sided with the group you thought would win, and you know it.”

Thorn thought back to the Unification War, a bitter conflict fought on primordial Earth that had lasted centuries. It started when demonkind’s leaders had declared, after one particularly crippling defeat by Heaven’s armies, that demon society would no longer be mired in anarchy and civil war. All demons would join together under a single code that would unite them against the Enemy.

But disagreement had brewed over the nature of that single code, and three competing factions had emerged. The structuralists, which included most of the leaders, wanted an ordered society that was free from self-interest, and instead focused on loyalty, duty, and military organization. The seclusionists, of which Balthior had been a member, claimed that the smartest choice was to leave Earth and form a new, free society in the absence of God’s tyranny. What a strange twist that my old viewpoints are so analogous to my current, desperate goals. And the legalists had claimed to desire concrete statutes that would guide demonkind to victory, but the movement had really been a front for the Judges: former Angels of Judgment eager to reclaim the power they’d once held in Heaven.

The resulting Unification War between the three factions became the costliest internecine conflict in demon history. Hundreds of millions died in the battles. Ultimately, the legalists prevailed. The Judges promised a world close to anarchy—close to the status quo, which most demons still desired—and as a result, the numbers flocked to the Judges’ side, bringing an end to the conflict.

Throughout the war, Balthior had been on the upswing in the cycle of power that seemed to affect all demons who lived long enough to experience it. He’d been a rising star, and a minor player in many of the war’s major battles. He’d raged with fury when the Judges won, and grew even more irate when their only act upon victory was to decree only one measly Rule to govern demonkind.

Of course, Balthior came to see the wisdom of the First Rule over time. After the War in Heaven, no new angel had ever joined the demonic rebellion—no matter how much angels like Karthis might have wanted to. That meant the total number of demons remained finite, so demonkind needed to conserve its numbers, rather than slaughtering each other for petty power grabs. In modern times, isolated pockets of demons had begun protesting the First Rule again, but so far, the Judges had maintained their authority on the matter.

And until now, Thorn didn’t know that any adherents to the ancient factions still walked the earth.

“You sound like you’re still mad at me for not siding with the structuralists,” Thorn said to Paxis.

She huffed. “I’ll never admit my sentiments publicly, but we’d still be better off today if we could get rid of the Judges. Those parasites trying to control us all with their Rules… It’s really a lack of rules in disguise, I say. They force anarchy on us when better options exist? You may call it freedom, but I call it just a lazier form of paternalism, more cleverly camouflaged.”

“And you’d have us overthrow them?”

“Yes! Our focus should be on destroying the Enemy, not on rivaling each other. An ordered society, free of lawlessness, would let us mobilize effectively against Him. We should stop quarantining angels and start analyzing their ways, learning how we can invade Heaven. Knowledge is power, and thinking is a virtue. How can we hope to defeat our Enemy if we forbid ourselves from studying Him?”

Oh, Paxis. Had I encountered you a few months sooner, this would have been the beginning of a beautiful friendship.

She let her gaze drift around the church, toward a stained glass window depicting the resurrection. “The structuralist movement would have seen our victory long ago,” she continued. “I just—I detest that so many chest-beating fools sided with the Judges merely because ‘their team was better.’ So few of us actually questioned what was true, what was prudent. Hell, we all succumb to in-group morality from time to time, but at least you and I are aware of it. At least we’re willing to question our foundational beliefs, to change them based on the answers we find. Bah. It’s all a mess.”

Thorn couldn’t tell if Paxis’s conversation was honest, or if she was trying to bait him—to soften him up so he’d let her loose.

“You were naïve, Thorn. Wanting a completely free world. It was a pipe dream.”

She wouldn’t criticize me if she were trying to placate me. Perhaps she speaks genuinely. “A few months ago,” he said, “I might have claimed that the society we demons live in is already free.”

“Free to compete, to destroy, to suffer at the whims of leaders we don’t choose? To let greed be the backbone of every decision we make? That, my friend, is not freedom.”

“I agree. But you think that what you’re fighting for now is freedom? You think that whoever’s giving Marcus orders will upset the status quo?”

“Oh, yes. He will crush the Enemy once and for all. I know what I’m fighting for. Do you?”

“I’m fighting for—” Thorn’s thoughts caught in his throat before he could speak them. He couldn’t finish his sentence. What am I fighting for? There was that pesky question again: if he survived this Sanctuary and somehow found serenity on Earth, what would he live for?

For Amy, he might have answered a day ago.

When Thorn had first become “good,” he’d often wondered about purpose. Was his purpose to help or hinder the Enemy? But now he knew that he’d have to find a purpose apart from God. This frightened him, but he hoped it would ultimately be freeing. I should stop blaming God for never aiding me. I should continue taking action myself. Excepting my resurrection, my own initiative is what’s gotten me this far, so perhaps it will carry me the rest of the way, too. But even as he thought it, Thorn knew that he’d need help. Initiative would only take him so far before he needed the support of these humans, of the Judge, of anyone who would hear his plea. If only God would hear that plea. If only God weren’t as stubborn as Marcus.

But God was stubborn, and since He refused to give Thorn a choice—other than the one between obedience and damnation—Thorn would have to force God to give him that choice. And as a side effect, give all demons choices. If I can just get Brandon and Heather to the Judge.

Thorn asserted to himself, though, that he was no freedom fighter. All he wanted was a peaceful life, without demons, without God. But am I truly just fighting to save my own hide? Just like I’ve always done? Have I not grown more than that?

“I’m fighting the Enemy in my own way,” he told Paxis. “But apparently I’ve stepped on someone else’s toes in the process, and now he’s sent you and the others to kill me. Tell me, Paxis, if I relay my story to you—everything I’ve seen and heard that’s led me to my current course of action—will you listen to me? Will you question your foundational beliefs, as you say you’re willing to do?”

“Ha. Thorn, sometimes we do have to fight for the winning team. And tonight, you’re not it.”

“I know my goals are a long shot, but if you’d be willing to help me, the odds of success would be much better.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t say that.”

“Why not?”

“Because there’s an angel with a sword standing behind you.”
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Thorn leaped aside as Thilial’s sword sliced downward, cleaving straight through the pew with a mighty crack. The humans jumped up at the sudden destruction, then backed toward the cross at the front of the room.

Thorn, too, retreated behind the pulpit to face his attacker. Fury filled her eyes as her wings beat down, lofting her upward and extinguishing the humans’ candle. “I should have known you’d hide in this heathen place,” she said with a murderous edge to her voice. “Don’t be afraid. Your end will be swift and painless.”

Thorn was faintly aware of Paxis arcing around the side of the chapel, then out into the hallway, toward freedom. Thorn searched for any nearby escape, but found only closed doors and inimical walls. “Thilial! Mercy!”

“Only the Lord can grant mercy, and He has called for your death.” Her wings thrashed. She plunged down toward the pulpit, swinging her sword ferociously and reducing the podium to splinters. Thorn vaulted back toward the choir chairs just in time.

Yet Thilial didn’t even allow him time to think. She charged again, flailing her sword about, sending chairs careening left then right, and slicing the arch off of the floral pergola. Thorn backed into Brandon, who stood next to the empty baptismal pool beneath the cross, boosting Heather over the edge of the pool.

Wind buffeted the humans as Thilial’s wings slowed her to a halt above Thorn. She raised her sword for the kill.

No! If she swung at him here, she’d kill Brandon too. Thorn acted on instinct, and threw himself directly in front of Brandon, hoping his own spiritual body would absorb most of the blow. He raised his hands in a futile gesture to ward off the sword’s impact.

Seconds passed. Thorn looked up.

Thilial floated stalwart, her gaze as hard as ever, her ancient sword poised to strike. But she did not strike. Her attention seemed focused on Brandon, who was now helping Karen over the edge of the pool. “You would sacrifice your life for this human?” Thilial asked.

“I would,” Thorn said. “My life, and more. But not just for Brandon. For truth.”

Thilial huffed. “Truth. You know nothing of truth. You’re a demon.”

“I know that God’s authoritarian rule has enslaved angels long enough. I know that demonkind’s ruinous dogma has enslaved us devils long enough. I know of God’s plan to lure us back. If I can convince other demons of it, I can end my own enslavement and finally be free.” At least, Thorn hoped his knowledge would have such a revelatory effect on the spirit world. He knew his peers would heed a Judge’s opinion, so he guessed that it would. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Thilial? Freedom? In actuality, not just in name only?”

“I am free to serve my God. You are free to die.” She lifted her sword, readying it to swing.

“Wait!” Thorn cried. Every persuasive tactic he knew raced through his mind and he tried to choose from among them. How can I sway someone who thinks that “free only to serve” equates to true freedom?

Thilial had not yet swung her weapon, so Thorn decided on one last plea. Terrified for his life, he stammered at first. “In Heaven… Thilial, in Heaven, you said that you cared about Amy. But it’s not just Amy, is it? You care about all humans. Including these three.” Thilial showed no signs of setting down her sword… but she hadn’t killed him yet, so he must have been getting somewhere. “Please. Let me help these humans. Without me to protect them, Marcus and his cronies will surely slaughter them, or worse. By killing me, you’d be letting Marcus—and whoever’s giving him orders—win. True, the humans will live on in other Sanctuaries, but you must see that the Sanctuary system is brutal and unfair. This truth is plain as day.

“I know I am a demon, and I know I killed Ezandris, and I know I deserve a fate worse than death, but please, lead us to a transit door and let the humans escape to Earth. Afterward, I’ll submit myself to you. You can take me back to Heaven for judgment, or end my life then and there. So long as the humans are safe, I will not try to run.” But I will tell Brandon and Heather how to contact the Judge, so that even in death, I can deliver a crippling blow to my enemies.

Thilial’s gaze flitted between Thorn and the humans. She gritted her teeth and inhaled sharply, as if arguing some resented polemic with herself. “I can see that these three have value, as all humans do. Especially this one.” Confusingly, Thilial nodded toward Heather, who was opening the door from the baptism room into the back hallway, Brandon right behind her. Karen was trying to convince them to go back for the ham radio, since the destruction had apparently stopped.

“I will take you at swordpoint,” Thilial said. “We will aid these humans together, and at the end of the journey, whether we meet success or failure, I will kill you. If I so much as sense that you are planning an escape, I will kill you. If you raise your voice against me, I will kill you. If Marcus’s group attacks us, I will kill you before I kill them. For your loyalty to these humans, I will grant you the small dignity of living to see them to safety. But that is the only mercy I will show you today. Do you accept these terms?”

“Yes,” Thorn said without hesitation.

“Good.” Thilial lowered her sword, but kept it poised to strike at Thorn at a moment’s notice.

“This is V-E-3-N-Q-R calling C-Q-D-X. Just heard some kind of S-O-S. Did anyone else get that? Over.”

The faint call from the amateur radio froze everyone in the room, humans and spirits alike. Then Karen scrambled back over the edge of the baptismal pool and ran toward the radio. Thorn eyed Thilial cautiously, asking nonverbal permission to join Karen by the radio. Thilial nodded.

Karen grabbed the microphone and hit the transmission button. “Hello? I heard you and I need your help. Hello?”

“Hello,” came the lightly accented voice from the other end: a male voice, warm and welcoming, but drowned by an occasional burst of static. “Sorry, I’ve got some Q-R-M or Q-R-N or something over here. You sound like you’re in trouble.”

“Yes!” Karen said, smiling at this glimmer of hope. Thorn grimaced, since her efforts would only draw more potential victims into the Sanctuary. “We need you to call the police for us,” Karen said. “Our phones are down, and there’s been an attack. A lot of people are dead.”

“You sound American. What’s your Q-T-H?”

“What?”

“What’s your location?”

“Bristol, Virginia.”

“Well, I’m in Canada. Can you call someone closer?”

“Uh… I don’t really know how to work this thing.”

As Karen continued talking with the man and the younger humans eyed the debris strewn across the chancel, Thorn turned to Thilial. “Quickly. Where is the transit door you entered from?”

“A few miles from here. I suggest you get her off that radio and onto the golf cart outside.”

“Are there any landmarks near the door? Any businesses?” Thorn would eagerly abandon his other, riskier escape plan in favor of a safe transit door.

Thilial shrugged. “A few shops, a clinic, a bar. Not much.”

“A clinic. I can use that.” Thorn backed away from Thilial slowly, so she could see that he wasn’t trying to run. “Follow me if you want,” he said.

She did follow him, her sword still in her hands, as he weaved through the church’s hallways, back down into the basement. His plan with the airplane had been a long shot, but direct access to another transit door could mean easy escape for the humans. “You have a key to the transit door, right?” Thorn asked.

“The door I used does not require a key,” Thilial said.

“And it won’t lead the humans right into an army of angels, will it?”

“Unlikely.”

Thorn grabbed hold of Virgil’s body, shook the rigor mortis out of it, and walked it up the stairs.

Thilial frowned in disgust. “What in God’s good graces are you doing?”

“Exactly what you suggested.”

Thorn tore a bit of flesh off of Virgil’s bullet wound, sending relatively fresh blood oozing down his stomach, then covered the wound with the man’s shirt and limped him through the entrance to the chapel’s sanctuary. When the humans saw him, he staggered, playing the part of the wounded comrade to the best of his ability. Lying again, he thought. I suppose I’m still a demon after all.

“Virgil!” Heather exclaimed. “We thought you’d run off.”

The microphone still in her hand, Karen stood defensively, glowering at Thorn.

“I—” Thorn sputtered. “I don’t know if I’m gonna make it. My wound is too—too—” He let Virgil collapse onto the ground. Thilial shook her head at Thorn’s melodramatic display.

Heather and Brandon rushed to Virgil’s side. “Hey, no, no, no,” Heather said, kneeling. “Stay with us, man. You’ll pull through. We’ve got a guy in Canada calling the Bristol police for us. Just hang in there a little longer and you’ll be okay.”

Thorn set Virgil’s lungs coughing. He weakly said, “Not… gonna make it that long. There’s a—a clinic nearby. There’s a blood supply there. Need… transfusion.”

The newlyweds exchanged an uneasy glance. “I’m studying experimental medicine,” Heather said. “I’m not a medical professional, but I am a grad student. There’s a chance I might be able to help you out.”

Thorn nodded with affected weakness. “Tell Karen… Tell her to have the police meet us at the clinic.” For realism, he added, “With an ambulance.” Of course, they’d be long gone by the time any police arrived.

Thorn glimpsed Karen behind them, still on the radio with the man from Canada. Judging by the look on her face, she’d heard Virgil’s plea loud and clear. “I will do no such thing,” she said.

“What?” Heather said. “Why not? He needs treatment.”

“We shouldn’t trust him. Not after what he did earlier.”

“That was a mistake. He was trying to help us.”

“Oh no he was not.” The radio crackled and the Canadian man said something Thorn couldn’t hear. “Hold on a minute,” Karen said into the microphone. She set it down, then paced toward Thorn and the other humans. “We’re all gonna wait right here until the police show up.”

“Then you’re condemning Virgil to die.” Heather rose to confront Karen. “I’ve driven past the police station. It’ll take them a while to get all the way out here. How will you feel in the morning, knowing we could have saved him but were too cowardly to leave the church?”

“We’re protected in here. And I’m not the one who’s being a coward. I’m not the one hiding behind lies.” Her eyes pierced Thorn as she said the words.

Heather glanced back at the wounded dead man lying on the ground, as if trying to make sense of Karen’s claim. “What do you mean? What do you think he’s lying about?”

Karen looked away and stepped backward. You can’t admit what you know without them thinking you’re crazy, Karen, Thorn thought.

But Heather pressed her question. “If you think Virgil’s lying about something, you should tell us.”

“He’s not Virgil,” Karen said, to Thorn’s surprise. Her voice softened and she avoided eye contact, likely aware of how absurd her own words sounded. “He’s a demon. A demon in a man’s body. I don’t know how he did it, but that’s what he is. Virgil, the man we knew, is gone.”

Utter quiet followed. With every second of stunned silence that passed, Thorn grew more confident that he’d won his little battle with Karen. Heather gaped, and even Brandon, who’d withdrawn so far inside himself, broke out of his somberness to shake his head at the frazzled preacher.

“I don’t even know what to say to that,” Heather said. “Are you serious?”

“Do I look like I’m joking, honey? Look, you yourself know that there are supernatural forces at play here tonight. You spoke up before the violence started, tellin’ us we were all gonna die. Looked like you’d seen a ghost.”

“If you must know, I’ve been getting therapy and taking medication for some hallucinations I’ve had lately. The stress that you put me through at the wedding caused my problems to flare up.” Brandon’s brow furrowed. Perhaps he didn’t know about Heather’s hallucinations?

Thorn wondered at the health of their relationship, and how similar or different it might be from the previous Brandon and Heather’s. His mind was again drawn to the choice that each human was expected to make in a Sanctuary. He hoped that these humans didn’t stumble on theirs and disappear before his eyes.

“And how do you explain what just happened at the pulpit?” Karen said, gesturing to the carnage wrought by Thilial’s sword. “Something spiritual just tried to kill us, and it looks like we were saved only by Christ’s intervention.” She nodded at the large wooden cross presiding over the room.

“I can’t explain it,” Heather said. “But I’m sure the authorities will be able to explain it in the morning.”

“There’s not a rational explanation for everything, you know,” Karen said. “You can look for one in this situation, but it ain’t here. How do you explain my friends Roy Tegio and Bob McKenzie shooting a bunch of their own folks out of the blue? How do you explain the murderers calling Virgil a demon? I’m telling you, from the bottom of my heart, I know that the Devil’s at work here tonight.”

“The Devil isn’t real,” Heather said.

“Hold up,” Brandon said, motioning for Heather to back off. He spoke in a tone more congenial than hers. “Pastor Noyce, even if what you say were true, Virgil’s been helping us. He risked his life fighting Shannon so Heather and I could get to the boardroom.”

“And his actions got Tim killed.”

The mention of Tim silenced Brandon, but Heather took up the slack. “His actions also let the rest of us escape to the golf cart. And if he’s so evil, why did they shoot him? Virgil’s on our side. The evidence is right in front of your eyes if you’d choose to believe it.”

“And I say the same thing to you.”

“We can split up, then. You can stay here, and we’ll help Virgil out.”

“Nuh-uh. I’m not taking my eyes off of him. Whatever his plans are for you two, whenever he chooses to strike, you’ll need a Christian there to ward him off.”

“Whatever. We’ll vote on it. All in favor of having the police meet us at the clinic?” Both Brandon and Heather raised their hands, and Thorn feigned Virgil struggling to raise his.

Heather eyed Karen expectantly. Karen frowned.


•




Brandon set Virgil down as gently as he could in the back seat of the golf cart, but the man still groaned in pain. He was pale white, and fading fast. Brandon recalled countless mission trips and youth retreats when Virgil had been part of the team. Every Sunday morning for as long as Brandon had lived here, Virgil had sat in the back of the chapel, the loyal A/V guy working the service’s projectors and sound system. He even came along with Tim a couple times when Tim was first teaching Brandon how to fly.

The man had been good friends with Tim, so Brandon wasn’t about to let him die too. Tonight’s chaos took everything from me, but I still have these three. Even Karen, who’d all but ostracized him and his wife, felt like family to him now, under these critical conditions.

Heather paced out of the church behind him. “She’s wrapping up with Antoine now. The Canadian guy. She should be out in a minute.”

“Good.”

Brandon’s grief must have been plain to see, because Heather frowned sympathetically, then hugged him: a tight, protective hug. “I love you,” she said.

“I love you too,” he said. He nearly choked on the words after realizing for the first time how fiercely he meant them. This woman was a vital lifeline for him. If she weren’t here now, he wasn’t sure he could have gone on.

“This is the worst night of both our lives, but we’ll make it through,” Heather whispered. “Okay? Tomorrow’s gonna suck, and every day for a long time is gonna suck, but I’ll be here for you. And before you know it you’ll be back studying bio, and I’ll be back at school too, and we’ll have a normal life again. In that life—in our future life—this is all just a memory. A horrible memory that we’re living through right now. But it’ll pass. It’ll pass.”

What a role reversal from earlier on the pier, Brandon thought. Now I’m the one breaking down and Heather’s the strong one, just like she wanted to be.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were taking medicine?” he asked her. “I wouldn’t have cared.”

She leaned out of the hug so she could look him in the eyes. “Tim would have cared. Karen and all your other friends from Bristol would have. I didn’t want to look crazy in front of them.”

