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Prologue
 
    
 
   She was just too pretty. I mean, don’t get me wrong – ninth grade girls are attractive, and sure, they smell great, but this one was way over the top. I could tell right away. She was different from the rest.
 
   I’d started making a habit of watching her. The old willow was perfect for lurking, lots of shadows, lots of shade. Nobody noticed you if you positioned yourself just so inside the weeping branches. I could part the long thin strands of tree and peek out to catch her every move – the way she tucked her thick wavy golden brown hair behind her left ear, how she fidgeted at quiet moments, the attempts she made to look detached by standing still, right arm draped across her curvy body, clutching the other arm for balance, that faraway look that was painfully aware of every word every other kid was saying. Her nervous smile spoke volumes to how much she wanted to fit in, but too bad for her. She just never would.  She was so much more than they ever could dream to be.
 
   At least, I was pretty sure she was. Time would tell, and time was running out according to my calculations.
 
   For weeks now, I’d been watching, alert for any changes, anything that seemed to distract her from the popularity contest of high school.  So far, she’d given me nothing to go on. Maybe she was just a pretty face Tall and lithe, every inch of her filled out to perfection. Big green eyes draped with long lashes, long wavy hair streaked with gold, legs that just kept on going and going. Lips that…oh man.
 
   The real kicker though was how she held herself. It wasn’t poise or grace – at times she was downright clumsy.  And,  I could tell by the way she giggled at all the right times that she wanted to be one of the girls, but she had an older quality about her, a truth and a practical kind of strength that was observable only when she thought she was alone.  On the surface, she was sweet and spunky, but under that there was a toughness I assumed she would be needing in the future.  Although this social wasteland scared the hell out of her, I was pretty sure she was fearless otherwise.
 
   “You’re late,” came a raspy voice from behind me. I guess I wasn’t the only one aware.
 
   “Shoot. I didn’t realize the time.” Pushing the hair out of my eyes and the branches out of my way, I grabbed my messenger bag.
 
   “If we’re going to get this one, we’ll have to hurry.” Hadn’t I been doing this for a while?
 
   “We’ll get to her. Nix the melodrama.”
 
   “Dude, I’m just saying.”
 
   His voice faded into white noise as I coolly stepped backwards from the shadows into the light, scanning the crowd for her, to lay eyes on her one more time.  The smell of strawberries and sweat hung in the air. Mmmm, smelled like teen spirit out here.
 
   My eyes finally found her. Her smile was broad and just too bright, splashing droplets of light at others around her. They all dulled in comparison, even at their best. She was radiant. Not just beautiful, but celestial. And she had no idea what she was in for.
 
  
 
  



Chapter One
 
    
 
   “High School - ugh.” These were the first words I jotted jotted into my Honors English journal, dated September seventh, 2012. It was only the second week of school, and I could already tell it was going to be another painful year for Callie, short for Calliope, Evans. I mean, not only was I the youngest girl in my class, but I was the only one without a phone of my own.  Everybody else was texting and tweeting, and here I was – stuck in the dark ages with a calling card in my purse.
 
   “It’s for emergencies,” my mother had warned me when she handed me the card.  As far as she was concerned, emergencies lurked around every corner.  They were watching my every move, just waiting for the right time to strike, to steal my innocence away or tempt me into making some bad decision. My mom was so paranoid. 
 
   “Be careful, Callie, you don’t want to get involved in those kinds of things. 
 
   You don’t want to get yourself a bad reputation.  
 
   You’re still really young, and your brain can’t handle these kinds of freedoms yet, Callie.
 
          Just because your friends are allowed doesn’t mean you are. 
 
         We’re different from their parents.”
 
   My eyes should have been permanently fixed in the back of my head from rolling them at her. No cell phone. No hanging out at Mila’s when her mom wasn’t home. Definitely no boys – my mother doesn’t guys. 
 
        At all.
 
        So many rules.
 
   “Okay ladies and grunts,” Mr. Edgars, our English teacher cleared his throat in an attempt to gain our attention. “Bell’s about to ring. Close up the journals and we’ll see you Monday.”
 
   Yawning, I tucked pen into purse and stood up to return my journal to the basket on Edgar’s bookshelf.  “Oww…”  Embarrassed that I had groaned out loud, I felt my cheeks redden as I grabbed the back of my head in pain. My right ear started to ring, and the throb in my head began to worsen. Doubled over, I tried to collect myself, to breathe and push away the pain.
 
   “Miss Evans, you ok?” Mr. Edgars was next to me, his hand on my elbow as if I needed support to stand.
 
   “I’m alright, just a migraine.” I spluttered, eyes shut tight, trying to handle it. Behind my eyes, lights flashed. Colors splashed together, and all at once, there was an unbearable brightness. As suddenly as it had come on, the headache went away. Same as the other times. I opened my eyes. Weird.
 
   “You sure you’re okay?”
 
   “Uh, yeah.  I’m good, Mr. Edgars. Sorry about that.”  Just then the bell rang, saving me from what probably would have been a fumbled explanation with too much information. “See you Monday.”
 
   This was the first time I’d gotten one of these headaches at school.  They’d started last summer, sneaking up on me in the middle of whatever – at the pool, the mall.  At first they’d only lasted a few seconds. I’d get a stabbing sensation, like someone had speared me in the head and then immediately pulled out. Lately, they were lasting a little longer, up to a minute maybe, and they were getting stronger, more blinding – like a hundred spears.  I mentioned it to my parents once, but my Dad told me to stop being a drama queen (which, to his defense, I am most of the time.) Mom, of course, blamed hormones. Everything is hormonal to her.
 
   Rounding the corner of the hall, I headed straight for my locker to switch out English books for my bag. Why was it so loud in the hallway today? And what was with all of this emotion?  I could hear at least three girls crying – loudly.  And I think a boy too.  Whoa - embarrassing. And, was that Heather Chandler, one of the most popular girls in my grade, self loathing into the mirror at her locker?  What pimples?  I never noticed.  Fid she say fat? Where? This girl was gorgeous from head to toe. Creamy skin and white teeth, long dark wavy hair, and a perfect curvy figure. No fat, no pimples. And yet, here she was bemoaning her ugliness?
 
   She must be on something to be talking that loud. This girl was going to crucify her rep!  I had to clue her in; she’d thank me later.
 
   I carefully and quietly inched up behind her, planning to tap her on the shoulder and motion for her to take the volume down a notch. As I reached out behind her, I noticed the reflection in the mirror that was stuck to her locker door.
 
   And, I screamed.
 
   Because looking back at me from Heather’s mirror was not only a seriously not pretty version of her but also the most hideous creature I’d ever seen in my life.
 
   The girl in the mirror was dripping with pimples and extra skin. Her hair was a nest of tangles. She looked tired and sad and… a mess really. Why wasn’t she scared to death like I was? The creature standing right behind her image was straight out of a horror flick was!
 
   Its gray skin sagged around its bones, if it even had any. In fact, it looked like a pile of mush with a face, arms and legs. I had no idea if it was male, female or totally something else. Its bloodshot eyes were half closed, and its sagging purplish lips seemed to be chanting in Heather’s reflection’s ear.
 
   Rubbing my eyes in between shrieks, I tried to clean the crazy out. What kind of nasty trick was my brain playing on me? This couldn’t be real. And yet, when I opened them again, there they were, some twisted version of beauty and the beast, playing out their roles in my high school hallway (or at least in my fractured mind.) They didn’t even seem to notice me screaming behind them at fever pitch. I looked around. No one was paying any attention to crazy little me or Monster High over here. 
 
   What the hello was going on? 
 
   Tears began to drip from Heather’s reflection’s droopy eyes. That’s when I suddenly had the overwhelming urge to grab whatever this thing was and just rip it apart.
 
   I lunged for it.
 
   “What’s your problem?” Heather swiveled on one foot, glared at me, and gave me a once over.
 
   Suddenly, the creature was gone. It was quiet in the hallway, like the d.j. had purposely scratched the record for effect. Nobody was crying anymore, when just moments ago I had heard wailing to the tune of a tantrum.
 
   And here I was, my fist clenched in the air, grasping at a handful of invisible. Can anyone spell freak? 
 
   Yeah, C-A-L-L-I-E.  I could feel scarlet fingers crawling up my face.
 
   “Uh, sorry.”  This is so not happening.  I imagined my steaming face- a big bright tomato. 
 
   Heather Chandler was glaring at me, looking pretty, as usual. “Whatever,” she said.
 
   I watched her huff off down the hallway, tossing her dark hair to the side.
 
   What was that?!
 
   These headaches must be doing some crazy damage to my head. Now, I’m seeing monsters? And what the hello was that surge of adrenaline that had me ripping the head off of the imaginary ugly? 
 
   I was  definitely losing it. 
 
   Totally. Out. Of. Control.
 
    
 
   ---
 
    
 
   “What do you mean, you both have Mrs. Valentino? I specifically requested you be separated this year.” My mother sighed at my twin brothers. “Listen Jack, if you and Sam can’t keep your traps shut and stay out of trouble, I’ll pull you both out of that school in a New York heartbeat.” God bless her, she always screwed up her clichés.
 
   Meet my mom, Mrs. Johanna Evans.  Mother of myself – Calliope Lanae (oh lucky Mom!) and to my eleven year old twin brothers – Jack and Sam (luck runs out – boo!)  Oh well, you can’t win every one of them – as bad cliché momma would say.
 
   Seriously though, my mother does have her hands full between myself – the uber intelligent drama queen of one oh four Shady Lane and my brothers who are constantly pulling pranks, getting hurt, near-maiming each other, destroying private property that may or may not belong to elected officials, etc…  They are living and breathing creators of destruction and chaos, noise and mayhem.  And, they eat everything – no really – everything (meaning strawberry scented body lotion or shaving cream as well as everything in the pantry and fridge that may or may not qualify as a food item.) This really drives Johanna ca…ray…zee.  On top of that, she is married to my Dad - Mr. Jonathan Evans, owner and right hand man of Evans Funeral Home. Dad works tons of hours, but when he’s home, he’s totally into us. Usually his hands are on my brothers, prying them off of each other or wrestling in the mix, but he totally digs hanging with me.  We both love sports, and that’s cool for him, because my brothers won’t sit and watch a game with him.  I do though.  And, Dad’s a hugger too, always slapping his arms around me.
 
   My parents were young when they had me, and they are young compared to my friends’ parents. They’re  mostly normally neurotic like everybody else.  I like them most of the time, except when they make my life miserable, like lately with all of these pain in the arsenal rules.
 
   “Mom,” I said, plopping my heavy backpack on the kitchen table, “I had one of those crazy headaches at school today. I think it made me hallucinate.”
 
   She dropped the tomato she was slicing and eyed me. “Hallucinate? What do you mean, Cal? What did it feel like?  Who did you sit with at lunch?” Now, she was coming at me, knife in hand. “Do you think one of those boys slipped something into your drink?” Again with the mistrust of the male species.
 
   “Agh Mom – no. I got a headache in English class for like a second, and then the pain was gone.”  I chomped on a piece of celery with ranch that was left on the table. Jack and Sam weren’t on their A game today obviously. “Then, it was like somebody turned the volume up on the world in the hallway and I saw…” I couldn’t even tell her.  “It was weird, that’s all.”
 
   She furrowed her eyebrows and tossed her long dark hair to the side. This was mom diagnosing. “That is weird, Cal.”  She was quiet for a moment and then shrugged her shoulders and frowned. “Maybe your little friend is coming to visit soon, huh?” And she winked.  Translation: “maybe you are getting your period.” My mother and her period must have had a close personal relationship during her adolescence. Long talks after lights out, sharing secrets, borrowing clothes.  She always refers to my period as “my friend.” Exasperating, really. “It’s probably hormonal, honey. We’ll keep an eye on it.”
 
   Suddenly, the electricity went off with the sound of a sizzle, and two loud crashes sounded from below. What the?
 
   “Sam! Jack! What the hello are you doing?” Mom started racing toward the garage. Lucky for the twins, I pried the knife away first.
 
   


 
   
 
  



2
 
    
 
   “Do you know what you’re wearing Friday?”
 
   “Nah.” Crap, I got nail polish on the rug.  My mother was gonna pitch a fit. “I don’t even know if I’m going.” Mila had chosen Vamp Vixen Red. Predictable. My nails and toes were Raven, and now there was a big black smudge on the beige rug.
 
   Mila sucked in her breath dramatically. “What do you mean, you’re not gonna go? You have to go!”  She fixed her little lips into a pout and tossed her curly dark hair to the side. “We’ve been waiting for like forever to go to a high school dance, and this is the first of the year.  It’s like mandatory, Callie.”  She stood up, waving her hands in the air to dry her nails. “You. Are. Going.”
 
   I rolled my eyes at her. So, according to Mila, the first Mackle High Dance was like the social event of the century, but according to me, it was going to be beat.  Probably. I mean, the d.j.s would play crap music, it would smell sweaty and be hot in the cafeteria with everybody jumping around and heavy breathing and stuff. Plus, no one really cool was actually going to go to a high school dance anyway, right?
 
   Also:
 
    
 
   MY PARENTS WERE CHAPERONES.
 
    
 
   “What?!” Now, she was so in my face I could smell her bubble gum breath. “You are so not serious, Callie.”
 
   “I wish I was joking, Mila.” I muttered.
 
   “So humiliating.”  She huffed. “So totally, unfair.” She puffed. “I can’t believe they’re doing this to me!”
 
   Shaking my head, I raised my eyebrows. “Believe it.” As if being me wasn’t humiliating enough, I just knew my parents were going to “bust a move” as my dad called it at that dance on Friday. I planned to be off the premises when the whole move-busting went down. No way I even wanted to see that stuff. Ew.
 
   “Oh, God, Callie.” Mila grabbed my face with two hands and pulled it toward her panic-stricken eyes. “Your mom’s gonna dance, isn’t she?”
 
   I shrugged and pulled my face back. “Who knows, Mi? You might be safe to go. I mean, they’re related to me, not you.” After seeing my parents break it down on the dance floor, one of two things was going to happen. Either I would be ostracized for life, no boy ever wanting to ask me out for fear of joining forces with that gene pool. Or, every single guy in school would be asking for my number in hopes that my mom would answer the phone when they called. I mean, yes, it’s embarrassing because she’s my mom, but she can really shake her booty, and she is very pretty, and guys are guys. Again… Ew.
 
   “They’re totally gonna rat me out if I do anything fun.” Mila was in toddler in tiara mode, pouting like a pro.
 
   “What did you have planned, Mi?” I snickered. She glared.
 
   “Who knows, but I didn’t plan on having spies there, Cal.”
 
   “Mila, it’s a school dance, not a keg party. It’s not like you’re going to be doing anything especially deviant.”
 
   She flipped her hair again “What’s deviant mean anyway, Callie – Oh, who cares?” Mila grabbed her backpack from the floor and started toward the door. “I gotta go. My mom’s dragging us to her meeting tonight. Gag.” Mila’s mom was part of a support group for divorced parents. “Wish me luck.” She waved bye.
 
   “Luck.” Off she went.
 
   In a minute, I was enjoying the quiet.
 
   Things had been a little nuts recently, even for me, and I generally liked high drama. Even though I hadn’t had any crazy headaches since I’d seen the … whatever it was, I was still totally stressing over it. I avoided Heather Chandler and her locker at all costs. There was no way I wanted to see that monster thing again.
 
   I already spent most of my school days just waiting for the next wave of wacky to crash into me. I was totally on edge, but the way I call it, paranoia is better than social suicide. I couldn’t risk another episode of Callie in Wonderland. I was lucky the first time when nobody noticed my trip down the rabbit hole.
 
   I sighed. Now, how was I gonna get Mila off my back about this dumb dance?
 
   She was kinda right though; we had been looking forward to high school dances for what seemed like forever, and I was a little disappointed to miss the first one.  My parents didn’t even know I was bagging it yet. I figured I could pretend to be sick or something on Friday night.  I could tell my mother I had cramps – she always bought the period story.  There was no way I was showing my face at that dance. Mila could moan all she wanted, but my booty was staying right here in the safety zone, where I couldn’t see my mom’s.
 
   High school had turned out to be much less of an event than I’d planned for so far.
 
   The social scene at school was low key. Everyone seemed to belong to their own clan, but the mean-girl kick that was a thing in middle school didn’t seem to be as hip in senior high. That was a relief.  My class was small, less than two hundred kids, and I knew most of them by name, although Mila was really my only close friend. We had grown up together. Her house was right behind mine. I could find my way there in the dark; through my yard and hers to her back door, where I was always welcome.
 
   Mila and I had been best friends for as long as we were old enough to have friends. We’d gone from dolls to diaries together, from Barbies to boys. We’d learned the facts of life at the same time – well, actually she found out first from her older sister, but when she spilled the mechanics of things, I totally didn’t believe her, so I’d asked my Mom.  You can imagine how well that went down.
 
   Red faced and breathy. “She told you what?!” My mom’s eyes had bulged, almost crossing.
 
   “I know, Mom, isn’t it gross?” I’d drained my glass of kool-aid and watched as my mom gripped the kitchen table for support. “I mean who would ever let a boy put his –“
 
   “Okay, Callie.”  She’d stood up straight, ready to take on “the talk.”  “I guess you and I have some things to discuss.”
 
   I can remember thinking “Why am I in trouble when Mila’s the one being inappropriate?”
 
   Mom set me straight, and I’d digested the information pretty maturely.
 
   “Are you kidding me?!  You let Dad do that?! Mom, you are on a whole new level of gross for me, really.  That should be illegal, Mom!  Mom, I am never ever ever going to do that! Guh – Ross!”
 
   After our science (fiction) lesson, I’d raced out the back door and over to Mila’s before you could say fertilization. She was of the same opinion at that point. I mean, we were nine years old at the time, and boys were so dumb.  They had been starting to look a little cute to us, actually, but after we got the skinny on the birds and bees business… well, we wouldn’t be googly-eyed at boys for a while after that talk. 
 
   So, Mila was my best friend, but lately things were a little off between us. For one thing, her mom wasn’t home a lot. She worked, like a hundred hours a day, and my mom never let me at anyone’s house without a parent at home.  I mean, geesh– any number of tragedies could befall us without an adult, right?  And, Mila’s mom, not being around a lot, didn’t really do supervision or rules all that well, unlike Johanna the Enforcer across the way.
 
   See, my Mom could walk through Wal-mart and spot six sex offenders in aisle three pretending to check out the dietary fiber but really hunting for the right kid to snatch.
 
   She was always on the lookout for the bad guy, and she just knew he was after me – who wouldn’t want me, right?
 
   Now, Mila’s mom – same store, same aisle – she’d be too busy checking out the dude in the motorcycle jacket with the killer butt to notice a sex offender if he walked up to her and said “Excuse me ma’am, I’m a registered sex offender, and your daughter is cute.”
 
   Milas’s mom would probably answer him with something like “I think the dietary fiber is right over there, sir, excuse me.” And, she’d never break eye contact with the nice butt.
 
   There had to be some kind of happy medium between Johanna the Enforcer and Lilli the 
 
   Lah-Dee-Dah, but I didn’t know anyone who had that kind of mom.  Really, I loved Mila’s mom. She was a great listener and an awesome cook. I had great memories of sleepovers at Mila’s featuring Lilli dancing with us to some weird old band called Abba, swinging us around and singing at the top of her lungs. I could picture her drinking Margaritas while she made us homemade salsa and tacos. She loved to dress us up, do our hair and nails.  She was a lot of fun. And, I knew she totally loved Mila and Rae, Mila’s older sister.
 
   So, Lilli was all about the fun, and Johanna was all about the fear, but Mila and I had survived so far. Thing was this – lately Mila was getting a little too daring, getting into stuff that I just wasn’t down with. I mean, with or without Mom breathing down my neck, I was generally a good kid.  I wanted more freedom, sure – for example – A PHONE would be nice, but I didn’t want to abuse that freedom or get myself into trouble or hurt.  I’d love to put on that – “ooh I’m so cool and rebellious” act, - but really, who was I kidding?
 
   I HATED when my parents made me drink wine or champagne to toast at special dinners, so I definitely was not going to be drinking anytime soon. I’d choke on Lilli’s cigarette smoke when she would get drunk and all “I’m in college again – woo hoo!” and light up.  I was way too smart for drugs, and there were no boys on my horizon that could tempt me to risk my parents’ heartbreak and my dad’s imprisonment. Really, he would kill any boy who deflowered me, and then my mom would be a crap single parent. My brothers would grow up to be jerks with a jailhouse dad for a role model. Nope – I’d hold onto this virginity thing for a while.  (Plus, it was kind of embarrassing to admit, but I still thought the mechanics sounded a little gross and painful.)   I’d probably dry heave at my mother if she warned me one more time about STDs, but like, yeah – I didn’t want that nastiness on my you-know-what either!
 
   I liked the safety of my suburban overprotective family, and I couldn’t help it – I wasn’t born for danger or rebellion. Melodrama and angst, of course, but that was where the teenager in me crashed against the shore and ebbed back to sea. I was no hurricane. Sorry Mila.
 
   The other day, Mila showed up with weed, AT MY LOCKER – like she was gonna roll it up in her chemistry homework or something and toke during study hall.  And, she got all blotchy with me for raining on her drug parade.  I mean, didn’t she ever see the egg commercials, the “this is your brain on drugs,” crap?  I didn’t want to be scrambled or cooked.  I wanted to keep my wits about me and stay out of trouble. Because God knows, my mother would smell me smoking a joint from four miles away, and then I’d never get a cell phone.  I had to keep my eyes on the prize.
 
   Truly, though, I wouldn’t do drugs. Just wasn’t my nature.
 
   “Hey Angel.” I looked up from my crazy train of thoughts.. My Dad stood in my bedroom doorway, smiling easily down at me. “What’s the story?”  He plopped down next to me on the floor.  That was the great thing about Dad – he always met me wherever I was – out shooting baskets in the driveway or painting my tootsies on the bedroom floor. Love that guy.
 
   “Ah, nothin’. What’s yours?” I raised my eyebrows at him, and he shrugged a quiet snicker.
 
   “Same shugar, sweetheart. You pumped for the dance?”
 
   Crap. I hated lying. I didn’t have the skills. “Yeah. Me and Mila were just talkin’ about it.” I stared at my black fingernails.
 
   “Cool.” He tousled my hair. “Can’t believe my angel girl’s going to her first high school dance.” Oy. Smile. Breathe. Don’t look him in the eye. He stood up to leave. “Come down for dinner in a couple minutes. Mom’s making tortillas.”
 
   Shazam! That bounced my mind right off that sneaky little lie. I loved my mom’s homemade tortillas. Mom’s grandma was born in some Chihuahua or something place. That had to be why she had some mad skills in the kitchen when it came to Mexican cooking. My friends always wanted to come over for Cinco de Mayo feast. Mom was a genius with a jalapeno.
 
   I had to wonder how I would have turned out with a family like Mila’s. Maybe I’d be flaunting my push up bras and sneaking marijuana too if I didn’t have Dad to answer to and Mom up my arsenal. I could gripe and moan the plight of the overprotected teenager all I wanted, but deep down I knew how lucky I was. Yeah, I’d been the victim of many a lecture on everything from sex to drugs to grades, but at the end of the day, my parents were here. They might pummel me with rules and regs, but they also drowned me with love, sometimes tough but always present.
 
   Was there a train heading toward my room? Sure sounded like it. Oh. I rolled my eyes, realizing it was only the twins.  Just as I was delving into the depths, pondering the state of my existence, these two schmonces arrived in time to pull me back to the shallow kiddie pool.
 
   “Hey, Callio.”
 
   “Yo, Cal.”
 
   “Hey guys.”
 
   “What up my sista?”
 
   Seriously, Sam? I gave him the “I’m the older cooler sister” eye. “When did you become d.j. dorky dork?” I teased.
 
   “Ouch.” Jack snickered and punched Sam in the arm.
 
   “Whatever, Callie. Like you’re so cool with your zombie fingernails.”
 
   What was with all the shuffling?  Is this kid a boxer or something? Turn your hat around and pull up your pants. I can see your Spidey underoos. Snicker.
 
   “Ok, Sam, and I’ll make sure to take notes on your dress code so I totally rock the fashion scene.” I looked him up and down dramatically, pointing at each “I’m a geek” calling card. “Wear sports socks up to knees with Adidas sandals. Make sure to roll up tee-shirt sleeves to flaunt skinny arms.” Let’s not forget the time he wore his under armor to school. Yeah, just his under armor and some sneakers. We would NEVER let him live that one down.
 
   “Dinner!” came the melodious call from the angel of chili powder and shredded cheese who was at that moment downstairs creating a tasty piece of heaven.
 
   Sam pounced from the room, yelling “I’m eating all the super hot ones! I’m not saving you any, Callie!”
 
   I rolled my eyes but had to suppress a smile as Jack and I followed our brother down to the fiesta. Sometimes I just loved my family.
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   I couldn’t believe I got sucked into this. I was totally against it from the very beginning, and now the whole ordeal was spiraling downward faster than I could think of a way out. I was so dead.
 
   I shouldn’t have caved in the first place. Mila was just so darn pushy. No not pushy, convincing. She was like Eve in that Bible story. “Come on, just eat the apple, Adam – you’ll be so smart afterwards. God won’t be mad at all!” And, she’d smiled, red lipstick smeared on her two front teeth, eyes begging me. Why hadn’t I just said no?
 
   Instead, here I was in a convertible with boys (broken rule numero uno,) speeding down a highway (broken rule numero dos,) and the boys and Mila were drinking some apple flavored wine (you get the picture with the rules, right?) Mila was incredibly giddy, kneeling upright in the back, hair blowing in the wind, woo-hooing every so often.
 
   DEAD. Did I say that already, because that’s what I would be as soon as we either wrecked whoever’s parents’ car this was or got caught. One or the other seemed totally inevitable. I gnawed on my fingernails with worry that wouldn’t go away.
 
   Until my head started to pound, and I couldn’t think hard enough to even worry.
 
   Suddenly in front of my eyes were colors I’d never seen before– so bright, they were near blinding. Music – where had I heard that melody? Whispers, fluttering all around me. 
 
   What the? 
 
   I knew I hadn’t drunk anything tonight to bring this on. In fact, the real reason I had left with Mila was because I knew she had been drinking, and I didn’t want anything worse to happen to her.
 
   I wasn’t supposed to have even been at the dance, but now I wished I had stayed there. I rubbed my temples and squeezed my eyes shut, willing the headache to go away. Maybe if I replayed the night in my mind, I could focus enough to make whatever was happening to my head go away.
 
    
 
   Mila – the temper tantrum.
 
    
 
   “You have to come!”
 
    
 
   “No, Mila, not going. You can borrow my skirt though.”
 
    
 
   Feet Stomping. Doors slamming.
 
    
 
   Mom’s eavesdropping.
 
    
 
   “I heard that argument, Callie. You are going to the dance tonight.”
 
    
 
   The pouting.
 
    
 
   “Not going.”
 
    
 
   “You are.”
 
    
 
   The awful attempt at lying.
 
    
 
   “I’m not. I have cramps.”
 
    
 
   “Your period isn’t for two weeks.”  How did my mother keep track of this stuff? Not fair! “You’re going. Get dressed.”
 
    
 
   The humiliation of pulling up to the dance with your parents and having them walk inside with you AND STAY and start saying hello, how are you, to every kid that was ever in any of your elementary school homerooms like they totally know the kids’ shirt sizes. Yeah, everyone should go through this at least once in their lives, because really, what could top this on the embarrassment scale?
 
    
 
   The loud music.
 
    
 
   The groups of kids, not really dancing, sometimes singing along to some of the tunes.
 
    
 
   The ones making out in dark corners.
 
    
 
   The red headed girl throwing up on purpose in the bathroom.
 