Brandon forced himself to lighten up and grin at her. “Too late for that.” Heather laughed.

Karen strode out of the church. She chided them with a castigating gaze. “Bless your hearts. I’m glad you two find our predicament funny, but it’s time to go. If we’re gonna do this, let’s do it.”
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The three live humans drove at the behest of the dead one, through darkness and over bumpy hills. Thilial effortlessly kept pace with the golf cart, beating her powerful wings alongside it.

Thorn tried to devise a way out of his impending execution, and when he couldn’t, he tried not to think about it. I’ve made a deal with the devil, and she has puffy white robes. Would Thilial’s presence keep the other devils away… or draw them in for another attack?

To take his mind off it, Thorn decided to make conversation with Brandon, who was seated next to him, his hair rumpled and his bow tie undone, hanging on his neck. “So you’re studying biology?” Thorn asked through Virgil. When he’d learned that Heather and Brandon had met as undergraduate biology majors, he’d felt the comfort of familiarity… and a pang of guilt. Amy had been a bio major.

“Uh, yeah. Well, I was. I’m taking some time off for the wedding. And soul searching and all that.”

Soul searching? This version of Brandon truly was a whole new person compared to the Brandon Thorn had met in the last Sanctuary. That Brandon would rather have partied than soul searched—and rather have overdosed on drugs than enslaved himself in a marriage. Thorn briefly wondered if an alternate version of himself had lived sometime before, and if such a demon would carry a temperament as different from his own as Brandon’s was from his old self’s. Perhaps in another life, I chose to accept God’s offer of redemption. Perhaps in another life, I’m an angel right now, and Amy is still alive.

“You should be proud to have studied science, and you should continue on with it,” Thorn said. “It’s a noble pursuit, learning how the world around us works. Lately I’ve been learning a bit of the same.”

“Yeah, well, after tonight I think I’m just gonna crawl into a corner for a while. No offense.”

“None taken. I just want you to know that I support you.” And I need you to trust me enough to follow me into the transit door at the clinic.

“Thanks. Yeah, science is great and all. I just don’t know if it really serves a point. I mean, what’s the ultimate goal of science? To make humanity better? Humanity is a pile of shit, Virgil. You saw that for yourself back at the country club. Senseless killing. Running over the weak on our own rush to safety. We’re a stain on the earth.”

“All the more reason why science is necessary. To make us better.” Saying these words felt strange to Thorn, since demons’ relationship with science had always been confused. On one hand, parts of science seemed to oppose the Enemy and His Holy Book. But on the other hand, science promoted knowledge, technological progress, and humanitarian ethics, and demonkind zealously tried to keep humans away from such prosperity. Most intelligent demons had seen the conundrum and had chosen to simply ignore science. Thorn, as a former Angel of Reason, had always suspected some hidden value in science. But unlike Wanderer, Thorn had usually been too caught up in his own power schemes to learn much about it.

“Stop talking to the humans,” Thilial said, breaking Thorn’s train of thought.

“I’m sorry,” Thorn said in the spirit realm, trying to discern the intent of Thilial’s demand. Did she suspect his plan to enlist the humans’ help in reaching the Judge?

“I’m an okay guy,” Thorn said, hoping his casual tone would ease Thilial’s apprehension. “I’m not the cold-hearted murderer other demons make me out to be. And I’m certainly not the unapologetic sinner that God says I am. I’m good. I’m trying to become good, at least.”

“‘Trying to become good’ is not the same as ‘good.’”

God clearly doesn’t demand perfection from His own angels, if you’re any indication, was what Thorn wanted to say. But provoking Thilial would result in Thorn’s sudden lack of a head, or so he’d been told. So instead he opted for an apology. “For what it’s worth, Thilial, I’m deeply sorry for Ezandris’s death. I know it was only three months ago, but that was a different demon who killed him. Not me.” Thilial’s grim expression persisted. She kept her eyes on the darkness ahead, her blade aimed at Thorn. “At least he’s in a better place now, in whatever paradise God has prepared for him,” Thorn said, hoping he hadn’t broached a topic that would send her into a rage.

But instead of a tantrum, Thilial actually laughed. “Ezandris is not in paradise,” she spat. “Where do you think angels go when we die? Back to Heaven? Or do you think there’s a separate Heaven just for us?”

“I—I, uh…” Thorn had never given thought to the matter.

“When we angels die, we go nowhere. We cease to exist. When you killed Ezandris, you extinguished his light from the world, permanently. There was no happy ending for him in a mystical paradise. He died.”

Absolute death? The idea was unconscionable to Thorn, despite his own fear of the alternative, of Hell. He supposed that absolute death would be better, but still… “How could a perfect, loving God do that to His own servants?”

“We’re happy to serve until we die. It’s what we were created for, and we ask for nothing more.” Very quickly, Thilial said a soft prayer under her breath. Thorn could barely distinguish the words, which were likely meant to be private:

“Lord, I am Yours. Keep me safe and give me Your strength.”

Thorn ignored the random prayer, since Thilial’s view of death had made him curious. “Doesn’t knowing that your death will be permanent make your life meaningless? Knowing that all this toil and suffering leads nowhere? That no matter how unfair your life, you won’t be rewarded in the afterlife?”

“On the contrary,” Thilial said. “Knowing that only nothingness awaits me after death makes me cherish life immeasurably. It’s what impels me to action now, while I’m still here. If my toil and suffering make the world a better place for those who come after me, then my life will have had meaning. My life will have been worth it. Unlike the lives of you demons, who live only for temporary, selfish gain. Knowing I may only have a limited time to do good makes me want to do as much good as I can, now. To make us all better, like you said.”

Before Thorn could censor himself, he said, “Then why don’t you want to help me become better?”

Thilial chuckled somberly, and shook her head. “You really don’t remember me, do you?”

“From our encounters in Atlanta? Of course I remember you.”

“No, from before then. Long before then.”

“When?” Thorn asked.

Thilial drew nearer, her robes fluttering in the night air. She told him a story.
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Thilial was nineteen days old when the first white men entered Tugaloo. They were Spaniards, bringing with them swords, metal armor, and a fearsome repute. In recent months, rumor had spread across the land of the Real People that a war party from a strange yet powerful new tribe was crossing through Mvskoke territory, into the Real People’s territory. Some even said this tribe of white men had come from the other side of the big water, though such a tall tale was only believed by children and mystics. These men had ridden to Tugaloo on dogs bigger than any dog the Real People had ever seen, and they carried with them fire sticks that could kill a man from a distance, like a bow with an invisible arrow.

Young though she was, Thilial had been created fully formed, with much knowledge of God’s world and its peoples. Naturally, she knew that these men were European conquerors, riding horses and carrying arquebuses, but seeing these foreigners for the first time filled her with fear as much as the Real People standing around her. These villagers made a show of staying calm, but she could see the terror in their eyes, each one of them hoping to survive this encounter with these brutal men who had slain so many in other tribes.

Thilial drifted down to Tree Frog and whispered in his ear. “Do not be afraid.” The tension in his muscles eased a bit, and Thilial smiled to herself. He’d run through the wilderness all day and all night to warn his town of the coming Spaniards. The impulsive boy would want to fight the white men, she knew. Tree Frog had the brashness of youth in him. He wanted to fight everything. She’d made it a point to teach him patience and calm during the nineteen days she’d been alive. He was a wild one, though. She would have to work much harder if Tree Frog was ever to become a sensible adult.

The Spaniards continued their walk through the town’s entrance: a narrow passageway of logs, four meters high on both sides, formed by the overlapping ends of the circular wall surrounding the town. The dismal sight felt like the end of Thilial’s world, but she was at least grateful that the pompous Feasting Wolf had allowed no more than ten of these Spaniards inside the refuge town of Tugaloo. She was surprised that the other priests had let him admit even that many. Most of them had wanted to wage war against the Spaniards. The argument had lasted all morning.

“The Wolf Clan has protected our borders for hundreds of years,” a priest from that clan had protested. “You cannot ask us to let an enemy pass into the heart of our territory. They will slaughter us.”

“They seek metals and trinkets, not bloodshed,” Feasting Wolf had argued. “We have pearls, and a bit of copper. I will offer it to them, treat them well, then point them toward our enemies’ territories. ‘The Iswa have gold,’ I will say. Let them deal with these white men.”

Feasting Wolf’s decision had caused substantial controversy among the common people, but in the end, the high priest had had his way. Except that…

Many more than ten Spaniards were coming through the entrance. Why had the guards not stopped them? Thilial unfurled her wings and flew up above the town. What she saw beyond the walls left her dumbfounded.

Hundreds of white men stood just outside the town. Dozens of horses carried armed soldiers, and hundreds more carried packs of food and supplies. A few men rested on travois, though Thilial couldn’t tell whether they were wounded or sick. A small army of pigs loitered in the distance behind the throng, escorted by several black-skinned slaves.

Worse, a vast multitude of demons traveled with the men. European demons. Thilial had heard tales of their kind: brutal, savage, and far more formidable than their local counterparts. Having parted from Eurasian demons long ago, the demons on this continent had developed their own culture: one just as vile and cruel as that of their foreign counterparts, yet more passive, less dogmatic, and easier to repress when necessary. Local demons preferred solitude, eschewing groups and hierarchy in favor of more personal, intimate destruction of human life. But Thilial’s peers had warned her that these European demons, much like their pet Spaniards, went on actual conquests, so she’d hoped to avoid dealing with them until she’d grown more seasoned.

Who was leading them? She looked around for the demon lord, and did not have to look long. His arms raised in a pose of ultimate authority, he drifted proudly above the men who were now entering Tugaloo.

“Demons of the New World!” he bellowed in a mellifluous bass that turned the head of every angel and demon in the town.

He speaks the trade language! Thilial could see her own panic written on every angelic face in the town. If the foreign demons had already learned the local language, they could wrench control from the local demons in days, if not hours.

The leader continued: “I am Xeres, demon lord of Iberia. This land beneath us is now my territory. You shall submit to me, or you shall be exiled.”

Tugaloo’s demons fretted nervously and exchanged uneasy glances. The angels did the same—all but Thilial. It was not her place to take action, but since the higher-ranking angels were just drifting idly as the takeover commenced, she chose to fly down to Xeres herself. From centimeters away, she whispered to the imposing demon with as much compassion as she could muster: “It is not your place to control other beings. Think about your life and your future. Forget power and prestige. What is it that you really want?”

If Xeres heard her, his actions gave no indication of it. He continued his proclamation to the local demons. “You shall surrender all of your Indian charges to me and my followers, or you shall be exiled. In addition, you shall direct us to the nearest angel sequestration area, so that we may proclaim our triumph to the angels there.”

Thilial’s heart sank. The sequestration area ruse had worked in Europe and Asia, but had never before been needed in the New World. Now she and her compatriots would have to establish quarantine regions on this continent too. But of course, she would do whatever her Heavenly Father deemed necessary. He knew best, so if He wanted the demons to think they’d won the war against His angels, so be it.

Near the town’s entrance, Tugaloo’s priests stood in a long line to welcome the “guests.” Standing in the center of the line, Feasting Wolf gestured a greeting. “Travelers from far away,” he said in the trade language, “we receive you gladly. We bring you gifts.”

Two women from the Wild Potato Clan brought forward a small basket full of pearls and copper: both crude and formed varieties. They set it before the leading Spaniard, and Xeres above him. And then—what was this? Seven girls were coming out of the priest house, each escorted by two strong men and several invisible demons.

“Our girls are young and unspoiled,” Feasting Wolf said to the Spaniards. “You will enjoy them.”

The men and women in the crowd murmured their horror. Thilial was stunned as well. The priests were known for their tyrannical rule, but never before had they so thoughtlessly violated the sovereignty of their own people. Near the back of the crowd, Tree Frog spat on the ground, spun, and tramped off toward the river.

At the same time, one of the local demons, floating above the girls, made an offer to the demon lord: “We are but worms beneath your feet, O mighty Xeres. Accept this small vice as our offering to you. We will follow you for all time, if you allow it.”

Xeres seemed pleased by that. “The depravity of these Indian priests impresses me. And I see how you have used their authority to subjugate the others. You have done well, and you and your followers may join my own.”

This situation was becoming too atrocious. Thilial flew through the town’s wall and scoured the crowd outside for any sign of potential help. She descried a few European angels, but their faces seemed dejected, beleaguered, and devils far outnumbered them. “Angels from Spain, who is your leader?”

“I am,” said a large, stately angel who looked like she could have taken Xeres in direct combat. “I am Gleannor, an Angel of Peace.”

“And I am Thilial, an Angel of Truth. Tell me, from where did this expedition come?”

“We set sail from Havana just over one year ago. We’ve tried to keep these men peaceful, but they are brutes by nature, and there are too many demons whispering too many lies. You could do no better with them than we have.”

“Have you asked the Lord for reinforcements?”

“Yes, but His ears are deaf to us.”

“Surely not. He must have some greater purpose for these men and this expedition. Be patient and you will see.”

Gleannor frowned, and glanced past Thilial to the walled town. “How long have you been here?”

Thilial balked. For nineteen days, since God created me, was too pathetic of a response. Instead she said: “We angels have been here since humans first entered these lands. This ‘New World’ is not so new to us.”

“Hmph,” Gleannor said, with just a hint of smugness in her voice. “It will be soon.”
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“We should never have let these men into a refuge town,” Tree Frog said as he paced beneath the thatch roof of his mother’s house. Thilial whispered to calm him, but he kept sharpening his knife with a small stone as he continued his rant. “I ran for two days straight so I could warn the priests that the Spaniards were coming, and they mocked me by welcoming the beasts into our town, and with such heinous ‘gifts.’ A refuge town like Tugaloo is supposed to be sacred. No Real Person can be killed in a refuge town without upsetting the balance—you have said this yourself many times.”

Grasshopper, Tree Frog’s mother, nodded solemnly as she ground agrimony and woodmint together with a mortar and pestle.

Two squirrels foraging in the remnants of last night’s meal found themselves in the way of Tree Frog’s heavy footfalls, and scampered away. “The Spaniards have not spilled our blood as they spilled the Mvskokes’ blood, but the plague they carry with them is killing us all the same. Even the priests cannot fight it. Two of them have been stricken down, and three others are ill. We should war with the white men and rid Tugaloo of this pestilence.”

He stopped by his father, Leaps Through The Wind, who lay on a bear rug on the floor. The man’s soft, painful moaning filled Thilial with sorrow. She’d known him her whole life—now forty-three days—and he was dying, his skin hot and riddled with tiny bumps, his mind lost to delirium.

Grasshopper ground her mixture just a little faster. “You have not given my medicine time to work. Be patient.”

“But you do not know if the medicine will work.”

“I know that animals, who had been hunted by man, created disease as vengeance, but plants were sympathetic toward man, so they created medicine to cure all diseases.”

“But you do not know if you are using the right medicine.”

“The spirits of the plants tell me which medicine is right,” Grasshopper said.

Tree Frog huffed. “Then why have the spirits not saved all the others who have died since the Spaniards arrived?”

Why indeed? Thilial thought. In just two dozen days, she’d seen enough human suffering for one lifetime. And as if the disease sweeping through Tugaloo’s populace wasn’t enough, the priests had become even more willing to abuse their power, using their Spanish guests as a convenient excuse. The food storehouse was nearly empty. Young women had disappeared in the dead of night. Obsessed with finding gold, the Spaniards had beaten several prominent tribe members in search of it.

Why has God not intervened? Soon, Thilial would need to return to Heaven and petition the Lord in person. This destruction of the tribe, of the people she’d come to know and love, was growing unbearable.

As Grasshopper knelt next to her husband to feed him his medicine, she admonished her son. “Do not test the spirits. They have their own matters to attend to. The spirits from the world above are in constant battle with the spirits from the world below. We are caught in between the two, so the most crucial thing for us is to preserve balance between the two spirit worlds. If some of us perish during the spirits’ battle, it is a small price to pay.”

Thilial laughed in spite of herself. Grasshopper’s low regard for human life was unfortunate, but her assessment of the spirit realms was more correct than she knew. Still, Thilial loved Tree Frog too much to let him believe such superstition. She whispered into his ear. “Tree Frog, think. How could Grasshopper know this? Does she really know what she claims to know, or is she just pretending to know because it makes her feel safe?” The journey of this people from superstition into sensibleness would be long, full of pitfalls and conflicts, but worthwhile in the end, both for the tribespeople and for the angels who’d been sent to supervise their journey. Given another century or two, maybe this tribe of “Real People” would catch up with Europe technologically, and maybe even surpass them philosophically. Tree Frog had voiced doubts about his people’s myths to some of his friends, and this gave Thilial hope.

“What if it had been Weaver that the priests had given to the Spaniards?” Tree Frog asked his mother. “Would you believe me that they are a serious problem if they had taken my future wife to their filthy beds?”

“The Spaniards are a burden that we must bear,” Grasshopper said. “Pay mind to the ceremonies. The ceremonies are what is truly important, for if we do not perform them, the spirit worlds will become unbalanced and the world will end, sinking into the sea. The Spring Moon Ceremony is approaching. Prepare for the ceremony rather than for war.”

Tree Frog abruptly hurled his knife at a squirrel that had wandered back inside looking for scraps. His aim was true, and the squirrel was cleaved in half. Grasshopper gasped and spilled some of her husband’s medicine. The animal’s blood soaked into the dried grass and dirt on the floor.

“The world will end, the world will end,” Tree Frog said. “All I ever hear from you is that the world will end if we do not complete the ceremonies on schedule. I am different from you, Mother. I want to defend our world against the threats we know rather than the threats we imagine.”

Grasshopper wailed an exaggerated cry of sorrow. “My son is so disrespectful. Why must he question me? Why can’t he be like the other good young men of the Real People?”

“I do not mean to disrespect you. I mean only to take action where action is needed.”

Grasshopper buried her head in her hands and began to weep. “The squirrel once defended man against the other animals, angering them so that they slashed at him with their claws. That is why he has white stripes on his back.” She stood to face her son, tears on her red cheeks. “You have killed a squirrel in my home. I will cook it for our supper, but first you must apologize to its spirit.”

Tree Frog held her gaze for a few breaths. Then he turned toward the dead squirrel. His face fell, perhaps realizing he had acted brashly. “Squirrel, forgive me for taking your body from you. Wado for your sacrifice. You and your brothers are beloved among the Real People.”
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The Europeans left the next day, fording the river and trekking away from Tugaloo, toward Iswa territory. Thilial was thankful that they had not openly harmed the Real People, yet still, the diseases they carried had laid waste to a third of Tugaloo’s population, with many more still sick.

A demon was heckling the Spanish clergyman as the poor fellow trod between the walls to exit the town. “Go beat some of the older Indians again before you leave. It will make you feel powerful.” The clergyman seemed to ignore him, and scratched at his skin, still pockmarked from illness. “Better yet, convince de Soto to leave you and twenty men here to convert the savages. With your weaponry, you could rule over them as kings.

“Don’t actually convert them, though,” the demon was quick to add. “Brutalize them, but let them keep their feral religion.”

“Think,” Thilial whispered to the man in Spanish, countering the demon. “If your own religion has not kept you from your own savage deeds, is your religion indeed less feral than the myths of the natives? Leave now forever, and take this question with you.”

Thilial drifted near Tree Frog and Weaver as they watched the white men depart from just outside the town’s wall. She noticed the young couple watching the last of the black slaves finish loading a packhorse. As the slave led the beast away, he cast a sorrowful glance back toward Tree Frog, as if to impress on him the infinite value of freedom. And then he, too, departed toward the river.

Strong Deer came up behind them, smoking tobacco from his pipe. “Osiyo,” he said.

Tree Frog and Weaver both greeted the elderly man. “We are glad to be rid of them,” Weaver said.

“I am glad, too,” Strong Deer said. “And I thank you, Tree Frog, for your service to our town during this ordeal. You warned us of the Spaniards’ coming, and you have hunted with the prowess of the owl to bring food for our sick and dying. You will be welcome in Tugaloo for all time.”

“Wado,” said Tree Frog in gratitude.

“You have even avoided the Spaniards’ plague,” Strong Deer continued. “The spirits favor you, Tree Frog. And your actions have proven that you are truly a man. It is time that you had a man’s name.”

What a refreshing surprise in the midst of all this darkness. Thilial had wondered when this day would come from the moment she’d taken Tree Frog as her charge. And the news had come from Strong Deer, no less! The old man hailed from the Long Hair Clan. Though he was the wisest of the lot, and had even inherited a position as a priest, he had abandoned the corrupt priesthood as a young man. Thilial—and many of the Real People—greatly admired him for that.

But… what was this now? The European demon who’d been harassing the clergyman had overheard the conversation, and was drawing nearer. No, don’t pester us now. Not at this important moment. Thilial wished she could drop down into the demon realm and shove this boor away.

“The priests have approved, and will announce your name to the town later today,” Strong Deer said, then drew another puff of tobacco smoke. “From now on, you are no longer Tree Frog. You are Flying Owl. Your family and friends will now call you by your man’s name. And now Weaver can marry a true man as well.”

Tree Frog—now Flying Owl—was beaming. But a second demon approached Flying Owl to whisper some vulgarity, apparently ignorant of the first one’s interest. The first demon leaped forward and swatted the second aside, then took a defensive position above Flying Owl.

“This one is mine,” the first demon said to the second. “For I am Thorn, the right hand of Xeres, and I will have what I want.”
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The flames of the small campfire licked at three realms. In the physical realm, the fire’s glow warmed the humans sitting about it—Flying Owl, Weaver, and a few of their friends—and cast long shadows into the dark woods around them. In the demonic realm, Xeres and Thorn had asked their followers to leave them for the night, and the two hovered near the fire, close enough to burn them had they been humans. In the angelic realm, Thilial sat across from the two demons, eavesdropping.

“I tell you once at each Indian town, and I will tell you a thousand times more,” Thorn griped to his hunched leader. “No matter how curious we were, we should not have left civilization for these untamed lands. Europe holds more prestige to be earned.”

“Does it?” Xeres asked, and the fire seemed to flicker at the simmering power in his voice. “Untamed lands are more ripe for conquering.”

“But the demons here are dullards, with no ambitions of their own. They respect you out of fear, not out of reverence. They’ve not even heard of the Second Rule! Would you rather spend the next hundred years educating these cretins, or planning the downfall of the Holy Roman Empire and the Catholic Church? Please. At least let us catch up with de Soto and continue to oversee his pillaging.”

Xeres rubbed his chin and stared into the fire. The reflections of drifting embers danced in his eyes, lending him the countenance of the hellish beast he truly was. Thilial focused her attention on Thorn so she would not have to look at him.

“The demons here may be doltish cravens,” Xeres said, “but look at the natives. Their tribal society resembles the Europe of millennia ago. Unstructured, unlearned, naïve. Humans are much easier to control when they have no knowledge. Reason is the most ruinous virtue.”

“Indeed. Which is why we should have contented ourselves with the Inquisition. This venture into the New World will be fruitless. Am I to waste my days away with this young fool, his wench, and their progeny?” He gestured to Flying Owl, and Weaver leaning on his shoulder, blind and deaf to the demons in their midst. “Am I to grow so accustomed to this drudgery that I see other demons’ tunics and surcoats replaced by breechcloths and nakedness? I tell you, Xeres, this is madness.”

Xeres rose above the fire, stretching out to his full height, nearly twice as tall as Thorn. “And what of the inevitable clash between these two civilizations: West and Far West? The demon lords of Europe are too prideful to ally with each other, so if I become sole lord over the Far West, I will be able to steer the human conflict toward maximum loss of life. I will be able to bend the course of human history to my will.”

Thorn slowly sank down until his feet lay beneath the ground. He bent over into a subservient posture.

“You hadn’t thought of that, had you?” Xeres said to him.

“I had not.”

“This is why I am the leader and you the follower. Do not question me, Thorn. I am beyond reproach. I value your advice, but you are not my equal. The day you forget that is the day you again become a Rat.”

Thorn stiffened at that. Thilial sensed his anger, but the thin, bald demon retained his composure, nodded to Xeres, and floated off into the woods.

Xeres seemed even more menacing alone, towering over Flying Owl and Weaver like some monster straight from the Real People’s myths. Thilial mulled over the conversation she’d overheard. This demon lord’s conquest could enslave this land’s demons and slaughter its humans, and sabotage God’s plan for His planet, perhaps irreparably.

She flew to the other angels and told them of Xeres’s plan. But Gleannor, who had stayed behind, dismayed by her time with the Spaniards and eager for a new life, dismissed Thilial, claiming nothing should be done to stop it. “We may yet save Xeres, and furthermore, it is not our place to intervene,” she said.

Enraged that the other angels were so passive as to accept the possibility of Xeres’s envisioned future, Thilial stormed off into the solitude of the rock layers underground. I’m more loyal to God than the lot of them, Thilial decided. I’ll stop Xeres alone if I have to. If I have to, I’ll drop down into the demon realm and kill him myself.
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Thilial spent the next several days following Thorn around. She had little choice: the moping demon had chosen Flying Owl as his sole charge among the Real People, so Thilial had to counter each of his whispers with one of her own. And often, these whispers were rather strange. Thilial had expected subtle evils, such as, “Weaver annoys you, so you should treat her poorly,” or, “Fight with your parents and distance yourself from them.” But instead Thorn whispered biddings such as, “Drop in the dirt, roll around, and yell like a maniac.”

Thorn was clearly quite bored.

Fortunately, this meant that his half-hearted temptations were easy to fend off, and Flying Owl’s life continued on a productive path. But months passed, and even as Xeres journeyed to surrounding territories to assert his power, Thorn stayed in Tugaloo, spending nearly all of his time with Flying Owl.

“Bother someone else,” Thilial tried whispering to Thorn. “Look at all these humans you could torment! Where is your ambition?” She disliked having to appeal to his demonic nature, but for the moment, she just wanted him away from her own charge. She even enlisted other angels to help her pry Thorn away from Flying Owl, but Thorn was as stubborn as any demon. Flying Owl had become his favorite plaything to pass the time while Xeres was away.

The Ripe Corn Festival was approaching, and the young men of Tugaloo readied themselves for hunting time. Flying Owl was one of the men chosen to be sent into the forests. The priests tasked each of the men with finding a specific type of game for the ceremony feast, and Flying Owl’s responsibility was rabbit meat. The meat would have to be prepared in a specific way, and would become part of the ceremony involving specific types of dance in specific types of clothing with very specific songs meant to keep the spirit worlds in balance. Thilial had never seen a Ripe Corn Ceremony before, but she guessed it would also involve the whole town ritually bathing in the river, as so many of their ceremonies did.

“Why do we do these things?” Flying Owl asked Feasting Wolf in passing, as the priests saw the hunters off on their assignment. “There must be other ways to appease the spirits. Why must our ceremonies be so particular?”

Feasting Wolf looked around, possibly searching for Grasshopper, who would chide her son for his rude question. Unable to find her, the priest addressed Flying Owl himself. “We do these things because this is the way they have always been done. To change would be to deny not only the nature of the world, but our own nature as well.”

Troublingly, this answer seemed to satisfy Flying Owl, so Thilial whispered to him, “To not change is to deny our own natures. Changing our ideas is something we all must do if we want to grow.”

Thorn perked up when she said this. He’d been idling near the town wall, waiting to leave, but now he glanced directly at Thilial, like he’d heard her speak. When she flew sideways, though, Thorn’s eyes did not follow her, so she dismissed the happening as coincidence.

And soon the hunt was on. By foot, Flying Owl traveled far to the south, through deep woods and deeper rivers, occasionally chanting a song meant to lure rabbits to him. He walked alone, except for the invisible angel and demon trailing him. Every now and then Thorn would whisper some vulgarity, but he kept quiet for the most part. In fact, he spent much of the journey gazing off into the forest, though Thilial could not read his mental state.

After five days, Flying Owl had caught no rabbits—the Spaniards had eradicated most of the game in this part of the forest. Thilial whispered for him to stop chanting, and to her delight, he did. Without the chanting, Flying Owl would not be able to attribute any hunting success to the spirits. He was learning. Thorn didn’t seem to notice.

By night, Flying Owl sharpened his arrows, ate, and slept; by day, he walked ever farther south. He drank much and often due to the heat, for the season was currently gogi, the female months, the warm part of the year.

And then, on the eighth day of the hunt, something bizarre occurred. Flying Owl pushed through a dense copse of trees and found a breathtaking clearing in the valley below. Red and blue flowers dotted a field next to a river where a waterfall caught the sunlight and fractured it into colorful fragments on the ground beneath. The cliff face behind the waterfall jutted upward to an immense height. An eagle circled above it.

Flying Owl smiled at the sight. Even Thorn seemed impressed by the scenery. He kept pace with the boy as he dashed down and across the field, dropped his bow and arrows, then splashed about in the river by the waterfall, laughing to himself. He swam toward the cliff face, and schools of fish darted out of his way. He tried to grasp at one, but it slipped through his hand, so he made a whooping noise and splashed at it, chuckling all the while. Thilial enjoyed Flying Owl’s celebration from above.

After the initial burst of excitement, Flying Owl settled onto his back and let himself drift downriver a ways. Thorn hovered above him, and when Thilial drew closer, she saw curiosity on the demon’s face. His eyes examined the warm sunlight on Flying Owl’s skin, the crisp water lapping at his side, the contented grin on his face. Several moments of calm passed. The shallow river gently flowed, the eagle screeched its majestic call, and wispy clouds swept up off the tops of the mountains. And then Thorn spoke four words that changed everything.

“What is it like?”

Thilial saw that Thorn spoke not to her, nor to himself, but to Flying Owl. Thilial turned his words around in her head. What is what like? What does he mean by that?

Flying Owl ducked underwater, and Thorn dropped beneath the surface too. When the splashing subsided, Thilial saw Thorn’s spiritual body intertwining with Flying Owl’s physical body. When Flying Owl surfaced, he breathed in forcefully, and Thilial froze as she saw that human and spirit appeared as one and the same.

Thorn had possessed Flying Owl!

Thilial was awestricken. Despite never having visited Europe, she knew all about the Second Rule, and knew that Thorn would be executed if another demon were to learn he’d practically broken it. So far Thorn’s possession remained passive—he avoided control over Flying Owl’s movements, and Flying Owl likely didn’t even realize that he’d been possessed—but that could change at any moment.

Thilial had to exert tremendous force of will to keep herself from entering the demonic realm and ripping Thorn out of her beloved charge. But she stayed herself. Flying Owl’s movements flowed naturally as he leaned to cup his hands in the river, with none of the telltale twitchiness she’d been told came with possession. He splashed the water onto his face and rubbed some of the sweat off. Then he cupped his hands again and drank deeply.

“To taste,” Thorn said from behind the veil of Flying Owl’s mind. “To smell.”

Flying Owl cupped his hands a third time, but this time he paused, then let the water fall back through his fingers.

“To feel,” Thorn said. “What is it like?”

If Flying Owl heard Thorn’s questions, he gave no indication. His eyes were focused on something else now. Something on the bank…

Rabbits! Thorn’s actions had frightened Thilial so much that Flying Owl had noticed the little creatures before she had. He left the water and ran back for his bow. Thorn remained in his mind, but seemed not to interfere with his actions. Does he want to see the world through human eyes? Thilial wondered.

She was still contemplating Thorn when Flying Owl loosed an arrow, striking one rabbit and sending the rest scampering for safety. Flying Owl ran to the rabbit and started to clean out the blood.

He did not apologize to its spirit.
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That night, Flying Owl sat on a mountain pass overlooking a Mvskoke town. Thorn lingered inside him. Together, they ate a fish that Flying Owl had caught using a trap in the river then cooked later in the afternoon.

If only I can communicate to another demon what Thorn has done, they’ll kill him, and I’ll be rid of this nuisance for good. But as the night wore on, Thilial found herself thinking not about how she could stop Thorn, but instead about how she could save him. Something more was going on here than demonic insanity. Thorn had risked hope, had grasped at something greater than typical demon life. I can’t simply ignore that, can I?

The Mvskoke were holding their own ceremony in the town below. They would certainly take Flying Owl prisoner if they knew he was up here, but he’d been careful to hide himself. He watched their dances with curious eyes.

Thilial wanted to whisper: Notice how different their ceremonies are from yours. How can all these people know that their dances and chants will keep the world from ending, yet the Real People also know that their own dances and chants will keep the world from ending? Can both tribes be equally right? Or equally wrong?

But she wouldn’t risk whispering to him tonight, not with Thorn in his mind. She wouldn’t make Thorn aware of her presence. At least, not yet.
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“Today, in celebration of the joining of Weaver and Flying Owl, we have prepared an especially strong mixture of the white drink,” Feasting Wolf announced to the crowd of Real People gathered at the sacred dance ground near the heart of Tugaloo. “Let us cleanse ourselves for their sake.”

Is the white drink usually used at weddings? Thilial could not remember, but she saw the puzzled glances of the townspeople as vases were passed around and people began to drink. Flying Owl and Weaver stood in the center of the dance ground in front of the sacred fire. He wore moccasins, a beaded breechcloth with leggings, and a deerskin shirt; she wore a formal dress. Each wore a blue blanket draped over their shoulders. Feasting Wolf offered them their own vase from which to drink, and they did so, hesitantly.

“What is this now?” asked Gleannor. “Should we intervene somehow?”

“No,” Thilial said. “The priests just like to change their rituals sometimes so the people know they still have control.” At least Thilial hoped that was the reason for invoking the white drink. The priests were known for their outlandish greed, but they had no reason to poison their own people. Did they?

“The white drink makes them vomit,” Thilial explained. “They think it cleanses them.”

“Why is it called ‘white’? It’s black as pitch.”

“I don’t know.”

Thilial caught a glimpse of Thorn in the crowd, just behind Flying Owl. The eccentric demon was actually smiling at his charge, who himself beamed at the woman he loved. No other demons were present to see Thorn’s authentic smile: he’d ordered them all away before the marriage ceremony had started. To allow a peaceful wedding for Flying Owl?

Thilial had never seen behavior like this in a demon. The angels’ condescending talk of demonkind had led her to believe they were all heinous, recidivous creatures, yet here was one bonding with a human boy. God did have the Sanctuary system in place to lure fallen angels back, to test whether they’d changed enough to be accepted back into His fold… but what was the likelihood that Thorn would enter a Sanctuary anytime soon? As she looked at him, at the smile breaking through his hardened face, she felt pity for this demon. All the war and pain and loss he must have endured, and yet there is still a kernel of goodness in him. Maybe there was another way to save him…

Commotion at the back of the crowd interrupted Thilial’s thoughts. Panicked shouting and sobbing. She rose up with Gleannor to see what it was, and found some townspeople gathered around Strong Deer, who lay in the dirt, clutching at his chest. His lips were black with the white drink. Then another bout of yelling rose from the other side of the crowd. Then a third nearby.

“Poison!” yelled an angel. “Warn the others not to drink!”

Gleannor sped to her charges, and Thilial almost did the same, but she noticed that most of those who’d drunk the liquid seemed healthful. Only five or six were clutching their chests, or were entirely unconscious… and those were all the eldest citizens of Tugaloo.

“It’s not poison!” Thilial called. “It’s exactly what he said it was. A strong batch of the white drink. But too strong for the old ones.”

A resonant cackle boomed across the dance ground, and Thilial turned to see Xeres himself rising from beneath the sacred fire like a creature escaped from Hell. Thorn recoiled from the startling entrance, and his smile died a quick death.

“Happy wedding day to the young lovers,” Xeres said, laughing. “That’s how it’s done, Thorn.”

Thorn said something back, but Thilial was too far away to hear. Xeres’s response carried well over the ruckus, though. “You sent my followers away, so I surmised you had something special planned. You can’t blame me for wanting to outdo you.”

Thorn spoke again, patted Xeres on his back, then turned back to the carnage. Thorn’s annoyance was plain to Thilial even from across the dance ground, although Xeres seemed not to sense it.

Beneath her, Strong Deer was dead. Five others also lay dead or dying, all from among the very aged. Angels rushed through the crowd, trying to comfort the humans as best they could.

Feasting Wolf fell to his knees, making a show of tears and wailing, but Thilial saw through him. He’d purged the town of its elderly: the most vocal objectors to the rule of the priesthood. They’d remembered better days when the priests were kinder, with less power, and now those memories were gone, just two days before the Ripe Corn Ceremony.

Had that been planned? The Ripe Corn Ceremony was the Real People’s celebration of a new year, and after the festival, all transgressions and crimes from the past year were said to be forgiven. The people would be mandated to forgive the priests who had “accidentally” murdered their grandparents.

And poor Flying Owl! He and Weaver were knelt next to an old woman who was still holding on to life. Weaver chanted a song of healing while Flying Owl held a bowl of water to the woman’s lips. Their wedding would have to wait for another day. The priests had known that death would be taken as an omen of doom on the day of a ceremony, but less so at a wedding, so they’d chosen Flying Owl and Weaver as their unwitting accomplices, using their wedding as a pretense to feed their concoction to the townspeople.

As the Real People wept and the angels mourned with them, Xeres laughed and laughed and laughed.
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Soon after the Ripe Corn Ceremony, visitors arrived from Kituwa, a northern city of the Real People, and the pox returned with them. The gathering of corn and the hunting of game were largely ended, as the few who weren’t sick were needed to care for the many who were. Flying Owl, whose father had perished during the previous spread of plague, ran to the forest with his bow and arrows to hunt, and to flee the calamitous disease.

As much as Thilial was needed in Tugaloo, she trusted the other angels to assist the town as best they could. She was glad to escape the death and misery and retreat with her charge deep into the woods.

Thorn came as well. His nature was proving to be more solitary than Thilial had first thought. It was perfectly natural, she supposed. Since demons have no need for food or shelter like humans, they aren’t forced to live in communities like humans. Since they have no natural leader as we angels do, they may wander aimlessly, alone, for as long as they want. She suspected that demons needed emotional support just as much as humans or angels, though. And Thorn, like his peers, had no one from whom to get it.

The three of them trekked across the terrain for days, until they came to a small cave in a mountainside. There Flying Owl made his camp. Each day he would hunt, and each night, by moonlight, he would clean and store his day’s quarry beneath the cave’s jagged limestone roof.

On one of these nights, Flying Owl collapsed by the fire, weeping. “Spirits of the woods,” he called. “Otter spirits, deer spirits, bird spirits, please. Great Spirit. Spirits of the trees. Any spirit who will listen. Help me. I am in great need.”

Thorn drifted closer. He moved a gentle hand toward the boy’s shoulder in what looked like a gesture meant to comfort, but the hand could not touch the shoulder. It passed straight through.

“I am so lonely,” Flying Owl continued. “My people are dying of a deadly illness, suffering under the cruel authority of the priests, and I am powerless to help my family, my clan, my town. Spirits, please, stop your bickering with one another and see that I am hurting. That all of us on the earth are hurting and would live better lives if you would only help us.”

Thilial watched as Thorn reached down and tried unsuccessfully to touch the boy’s chin. Just then, Flying Owl raised his head off the ground and looked heavenward, almost directly at the place where Thorn was floating.

“I’m lost,” Flying Owl said. “I feel like a failure. Even Weaver is distant from me after the wedding. Please. I need an ally. I need a friend. I need to know that I am loved.”

Thilial aimed to descend and whisper some comforting words to Flying Owl, but Thorn spoke first, and his shocking words silenced any that Thilial might have said.

“You are loved,” Thorn said to Flying Owl. “Your mother is still alive, and she cares deeply for you. Weaver is distant now, but she will return to her normal self, given enough time. And the spirits…” Thorn’s eyes sank. His mouth moved but said nothing, as if rehearsing his next words carefully. Then he shook his head as if dismissing those words. “You have friends in abundance, and a whole town that looks up to you,” Thorn said instead. “The disease will leave Tugaloo soon enough. Your future is radiant, young one. Pull yourself up out of the dirt. Stand up tall. You have much prosperity to anticipate.”

Something truly remarkable occurred then: Flying Owl did exactly as Thorn had requested. He pulled himself up out of the dirt. He stood up tall, the firelight gleaming off his long hair. His tears had subsided. He breathed in deeply, then exhaled strongly.

Flying Owl had heard Thorn’s words in the back of his mind. Thorn’s hopeful, helpful words. Words that a true demon would never speak.

Thilial found herself drawn to Thorn in much the same way Thorn must have been drawn to Flying Owl. Here was a lost soul in dire need of saving, and Thilial alone knew that he was ready to change. Would the other angels believe her if she told them what Thorn had done? She wished she’d been alive at the beginning of time, had known Thorn back when he’d been an angel. What had he been like? And could he become like that again?