    
 
   The football player whispering to himself about how he could just end it. Pills. Sit in the garage with the car turned on. Nobody would notice until morning.
 
    
 
   Hold it! Wait a minute… I didn’t hear this stuff, did I?  Where did that come from? Okay, I remembered it, but I couldn’t have heard these things. Really weird. I totally couldn’t stand how these headaches made me so crazy. I mean, this was disturbing. Okay, rewind.
 
    
 
   Mila, grabbing my hands, jumping up and down, brimming with Eau de alcohol.
 
    
 
   “You’re here! I knew you’d come!”
 
    
 
   “They forced me.”
 
    
 
   Too happy to commiserate.
 
    
 
   “You look fab.”
 
    
 
   “Whatever.”
 
    
 
   Sneaky looking boys eyeing up Mila, thinking about sex… Uh...
 
    
 
   At least, that’s what I heard in their heads. Weird, again.
 
    
 
   I mean, she was wearing a jean skirt ripped up to you know where and a hot pink Juicy tank top that made her look, well… juicy, I guess. Nothing was really left to anyone’s imagination, and I’m sure that’s what they were imagining.
 
    
 
   Car keys jingling.
 
    
 
   Begging. Pleading.
 
    
 
   “They won’t even realize we’re gone. We’ll just take a drive and come right back.”
 
    
 
   “No freaking’ way, Mila.”
 
    
 
   Stomping. Huffing. Lots of slurring and attempted swearing. Crap. She was wasted.
 
    
 
   And, off she was strolling with The Hormone and Beefcake who probably shared a single brain cell between the two of them.
 
    
 
   Running to catch up. Regretting already.
 
    
 
   “Okay, I’ll go
 
    
 
   Squealing. Giggling. More jumping.
 
    
 
   “Yay!”
 
    
 
   “Hey, Cal, come on!”  I felt Mila’s arm around my shoulder in the speeding car, bringing me back to reality.  I could hear her hiccups. “Just let your hair down for like a second, okay? Have some fun, Cal Pal!” Cal Pal – Mila’s nickname for me for as long as we’d been friends. “You okay?”
 
   “Uh-huh,” I muttered and put my head between my knees. I could hear them talking about me, some kind of banter over where I’d scored the bad weed. One of them was convinced it was ecstasy. Far from it. This headache was really lasting – wait, whose voice was that? Somebody was whispering.
 
   “Pull over. Near the trees. It’s dark. No one will see you. One for each of you.” An old woman’s scratchy voice. I couldn’t see her, but she seemed to be right here in the car with us. I looked at Mila, singing along to some song on the radio, seemingly oblivious to the woman’s whispering. “Just pull over. They want it. No one will see, and they want it bad.”
 
   Suddenly my head didn’t hurt anymore, but there was ice in my veins, all around my eyes.  Every instinct in me screamed “Get out of the car, Callie!”
 
   “Take us back to the school, now.” I said as evenly as I could.
 
   Mila stopped singing and turned to me with a look of utter shock and dismay. “Cal, relax-”
 
   “Shut it, Mila.” I put my hand on Beefcake’s shoulder. “Tell your friend to turn around and head back to Mackle now.”
 
   He looked at me, grinning his cocky grin, so sure of himself. “Why would I do that, pretty girl?”
 
   Then they started laughing, the hysterically drunk laughter of two dumb jock high school boys who probably can’t even tell a consonant from a vowel. Right then, something snapped in me, I guess. I grabbed the back of the Hormone’s neck and squeezed. Before I knew it the car was spinning – totally 360 – and fast. Mila and the guys were screaming, but it was white noise to me. I was totally focused on teaching these guys a lesson about how to treat girls. Anger juiced through me – how dare she or they even think about taking advantage of us?  They thought they were the shugar, but I was pretty sure they were pieces of it.
 
   Despite the apparently crazy speedy spinning, I felt perfectly balanced and in control, my hand still firmly attached to The Hormone’s neck, pinching it just enough for him to feel it, or so I thought. Finally, he slammed on the brakes. His pretty boy head smashed into the steering wheel, setting off airbags that broke both his and Beefcake’s pretty boy noses. While one hand had remained fixed on the jock’s neck, my other had held Mila tightly to me with ease. Somehow, I hadn’t shifted positions, and neither had she.
 
   Where I would have expected a lot of swearing and yelling, there was only a shocked silence when the vehicle stopped moving. There was heavy and fast breathing and three pairs of eyes looking at me as if I were an alien girl with three heads.
 
   Mila wriggled free from my death grip on her, “Cal, what the hell?”
 
   “Shh, Mila.” I really didn’t have the time or energy for her antics. “Take us home, dudes. NOW.” Yeah, I was being bossy. “Let’s go.”
 
   They whimpered a little on the way back, using their shirts to sop up the blood from their faces. Amazingly, our little incident had sobered them up pretty quickly, and even Mila was quiet for the fifteen or twenty minutes it took us to get back to the school.
 
   Of course my parents were standing right there in front of the school when the we pulled up to the curb. I could already hear my mother’s shrill “Calliope Evans, what the hello do you think you are doing?”
 
   “Mila,” Dad called out with authority. “We’ll be taking you home with us.”
 
   The boys didn’t even try to protest when Principal Lawson escorted them back into the school, surely for a good lecture and some parent calling. They hung their heads and only snuck a wary peek at me. I felt like giving them a good hiss. I don’t know why, but I thought they seemed a little scared of me.
 
   On the ride home, I learned that I was grounded from life for four weeks. I would be permitted to go to school and church. That was it. I would not be allowed to use the home phone to call friends. (I felt it was a bad time to ask whether or not that meant I could get a cell phone to use instead.) Mila was informed that my parents would be spilling to her mother right away and warned not to try to argue her way out of this consequence. When we pulled up to Mila’s house and saw Lilli’s car outside, my parents directed us to stay in the car while they went into the house to speak with Lilli.
 
   “What kind of superfreak are you, Cal?” Mila lit into me as soon as the car door slammed. “I mean, it’s bad enough you broke their noses and wrecked Jude’s car, but you really had to make them drive us up to the front of the school?” Mila sighed and crossed her arms then eyed me strangely. “How did you anyways, Cal?” she asked, a little more quietly.
 
   Until that moment, I had kind of blocked out the entire sequence of events. “Mila, I don’t even remember what happened.” I lied because I truly did not know the truth.
 
   “Callie, you gave Jude some weird Karate pinch and twisted his arm into spinning the car, and you should have seen yourself!” Mila shuddered. “Your eyes were all freaky on him, like they were staring into his brain or something.” I doubted he had one to stare into. She leaned away from me. “Callie, you actually scared those guys. And, you scared me too.  When you were holding onto me, I couldn’t move at all. It was like some weird mega strength or something.”
 
   “Probably just centrifugal force, Mila.”
 
   “What’s that mean?”
 
   “It kind of means that the fast spinning holds you still.”
 
   She shook her head and scrunched up her face. “I don’t get it.” What a surprise. We saw her front door open and my parents walk out. Lilli was standing in the doorway, hands on her hips, a challenging look on her pretty face.
 
   “Good, luck, Mi.”
 
   “Yeah, thanks, Cal.”  She got out and slammed the door and then huffed her way up to her house. That girl could talk herself out of anything. I was pretty sure she wouldn’t get it too bad.  I, on the other hand, was doomed.
 
   While my parents lectured me for an hour on the dangers of driving with boys, drinking (in my defense, I was not partaking,) sneaking, and lying, I racked my brain for possibilities. What had happened tonight in that car? First the headaches, then the whispering lady’s voice, then me somehow physically dominating two muscle heads, scaring the crap out of them enough to get them to take us home. Maybe my headaches were doing something to my brain – kind of like those stories of people having super strength in the face of danger or emergency. What was it called? Adrenaline.
 
   I was so tired and drained from the drama of the night and the ongoing rant of my parents, I just couldn’t think about it all anymore. I had tried to explain to them that I only went along with Mila to protect her, that I could tell she had been drinking, and I didn’t want her with those boys alone. They just came back with the whole bridge-jumping dilemma. What a dumb analogy – how many friends want you to jump off a bridge with them?  I’m pretty sure when somebody’s considering jumping off a bridge, it’s a solitary decision.
 
   Anyway. they didn’t buy my story – truthful as it was. My mother was also very suspicious about what had gone on in the privacy of “that car with those boys.” She kept eyeing me sideways like she was gonna sniff out some sultry detail. Honestly,  if she only knew. I wasn’t about to go into any of the weird stuff though. First off, I didn’t even know how to explain it all. Secondly, I wasn’t in the mood for a psych evaluation, which I was pretty sure I wouldn’t pass at this point.
 
   So, I was stuck here, Chez Evans, for a little while. Unfair! Unjust! Part of me wanted to rage, but the other part was a little relieved. At least if my head started to pound here, I could head for my room and lock myself in. Definitely couldn’t let the dynamic duo catch me acting all crazy. My mom would probably just write it off as hormonal, so I didn’t have to worry there. Hopefully, I wouldn’t hear any more voices.
 
   Dear God – this is what it has come to. And just when things were supposed to start getting good.
 
   I mean, sixteen was around the corner, and instead of hearing my cell phone ringtone from my back pocket, I was plagued by whispering phantoms from nowhere.  Instead of a driver’s permit, I was going to be signing admittance papers to the county psych ward if I wasn’t careful.  Yeah, I should probably keep this whole voices and brute strength thing to myself.
 
   When my head hit the pillow, I zoned. Soon, my eyes closed, and my brain stopped thinking. I dreamed of sunshine-bright imaginary colors and Mila, with bloody vampire teeth and claws for fingernails.  She hissed my name, Calliope, again and again, and at one point I woke up, confused. Was somebody calling for me?  My room was dark and empty, and the covers felt warm and soft. Closing my fuzzy eyes again, I turned off the crazy and slid into sleep.
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   Days blurred into weeks of consistent blah. My parents kept their promise and limited my activity to home, church, and school. No fun. No friends, no phone, no shopping, no nothing. Jack and Sam had become a relevant source of entertainment for me, and that was just sad.
 
   Mila stayed mad at me for about two minutes, as long as her attention span would allow, actually. The Monday after the dance, she plopped down next to me on the bus and began to moan over her missing iPod which her mother had taken away from her for a week as punishment. Really? Sometimes, life’s just not fair.
 
   Luckily, my head was behaving itself.  I hadn’t even had a hint of a headache since the night of the dance. Maybe they would just go away, and I could forget the strange events of the past few weeks. My sixteenth birthday was just days away, and it would be great if my parents would lift my grounding and take me for my driver’s permit exam. I’d totally prefer that kind of celebration to cake and candles.
 
   When the big day arrived, it was not a let down. When I headed into the kitchen for breakfast, Mom was drinking coffee and stuffing my brothers’ lunch bags.
 
   “Callie, since it’s your birthday,” she took a sip of her coffee and eyed me seriously. “We are lifting your punishment.”
 
   My face was going to crack if my smile got any wider. Was I going to weep? Quite possibly yes. Gosh, Mom was beautiful, wasn’t she? I think there were tears in my eyes. Oh, happy day! “Thanks Mom.”
 
   “Your grades and behavior have been really stellar, honey.” She smiled and put her arm around my shoulder. “I think you’ve learned a lesson.”
 
   “Totally, Mom.” I will never jump off any bridges with friends… EVER. Pinky Swear.
 
   “Okay, so now that’s settled.”  She smiled that excited smile that showed the wrinkles in the corners of her eyes. “How about we go get you your permit today?”
 
   I actually jumped up and down a few times. How awesome is my mom? “Yay!”
 
   “Alrighty then. I will pick you up from school, and we’ll go straight to the test center.”
 
   “Awesome.” Hallelujah. So glad my birthday landed in the midst of this grounding.  I totally needed a way out.
 
    
 
   ---
 
    
 
   Morning had set the tone of the day for me, and I was on top of the world. During first period, I answered the winning question in history Jeopardy and won our team five extra points on the next quiz. I aced my geometry test and then went to lunch only to find out it was baked potato bar day.  Woo hoo!  The planets were aligned in my favor. I knew I was gonna pass that permit test too.
 
   The day was nearly over, and I was about to float into ninth period English class when something stopped me mid-flight. It wasn’t a headache. It wasn’t a whisper, thank God. It was a pair of dark (kind of dreamy) eyes that were staring at me as if they could see all of my secrets. The boy whom the eyes belonged to was sitting at the desk diagonally behind my own assigned seat. Was this some weird creepy birthday present or what? Where did this guy come from?  He was textbook bad-boy gorgeous. Black hair, long and wavy. Big deep eyes, almost black. Thick pink lips that he was just now parting into a sly grin… at me.
 
   “Hey, I’m Joshua.” His voice was deep. He sounded a little old. This was Freshman Honors English, Mr. college dropout. Move over and stop polluting my brain with hormones. Yikes! “Joshua Pride.” He pushed his long hair out of his eyes and held his hand out for me to shake it, still grinning like the joke was on me. Seriously? Who shakes hands in high school?
 
   Wait, was he totally checking me out? In that split second his eyes traveled the length of me.  Ew - pervy jerk!  And whoa –I wasn’t sure I could breathe let alone shake hands or talk to this demi-god. I could feel myself beginning to sweat. Shake it off, Cal.
 
   “Callie Evans.” I introduced myself, looking straight ahead as if the journal assignment written on the blackboard was so much more interesting than his smoky black eyes. I sat down nonchalantly as the bell started to ring, ignoring his outstretched hand.  Mila was gonna totally freak when she laid her eyes on this guy.
 
   I started to answer the journal question. If you had to spend an entire year in an arctic shelter with only one other person, who would you choose?
 
   Joshua Pride.
 
         Crap! 
 
         Did I write that? No, phew. Thank God it was only a weak thought that never reached paper. Again, shake it off, Callie.  But, I could feel his eyes on me, on the back of my neck. Slipping my shrug over my shoulders, I shot him the stink eye. In other words, get out of my head and get your eyes on your paper, newbie.
 
   Was he laughing at me?  His shoulders were shaking, and his lips were turned up in a pucker. Oh, man. This guy was a real piece of work. What nerve to show up on my birthday, to crawl right under my skin in the middle of a perfect day. Alright, so he was definitely eye candy, but he had major attitude.
 
   “Go ahead and wrap up the journal questions kiddos.” Mr. Edgars was passing back our papers on Heart of Darkness.  “Nice work, Calliope.”
 
   A ninety seven. Not too shabby. Was that guy snickering again? I snuck a glance at him out of the corner of my eye. Why did he have to look so good?
 
   “Calliope, huh?”
 
   Now, he was kicking my chair.
 
   “Yeah? So?”
 
   “That’s an interesting name.”
 
   My nostrils were flaring. I could feel them. “Please stop kicking my chair.”
 
   “Oh, sorry. I didn’t realize I was.”
 
   Whatever. I rolled my eyes and turned my attention back to my journal. I would choose to spend a month in an arctic shelter with my father, Jonathan Evans, because he can hang out, totally chilled, in silence or in conversation. He is awesome at Rock Band and cards, and he never kicks my chair.
 
   “She was a muse, you know.”
 
   Okay, so Mr. All Beauty and No Brains behind me definitely couldn’t read my body language. I was clearly not encouraging conversation here, and yet...
 
   “She was a Greek muse of poetry and music.”  He looked at me like he was actually speaking my language. “Calliope, I mean.”
 
   Intrigued. Seriously. My name has been Calliope Evans for sixteen years now. Did he really believe I hadn’t heard all about the Greek mythological Callie? “Yeah, people always talk about her when they hear my name.”
 
   “Oh, yeah I guess they would.” He smiled at me then, in a kind of humble way, and I just couldn’t help it. I smiled back.
 
   And that was the beginning of the end. Joshua Pride stole my heart right then and there with his sneaky grin and his wandering eyes that hid beneath his hair. With his blood red lined lips and his deep throaty voice that later that afternoon wished me a happy birthday.
 
   Sweet Sixteen. First Love… or something like that. I bit my lip and sighed. Now who was the bad cliché?
 
    
 
   ---
 
    
 
   “No big deal, sweetie. We’ll come back next week.” Mom patted my leg like she was comforting a sad dog.
 
   “It sucks, Mom.” How was it I could ace Honors Bio but couldn’t pass my permit test? This was just ridiculous.
 
   “Everyone fails the first time, Callie.”
 
   “Oh, come on Mom.” I rolled my eyes at her. “Can we go grab dinner somewhere?” I was so in the mood for a greasy burger and French fries.
 
   “Uh, sure.” Mom looked out the window. “How about we go pick up the troops first and we can all go out and celebrate.”
 
   “Celebrate?”
 
   “It’s still your birthday, right?”
 
   “Oh. Yeah.”
 
   But, we never had greasy burgers and fries. When we got home, Mom sent me into the house to get dad and the twins. As I innocently turned the doorknob and began to kick off my shoes, I smelled something sweet. Turned out, it was Mila’s perfume.
 
   “Surprise!” The voices shrieked. “Happy Birthday, Callie!”  Friends and cousins popped out from behind the couch and under the table. Mom burst through the door, her cheeks flushed red. She was carrying a bakery box. Music began playing.
 
   Now, I’m usually keenly aware of subtle changes in my mother’s behavior. In other words, I can always tell when she’s planning something. Not this time. I was totally surprised. “I had no idea.” I told her, shaking my head. “Thanks, Mom.”
 
   “What’s up birthday girlie?” Mila sidled up next to me. “What do you know?”
 
   Suddenly I remembered the news I’d wanted to share with Mila since English class. What did I know? Not a what but a who, and she’d definitely want to know him. I’d save the info for later when I had a little more time and a little more privacy. “I failed my permit test,” I told her.
 
   “Bummer.” She crunched a chip and popped a piece of gum in her mouth. “Wow, girl, check out that cake. Did your Mom hire Cake Boss or something?”
 
   “There might be too many candles on that cake, Jon. What do you think?”  My mother – ever daring – had lit sixteen candles on that gorgeous cake that had signified one thing – I was finally of age to drive! Too bad I couldn’t pass that stupid permit test.  “I don’t want them to light up anyone’s hair or anything; you know all the hairspray on these girls? What do you think, Jon?”
 
   “Happy Birthday, Cal, make a wish.” Dad smiled serenely and punched me gently in the arm then pulled the cell phone out of his pocket and handed it to me. It was hot pink! Oh sweet sweet relief – I’m in the network! I can hear you now! That’s what it felt like, really.
 
   “Thanks, Dad.” I hugged him sideways.
 
   The only thing that could have made this birthday better would have been if Joshua Pride just happened to show up in a pair of faded jeans and a tight white tee shirt. I could feel my face burn red as these thoughts worked wonders on me, especially knowing my Dad was around.  Just thinking about this guy made me feel nervous and excited at the same time. I let my thoughts rest on his image for a few seconds then tracked back to the present.  This was a rad party. My mom had really pulled off a winner.
 
   Permasmile. Ten or so pals playing rock band, two of them really cute guys in their Abercrombie jeans and sweater vests. Yummy snacks scattered about – thanks Mom.  Speaking of Mom, she wasn’t even up my arsenal – could it be? I was texting with Mila – happy and joy!  Sure, Mila was sitting next to me on the couch, but still – I was texting on my own phone!  Hallelujah, do you hear the chorus? This was my day. I wasn’t even bothered by the immaturity of Jack and Sam, who were at that moment setting up the fart machine in the hallway to play jokes on my friends. After, all they just wanted some attention, right? I was feeling so generous. And, then…
 
   Crash and Burn. What the freak? Who hired the fairies?  I mean, I’m sixteen, right? I don’t even like Tinkerbell. What the heck kind of entertainment is this anyways – Ow! My head is splitting into two. The light is blinding! Turn it off! Was it the candles? Is the house on fire? Who’s the gorgeous guy at the window? Hey wait – isn’t that… 
 
   Wow –wishes do come true.
 
   My parents leaned over me, dad cradling my head in his arms, mom waving a paper plate spastically over my face. I didn’t pass out or anything, but something really did stink around here.  Where’d the fairies go?
 
   I closed my eyes, but the light was still behind them, glaring painfully over everything. It was so powerful, I couldn’t even see my parents’ faces. Little did I know that soon that light would illuminate my world, pull me out from the dark and force me to see who I truly was, what I was created for.
 
   At that moment though, lying on the floor, eyes closed, fingers working my temples, I had no idea what had thrown me to the ground. I couldn’t tell my parents not to worry – it wasn’t a seizure or a tumor or some kind of epileptic fit.  I couldn’t even speak.
 
   Funny thing though, I could hear, and what I heard was not the rock band music in the background or even my mother’s frantic voice, calling my name and trying to bring me back to reality.
 
   What I heard were whispers. 
 
    
 
   ---
 
    
 
   Several hours and one very nasty trip to the E.R. later, I was finally curled up in my bed, with my new phone, of course, ready to escape the recent memory of cat scans, I.V.s and more prodding and poking than anybody was comfortable with. It had been an eventful birthday, so I thought. I had no idea what lay ahead, behind closed eyes.
 
   “Crap, I’m dreaming of the fairies again,” I muttered through sleep with one eye open.
 
   “Huh?” My mom had decided to bunk in my room for the night, in case whatever had happened earlier to my head happened again. She squinted at me, her face pale in the glow of the nightlight.
 
   “Nothing, Mom.” I sighed.  What was that fluttering noise? I just wanted to go back to sleep, but how could I sleep with that annoying flapping? There had to be a stink bug in here or something. “Mom, why don’t you go ahead to bed with Dad. I’m okay, really.”
 
   “You sure, honey?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Make sure you call out if you have any trouble, okay?”
 
   The trouble was a comin’ “Okay, Mom.”
 
   And the door closed quietly, and my eyes closed silently, and my head exploded with colors and noises and smells.
 
   And nobody in my house ever even heard my screams.
 
    
 
    
 
   ---
 
    
 
   “It’s not a dream Calliope.” said a little British man with wings, and everything else in my head went quiet. He was about the size of my forearm, thin but muscular with wavy blond hair and pale yellow wings. He was dressed in a pink polo shirt and white chinos which in hindsight was just a wardrobe catastrophe. He was floating in mid air, looking mostly smug but slightly concerned, his tiny forefinger resting on his face, just below a large dark brown mole on his left cheek (which looked as if he’d plumped it with eyeliner). Anyway, so yeah– there was a floating winged guy in my room. This wasn’t good for my reputation any way you looked at it. “We’re real, Calliope.”
 
   We? Who’s we?
 
   “And, we are not, how you say? Fairies. Aye Mama”
 
   Okay, so not only was there one apparently non-fairy here talking to me, but here was another one, and she was... Wait a minute… Italian? Was that the accent I heard? What the hello was in that cake? You’ve got to be kidding me. I ran my hand across my forehead and stared in disbelief at the scene in my bedroom. One of the not fairy thingies had switched on the light. Hey, I knew where that flapping sound was coming from now!
 
    “It’s not a stinkbug.” I unfortunately spoke my thought out loud. The Italian fairy almost crapped her pants. Wait, did they crap?  Whatever, anyway, she wasn’t too happy with that comment.
 
   “Stinkbug?!” She was totally offended. “Do I look like a stinkbug to you, you little sheet?”  And, she didn’t. She was gorgeous. A teensy weensy supermodel in a midnight blue sequined ball gown that looked as if it had been painted onto her body, a perfect sparkly fit.  Her dark auburn wavy hair fell just past her shoulders in big curls and was framed by a huge set of silver studded black wings that shimmered as if somebody had shaken glitter all over them. She had huge boobs (I admit I was jealous,) and a tiny waist. She was curvy everywhere, and so comfortable in her curves. Even her red lips looked curvy to me. Her dark eyes were heavily outlined with makeup, and her fingernails were red talons. “Didn’t Mama teach you? It’s no polite to stare.”
 
   I blinked. “Sorry.” Wait a minute, what?  Did I just apologize to a fairy? “What the freak is going on here?”
 
   “Calliope-” The winged guy started toward me, but I retreated.
 
   “It’s Callie, just Callie. And… what are you?”
 
   “Watch yourself, leetle girlie.”
 
   That was the first of many times when I snapped. Who were these wingy thingies to come into my penultimate birthday and spoil everything? “Watch yourself, Italian winged lady.  And, I’m not a leetle girlie or a sheet.” I started pacing back and forth ranting, alternately kicking the floor and gesturing wildly toward the ceiling. They watched me, interested, as I lamented my plight, blaming them for everything from the poking and prodding at the hospital to the recent loss of my mind.
 
    “So, I want an explanation.”  I stopped pacing and faced them, edging closer until I was nose to nose with the male. “Now. Pretty. Please.” How many times can you poke a finger into a fairy’s tiny face before you know you’re bonkers? “And, no smoking in my room!” I almost strangled her, I swear when the Italian lady nonchalantly exhaled three smoky rings toward my ceiling fan then dropped her mini cig to the ground where she landed on it, stomping it out.
 
   “Oh, just relax.” She flew up and landed, perching majestically on my jewelry box, legs crossed, dress slit up to you know where. “Silas, you tell her.”
 
   “Tell me what?” It was a challenge directed at the one called Silas. Go ahead, tell me you silly looking creature with your eighties wardrobe upset and your feathered hair.
 
   He smirked. This Silas was a smug son of a bun, really, and it was getting old for me. I reached out, angry, and thought to grab him, to shake him up a little, literally. I mean, he was this tiny sprite, right?
 
   Wrong. Tiny yes. Sprite, no.
 
   “We’re angels.” He spoke evenly, as I rubbed the hand that had tried to mess with him. It felt as if I’d tried to squeeze shards of broken glass. Ouch… At least there was no blood.
 
    Wait a second - did he say angels?
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   Opening one eye, I glanced at the clock the next morning; it read 9:07. Gasping, I sat up straight, thinking I had slept through the alarm. Then I realized it was Saturday. Sigh… relief. Then I remembered the scene in my room the night before. Gasp again.
 
   I wanted to believe it was all a dream. I could just rub my forehead for a minute and laugh it away, maybe even write it down in a dream journal, then save it to marvel over someday in the distant future. I could jump in the shower and wash the dream away, greet the new day as the sixteen year old cell phone owner that I was. I could just forget about it.
 
   But the fact that Silas was right now stretched out on his belly atop my dresser, legs crossed behind him in the air and reading the current issue of Seventeen Magazine like it was his job… Well, this kind of made it impossible to pretend last night never happened.
 
   He slapped the pages shut and turned toward me, chin resting in his hand, “Well, Calliope, good morning to you.”
 
   I swiped the sleepers out of my eyes. “Hey.”
 
   Now, yesterday, I’d never have answered him back. It took hours of convincing for me to believe they weren’t some kind of hallucination. The Italian one –Jules was her name – didn’t even stick around. She said she had business to take care of and just disappeared. She didn’t even fly out the window or anything – she really just up and disappeared. Then I was stuck with a tireless Silas who, for hours, provided me with explanations that made no sense and then proof that they were true. Some of what he told me even explained the craziness that had been happening in my own life as of late. Nothing could have prepared me for the information Silas shared. In fact, I was having a bit of an identity crisis over it all.
 
   Up until yesterday, I was simply Calliope - Callie - Evans, teen drama queen extraordinaire.  My biggest concern for the longest time was – when the hello was I going to get my own cell phone? Then I start getting monster headaches, visions, hearing creepy whispering ladies and listening in on people’s thoughts. I develop some weird super strength and beat up a couple of jocks… or something like that, and Silas and Jules appear on wings to explain it all and more.
 
   Now, I apparently had transcended to a higher cause, namely – hunting demons, or as my new sidekick Silas calls them – the Darks. Last night, Silas walked me through a crash course on demons, and what I realized afterwards was that there are freaking’ demons everywhere. Like, if you walked down the aisle of the grocery store, they’d be having demon boot camp in the banana bins or at the library, there would be hundreds of them just hanging out on the shelves. I highly doubt they read – they didn’t seem very smart – but they did whisper.  And, it wasn’t because they were following library rules either.
 