Thorn had just wielded profound influence over Thilial’s own charge, but Thilial couldn’t bring herself to be envious. She could not have cheered up Flying Owl any better.

“Smile,” she said to him, and the boy beamed. Flying Owl’s smile seemed to cheer Thorn up, too.
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When Thilial returned to Tugaloo, she found that several of the town’s women had taken it upon themselves to dance through the night at the dance ground, rotating around the altar in the sacred direction, shaking gourd rattles, chanting pleas for the healing of their people. Pine spit and crackled on the altar, sending a column of smoke spiraling up into the night. Demons, both foreign and local, swirled around the humans, taunting them with past tragedies and future worries.

Flying Owl tramped toward the storehouse with his game slung in a bearskin sack. Thilial started to follow him, but then she saw Thorn reporting to Xeres over by the edge of the forest. Curious, she left Flying Owl and crept closer to the demons, catching Xeres mid-sentence:

“—have been idle during our stay in these lands. Is something troubling you, Thorn?”

“Nothing of which I’ve not already spoken.”

“How goes your work with that Indian boy you follow around?”

“Well. He broke down in a cave while on the hunt, and I—I, uh, crushed his hopes even further.”

“Excellent. I would like to see you exercise more power, though. It won’t do for my right hand to spend all his time whispering to one measly human. We must begin a campaign against the whole tribe.”

“As you wish.”

“Indeed. You must show the local demons your own cunning and cruelty while I am gone.”

“Gone? Where are you going?”

“To a Sanctuary. Alone.”

Sanctuary. The word cut through the air, sharp as a dagger and porous as a sponge, absorbing the chanting, the crackling of the fire, the night wind, and Thilial’s thoughts. All else drowned out in light of this new revelation.

Thilial swooped in to Xeres and whispered to him. “Take Thorn with you. Take Thorn with you! Send him to another Sanctuary so you both can be tested separately! He is ready for the challenge.” He is ready to change.

“You will rule my territory for the day that I am absent,” Xeres said to Thorn, dashing Thilial’s hopes. “Every demon in Tugaloo will witness my departure tonight, and when I return unscathed, no demon in the New World will question my might. My authority will be absolute.”

“As you say,” Thorn said. His fingers brushed frantically against each other and his jaw shook ever so slightly.

“Then together, Thorn, we will bring humanity to its knees. The war we start between West and Far West will be the last war. We will spill enough blood to fill the oceans, to make mothers weep for their slaughtered sons and daughters until the end of time. I will be the greatest demon, and you will be by my side.”

“Our dreams will finally come to fruition.”

“They will.”

With that, Xeres turned and drifted into the forest, likely toward whatever doorway into the Sanctuary system he’d found. Some demons in the town noticed his departure and motioned to their peers to follow.

“Xeres,” Thorn said, before the other demons came near enough to hear. Xeres delayed his exit and turned to hear Thorn’s parting words. “Xeres, the Enemy claims that we are irredeemable. That our choice to rebel was our final choice, and that now we have no free will. We can never change. We are evil to the core.”

Xeres nodded. “Such is our pride.”

“Yes, but…” Thorn broke eye contact, looked back to the town, surveying it. Searching for a glimpse of Flying Owl?

“… But do you ever doubt it?” Thorn asked. “Do you ever doubt that we can never change?”

Xeres’s eyebrows furrowed. He frowned and glanced at the forest’s dark crevices, as if to make certain no one had heard Thorn’s blasphemous question.

“I doubt nothing,” Xeres said. “Doubt is for the weak.”

Thorn looked toward the ground and nodded, and Xeres faced the trees again. The great demon lord drifted away, the two stubs that had once supported his wings shifting side to side as he weaved his way through the gloom.
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“Weaver?” Flying Owl called out over the cornfields.

Insects hummed, and the few women picking corn kept their heads down. When Weaver didn’t answer, Flying Owl started his walk back to the town wall.

Thorn followed him, and Thilial followed Thorn. Today would be her best chance to talk to him. With Xeres gone in the Sanctuary, Thorn had no superiors to fear, and could thus act of his own accord. She’d considered waiting until Flying Owl’s next hunt, but that could be another month, and even then, solitude could not be guaranteed. She had to catch Thorn today, while Xeres was absent. If he accepted her offer, she would take him to Heaven to meet God Himself. How proud He would be of her. How ecstatic that she’d brought home one of His prodigal children.

Nighttime had come and gone, and Flying Owl had slept outside by the dance ground, where demons roamed. Morning had come and gone, and Flying Owl had eaten and bantered with friends, always staying in public places. But now the boy was walking toward Weaver’s mother’s house, and Thilial’s opportunity was fast approaching. She readied herself for what might be a tense encounter.

Next to the house lay a collection of logs and thatch: the beginnings of Weaver’s own house, which would have been built by now had the wedding transpired. Flying Owl stopped next to it. “Weaver?” he called again. No answer came, so he entered Weaver’s mother’s house. Thorn tailed him.

Inside, a pillar of sunlight slanted through the hole in the roof, illuminating small motes drifting through the air. Gray ash from a long-dead fire soiled the floor at the house’s center. No angels or demons were present, and none could see inside due to the orientation of the doors. Flying Owl again called out for his wife-to-be. Thilial stiffened with trepidation.

She dropped down into the demon realm.

“Thorn, do not be afraid,” Thilial said.

Thorn jumped back. His eyes widened at the sudden presence of an angel, and his body crouched in a defensive posture. No. He looks terrified.

“I am not your foe,” Thilial said, reaching out her hand in a gesture of peace. “I know you crave love and forgiveness. I know you crave freedom from your demonic life. I can offer you that freedom. Take my hand and come with me. You need not be alone any longer.”

Her speech had sounded a little rehearsed, she thought, but she meant every word of it. She was all too aware of the risk she was taking by speaking to Thorn in this way, but if she could save him, the risk would be infinitely worth it.

Thorn looked her up and down, his eyes dripping with dread. She’d left her wings closed so as not to intimidate him, but now she drew them even further toward her body.

“Please,” Thilial said as softly as she could. “I’ve been watching you. I care about you. I want to help you.”

“Weaver?” Flying Owl called to the trees behind the house. He let out an exasperated sigh, then turned inward and glanced around the house, as if searching for some sign of his beloved. He found only baskets, pots, and mats.

“Flying Owl!” Grasshopper’s voice came from the front door.

“Mother, I have not seen Weaver since I returned from the hunt last night. Do you know where she is?”

“Feasting Wolf and the other priests have taken her. They are at the sacred dance ground now, near the sacred fire.”

“What? What do they mean to do?”

“They say they mean to cast out the plague from our town. They mean to sacrifice the most beautiful woman of the tribe to appease the vengeful animal spirits.”

The expression that blossomed on Flying Owl’s face was one that Thilial had never before seen. Not when a clever beast evaded his arrows, not during his arguments with his mother, not even at his attempted wedding when his fellow tribespeople had died. The look on Flying Owl’s face right now was one of utter rage. Thilial had no doubt that he would kill today.

Or be killed. If she’d known this was about to happen, she would not have approached Thorn.

As Flying Owl raced out of the house, Thilial drew nearer to Thorn, her hand still extended in friendship. “Let us go handle this problem, then we can discuss your salvation later. Will you accept my offer?”

Thorn’s gaze flitted nervously around the room, then finally settled on Thilial. She locked eyes with the demon, and she saw in his eyes a change: he grew calm, focused, certain. He nodded to her.

Relief washed over her. She couldn’t help but smile at him. He diffidently raised his hand toward hers and grasped it. Flying Owl faced serious troubles today, but Thilial took solace in knowing that at the end of the day, she would take Thorn to Heaven, and his future would—

A flurry of motion. The world spun around Thilial in a dizzying whirlwind. She gradually stabilized herself and saw that she was just outside of the house, back on one of Tugaloo’s main roads. By the time she realized that Thorn had flung her here, he already gripped her by both wrists, trapping her wings between her shoulders. He struck her head. Pain bloomed.

“Demons of Tugaloo, witness what I have found!” Thorn shouted for all to hear. The town’s demons quieted and turned at the call of their leader’s right hand. “A servant of the Enemy has come into our midst! What shall we do with her?”

A small uproar rose above the houses as the demons caught a glimpse of Thilial’s wings and clamored to get closer to her and Thorn. They closed in. They prodded at her, scraped at her, tugged mockingly at her limbs.

Thilial fought panic and tried to organize her rushing thoughts. At any moment she could retreat to the angelic realm, but if the demons saw such an action and started questioning whether an angelic realm might exist, God would never forgive her. Besides, she could take degradation; she could take injury. God would heal her wounds. I must not give up on Thorn, even now. I’ve seen the virtue hidden inside him.

“Thorn!” she cried above the ruckus. “I’ve seen you with Flying Owl. I know you can love. Please, choose that path for yourself. Do not give in to demonic doctrine. You’re smarter than that. Change, Thorn. Think!”

“You hear that, fellas? This stupid little angel thinks I can love!” The demons had a hearty laugh at that. Thorn drew Thilial’s face near to his and spoke with stinging venom. “I haven’t been able to love ever since your Heavenly Father abandoned me. Ever since He abandoned us all!”

The crowd roared its agreement. They’re going to kill me if I don’t leave soon, Thilial realized. Surely the town’s other angels had seen her predicament by now. Would they rush to her aid? Would they risk revealing that they’d won the war with demons after all?

And aid did come, or at least a temporary reprieve—but not from angels. From humans. Dozens of Tugaloo’s younger men ran through the gathering of demons, each man clutching a weapon. Thilial saw bows and arrows, war clubs, spears. All were hurrying toward the sacred dance ground.

Likely enticed by the potential for violence, the demons watched the men go, distracted, for the moment, from Thorn and Thilial. “What’s this, now?” Still grasping Thilial, Thorn rose upward for a better vantage, and soon she located Flying Owl at the head of the mob, bow in hand, an arrow at the ready. Thorn must have seen him too, because he swooped downward at a frantic speed, dodging the other demons in his way, dragging Thilial with him.

They stopped next to Flying Owl. Sweat beaded the boy’s brow as he notched an arrow and aimed it at Feasting Wolf, who stood with the other priests in front of the sacred fire. Weaver was with them, struggling desperately but held by two strong men. In fact, many of Tugaloo’s men stood with the priests, forming a defensive barrier around them. Each of them held a weapon as well. The situation was much worse than Thilial had thought.

“This is brash,” Thilial whispered to Flying Owl. “There are other ways to—”

A blow from Thorn across her forehead silenced her.

“Feasting Wolf!” Flying Owl bellowed. The throng quieted around him. “Weaver is a Real Person! You cannot kill a Real Person in a refuge town! It is a crime of the highest order! A Real Person cannot kill another Real Person!”

Like the First Rule, Thilial thought absently.

Feasting Wolf raised his staff in a posture of dominance and spoke even louder than Flying Owl. His voice carried well over the crowd. “We are your priests! Your emissaries to the spirits! We know what must be done. Look at your brothers and friends surrounding us. They know it is best not to question us. They know that we hold ultimate knowledge of this world and the others. We must do this thing, and you must accept it. There is no need to fight.”

Flying Owl retorted immediately. “I speak for the men and women of Tugaloo, and for all the men and women of the Real People, when I say we no longer want you to control us! You are tyrants who hide behind your mystical teachings. We want to protect the balance of the spirit worlds just as much as you, but it is clear to us now that you do not speak for the spirits. You speak only for yourselves. For your own impulses, lusts, fears, obsessions. Or for your own insanities, as is the case here today. You will let Weaver go free, or we will kill you all.”

Flying Owl gritted his teeth and tightened his grip on his bow.

“Violence is not the answer,” Thilial said to him. “Use reason—”

Thorn raised his hand to strike her again, but she spoke to the demon before he could hit her. “If he starts a battle now, Weaver will die and so will he! Surely you must see this.”

Thorn’s arm stood rigid in the air. Thilial saw doubt in his eyes: real doubt, not the pretense of doubt. He glanced toward Feasting Wolf, then back to Flying Owl.

“I know you want Flying Owl to live,” Thilial said. “I know it.”

“What is your choice, Flying Fool?” Feasting Wolf called. The men on both sides of the dance ground looked to Flying Owl with fierce apprehension. All of the demons looked to Thorn.

For a moment, all was calm, save for the fire and its rising smoke. Birds sang in the treetops. The river sloshed against its bank. A child tottered out of his mother’s house, but the woman quickly grabbed him and stole back inside.

Thilial studied Thorn as he looked out at all the demonic eyes resting on him. At the hundreds of malevolent gazes waiting for a decision. At the boy he loved, teetering on death’s doorstep. At whatever dark turmoil resided within himself.

Thorn haltingly approached Flying Owl with what looked to Thilial like a great effort of will. When he finally spoke, his voice came out in a rough croak.

“Kill him.”

Flying Owl loosed his arrow. It struck Feasting Wolf through the nose. The insides of the priest’s head sprayed backward into the fire behind him.

One of Weaver’s guards immediately slit the girl’s throat and tossed her into the fire as well. She grasped at her neck, trying to hold in the blood as the rest of her body burned. Feasting Wolf’s body fell on top of hers, pinning her in the flames.

Three arrows ripped into Flying Owl: one in his side, one in his chest, the third in his neck. He fell to his knees, then into the dirt, and bled to death even as the battle unfolded around him.

Thilial screamed.

The events of the next several minutes were a blur to her even as they occurred. Thorn left her so he could partake in the battle. Blood flew everywhere, and most of the men died. Someone set the priest house on fire. Women and children fled toward the town exit as fast as their feet could run. So much death in a refuge town.

Worst were the demons, brazenly shrieking at their human charges, maximizing death, earning every scrap of prestige they could wring from today’s events.

Thilial lay stunned, centimeters above the ground, able to do nothing but look on in horror. Wise Fox and Lanky Stride and River Fish and Weaver and Flying Owl and most of the other Real People she’d come to love over the past several months were all dead. This was the only world she’d ever known, and in a matter of minutes, it had crumbled around her. If I die now, that would not be so bad. I’ll just wait here for the demons to kill me. That sounds nice. I’d rather not go on living after this. I’ll just wait here for the demons to kill me.

And sure enough, when the chaos died down, Thorn approached her. He floated above the myriad dead bodies below him, grinning, admiring his own handiwork. His self-important smile remained on his face as he halted above Thilial and gazed down at her.

All I wanted was to help you, she nearly said. Why did you do this? But she couldn’t muster the will to speak.

Other demons encircled them. Thilial saw the eagerness for one last kill on every one of their faces.

Thorn laughed lightly and casually. He shook his head. “Stupid little angel,” he said. He reached down to deliver the final blow.

“Thorn.”

The sonorous voice was unmistakable. Every demon in range turned toward the giant silhouette emerging through the smoke pouring from the priest house.

Thorn straightened his posture. “Welcome back.”

“What’s happened here?” Xeres said. He took in the remains of Tugaloo as he approached Thorn.

“I had an opportunity to slaughter these people. I took it.” Thorn’s voice overflowed with pride. He looked every bit an eager young boy trying to impress an elder.

Xeres’s shoulders slouched, and Thilial noticed how haggard and tired he seemed. He gazed again at the devastation Thorn had caused. “Well done,” he said softly, with no trace of his usual majesty.

“Congratulations on your achievement, as well,” Thorn said. “Your return from the Sanctuary will be heralded throughout the land.”

“Yes. And what’s this? You’ve found an angel, too?”

“She came to me just before the massacre. I was about to kill her.”

“Hmm. Allow me.”

Thorn hesitated. He briefly eyed Thilial before nodding and backing away.

The demon lord loomed menacingly over her, blotting out the sun, standing taller than the trees in the forest. “Leave me,” he said to his followers. “I wish to end her life in solitude.”

Thorn frowned. The other demons murmured amongst themselves, realizing the fun was over. The gathering dissolved as they went their separate ways. Sulking, Thorn cast one last glance back to Thilial, then disappeared inside a billowing pillar of smoke.

Kill me, please. I don’t want to live anymore. I don’t want to live in a world with demons and death and sin.

Xeres leaned toward her. She closed her eyes and prepared for the end. When she felt his hands on her, she instinctively braced herself against a crushing blow. But the blow never came, and soon she found herself floating upright, her wings free behind her. When she opened her eyes, Xeres was already drifting back toward the woods.

You’re not going to kill me? Why aren’t you going to kill me?

“Xeres!” Thilial yelled.

The great demon lord turned to her. Even from across the field of bodies and debris, she could see the heartache in his eyes. Any visage of power he’d once had was gone. He actually looked like a child, lost without his parents in the wasteland that was now Tugaloo.

He nodded to Thilial, then waved a hand toward the town’s exit behind her, as if to say, “You’re free.” Then he floated off toward the woods again.

Thilial eased back up into the angelic realm. A hundred angels—not all of them local—waited there for her. They stared at her, and she stared back. For a long while, no one spoke.

Gleannor broke the silence. “How naïve must you be to try and help a demon?” She floated out in front of the other angels, right up to Thilial. “All they want is power over you. They can’t be helped. They aren’t capable of change. You are an absolute, full-blown fool.”

I know, Thilial almost said. But instead she hung her head and weakly followed her peers to face her punishment.
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God often walked barefoot about His House in Heaven, so Thilial did not hear Him approach down the path to the isolated bench in the gardens. Gentle hands touched her and massaged her aching shoulders. She lowered her face. She did not want to talk to Him.

“My child, know that I love you. You have done wrong, but I forgive you.”

“I should have known better. I will not make such a mistake again.”

She felt His hands leave her shoulders, and heard His feet rustle through the grass as He moved to sit on the bench beside her. Butterflies danced in the air around Him, avoiding the blue crackling of His electrified hair. Two baby pandas wrestled on the marble floor nearby. The breeze cooled Thilial, and the music of harps was soothing as ever. God had taken every measure to ensure her comfort.

She waited for the punishing blow.

“You are still young, Thilial, and have much to learn. Demons… demons were once just like you. Some of them do still retain a remnant of their old selves. A small sliver of the lives they could have lived had they not sinned against Me.”

Thilial nodded. “I was tempted to view them with compassion, and I was wrong. I am sorry.”

She still hadn’t looked God in the eyes, but she sensed His hesitation. His robes swished against themselves as He adjusted His position on the bench. “When I was younger, I thought that all beings could be controlled the same way: if I clenched My fist hard enough, they would obey Me. But this approach led to war. So I came to see that some beings require freedom in order for Me to rule them.”

He snapped His fingers. A jolly bulldog came bounding across the grass. It stopped at His feet, panting, slobbering with joy. “Angels, bless you all, are simple creatures. I say, and you do. You do not ask for freedom because you do not need freedom. But not all creatures are like you.”

God suddenly plucked a butterfly out of the air, right in front of Thilial’s downward-turned eyes. She followed His hand back toward Him until she finally gazed upon His radiant, holy face. The very sight of Him overwhelmed her.

He gently stretched the butterfly’s wing so she could see where He’d grabbed it. That spot on its wing was now clear, uncolored, and bent out of shape. “Some creatures, such as humans, will break under the stress of too much control. If you even but lightly touch them, they will fall. They require freedom. Their choice to obey is only real if they do so freely.”

God let go of the butterfly, and though it tried to flap its wings, it could no longer fly. It fell to the grass at His feet and fluttered helplessly there. The bulldog whimpered at this, and ran off.

God caught Thilial’s attention with a wave of His hand. He motioned toward the brawling pandas. “Some other creatures, such as demons, will only destroy if left to their own devices. They are too foolish to realize or care about the harm they cause to themselves and to others.” Thilial noticed some blood on one of the pandas. “What should we do with such creatures?” God asked.

Thilial thought for a moment, then cautiously said, “We should educate them. We should prevent them from harming themselves, and demonstrate to them why they are wrong. We should give them any resources they need in order to change themselves for the better.”

God shook His head. “No. We must give them total freedom as well. We must allow them to wallow in the misery they’ve wrought for themselves. It is they only way they will learn.”

“But if we give them no means to escape, and no knowledge that they even can escape, how can we ever hope that they will escape?”

“That’s for them to figure out, isn’t it? It is they who made the poor choices that led them to where they are now. So it is they who will have to find a way out of their predicament. Until they do, we must not let them taint our perfect Heaven. The only way to teach them how to live in our world is to deprive them of it.”

One of the pandas was getting too rough for the other, who backed away from the tussle. But the aggressive panda pounced forward. Blood streaked across the marble as the bears rolled atop it.