   Apparently the Darks whispered into the ears, minds and souls of people on earth. Their whispers were powerful suggestions of terrible things, urging humans to commit acts that ranged from deceitful to heinous. These were Silas’s words.
 
   I, of course, met them with typical teenage enthusiasm – pouty lips, rolling eyes and heavy sighing. Did he seriously expect me to believe this?
 
   Not only did he expect it. He was out to prove it all.
 
   Seriously, we took a little field trip last night, and I learned loads about them. Of course when Silas started explaining the whole thing to me, I didn’t believe him, so he showed me.
 
   “Take my hand, Calliope.”
 
   “It’s Callie.” At this point I was over the whole “don’t argue with an imaginary fairy,” business.
 
   “Callie, then. Just take my hand.”
 
   “The last time I touched you, it felt like razor blades digging into my skin. No thanks.”
 
   “That was only because your intentions weren’t benevolent.” He flew over to where I was sitting, legs crossed on my bed. “Come on.” Gently, he took my hand in his tiny one.
 
   Suddenly, we were in the hair care aisle at Wal-Mart.
 
   “Silas!” I yelled, attempting to cover up my key parts. “I’m in my pajamas!” I was horrified that someone was going to catch me, braless, in my tank top and Victoria’s Secret Pink boxers, no shoes, not even slippers. This floor was so gross – ugh. In the next second, I forgot about my bare feet and inappropriate attire and screamed for a totally different reason.
 
   All around us were these… creatures. Some were about my size, maybe a little taller. Some were smaller than Silas. And some were in between. Some had fangs that slid in and out of their mouths, and some had pointy ears. Some had wings and some had webbed feet. Most of them were greyish brown and leathery looking, but some were dark purply red and looked to be made of clay. They all had beady little black eyes, and most of them had snot or something that looked like it, running from their piggy snout noses, oozing all over their faces.
 
   Wait.  They reminded me of something…
 
   The creature from Heather Chandler’s locker. The one that looked like mush. Hadn’t that thing been telling Heather something in her ear? Had it been a Dark I’d seen back then?
 
   My head felt like it was about to split in two. I focused again on the Wal-Mart Darks. What a motley crew.
 
   One of them, a purply red ball of play dough, about the size of a bulldog, started to waddle toward me, not really looking at me.
 
   “Silas… what the - ?” I started, but then stopped. I looked at this creepy little pudge ball, brought my leg backwards and, with as much force as I assumed an NFL player would, I kicked it like it was a career field goal for me. Pow – all of the anger I, for some reason, felt toward this ugly little guy, just burst out of me and into him… or her. Truly I didn’t know if it was male or female. The ugly pudge ball flew toward the back wall and into the pharmacy window.  It exploded with a noise that sounded like “oops,” in a hushed baritone voice.
 
   I looked at Silas, unbelieving what I was experiencing, “What the hello is that smell?” It burned the inside of my nose and made me want to gag, like dirty diapers or garbage or worse. Gross.
 
   “That’s what the Darks smell like, Callie.” He looked at me. “I think you’ve experienced it before. Your birthday?”
 
   I thought back to that fateful night. Yes! I thought it was the twins playing a joke or just passing gas. “These guys were at my birthday party?” I gestured to the menagerie of creatures mulling around the shampoo and conditioner, seeming to take no notice of us.
 
   “Probably not these ones, but, as you can see,” he pointed at them, and all around us, “they are everywhere. Even at the Wal-Mart in the middle of the night.” He grabbed my hand, and, in an instant, we were somewhere else, somewhere dark and cold. It still stank, even worse than “the Wal-mart,” as Silas called it.
 
   I held my nose and spoke. “Okay, where are we?”
 
   “Duncan Avenue.  Behind a cafe.”
 
   My brain tried to process the information. Cafe?  Duncan Avenue? “Are we in the alley behind Starbucks?”
 
   “Yes, Calliope.”
 
   “It’s Callie.” I sighed. “And why?”
 
   Silas said nothing. Instead of his answer, I heard whispering voices.
 
   “Feels so good… A little more.” It was a female voice and definitely not human. I squinted into the blackness and could make out a half dozen or so creatures, all fairly tall and mushy looking. They were circling a pair of young girls and a guy, all seeming to be about my age. Although it was totally pitch black out here, I could see them as if I were shining a flashlight on them. Suddenly I spotted the needle they were passing back and forth. My heart sank.
 
   “Push it. Push it.” Several of the mushy demons chanted, their black eyes almost smiling as they closed in on the kids.
 
   “I shouldn’t be doing this,” the blond haired girl with the glasses thought.
 
   “Go ahead.” The whispers came over and over.
 
   “Just do it.”
 
   “Your parents can’t stand you.”
 
   “You don’t fit in anywhere.”
 
   “You’re worthless.”
 
   Then I heard the other girl’s thoughts. “My parents hate me already, so what if I get caught.” The red head pushed the drug into her arm and threw her head back in pain or pleasure. I honestly wasn’t sure which it was.
 
   And, six or seven demons cackled with glee, actually jumping up and down, cheering. It’s a creepy sight to see demons celebrating.
 
   “Stop it.” I spoke out loud, surprising the blond girl and the one guy with her. The red headed girl was too high to care. She just looked at me, maybe wondering where I’d come from.
 
   “You don’t need this stuff. It’s dangerous.”
 
   “Let’s get out of here.” The guy said and grabbed the blond girl’s hand. They ran off into the blackness to who knows where. I stood still, staring at the other girl, who was sitting cross-legged and dreamy on the ground. A bunch of stinky demons lingered, grumbling over their treasures lost.
 
   Figuring she wasn’t going anywhere, I faced the uglies. “Shut up!” I shouted.
 
   “Urr?” They looked around, confused, again not registering my presence, eyeing each other as if to say “who said that? D’you say that? Wasn’t me.” What a bunch of dummies.
 
   “Silas, can’t they see me?”
 
   “No, you are not visible to their evil eyes, Callie.”
 
   I grinned. “Cool.”  I walked easily up to a demon with sharp teeth and dead looking leathery gray skin. Grabbing its slimy egg-shaped head; I twisted it, as easily as if I were twisting the cap off of a water bottle. Snap. One down.
 
   And the others didn’t even notice. They never even saw me coming. This was some cool superhero stuff. I looked to Silas for approval. This was worth a high five, right? Did angels slap wings or hands? He nodded at me and motioned toward the girl.
 
   I kneeled down and took her face into my hands. She had these amazing green eyes. They were so glazed over by the drugs, but I could almost imagine how they had sparkled at one time. Her hair was long and fiery red, and well... she was just… well… perfect.
 
   It sounds so sappy, but I looked at Silas with tears in my eyes. It hurt so much to see this beautiful creature being destroyed by drugs and self-hatred. I just knew she was more than this, better than this.
 
   “You’re seeing her soul.” Silas said to me. “It’s another part of who you are, Calliope. You can see them as they were made to be.” He cleared his throat. “I know it’s difficult, but you have to focus.”
 
   I took her in my arms and lifted her up. Although the girl was my size, maybe a little bigger, she felt weightless to me. I had no trouble holding her. She giggled and mumbled something I couldn’t understand. I touched her face, and her glazed eyes found focus on mine and stayed there. Tilting her head to one side, she studied me.
 
   “You are loved.” I told her, not sure where the words came from but knowing deep inside they were true.
 
   She smiled a sleepy smile, exhaled once and then closed her eyes.
 
   Somewhere in the next half second, Silas did his magic touch trick and whisked us all away from the scene.  We ended up dropping her off at the hospital. Hopefully, she would get some help. At least she was safe for tonight.
 
   It was amazing though – the emergency room was overflowing with demons – whispering to the homeless and drug-induced patients, who were curled up in corners, to the receptionists and tired parents with children. They were seriously at work. I heard one trying to convince a doctor to cheat on his wife with one of his interns. Weird.
 
   I shook my head, disgusted.
 
   Darks were just gross – there were no two ways about it.  No matter what form or what package they came disguised in, underneath they were all the same.
 
   Foulest. Creatures.  Ever.
 
   I guess if you’d have asked me a year ago to describe how I’d feel face to face with a demon, I would have thought to say  “well duh… terrified,”  but not now.  Now, I knew, they weren’t really scary, just absolutely disgusting. First off, their presence gave me a whopper of a headache, and their smell was like a thousand, no wait - a million rotten eggs ever ripening in the sunshine. Yeah, it was that bad.   They weren’t mysterious or even tricky.  Their goal, as Silas had explained, was destruction of every human, every creation, and their strength was in numbers, definitely not wit.
 
   Looking around, I felt so sick with rage. I wanted to tear them all to shreds. I started toward a smaller-sized demon in triage, setting my sights on his overfat neck.
 
   “Take my hand, Calliope. We should get you home to rest now.”
 
   Was he kidding? I was in full on destroyer mode. “What? I’m off the clock here?”
 
   “You can’t destroy them all.” Before I knew what was happening, he had taken my hand, landing us back in my bedroom, where it was demon free.
 
   “I was so gonna kick that demon’s arsenal, Silas.” I stomped. What was his deal, apparating me out of the ring when I was just warming up? Yeah, I totally acknowledge the crazy on so many levels of that comment, but seriously.
 
   He flapped his fairy wings over to my bedposts and landed with a sigh. “Calliope, I meant what I said. You simply can’t destroy them all.”
 
   “What are you talking about? I was on fire out there.”  I hopped onto my bed and crawled over to where he was perched near my pillows. “How many necks did I snap?”
 
   “Ah, dear child.”
 
   “Not a child, dear fairy.”
 
   He gasped – the horror - and eyed me shamefully. “Not a fairy.”
 
   This guy was so easy to get to.  I stifled a giggle. “Seriously, why didn’t you let me have my way with that mob?”
 
   Silas then gave me a lengthy and kind of preachy explanation. I think he was really into the sound of his own voice.  His point was this – although there were demons everywhere, I couldn’t just be a random demon hunter; way too general, impractical really.  My demon of choice, or assignment to be exact, was called the Rayser.  Raysers preyed specifically on youth.  Not small children – that’s an entirely different brand of demon, apparently. Raysers attacked the least sensible and the most easily swayed– teenagers. We catch a lot of slack for being hormonal all the time, and it was true - the excess of hormones made it loads easier for the Darks to mess with our already confused brains. It wasn’t just puberty though.  Who’d have thought those parents back in the stone ages were right when they guessed their daughters were plagued by demons?
 
   Fatigue had gotten the best of me somewhere in the middle of Silas explaining that Raysers were one of the more intelligent (although not really smart) forms of demons and that they mostly played to a person’s insecurities and deep set fears. Sleep had taken over, and a minute later it seemed now, it was morning.
 
   Sunlight and crazy colors were streaming in through my window – again making it hard to forget how much life had changed for me. I mean, there were literally colors I’d never seen before casting a glow around my room. And, the sounds! Buzzing bees sounded like a symphony. The birds were harmonizing. It was so unreal, and yet…
 
   None of the events of last night were even a little bit fuzzy in my memory. I could still feel the leathery skin of the creatures I’d killed last night.
 
   I sat up on the edge of my bed and looked around then.  Even after the highly educational demon field trip, it was just… well, a whole lot of crazy.
 
   “I know it is a lot to process, Calliope.”
 
   Why did he insist on calling me that?  “It just seems so unreal.”
 
   “Most of your kind feel that way at first, but you get used to it, and it becomes your reality.”
 
   Did he say my kind? Like I was an extra-terrestrial or something? At first I scowled at him and the slightly English lilt to his words, but then I got kind of quiet, wondering. “What am I?” I asked him.
 
   “You, my dear, are an angel too.”
 
   Wow, he was way off. I could give him a grocery list of reasons why that wasn’t true.
 
   “Humans have a certain image of angels, and,” he gestured toward his tiny form, “as you can see it’s not exactly accurate.”
 
   I raised my eyebrows at him. He had a point there. He was not the muscle bound Greek god I would have expected an angel to look like. No, Silas was definitely no Hercules. He was more of a Jeeves… in a white suit with pink handkerchief.
 
   “And, there are many kinds of angels, Calliope.”
 
   I could tell by the tone of Silas’s voice that it was time for angel history 101.
 
   “We, well, Jules and I, are Micros. Our main purpose is to coach angels such as yourself. We’re small but as you have witnessed, mighty. We don’t get in the way of battle, but we do well on the sidelines, directing, helping until you are ready to be on your own.” He cleared his throat, getting ready for round two. “You are an Arc. Arcs are protectors of the young, and believe me, dear – this generation needs protecting more than ever before. The enemy has such a stronghold over them specifically. He knows that this is where he can gain the most destruction and steal the most souls.”
 
   Wait a minute –this was starting to get weirder. “You mean, the devil? As in Satan? ” I was definitely losing it now. I mean, my parents took me to church, and I was confirmed Catholic and everything. I even had a Lives of the Saints book in my dresser somewhere. But the real devil? Come on.
 
   “Lucifer himself.” Silas almost whispered.
 
   “Come on now.  So, you’re telling me all of this exists. Angels, demons, God, and Satan?”  I guess on some level, seeing should have been believing, but I still wasn’t totally sold. Wasn’t there some guy in the Bible like this? Tom somebody? I seriously needed to start paying attention in my Catholic Ed. Classes.
 
   “Here there and everywhere, Calliope. They are all around you, all the time.” He flew over and perched on my knee. “You can sense the changes in yourself, by now I am sure.”
 
   I sighed and rolled my eyes, true to my teenage form yet, “Do you mean the amazing music outside and the colors? Or do you mean the eavesdropping I’ve been doing in random people’s heads?”  Silas just smirked at me. Like this was funny! I found no humor in my new freakishness. “Yeah, I’ve noticed some subtle differences.”
 
   “Well, these are all part of being who you are.” His tone was almost tender then.
 
   I swallowed. An angel. Me. Callie Evans, demon slaying protector of teenager’s souls. Who’s idea was this? “Silas?”
 
   “Yes, Calliope?”
 
   “Why me?”
 
   His subdued fatherly chuckle annoyed me, but I was eager to hear his explanation, so I tried really hard not to huff. 
 
   “Why is water wet? Why is sunshine warm? Why is silk so much more luxurious than cotton?”
 
   “Huh?” He totally lost me there.
 
   “Well, scratch that last one.” Silas raised his tiny index finger. “What I’m trying to tell you is that you are what you were made to be.” He paused. “And what you have always been.”
 
   Lost again, Mr. Confucius. Pretty sure I’ve always been just Callie.
 
   “Long ago, at the very birth of this world, you were what you are now, Calliope. Your memory currently fails you for reasons you will understand as time goes on, but you are and have for eternities been an angel.”
 
   I raised my eyebrows. “I’m a little confused, Silas. Do you mean I was an angel in a past life or something? Like reincarnation?”
 
   “No, Calliope. You’ve always been an Arc but you came to earth as a human infant to grow into the teenage girl you have become. A purposeful metamorphosis for a very short time in the grand scheme of things. Your mind has simply been altered for the past sixteen years so that you wouldn’t remember anything until now. Your forgetfulness works in much the same way as how humans may witness you performing acts they may deem impossible or crazy and then forget all of it as if it had never happened.”
 
   Well, that was good news anyways. He frowned, surely annoyed at the lingering look of doubt on my face. Excuse me for having a tough time believing! Wasn’t it his job to explain this stuff?
 
   “It’s just that – well, even after everything last night, I just can’t fit myself into an angel outfit, Silas.” I shook my head. “I mean, I don’t feel like an angel. It’s not like I all of a sudden sprouted a set of wings or something.”
 
   “As I told you Calliope, angels don’t always look as humans have imagined us to be.”
 
   I eyed him from head to toe. You’re not kidding there, Mister.  “There’s just nothing in me that feels like an angel.” I shrugged my shoulders, a little defeated. Come on, Silas. Give me something I can understand.
 
   “Okay Calliope, you say there’s nothing in you that feels like an angel. That’s where you are wrong.  You feel a certain pull toward the Darks, correct?”
 
   If he considered the overwhelming urge I felt to rip them to shreds for no apparent reason to be a “pull,” then I’d say yes. “Yeah, kind of.”
 
   “Well, my dear, this is quite instinctual for you. Although you have never before had a violent nature about you, you feel rage in their presence. Your actions toward the Darks may even seem heinous to some, but they are only natural. It may seem strange to you because at first glance they simply look like – “
 
   “Mangy, slime oozing heaps of gross?” I finished his sentence for him. As a matter of fact, my negative feelings toward these things were oddly rather strong. Shouldn’t I be all peace love and understanding here? Weren’t angels supposed to be loving, kind and good to all creatures? I shuddered and seriously felt the urge to gag. Kindness? Toward demons? Wasn’t gonna happen. It just plain felt wrong.
 
   He let out another fatherly chuckle. “As I said, instinctual, Calliope. You are mortal enemies. Good versus evil. You were carefully woven by a pair of all knowing hands. Hands that make no mistakes I should add. Every ounce of you was created to seek and destroy these Darks. Within every fiber of who you are is hatred and disgust for what is most evil, and they are. There is not and never could be a single thread of good in any of them. Nothing you or anyone else does could change these beings. They are void of goodness and everything that is wrong with this world. They were also created. ”
 
   “To destroy me?” I had to admit, the thought freaked me out a little. I didn’t really dig the idea of being on anybody’s most wanted list.
 
   “No, Calliope. They were not created to destroy you. As you observed with the Raysers behind the coffee shop, many of them cannot even see you.”
 
   “Well, that’s a relief.”
 
   He cleared his throat and looked away, across the room at nothing. There was definitely something Silas wasn’t telling me.
 
   “You’ll find out more as time goes on, and soon you’ll forget what it was like before. They always do.”
 
   “So, there are others like me?”
 
   “Many.”
 
   Phew. Thank God for that one. I had a feeling my friends weren’t going to dig my new angel persona once they figured it out. I mean, Mila was definitely not going to be down with me playing around in her thoughts even if the phenomenon was limited to times when she was being influenced by Darks as Silas had explained. What guy would want to go out with somebody like me? At least there was a peer group out there for me. “So, when do I meet the others?”
 
   Silas looked taken back. “You don’t.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Arcs are solitary. Your focus is to be on saving the souls of your peers while remaining totally inconspicuous. This is why your identity isn’t revealed to you until age sixteen. You have to be one of them. You have to move in their circles and understand their mindset.” He looked away, perplexed. “For some reason, no other genre of humans can understand the teenager. They are their own subculture, apparently.”
 
   “Wait a minute... so I have to just go back to my normal scene and pretend not to notice I see little purply dough balls that smell like garbage waddling around and whispering not so sweet nothings?” Who was this fairy- I mean angel kidding? There was no way I could pull this off.
 
   “Calliope, this is an eternal position. There is no way around it.” He started nervously picking up random items from my desk and rearranging them. I marched over to his little flappy self.
 
   “What are you talking about, eternal?” I was getting nervous.
 
   “Eternal as in forever.”
 
   “Yeah, I take honors English, Silas. I know what eternal means. Forever what? Forever fighting demons?”
 
   “Well, yes, but… well, all of it.”
 
   “Details, Silas.”
 
   He stopped his nervous rearranging and looked me straight in the eyes. “Calliope Evans, from now until the end of the world as humans know it, you will appear to be a sixteen-year-old girl. You will, on the surface, attend high schools, befriend other teens, join clubs and teams etcetera. You will act largely like any other teenage girl would act. Your purpose is to be on the battlefield, ready to act at any and every moment. You will protect youth from the Raysers and destroy these demons before they can destroy God’s precious creations. This is your purpose, Calliope. This is who you are.” Silas fixed his eyes on mine and fluttered his wings in the air so as to remain face to face with me. Finally he placed his tiny hand on my shoulder and gave me a firm supportive squeeze that was really more like a pinch considering his size. He looked gravely serious as he quietly uttered one last word.
 
   “Forever.”
 
  
 
  


 
   6
 
    
 
   Pause. Rewind. I felt like I had just learned some crucial information here, but I couldn’t put it all together yet. Lots of words. Surface. Battlefield. Protect. Sixteen. Forever.
 
   Forever.
 
   For some reason, I felt the need to run. So I did.
 
   “Morning, honey.” Mom’s voice greeted me as I plowed clumsily through the kitchen where, judging by the delicious smell, she was making homemade cinnamon rolls. I was not to be interrupted by her culinary temptations. On a mission to somewhere away from here, I continued past her.
 
   “Hey,” I replied. Without even looking at her, I pushed through the screen door, letting it slam behind me. Vaguely, I heard her asking if I was okay. I didn’t have an answer for her. I truly wasn’t so sure.
 
   When the fresh air hit my face, my feet picked up the pace. I started at a slow jog but soon was sprinting in my flip flops, racing to nowhere. I didn’t know where I was headed but I knew if I could just focus on the speed, the air on my face and the sound of my feet hitting the pavement, I could block everything else out.
 
   Soon though, I had to stop. My heart was pounding so hard and fast. I kept moving, walking briskly through the parking lot of a Presbyterian church and onto the wooded property behind it. Finally coming to a stop, I leaned into the trunk of a tall oak tree and looked up through leafy green at pieces of clear blue sky. In my stillness the words came back and attacked me with a vengeance.
 
   Unfair! I wanted to scream. This was so not happening to me. I mean, what had I done to deserve this? I was no angel – you could ask my parents, and they would tell you – I am not helpful, humble or holy (definitely not) in any way. And, seriously? Sixteen forever? How was that supposed to even work? My mother kept track of my cycles for God’s sake. I was pretty sure she’d notice eternal youth. And, what about the teachers at school? Wouldn’t they find it a little strange when they had me on their rosters for a few decades straight? I took my head in my hands, rubbing my temples.
 
   Great, a headache was coming on. I pushed it away, trying to ignore its presence.  I really was not in the mindset or the mood for any demons. I looked up warily, ready to spy a gob or two of gross.
 
   “Hey.” I heard a voice coming from behind my tree.
 
   Doesn’t everything in life come down to timing? Lately my life seemed on a train bound for the unknown, forever arriving too early or too late. Here I was, innocent passenger, just trying to keep track of where I was at any given moment. Every time I reached a new destination, I felt the same shock and confusion. Every turn I took, I was unprepared and totally surprised. It was like packing for the Caribbean then stepping off the train into Antarctica.
 
   “Seriously?” was all I could say at the sight of gorgeous Joshua Pride, standing there behind my tree, hands in his pockets, half smiling at me.
 
   “Happy to see me?” he joked and looked at something on the ground.
 
   Crap, what was wrong with me? I totally didn’t mean to say that out loud. Focus, Callie. Okay, so how is an eternally sixteen-year-old demon hunting angel supposed to flirt with a guy? Really, I didn’t even know if that was appropriate.  I mean, what would Silas say if he saw me hanging out with Joshua Pride? He’d probably remind me of my new responsibilities and absolutely insist I accompany him to some scene of stinky destruction.
 
   Note to self: Silas was not the boss of me. I was entitled to some fun, right?
 
   “Umm, sorry.” I kicked at some loose pebbles near my feet. This guy made me so nervous. I was hot-faced, and my armpits were sticky. It wasn’t from my run, either. I got the nerve to look up at him. “What’s going on? Do you live in this neighborhood?”
 
   “Yeah, three streets over. My mom moved us in with her parents.”
 
   “How’s your Dad diggin’ that?” I asked with a chuckle.
 
   He squinted those gorgeous black eyes and looked off to the right. “Dad left last spring.”
 
   My heart sank, and I felt a coldness under my skin. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Yeah, it sucks. Took off on his bike one day. Never showed up again.”
 
   It was quiet for a couple of minutes. I didn’t know what to say before, but now I was totally lost.I could picture him riding a motorcycle, maybe with his Dad, his hair flying out of the back of his helmet. I couldn’t imagine how it would feel to lose either of my parents. My heart bled for Joshua for yet another reason now. My cheeks burned, and I avoided his eyes.
 
   “So, it’s just Mom and me and gram and pop.”
 
   “Where did you move from?”
 
   “We’ve kind of been all over the place, but last place we lived was Fort Meyers.”
 
   “Hmm, near the beach.” I smiled.
 
   “You dig the beach?”
 
   “My most favorite place.”
 
   Without really planning on it, we started into an easy walk farther into the wooded area behind the church. For some reason, the insanity that had taken over my life just melted away. I felt calm and almost normal, and I wasn’t worried about demons rolling out from behind a tree trunk anymore. The butterflies in my stomach were still fluttering like mad but I found I kind of liked the feeling.
 
   “We used to go to down to Sanibel Island every year.” Until about sixth grade, we’d  vacation there for two weeks out of the year. It was like therapy for my mom, who was always in overdrive at home. That woman could plop herself down on the sand and not move for hours. For me, being at the beach was like an unending scavenger hunt. There were so many cool things to find. Every seashell was a treasure. “We haven’t gone to Sanibel for a few years, I guess because of my brothers’ sports schedules.”
 
   “How old are they?”
 
   “They’re twelve.”
 
   “Whoa… twin brothers. What’s that like?”
 
   “Noisy.”
 
   He laughed, and our conversation moved from family to movies to school, and it was so easy. Soon the butterflies had flown away, and we were back at the church yard where we started.  My stomach was growling. I guess angels do need sustenance. Interesting.
 
   “What time is it?” I asked him.
 
   He pushed a shock of dark hair out of his eyes and checked out his phone. “1:30. You have to be somewhere?” For the first time that day, his ocean deep eyes traveled me, head to toe, toe to head, possibly even pausing to stare at some key locations.
 
   I’m sure my mouth was hanging open wide. I think there was drool pooled up in the corner, maybe. I had never felt so violated - and at the same time so excited – ever. If I could have pulled myself together, I would’ve told him where to shove his wandering eyes. Electricity hung in the air around us. I shot him a warning glare.
 
   “Don’t look at me like that.”
 
   He smirked. “Like what?”
 
   “Seriously, Joshua. If you and I are going to be friends, there are going to be ground rules.” At the risk of sounding like my mother, I was not about to be treated like a piece of eye candy.
 
   “Okay, that’s cool, Calliope.” He laughed through his perfect nose and then took a deep breath. “But, you are, you know.” Laughing again. “Serious eye candy, girl.”
 
   I huffed and gave him a look that said “I can’t believe you just said that!” But he laughed it off, and secretly, I was pretty pumped that the most gorgeous guy I knew was sweet on me. These were some crazy times.
 
   Just then, a shadow darkened his face. “I gotta go. I’ll catch up with you later.”  And before I could say okay, he was gone. He must have sprinted behind the church, must have been late for something.
 
   I closed my eyes and remembered the crinkle near his eyes when he laughed, the way he tossed his long bangs off of his face, his deep voice complimenting me, sort of. It was like someone had turned up the heat out here. Was I actually breathing heavy? I had to get home and take a shower, a cold one.
 
   I was surprised my mom hadn’t sent a search and rescue party out for me already. Must be some craziness going on at home with the boys to keep her preoccupied. I was glad she hadn’t come looking for me. One glance at Joshua Pride, and she’d never allow me to come within ten feet of him again. Also, I was sure she would have been able to feel the heady heat bouncing off of me and read my attraction like it was written in bold and italics on a caution sign. She always seemed to guess when I had a crush, and I was pretty sure my feelings for Joshua Pride were transparent enough.
 
   “Take my hand, Calliope.”
 
   What the? 
 
   “Silas, you scared the crap out of me!” My heart was pounding, and I think I jumped three feet off the ground.  Scowling, I turned away from him and continued walking. “I have to go home, Silas. I’m starving, and my parents are probably freaking’g out. Also, I need a shower.” I smiled inside thinking of the reason why.
 
   “All of that can wait, Calliope. We have some work to do.”
 
   I shouldn’t have been surprised when he grabbed my shoulder and we were suddenly in what seemed to be an empty stairwell in an apartment building. I was surprised though, and a little annoyed. “I told you I had to get home,” How such a little guy could be so pushy was beyond me. I took notice then of his clothing choice. Silas, it seemed, had an affinity for white bottoms and neckwear. Was he wearing one of my scarves and how did he possibly fold it to fit so perfectly on his tiny form? How can a person stay angry at a miniature version of Willy Wonka? I stifled a laugh. Clad in a red and white polka dot button down and white scarf paired with the ever consistent white jeans, Silas was almost too ridiculous to be mad at.
 
   “Nice scarf,” I said with just a hint of sarcasm, but he didn’t catch it. He just swept his feathery blond hair dramatically to the side.
 
   “Oh, why thank you.” He replied, too gullible for words and just a little sheepish. “I didn’t think you’d mind.”
 
   “Keep it. It brings out the yellow in your wings.”
 
   I could hear what sounded like crying. Again with the crying… sigh. I had a feeling there was going to be a lot of misery in the days ahead. We pushed toward the sound which was coming from beyond the graffiti clad stairwell. That’s when the headache hit me like a dozen nails piercing my forehead. “Ow.” Pain brought me to my knees, head in my hands. I couldn’t open my eyes, but I could smell them. They were close, and I guessed that there were a lot of them.
 
   “Calliope, there is a trick to the headaches. Focus immediately on the soul that’s in trouble. Fight the urge to feel the pain, hear the whispers or smell the sulfur. Focus all of your efforts outward toward the one who needs your help.” He put his tiny hand on my shoulder. “Just find the girl, and the pain will stop.”
 
   Sounded a lot like plain old positive thinking to me, but I tried it. I honed in on the cries of the girl ahead of me somewhere, trying to nab her location. Getting carefully to my feet I blocked out everything else and listened for her. Squinting my eyes and breathing shallowly, I was able to really concentrate. I moved slowly but with purpose toward the rear of the building. She wasn’t under the stairwell. There was a bathroom back here, and that was where the cries were coming from. I pushed open a heavy steel door that was covered in cracked beige paint with the letters OMEN on it. I had to assume the W was missing.
 
   Suddenly, a sea of voices emerged from the quiet. The headache was gone. In its place was the buzzing of at least twenty whispering Darks, all out for the same tortured girl. Her cries were interrupted by hurling and gurgling noises that sounded familiar to me. I couldn’t name them through all of the chanting.
 
   “Gross. Fat. Gross. Fat. Gross. Fat.”
 
   “Nobody wants to touch you.”
 
   “Worthless.”
 
   “It’s all you’ve got. Control it.”
 
   “Disgusting.”
 
   It came crashing into me like a train. These little shugars were whispering to her self-esteem, telling her she was fat and worthless. She was in that bathroom, in the large stall, the one that was handicap accessible. I could picture her hanging onto the metal bars next to that disgustingly dirty toilet, making herself throw up. She was struggling with bulimia, and it was all because of an unseen team of Darks, doing their best to destroy her.
 
   The pain I’d felt for the red- headed druggie girl the other night; I felt it now. Again, I was moved to tears by the plight of this poor girl. I hadn’t even laid eyes on her yet, but I could sense her innocence, her insecurity. Somehow I knew about her, knew her story.
 
    Her father had left her mom when she was five. She still remembered the smell of him when he’d come home at night from work. He’d pick her up and fold her into her bed, and she’d tuck her face into him, breathing cherry and tobacco. Sometimes he’d tell her made up stories to make her laugh. He was a hero of sorts, even though he smacked Mom around. Then one day, he didn’t come home. He just never showed up. She just wasn’t good enough to make him want to come back, but she’d never stopped trying. If only she were thinner.
 
   “If you were only thinner,” echoed a whispering voice, and the empathy inside my veins ignited and morphed into pure loathing.
 
   Holding my breath, I pushed open the bathroom stall door to find at least forty Darks, Raysers I guessed, piled on top of each other in the small space, whispering with their sneaky raspy voices, intent on ruining this poor girl.
 
   At first when she saw me fling myself into the bathroom, her secret hideaway, she looked surprised and a little offended, like I’d shown up uninvited to her private puking party. Well, excuse me for crashing in on all the fun, sweetheart. I’m kind of on a mission here.  Then, her face flipped a switch to reveal layers and layers of shame and hurt. Tears welled up in her eyes. She was a tiny little thing, fourteen or fifteen years old, probably, stringy blond hair that had a greenish tinge. She definitely didn’t need to lose any weight. In fact, if she got any thinner, I was afraid she would disappear. She had dark circles under her eyes, and her skin looked gray and sick.
 
   Before I could even register what she was doing, she had curled herself up in my arms, and I’d wrapped mine around her, protectively. Stranger things, I guess…
 
   An army of Raysers was creeping dumbly toward us, whispering about weakness, ugliness, fear, shame. Images flashed in my mind like snapshots of horror, and my head began to throb. Behind my eyes I saw people killing each other, wars, madness...
 
   “Open your eyes, Calliope. Don’t let them trick you. You are stronger than they are, but you have to face them and focus.” Silas’s voice in my ears. Where had he come from, and why wasn’t he helping?
 
   The girl was crying now. I could feel her warm tears on my bare arms. My head felt like it was in a vise, but when I opened my eyes, the pain lessened a little. We were totally surrounded. They were all large and scaly. Some of them had pig snouts, and some had wings like bats. Their eyes looked droopy, like they had been drugged, and they were all chanting at the same time, which made for very loud whispering. It was hard to believe this girl couldn’t see them, but I knew she couldn’t. Although these mangy demons preyed on her fear and shame and intensified it, all she could see were the imperfections inside herself. These and her deep deep shame were the cause of her tears.
 
   “What’s your name?” I asked her, probably too loudly, because I could hardly hear my own thoughts over the ring of Darks that encircled us with their smelly noise.
 
   “Jen.” She choked on her name and wiped her nose with her sleeve.
 
   “I want you to stay right here in this corner for a minute.” I tucked her behind the toilet next to a filthy black plunger. Gross yes, but given the choice of a crap covered plunger or a Rayser, I went with the plunger.  She looked at me like I had two heads –which might have been more believable than the truth. “You’re going to be okay.”
 
   Her eyes dug into mine. “You won’t tell anyone?”
 
   Who was I gonna tell? I didn’t even know this girl.
 
   Wait, did she know me? Oh, man, what if she went to Mackle High School too and recognized me? There was going to be some explaining to do around school if that were the case. This was bad news.
 
   “Do I know you?”
 
   “I’m Johnston’s cousin.”
 
   “Johnston?”
 
   “Deavers.”
 
   “Oh, Deaves.” Johnston Deavers was the boy who’d been crushing on Mila since the third grade. He followed her around. It could almost have been considered stalking except that he was just so innocent. I mean, Johnston loved three things – Star Trek, Star Wars and Mila. He really wasn’t a bad kid, but, Mila would never give him a wink let alone a second glance. 
 
   So, great… she was Johnston’s cousin…
 
   “Calliope. Focus.”
 
   “Shut up, Silas.” I knew he was right though.
 
   “Who?” Jen asked, but I just shook my head. I really needed to learn how to navigate this space in between real and unreal, where I could see demons and everyone else could see me, acting like an escapee from the local psych ward. And now, Jen would tell Deaves, and Deaves would use it as a way to talk to Mila, and… oh whatever.
 
   With Jen watching me, I went to work. I focused beyond her sad little shape in the corner on the ugly demons behind her. Grabbing the two of them, I channeled my anger into popping their heads together. Smash. Bits of smelly green slime oozed down the walls.
 
   That one was for the girl.
 
   The next one I targeted gave a little “Dur?” sound when I kicked it in the groin. Grabbing its head, I gave one swift twist. Pop. More stinky goo.
 
   That one was for ruining my dreamy afternoon.
 
   These guys really couldn’t see me coming. After I eliminated the first ten or twelve, the rest started to look a little confused; like they knew something was going on but didn’t know what it was. Their zombie eyes slowly traveled the area of the bathroom, and I noticed that a few were sniffing the air like dogs.
 
   Poor Jen was crouched down in the corner, probably wondering what the hello I was doing, karate chopping the air and breaking imaginary necks. I’d figure out what to do with that mess later.
 
   Suddenly the sniffers were coming at me. My head was pounding, and the visions were coming back in waves – children crying, mouths open, wailing, crowds of people fighting, hurting each other. The pain was worse than anything ever. I wanted to pull my head off my shoulders just to make it stop.
 
   “Are you okay?” Jen’s shy voice sounded like it had traveled through a tunnel to my ears. I reached through the pain in my head and grabbed onto her pain, trying to focus on her, to do what Silas had told me. There she was, so slight she was almost hidden, in the corner of the bathroom, near a dirty sink. She looked so helpless, so needy, just begging for someone to tell her how valuable she was.  I would be that person.
 
   As soon as I got rid of these nasty Darks.
 
   They were all over me now, stinking up my face and sliming my new Rocket Dog flip flops. Ruining my new kicks just wasn’t okay with me. I started ripping, tearing, throwing them off and twisting their necks. Demons all make the same sound when they die. First comes the surprised “whuh?” when they realize what’s happening, followed by a gurgling like the sound of Flarp slime when you push it back into its toy container.
 
   After hearing this sound again and again, snapping slimy necks and drop-kicking wrinkly grey torsos, they were all finally, literally torn apart.
 
   I shook my head. Not until this moment had it occurred to me that no one ever really showed me how to do this. No one had prepared me to fight and kill disgusting demons. How did I even know I could twist their heads off or plow them into walls until they exploded from the force of little old me?  It was instinctual for me. That was the only answer that made sense. Silas was right. I was made for this, and there really was no running away from it.
 
   Jen’s eyes were wide, staring wildly at me. She was shaking, either from the puking or just because she was totally freaked out. I knew the feeling. I went toward her, and she slunk backwards, hugging the corner.
 
   “Don’t worry. I’m not crazy.” Did I actually just say that? Way to convince her, Callie. That was exactly what a crazy person would say in this situation, wasn’t it? She probably was imagining herself, sliced and diced and packed up in my freezer. Great.
 
   I crouched down near her but tried not to get in her face. I didn’t want to scare her even more. “Jen,” I started, and I felt a wave of emotion in my chest for this beautiful girl who was desperate for affection, for love and acceptance. I put my hand on her shoulder, and maybe she could sense my feelings. She didn’t jump or back away this time. She looked up at me with deep set, sad, watery eyes. I brushed her stringy blond hair behind her ear.
 
   “You are beautiful. Inside and out,” I told her. “I know when you look in a mirror you see a girl who wasn’t good enough to keep her Daddy around. I know you hurt, Jen.” Tears started flowing, and I wiped them aside with my fingers.
 
   “How do you know?” she sobbed.
 
   “Long story.” And good question, I might add. Weird, but the answers were there inside me. Couldn’t remember how they got there, but there they were. I sighed and plopped down, squeezing in next to her and putting my arm around her. “The thing is this – you really are special, Jen. And all the things that have happened in your life – the bad stuff – those things are trying to break the special in you. You can’t let them, because you are so precious.” I smiled at her, and she looked like she might believe me. “You have to get some help, okay?”
 
   She nodded. There was silence for a minute, and then she was staring at me. “Where did you come from?”
 
   Oh boy. Okay, Si, what’s the protocol here?
 
   “Just tell her it doesn’t matter. She won’t even remember that all of this happened.”
 
   Hmmm, Mr. Micro could hear my thoughts, it seemed, when they were directed at him or about him. So, I didn’t have to talk to him out loud when I needed coaching. Would have been nice to know that a couple of minutes ago.
 
   So, am I wasting my breath here, Silas? Should I keep talking or go home for lunch?
 
   “No, you’re not wasting your breath, Calliope. Your mere presence and words of encouragement will have a profound impact on this girl.”
 
   Okey. Dokey.
 
   “Jen, that’s not important. What’s important is that you realize that you are so valuable.” I tightened my grip around her shoulders and made her face me. “Somebody way bigger than you or me thinks you are amazing. He was willing to go through some pretty nasty stuff to save your butt. So, don’t waste His sacrifices and your life on this.” I motioned to the bathroom, the toilet, the mirror. “There are people out there who love you. Go and find them, figure out how to love yourself too.”
 
   I felt like it was time to go then. I stood up, gave her hair a tousle and started toward the door.
 
   “Hey,” she called.
 
   I stopped and turned my head around to look at her one more time.
 
   “I don’t know why, but I feel better… lighter or something.”
 
   Yeah, I knew why. Forty Darks were probably kind of heavy to lug around with you. Might drag you down a little.
 
   “Anyways, thanks.”
 
   And the smile she flashed at me was almost blinding. It was like sunshine pouring out of her onto me. I basked in it for just a moment and couldn’t help feeling proud.
 
   “Anytime.” I backed out of the bathroom stall, smiling at her smile until the door closed between us.
 
   Wow! That was the coolest feeling ever! Saving Jen from the Darks was one thing, but her smile was just heaven! This was an amazing high, addictive almost. I wanted to save somebody else right now just to feel the sunshine again.
 
   “You know,” Silas’s voice broke into my ecstasy as we exited the dank apartment building. “She is completely safe now.”
 
   I glanced over at him, flitting along next to my shoulder. “I know! That was so great, Silas. I totally knew what to do with those Darks.” Kicking and twisting at the air, I reenacted the fight. “I got rid of them pretty fast, don’t you think? I mean there were a lot of them.” I sighed, content. “So, do I keep an eye on Jen? Is she like one of my charges now?”
 
   “No, Calliope. As I said, she is completely safe now. No Darks can touch her.” He flew in front of me and faced me, moving backward at my pace. “Once you save a soul, you change their lives forever. You touch them with your goodness, and it keeps the Darks away for good. In a way, you leave your mark on them, or I should say, His mark. From now on, there is an invisible shield around little Jen that makes it impossible for the Darks to get to her.”
 
   “Awesome! So, she’ll be fine now. No more bulimia bull.” That was a relief. How anyone could gag themselves was beyond me. I couldn’t even stand when the doctor stuck the popsicle stick in my mouth to look at my tonsils. I hated gagging.
 
   “Well, she is human, and she has her own set of limitations, unfortunately, but she won’t have any demons around to encourage her fears any longer.” He pushed out his chest and smiled proudly at me then.  “Thanks to you.” What a smug little Micro he was, wings all puffed up and nose in the air.
 
   Sure, Silas, it was all because of your gentle but firm coaching that I had become teen angel of the year. You get the award for best Micro ever. Your prize is... wait for it…. a gorgeous pink paisley scarf. I was pretty sure he had a speech stashed up that polka dot sleeve just for moments like this. Really, what a piece of work this little guy was.
 
   “So, I have some questions for you.” I hated to admit it, but I really needed a few answers.
 
   “I’d be happy to explain anything you need to know, Calliope.”
 
   “Do I really need to ask or can you take a little field trip in my head and find the questions to your answers, Si?” I huffed, put off by his smugness. So unfair that he could read my mind when I was the one who could seriously use some telepathic guidance at crunch time.
 
   “My vision into your mind is limited, Calliope. It only works when you are directing your thoughts at me or about me and when I am present. I am not… omniscient, so to speak.”
 
   Imagine that. Silas was admitting his limitations. Stanger things, I suppose. “Okay then. Good to know.”
 
   “Go on with your questions, Calliope.” He hovered, and I sat down on a rusty green metal bench in front of the apartment building. The sky was getting kind of dark. I had no idea what time it was, but I was pretty sure my parents were gonna take that cell phone back after this disappearing stunt. I did need to get home, but first I had to know a couple of things.
 
   “First, what do I do at school when Jen recognizes me and shouts out – hey you’re the crazy girl from my bathroom!”
 
   “As I said, she will have no memory of that.”
 
   “Okay, how does that work?”
 
   “Any human who witnesses a supernatural occurrence whether it be with an Arc like yourself or a Micro like me will forget all about it directly after the event.” He perched on the bench next to me and ran his fingers through his hair. “Sometimes, a human won’t even be able to identify when the supernatural is happening right in front of them. It’s called – “
 
   Suddenly we were interrupted by a piercing yell. “Aye Mama!”
 
   Thanks for the heart attack, Jules. Geez
 
   “Jules, what’s wrong?”
 
   “I broke my favorite heel!” She whined, throwing her hands toward the sky or the heavens. These days, the cosmic borders weren’t altogether clear for me. “These are Jimmy Choo knock offs, Silas.” Jules’ pout was straight out of Hollywood. This time, her wardrobe was more motorcycle chick meets Miss Universe. Her skintight black leather pants had rhinestone studs up the sides of her legs, matching the ones on her hot pink tank top that spelled out “HOT.”
 
   Yeah, it was in all caps. Shouldn’t there be a more conservative dress code for angels? I mean, her shimmery black feather wings were actually adorned with pink glitter and rhinestones today. Didn’t this chicky have better things to do than accessorize and file her super long fingernails?
 
   “Can’t you just touch it and say something so that the heel goes back to normal, Jules?” So, Micros could apparate and fly but they needed superglue to fix stuff? I was so lost.
 
   She glared at me.
 
   “Poor Jules.” Silas turned the tiny shoe around in his hand, admiring it with silent oohs and ahhs and totally ignoring me. “This is a great shoe.” Really? Like a broken heel was a national tragedy or something.  I mean, I totally understood shoe love, but Silas was over the top. Part of me wondered if he wasn’t a little pleased that Jules’ shoe was ruined. I think he was mildly jealous that she could wear those shoes and he couldn’t. I guess The Boss had to draw the line somewhere when it came to angel dress code. What did I know, really though? If Jules could dress like she did, maybe there were even angels in drag. I winced at the thought of Silas playing around in my closet.
 
   “So, the word on the golden streets, leetle girlie, is that you have an affinity for slaying Darks.” She raised one perfectly waxed eyebrow at me. “Nice work.”
 
   Wow, was Jules actually paying me a compliment? Who knew things could get even crazier. “Yeah, I guess I’ve got skills.” I still needed answers though. “But, I was wondering... you know when I told Jen there was somebody bigger than her who cared about her?”
 
   “Yes.” Jules and Silas said in unison. They reminded me of a couple of Los Angeles hair dressers on break, Jules with one hand on her glam hip, lighting up a cigarette with the other and Silas, leaning into her, holding his chin in his hands, like The Thinker.
 
   “Well, I just can’t figure out where all of that came from.” Like I said before, I was raised Catholic, but we really didn’t talk openly about God in my house. My parents sent us to Christian education classes and assumed we were learning what we needed to know. We did a lot of note passing and doodling at those classes. So where the heck had I learned how to wax eloquent on Jesus?
 
   “Calliope,” Jules began in her throaty Italian voice, “It is instinct for you to fight the Darks. Somewhere inside of you there are many memories of all the things you experienced as an Arc before you were sent here.” She took a long drag and exhaled slowly. “So, all of this knowledge is inside of you. You will access it as you need it, as time passes.”
 
   “So, where was I before I was sent here?”
 
   They looked at each other like they were weighing whether it was okay to answer my question. Silas shrugged and picked a piece of fuzz from his blouse.
 
   “Well, you were in Heaven, of course,” Jules said matter of factly. “With the rest of us. With everyone.”
 
   Surely after all of the insanity that had invaded my teenage life thus far, I should have been able to embrace anything. Not true. Every new piece of this crazy puzzle had to be oiled and gently coaxed into its place for me to accept it. Heaven? What was next? Hell?
 
   “Of course. Where do you think Darks come from?” Silas almost rolled his eyes at me.
 
   “Callie girl, let me explain to you.” Jules’s giant wings fluttered easily as she landed on a gate post across from the bench I no longer could sit still on. She crossed her long leather legs, leaned back and tossed her auburn hair dramatically. “This world you live in is only a small small place on the… how can I say it…? On the cosmic map.” She was so pleased with herself for that explanation, and I still had no freaking’ clue what she was talking about.
 
   “You see, Calliope, Heaven is much much larger and grander than anything here on Earth. You’ve caught glimpses of it – the colors, the sounds, the seemingly strange abilities you have.” Silas continued. “Heaven is where we all originated, humans and angels alike. He created us all so long ago, before there was even a hint of the war that rages now. Of course, I’m sure He knew it would come to pass. After all, Lucifer was His creation.”
 
   “So, you’re talking about God? The actual God?”
 
   They both grinned, and Jules sucked on her cigarette again. “Yes, Callie.” She exhaled. “The actual God.”
 
   Let them laugh, but this was way hard for even my advanced psyche to grasp.
 
   “Some humans know part of the story. Lucifer became jealous, wanted power, wanted to be God.”
 
   Jules interrupted. “I think he just got bored actually, and he was ticked that God had given him tiny horns. He always envied the ones that Miklas has – the ones that look like… what do you call it…? A ramses?”
 
   “A ram?” I ventured a guess. I felt like I was on a game show in Wonderland. Soon, the white rabbit would rush into the picture lamenting his tardiness. I rubbed my forehead.
 
   “Yes, that’s right, a ram. You, know a big reindeer or something. So, Lucifer, he decides he’s going to stage a coup, right?” She was laughing, as if she was recounting a funny family story that keeps getting retold year after year at reunions. “He takes his puny – you know he is a short sheet, right?  Anyways, he takes his puny fork tailed self in front of the rest of the angels and announces his plan to take over and become… God. The actual, God.” She snickered.
 
   “So,” Silas took over when Jules collapsed into giggles. I was beginning to wonder if that was an actual cigarette she was smoking. It smelled a little off. Micros… honestly! “When The Boss found out about Lucifer, He was just heartbroken.” He shook his head sadly, obviously taking this tale a little more seriously than his glittery counterpart. “I mean, He doesn’t really have favorites, right? But isn’t that what all parents say? Deep down, I think Lu was one of His favorites, don’t you, Jules?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But, a parent has to do the right thing, not the easy thing, and He had to set an example. So, when Lucifer jumped ship for Hell, which no one even knew existed up until that point, God let him go. Not before giving all of us a glimpse of what Lu’s new realm was like, though. And, when we saw it, believe me – none of us wanted to cross the Boss after that.”
 
   “Is it like in books, Silas?” I shuddered just thinking about it. “Fiery lakes and torture and everything?”
 
   “No.” He looked up thoughtfully. “In hell, there is nothing. I mean total nothing. It is void of any feeling, including negative. It is the worst torture, and it especially was for someone like Lu, who was already antsy in paradise.”
 
   “And, if you can even believe this,” Jules spoke up. “I think He would accept Lucifer back into the fold even now after everything that has happened. He’s just that way. Once you say you’re sorry and mean it, He forgets the past.”
 
   “So what happened after Lucifer was exiled? If there’s nothing, where did all of the Darks come from?”
 
   “Well, to that little red short sheet’s credit, he does actually have some brains under those leetle horns, huh Si?”
 
   “Yes. Lucifer figured out how to create some power of his own, nothing of course that could challenge God, but he did figure out a way to get to his creator –through torturing other creations, namely humans. Lu channeled his smarts into creating demons – Raysers, Marks, Blinders, Sways… there are all kinds, Calliope. And, all of these demons prey on different types of humans in different ways. If a human is destroyed by Lucifer’s Darks, he claims that soul and gets to keep it in his nothing world for eternity.”
 
   “That sucks.” What else could I say? I wasn’t even sure I understood all of this. How was I supposed to wrap my head around Hell being a void, like a big black hole?
 
   “Yes, Calliope. So, you see, there is a war that has been raging for eons. Lucifer wants revenge for not being made equal to God. We angels are God’s soldiers, fighting against Lucifer’s Darks. Anytime He loses even one of His humans, it is like a thousand swords to his heart. He is truly heartbroken over every one that’s lost; they are His children, Calliope.”
 
   Jules and Silas were silent then for a moment. So, they did do solemn once in a while. I tried to digest it all.
 
   “Callie,” Jules started. “You can’t remember right now - your mind had to be strongly altered in order for you to be able to act like a normal human, but you were chosen. Eons ago, when we were all leeving the good life behind the gates.” She smiled and looked wistfully off to the right. “Everything was perfect there before. And after… well,” Jules gestured at our surroundings and grimaced. “Here we are, angels who haven’t fallen from grace but fallen for grace. Chosen to defend and protect His creations, Callie. That’s what we are.” I looked at her, still dazed despite all of her waxing. She waved a hand at me, dismissing. “Everything will come back to you in time.” She patted me on the head like I was the Chihuahua that would totally have completed her look. 
 
   So, I was an Arc, an angel soldier sent here by the actual God to protect teenagers from demons called Raysers. It was all so crazy, but somewhere deep down I could feel that it was true. Not only did it explain all of the unexplainable recent events, but also I could feel some of the memories surfacing. The amazing music I could hear, the wild colors I could see; I sensed that these were part of my identity, the part that had been blocked out for sixteen years.
 
   We headed home in silence broken only by Silas’s incessant humming of some Miley Cyrus song. He really had no clue. Really.
 
   When I poked my head through the back door of the kitchen, I fully expected my Mom to knock me over with a relieved and also angry embrace.
 
   She didn’t.
 
   There she was at the kitchen counter jamming on her IPod and slicing a watermelon. She didn’t seem upset or worried in the least. Hadn’t she noticed I’d been  gone? “Hey Cal,” She smiled easily at me and went back to shaking her hips and doing the smooch mouth.
 
   Weird… on so many levels.
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   “You’d think that a girl who has been waiting ages and ages for a cell phone would answer texts from her best friend.” Mila’s eyes were squinty and accusing as she pushed through the always open front door on Sunday morning.
 
   “Sorry,” I looked away, guilty as charged but also totally preoccupied with the smoke rings Jules was puffing toward the ceiling in the family room. How did she get them so perfect?
 
   “Eternities of practice, leetle Callie.” She flashed her bleached white teeth at me and winked.
 
   “What smells in here?” My mom was hurrying around trying to find everyone’s shoes and her purse. “Mila, I seriously hope you are not smoking cigarettes. I am going to talk to your mother again.”
 
   “Mrs. Evans, I am not smoking.” She rolled her eyes. “God, Callie.”
 
   “Don’t take the Lord’s name in vain, Mila!” Mom yelled, on a roll now. How did she sniff out Jules’s smoke? That woman was a hound!
 
   “Callie, why do I agree to go to church with you guys on Sundays?” Mila plopped down on the couch, cracking her gum loudly. “It’s such a circus for you all to even get out of the house, right?”
 
   “Yeah,” I sputtered, trying to be nonchalant while I waved the invisibly smoky air around and glared at the snickering Jules. I knew why Mila went to church with us on Sundays. It was because Lily prayed to Saint Mattress on Sunday mornings; she liked to sleep in on the weekends. When Mom offered out of good Christian duty or something to take Mila with us, Lily was all over it.  I think Mom was hoping to instill some values into my sidekick, thereby decreasing the risk of Mila being a bad influence on me. Judging by the way my mother eyed Mila’s heavily advertised cleavage, she was probably beginning to doubt her well intentioned plan.
 
   Mila really didn’t dig coming to church with us, and I guess I couldn’t blame her. Mass wasn’t exactly exciting or entertaining. Father Tom was like a hundred years old or something, and he mumbled a lot when he wasn’t singing off key. Also, it was the same routine more or less every Sunday. Sit, stand, kneel, sit stand, kneel, and so on. So, Mila sat and popped her gum and passed me notes, which my mother usually intercepted. This was usually followed by a great show of dramatic sighing and eye rolling from Mila. At some point during the hour, my brothers would usually do something inappropriate, like fart quietly and have a contest over whose was smellier. Mila didn’t have brothers. She didn’t do gross, and this trick would usually send her totally over the edge. Overall, church was never really a spiritual or even positive experience for Mila.
 