“Some angels ask Me why I allow suffering, or why I would send beings to Hell before they were able to become who I wanted them to be. But the answer, young Thilial, is that beings who refuse to think for themselves are responsible for their own problems. I love them, so I’ve given them the freedom to escape their suffering anytime they want—just look at Xeres’s virtuous choices in his Sanctuary. True freedom—the kind of freedom you and I enjoy—can only be granted in exchange for obedience and conformity. It is a simple fact of the world I have created.”

But could we create a new, better world? a part of Thilial almost asked. A world where the weak and foolish are not doomed? But by now she knew better than to say such a thing. She’d experienced Thorn’s wickedness firsthand. She supposed that God was right. He was always right.

“Don’t worry,” said God. “Humans, at least, aspire. They will eventually come around.”

“Yes, Lord,” Thilial said. She had never looked at God’s world from this perspective before. She didn’t fully comprehend it yet, but… she couldn’t pull her gaze away from God’s eyes. Safety dwelled in those eyes, and strength. In those eyes, she knew she could find the fortitude to overcome the mockery she now faced among the other angels. With God’s strength behind her, maybe she could even overcome her own poor judgment and help God bring those demons who refused His salvation to justice. “Thank You, Lord,” she said. “I am Yours.”

God nodded His own gratitude. “My methods still aren’t perfect, but at least I’m still in control, and I can move all beings toward what is best for them. Will you be a bearer of My light, Thilial? Will you help Me save a world in darkness?”

It was as if He’d read her thoughts. Maybe He had, for all she knew. “Absolutely,” she said. “I am wholly devoted to You. Anything You ask of me, I will do.”

“You are My daughter, Thilial, and I love you dearly.”

He embraced her, and all her worries and pain eased away. Flying Owl’s death will mean something now. I will use it as fuel. I will make demonkind pay.

The Lord rose. After a final loving nod, He paced away toward His other business. Thilial felt intensely grateful that He had seen fit to have mercy on her. She felt renewed.

As she stood to leave, she noticed some motion in her periphery, and looked downward to find the butterfly still flopping about in the grass. Ah, how unfortunate. In His zeal to make His point, God had neglected to fix the butterfly He’d broken.
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The survivors of the bloodbath and of the pox took the bodies of their dead into the forest a short distance from the town. There they built cairns on the forest floor, one for each deceased Real Person: priests and rebels alike. Underneath the rocks, they put items that their loved ones might find useful in the darkening lands on the other side of the sky vault. Grasshopper placed a few arrowheads in Flying Owl’s cairn.

Will I see him again? Thilial wondered. She wasn’t sure if she’d done her work well enough to earn Flying Owl a place in Heaven. The massacre, begun by Flying Owl’s own hand, didn’t help matters.

From Gleannor, Thilial had learned that the uprising had spread to other towns of the Real People. The priests were being slaughtered across the land, and soon the order of the Ani-kutani would fade into a dark corner of history. The people would be in control of their own future.

As long as I can show them the way of the Lord. These people were good at heart. They, like the rest of humanity, would obey if given enough knowledge. Thus they deserved freedom. Thilial only wished Flying Owl and the others could be here to see that future. There must have been a better way to resolve matters than bloodshed.

Thorn perched in the knotted branches of the treetops, gazing plaintively down upon the mass of burials. Thilial hated him. Not only for what he’d done to her and to Flying Owl, but also for how he’d denied his true self. If he refuses to think for himself, I’ll leave him to wallow in his own darkness.

Before long, Xeres floated down next to him. They watched the sad scene together, great wails of grief climbing the trees toward them.

“So much death,” Xeres said.

Thorn laughed, but the laugh came out forced, insincere. “We will spill enough blood to fill the oceans, to make mothers weep for their slaughtered sons and daughters until the end of time. You will be the greatest demon, and I will be by your side.”

Xeres stared at the death beneath him and didn’t speak for several moments. “Yes,” he said listlessly. “That is the plan.”

When Flying Owl’s cairn had been completed, Thilial journeyed back to the ruins of Tugaloo. The fires had been extinguished by rainfall the previous night, including the sacred fire. Today was the day of the Bush Feast Ceremony, yet no one had performed it, nor had anyone made plans to perform it. Yet the world is still here.

More Real People would come to help the survivors rebuild Tugaloo in a separate yet nearby location. Thilial would encourage them through the whole process. And if demons interfered, she would wage a war of whispers against them so ferocious that they would kill themselves before daring to touch one of her charges again.

Drifting alone through the wrecked town, her thoughts wandered back to Flying Owl. What could his life have been? His whole purpose had been snuffed out in its prime. Could he have become a great leader and guided his people in this new freedom? Would he have been rational and kind? Why did he have to die at all? Why do any of us have to die?

Thilial was six months old.
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PRESENT DAY


 

The golf cart’s engine hummed. Grass crinkled beneath its wheels. Thorn thought he heard, far in the distance, the distinctive, chilling howl of a wolf.

A piercing bitterness had crept into Thorn as Thilial recounted the old story. Much of it had been familiar. Thorn had regretted his decision to let Flying Owl die every single day since the massacre at Tugaloo. Only now he realized that his attachment to the boy wasn’t the reason for the massacre—his attachment to demon society was. He’d come to accept that the decision to fight the priests had ultimately been Flying Owl’s, but he still wondered how different both of their lives might have been if he hadn’t whispered, “Kill him.”

Thorn remembered most of the story’s facts, but in hearing it from Thilial’s perspective, much of the story’s emotional weight felt painfully fresh. Even though Thorn could still visualize Flying Owl’s bright eyes and youthful smile, he’d forgotten how joyful spending an afternoon with him in a river under the warm summer sun had been. He remembered his own confusion at Xeres’s somberness after returning from the Sanctuary, but he’d forgotten how frightened he’d been of the imposing demon lord. He recalled that some foolish angel’s appearance had spurred him into showing off for Tugaloo’s demons, leading to Flying Owl’s death. But until now, he hadn’t remembered that her name was Thilial, or that she’d tried so bravely to save him from himself.

“So you see,” Thilial said in the spirit realm as she flew beside the speeding golf cart, “demons don’t listen. Even without my interference—even without Marcus’s interference—your plan to tell demonkind about God’s Sanctuary scheme is doomed to fall on deaf ears. What did you think would happen? That they’d all choose to ignore God forever and live their own free lives? That they’d rise up against Him again? No. All you demons have ever wanted is power over each other. No new knowledge will change you. You’re not capable of change.”

“I changed,” Thorn said. “Or at least, I’m changing. I did eventually listen to those ideas you put in my mind all those centuries ago. I changed, and unlike God, I don’t need to force others to change. I just want to earn the choice to think for myself, outside of the box that’s been built for me. I had to at least try. I had to. God left me no other option. And who knows, the demons might actually listen to me, if you’d just let me live—”

“No. None of that.” She swept her sword inches from his face. “Even if you could get other demons to listen to you, God would concoct some new measure of benevolent control over them. He is God, after all. You can’t hope to foil His plans.

“Thorn, I admire what you’ve done for these humans, but ultimately, you’re only aiding them for your own selfish ends. You’re no different than the rest of demonkind.” Thorn considered her accusation. He glanced over at Brandon, who was gazing at the dark forest passing on either side of the golf cart. Did Thorn truly care nothing for this young man? Was he truly just using him as a pawn against God and Marcus? Thorn couldn’t decide either way. He certainly didn’t care about Brandon and Heather as much as he cared about Amy, but perhaps only because he didn’t know them yet.

Amy.

At least I was close to her. At least Flying Owl’s death didn’t forever keep me from growing close to another human. Thorn let himself smile a bit as he realized that he no longer regretted letting himself grow fond of either human. The empathy he’d felt for them had only ever been a source of strength—never weakness, as he’d once thought.

Thorn shook his head, trying to rid his mind of the dead. He could mourn for them later. If he didn’t soon join them himself.

For now, he had to somehow assure Thilial that he could convince all of demonkind that God was using Sanctuaries to control them—His way or the highway. And can I convince them? Demon society was far slower to accept change than human society. The progression of human thought through time was mostly made possible by death. When an older human generation died, its beliefs and biases died with it, leaving younger generations to spread their newer worldviews across the planet. Eventually, those young people grew old and died, and their ideas were replaced as well. And thus human society learned, grew, and prospered.

But since demons don’t age and can live forever, we have no such cycle, regrettably. Demonkind had only ever had one generation, and that generation’s biases had remained ingrained in the demon population ever since their fall from Heaven. No possibility of social change existed, except for changing the mind of each and every demon, one at a time.

Which is why I’ll need the Judges on my side. Demons listen to the Judges. But even if he could sway Atlanta’s Judge, how could they quickly communicate with all the rest of demonkind?

Thorn remembered a revelatory bit from Thilial’s story. “So angels have their own spiritual plane above ours?” he asked her. “Just as our plane is above the humans’?”

“Yes. We whisper to humans just as demons do, but we encourage them, help them grow. Some angels even whisper to demons, too, though I don’t see the point. God only saves four or five of you each year, and those ‘saved’ often go on to rebel again. I’m sure that an influential demon like you has been the target of many angelic whispers. Maybe they’re what put these delusions of grandeur in your head.”

Perhaps Thilial had picked up on Thorn’s intentions, because she added, “Don’t even think about going up to the angels’ realm. You need wings to do it. You couldn’t get there if you tried.”

Damn. How could Thilial be so shrewd at psychoanalyzing Thorn, yet so blind about the God she served? Although, she had listened to an emotional appeal back in the church… Perhaps she would do so again.

“Thilial, I’m lost. Do you have any idea what it’s like to work your entire life for something, then realize that your work was meaningless? To believe something for your entire life, then realize it isn’t true? Do you know how hopeless that feeling is? It’s like you’ve sunk to the bottom of the ocean. You see all that water above you and you just can’t gather the strength to start swimming.”

Thilial’s face remained stoic, facing forward. Her robes streamed behind her, and she bobbed up and down with each gentle air current, like a majestic winged kite.

Thorn continued. “In Heaven, I met a rebel angel named Karthis. He said that you all are afraid of God. Afraid of how even if you disagree with Him, you must obey Him, or else face dire punishment. We have to start swimming up, Thilial, or we’ll never breach the surface.”

Thilial turned to him, and her steely gaze demanded silence. She sped ahead, then disappeared before his eyes, likely into the angelic realm.

Perhaps trying to influence Thilial was as much of a lost cause as trying to convince the human preacher. And I used to be so skilled at manipulation.

Under normal circumstances, Thorn might have seen his lack of persuasive powers as a positive sign. A sign of growth. But now, trapped in a Sanctuary with an angel who hated all demons on principle—an angel who would rather see them all in Hell before letting any one of them achieve freedom—Thorn would have traded half of his former charges in order to regain his powers of deceit.
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Flying alongside the golf cart, Thilial could scarcely believe she’d let Thorn talk her into aiding these humans, for in spite of her loyalty to God, Thorn’s words had reached her. She’d known since 1540 that the Sanctuary system was unjust, not only for the humans whom it used as bait, but also for the evil spirits, deserving of death, whom it presumed to rescue from their wicked ways. She’d never dared broach the subject with God, though. Despite His wisdom, He still clung to the false hope that demons could change. At least if I can save these humans, and deal out justice to the demons here, including Thorn, I can correct God’s oversights in one small way.

Would He forgive her for this? If she killed Thorn, He would. All would balance out in the end, and things would go back to how they were before this whole mess in Atlanta—only now with Thorn dead.

Still, she hated disobeying God like this. A small part of her mind kept nagging, I should be in Atlanta now, doing His bidding. But she had only to glance at Thorn to remember all the heinous acts he’d done, and when she remembered that, all doubt was silenced.

The golf cart crested the top of a hill, and the area containing the transit door came into view. A tiny shopping plaza, a dive bar, and a walk-in clinic lay huddled around a cul-de-sac in a small valley some fifty meters downhill. Fluorescent streetlights lit the area, islanded by dark slopes on all sides. No humans but those on the golf cart were in sight.

“Where’s the door?” Thorn asked.

“Hidden in the trees next to the bar,” Thilial whispered to him from the angelic realm.

She was curious to see how Thorn would coerce the humans into the transit door, and even more curious how he’d explain the Corridors to them. When the golf cart eased to a stop in front of the clinic, she saw that Thorn would opt for the direct approach. Before Brandon and Heather could help Virgil out of the vehicle, Thorn simply jumped up and jogged the corpse away.

“Hurry, over here,” he said to the humans. He was affecting a limp for good measure, but the humans looked wary, especially Karen. Thorn was too eager for his own good. Thilial rose to the rooftop of the dive bar to observe the action.

The humans approached the alley beside the bar cautiously. The interior was dark, but red neon lights advertising various beers adorned the windows on the side. They cast a dull crimson light into the copse of trees where Thorn was now rooting around. Karen motioned for Brandon and Heather to stay back, then took a few steps toward Thorn herself.

“I thought you were injured,” Karen called to him.

“I am! But I need you all to see this first.”

“See what?”

Thorn found the transit door, well hidden by foliage. He brushed the dense branches away from its glowing runes, revealing it to the humans. “I found a way out!” he said. “A way to safety for us all.”

But just as Thorn finished saying the words, the door erupted into splinters of wood. A deep crack tore through it, plunging the bright runes into blackness and tipping the top half of the door forward. It slammed against the dirt, barely missing Virgil, who’d fallen back at the initial explosion. Thorn quickly crab-walked him backward, away from the shattered door, and away from the two demon-controlled corpses who were now pacing toward him. Marcus, still wearing the same cadaver from earlier, hurled a pointed shard of the door at Virgil, impaling his shoulder.

“This is V-E-3-N-Q-R calling C-Q-D-X,” said a familiar voice from behind the humans. Thilial turned to see Donundun and Paxis inhabiting bodies of their own. They had maneuvered to trap the humans between the bar and the shopping center. Donundun’s corpse bore the exact same voice that they’d heard on the ham radio in the church.

As Marcus and Hecthes closed in from the hillside and the other two demons closed in from the road, the defenseless humans backed against each other. All four of the remaining demons from Marcus’s team are here, and they don’t know that I am, too. Should I kill them? Thilial had swiftly dispatched Drelial and Amos, and had let the others live this long only because Thorn presented more urgent quarry. With her access to the angelic realm, she could slaughter them quickly and save the humans. Yet she was torn about whether she should rescue Thorn as well. Letting her enemies kill each other would ease her burden tonight. Yes, that would be the best option…
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Marcus tramped through the dirt toward Thorn. For once, he didn’t look angry. He didn’t even look annoyed. His expression was as dead as the corpse he hid behind. He just looked tired—like any excitement he’d felt at pursuing Thorn had been exhausted by the long chase, and now he just wanted to get this over with.

The other three demons, though, clearly lusted for blood. They snickered and smirked. Donundun was even cackling.

Karen shouted at the approaching assailants. “In the name of Jesus, I command you to leave us alone! You have no power over me, because Christ dwells within me!”

Brandon tried to plead with the demons. “Shannon! Please don’t do this! Remember all the good times we had together in church.”

Thorn had crawled backward nearly all the way to the panicked humans. He searched for an exit, but had nowhere to flee.

“You care so much about freedom and purpose,” Marcus said to Thorn in the demon realm. “But you’ve failed to account for those like me. I’ve always had a purpose, Thorn. To control, so that I can destroy. Would you take that purpose away from me?”

Thorn removed the bloody wood shard from his shoulder. He gripped it tightly, ready to fight. “You may be stronger in this moment,” Thorn said. “You and those who think like you may prevail temporarily. But the weight of all history is against you.”

“Ha. I never thought I’d actually be bored with you, Thorn.”

This confrontation could only go two ways, and if Thorn survived, he’d need the humans to trust him. He had to be sure they’d see what he was about to attempt. He turned to Karen and called her name.

“I told you!” she said to the other humans. “I told you Virgil would lead us into a trap!”

Karen’s attention was all Thorn needed, aside from, perhaps, Thilial saving the day with her sword. That wasn’t likely to happen, though, so Thorn turned back to Marcus.

Marcus and Hecthes charged toward him.

Thorn sprang to his feet, then leaped with all his might, somersaulting over the top of Hecthes. Using Virgil’s hands, he gripped the head of the human Hecthes occupied; and using his own hands, he gripped Hecthes’s spirit head. He simultaneously twisted both and dropped to the ground.

The sizzling crack of Hecthes’s neck resounded across the spirit realm even more loudly than the crack of his corpse’s neck echoed across the hills of the physical world.

Marcus launched himself at Thorn. The impact was strong enough to send them and their corpses rolling right past the humans. As Thorn grappled with Marcus, trying to fend him off, he saw Donundun sprinting toward them. He couldn’t see where Paxis had gone.

Thorn managed to kick Marcus toward Donundun, but Donundun jumped upward out of his human cadaver just as Marcus and Shannon crashed into it. Then he arced down toward Thorn at full speed.

Thorn ducked sideways, secured himself to Virgil’s body as tightly as he could, and gripped a metal bike rack with Virgil’s hand. Thus anchored to a point in physical space, Thorn was able to catch Donundun’s leg as he fell past him, then swing him around a full 360 degrees…

… right into Marcus. Right into Marcus’s head. The spiritual skulls crashed against each other with a sickening thud. Both enemies collapsed in front of Thorn, Marcus fully departing Shannon’s corpse as he blacked out.

Thorn grabbed Donundun’s head and twisted it around past its breaking point, killing him. He checked again for Paxis, but neither she nor her human cadaver were anywhere in sight. So Thorn approached Marcus.

The wide-eyed humans watched, rapt. They couldn’t see Marcus, but the fact that Virgil had ostensibly slain three of their attackers had likely left them bewildered. Thorn’s ability to pull it off had surprised him, too. He had no time to dwell on his victory, though. The sun would be rising soon.

Floating on his back just above the ground, Marcus sluggishly raised his hand to the wound on the side of his head. He groaned.

Thorn kicked him in the stomach. Marcus reeled. “Remember a rainy night, three months ago, on a front lawn in suburban Atlanta?” Thorn said in the spirit world, so the humans couldn’t hear. “Remember how weak I was and how strong you were?” Thorn kicked him again.

“Stop!” Marcus cried in agony. “I’ll do anything. Don’t kill me! Please don’t kill me!”

Marcus tried to drift away, but Thorn pursued him. “Do you remember the field in Piedmont Park, when you tricked me into killing Shenzuul so that the Judge would sentence me to die? Do you remember how weak I was and how strong you were?”

Marcus tried to sputter another plea, but Thorn bent forward and clutched him by the neck. With his other hand he delivered a powerful blow to Marcus’s gut.

“Answer me!” Thorn let his rage overflow. He clenched Marcus’s neck even tighter. “Do you remember the poolside by the condo in Miami? Do you remember when you killed me there? How strong you were? How weak I was? ANSWER ME you fucking fool! Do you remember?”

“I remember.” Eyes downcast, Marcus ceased all struggle. A pitiful whimper escaped his mouth. He cringed and shook his head. He knows he’s going to die.

Thorn let the terror sink in for a few more seconds… then released Marcus’s neck. He drifted backward. “This is how someone who’s strong acts toward an enemy who’s weak,” Thorn said.

Marcus glanced up, into Thorn’s eyes. Thorn withdrew even further, and Marcus’s expression of terror became one of awe. He backed away a few cautious feet, as if testing Thorn’s intentions. Then he turned and fled as fast as his wounds would let him. Thorn watched Marcus disappear into the darkness beneath the trees.

Thorn knew that he himself had been given a second chance, thanks both to sheer luck and God’s eccentricities. Even Brandon, a violent rapist in another life, had been given a second chance. And now Marcus had received one as well. A part of Thorn regretted his decision to give Marcus that second chance, but he’d done it regardless.

Something suddenly blocked Thorn’s vision; it was too close for him to discern its identity. Was it a hand? Yes, a hand waving through his head, grasping. A demon’s hand.

Thorn turned to see Paxis floating behind him in an attacking posture, trying to grab hold of him. But her hands went right through him, like a human’s would. He reached out a hand to try and touch her… but Virgil’s hand didn’t follow. In fact, Thorn could feel Virgil slipping away from him. He had to focus vigorously just to maintain minimal control over the corpse. What the hell is happening?

“Welcome to my world,” Thilial said from just above him.

He looked up at her. “What?”

She gestured widely around them and stretched out her wings a bit. “The angelic realm. If I hadn’t just pulled you up here, Paxis would have snapped your neck.” The female demon was still confusedly grasping at Virgil’s head.