   Just then, out of nowhere Sam hurled himself into the room and onto Mila’s lap. Jack followed, plowing into the heap, yelling. “Give it back, Sam! It’s not yours!”
 
   “Jackie has a girlfriend!” Sam teased.”Look, he wrote her a looooovvve poem.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes while Mila fought her way out of the heap of immaturity that was my brothers. I don’t think they even noticed they were on top of her (yeah, they were that clueless,) but she sure did.
 
   “God, you’re both just gross!” She yelled at them and tried to iron out the red mini dress she wore over leggings. “I totally need a shower.”
 
   “Come on kids, let’s go.” Mom, in a frenzy as usual, had her eye on the prize. Just get them all out the door, frantic as ever.
 
   “Your house is always in such an uproarious state, Calliope,” Silas muttered matter of factly, perching on the mantle and examining his fingernails.
 
   Tell me about it.
 
   I was beginning to get used to Silas and Jules sharing my space. I didn’t gawk anymore at Jules’s crazy outfits. I no longer was surprised by Silas’s “naiveté.” Yeah, that was a nice way of calling him thick.
 
   But truly, the guy didn’t realize that Boy Bands weren’t really for boys, and humming Justin Beiber’s “Baby” was not exactly considered cool, especially if you were dressed like Mr. Roper from Three’s Company. Where on earth had he heard that song anyways? Did the guy spend his free time listening to Disney’s XM radio or what?
 
   “Calliope, there is nothing wrong with Disney. It is quite a popular phenomenon these days.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. Yeah, when they were around, they were usually in my head. Maybe they couldn’t even help it – like my thoughts were their white noise or something.
 
   Luckily or not – I mean they did shake things up a bit - the Micros weren’t always around.   For a while in the beginning, I’d catch myself talking out loud to them. It sucked when people were around to witness that, even though I knew they’d forget. Thank God I’d finally gotten used to speaking to them through my thoughts.
 
   It had been about a month since my birthday, and I’d been killing lots of demons. It wasn’t daily that Silas or Jules dragged me out of science class or the bus line to go hunting, but it happened a few times a week. I was never ready, and they always caught me off guard. Once, Jules even appeared while I was taking a shower.
 
   Yes, in the shower.
 
   And, of course I felt totally inadequate. I mean, the woman has the perfect body, and I was all sudsy with shampoo running down my face. Geez. I was not a happy camper that time. And, of course, she thought it was just hilarious.
 
   Micros… ugh.
 
   But, I did prefer Jules to Silas when it came to fighting Raysers. Where Silas liked to stand on the sidelines, coaching, urging me with perfectly chosen words as to where and how to strike next, Jules loved to get in on the action. She’d flit around the darks’ ugly heads like a buzzing bee, confusing them. She’d laugh her throaty laugh, watching them swat the air around them dumbly. She’d tweak and twist their little bat ears from behind and crack up when they’d wince in horror.
 
   Some Darks were pretty wimpy when it came to any physical pain, and Jules was good at random sharp shooter types of strikes like pinching and twisting the leathery skin behind their knees and nape of neck hair pulling – some of them did have body hair or maybe the right word would be fur – I don’t know. She made sure to stay out of sight, because apparently Raysers could sometimes see Micros. If they spotted a Micro, they’d know an Arc was around, and they’d lay on the horror in my head.
 
   Just about twelve hours ago, Silas had gotten me out of bed in the middle of the night, and I was dragging a little this morning. They told me that my human “weaknesses” like fatigue and hunger would eventually fade, that at some point, I wouldn’t even register them. So far, no luck. I still totally dug my sleep, and I wasn’t anywhere near giving up a good burger and fries. They didn’t know what they were missing.
 
   I raised my eyebrows at Jules before heading out the door behind my mother, silently and sarcastically inviting her to come to church. There was just nothing holy about her.
 
   “I already have my wings, Callie.  Thank you anyways.” And poof, she disappeared, leaving a trail of glitter only I could see...
 
   “See ya.” I said to Silas, and he nodded to me before he was gone too.
 
   I wondered where they went when they weren’t hanging out on my turf. Maybe I’d ask them later.
 
   But they didn’t come back until much much later.
 
   In the meantime, Johnston Deavers cornered me after church. With a mouthful of powdered donut, he began his weekly digging.
 
   “Hey Callie. I noticed you brought Mila to church with you today.”
 
   Thanks for the powder shower, dude. Gross. “Hey Deaves.”  I scanned the church basement for any sign of Mila while I dusted Johnston’s breakfast off of my shirt. “Yeah, she’s here somewhere.” She was probably totally hunkered down in a crazy hiding spot right now, watching me field Deaves’ questions from afar.
 
   “Do you think she’d go out with me, Callie?” He was fidgeting with the button on the wrist of his shirt and squinting out of his thick glasses at the ceiling.
 
   Yeah... not in this century, Deaves. I felt kinda bad for him. He’d been crushing on Mila since the third grade. And she’d been avoiding him for just about as long.
 
   “You never know, Deaves.” I couldn’t help but smile at this guy. He was your textbook science geek in his dark blue jeans and too tight button down that advertised his absent abs and hiked over his belly button when he lifted his arms. His messy curly hair was untamed but also uncool. With some effort, that doo could work for him, but he definitely needed some help with it. I was sure he had a couple of comic books on him stashed somewhere and probably also a calculator.  He was so doomed as far as Mila was concerned.  I mean, while he was probably going to spend his Sunday afternoon attempting to harvest some kind of macro nano energy stuff from dried corn cobs or something, Mila would probably be trying to tack down the subtle difference in lipstick shades between Perfect Plum and Miss Magenta. And, she’d have a hard time reading the word magenta. Yeah, they’d make a super interesting pair. He was sweet, though. I had to give him props for keeping the faith. “Keep at her, and maybe you’ll break her down, Deaves.”
 
   Johnston Deavers shrugged and was gone. Mila was too. She’d texted me that she’d grabbed a ride home with Ella Fallon’s family after she saw me talking to Johnston.  Mila couldn’t stand confrontations with him, because he’d use words that totally threw her off, and she never knew how to respond. It was highly entertaining to see her fumble and stumble. Anyway, Johnston had totally scared her off, and I didn’t see her for the rest of the day.
 
   After church, Dad met us at Hibachi, our favorite restaurant.
 
   “Jack, quit flicking soybeans at your brother please.” My poor mother.
 
   “They’re edamame, Mom, aye?” Sam laughed at his own play on words. Lame.
 
   “Whatever. Just don’t flick them.”
 
   “Callie,” Dad nodded toward me with a mouthful of noodles. “Haven’t heard you yapping about that permit test lately. You taking it again or what?”
 
   I’d been so preoccupied with Raysers and Micros, I’d kind of forgotten. Plus, the whole travel by Silas touch thing - totally kicked arsenal. Kind of made driving seem sorta beat “Yeah, I’m gonna take it again. I just have to study the book.”
 
   “No more headaches lately?” Mom was shoveling rice and veggies, trying to sound nonchalant. I knew she was freaked out about the headaches, worried they were seizure related and what if I had one while driving and blah de blah blah….
 
   “Nope. Free and clear of headaches, Mom.” At least I knew the story on the headaches now. Silas had explained it all to me. Apparently, the headaches I had before finding out I was an Arc were my mind’s way of stretching out to allow for the change I was about to face. It remembered and knew what was coming, even though I’d totally forgotten. Even now, when Silas or Jules appeared or when there were Darks near, my head would start to pound. Anything supernatural would throw me into what I now considered to be one of the milder types of headaches I’d experienced. The serious ones were the torture the Raysers threw at me in battle. Anytime they sensed they were being attacked by an Arc, they’d lay it on heavy, and it was crazy worse than the other ones. Sometimes I thought my head would just explode, pop right off my shoulders. Sometimes, I was sure the violent images they tossed at me would make me insane. “Nope. Free and clear of headaches, Mom.” I elbowed Sam who fell sideways into Jack. “Other than these two, I mean.”
 
   They both snickered, and Jack flicked an edamame, which hit me square between the eyes. Nice shot, little dude.
 
   “Jack Anthony Evans!” Mom’s veins were popping out on her forehead.
 
   I picked up the salty soybean and popped it into my mouth, grinning at him. Much as my brothers sometimes bugged the shugar out of me, they definitely made life interesting.
 
   That night, Si’s voice cut through the thickness of sleep, his near British accent weaving through my dreams and planting its oh so proper alarm in my ear. Two nights in a row?
 
    
 
   --
 
    
 
   “Open your eyes, Calliope.”
 
   Rolling over and pulling the covers up over my head, I groaned. “It’s Callie – just Callie.”  Why did he still not get it?
 
   “Okay, just Callie. Open your eyes. It’s time to save some hopeless teens from their own personal demons.” Chortle... Chuckle. God, angels love themselves. Isn’t there something wrong with that… like vanity being sinful and all?
 
   I shook my head and sighed, throwing the covers off. “Really Si, you’re not funny. Stick with the whole goodness thing and just don’t try to be funny.”
 
   He was visibly offended, feathers totally ruffled. Si ran his elegant little hand through his perfectly coiffed blond feathered locks, curling the ends with his pinky finger as he looked away at nothing.  I had to stifle a laugh at his attempts at nonchalance. Micros were so vain and easy to rattle. “Just pulling your chain, Si.”
 
   “Well, Calliope, we should make haste.” He snapped the blinds open with two teeny fingers and squinted into the darkness. “According to my instructions, we have no time to waste. Perhaps some dungarees and a blouse - ”
 
   “First of all, isn’t somebody up there in charge of colloquialism or something? I mean, really? Dungarees, Si? Come on, it’s not nineteen seventy five. Somebody should head up a class – current human language- it’d be really great if they’d update it every decade or so.” I snickered and stretched. “I think you want me to throw on some jeans and a tee shirt, right?”
 
   Si rolled his eyes deeply. “Yes, Calliope, blue jeans. Let’s get changed now. And, I’ll take up the class idea with management. It’s actually not a bad idea.” He motioned for me to hurry up. At least he was giving me a minute to throw clothes on this time.
 
   “Okay, Si.” I waved him toward my bedroom door. “Get out while I change.”
 
   “Really Calliope, being invisible and eternal, it isn’t as if I’ve never seen-”
 
   “I know you’re supernatural and all, but I’m still not down with getting naked in front of you.” Honestly, Micros think they have seen and done it all, and maybe Si has.  But, that doesn’t mean the first guy who sees my undies has to be a … well… Silas. I’m holding out for a younger angel. “Out, Si.”
 
   Ten minutes and two outfits later (this teen angel still likes to look good,) I was shimmying down the trellis from my bedroom window to our patio out back.  I didn’t really have to sneak; it wasn’t as if my parents would even remember seeing me leave, but climbing out the bedroom window was way more exciting than walking out the front door. What some of the girls at school wouldn’t give for their parents to be under the same Cloak of naiveté mine were!  Silas and Jules had planted it on them weeks ago, and I still couldn’t get over how thoroughly thick my parents were lately when it came to my behavior. My mother was always so far up my arsenal, she usually knew my plans before I did. I never could have gotten away with sneaking out before all of this. And, all of the talking to myself too. I’d have been committed by now. But because of the Micros’ simple suggestion, Mom and Dad were sound asleep right now and would never imagine I was sneaking out.
 
   “So, where we going?” I asked. Usually he just touched me to the scene of the crime, but tonight Silas wanted to prep talk me, so we were kickin’ it by foot.
 
   “Callie, let me explain.” Silas faced me and flew backwards, his fairylike wings fluttering. We fell into step like this, almost dancing, with Si’s little fairy body doing the backstroke, facing me while I followed his lead and his story down my street into town.
 
   “She’s only thirteen years old, the poor creature. And yet, I think it all started when she was three, just a baby really.” Abruptly, he stopped and perched, still and quiet in mid air. “I’ll have to show you.”  He looked away, strangely somber and then touched his tiny hand to my forehead. “I am sorry Calliope.”
 
   The ringing in my ears came first but only for a split second before the blinding heat of the headache overtook me. My face in my hands, I fell to the ground in pain. The memories seemed to last so much longer than the mere seconds that had passed when it was all over. Tears drenched my shirt and sweat puddled inside my fists, now unclenched.
 
   Physical pain had morphed to anger first then to just plain sorrow. I remembered then just how ugly this world really can be. It took a child’s memories to remind me. I stood up and pawed at my face, trying to wipe away the tears.
 
   “What’s her name, Si?” I nearly whispered.
 
   “Georgia.”
 
   I closed my eyes for a moment and just breathed.
 
   I guess it came as sort of a relief to me when I found out about the demons. I mean, maybe that sounds crazy to most people, but what’s crazy to me is this:
 
   People. Kill. Each. Other.
 
   Every freaking’ day, people were killing each other, in a number of ways both practical and gruesome; both premeditated and out of something called insanity. How insane does a mother have to be to hurt her child?  How can a husband kiss his wife one minute and then smack her senseless the next? This nightly news shugar was what was crazy to me. When I found out that Darks were doing their own kind of Cloaking, I totally got that. On the surface, it might have seemed a bit batty, but it gave me the explanation I needed for all of the ugliness.
 
   For as much as my mother has sheltered me from harsh reality in my thirteen years of life, she was a news fanatic. National, local, conservative, liberal – whatever – she’d watch it. And, if there was breaking news – don’t block her view of the TV or watch out for unidentified “aimed at you” flying objects, because she’d knock you dead out of her way.  She liked to stay informed, I guess. Anyways, I’d seen the news. I knew about planes being flown into buildings. I knew about pregnant mothers who were lost and then unfortunately found with no happy ending. I knew about these things and others, and I could understand “the devil made me do it.” What I couldn’t understand was this sort of horror actually existing inside a human heart.
 
   So, Cloaking - basically a strong suggestion with supernatural power that really works. I mean, we knew where the power came from, and He’s just really good at getting the job done – any job. When Jules and Silas first revealed themselves and my identity to me, they had already Cloaked my parents and brothers into remaining unaware of my future actions – be they bizarre or secretive.  So, all of the “What the freak are you?” and “I’m losing my freaking’ mind” - the yelling and carrying on over the course of the first few days was completely lost to them. Thank God, too – really – because Jack and Sam would have totally had my crazy arsenal on YouTube in a matter of three seconds. Video description: “Wack job sister threatens invisible fairies with steak knife – A MUST SEE!”
 
    Seriously, thank you God for Cloaking.
 
   But, Silas explained to me, with the Darks, Cloaking is different. Actually, I think Cloaking is the same, but the power source is different, of course, and that’s the trouble – literally.   The supernatural power is still really strong, and if there’s no defensive line around the subject to protect him, forget it, he’s toast.
 
   “So, right now there are how many Darks, Si?” I didn’t ask out of fear anymore. I just wanted to be prepared.
 
   “There are three that are plaguing her right now. They are whispering, Calliope, and she is suffering. They tell her to bleed herself to right the pain. In this way, she feels only the physical pain of the cutting, not the actual source of the pain.”
 
   “The abuse.”
 
   “Yes.” Silas grimaced. “I swoon at the sight of blood, you know.”
 
   Are you kidding me? Of all the Micro Angels in heaven, God sent me the wuss? Unbelievable. Was there a beatitude that fit this? Let there be comedy relief in the presence of all tragedy… and the wimps shall inherit the earth... blah blah. Go figure. I rolled my eyes.
 
   “Okay, Si.” We were doing our backwards fly, forwards walk thing again. “You can keep your eyes closed during the gory parts. Just come to my rescue if you hear me scream, got it?”
 
   “Thanks for understanding Calliope.” He touched my shoulder and smiled humbly. What a piece of work this angel was. Hopefully Jules would be there. She’d help me kick arsenal and maybe spill some demon blood with me.
 
   But when we got to the girl’s house on Spring Street, Silas stopped abruptly. His wings stopped fluttering forward, and he turned around and started flying back the way we came.
 
   “Calliope, we are no longer needed, it seems.”
 
   Was his face red or was it me? He actually looked a little put off.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “We can take you back home. The girl is okay now.”
 
   “But shouldn’t we get rid of the Darks altogether for her?” I understood now that once an Arc had an encounter with a human in a Darks crisis, that human was safe from the demons forever. I felt like I should at least talk to the girl, give her the seal of safety. Okay – dramatic. Busted.
 
   “Aye Mama!” Jules appeared then, dressed in a camo... was that a catsuit?
 
   Yep, a camo cat suit.
 
   “Somebody in human resources really dropped a ball this time, Silas.” She shook her head and rearranged her auburn hair in a tight ponytail that swung behind her head.
 
   Why were Si’s lips pursed? And, his eyes were circling everywhere but never landing on anything. He looked like he had to go to the bathroom, and I was pretty sure Micros didn’t do that. “Jules, let’s not speak of it now, okay?”
 
   Jules gasped and her eyes got as big as hard boiled eggs and then narrowed into tiny slits the next second. “Ah Dio Mio, you knew! You bastardo!” She kicked at him with her platform boots. What were they talking about?
 
   “I didn’t know anything, Jules. I became aware of the situation just moments ago.”
 
   “Can someone please tell me what’s going on here?”
 
   “No!” In unison.
 
   Beautiful.
 
   “Glad I got out of bed for this, guys.”
 
   “Calliope, let’s just get you home, okay?”
 
   Now, it was Jules turn to purse her lips and grind her teeth. I was pretty sure she was just trying not to totally cuss Silas out for whatever stunt he’d pulled if that was the problem. Frankly I couldn’t believe he’d gotten something past Jules. She was definitely the brains of the two. On that note, she was also the brawn.
 
   Whatever the deal was, the two of them were obviously all worked up about it, and judging by their silent argument (in which Jules was trying super hard not explode – maybe literally,) they didn’t want me to know anything about it.
 
   Well, you know what – they could keep their dumb old secret to themselves. I was going home to get my sleep on.
 
   I started walking toward my house, leaving them behind. Hopefully Silas didn’t get his arsenal kicked too hard.
 
   I’d learned as of late that the Micro’s concerns didn’t always concern me. Although they hung out in my little square of the universe sometimes, their world and their worries were celestial. They argued over politics, government, entertainment – none of it earthly, and most of the time their subject matter was totally lost on me. There were names and places I’d never heard of, or at least couldn’t remember. There were parties and other events they’d gab about. I’d learned to distance myself from their agendas unless the agenda included soul saving.
 
   I’d taken sides one time. Never gonna do that again. I don’t know what Silas would have done to me, but a night’s worth of getting cussed out in loud and shrieky Italian was enough to teach me my lesson.
 
   As long as little Georgia was safe, I could sleep well tonight. And I wanted to at least look rested tomorrow.
 
   Tomorrow.
 
   Sweet sweet tomorrow!
 
   I was meeting Joshua Pride at Mackle Park. We were going to study for an English test together after school. Just thinking about it brought the familiar goose bumps to land on my shoulders and make their way down my arms. I shivered, smiling at the hotness I felt on my cheeks and in other places.
 
   Killing demons and saving souls was definitely the greatest high ever. Being within arm’s reach of Joshua Pride was a really close second.
 
   I sighed, pushing out all of that pent up air that ballooned in my chest whenever I thought about him. Hmm – maybe I wouldn’t be able to sleep tonight after all.
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   “So what do you think? Tomorrow night?” His black eyes stared me down hard, eyebrows raised, not really smiling but hopeful.  His lips looked so soft, pouting just a little, just enough. When they parted to speak, I knew he could hear me breathing. “Six thirty?” He put his hand over mine. Electricity shot through me, and I had to close my eyes for a second.
 
   What did I think? Wait a minute, let me catch my breath here.
 
   I knew my face was flushed. I had to collect myself. Okay, so he’d just asked me out. The totally most gorgeous guy I had ever met wanted to go out with me. And, every last ounce of me wanted to say “Yes. I think it is absolutely perfect.”
 
   I only had one problem.
 
   How was I going to get past the dynamic duo?
 
   I’d spent the first sixteen years of my life trying to get my parents to allow me to do things they always thought I was too young to do. Now, I was pretty sure Silas and Jules were going to thwart my efforts at having a life.
 
   “Sounds Perfect.” What the hello else did I have but chances to take, right?
 
   Then he smiled, and his whole face was sunshine, the kind that slowly comes out from behind a cloud and heats you up gradually to a smolder. It’s so hot, but you just have to close your eyes and turn your face upwards – bask in it, bake in it, take it in.”
 
   “Awesome.” And then he so gently brushed a stray wisp of hair behind my ear. I sucked in my breath, trying to deny the goose bumps that must have been all over my face. If Joshua’s smile was August sunshine, his fingertips were the first rays of spring, warming up my skin. “See you tomorrow, Callie.” And he turned away, heading toward his car.
 
   I watched him amble coolly away from the picnic table where we had been feigning studying The Scarlet Letter in between bouts of heavy flirting and staring at each other wordlessly.
 
   Who even did that? I never expected to feel this way about any guy.  I mean, my thoughts about him were poetic, my daydreams of him were borderline inappropriate, and my attraction toward him was impossible to interrupt once it was set in motion. I was magnetized by Joshua Pride. Something about being with him made me never want to be anywhere else. I was beginning to get used to the way he seemed to devour me with his eyes. I honestly didn’t think he even realized when he was doing it, which kind of made it even worse… or maybe better.
 
   All I knew was when he looked at me like that, I wanted to smash his lips with my lips, pull his face so far into my own, that he could only see my eyes, maybe even see my truths. As scary as it was, something inside of me wanted him to know.
 
   Everything about me.
 
   It didn’t make any sense, and I knew that. Why on earth would I tell Joshua Pride? I could just hear the conversation we would have.
 
   “In my spare time? Well, I mostly like to kill demons and talk to other angels who are invisible to your mortal eyes. Totally rocks. By the way, I’m an angel, and I don’t age. Staying sixteen forever. Pretty cool, huh? Oh, and I also like to swim. What about you?”
 
   He’d run before I could say “How do you like me now?”
 
   So, why did I feel this overwhelming urge to bare my innermost secrets to him of all people? I had to roll my eyes at my own utter stupidity. Probably just because he was so freaking’ gorgeous.
 
   So. Freaking’. Gorgeous. And I, Callie Evans, was going out with him tomorrow.
 
   Smile, sigh, dance a little as I head toward home.
 
   I still had to ask my parents if it was okay that I go out with Joshua tomorrow, but I wasn’t exactly worried about it being that they were so totally clueless lately about where I was and what I was doing. Not that I would use the whole Cloaking thing to my advantage in this situation. Really tempting, but I didn’t want to cross whatever line might exist out there in the cosmic courts. I didn’t know for sure what the laws of Arc or whatever were, but if it looks and smells like it’s wrong… yeah – I’d just ask them like usual. If their reaction wasn’t what I wanted, maybe I’d revisit rebellion.
 
   Mom had already sniffed out my crush anyways. She always did, and I was pretty sure that it had been cake for her. I mean English with Josh was the last class of the day, and the short bus ride home after was clearly not enough time for me to shake off the red faced permasmile or dreamlike gaga eyes he inspired in me daily. So, she asked, and I spilled, and she hadn’t totally freaked out like I’d expected.
 
   We actually had ended up dishing for a while about guys and other things. She’d told me some stories about her first hard crush – she was apparently really into some dude who went to the military and was stationed in Japan or China or something. She’d sneaked and called him like a thousand times a day until Gram had gotten the phone bill and busted her. She’d had to work two jobs all summer to pay her phone bill.
 
   “What happened with the guy?” I’d asked her.
 
   “Turned out to be a real jerk. Then, I met your Dad, and the rest is history.”
 
   “I can’t believe you were seventeen when you met Dad.” Nuts to think my mom had been one year older than me when she met her future husband. I hadn’t even had a serious boyfriend yet.
 
   “Crazy, huh?” She had given me a half smile and patted my hand. “Guess it was just meant to be.  I guess I believe that God creates matches for people, and your Dad is my match, my soul mate, you know?”
 
   I didn’t know, but I hoped. At least for humans… I mean… and I guess I hoped for myself that Silas didn’t know all the rules. Maybe somewhere out there in the cosmos beyond the planet earth, there was a match for me, and I’d get to meet him someday after eternity.
 
   I’d smiled at Mom then. Sometimes, she was actually really cool. We were having a moment when my Dad came wiggling through the front door.
 
   “Gotta go, gotta go, gotta go right now. I gotta go!” His voice had echoed as he danced past, visibly squeezing his butt cheeks together and quickly saluting us before high kneeing it down the basement steps to the downstairs bathroom. “I’m goin’ in ladies! Wish me luck!”  His voice echoed from below.
 
   Slam. Click. Water on. I didn’t know why but Dad liked the shower to be on when he went to the bathroom.
 
   I smirked and looked up at my mom. “Awww. That’s your soul mate.”
 
   “Yep.” She’d shaken her head, and we’d both laughed.
 
   So, I had a feeling that my parents were going to be okay with me going out on a date with a guy. I’d have to endure a painful pre-sortie lecture, no doubt, but I’d deal. My eyes were on the prize, and what a pretty prize he was.
 
   So, how to get past Silas and Jules or to at least keep them out of my head? That was the bigger problem. Maybe they wouldn’t be around. I didn’t know where they went or what else they did when they weren’t my sidekicks. I wondered if they had other Arcs to coach or if each Micro was assigned to their own Arcs. Did every Arc get two like lucky me?
 
   I still had a lot of questions about how angel training and warfare really worked, I guess. It just seemed like after a round of demon destroying, the Arc part of my brain would shut down, and I’d revert instantly back to being regular Callie, focused on tasks at hand – school, my family, friends, Joshua Pride’s big beautiful lips. What would it feel like to…?
 
   Wait… this was exactly it. I’d get sidetracked by regular teenage girl thoughts and mostly forget my questions for Silas and Jules. Maybe it was a little mind game they used on me, like Cloaking. I wouldn’t put it past them, that was for sure. I’d have to start writing down all of my questions.
 
   Scary thought –what if I got a summons from Silas or Jules while I was out with Joshua? Oh, that would be rich. Please God, let the demons take a personal day tomorrow.
 
   Oh well, for now, I’d just focus on getting around them and getting out the door with my own personal version of what an angel should be.
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   “This is so amazing. I can’t believe you set this up.” We were on the roof of the school, lying on our backs next to each other, staring up at the sky.
 
   “Yeah, I sort of have a relationship with Gus, the custodian.” He turned toward me, propping himself up on his elbow and looking down at me with those eyes. “I told him I wanted to impress a crazy special girl, and he gave me the keys to the utility room.” He smiled. “I can’t really take the credit; it was his idea.”
 
   “Well, it was an awesome idea.” I stood up and walked over to the edge to lean on the railing, partly because I felt a sticky anxious need to not be practically under him and his deep black eyes, partly because I felt a sticky anxious need to be completely under him and his deep black eyes.  This desire was almost too much for me, and I needed to rein it in. Physical distance was the only way I could regain my senses.
 
   This night was just too perfect to even be real. When Joshua came to pick me up a few hours before, I wasn’t sure what to expect. He was wearing a white button down and jeans, looking perfectly simple and simply perfect, cheesy as that may sound. His normal nonchalance was just slightly off, but the fact that he was nervous only strengthened my crazy attraction toward him.  I usually felt awkward around guys I was crushing on when my parents were around, but when Joshua walked in, everyone else disappeared. Sure, there was a legion of butterflies in my stomach, but it wasn’t because anyone else was watching. Only his eyes made every inch of me - inside and out – completely aflutter.
 
   “You can see the city lights from up here,” I rambled nervously. I didn’t really care about looking at anything other than him right now. He picked up on my attempted small talk and grinned up at me. “I wonder how many girls Gus has brought up here.” Attempt at humor. “What do you think?” Nervous laughter. Why was he staring at me so hard? Not polite to stare, Joshua. It was totally making my head spin over here.
 
   “Do you even know how pretty you are, Callie?”
 
   And, in fast forward slow motion - because I could have memorized every slight muscle movement he made in the second it took him to get off the ground and make his way over to me and the view from up here - he was next to me, his skin heating my own just by being inches away. I felt my face go a thousand shades of red. I wanted to look away but my gaze was stuck in his eyes. His hands found mine and he pulled me closer so that our faces were almost touching. I inhaled the apple mint smell of him that drove me crazy when I tried to replicate it in my daydreams.  His fingertips circled their way up and down my arms, one finally resting on my shoulder, the other playing around in the tangle of sweat that was my hair. All the while, his eyes never left mine. The intensity of the moment stole my breath.
 
   And when he kissed me, I didn’t need to breathe. I no longer needed oxygen. I could survive on him alone. He was sunshine on the inside. His lips, his skin, heat and softness all at the same time.
 
   “Whoa.” I opened my eyes, and he was smiling down at me over the bridge of my nose.
 
   “Yeah, me too.” He traced my lips and stared dreamily. Our bodies were still entwined. The fitting like a glove analogy couldn’t even touch us. Not only were we magnets that sought each other out, our bodies seemed to be two pieces of a puzzle, together finally solved. We flowed into each other in a way that clouded our personal borders. Where did I begin, and where did he end?  His body curved around mine, turning us into a sculpture, a masterpiece.
 
   “Okay, I have to be totally honest with you, Joshua.” I backed up reluctantly and faced him. “I’ve never felt like this before. I mean… it’s a little weird, don’t you think? Like the way the volume of the planet is totally on mute when we stand close together?” He raised his eyebrows. “It’s just… intense... I mean, for me it is.” Hopefully I wasn’t the only one feeling like I was walking around in a dream state right now. Looking at him with his jet black hair cascading down his cheeks and his mysterious black eyes circled with smile lines, I realized I could very well be dreaming.
 
   “Callie, there’s something I have to tell you.”
 
   Thems sounded like bomb-dropping words. No! Don’t say it. Don’t tell me you have a girlfriend back in Fort Meyers or you don’t want a relationship right now or worse – you want to be friends. When I looked up at him, he must have known what I was thinking, because he laughed and shook his head.
 
   Then he kissed me again, and I forgot all about girlfriends, bombs and everything else. I think I even forgot my name. Somebody had turned off gravity, and I was floating. I let myself be swept up in the headiness of his lips, his fingertips, the music that played between our eyes when we parted just enough to look at each other.
 
   The world could have stopped spinning, and that music would have kept playing.
 
   When he placed his thumb between our lips and pulled his face back from mine, I came back to earth.
 
   I looked at him, wondering, amazed. Of all of the strange things that had happened in my life over the past few months, this may well have been the most amazing, even hard to believe. “I never expected this,” I said quietly. Sometimes I said too much, but my thoughts seemed to fall out of my lips when Joshua was around.
 
   “I did.” He led me back over to our picnic blanket, and we sat down.
 
   “What?” Well, wasn’t he the picture of confidence.
 
   “The first time I saw you… in class, I mean, I just had a feeling, that’s all.”
 
   “What kind of feeling?” I remembered the way I’d felt about him. At first I thought he was a twenty something ex-con who’d come back to high school to get his diploma. Until he’d smiled at me.
 
   “I just kind of knew there was something different about you.”
 
   You could say that again. I got a sort of sick feeling in my stomach then, remembering my earlier conversation with Jules and Silas.
 
   “Of course we want you to go out on dates!” Jules had said earlier when I’d spilled to the micros about where I was going tonight. Totally didn’t expect this reaction but I was relieved. “We want you to act like a typical teenage human, Callie. Aye! Why wouldn’t you date?”
 
   “You know, Calliope,” Silas began, “you have to be involved in day to day life. That is where the battle must be fought. Soon, you will be intervening in Darks crises on your own. Maybe they will arise in the middle of a school day.” Probably not, being that high schools were guarded by Sentries – Angels who stood outside the doors to kind of act like Demon security guards. Once in a while, a stray got past them, but not usually enough to cause too much trouble, just a lot of insecurity and teenage angst, like the one I’d seen in Heather Chandler’s locker mirror before I even knew what a Rayser was. Crazy to think all that crying, all that whispering… and I’d had no clue what was going on around me.
 
   Anyway, Silas and Jules’s reactions were pleasantly unexpected.
 
   “You may be on a date sometime in the future when a situation occurs, Calliope, and you will have to act on it. This is why you are here, my dear, to blend into teenage life and fight on the front lines.”
 
   “Please let the battles be elsewhere tonight” I’d said.
 
   “Aye, Mama. Callie, just go out. Have fun.” Jules flew over to me with a devilish grin on her angel face. “So, whose dis boy? Is he cute?”
 
   Cute would not be my descriptive adjective of choice, I thought then, glimpsing at Joshua who was digging in his backpack for something. Demi-God? Micros wouldn’t like that one, probably. Unearthly? No, because there was lots of unearthly around these days, and some of it was anything but pretty.
 
   Joshua was just beautiful… that was it. Everything about him was beautiful and honest and just perfect. And, speaking of honest… I wasn’t being completely open with him about how different I actually was from other girls. That nagging to tell him was there again – pick pick picking away at my conscience. I pushed it away. I wasn’t about to sabotage a perfect night.
 
   “What are you looking for?” He was still sifting through his pack, pulling out random items. I didn’t want to know why he carried binoculars and rubbing alcohol in his backpack.
 
   “I want to show you something, but I think I left it in the car. Can you hang here for a sec?”
 
   “Okay.” He leaned into me and brushed my ear with his lips before disappearing down the ladder to the utility room. Goose bumps were having a party on my skin again.
 
   “Ahhh.” I sighed, stretching my legs out in front of me, excited for whatever was coming next.
 
   “Calliope, take my hand.”
 
   Crap! You’ve got to be kidding me!
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   JOSHUA PRIDE
 
    
 
   Her eyes couldn’t decide if they were green or blue.  Golden hair fell loosely down her back in waves. I wanted to just take all of her in, her laugh, her smile, her deep dimples, her casual yet nervy flair. She was a Goddess in blue jeans, and I couldn’t stop staring at her.
 
   The first time I watched her step off the bus onto school property, that was it. She was mine. It was like never knowing how hungry you are until you see a large cheese pizza sitting on the table in front of you. You’re all of a sudden starved. I was doing okay alone, but as soon as I saw Callie, I couldn’t stand to not be with her. I never knew it, but for almost an eternity, I’d been waiting for her.  And now here she was, knowing but not knowing. Naive, but not totally innocent. Here we were, about to break rules that only applied to us. She had no idea.
 
   “Whoa.” She’d said almost breathlessly after we’d kissed for the first time. Whoa was right. There was no denying the fact that our bodies and souls were screaming for each other.
 
   I had to tell her the truth, to get it all out in the open.
 
   And I would…after I kissed her for a couple more minutes.
 
   The truth was I was a little worried. I mean, she could totally freak out once she found out. I was pretty certain she knew the rules, and I wasn’t sure she was as much of a rebel as I was. Where I was fairly seasoned at this, she was just a newbie. Centuries of eternal youth can take its toll on a person. Sure, I was cocky. And I was feeling a little rebellious too. I was tired of the whole one man show deal. It had been fine before I’d actually met another someone like me. It wasn’t fine any more. I’d found my match, and I couldn’t be alone any longer. As far as I was concerned, Callie was a total deal breaker, and it was time for a few changes in the rulebook. Progress was about to be made.
 
   Most great heroes had sidekicks, and I was over mine being miniature and flappy. I needed a partner who was special. Specific actually. Someone with greenish eyes, golden hair, and sweet dimples. Someone who could slay demons by night and flirt with me in English class the next day. Someone who was an Arc, like me.
 
   Now, I’d been doing this a long time. Centuries really. I was one of the longest running Arcs out there, from what I’d heard. Of course I’d never met another Arc until Callie – not for lack of trying, but I picked up a lot of scoop from the chatty Micros who were always on my back. There were a couple of others in the Middle East who’d lasted as long as me, but no one in the states.
 
   Not to be immodest, but I’d pretty much kicked it at my job. There wasn’t a Rayser out there who could survive me. And there definitely wasn’t a demon who could touch me. I think I’d actually been wounded twice in my career. Twice in over two hundred years. I was that good.
 
   I’d prevented tons of teen suicides, school shootings, mall shootings, drug deals, self mutilations. Blah blah blah. I knew Callie got totally emotionally caught up in every soul she saved. I’d watched her in action. I was like that at the beginning too. I’d grown a bit of a thick skin over the years.  I’d seen Callie comforting victims, encouraging them with a loving embrace. Touching.
 
   I was more likely to cuss a kid out for being so damn stupid. After I saved his soul, of course.
 
   So, after all the work I’ve done, all of the success I’ve had, you’d think I’d be given a little leeway. I mean all I’d asked for was a friend, somebody to talk to, to be real with. Over the years I’d grown close to some humans, only to have to leave them or to have them leave me, or worse, forget me. Rationally, I got it – Cloaking erased any memory of me from their minds. I could be best friends with a kid for four years of high school – hang out with him every day, shoot hoops, mac on chicks together – all of it, and then poof, one day I knock on his door, and when he opens it, he sees a total stranger. All of them – the teacher, the classmates, the parents. They all see a total stranger in my face.
 
   Sometimes, it really sucked. There were bouts of high school I had really enjoyed, friends I’d grown close to. Lives I wanted to keep living, instead of starting over again and again. But I understood that this was my mission, my purpose. So, I moved around sometimes, trying to mix it up for myself, but at this point I’ve been everywhere from Alaska to Maine.
 
   I’d started my career in Virginia. Jamestown. Seventeen hundreds. Birth of the U. S. of A. I could close my eyes and see the scene of my discovery as if it had happened a minute ago. I could still smell the smoke, hear the gunfire, see the stars in the too dark sky. I used to believe heaven was behind those stars. It only took me about twenty years to start remembering the truth.
 
    
 
   “What’s the matter young Joshua?”
 
    
 
   “Father, the pain in my head is blinding.”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps you should go home and rest for the afternoon.”
 
    
 
   I barely made it the half mile back to our cottage, and when I arrived, I was alone… Or so I thought.
 
    
 
   I fell onto a mattress in the room I shared with four other brothers. I closed my eyes. 
 
    
 
   Thunder was pounding in my head. Lightning flashed behind my eyelids, intensifying the pain with streams of color. Music started to play out of nowhere. Suddenly the pain was gone, and I opened my eyes.
 
    
 
   “Hello Joshua.”
 
    
 
   I followed the voice to a small winged man wearing jeans, a wife beater and black sunglasses sitting on the edge of my mattress and… speaking to me. Well, that was just too much. I went running out of the house at top speed, the pain in my head replaced with fear. Was I going crazy? Were the headaches just a precursor to total insanity? The public did not take well to mental illness during the seventeen and eighteen hundreds. I imagined myself, naked except for a loincloth, spittle running down one side of my lip, in a dark, cold dungeon like room with no windows. I was doomed.
 
    
 
   Obviously Jixer caught up with me. He actually hounded me day in and day out for two weeks before I even paid him any attention, even eye contact. I figured if I ignored the craziness, it would go away. Every day or so, the headaches would come on, and I’d push them off of me like a weighted blanket. It wasn’t easy trying to concentrate between the pain in my head and the incessant jabber in my ears. I mean, besides the story he was trying to sell me, Jixer didn’t look like anything I’d ever seen. His fashion preferences didn’t come into style until the nineteen fifties or so. He had the rebel without a cause vibe going on, but it was lost on me. I just thought he looked sloppy and strange all the time. I mean, of course he looked strange – he was a rock and roll fairy flying around my mainly Puritan, early America head, claiming to be an angel come to teach me my purpose in life. Beyond that, his dress just was not appropriate for the day and age.
 
   I’ve often thought they need to fix little problems like that. Not that it would make a difference in the long run anyways, but Micros should appear like angels at first – not all jazzed up in their own styles. It would be much less confusing for the unknowing Arcs.
 
   All Micros had their own style, and that style could pop right out from any decade, past or future. It could seem old-fashioned, sci fi, or even Lady-Gaga-Esque in the human present, but their tastes were beyond the boundaries of eras, so it didn’t much matter. Look at Silas, for God’s sake. Elton John meets Barbara Walters. But it worked for him… mostly.
 
   Anyway, Jixer followed me everywhere – to my apprenticeship at the Blacksmith, to plow and work in the afternoons with my father, to stickball games we’d pick up in our free time. He just wouldn’t give up. And, I was stubborn. I completely ignored the guy – didn’t even swat him away when he flapped his little wings in front of my face. He was a part of me I would not give credence to.
 
   Until one day when my little sister Nora plowed through the door of our barn, wailing like a banshee, tears streaking her sweet face. She threw herself at me, and I noticed her clothing was torn and dirty in places.
 
   “They are still following me, Joshua! Help me.” She sobbed, burying her head in my shoulder.
 
   “Nora, what do you mean? Who is following you?”
 
   “A group of men, Joshua.” Her voice cracked. “They grabbed at me and threw me on the ground.” She sniffled. “They tried to take advantage of me.” More wailing.
 
   I remember thinking I would find them and kill them, shoot them dead for hurting my baby sister. Grabbing our father’s shotgun, I left Nora in the barn.
 
   The smell hit me in the face before I saw them. Three boys, not much older than me. They had obviously gotten their hands on some moonshine and were stumbling down the path, laughing and causing a raucous. They weren’t from our village, and I wondered what had led them to our little town.
 
   “Joshua,” This time Jixer landed on my shoulder. Up until this point, I’d never let him touch me. I reacted for the first time, sidling away and swatting at him. Trying to regain my composure, I refocused on the gang of hellions and gripped at my shotgun.
 
   At that moment, I realized the smell was not coming from the boys. Behind them slunk three creatures the likes of which my sixteen year old eyes had never beheld. They smelled like rotting eggs and looked like piles of manure with eyeballs and stumpy limbs, and they were making their own kind of raucous – whispering words that strung together, almost sounding like words on top of words to me. I couldn’t make out what they were saying, just that their whispers were ugly and loud. My head was pounding…again.
 
   “Close your mouth, Joshua before you catch flies in it.” I glanced at Jixer who was leaning on a tree with his arms crossed, seeming to survey the situation. I was rubbing my forehead, probably trying to massage the hallucinations away, when I had an overwhelming urge to pummel those walking sacks of crap.
 
   So, I cocked my father’s shotgun and aimed. One, splat. Two, pow. Three. The end.
 
   There was goo all over the path. The creatures had seemed to just explode as soon as the bullets touched them. The smell was still strong, but at least their incessant whispering was gone...  Their unknowing sidekicks had scattered and were peering out at me from behind a shrub and a couple of trees. My headache had disappeared with the whispers, and without the pain, the reality of the situation dawned on me. I’d just shot dead three imaginary clumps of crap…. with gusto. I cleared my throat.
 
   “Get out of here, you three. And don’t let me catch you near my sister again.”
 
   “Good cover, Joshy.”
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I glanced at Jixer, still leaning on his tree. I remember thinking how surreal it all was, thinking I must still be at home in the bed, maybe feverish, hallucinating, dreaming perhaps. There was no way I was going to accept this angel/fairy nonsense, right?
 
   Yeah, wrong. Of course as time went on, I accepted it whole heartedly. I watched my parents and siblings age from afar, knowing I was all but forgotten to them. By the time I was eighteen, they were totally Cloaked into believing they’d had four boys instead of five. They had no memory of their Joshua. Obviously, my family had been my hardest loss, the deepest cut.
 
   But, I’d healed, and after learning who and what I really was, I put my whole heart and soul into stopping the Raysers. For a long time after losing my family, I didn’t get too close to anyone, became a sort of loner. But right around the early 1900’s things started to get too cool to hang back from. There were all sorts of people popping up from all over the place, and I kind of dug getting to know them, learning their languages, tasting their foods. So, I rejoined society in a way, started attending schools and churches, making friends, even though I knew that ultimately I was alone.
 
   Except for Jixer. He was always lurking around in my lives.
 
   I changed my styles with the decades, cut my hair, grew my hair, dyed my hair – yeah only once. I’d fought during the Civil War – against both demons and Yanks. I’d seen Patsy Cline sing at the Grand Ole Opry and Aerosmith perform live at the New Year’s Eve Times Square Countdown. I was at Woodstock – lots of demons there, and also some people that could be mistaken for Darks. Crazy time - the sixties.
 
   I cried on that September eleventh morning, when I watched armies of Darks flying victoriously alongside planes that flew into buildings, killing thousands of men, women and children. I’d seen and done a lot over two centuries. But, I never ever changed. Besides the obvious hair and clothing switch ups, I was still the same sixteen year old guy from Jamestown, Virginia. Over time, my memory evolved enough to surpass the level of Cloaking that was originally used on me, and I remembered everything from before. It changed everything... knowing what, where and how was beyond the here and now, but it also changed nothing.
 
   I was still sixteen on the outside. I still had a world full of Darks to contend with. I was really crazy skilled at my job. But, I was lonely. I really yearned for somebody to be totally honest with, to really share myself with, the real whole of me. And, it was forbidden. I mean, if I dared to share my truths with a human friend, they’d be Cloaked anyways, but I’d surely get an earful from Jixer as well. (Not that I couldn’t completely zone somewhere far and away from his voice, but still.) And, as far as other Arcs, the rules were no contact, no sharing, no distraction. A handful of other angels called Steers kept track of Arc placement, ensuring that no two Arcs would meet.
 
   Trouble was, I’d gone rogue about twenty years back. The Steers didn’t even bother sending me stations any longer, because they knew I didn’t follow orders. I went where I wanted, followed my instincts and killed a damn lot of Darks. I got away with it because of that. I was too good to reprimand, and so they tolerated me. Sure, Jixer still kept track of me, hung about, probably reported back to his Micro in charge or whatever, but he didn’t really advise me anymore. I was my own boss. King of Castle Pride – that was me.
 
   See, that would be so awesome if the castle wasn’t so big and empty. King Midas would have understood my loneliness. At least he had a bunch of golden statues though. I’d rather have those than Jixer on his mini motorcycle – which he sometimes appeared on.
 
   So, a few months ago, Jixer was sharing my space, which was totally irritating me. I had leased a studio in Manhattan where there is always a ton of Dark action going on not to mention some strong Rayser territory. Sometimes, I just lived in hotels, sometimes I stayed in houses. This studio was in Greenwich Village – screaming with Raysers and troubled teens on the streets, and it had a wall to wall flat screen. Divinity does not equal humility all the time, and I really dug watching games on this T.V.
 
   One night, Jixer was chatting it up with this hot little Italian number. They were smoking their little cigarettes and Jixer was sharing his tiny pewter flask with her. I was sitting on the couch, minding my own business, watching a basketball game. When they started sharing stories about their Arcs, my ears peeled, and I eavesdropped my way to finding out about Calliope Evans.
 
   Twenty four hours later, I stood, hidden behind weeping willow branches, across from Mackle High. When I saw her face, I knew she was the one. She was the Arc Jules had been talking about, the one who didn’t know it yet but would soon find out.
 
   And so, I watched her. I followed her. I stalked her. And, when I’d introduced myself to her in English class her smile had sung to me. Making her laugh was a prize I’d always work to win.
 
   I’d followed her, even on the day of her discovery. I was mostly just curious as to how she would take it, so I played the peeping tom act and peeked through the living room window only to see her lying on the floor, looking right up at me.
 
   I kept watching. She was unbelievable in battle. This girl killed Raysers by breaking their necks with her bare hands. Yeah, I’d done it, but I preferred weapons. This girl was hard core, and yet she was so gentle looking, so feminine.
 
   And, so now here we were on the roof of the high school, our lips burning into each other, the secret I knew I had to tell her burning a hole in my conscience. I wanted to show her the drawings I’d done of her. There was one of her cradling that girl’s head in her hands – the bulimic one she’d saved. Callie had wings in this sketch. There was another one of her standing in the bus line with me in the background behind the willow, watching her. We both had wings in this one.
 
   I searched my bag for the folder of pictures. Must have left it in the car.
 
   “I’ll be right back,” I told her.
 
   But, when I got back up to the roof, she was gone. Most guys at this point would figure the girl ran off. She got scared or decided she wasn’t interested.
 
   I knew Callie was neither of those things. She’d been summoned. And, although I felt like my desire to be close to her was the most important thing in the world, I knew there were people and circumstances out there that put me to shame. We were fighting the battle of the ages, and she was a soldier like me. I’d catch up with her tomorrow, and we’d start all over again.
 
   What else did we have but time?
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   Callie
 
    
 
   “I can’t believe you busted up my date, Silas.” Joshua was gonna think I totally bailed. I was sick to my stomach just imagining what was going through his head.
 
   “Looks like he’s a cheapskate to me, leetle girlie.”
 
   “Stop calling me that, Jules, and he isn’t a cheapskate.” I rolled my eyes at her.
 
   “Deed he pack peanut butter and jelly for your peek neek?” She tossed her red hair to the side, laughing.
 
   I sighed, looking her up and down. Who in their right mind would argue with a woman in a red leather bustier and matching spiked heels? Her jeans looked like they’d been painted on, and her wings… denim patches bedazzled with star shaped studs. God in heaven, you need a dress code, Dude. I settled for just shaking my head and raising my eyebrows at her. Let her laugh all the way to the catwalk. Then, we’d see who was speechless with shame.
 
   “This better be a soul worth saving. Talk about timing.”
 
   I shook my head as we headed into a dark inner city area. There were abandoned buildings with broken windows and half open doors, bottles and papers littering up the street. And, it stunk. “Lovely part of town.” I pulled out my cell phone, hoping to think of some excuse I could text to Joshua that would explain away my disappearing act.
 
   “No time for that, Calliope.” Silas snatched away my phone.
 
   “What the-?”
 
   “We have to discuss your next assignment, and you’ll need a brief weapons training.”
 
   “Weapons?” Was he serious? I couldn’t even throw a dart and get it to stick into a dartboard. I mean, our basement wall was covered with holes - all me.
 
   “Calliope, I know you have been utilizing hand combat up until now. Frankly, we were all impressed with your brute force. Most Arcs use weapons straight away.”
 
   Straight away, huh? Who was he now? Tony Blair? Simon Cowell, maybe? No, those guys were way to cool for… cuolots? Man capris. He was totally donning wide-legged beige capri pants. What was wrong with these two? Silas and Jules belonged together.
 
   “Calliope, focus please.”
 
   I shrugged. “It’s tough, Si. Your fashion sense is blinding.”
 
   He pursed his lips, and Jules flew in front of him, getting totally up in my face. Wow, she actually smelled really good.
 
   “It’s Angel by Thiery Muglier. Now, girlie, you need to pay attention. Dis is serious.”
 
   “K.”
 
   “Calliope,” Silas began and looked warily to Jules who nodded. Okay, what was going on here? Their vibes were starting to freak me out.
 
   “Up until now, you have been fighting against Darks with fairly average powers. Their senses, as you have observed, are not exactly keen. Their abilities to foresee an Arc attack have been basically absent.” He raised his penciled eyebrow, gravely. “The Raysers you will encounter tonight are far more evolved. They will most surely be able to smell you coming and will put up quite a fight. You will need to be ready for this and you’ll almost surely need to use weapons.”
 
   “I don’t get it. I thought demons were stupid and slow.” The ones I’d encountered had barely moved. Sure, some of them had gotten into my head, really messed with me, but I was learning to block that out.
 
   “Some Raysers can do more than just give you a terrible headache, Callie.” Jules placed her hand motherly on my shoulder. Really? Nothing about her screamed nurturing, and this random act of kindness really threw me over the edge of wigging out.
 
   “What exactly can they do?” I swear if the two of them looked knowingly at each other one more time, I was gonna flip. “Just tell me for goodness sakes!” I yelled.
 
   “They can injure you badly, Callie. Angels can feel pain. Angels can…” She looked away.
 
   “They can kill me?” What on earth had I gotten into here? I didn’t want to be the sacrificial lamb. Most of the time I didn’t even want to be this wacked out superhero slash savior that I was. I was so not doing this.
 
   “You don’t have a choice, Calliope,” Silas said gently. “It’s what you were made for, your-“
 
   “Purpose, Silas?” I was shaking at this point and really wanted to just let out a big dramatic girl scream. “Why can’t I just walk away? What happens if I just turn around and go? I could ignore you two for eternity.”
 
   “They would eat you alive then, Callie. You would become veesible to them, and you would never stand the chance against them, not at this point anyway, leetle - sorry” She looked it too.
 
   “Listen to us, Calliope. It’s going to be okay. We’ll guide you, teach you.” Now it was Silas’s turn to provide comfort. Flapping his tiny wings, he came very close to me and touched my cheek. “You have amazed us thus far. I have no doubt you will continue to be exceptional. You just need to trust us.”
 
   What choice did I have? “This blows.” I kicked at some garbage at my feet.
 
   Silas eyed Jules, confused.
 
   “She means she ees not happy with the situation, Si. Blows ees a phrase they use.”
 
   “Ah.”
 
   “How is it that these Raysers are so much stronger than the others?”
 
   “Good question.” I wasn’t in the mood for Silas’s professor act, but I knew I had no better options here. “You see, every time a Rayser gains headway toward destroying a soul for Satan, it is granted greater powers.”
 
   “What do you mean destroys a soul?”
 
   “There are many ways to do so, Calliope. Suicide is the obvious one, and this provides the greatest reward. Raysers who are directly responsible for a teen suicide are granted higher levels of insight and strength. Raysers who cause teens to murder others are also rewarded with power. Only a Rayser who has caused the destruction of human life is granted the ability to actually kill an Arc.”
 
   “I bet they totally get off on that, the little dumb clucks.” I so hated Raysers. Instinctually. I’d hated them for no apparent reason the first time I’d laid my eyes on them and even more so now that I knew they wanted to kill me.
 
   “Yes, leetle Callie. Raysers love killing Arcs. They have big festas anytime they do.” She grimaced. “Their parties are so awful too.”
 
   “So, you see Calliope, you have to prepare yourself. The ones who can sense you, they want you more than anything. You are their prize, their motivation for destroying souls in the first place. They are much like their maker, hungry for power and sick with bloodlust.”
 
   I thought about that. Again, that somewhere deep place in me felt the truth of it all. I knew that Rasyers and Arcs must have been rivals for millennia. There was so much history I couldn’t remember, but my consciousness deep deep down was sending messages to my still mostly human brain that told me to heed Silas’s and Jules’ warnings. I wanted to fight these horrible creatures, wanted to rid the world of them, maybe even more than I wanted to be kissing Joshua Pride… Well, I wanted to do that too, but I’d work on that later. For now, I would gear up for a weapons lesson. Weapons and Callie Evans… who’d have ever thought those two would wind up in the same thought? Scary, actually.
 
   “Okay, Si. What do you have for me?” I put my hands on my hips, ready. He smiled at me and reached up… to Heaven? It appeared in his hand.
 
   Really? A slingshot? What did I look like? David from that Goliath the giant story? I put my head in my hands. This was so hopeless.
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   Slash. Gurgle. Plop.
 
    
 
   Rat tat tat tat tat. Flop.
 
    
 
   Duck. Twist. Snap. Crackle Pop.
 
    
 
   Stab. Stab again. One more Time.
 
    
 
   Slice. Shoot. Splatter.
 
    
 
   Breathe.
 