“I thought you had to have wings to get up here,” Thorn said, marveling at his surroundings.

“Or someone with wings can take you up here with them.”

The angelic realm. Until less than an hour ago, Thorn hadn’t even known it existed, and yet here he was. Paxis’s spirit had assumed the sepia tones with which Thorn usually viewed the physical realm. And the physical realm seemed distorted now, like he was seeing even close objects from a great distance. He could barely make out the faces of the humans. What a fascinating place this third realm was! From here you could whisper even to other demons, or spy on any conversation!

Or possess a dying Roman emperor and not be seen.

The unbidden thought froze Thorn in place. He started losing his hold on Virgil again. But before he could parse through his old memories as Balthior to consider the implications of his revelation, Thilial brandished her sword and stabbed Paxis through the chest.

“Thilial, no!”

“What? She’s only a demon.”

Thilial touched Thorn lightly, and the demonic realm vibrated back into view around them. She withdrew her sword from a bewildered Paxis.

“Thorn… how?” Paxis croaked, clutching at her gaping wound.

Thorn felt strangely mournful at Paxis’s abrupt demise, perhaps because of their connection earlier tonight, or perhaps because she’d been his follower long ago. “I’m sorry we found ourselves on different sides of this,” was all he could think to say to her.

“I as well,” she wheezed back. “It was all for duty though. Yet now I’m slain, and I’ve died for another demon’s goals. The only thing worse is, I’m afraid that I lived for other demons’ goals, too.” She shook her head, winced. “It wasn’t worth it.”

“Do you know of any other transit doors in this Sanctuary?” Thilial callously asked the dying demon.

“There is one,” Paxis said weakly. “But it’s stuck pretty far up your rear end. Maybe Thorn can crawl up there and find it for you.”

Thorn had to restrain himself from laughing, but Thilial seemed less amused. She grabbed Paxis by the neck, whisked her backward, then hurled her forcefully into the air. With no gravity nor friction to slow her, Paxis’s spiritual body tumbled off into the gloomy night.

“I know of only one transit door besides the one Marcus destroyed, and that one has an army of angels approaching it from the other side.” Her face became grim. She eyed her sword. “There is no way out for you, or for these humans. This is the end of your road.”

Thorn glanced toward the broken transit door in the trees. We were so close. “I suppose our agreement has reached its conclusion then,” Thorn said.

With one hand, Thilial raised her sword. “I do not forgive you, Thorn. You are my enemy. I will always remember what you’ve done. And I will aid you no further in any of your goals.”

Thilial sheathed her blade. “But my younger self once chose you out of all the demons in Tugaloo, and she thought that maybe—just maybe—you could change.”

Thorn looked up into her eyes. They remained as cold and stern as ever. But she laid a hand on his shoulder and said, “This is how someone who’s strong acts toward an enemy who’s weak.”

Then she disappeared.
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“The voice on the ham radio,” Karen said. “Did you hear that voice? It was him.” She pointed to one of the human corpses sprawled on the ground near the bar. Keeping his distance, Brandon examined the bodies—especially Shannon’s. He felt no relief at the death of Tim’s killer—only bitterness that seemed like it would last forever. What had gotten into the woman?

And what had gotten into Virgil? Brandon kept a good distance away from the middle-aged man, too. He’d been standing still, staring straight ahead for the last couple minutes—ever since he’d unleashed inhuman fury on their attackers and then thrashed at empty space like a lunatic. Maybe Karen was right to be wary of the man.

Heather exited from a hardware store where a section of the storefront glass had been shattered. “I don’t get it. The power’s off in all these buildings, and the phones are all dead. What’s going on?”

“I’ve told you what’s going on, but you won’t believe me,” Karen said.

“Well, I at least believe you that the cops probably aren’t coming. But how were these people able to get on the radio? Especially on such short notice. They had me convinced.”

“I don’t like looking at them,” Karen said, motioning to the dead bodies. “Can we go back to the golf cart?”

“Sure.”

“If the police aren’t coming to us, we’ll have to go to them.”

“No,” said Virgil, breaking his silence and following the three humans toward the landscaped island in the center of the cul-de-sac’s road. “Our best bet now is Brandon’s airplane. That’s where we should go next.”

“Virgil!” Heather said, stepping away from him a bit as they walked. “Welcome back to the land of the living. That was some crazy fighting. What the hell was that?”

“I, uh… I did what I had to do to stop them.”

“That’s an understatement. And I thought you were supposedly close to death.”

Karen piled on. “You seemed like you knew those people who attacked us. Knew why they were doing this.”

Karen, Brandon, and Heather climbed into the golf cart, the newlyweds in back. But when Virgil tried to climb in next to Karen, she shooed him away. “Uh-uh. Not until you explain what’s going on.”

Virgil glanced toward Heather and Brandon as if hoping they’d defend him. But Brandon wasn’t about to speak up. Not after the startling display he’d just seen.

Virgil grimaced. “Fine. I guess it’s apparent by now that I know more about tonight’s events than I’ve let on,” he said. “But I’ve been trying to stop those people. And I did stop them. We’re safe now. We just need to get out of here. Fast. The plane is the best way to do that.”

“Hold your horses,” Karen said. “That’s it? You owe us a long, long explanation.”

“We don’t have time for that,” Virgil groaned.

“We do on our way to the plane,” Heather said. Then to Karen: “I admit that you were right not to trust Virgil, but that doesn’t make his advice wrong. The hangar’s a lot closer than the police station. If we can fly ourselves to safety, let’s do it.”

“You’re going to listen to him?” Karen said. “Does he seem mentally stable to you?”

“Do any of us?” Heather asked.

Karen placed her arms akimbo, scanning the shops and streetlights in the vicinity, and frowned. “He’s a demon, I’m telling you. Virgil is a demon. It’s plain as day, and we shouldn’t trust him. He’s trying to keep us away from the safety that the Lord wants for us tonight. Look, I’ve prayed about it. We should go to the police station.”

“Goddammit, stop arguing and just drive!” Brandon said, startling the other three. Even Virgil looked surprised by the sudden outburst, and Heather rubbed her husband’s arm reassuringly. “We’ll watch him from back here,” Brandon continued, trying to calm his voice. “If he tries anything, we’ll push him off the cart or something.”

Karen pursed her lips and shook her head. But she started the golf cart. Virgil climbed in beside her, and then they were off.

Both women grilled Virgil for the first few minutes of the drive, but he proved to be remarkably skilled at deflecting their questions. He answered with a simple yes or no as often as he could, and when pressed for details, he kept his answers vague.

Brandon watched the exchange in silence. Seeing Karen and Heather working together like this, despite their disagreements, seemed almost as strange to him as the rest of the night’s events. In fact, it made Brandon slightly uncomfortable, since the two women had been at each other’s throats all night, ever since that awful pre-wedding argument.

Looking back now, Brandon couldn’t really blame either woman for their fierce debate. They’d both just wanted to help him, in their own ways. And in the wake of the massacre, their arguments seemed less substantial than they had at the time. Still, Brandon had been furious…
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With minutes until the wedding, and all the groomsmen dressed their sharpest, Marissa Putnam had burst into the men’s dressing room to warn Brandon that Pastor Noyce was chastising Heather in the women’s. Brandon had immediately bolted through the church’s back hallways to rescue his bride.

At the women’s dressing room, he found the bridesmaids, all women from the church, waiting outside the door. They wore conflicted expressions. Brandon knew they essentially agreed with Karen’s appraisal of the bride, but to their credit, none of them wanted to ruin Brandon’s wedding. One even apologized to him as he slipped past them into the dressing room.

Brandon entered behind the two women and was struck by Heather’s simple yet elegant white dress, tinted orange by the light of the setting sun slanting through the windows.

“He’s like a son to me!” Karen was saying. “I’ve helped Tim raise him from a rough-and-tumble kid to the mature and responsible adult we sent off to college. And you ruined that. You ruined him!”

Heather stepped toward the pastor, nearly tripping in her high heels. “All I did was help him to think. The guy I met was lost, looking for answers that this church had never provided for him—could never provide for him! Every time he asked you for answers, you just told him to pray about it, or referred him to a C. S. Lewis book, and that was that. He was trying to open his eyes for the first time, and I loved that. I loved him. I’d been there myself, so yes, I helped him!”

“You brainwashed him! You—”

At the sound of Brandon closing the door behind him, the two women turned.

“Hey, it’s bad luck for you to see the bride in her dress before the wedding,” Karen said, as if Brandon hadn’t just walked in on the screaming match of the century.

Brandon raised his hands, palms up, in a gesture of bewilderment. “What are you doing, Pastor Noyce?”

Heather patted down some creases in her dress. Karen paced across the linoleum floor to Brandon, her shoes clacking. “Brandon, you deserve better than her. I know you think you disagree with me now, and I know her agenda is appealing to you, but God loves you much more than she ever will. And I love you, too, and so does Tim, and—”

“Agenda?” Brandon said. “What agenda? We’re in love.”

“I just think you should give it a few more months and really think it through. I know you had a ceremony in Seattle, but you haven’t signed the papers yet as far as I know, and she’s not a Christian, Brandon. She’s not good for you.”

“That’s a pretty bold claim to make.”

“Well, I have faith that God has a better plan for you.”

Heather stood on one leg while she tried to pry off one of her high heels. “Faith,” she said to Karen. “By faith you mean unproven assumptions. Faith is just another way of saying you don’t know—or care!—whether any of what you believe is true.”

Karen smiled kindly. “Of course I know that my faith leads to truth.” Her voice carried a humble warmth. Her words irked Brandon, but he couldn’t help being a bit disarmed by her modest sort of conviction. “I know it because I have the Holy Spirit in my heart. And if you and Brandon would listen, you would find that the Spirit stands at the door of your hearts, too. He’s knocking. All you have to do is let Him in, and you just might see things the same way I do.”

“Well I don’t have the Holy Spirit in my heart,” Heather said, emulating Karen’s amiable tone, yet adding a trace of caution. “I base what I believe on evidence. So if you want to convince me about anything, you’ll have to tell me a bit more than that, okay? Without evidence, how could you ever be confident that what you believe aligns with reality?”

“Reality exists independently from what we believe.”

“Well, we can agree on that much.” Heather shifted onto her other leg to get at her other shoe.

“There are examples of God’s presence in the world all around us, Heather. Haven’t you ever looked up at a mountain peak, or seen a baby smile, or seen any of the beauty of the natural world? The world inspires such a sense of wonder in me. So there must be a Creator.”

“That’s quite a logical leap, Ms. Noyce. I’m not religious, yet I, too, have a massive sense of wonder about the world. In fact, I think a natural world that functions without God is even more amazing than one that needs religion to explain its existence. Look at astrology: isn’t it sad that some people have such frivolous ideas about stars, when the real stars are so much more incredible to know about?”

Karen balked at that. “Did you just compare my faith to astrology? Who do you think—I mean, why do you atheists always try to take away our joy for the world, to take away the wonder we feel?”

“Hey, I’m not trying to do that. I’m just saying that you don’t need to have faith to experience either wonder or joy.” As Heather spoke, Brandon caught her gaze and pleaded wordlessly for her to just stop arguing. Her expression shifted briefly to one of apology, but then Karen’s sharp voice demanded their attention.

“How can you even say something like that? Atheists know nothing of the joy and peace that God brings—to me and to anyone who asks for it. And judging from what I’ve heard these last few minutes, I don’t think you even want to know God’s love. I bet that deep down, you’re an atheist because you don’t want to admit the truth of God’s word. Maybe a Christian has hurt you in your past? If so, I apologize, but you—”

“No, hey, stop right there,” Heather interrupted. “I’m nonreligious because there’s simply no evidence for any faith-based claims, okay? That’s the only reason. Hell, I want God to be real. I’d love it if a deity existed that loved us all and enforced justice, but there’s no reason to believe any such thing.”

“Sure there is,” Karen said. “Just look at the universe we live in. It’s so fine-tuned for life, for the perfect ecosystem we have on our planet, that God must have created it for us.”

“No!” Heather said. “No, you’re looking at it all backwards. If our universe were any other way, then life would have evolved differently, to suit that universe. Or it wouldn’t have evolved at all. Life fine-tunes itself to the universe, not vice versa.”

“Then where did our universe come from? How did something come from nothing? I know your science has no answers to those questions, but you cling to it anyway. Just taking it on faith, are you?”

“I don’t know where the universe came from,” Heather said. “But just because science hasn’t explained something yet doesn’t mean you get to choose any explanation for it that you want. Not understanding something—yet—makes me want to learn more, not retreat into invocations of God.” Her brow was getting wet. Brandon hoped her dress wasn’t too hot or constricting. I’m sure she never imagined her wedding day going quite like this.

Karen shook her head. “And how do you atheists explain how without Christian faith, society crumbles into terrible dictatorships, like the atheist governments of the Soviet Union or North Korea?”

“Or Sweden. What a hellhole.”

“Oh, come now, darling. You can’t deny that the more Christian a country’s government, the better the society it builds for its people.”

Heather stepped forward. Karen backed up a little. “Oh, like in Haiti? Or Northern Ireland in the seventies? Or how about all the religious minorities who are routinely disenfranchised in America? Would you really rather live in a world where everyone thinks the same, where everyone lives in fear of the Other, where no one thinks long-term because Jesus will return soon?”

“I’d rather live in a world full of the more moral, purposeful lives led by Christians,” Karen replied simply.

“I wouldn’t exactly call priests who molest children or fanatics who bomb abortion clinics moral,” said Heather.

“Oh, come on. Those people aren’t true Christians. It’s them who are broken, not their belief system.”

“Eh, that’s a pretty convenient way to look at it. By the same logic, can’t bad atheists be broken, and their belief system still be fine too?”

Karen flinched and looked away, apparently stumped.

Heather continued: “I’m just saying that having faith doesn’t automatically make you a good person, just like trusting science doesn’t automatically make me a good person. They’re just ways of determining what’s true about the world. Neither is moral by itself. Wouldn’t you still be a moral person if you weren’t religious?”

“No!” Karen said, bringing a hand to her chest in a gesture of alarm. “Without God in my life, I’d be a wreck. I’d probably drink all day, and sleep around, and treat everyone horribly.”

Heather knitted her brow. “So the only thing keeping you from that is your faith? Seriously?”

“Yes.”

Brandon spoke up, though less contentiously than the women. “You know, I actually quit drinking at around the time I lost my faith. I prayed for months for the strength to quit, and only after I’d quit did I realize that I’d been stuck in a victim mindset—because I’d been told that I was powerless and that only God could save me. When I quit, I did it myself. God didn’t help me.”

“Well, that’s your opinion,” Karen huffed. “God’s helped a lot of my friends through some tough times, and I think they’d disagree with you. We once sang a praise song at our Bible study that—”

“Ms. Noyce,” Heather said, “I’m not criticizing your friends or family, or your community, or your pastimes, or even the songs you like. The cultural heritage of Christianity is great, and if it helps people through hard times, then that’s great too. What I’m criticizing is your way of determining what’s true.”

“Young lady, you’re not seeing things from my perspective. Why do you atheists care so much about trying to win me over? About trying to win impressionable kids like Brandon over? Why not just keep your beliefs to yourself and let us keep ours? You always criticize Christians for trying to spread our beliefs, but you do the exact same thing.”

“Well, yeah,” Heather said. She left her discarded shoes in a corner and started pacing along the mirror that ran across one of the room’s walls, speaking now to Karen’s reflection. “What we believe about the world matters, because it affects our actions. Like how you want to keep two people who love each other from getting married. Faith stops being a personal, private thing when your actions affect others—like when faith drives politics, business decisions, and huge sections of pop culture. Faith helps dictate public policy for lots of countries around the planet, and since faith has no evidence to support its claims, its huge influence is a huge problem. If we screw up our planet because we take everything on faith, there won’t be a Second Coming to save us all. It’s just us: humans, alone. And if we die, then that’s it. We need to build our society around that truth. Not a bunch of age-old fables.”

“Fables?” Karen yelled, crossing her arms and shaking her head. “What a grim view of life. It’s just us, alone, and when we die, that’s the end? No God, no Heaven? If that’s the case, then nothing we do on Earth ultimately matters, does it? Just like Brandon says.”

Having reached the end of the mirror, Heather spun to face Karen. “Would any of it matter if there is a Heaven? If this life is just a preamble to a greater life after death, does anything we do on Earth matter? Anything that needs to be done could eventually be done in Heaven. There’s no reason to make Earth a better place when we have paradise waiting for us after we die, right? From faith’s point of view, life is meaningless. From science’s point of view, life is everything. And what about all the evil in the world? If God—”

“Okay, ladies, please,” Brandon interrupted. “Hon. Karen. This is getting ridiculous. Let’s stop arguing and have the damn wedding.” He didn’t want this debate, already so tense, to get any worse. He’d seen some rabid debates on his college green—debates in which the participants practically foamed at the mouth with hate for each other, more concerned with winning than listening. The last thing he needed was for the preacher and his bride to throttle each other on the pulpit.

“Hon, we shouldn’t back down from this,” Heather replied. “They’re just gonna keep doing this if we don’t stand up and say ‘enough.’ I don’t want you to have to deal with this shit anymore.”

“Neither do I, but—”

“Please. Brandon. This is important to me.”

Brandon gazed into her eyes for a moment, then relented. He walked to a chair and sat.

Karen spoke next: “Look here, Heather. I can’t claim to know God’s will. I’m nothing, and He’s great. He works in mysterious and wonderful ways. I don’t need to know why He allows evil.”

“Then how do you know He’s good? And why do you fight against evil in the world? Shouldn’t you just let evil happen, since any given evil might be a part of God’s ultimate plan?”

“Now you’re just twisting my words.”

“Am I? You know you still haven’t given me a single good reason why I should believe anything you preach is true.”

“Well, since you won’t listen to any of the other reasons I’ve given you, I’ll say that I know my God is real because I have faith that He’s real. And that’s all He wants from you, too: faith. Have faith, and He’ll wash all your sins away.”

“And why does God value faith?”

Karen stared blankly. Brandon coughed uncomfortably. He wondered whether the bridesmaids listening outside were entertained or bored. Hopefully they’d thought to run and get Tim.

“What do you mean, ‘Why does God value faith?’” Karen asked.

“I mean, does faith have intrinsic value? I can have faith that Santa Claus is real—I can even believe for all my life that Santa Claus is real—but that doesn’t mean my faith is justified. Why would God value faith? What practical value does God put on believing things that can’t be proven?”

“He—well, He wants to know that we’ve chosen Him freely, that we haven’t been coerced into our faith. That our faith and our love for Him are genuine.”

“Then why would He deliberately hide His own existence from us? Wouldn’t He want to give us all the information He could, so that we’d be fully aware of what exactly we’re choosing?”

“He gave us all the information we need to make our choice, in the Bible.”

“And how do you know that the Bible is true?”

“My faith! Is that so hard to understand?”

“So you have faith because the Bible is true, and the Bible is true because you have faith in it?”

Karen murmured something hostile and inaudible, then said, “Don’t you ever wonder if you might be wrong?”

“Every day. Do you?”

“Yes. I mean, I wonder sometimes, sure. When my faith is weak. But ultimately I know that the Bible is true and that God is real. The historical and archeological records prove it. You talk a lot about evidence, Heather, but I think you’ve misinterpreted a lot of it. The evidence, if you read it correctly, completely supports my faith.”

“Wait, wait, wait. So if your faith is based on evidence, then by definition, it’s not faith—isn’t that correct? And I’m very curious to see what evidence you have. But actually—no, actually, I have a better question for you. You say that your faith is supported by evidence, right?”

“Absolutely.”

“Then can you tell me a hypothetical piece of evidence that could persuade you that you’re wrong? It could be anything. Anything at all.”

“No evidence exists that proves I’m wrong.”

“Right, okay, I’m just talking hypothetically here. Imaginary evidence, if you will, for the sake of argument. Any belief that’s truly based on evidence might run into counterevidence. Can you imagine any type of counterevidence that would be able to dissuade you of your faith? Because if you can’t, then I don’t think your faith was based on evidence to begin with.”

Karen seemed to go inside herself for a moment, deep in thought. Already far from Heather, Karen actually backed up farther, to the room’s opposite corner, in front of the orange sunlight in the window. Her long shadow fell on Brandon. Soon she shook her head and said, “You keep asking me how I know my God is real. Let me turn that question on you. How do you know that He’s not?”