    
 
   I had just thrown myself behind a cement wall, attempting to catch a breather. Silas was not kidding. These Darks were tough. They could definitely smell me coming and were practically drooling over their gross selves and each other to try to get at me. The sneers on their soggy flesh faces could be interpreted only as a zombie- like lust to get at me, through me, and rid of me. It was scary to fight them when they were actually fighting back with more than head games.
 
   My head was pounding too though. Visions of horror had been flashing in front of my eyes since the minute I got close to these guys. Dead babies, cannibals, war scenes… these Raysers were using it all on me. I could usually focus my energy on pushing the images away while twisting off heads and body slamming mostly immobile Darks. These guys were all over me though - claws, talons, acid spit and all.
 
   I’d been curious to know how a Demon could kill an angel. I mean, I’d figured I was eternal when Silas had told me I was going to be sixteen forever. I thought it meant I’d never die. I was way off.
 
   “Arcs can be killed by a Dark mortally wounding them. You cannot die in an accident or by a human’s hands. However, if a Dark slashes with its talons or uses its teeth…” Silas tilted his head to the side and pondered for a moment. “There are many ways Calliope. All of them are physical, all terribly painful as well. Anytime a Rayser hurts an Arc, it is with pain that cannot be compared with anything else. It doesn’t feel like a cut from any other kind of knife or weapon. These creatures are so filled with hell, that when they wound you, they spread bits of it. A Rayser bite would feel like…well, hell, for lack of a better word. The most torturous pain you could never imagine.”
 
   I didn’t want to imagine it. Luckily when Silas had presented me with his genius slingshot, Jules had come to my rescue, slapping him upside the head.
 
   “Are you an eediot?! Aye Mama – you need upgraded, Silas!”
 
   Now I felt like Rambo’s daughter, wearing my ammo belt, machete hanging from it in a leather holster. I held the Uzi upright as Jules had taught me. It was actually exhilarating to be able to kill so many of them so quickly. Machine guns were awesome in that they got the job done fast. And, I was a total pro at this too. The machete felt like it longed to be slashed by my hands alone, and the Uzi trigger was my best pal right about now. This, I had to believe, was instinct also.
 
   When I’d walked into the scene tonight, there had been about fifty Darks, all practically on top of this guy who was way high on something. He’d had a couple of razor blades and was using them to cut long shallow slices in his arm which was barely bleeding. The Raysers had been whispering to him to end it, to kill himself.
 
   The first round of shots had taken out a good number of them. After that, those Raysers had come at me with a vengeance, four by four maybe.  I’m not even sure how many at a time. I’d shot off another burst, but two stragglers had made it over to me. Their smell had been totally overwhelming, and the look in their eyes - entertained hatred. One of them had grabbed at me with its leather and bone hand. Gross!  I’d pushed it away and fed the Dark a solid round house kick to its saggy face. Pop goes the demon. Down.
 
   The other had been slowly coming up behind me. I could sense it. I’d turned and used the tiny lance that Jules had given me to slash its throat. That was when I’d backed away behind this cement wall. The drugged out dude was sitting on the ground, his legs splayed out in front of him, his head hung with sleepy eyes. He didn’t look good.
 
   Now, suddenly, I felt worse than he looked. My left arm was on fire. What the freak? I glanced down at it and noticed a small gash in my forearm. Blood was pooling at the opening. One of the Raysers must have gotten me with its gross gnarly claw. Silas had warned me that a Rayser slash was painful, but this was unbelievable. I mean, the size of this wound… it was smaller than my pinky fingernail. Something so small just shouldn’t hurt this much, but  owwww. This was torture. The pain was blinding me. I was gonna hurl.
 
   “Calliope, use this.” Silas handed me a tube of ointment, and for once I didn’t even ask him what it was. He didn’t linger for questions anyways. I squeezed a dime sized portion onto my arm.
 
   I could breathe again.
 
   Good thing too, because ten drooling Darks were headed my way, all with their gleaming eyes on the prize. Prize being me.
 
   I pushed myself up with my hands and pulled out my Uzi. I wasn’t about to waste time on this crew. Pulling the trigger, I sprayed them with bullets from one side of their little group to the other. They all went down.
 
   Except one. This one had ducked and crouched and… defended itself? It had actually shuffled sideways through the chaos to the other end of the little bridge we were under. Maybe it was hiding behind the wall over there. I’d never seen a Dark do that. They never seemed to be able to realize they were about to be toasted; they had this dumb confidence when they were fighting- like they never even considered that they could die. They were basically unaware of anything but their desires in the moment. Destroy this kid. Kill that Arc. What’s that smell? They never seemed to get beyond this kind of thought.
 
   But this one was different. This one that was hiding on the other side of the bridge. It was faster and smarter than the others.
 
   I shivered, remembering the look on its face when it was coming at me, the sneer, the lust.
 
   This Rayser was hunting me.
 
   I felt an overwhelming urge to haul arsenal out of there. Gripping my gun, I started backing up, away from the scene.
 
   “Don’t let it win, Calliope.” Silas’s voice in my head. “Don’t let fear disable you. You are so much stronger than your fear and the demon Mihm.”
 
   “Mihm?” So this one had a name. That couldn’t be good.
 
   “They all have names.”
 
   “You never use them.”
 
   “Focus.”
 
   “Silas, this one-” but I had no time to finish my sentence. Mihm was coming at me on legs that looked like muscle and sinew without flesh, peering hungrily at me with fiery eyes in deep sockets. His long arms reached toward me, spindly-clawed fingers curling in anticipation of my possession. I froze.
 
   “Aye Mama, Callie – move!” Jules’s shriek thawed me to the point of movement, but I wasn’t fast enough. Before I could react, Mihm was on me, tackling me, his slimy skin hot and sticking to me like sour honey.
 
   “Get off me, you disgusting piece of-” He slammed his open hand over my mouth so I couldn’t speak. I could barely breathe but through my nose, and that was a torture all its own. I watched him study my face, a sneer lighting up his own. His nostrils flared, and his pupilless red eyes were practically shimmering with the excitement of having his prey writhing beneath him. A thought flashed.
 
   What happens to angels when they die?
 
   I was pretty sure I was close to finding out.
 
   And then Mihm laughed at me. Not a hearty ha ha gotcha laugh. A nasty almost quiet snicker. He was so sure of his conquest, of my demise. Here I was pinned under his body, as cut as it was grotesque. As strong and sleek as it was dripping with evil intentions. His sweat and slime were dripping steadily onto my face, into my eyes.
 
   It would have been humiliating had his laughter not ignited an angry fire under me and through me that lit me up. I reached deep within and used every ounce of strength I had just to uncurl my arm from under his chest. I quickly grabbed for Jules’s lance and plunged it deep into Mihm’s chest.
 
   He let out a kind of hiss, fangs bared like a snake. His back arched and he pounced backward and off of me, his eyes never leaving his lost prey until he turned and hobbled off, disappearing around a corner.
 
   “Who’s laughing now, Mihm?” I was talking big, sputtering really. I could hardly breathe. I had no strength left. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the drugged out guy, now lying in a pool of liquid on the ground. I didn’t know if he was breathing, alive, dead. All I knew was that I was too wasted to help him right now.
 
   “Sorry…”
 
   I felt the life go out of me, let my eyes close. For the first time in a long time, everything was quiet.
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   Cough Spit Sputter. Cough Sputter Spit. Scream at the top of my lungs. “What the hello!?!” I sat up, my eyes focusing on cement and shadows cast by the dim light of a somewhere streetlamp. Fear crawled up my neck and into my ears, but I didn’t know why.
 
   “Calliope, go to him before it is too late.” Silas stole my hand from my head and pulled me to my feet.
 
   I rubbed my eyes. “What just happened?” I felt like my bones weren’t attached to each other, like my muscles were made of Jello.
 
   “No time, just go to him.” Silas pointed to our left. I squinted in the direction and saw a guy – either sleeping or dead – lying in a pool of… hmmm, that wasn’t water.
 
   I quickly surveyed my surroundings. How the hello did we get here? And, why did I smell like lavender and licorice? I mean, it smelled really good, but it definitely wasn’t my perfume. I heard a deep raspy sigh from up ahead.
 
   He wasn’t dead then. Well, that had to be a good start anyway.
 
   I went to him.
 
   Kneeling down, I took his face in my hands. He’d looked older from far away, but he had to be about my age. His lids lifted, allowing him to focus on me for half a second before his eyes rolled to the side and back and around some more then closed again. Suddenly I was behind his eyes too, inside his memory.
 
    
 
   Little blond angel boy, just about four years old, swinging in the sunshine.
 
    
 
   “Push me higher, Mommy.”
 
    
 
   Her laughter ringing in his ears, pulling his smile out even further on either side of his face.
 
    
 
   Digging for treasure in the sandbox, maybe six years old now.
 
    
 
   “Mommy, can I have a popsicle?”
 
    
 
   “What color?”
 
    
 
   “Red.” Always red.
 
    
 
   A hug, soft and warm. Long pink fingernails tousling his hair.
 
    
 
   A pat on the back. Zipping his coat. Pulling his hat over his ears.
 
    
 
   “Stay Warm. Pay attention in school.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Mommy.”
 
    
 
   A kiss on the cheek.
 
    
 
   A squeeze of his hand.
 
    
 
   So secure. So safe. So loved.
 
    
 
   Crash…
 
    
 
   Shiny black shoes. Squeaky and uncomfortable.
 
    
 
   Tall bald man on the stage, singing something, wearing a dress and a colored collar.
 
    
 
   Big shiny box.
 
    
 
   Why won’t they open it and let my Mommy out?
 
    
 
   Tears. Fears. Years…
 
    
 
   Without her.
 
    
 
   His eyes fluttered open again and stayed that way for long enough to make him wonder.
 
   “Who are you?” He sprayed me with spit, eyeing up my Uzi and ammo belt with suspicion. What? Automatic weapon envy? A girl had to be prepared these days, right?
 
   “My name’s Callie. What’s yours?”
 
   “Len.”
 
   “Hey Len.” I smiled at him through tears. “What did you take?”
 
   He scratched his head, finally noticing that he was lying in a pool of his own pee. “I don’t remember.” His face was red, his hair still as blond as it was in childhood. His bloodshot eyes wanted to be a warm brown, but they just couldn’t give anything.
 
   “Let’s get you out of here.”
 
   The thought of actually getting up and moving must have been too much for him, because he went out cold again, head plopping right back down on the cement.
 
   “Geez.” I bent down and picked him up, throwing him over my shoulder. I sure was tired, and my arms felt like they were ready to give out on me.
 
   “Hey Si, we need to get this one to an E.R., and I’m not up for the walk.” I stood with Len the dead weight in my arms and waited for Silas’s magic moving touch. Instead of touching me, he hovered in front of me, wings fluttering, eyeing me strangely.
 
   “What’s your deal?  Is there a booger on my face or something?” I wiped at and around my nose.
 
   “No.” He said, still staring.
 
   “Okay, Si, you are totally freaking’g me out.” I hefted Len up again, trying to balance his weight and waiting for Silas to get us moving. “Did I sprout wings or something?”
 
   “No.”
 
   I raised my eyebrows. Well, something had rendered Chatty Kathy here speechless. Miracles never ceased. My shoulders were on fire. No more time for Si’s drama. “Not polite to stare, Si. Can you close your mouth and touch me to the nearest hospital please?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   What was with Silas and these one word answers? Next thing you know, Jules was gonna show up fully dressed, no skin showing. Then we might as well bend over and kiss our arsenals goodbye.  I mean those were end times signs, if you know what I mean.
 
   After we dropped a sleepy and wet Len off at Mercy Hospital, I stretched my arms to the sky, trying to work out the tightness in my arms. “I don’t know why I’m so stiff.”
 
   “You don’t?” Silas was still staring at me like he was waiting for my head to spontaneously combust or for flowers to grow out of my ears. I was starting to wonder if he hadn’t gotten his hands on some of Len’s junk.
 
   “Silas.” I sighed, hands on my hips. “Can you just spit it out please? Obviously something has you totally wigged. You’re in awe of something on or around me, and it’s just not like you, dude.” For Silas to stand in awe of anything other than his own fashion catastrophe reflection was just uncanny.
 
   “Calliope, have you any memory of the events that have passed tonight?”
 
   I thought for a minute.
 
   Come to think of it, I didn’t remember a thing. Until now, I’d had no time to really think about how we’d gotten under that bridge in that dirty little hole.
 
   “I was with Joshua.”
 
   Si’s eyes widened, and Jules sucked on her cigarette, muttering something in Italian under her breath.
 
   “My date,” I explained.  “I was on a date, and you guys showed up, and we went to that crappy part of town to save Len.”
 
   Suddenly my blood froze. The hair on my arms stood up and started to dance to creepy music. My head started pounding, and memories flooded me. Memories of an unimaginable horror, except he wasn’t imaginary. Memories of unthinkable pain, except I knew what it felt like. Memories of being hunted like an animal by a predator so strong and so scary; I don’t know how I could have gotten away.  Wait a minute… how did I get away?
 
   “Mihm.”
 
   “So, now you remember.” Silas looked away. Silence filled the spaces in me that weren’t already filled with fear. The minutes ticked away. Nobody moved. Nobody spoke, until I broke the silence.
 
   “What happens to angels when we die?
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   JOSHUA PRIDE
 
    
 
   “Joshua, you have absolutely no idea what you are dealing with. Walk away.”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh at him. All twenty four inches of him, practically dressed in drag – barking out orders at me. Get real, buddy. “Pipe down, Silas.”
 
   “Don’t tell me to pipe down, Joshua. You are in complete violation of the law, and you know it.”
 
   “When you get angry, you have a unibrow, Si.” I took the last swig of my Snapple and tossed the bottle in the recycling bin. “Look, Silas, why don’t you go back to your regular job. Just go take care of Calllie, okay?”
 
   “Joshua, the law is in place for a reason. Your rogue behavior up to now may have been overlooked due to your… track record, but believe me, success can only take you so far.”
 
   The little turd was fluttering his wings right in my face. What a bug he was. I rolled my eyes at him.
 
   “The system is not going to change for you, Joshua. You are meant to be solitary.”
 
   Okay. Enough. I wanted to squash his little butterfly bod. Pick his wings off one by one. I needed to keep my temper in check or this Micro was gonna be in trouble.
 
   “Easy for you to say, Silas. You haven’t been flying around by yourself for centuries, nobody but you to look all prettied up for.”
 
   “But-”
 
   “Just let it go. I have everything under control.”
 
   “I can’t just let it go, Joshua. Calliope is my charge. I am responsible for her well being, her protection.”
 
   “Well, Silas, you totally blow at protecting her. You kinda proved that the other day with Mihm, remember?” He pursed his lips and looked away. “What’s the matter, cat got your tongue?”
 
   “I-“
 
   “Just shut it, Silas. If it weren’t for me, Callie’d be gone now, and you know it, so you can just take your little tail feathers and shake them on another mission. I’ve got this one.”
 
   And, that was my plan. I’d been doing this long enough that I could do my job and coach Callie. She had pure, raw talent, a strength I couldn’t even believe, and she was so damn beautiful. Okay, so that part really didn’t matter when it came to killing Darks, but I certainly appreciated it. Anyways, she didn’t need Silas and Jules. I’d tell her who and what I was. I’d teach her my stuff, and we’d be a team. We were obviously the best in the business, and the best should stick together. Very close together.
 
   “Where did you get the serum, Joshua?”
 
   “I have connections, Silas.” Truth be told, I’d lifted the lavender licorice serum from Jixer ages back. I’d never even needed it, but Callie sure did the other day.
 
   When I’d showed up, she was practically gone, her breath shallow, her skin cold and covered with Morar, a slimy sticky substance which all demons oozed. She was basically suffocating in evil. It was clogging her pores, her airways, her veins. The lavender licorice scented serum, Fentil, was the only fix for being drowned in Morar. I’d parted her lips and forced her to swallow a few teaspoons. Seconds later, she’d started breathing again.
 
   Of course, my mere presence incited a string of expletives from Jules as well as polite but firm protesting from Silas. Neither of them really wanted to see Callie perish, and they didn’t get in my way, but both did their fair share of citing rules and regs I was only too aware of.
 
   “Dees ees not the place for you, you $#%&*”
 
   “Well, since you guys sort of dropped the divine ball, I thought I’d help.”
 
   “How deed you even find us?”
 
   “I’m kinda personally vested in this Arc’s survival, Jules. Look, she’s coming to.”
 
   “You’d better go, Joshua.” Silas spoke rapidly.
 
   I looked him up and down, sending him a silent message that he heard loud and clear by the ashamed look on his face. “I’ll go, Silas, but I’ll be watching.”
 
   And, I’d walked away, knowing it wasn’t the time or place for Callie to hear the truth. I wanted to work her up to it, get her to a place where she’d listen to me rather than Silas and Jules. The sooner the better though. I’d had just about enough of these Micros. Jules was at least tough. Silas, with his oxford shoes and mauve sweater vest, was a different story. I mean, I can’t believe he gave Callie a slingshot to use as a weapon. Sometimes I wondered if he didn’t secretly play for the other team.
 
   Here he was, in front of me, pouting like an insolent child.
 
   “What in God’s name were you thinking anyways? Letting her go up against Mihm?” I shook my head.
 
   “We had no idea he was loose, Joshua. Last Jules and I heard, Lu had locked him up for losing a battle with you.”
 
   “Yeah, well, you’d better start opening your ears and paying better attention, Micro. You put your Arc in major harm’s way.”
 
   “I am aware.”
 
   I was getting more pissed off as the seconds ticked by. Silas was so freaking’’ arrogant. I so wanted to grab him and just squeeze. Pop! “Yeah, well are you also aware Silas that Mihm’s gonna make it his personal mission to hunt Callie down now?  I can bet my immortality that you aren’t gonna fight Mihm off for her.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Exactly. So that leaves me. Done deal, Silas. Thank you for your time. Bye  now.”
 
   I waited for him to poof himself away, but he didn’t. For a minute, he tried to stare me down but failed. “You know Joshua, when we encountered you that evening on Spring street, the night we woke Calliope to save the young girl who was cutting herself-”
 
   “Yeah, I know. Jules found me.”
 
   “I’d already seen you lurking around the school.”
 
   “Good for you.  So?”
 
   “I knew you were going to stir things up. I just had a bad feeling about you.”
 
   He tossed his feathery hair to the side with all the drama of the queen he acted like. Give me a freaking’’ break. I put my hand on his shoulder, ready for the electric shock he might throw at me. It never came. Well, thanks good buddy.
 
   “Okay Nostradamus, thank you for the warning. I can take it from here.”
 
   “I do suppose we’ll have to work together to keep Calliope safe.”
 
   “Uh – no not really, brother. I think I can handle that myself.”
 
   “You know I’m bound to her for the first decade. It is physically impossible for me to just leave.”
 
   Shoot. I’d been breaking these rules for so long, I’d forgotten that one. “Okay, so I have to put up with you for a decade. No biggie for me, considering the centuries. Know what I mean?”
 
   “Jules is not going to take well to this.”
 
   I chuckled, imagining the fit she’d pitch. Unless I was imagining things, her accent sure seemed even thicker when she was mad. She was one hot-tempered Italian. Yeah, oxymoron I guess. Oh well, I’d just stay out of her line of fire for a bit. This was doable.
 
   “She will surely tell Jixer. They see each other occasionally, you know.”
 
   “Oh, I know, Silas.” Jixer and Jules had had a thing going on for decades now, and Micros really didn’t even get that PDA wasn’t widely accepted. They were just all over each other any minute they got to be together.
 
   “So, Jixer will most definitely reprimand you.”
 
   Seriously? I chuckled again. And?
 
   “You’re a hopeless case, aren’t you Joshua?” Silas sighed deeply and poof. Finally.
 
   Actually, these days, I felt more hopeful than I had in at least a century. I had a Greek Goddess out there just waiting to spend eternity with me. And, with Calliope Evans by my side, wings or not, I was sure to fly.
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   Callie
 
    
 
   Nobody knows. Nobody knows what happens to angels when they die. Nobody freaking’ knows.
 
   This wasn’t exactly good news for me. I mean, up until now, I’d thought I was invincible. Even after Silas had explained about Raysers being able to kill Arcs, I’d never met one that was an actual threat. Then I’d met Mihm.
 
   Lying on my bed, staring at the patterns on the ceiling, I started wallowing, dreading. Silas and Jules had warned me against just this, advising me to focus outward, past my fear of both death, a.k.a. Mihm, and the unknown.
 
   Silas and Jules didn’t have to remember what it felt like to be dripping with death, pinned beneath a mountain of horrible, breathing the breath of hell.
 
   Gross upon gross. I closed my eyes and then quickly snapped them back open. I hated the images behind them.
 
   Without warning or the hint of a knock, my bedroom door creaked open.
 
   “So, how was the date?” Mila sauntered easily into my room and plopped herself down next to me.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “You know – your date with the most gorgeous guy in school, maybe on the planet.” Mila scrunched her face up at me and chomped her strawberry gum. “Are you on this planet today, Cal?”
 
   “Oh, yeah. Date was awesome.” Although I was pretty sure he had written me off by now. Two days had gone by, and I hadn’t even sent him a text explaining my disappearance. Fact was, I was so worried, I couldn’t concentrate. Every time I blinked, I saw Mihm’s freaky fleshless form behind my eyes, his fire red glare, his talons. The last couple of days had been quiet as far as Rayser activity went. Maybe the cosmos was having pity on me.
 
   “Dish, girl.” Mila crossed her legs and came close to me, grinning. “I want the details.”
 
   Pleasure penetrated terror, and I had to smile, just thinking of being up on the roof with Joshua. The night had been perfect right up until it ended… abruptly. “Mi, I don’t know what to say. He’s… amazing.”
 
   “Did you kiss him?” She was practically panting at me.
 
   “What if I did?”
 
   “Come on Cal.” She pouted.
 
   “Mila, I’m really just not in the mood-”
 
   “Callie!” Mom’s voice to the rescue. “There’s somebody here for you.”
 
   For a split second, I froze, imagining the unimaginable at my front door. But that was impossible. I exhaled. Mom couldn’t see Mihm if he were at my front door. Lucky her.
 
   I skipped downstairs and into the living room.
 
   Suddenly, a symphony played for my ears only. Colors of light, still unnamed, framed my world, painted in my lines. I smelled summer nights, lilacs and the beach, all at once. The warm air kissed my bare arms, leaving goose bumps crawling up and down my legs. My cheeks burned red.
 
   Joshua Pride was sitting on my couch.
 
   “Hey.” He stood up, grinning at me. “Thought I’d pop over and check you out.”
 
   Nice.
 
   My mother cleared her throat from the other room.
 
   “I mean check on you.”
 
   I raised one eyebrow at him, and we both started laughing.
 
   “Anyone want to explain the joke to little old me?” Mila flounced into the living room and stood between us, hands on her hips, swishing her blue mini skirt. “So, I finally get to meet the infamous Joshua Pride.”
 
   “Infamy, huh? I guess I could do worse.” He flashed his teeth at her and then at me.
 
   God, he was so cool. I couldn’t stop smiling at him, dressed in his usual tee shirt and jeans, tossing his gorgeous hair around. Those lips... I could just watch them move; it didn’t matter what they were saying.
 
   “Well, there’s a party tomorrow night over at Gina’s.” Mila moved in, close to my face, whispering. “Her parents are in Europe.”
 
   Are you kidding me? Like my mother couldn’t hear her. Mila was delusional.
 
   “So?”
 
   “So, we’re going.”
 
   “We’re not.” I put my hand up to ward off the protests I was sure she was about to bring on. There was no way I was going to Gina Jones’s. First off, she had a reputation. Secondly, her parties had a reputation. I really wanted no parts of either. I’d been around enough drugs in the past few weeks – I really had no interest in going to a party in which they would be the main event, accessorized only by teenage sex and alcohol. Nope. Not going.
 
   “Why not?” Joshua interjected, just as Mila was about to throw a temper tantrum.
 
   Was he crazy? Okay, genius, you are not gonna win any points with my mom by taking me to this kind of party. She was totally eavesdropping on this conversation, pretending to fold laundry in the kitchen. Oldest trick in the book.
 
   “Might be a fun time, and it’s probably beneficial for us to be there.”
 
   Mila and I both narrowed our eyes at him. I’m sure her expression was due to the fact that she had no idea what beneficial meant. I was just a little lost as to how going to Gina Jones’s party was going to benefit me in any way.
 
   “I mean…”  I’d never seen Joshua stutter before. He was nervous. This was interesting. “I mean, it might be a cool party.” He studied his Converse All Stars. “We should all go.”
 
   Oh look at that ear to ear smile. Mila was eating this right up, her cheeks red, her expression heady. If she puffed up anymore, she might pop. “Well, Cal, it looks like I’m going, and Josh here is going.” She moved next to him. Any closer, and I might pop her, puffy or not. The little...  “You coming?”
 
   What a little shugar she was. I looked from Mila to Joshua and then back at her before I spoke, my calm and collected voice promising not to betray just how mad I was.
 
   “Nope.” And with that I turned on one heel and walked toward the stairs. Before I climbed them to the sanctity of my room where I could throw a totally massive temper tantrum in private, I gave him one last look.
 
   “Bye Joshua.”
 
   My eyes lied and told him I didn’t give two shugars if he went to that party or not, that I could take him or leave him. I tossed my hair over my shoulders and disappeared upstairs, the look of shock and awe on his face burning confidence into my every step.
 
   Let him sip on that exit for a while. I could picture him glancing warily down at Mila with her syrupy smile beaming up at him. Those Converse shoes couldn’t help his feet run fast and far enough away from her. I saw it in his face when she stood a little too close to him. Pure fear. It was almost funny.
 
   Oh well, I knew there was nothing stopping Mila from going to that party, but my instincts told me Joshua Pride was going to be somewhere else on Saturday night. Namely, with me.
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   Does anything in my life ever happen like I expect it to?
 
   Yeah…not lately. Anyway, when Silas and Jules heard about Gina Jones’s party, they were all over me.
 
    
 
   “Why would I want to go? This girl is bad news, Si.” Gina had a reputation at school for having started young and being easy. She had a different boyfriend every couple of weeks, and the guys liked her for one reason and one reason alone. “Plus, the kids there are going to be totally wasted and high. I’m not really into that scene unless I’m on the job if you know what I mean.”
 
    
 
   “Exactly, leetle Callie.”
 
    
 
   What?!
 
    
 
   “That’s precisely our point, Calliope.” If this Micro pursed his lips at me again today, I was gonna pop him one. “You will be on the job. There will surely be plenty of Rayser action at this little soiree, which means an opportunity to save many souls.” He actually was drooling a little. What? Did the Micros get a prize or something when their Arcs performed?  “It is the perfect place for you.”
 
    
 
   “In other words, girlie, you need to go.” Jules laughed her throaty laugh and lit up a cigarette.
 
    
 
   Without thinking, I stomped over to her and yanked the cigarette right out of her big pouty lips. I’d had enough of her “leetle girliness,” her screeching temper tantrums, her total disrespect for propriety when it came to wardrobe (I mean today she showed up in a black leather corset top that barely laced her boobs in,) and most of all I’d had it with the stink of her cigarette smoke or whatever kind of smoke it was.
 
    
 
   “No more smoking in my house.” I spoke evenly, looking down at her as if she were a rebellious teenager and I was the Mom.
 
    
 
   “Touchy touchy,” she muttered and disappeared. Good riddance.
 
    
 
   “And you,” I marched over to Silas and got right in his face. “Quit telling me what to do,” I sputtered because I really didn’t have anything to yell at him for in the first place. Jules had knocked my temper right over the edge and I wanted somebody to yell at. Silas was just there. “You are so not the boss of me.”
 
    
 
   “Actually...”
 
    
 
   “Shut it.” Thick just didn’t do his ignorance justice. Plopping myself onto the bed and resting my head in my hands, I stared at the floor. “What if Mihm is there?”
 