“I don’t know,” Heather said. “Not completely. I’m willing to admit how little I know about the universe. My beliefs could very well be wrong. But if someone shows me evidence that contradicts my beliefs, I’m willing to change them. Are you? Is any religious person?”

“It’s not a religion, Heather. It’s a relationship.”

“Seems like a pretty one-sided relationship.”

“If you had faith, you’d see, just like I do. The only reason you don’t know what it’s like to know God is because you’ve never opened your heart to Him.”

“And maybe the only reason you still believe in God is that you’ve never read any skeptical arguments. You’ve relied on Christian misinformation to tell you everything you know about us and our views.”

“And you’ve read the Bible?” Karen said.

“I have, actually. A lot of nonreligious people have, and a lot of us have seriously considered Christianity’s points, on Christianity’s own terms. Can Christians say the same about our views?”

Brandon never knew what Karen’s response to that question would be, because mercifully, Tim arrived then and insisted that this was neither the time nor the place for such a confrontation. Brandon was ushered back to the men’s dressing room, Pastor Noyce was led away somewhere else, and Heather had been left alone to stew or get dressed, or both.
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Just as the golf cart was climbing up from another of the area’s many valleys on another of its many empty roads, the headlights turned off.

“Uh oh,” Karen said, jiggling the key in the ignition. Advancing up the incline, the cart quickly slowed, then stopped. “Battery’s dead. Oh, blazes.”

The humans groaned in dismay, but Thorn was relieved to have something to distract the women from their probing interrogation. They’d spent the entire ride asking him about his identity, his past, and his role in tonight’s events. He’d managed to dodge their questions so far, but he felt if he had to keep it up for much longer, Karen would indeed shove him off the side of the cart as Brandon had suggested. And then he’d never get the humans to safety.

Karen pounded a fist on the steering wheel, briefly honking the horn. “Augh! I was afraid of this. Brandon, do you know how to work these things? Is there any kind of extra battery or something we can use?”

“Uh, no. Not that I know of.”

“At least it lasted this long,” Heather said. “The airport’s… well, it’s not far, I think. We should be able to walk the rest of the way, easy.”

And quickly, thought Thorn. The night was close to ending, and with it, the Sanctuary.

Karen hit the steering wheel again, then got out of the golf cart and started a brisk walk forward, up the road. The rest of them exchanged quick glances, then jumped up to follow her.

“Lord, we’re in a dark place right now,” Karen said as she walked, her hands trembling. “Please watch over us. Please let us get to safety.”

Thorn wanted to speak words of comfort to the woman, but he knew that coming from him, his words might have the opposite effect, so he remained silent.

As the group continued to climb the winding road toward the top of the hill, Thorn kept looking east, hoping he wouldn’t see dawn. Were it not for the darkness, he’d have led them on a shorter route directly through the trees, but in their current state he feared they might hurt themselves in the underbrush, or get separated from each other.

Without the hum of the golf cart’s motor and the squeak of its seats, the Sanctuary had grown so quiet that Thorn could hear the humans’ breathing. Their footsteps on the asphalt sounded like hammers on wood. No insects buzzed. No wind rustled the pine branches. No cars passed. The Sanctuary had likely not intended for any of its inhabitants to make it this far out.

“We can’t get in that plane with him,” Karen suddenly said, walking behind Virgil now, probably to keep an eye on him. “We need to find a car and get away. He’ll kill us all. What are we still doing here with him?”

No one responded to her, and Thorn was so afraid of what Brandon and Heather’s reactions might be, he refused to actually turn and see what they were. But the group kept walking.

“Are you all crazy?” Karen said. “You’re walking right into a trap!”

“Do I really have to say this again?” Heather asked with more than a hint of annoyance. “If Virgil wanted to hurt us, why has he saved us multiple times tonight? We’re not going to the plane because he wants us to. We’re going to the plane because we think it’s the best way out of here. So don’t blow a gasket. We’re watching him. And Virgil, it’d go a long way toward helping us calm Karen down if you’d just tell us what’s really going on here.”

“You’re lying to yourself,” Karen said before Thorn even had a chance to respond.

“It’s called reason,” Heather said.

“That’s funny, because it sounds a lot like faith.”

Thorn turned to look at the women. Heather was shaking her head and looking up at the sky, like she was trying to wrap her head around Karen’s accusation. “Like faith? What?”

“That’s right,” Karen said. “You have faith just as much as I do. You have faith in reason. And in all kinds of more innocent things, too. You have faith that Brandon loves you, for instance.”

“Hey, no. We’re not going there again. Brandon is affectionate with me, he spends time with me, he sacrificed his social ties in Bristol so he could marry me. That’s all evidence. I don’t need faith to believe that Brandon loves me, and there’s no good reason for Brandon to require my faith. Like I said earlier: why would God value faith?”

“I mean no offense by this, Heather, but at some point along the way, I think you decided that you wanted to fit in with your pleasure-seeking friends.”

“Jeez, give it a rest,” Heather muttered under her breath.

But Karen continued as if Heather hadn’t spoken. “You decided that you didn’t like the idea of a loving God who had standards that He wants you to live by. And I don’t fault you for that. Lots of people get seduced by mainstream science and make the same choices. But you have to understand that scientists have created their theories about a world without God precisely because they don’t want to believe in Him. Most of modern science has been built around a selfish desire to ignore God’s grace, so that people can live carefree lives. Hedonistic lives. But God is trying to draw you nearer to Him, Heather. You don’t have to believe those lies. All it takes is for you to open your heart and accept God’s offer of grace. This might be exactly the night to do it, too. Maybe that’s been God’s purpose through all of this.”

Heather’s feet shuffled on the asphalt. One of her fists was clenched. “So you know that I haven’t thought my views through?” she said. “You know that the entire argument I made to you before the wedding was just a cheap excuse to allow me to live in sin? I’ll tell you what, Ms. Noyce. Atheism isn’t faith. Atheism is an absence of faith. For example, you are an atheist of Allah. That should give you some indication of how my own thinking process works.

“And here’s how science doesn’t work: science doesn’t assume that God is nonexistent, then develop evidence to support that assumption. If science did work that way, it’d be faith-based reasoning—not science.

“Now here’s how science does work. Science looks at evidence with as little bias as possible, then sees where that evidence leads. We don’t start with answers and then go back to questions, like faith does. Scientists start from a place of humility: from not knowing anything. We start with questions, and then we get answers. Those answers aren’t always perfect, or all-encompassing, but because we can test whether or not they’re true, those ideas get either falsified or refined over time. Unlike faith, science is self-correcting. It defends itself against bias. I can see, hear, touch, and smell science, too. Now I don’t know about you, but I’d rather trust that method as a source of knowledge and morality than an ancient book written by people who knew almost nothing about how the world worked. And if you—”

“Enough! That ‘ancient book’ provides a moral compass for me, and for billions of people around the world.”

“So the Bible passages encouraging slavery, rape, and genocide have to be understood in context, I guess.”

“There are no such encouragements in the Bible, and if you think there are, then yes, you have to read it more carefully to understand it.”

Thorn had often wondered about the Bible himself—even in the depths of his depravity, thousands of years ago. There was a time, before the Bible, when demonkind had grown tired. Some had talked openly of abandoning their fight against the Enemy, of just quietly waiting and doing nothing for all time. A few had even tried to defect. Thorn imagined that this behavior would only have grown worse over time.

But then something had happened to change that trajectory: the Enemy spoke to the humans and made them write a Book. And ironically, that Book had not only influenced the humans—it had rejuvenated the demons as well. The truth of the matter was that before the Book, the demons had lacked direction, because they had never known the details of God’s real plan. But the Bible… it offered them a blueprint. It showed them precisely what to fight against.

It gave them new hope.

Thorn had spotted quite a few inconsistencies in it, though. He knew the God of the Old Testament well. This was the God who had killed the innocent firstborn sons of Egypt during the plagues, who had sanctioned slavery and rape in Exodus, Numbers, Deuteronomy, 2 Samuel, and elsewhere. (Comically, demons had fought against rape and slavery for hundreds of years for this very reason.) In the days of the Israelites, God had been a merciless, xenophobic commander, demanding animal sacrifices from His friends and blood from His enemies.

But somewhere between the Old Testament and the New Testament, God changed. After the Roman Empire blossomed and Christ was put to the cross, God became a loving father figure, welcoming all human races into His forgiving embrace. This sudden Biblical jump from wrath to kindness had never made sense to Thorn before. But it did now—now that he’d met the true, limited, and somewhat bipolar God face to face. Thorn understood now that God’s attitudes could change over time, and that as a result, it was only natural that He would amend some of His policies.

But why did He need to send His son as a sacrifice? How did that factor into His tests? Why not just forgive humans directly if they passed the tests?

Both eons ago and now, Thorn could find no ultimate answers to these questions. It was enough to make him doubt the accuracy of the story of Christ that demons had fought so hard against… though naturally he’d never dared to share even a glimmer of this doubt with his fellow demons, lest they think him weak. Humans who doubted the Bible’s authenticity were seen as prey; demons who doubted it were seen as fools.

It was true that the Good Book seemed to represent the combined output of many middling human authors, mixing hearsay and legends over the course of many centuries, each one heedless of the fact that their writing was inconsistent with what had come before. But despite all of this, the Bible as a whole must have been true—or true enough, anyway—since it had been written thanks to direct divine inspiration from the Enemy Himself. Or so the argument went.

And thus demonkind had been obligated to combat it.

Thorn only briefly mulled these matters over before tuning back in to the women’s argument. It was an argument that he—having heard both of these positions vigorously defended thousands of times before—found rather dull. But at least the conversation had veered away from whether or not they should trust Virgil. And that was all that mattered for now.

Heather was droning on about science again. “Now, there are certainly a few disreputable scientists. There are scientists who fake their evidence for profit and prestige. But in science, we can get even more profit and prestige by proving those people wrong. If I think that a prominent hypothesis is false, I have incentives to prove it false, and other scientists will celebrate me for doing so! There’s no more a conspiracy among scientists to fabricate evidence against faith than there is a conspiracy among forest rangers to fabricate evidence against Bigfoot. We see what we see, we don’t see what we don’t see, and we accept that.”

“Well, I believe that the realm of science can never comprehend the nature of God,” Karen said, keeping Brandon between her and Heather as they treaded up the hill. “I believe He’s much greater than science.”

“And I think He’s probably not real at all.”

Thorn couldn’t resist chiming in. “And I believe God is an androgynous, fingernail-biting, twenty-five-year-old animal lover with sparkly blue hair, plants growing out of His skin, a weird guttural voice, and a temper He can only control if He has a terrified angel playing the harp for Him.”

Thorn’s contribution to the conversation was met with silence, save for their footfalls. Heather, Karen, and Brandon all stared at him with expressions of utter befuddlement.

Thorn sighed wryly. He half-wished the Judge were here to appreciate the humans’ squabbling with him. “But hey, what do I know?” he finished, then waved them back to their debate.

Karen picked right back up where she’d left off. “What if you’re wrong, Heather? What if you die and go to Hell? And what if you take Brandon there with you?”

“What if you’re wrong, and you waste the one life that you do have on following superstition, wishing for an imagined afterlife?”

“Okay, look, darling. You don’t have to take my word on any of this. We have all the evidence we need walking right here with us.” Karen motioned to Brandon, whose eyes focused forward like he very much did not want to be involved in this discussion. “Brandon was such a happy kid when he was growing up, always running around playing with friends, eager to lend anyone a helping hand. But now he’s gotten your ideas in his head, and look at his life. He’s miserable. Even at his own wedding! Without God in our lives, we lose all joy, all meaning. Emptiness is all that remains. Sadness and sorrow. Purposelessness.”

Heather looked like she was about to speak, but she held her tongue and turned to Brandon. “You can answer her better than I can, hon. Do you have anything to say?”

Brandon’s head swayed lightly from side to side. Thorn leaned closer to hear his quiet reply.

“You’ve said before, Heather, that we all create our own purposes in life,” Brandon began. “And that morality comes from inside of us instead of outside, right? Well, that’s a nice thought, but—and no offense—it doesn’t make sense. If it’s just us little old fallible humans creating purpose, how are those purposes worth anything? They’re subjective and arbitrary. There’s no, like, universal common denominator or anything that makes one purpose better than any other purpose. There’s nothing to base our morality on, so why not just toss morality out the window?” He shrugged and kicked a stray rock in the middle of the street. Karen stretched her arms triumphantly. “I’m sorry, hon. I’m not agreeing with Karen that there is a God, but I think she’s right about life’s emptiness, if we’re honest with ourselves. If God isn’t behind the scenes, pulling all the strings, then what meaning could life possibly hold for any of us?”

“So you got the idea from her,” Heather said in response, raising her eyebrows.

“He did not!” Karen said, inching toward Heather as the group neared the hilltop. “If God’s not real, Brandon has nothing to base his sense of morality on, does he? And neither do you. Nothing but your own self-righteousness. If we look to humankind to create our morality, we’ll all end up as egomaniacs, or as nihilists like Brandon.”

“No we won’t,” Heather said.

“Why not? If there’s no Heaven or Hell, and we’ll never be judged for our sins, then we have no reason not to cheat, steal, and murder. Without faith in God, there’s no point in caring for our neighbors, fighting injustice, striving for peace on earth. If God’s not real, who’s responsible for our well-being?”

“We are.” Heather said it like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

“And what should we base our morality on, if not faith in God?”

“We should base it on our happiness.”

“On pleasure-seeking, you mean?”

“No, not just happiness for me and you, but for everybody. Happiness is your universal common denominator, Brandon. So is suffering. Morality lies in pushing humanity away from suffering and toward happiness.”

“Well, if happiness is all there really is to life,” Karen asked, “then what are you going to live for, Heather? For personal achievement? For the approval of your peers? For carpe diem adventure? For wealth and power? For something else that’s ultimately empty?”

“For knowledge!” Heather said immediately. “For progress! For the betterment of humankind. For fairness and equality. For love.” Heather’s eyes flashed over to Brandon, but by the time he returned her gaze, she was looking at Karen again, passion in her voice. “I want to see a world without war. I want to see a sustainable economy built on the love of innovation rather than on the backs of the poor. I want to see a peaceful Middle East, freed from the chains of faith.”

They were cresting the very top of the hill now. Though Thorn could see streetlights on the road behind them and along the downward slope in front of them, no artificial lights lit the hill’s peak. Perhaps this was on purpose, because the hilltop offered a scenic view of the moonlit vista below. Neighborhoods and highways were tucked snugly beneath the hulking black shapes of vigilant little mountains; a river curved between the buildings below then meandered out to the horizon; and above all that, an even greater view: the stars speckling the sky like a million beaming freckles. The tapestry began at one horizon and ended at the other, but it seemed as if a journey across that expanse might take a lifetime or two. Thorn found the starlight so dazzling that for a moment, such a journey seemed worth it.

Heather stepped into the center of the road, raised her arms, and gestured grandly, encompassing the heavens. “I want to see women and men living on Mars, then on the moons of Jupiter, then on planets across the galaxy. I want to learn what’s out there at the largest levels, and what secrets hide inside the smallest subatomic particle. I want to learn how we really came to be here. I want to create art. I want to give to charity. I want to cure cancer. I want to save the planet. I want to keep learning, infinitely. I want everyone to have easy access to education and health care. I want to help every woman and man alive reach their fullest potential. And since I’m alive only once, working toward these goals is way more urgent to me than it’d be if I thought I had an eternity to accomplish them. I’m an atheist and a humanist, Ms. Noyce. And if you say that I don’t have morals, you don’t know me.”

Heather exhaled and let her arms hang at her sides. Brandon’s widened eyes indicated surprise, and perhaps admiration. Reluctantly pacing forward with the rest of the group, Karen hunched her shoulders and fidgeted with her hands, looking a bit rattled and more than a bit pissed off.

“I think what morality you do have was really just stolen from Christianity,” she said at last.

“How could that be?” Heather said. “You ground your morals in a very old book. I ground my morals in empathy. You do the right thing because you think a deity told you to do it. I do the right thing because it’s the right thing to do.”

Karen dismissed Heather with a wave of her hand. “I can’t convince you if you don’t want to hear my words.” Then she looked past Heather, to Thorn. “And what about you, Virgil? Or whatever you are? You’ve been awfully quiet. What do you think about all this?”

Thorn couldn’t fathom why Karen would ask him such a question. Perhaps she hoped that his vileness would taint Heather’s argument.

He searched for a response. At first, the debate’s subject matter had seemed beneath him, since he knew most of the answers. Yet as it had progressed, he couldn’t help but recall the wicked dogma of the demon world, and how tenaciously it had ensnared Marcus, and the Judge, and even himself. Only after he’d summoned the nerve to honestly question his own beliefs—to ask himself if maybe, just maybe, he was wrong about some things—had he seen those beliefs for what they really were.

“What do I think?” Thorn said. “I think a belief system that is true will stand up to scrutiny. Only liars and dupes fear doubt. For we can never know for sure if we’re right until we’ve tried very, very hard to prove ourselves wrong.”

The humans seemed to take a moment to digest this, none making eye contact with the others. For a few seconds, the thumping of their feet against the ground was the only sound again. Then the buzz of streetlights swelled as they began to descend the hill. For good measure, Thorn added, “Now can we please, for the love of God, go get that airplane?”
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The immense hangar doors folded upward, creaking a raucous metallic song into the nighttime expanse. The hangar stood in an isolated corner of the airfield, far from any other structures. Brandon had brought them in through a back gate, and fortunately, Thorn hadn’t spotted any new humans during the walk. He’d continued to evade Karen’s constant questions as well.

Brandon slipped underneath the opening doors, then ran to the small office at the rear of the hangar. “I’m getting the keys. I’ll have it up and running as soon as I can.”

The plane itself was a small white Cessna with external landing gear and a single propeller, barely large enough to fit the four of them. The word “JUST” was painted in bright blue paint on one side of the vertical stabilizer, and when Thorn paced around to the other side, he found the word “MARRIED.”

Thorn was growing anxious, and not only because any moment could herald the arrival of the sunrise, or possibly God’s army of angels. This plan carried great risk to the humans’ lives. But could he ask Heather and Karen to take the safer route: to take a car and drive across the Sanctuary, leaving Brandon alone to assume the risk of flying the airplane—a risk which would soon become all too apparent? The humans trusted Thorn little enough already, and he feared that Karen would use any more strange requests from him to sow dissent among them again. No, if Thorn’s plan was going to succeed, they’d all have to get on that plane and court death.

“Damn, I wish I’d thought to smoke on the ride over,” Brandon muttered as he unlatched the plane’s door. “Hop in.” He lowered the stairs then climbed up inside.

Thorn inspected the Cessna’s exterior. Would it be able to go fast enough for his purposes? Thorn was upset with himself for never having learned more about aviation, since it had existed for over a century now. Yet another area of knowledge that I never experienced—that I ignored in favor of power games.

He moved Virgil’s dead legs one after the other until he found himself next to Karen at the aircraft’s door. Her hands rested on each side of the doorway. She seemed deep in thought. “Should we get on?” he asked her.

She remained still for a few moments, then called into the plane. “Heather.”

Crouching, Heather poked her head out of the plane. She glanced briefly at Thorn before focusing on Karen. “What’s up?”

“Come here,” Karen said, gesturing Heather closer. Heather sat on the plane’s steps, face to face with the preacher.

“My father was a nice man, a good Christian,” Karen said. “Daniel Noyce. Thin guy with a little scar on his lip, always overdressed, always happy to help others. Taught me everything I know about leading a church.”

Heather again threw Thorn an uncertain glance. She fretted with her navy blue dress.

“When I was sixteen,” Karen continued, “my family learned that my dad had been cheating on my mom ever since I was little. He’d had three mistresses that we knew about, but there were probably more. He was so ashamed. Told my mom he’d wanted to confess ever since the first affair, but he was always too weak to summon the nerve. So he went on making a joke of the sacrament of marriage. It split our family apart.”

Heather had rolled a big clump of her dress into an uncomfortable knot in her hand. She kept her eyes away from Karen’s.

“I sincerely apologize for being so rude at your wedding,” Karen said. “But no matter what you believe about how the universe works, I want you to know that marriages are important. You need to take this commitment seriously, and treat my Brandon well. For richer or poorer, in sickness and in health.”

“I will,” said Heather, and she finally looked at Karen. The two women stared into each other’s souls, searching: perhaps for understanding, perhaps for a reason to make peace.

“I shouldn’t envy your marriage, but I do,” Karen said. “I never got married. I’m a small person, and I’ve chosen to surrender my life and my life’s work to a higher authority.” She gingerly lifted her hands away from the plane’s hull, then clasped them together. “I’ve been seeking all my life to become a more moral, godly person. And then kids like you and Brandon—kids I care about—come along and tell me I’m full of crap. Do you have any idea how that feels?”

As Heather contemplated, Thorn heard Brandon tinkering in the cockpit. The engine started, then sputtered, and finally faltered back into silence.

“You know,” Heather said to Karen, “Brandon once told me a story about you. About one time when a messy-looking drug addict went into your church on a Sunday morning, sat right in the middle of the chapel, track marks all over his arms?”

“Ha. Yep. The poor fella stank to high heaven.”

“Brandon told me that a few people in your congregation asked him to leave, but right at the start of your sermon, you walked up to him, took his hand, and led him to the front row. In front of everybody. Then you had him over for lunch after the service.”

“His name’s Garth. He works as our janitor now.”

Heather chuckled, then reached forward and placed a reassuring hand on Karen’s arm. “From the moment Brandon told me that story, I knew you were a moral person. I just don’t think you need faith to be that way, is all. Or at least, even if you do, I don’t.”

Karen nodded, and closed her eyes. “That’s kind of you to say. I wish you well, Heather. And I hope you understand… I’ve decided not to join you on the plane. I’ve decided to stay here.”

No! Thorn wanted to say. If you stay here, the Sanctuary will end and you’ll be thrown back into the system, doomed to die over and over until you finally make a choice that God deems correct. Were it not for the tentative nature of Brandon and Heather’s trust in him, Thorn might have seized Karen’s mind as he’d once seized Crystal’s, putting her in a trance and forcing her to do his bidding—only with Karen, it’d be to save her life.

But then he wondered: Could Karen’s apology have been her Big Choice? Perhaps she’d been meant to grow greater than her own biases and extend an olive branch. Perhaps Heather’s Big Choice had been the same. Thorn hoped this was the case—that Karen would be free to live out her life on Earth. It was the only hope for her that he could cling to, since she certainly wouldn’t listen to any pleas from him to get onto the plane. But he also hoped that Heather wouldn’t suddenly disappear on him.

“Tell Brandon I’ll see you both on the other side of this godforsaken night,” Karen said, opening her eyes. “And I’ll always be here in Bristol if you ever need a friend.”

Heather smiled. She brushed some hair out of her face, then said, “Thank you.”

Karen nodded just as the plane’s engine sputtered to life. She backed toward the hangar’s entrance.

Thorn yelled over the strengthening rumble of the engine. “Karen. I’m here to help you. You can trust me. Can you please join us on the plane?”

Karen pointedly shook her head, turned her back, then paced out of the hangar, keeping her distance from the spinning propeller. Well, at least I asked. Besides, Karen’s chances of survival might be better on the ground.

Thorn hopped into the plane then fastened the door shut behind him. Brandon yelled something from the cockpit.

“What?” Thorn called.

Heather settled into the copilot’s seat, though Thorn doubted she knew much about flying. She threw him a set of headphones, connected to the cockpit by a thick black cord. Thorn caught the headset and put it on. Heather did likewise.

Brandon’s crisp voice sizzled from the headset. “I was asking what Karen’s doing.”

“She’s not coming,” Heather’s voice said, just as clear as Brandon’s.

Brandon shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “What? Did you try to talk her out of it?”

“I don’t think she’s in a mood to be talked out of anything.”

A pause, then: “All right. Where should we go—Knoxville or Charlotte? They’re about the same distance.”

“Charlotte,” Thorn said.

“Works for me. Virgil, strap yourself in.”

Thorn obliged, then settled back in his seat for what was bound to be a bumpy ride. The plane jolted underneath him as Brandon moved it forward, out of the hangar.

“I haven’t been able to contact traffic control or radio navigation,” Brandon said. “Not sure what that means.”

Perhaps that God is shutting out the possibility of new humans being created for this Sanctuary, in preparation for an invasion? Thorn glanced out the window at Karen, who was plodding deliberately back the way they’d come. He wondered if she would realize that she was thoroughly alone down here. He hoped Marcus didn’t find her, if he still lingered in the Sanctuary.

I should have killed him. Thorn’s demonic instincts bristled. But he knew he’d have regretted killing Marcus, too. No matter what choice I make with him, I seem to regret it later.

“Fuel’s good, wind looks fine. Get ready.”

Brandon’s gaze alternated between the instruments on the dashboard and the checklist nestled in his lap. He turned the plane onto the runway, allowing for a spectacular, yet chilling view of the tiny airport at night. A thin layer of fog blanketed the ground across the entire expanse of the airfield. Crisscrossing lines of lights beamed upward through the fog, and still more lights blinked from towers nearby. Not a single sign of human activity could be seen, save for Karen walking back into the fog. Thorn watched her go until the plane’s turning swung her out of view.

“It’s weird that nobody’s here,” Brandon said through the headphones. “Even for this time of night. What’s going on in this town?” He lined the plane up with the reflectors set in the center of the runway. “I don’t see any other planes, so I’m just gonna go for it. Brace yourselves.”

Brandon eased the throttle forward, and the plane rapidly built up speed, bumping as it sped along. A torrent of fog raced by outside. Ominous dark mountains began to move against the backdrop of the stars in the sky. Brandon pulled back on the yoke, and the tense sound of wheels against pavement disappeared. The plane’s nose raised heavenward, and they were airborne.

Thorn watched the airport vanish into a blur of lights in the fog beneath them, then surveyed the vast landscape that opened up as they climbed ever higher. The country club was a small speck of light in the distance, and he knew the church lurked somewhere in the nearby dark.

Where is my body? Thorn wondered, and tried to calculate the distance. Upon first entering this Sanctuary, he’d abandoned the human body with which he’d been gifted, had left it beneath a tree in an expansive grassy field. After all, it would have been just as vulnerable to the demons’ attacks as the humans’ bodies were, and not as durable—oddly—as Virgil’s corpse. The field lay a few miles southeast of here, roughly toward Charlotte. Thorn would have to time the plane’s passage over that field just right… but would the empty body still be alive, and available for use? Thorn desperately hoped so. He couldn’t very well take Virgil back to Earth. The dead man’s body would likely collapse the instant it left the Sanctuary and entered space where the normal rules of the spirit world reigned. No, if Thorn wanted to continue interacting with Heather and Brandon on Earth, he would need a body of his own. A living body. The body he’d had when he came here from Heaven.

If that damned Thilial hadn’t intervened, maybe I’d have that body already. Maybe we’d be safely away by now.

“I hope Karen’s okay,” Brandon said via the headsets.

“Yeah,” Heather replied.

Thorn leaned forward to peer into the cockpit. While Brandon kept a close eye on the dashboard, Heather watched the ground through the side window. Brandon brought the plane’s nose down, level with the horizon.

Only there was no horizon. No ground, no clouds, no stars. The front windows displayed only blackness.

“What the—?” Brandon’s eyes swept over his instruments as he grabbed the throttle and eased it back. Out the side window, Thorn saw the land’s edge below and in front of the plane. Dirt, trees, lakes, and houses sprang upward from a bottomless abyss, creating new ground as the plane flew over it. The time for action had come.

Thorn unbuckled his seat belt. The back of the plane was clean save for some loose instructional manuals and glass cups, which Thorn tucked into a pouch on the back of one of the seats.

Just as Thorn turned toward the cockpit, a new mountain rose into existence, its highest trees topping out just beneath the plane. Brandon pulled up. Thorn tumbled back into his seat.

“Turn back, turn back,” Heather said, her voice trembling.

“No,” Thorn said. “Turn right, toward that river over there.” Closer to my human body. Even as he said the words, a new section of the river popped up into being. Before the water could fall off the edge of the Sanctuary, additional stretches of the river leaped into place, off into the distance.

Brandon yawed the Cessna to the right and toward the river, but his voice grew harsh. “Virgil, what’s happening?”

“Do you trust me?”

“No!”

“Well you’re gonna have to. I need you to get as close to the ground as you can.”

“Okay, yeah, let’s land.”

“No, I need you to get close to the ground, and speed up.”

“What?”

“I’ve been looking out for you two all night. Just trust me this one last time and I’ll never ask for any favors again. Please. If you want to get to safety, this is the only way.”

Brandon exchanged a nervous glance with Heather. Low-hanging clouds gave way to clear air as the plane swooped downward. The Sanctuary’s boundary lay just behind the next mountain.

“Are your seat belts on?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

Thorn crouched just behind the front seats and held on to them tightly. So long, Virgil. Thanks for all your help. “Take that pass between the mountains there. See that field? Aim for that.”

“What are you doing?”

“Just trust me. Stay close to the ground. Closer!” The mountains rushed toward them.

“If I get any closer we’ll crash!”

“Speed up!”

“I’m not gonna—”

“If you want to live, speed up!” Into the boundary! Past the boundary!

The plane jolted as Brandon jammed the throttle forward. Heather’s hands clutched her armrests with a viselike grip. The plane’s dashboard started beeping an altitude warning.

The mountains rocketed past, their trees nearly scraping the side of the plane. Beyond the mountains lay a large field of grass, and beyond the field, the empty black abyss of the Sanctuary’s boundary.

In seconds, they’d nearly caught up with the expanding boundary. Thorn looked out the side window and saw the Sanctuary trying to create new space at its edge. But the plane was faster. It torpedoed over the field, out into empty space, and then beyond. Faster, faster…

Heather yelled for Brandon to stop the plane. Brandon started to ease back on the throttle, but Thorn reached Virgil’s hand forward and held the lever down. The plane’s alarms grew louder, emphatic.

“What are you doing, Virgil?” Brandon shrieked. “What the fuck are you doing?”

“God demands that we all make a choice tonight,” Thorn said calmly. “Here’s mine.”

For an instant, Thorn saw the bright whites and the deep blacks of the Corridors. Then the plane spun around him. Inertia wrenched Virgil out of his grasp, hurling the dead body against the front windows. They shattered. Screaming followed, then the tearing of metal, then fire.
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Thorn swung through the blinding smoke into the cramped cockpit. He drew near to Heather’s face and found her unconscious. “Wake up!” he said. But any influence he might have had over her in the Sanctuary was gone, because they weren’t in the Sanctuary anymore. He shouted at her again, yet her eyes remained closed and her lungs kept inhaling smoke.

Thorn flew to the pilot’s side and peered through the sooty air. Brandon lay unconscious as well. Though the skin of his arm hadn’t torn, his left humerus was bent at the center, at a sickening angle. Blood welled beneath the skin at the break. And—No!—blood covered Brandon’s whole head and face. Thorn instinctively moved his hand toward Brandon’s mouth to check for breath, but Thorn had only his spiritual body now, and felt nothing.

“Hon?” Heather said faintly.

“Heather, get Brandon out of here!” Thorn said in a plain demonic whisper, which seemed so feeble compared with the power his whispers had carried in the Sanctuaries. It’d be a wonder if Heather even heard him at all.

But she soon came to her senses, coughing. “Hon? Brandon, honey, talk to me.” She unbuckled her seat belt. Gravity pulled her down through Thorn, toward Brandon. She yelped at the fall and her arms flailed upward, wrapping around her headrest just in time to prevent a full drop. Avoiding Virgil’s corpse, she braced her feet against the pilot’s window, then crouched down to see the grisly sight of her motionless husband.

The stunned wail that burst from her mouth struck Thorn deeply. Her face contorted into a grimace. Her posture went limp. “No, hon. No, no, no.” She pulled his torso back up against the seat and embraced him.

She immediately pulled back. “Breathing. You’re still breathing. Okay.”

Relief pushed itself upon Thorn, but he wouldn’t let himself feel it. Brandon was clearly in critical condition, and Thorn had no way to get him medical treatment. You knew the risk, a dark part of Thorn said to him. And now you’ve killed yet another human for the sake of your own ambition. Was it worth it, Thorn?

At least the humans still existed here in the Corridors. Thorn hadn’t been sure they would. For all he’d known, they might have vanished into nothingness upon leaving the Sanctuary.

Thorn rose through the plane’s hull. Through it! As much as he’d enjoyed the power he’d had in the Sanctuaries, passing his spiritual body straight through a wall again felt nearly transcendent to him.

Hovering above the Cessna, he surveyed the scene of the crash. The plane had weathered the impact well enough, save for the fractured wing and the mangled nose. A rip in the metal stretched halfway around the tail, and the hull near the pilot bent into a concave bowl. The oval of broken glass strewn about the floor of the Corridor was mirrored by a circle of rising smoke pooling beneath the ceiling.

Thorn gazed down the Corridor. In one direction, the black and white hallway seemed to stretch to infinity. In the other direction, a yawning hole gaped in an otherwise empty wall, its edges gleaming with scintillating spiritual energy, protesting Thorn’s breach of the Sanctuary’s boundary.

Thorn glided through the hole, back into the Sanctuary. The hole looked the same from this side, except that it hung suspended in midair, six feet above the grassy hillside. The boundary had tried to stretch beyond the hole Thorn had punctured in it, with mixed success: to the left or right of the plane-sized hole leading to the Corridors, the landscape stretched to the horizon, where the beginning of an orange sunrise beamed its light upward onto violet clouds; but directly behind the hole, a cone of darkness stretched toward the sunrise, as though a giant flashlight of space and time had cast its light onto the rupture, sending a shadow of nothingness off into the distance. I broke the Sanctuary, Thorn thought with a bit of smugness.

Thorn flew away from the hole at full speed, toward the direction of the waning nighttime. After a quarter mile, he could see the tree where he’d left his own human body. He swooped down beneath the branches to examine it.

The pallor of death hadn’t touched its toned skin; its chest still rose up, then down. The body had continued living, unaware that it possessed no mind to give it consciousness. Thorn shifted down inside of it.

Reclaiming ownership of his own physical body stunned him for a moment. This was a far different experience than possessing a human on Earth, or a cadaver in a Sanctuary. The sudden rush of senses washed over and through him. The burning crimsons of dawn appeared more real, more tangible when seen through human pupils. The scent of night-blooming flowers, the light breeze caressing his skin—even the sweat beading against his brow and the dryness in his mouth made him feel full and invigorated. It felt like a long-lost part of himself had been suddenly restored.

It felt like coming back to life.

Thorn wiped away a tear that had begun to form in his eye. He had no time for sentimentality. Rising to his feet, he adjusted the formal suit that the body had been wearing when he first entered the Sanctuary—the same suit Thorn had imagined himself wearing during his frantic flight from Heaven. Amy’s blood had crusted onto its front, but Thorn tried not to think of her. Instead, he turned back to the hole in the boundary…

… and a knife plunged into his chest. On instinct, Thorn thrashed at his attacker, but his fists hit only soft white feathers. Wings?

Thorn’s fresh blood spilled down his stomach, mixing with Amy’s dried blood. He tried to stem the flow by pressing his hands up against the wound. The knife itself lay on the nearby grass, discarded by whoever had attacked him.

With his free hand, Thorn shielded his eyes from the sun, trying to make out the silhouetted figure beating its wings against the morning air. The lone angel couldn’t have come from God’s army—those cherubim would travel together, as a unit. But why would Thilial have done this, after she promised to leave him be?

Success had seemed so close. He’d had only to get Brandon to a hospital, then to convince the Judge to join him in his fight. Amy’s death might have counted for something after all.

Thorn could feel his consciousness waning, his body pulling his spirit downward into oblivion. So he strained against it, and with severe effort, he separated his spirit from his body. The body collapsed into a puddle of blood.

When the angel swept in front of the hole in the boundary, then touched down on the hillside, Thorn saw that it wore not the white robes of an angel, but the stiff funeral suit of a demon. A striped suit, with a matching fedora.

Thorn settled into shocked stillness. He tensed as he stared at… “You,” Thorn stammered. “You’re behind all of this. Behind Marcus.”

“I didn’t want to come in here, Thorn,” Wanderer said, his craggy face scowling. “I didn’t want to risk my life and all my plans in the face of an army of angels, but you left me no choice. I can’t let you leave here. It’s long past time for you to die.”

Thorn’s mind erupted with bits of information, trying to connect Wanderer’s involvement to all that had happened to him these past few months. How thoroughly was Wanderer enmeshed? Why had he gone to such great lengths to hide God’s desire to forgive any demon who demonstrated eagerness to defect?

Tonight’s events, at least, became immediately clear. He wanted to silence me. He wanted to contain the information that I’m still alive and that I have two humans with me who’ve been alive in another Sanctuary. That’s why he sent Marcus and the others. He needed a team of dogmatic fools who wouldn’t question what he told them about me.

“The Miami Sanctuary,” Thorn said. “Did you orchestrate that mess, too?”

Wanderer nodded. “When I heard you’d redeemed yourself in the eyes of the Enemy, I guessed you might come after these two eventually.” He motioned back toward the hole in the Sanctuary’s boundary, behind which Heather stood, supporting a barely conscious Brandon. “You do have that awful predilection for independent thought, after all, and a willingness to challenge the status quo.”

Thorn shifted back down into his dying body. “Heather!” he called as loudly as its bleeding lungs would allow. “Run! Down the hallway! Get out of here!”

“Okay, what’s happening?” Heather said. Could she see the blood from this distance? “Who are you? What’s this weird hallway?”

“It’s a Corridor. You need to go down—”

“Where does it lead?”

“Everywhere. Find the United States, then Atlanta. Get Brandon to a hospital, then go to the Fulton County Courthouse. Go! Run!”

That last exclamation taxed Thorn’s body to the limit. He pulled away from it just before it died. Heather seemed confused, but she heeded Thorn’s words, and helped Brandon away, back toward the crashed plane. Thorn noticed the edges of the hole creeping inward, slowly closing the gap that he’d punched in the boundary.

Wanderer stood calmly between Thorn and Thorn’s escape. “How far do you think they’ll get, even if they find their way to Atlanta? I’ll have them killed within minutes of their arrival.”

“Thilial will be watching from Heaven,” Thorn boasted, although he had no way of knowing whether he spoke truth. “She’ll notice if anything happens to them.”

“Ha. Thilial. What a mistake that was. No, she hates demons. No one’s gonna help you, Thorn.” He drifted toward Thorn, but stopped when Thorn dared to advance on him.

“I single-handedly took down half the team you sent,” Thorn said. “I can take you too.”

Wanderer chuckled at the bluff, then flexed his wings—wings that could take him up into the angelic realm. Using such an ability, Wanderer would quickly best Thorn in a fight.

“What do you hope to gain from this?” Thorn said. “In Atlanta, you told me that you have a plan. What’s your plan?”

Lucifer shrugged. “To do to the new world what Othundro did to the old world. Simple as that.”

Wanderer’s reply made no sense to Thorn, but he was starting to untangle the Devil’s web on his own. As he glimpsed the brightening sky behind Wanderer, he remembered another dawn long ago, when the dying Emperor Constantine had struggled to get inside his medicine wagon, the future belief systems of the Western World resting on that one man’s death or survival. He remembered Amy, wounded and dying in Heaven, and God’s offer to pardon her even though she’d never believed in Him. He remembered Thilial’s apparent love for Amy, and Thilial’s appreciation of Heather. He remembered Thilial trying to advocate for reason among the Cherokee in her story. He remembered Heather’s words during her argument with Karen: “Why would God value faith?”

And then the answer struck him. The missing piece of the puzzle that had eluded him for all these months.

The best lies contain a morsel of truth, went a popular demonic saying. This applied to the smallest white lies, and to the rare far-reaching lies that permeated most human cultures. But Thorn could scarcely fathom a lie so big that all of God’s creation—even, in a way, God himself—had bowed to it. He looked into Wanderer’s eyes, and now he saw more than petty selfishness. He saw more than the lust to destroy and the hatred for God that all demons shared.

Thorn saw genius in those eyes. Sick, perverted genius. At some point, millennia ago, Wanderer must have noticed humanity’s impulse to create superstitions to explain the unexplainable world around them. They needed to feel safe and in control, and claiming to know more about the world than they actually did allowed them to feel that way. Any intelligent demon knew this about human superstitions. But it had taken a true genius to see that the ultimate spite against God would be to create a superstition in God’s own name, and spread it throughout the world.

Clouds basked in the yellow of dawn, grass rustled in the wind, and the two demons faced each other on the surface of the withering Sanctuary.

“God didn’t create Christianity,” Thorn said to Satan. “You did.”
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