    
 
   “Hmmm, good question.”
 
    
 
   Okay… waiting. Nope, that was all Silas had for me. Yeah, it was a good question, but he didn’t have the answer to it. Figures.
 
    
 
   “Calliope, we are going to start doing some more combat training with you soon, so you will eventually be more ready to fight Raysers like him and others.  I highly doubt Mihm will be at this party. He doesn’t usually do groups. He preys on solitary souls, much like the boy from the other night who was using illegal drugs.”
 
    
 
   “Well, that’s a relief.”
 
    
 
   “So that’s that then.”
 
    
 
   “Whatta you gonna wear, Callie?” Jules was back and with attitude, making a show of her use of my actual name.
 
    
 
   “Welcome back Jules. I was actually thinking of asking you for a wardrobe consult.”
 
    
 
   Oh crap –she thought I was serious –she totally lit up. No way.
 
    
 
   “I’d be thrilled to dress you!”
 
    
 
   As if.
 
    
 
   “Thanks Jules.” I’d figure out how to get out of that one later.
 
    
 
   And so, I’d told Joshua I’d had a change of heart and mentioned to Mila that I might be going to Gina’s party. She had already made plans to catch a ride with a couple of guys on the rugby team. I’d wiggled into some jeans, a tee shirt and my awesome boots – not only great for drop kicking demons but also screaming with fashion – and met Joshua at my front door.
 
   Joshua was talking his head off in the car, something about secrets and surprises. For once, I couldn’t focus on his melodic voice, his archangel face. In my head was a  mental movie featuring me going completely postal on a bunch of invisible demons while like a million other kids I knew were standing around watching. I knew they’d forget or maybe they wouldn’t even notice, but I hoped I’d be able to shake the performance anxiety in the face of however many Raysers showed up for this shindig.
 
   “You okay Callie?” Joshua’s voice sifted through the rest of the noise in my head.
 
   “Yeah. Sorry. I was just thinking.”
 
   He flashed that lopsided grin at me that grabbed my attention with ease. Reality shifted, priorities melted. Okay... sweating already over here. How does he do that?
 
   “Thinking about what?”
 
   Wait a minute, I can’t remember… Oh, yeah…I was thinking about twisting the heads off of a bunch of mangy stinky pieces of… “Your lips.” The words tumbled out of my mouth like fizzy soda overflowing from a shaken bottle.
 
   Really? Joshua’s presence totally turned down the volume on my inhibition control. Either that, or he just stupefied me most of the time. How was I supposed to navigate my way through this night? Not only was I freaked out by the thought of fighting Raysers in the midst of a high school party with people I knew all around me, but I had these crazy strong feelings to push aside at the same time. When Joshua and I were together, the rest of the world quieted. I didn’t know how that would work in the face of the demons. Would I even be able to hear their whispers over the music Joshua played in my head?
 
   He slowed down and pulled over into a grassy area on the side of the road, parking the car under a patch of trees. We were only a minute away from Gina’s house. I could hear kids yelling and laughing and even their loud music playing in the distance. My head was full of its own songs when he turned and put his eyes on me.
 
   “Callie.” He put his hand on mine leaning in close.
 
   I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t say a word.
 
   Time stopped ticking. The world stopped spinning. All that was left was us in that small, dark space under the pine trees.
 
   Heat.
 
   Music.
 
   His fingertips, tracing my lips.
 
   Our eyes, searching each other.
 
   “Callie Evans.” He broke the silence again, shook that gorgeous head of hair and looked down at our hands, laced together. “I just can’t believe I found you.”
 
   And I couldn’t help myself, really. Never in my sixteen years of life had I felt desire so strong. I took his face in my hands, stole a look into his beautiful dark eyes. There was something there I didn’t know… and yet I knew. I couldn’t explain the feeling, really. It was like the memory of a dream or déjà vu. I let my fingers dance their way up and down the side of his face long enough to just take in the look of him, until I couldn’t wait any longer.
 
   Never breaking eye contact with him, I slowly pulled Joshua’s face to my own. His soft lips tasted like mint and strawberries. His arms pulled me gently closer. I couldn’t be close enough to him. Ever. The brick on my chest was heavier now, and I felt like his breath was the only thing sustaining me, his lips slow dancing on mine… they were all I needed to exist.
 
   When he pulled back, I felt myself sag a little, like a part of me had deflated. His eyes still bore into mine, questioning me, but I had no answer for him. I didn’t even know what he was asking, and yet… something deep down was trying to swim to the surface. There was an itch in my consciousness, and I couldn’t reach to scratch it. I felt like I was balancing on a ledge between two different realities, one in which I knew the players and the rules. The other was clouded, still obscure but changing.
 
   Joshua leaned in again and kissed my forehead, holding my head to his lips for just a moment before releasing me and starting up the car. I never took my eyes away from him, trying to figure him out, trying to figure myself out. How could I possibly want him so much? How could these feelings be so strong when I’d only met him about two minutes ago?
 
   “Guess we should get to that party.” I murmured in between kisses. I could tell he was just as content as I was here on this planet of us. Part of me worried that we’d go too far if given the opportunity. Part of me wasn’t worried at all. In the back of my mind was my mother’s voice, warning me, protecting me. It was ultimately her words in my head that urged me forward. If we stayed here under the protection of darkness and pine trees, I was pretty sure we’d end up doing things I might regret. I didn’t want to mess this up. I so wanted Joshua Pride in every way imaginable, but I wanted to take it slow, and I wanted it to last a long time.
 
   I peered up at him. He was running his fingers up and down my face again, looking lazily into my eyes when suddenly his face changed. From lazy and content to alert, on edge.
 
   He gritted his teeth visibly and let out a groan that was just loud enough to hear. Okay that was weird.
 
   “What’s up, Joshua?”
 
   He didn’t answer me. Instead he put one hand on my knee and the other on the gas pedal.
 
   “Here we go.” He said matter of factly. Okay, then…and I thought we were having a moment there.
 
   So off we went. From our little patch of heaven to what was surely going to be a page right out of hell.
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   JOSHUA PRIDE
 
    
 
   If there was ever any doubt in my mind that Callie Evans was the epitome of awesome, that doubt was gone forever. This girl could slay. I mean she was kicking ass without blinking, stealing a glance at me or anyone else, maybe without even breathing. I couldn’t be sure. She worked so fast, I couldn’t even keep track of how many Rasyers she’d already done in. She was a machine, twisting a neck with one hand, slicing a throat with the other, smashing heads together, blowing a dozen Raysers to bits in a matter of seconds with a totally rad machine gun. She’d had to have gotten that piece from Jules. Silas was definitely not cool enough to handle heavy artillery. And Callie, she was made for it. She slung it around... well… like it was her job. They never even smelled her coming, and in minutes, she’d decimated them while I’d stood hidden and watching from a few feet away.
 
   Her focus was so intense, it was mesmerizing. Her whole head had gone from social butterfly to warrior princess the moment she discovered the demons. She never wavered and wasted no time. Originally, I thought she might need back up. I was way off the mark on that one. She had only four or five left to pop, and she hadn’t even broken a sweat.
 
   I had first heard the whispering tonight when we were still in my car, and I’d known Callie had her work cut out for her. I mean, the windows had been down, and we were close to the girl’s house, but still, for the noise to travel like that had to mean there were a lot of them. I’d known somebody was in deep trouble and that we had to get to that freaking’ party… fast. It had taken every ounce of inhuman strength I had in me to pull myself away from Callie and do what was right. Even though I knew that we literally had all the time in the world, I hated taking my lips off of hers, even for a minute.
 
   But those damn Raysers… It had sounded like they were having their own personal party in there, their whispers coming fast, excited, all worked up. Something ugly was going down, and Callie was supposed to be the one to handle it.
 
   And handle it she had.
 
   There was quite a mess now– slime and gore all over the walls and floors, dead Rayser bodies lying on top of each other, heaps of saggy grey flesh, some oozing with blood. Lifeless yellow eyes still staring dumbly in death and rotten sulfur souring the once perfumed air. This was the scene in Gina Jones’s bedroom.
 
   Gina was huddled in a corner of her walk in closet, against the wall. She was shivering and sobbing, pulling a blanket around her mostly naked skin. Her black lace bra peeked out from above the blanket, revealing a torn strap at her shoulder and a fresh bruise that was turning purpler by the second. The half dozen kids around her were only slightly conscious, having been either drop kicked or upper cut by Callie. Two of the four boys had their pants partially down... One of the two girls was still conscious but bleeding from her nose where Callie had punched her. She was holding a sharp letter opener in her hand. I didn’t want to think about what she had used it for before we’d arrived.
 
   “Gina.” I watched Callie run over to her crumpled form. Gina, who was usually totally put together at school with her long bleached blond hair and too much make up, was… well she was just a mess. Wet mascara had painted streaks on her face. Her painted lips were swollen and bleeding a color that wasn’t lipstick. Her hair was matted with dried blood and sweat, and when Callie attempted to pull her gently to her feet, I noticed the pool of blood on the ground, where she had been crouched. When Callie saw it, she laid Gina back down, realizing the girl wasn’t going to be able to walk. She needed a doctor fast.
 
   “Why did they do this to me, Callie?” she wailed, having difficulty articulating her words. Callie cradled the girl’s head in her hands, tears in her own eyes.
 
   “It’s going to be okay, Gina. We just need to get you some help.” She ran her hands through Gina’s hair. She was so gentle with this girl. I could see the genuine care in her eyes and in the way she handled her. Interesting when just hours ago she’d expressed a pretty strong dislike for her.
 
   “You probably think I deserved this.” Gina’s voice was small and wavering. She was getting weaker.
 
   “Gina, nobody deserves this.” Callie took Gina’s face in her hands and brought it close to her own. “You did not deserve this. You were created expressly for wonderful things, not for this, Gina. You have a beautiful soul, and I can see it in there, screaming for attention, screaming for love.” Callie smiled at her, and stars lit up the darkness of the scene in that closet. Even through her tears, her smile was genuine. The love she was showing to Gina Jones set my own heart racing. Here was a girl so spoiled by the bad reputation that preceded her, too blinded by the pace and action of her life to realize how utterly broken she was.  So emptied out of life, of the bits of herself she’d given away too freely and now of the pieces that had been taken so savagely from her.
 
   I watched as Callie took that empty vessel and filled it with love, watched her whisper sweet words to Gina while she traced hearts on the palms of the girl’s hands. So tender. So totally what this girl needed. I noticed Gina smile and nod weakly as Callie pulled out her cell phone.
 
   “I’ll stay with you, Gina. I’m not leaving.”
 
   The other kids in the closet who were conscious looked scared as hell. Whether they were worried about being busted by the cops that were now arriving or scared shitless of Super Callie, I would never know. They’d be Cloaked momentarily anyways and forget any part Callie’d had in their demise. Sad thing was these kids who’d brutally assaulted Gina Jones were just pawns in battle. Sure, their assailants were dead – seriously smashed up, smacked down dead thanks to Callie, but the enemy was still out there, breathing new armies to life by the minute, on the lookout for new pawns to whisper dirty rotten thoughts to, to influence secretly and over time. He was the ultimate sneak lurking in wait for warm bodies to take the fall for him on the battlefield of his ugly war.
 
   While the police cuffed the kids and led them out of the room, I rounded the corner and acted surprised to see Callie who was mostly covered with Rayser gore but also splattered with some human blood.
 
   “Joshua.” She threw her arms around me and buried her head in the crook of my neck. Dear God, even covered in gross, this girl was perfect.
 
   “You okay?” Her breathing was heavy and shallow. She seemed more afraid now than she had been in battle. It was like she’d turned it off to get the job done, and now the overflow was coming.
 
   “Can we get out of here?” Those blue green eyes could ask me for anything, and I’d deliver, no questions asked.
 
   “Sure thing. Let’s roll.” I grabbed her hand, and we turned our backs on the carnage I wasn’t supposed to be able to see. I wanted so much to cheer for her, to celebrate the amazing job she’d done on those demons, to tell her how completely insane I was for her after watching her fight. I couldn’t wait much longer to tell her… Had to happen tonight.
 
   We headed down the stairs and toward the back door in the kitchen. Callie had left her jacket and purse out back by the pool when she’d picked up on the whispering and disappeared. We’d grab her stuff and be on our merry way. I was planning on driving straight back to that patch of pine trees. Something had resonated in both of us there earlier. It was the perfect place to lay it all on her, to let the truth be told.
 
   Wait a minute.
 
   I paused when Callie came to a dead halt, obviously listening to the same thing I was. What the hell? Was it hissing or whispering? Laughter? All three. And it was too close for my comfort.
 
   Suddenly I heard the fluttering snip snap of wings, flying and then coming to a screeching halt in a pile of fallen angels at our feet.
 
   Jixer on top of Jules on top of Silas.
 
   “Please. Get. Off. Now. This suit cost a fortune and is one hundred percent silk.”
 
   “Dude, she’s holding onto me. Would you be trying to wriggle free of this set of wings?” Jixer grinned sideways and let out a throaty chuckle while Jules smirked at him.
 
   “Silas, you were ripped off. That suit ees polyester. It’s making me eetch.” Jules scratched the back of her bare legs with her red Elvira fingernails.
 
   “Well, if you’d show a little less skin and cover up a little more.” Silas’s muted whine echoed from under her until Jixer interjected.
 
   “No way, man. Just cuz you’re not interested.  Jules, Baby, you look great, and I mean great.”
 
   And then Jixer and Jules were all over each other pawing and kissing while that puny Silas tried to wriggle free from the bottom of the pain-in-the-ass pile. This crap was a scene right out of WWF Friday night Smackdown for fairies.
 
   Unbelievable bunch of freak show Micros they were.
 
   Callie was speechless, wide-eyed and frozen with what looked like fear and maybe even pain. Oh well, now was as good a time as any, I guess. Wouldn’t be as romantic as the pine trees under the stars, but I was pretty sure it would be memorable none the less.
 
   “What the hell is going on?” I roared at them, grabbing their attentions simultaneously. Silas had finally made his escape and was furiously brushing off his silk polywhatever suit. He almost jumped out of his white patent leather shoes when I screamed at them. Jules just rolled her eyes at me, and Jixer hopped off of her, looking guilty and a little too serious for my liking.
 
   “Silas, what the hell are you three doing here?”
 
   He opened his mouth to explain, but Callie beat him to the stage, breaking her silence.
 
   “Wait a minute.” Callie spoke firmly, looking from me to each of the Micro Angels and then back at me, her face reeling with confusion. She rubbed her temples and squinted her eyes. I didn’t know if she was in pain or just totally shocked out of her head.
 
   Finally she spoke. “You can see them too?”
 
   The three Micros stared at us from their perches around the kitchen, just waiting to see how all of this would pan out. For once, all three of them were quiet. This was Angel history in the making. Never before had two Arcs been anywhere near each other on the planet let alone been as close as Callie and I were.
 
   She peered at me, hands on her hips, a million questions in her eyes.
 
   “Uh, Callie, there was something I wanted to tell you tonight,” I began.
 
   But I never got to tell her. The screams that reached our ears from beyond the kitchen door, the whispers coming from somewhere outside, the hissing and the sinister cackle… All of those noises beckoned us. From somewhere long ago and far away came a voice, like a memory.
 
    
 
   “Do my bidding Arcs. Fulfill your purpose and you will be rewarded. I am with you always as you will always be with Me.”
 
    
 
   A fatherly pat on the back and a nudge out the back door.
 
    
 
   The sky was dark but the pool lights lit up the scene with an unnatural and sickly glow. I heard Callie gasp before I registered the reason.
 
   There, above the pool, balancing on the third floor balcony ledge was Mila, Callie’s best friend. Even from the ground, I could see her eyes were glazed over. She was obviously high on something. Her bare feet stood still as she swayed her hips and arms to music that must have been playing only in her head.
 
   A group of kids by the pool were screaming to her to get down, to get off the ledge. Some of them were crying. Mila was laughing at them, her red lips stretched over her teeth like the Joker from Batman.
 
   And,wait a minute. Somebody else was up there. There was a form, hidden in the folds of the curtains, tossing shadows when the curtains blew in the breeze. Oh God, no it wasn’t–
 
   “Mila,” Callie called to her. “Stay where you are. I’m coming.” And she was gone.
 
   Before I could tell her anything.
 
   Before I could warn her that the demon preying on her best friend was one of the sickest, cruelest, and smartest ones out there.
 
   Out of the shadows, he appeared, his wicked sneer stretched across his gaunt face, cackling in anticipation of the angel he’d baited.
 
   God please no.
 
   It was Mihm.
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   I had to get out of here. Gina’s pain was too much. I’d slaughtered the Raysers, but the words I’d heard them whispering to those other kids… I just couldn’t shake them. The horror, the ugliness. It was over, and Gina was going to be okay eventually, I knew she would. I didn’t know if I’d ever get over the brutality though, if I would ever be able to forget what those kids did to her.
 
   “Joshua.” Just seeing him melted some of the terror away. I wanted him to wrap me up in his arms and take me far away from here, to just hold me while I cried and to not ask any questions. I was not up for explanations tonight.
 
   He led me downstairs and toward the kitchen door. Most everyone had left when they heard the cops were coming, but there were still a few people milling around, looking nervous but curious enough to stay. I walked past them, still dazed from the bloodbath upstairs.
 
   After all that worrying over stage fright, I hadn’t given the onlookers a second thought while I fought the Raysers. It wasn’t a logical thing. I mean, yes I’d known they’d be Cloaked, but really I wasn’t even thinking about it. I was totally into ripping those monsters apart and getting to Gina in time to help her. At one point I saw Joshua out of the corner of my eye. He was watching me intently from the hallway, hiding behind the door so that he thought I couldn’t see him. His presence didn’t faze me. I had a job to do, and I was in the zone.
 
   Didn’t matter anyways. I was going to tell him the truth. I knew I was not only risking my relationship with him but also my reputation as a sane individual.  I just couldn’t put on this face anymore. I’d never been a good liar, and I cared too much about Joshua to be dishonest with him. I wasn’t sure how, but I was gonna spill. Whatever happened after... well, at least he’d know the real me.
 
   “I left my stuff out back by the pool.”
 
   “We can head out that way.”
 
   He held my hand and anchored me. I was so spent, I couldn’t even bask in the electricity of his touch, only the safety I felt in his presence.
 
   But, what was I hearing? More whispers? You’ve got to be freaking’ kidding me. I didn’t have any energy left. Those Micros better send somebody else in to finish this job.
 
   Flutter. Snap. Splat. “Aye!”
 
   A pile of Micros crash landed on the linoleum floor in front of my feet.
 
   Seriously? What else, God? Come on, lay it on me all at once why don’t you.
 
   Silas was lying face up under Jules, his nose wedged beneath her armpit. And, of course, he was whining about his fancy white getup.
 
   And Jules, decked out in a lacy black something that was anything but street clothes, was totally messing with him as usual. She was on this lingerie kick lately. Too many Victoria’s Secret Magazines. The lace-up knee-high boots were a nice touch….not. Honestly, I would never understand her.
 
   And who was this Chachi on top of Jules? He looked like he’d climbed right out of a Happy Days Episode, cigarette tucked behind his blond pompadour hairdo and everything. They were calling him Jixer. From the looks of things, he and Jules kind of dug each other. Seriously, Micros, get a freaking’ room. Ugh…
 
   Shaking my head at the ridiculous trio at my feet, I noticed I was starting to get a monster of a headache, the likes of which I hadn’t had in a long time. Squinting my eyes and trying to push away the pain, I massaged my temples and sighed. This night had been totally exhausting, and it clearly wasn’t over yet.
 
   I closed my eyes only to pop them right back open at the sound of Joshua roaring at the Micro Angels he wasn’t supposed to be able to see.
 
   What the?
 
   “Wait a minute.” I was totally confused. Josh was yelling at the Micros. Jules and this Jixer character were having a make-out session. Silas was… well Silas was predictable at least, messing with his clothes as usual. What happened to my reality… the one in which everything was already several shades of crazy? These new developments were throwing me totally over the line. A girl could only handle so much.
 
   I peered up at Joshua who was looking gorgeous as usual but also a little sheepish. “So, you can see them too?”
 
   His words were a blur. All that registered in my ears were whispers and snarls, shouts and screams, all of them coming from outside. We all, Micros included, tumbled through the kitchen door to the back patio to find a scene even more disturbing to me than the one I’d left upstairs.
 
   Her body swaying to music.
 
   Her lips, humming an old song, something about a dancing queen.
 
   Her eyes, half closed.
 
   Her feet not so steady, balancing on the railing of the third floor balcony.
 
   Who knew how she’d gotten herself into this mess, but I had to get her out.
 
   “Mila,” I called to her to stay put and with fire under my feet, raced back into the house. If only I could grab her and hold onto her before she lost her footing. If Mila fell off of that railing… I didn’t even want to think about what could happen to her.
 
   I pushed past groups of people still lingering in Gina’s living room and rounded the corner to the staircase. Taking the steps two at a time, I crossed my fingers.
 
   Please God, let her still be standing there. Maybe she’d gotten herself down. Who knew – she was so high on whatever she’d taken tonight, I wasn’t sure she’d even be able to get herself back down safely.
 
   One more flight of stairs up to the loft. Crap. Which door was it? I didn’t have time to search out the right room. One of the doors was cracked, and I could see the curtains beyond twisting in the night breeze. Had to be that one.
 
   Adrenaline pounded through my veins as I threw myself through the door only to find what I never in a million years would have expected.
 
   Mila was down from the railing. In fact, she was back in the bedroom, still swaying to the same song, still high as the clouds. But now she was dancing with a demon.
 
   Mihm’s evil grin spread across his leathery face like smeared ketchup. Twirling a giggling Mila around and dipping and spinning her, he was like some gross ancient zombie version of Fred Astaire.  This was so not happening.
 
   But all of my senses told me it was. He smelled like hell and he was wreaking havoc in my head – images of terror, pain like never before. His laughter was like nails on a chalkboard but worse, it rang in my ears, torturing me, and his empty red eyes never left me, taunting me, challenging me, baiting me. I had to get her out of his hands... had to get to Mila.
 
   Focus Callie. Focus… but it was so hard…
 
   My head… just… hurt... so bad.
 
   “No, Mila.” I reached one hand out to her from across the room.
 
   On my knees.
 
   The hardwood floor felt cold and delicious against the fire in my head.
 
   One eye closed.
 
   The other trying to stay open.
 
   Push away the pain.
 
   He was dancing her back outside now. His claws had pierced her. There was blood on the floor, drops of it leading in a circular pattern and then a line toward the balcony.
 
   “No, Mila.” I tried to yell, but it was practically a whisper. With all my strength, I reached inside for my voice. “Wake up Mila! Wake up!”
 
   I watched his lips moving, heard him whispering to her. Her legs straddling the railing, trying to hoist herself up again, still giggling, still totally fried. His lips formed the same words over and over again, and although he was whispering to her, he was staring at me, still grinning, still gross.
 
   “Stand up and jump. Stand up and jump.”
 
   Focus Callie.  Do something!
 
   I honed in on Mila’s face, caked with blush and body glitter, her fake eyelashes drooping and her mascara runny. Still, her smile lit up the night. She was so rebellious, yes, but she was so naïve too. She thought all the fun in the world could be had just by breaking the rules, by pushing limits and exceeding boundaries. She wasn’t sweet or kind or even polite half of the time, but she had been my best friend since forever. She knew me inside and out, well… mostly. We’d shared so many firsts together, and despite our differences, we always were there for each other, to catch the other if she fell. And, I was not about to let that end now because of some stinkin’ ugly pile of leather and claws.
 
   Pushing myself up with one hand, I used the other to grab my weapons. I couldn’t use my machine gun. I’d end up hitting Mila. I grabbed for my lance and ran for the balcony, straight at him.
 
   Thud.
 
   Breathe Callie… but it took a few seconds to catch my breath.
 
   I was back on the ground in the bedroom, and my head hurt worse than before. Mihm had practically just flicked me away as if I were a fruit fly, and it had been enough force to send me flying and landing head first in a heap ten feet away from him and Mila.
 
   My vision was double now, which sucked on a couple of different levels.
 
   First off, I couldn’t focus on my target, couldn’t get my bearings when I tried to stand.
 
   Second and even worse, there were two Mihms now, and they were both coming at me as if they were starving, and I was a piece of meat, just waiting to be devoured.
 
   This was so bad. I was so dead.
 
   Crash. Slam. Shriek. Rip. Yelp.
 
   What the…?
 
    
 
   Was that Joshua Pride on top of Mihm -  wait now he was under Mihm, -  nope - on top again.
 
   Not only was my vision screwed up, it seemed as though my brain had been damaged in the fall. This definitely was not happening.
 
   “Callie!” And yet, he was calling out to me in the voice I knew could only be his. “Callie, get out of here now!”
 
   It was Joshua. And, he was fighting the demon Mihm. My eyes were coming back into focus, and they widened, amazed at the sight. Joshua was crouching over Mihm, who was now on his gnarly demon knees, grunting and writhing with all his might to get out of the stranglehold Josh had around his neck.
 
   His look was so fierce – I’d never seen him so intense, so full of rage. Sweat beaded on his brow and dripped into Mihm’s eyes, bulging under Joshua’s grasp. His biceps were pulsing, his calves tight and taught, his thick lips puckered in concentration. I was completely swept up in staring at him, this version of the boy I was crazy for.
 
   Who was he? 
 
   What was he?
 
   He was bad arsenal, that was for sure. I watched him bring his leg back and kick a weakened Mihm square in the face. Mihm went down, legs splayed out in front of him, face to the ground. Joshua pulled something from the back of his shorts.
 
   Now, how the hello had he hidden a giant golden sword from me? Really? Was I that totally thick? I mean he did have a certain effect on me that kind of blocked out the rest of the world, but still, you think I’d have noticed something that big. I mean, at some point anyways. Hmmm.
 
   I watched him bring the sword straight up execution style, above Mihm’s barely moving body, and then slam.
 
   The sword stuck straight out of the hardwood of the bedroom floor, while Mihm rolled aside, stood and hurdled himself outside where Mila was leaning against the railing, half conscious. When he wrapped his talons around her neck, her eyes opened. She whimpered weakly and slumped backwards into his awful form.
 
   I took one look at Joshua. He was still in shock that Mihm had escaped his sword. Getting to my shaky feet, I willed myself across the room and outside.
 
   “Mila…” Mihm’s eyes were wide and hungry when he noticed me hurdling toward them. I pushed myself between them, and before he could move, I sunk my lance into one of his creepy red eyes that had been haunting me since I first saw him. I grabbed Mila around the waist and tugged at her, trying to wrench her free from his grip, but he was not giving. He held onto her neck with one hand and used the other to tear my weapon from his eye and throw it over the balcony. We both watched it fall.
 
   Clink.
 
   And then Mihm’s eyes met mine. For a moment, there was silence. We summed each other up and measured our strengths against each other. Somebody had to win this battle, and I was not going to give into this piece of scum without the fight of my life. His nostrils flared, and he let out a kind of roar. Mila whimpered again.
 
   I didn’t even flinch.
 
   “Oh, yeah, Mihm? Is that all you got for me?” I snorted at him and rolled my eyes.
 
   This really ticked him off, I think, because he reached around the shaking Mila’s body, not letting go of her but placing his efforts at grabbing onto my head. I squirmed and wiggled but he had a good grip on me. I couldn’t wriggle free, couldn’t even get my hands to reach the weapons at my waist. I was stuck, and Mihm was squeezing my head like he was trying to pop it, like it was a blueberry.
 
   I felt the pressure ease just a bit and opened my eyes. He stared straight into them, victorious.
 
   “Now, you’ll die, Arc.” And he laughed his horrible terrifying laugh. He laughed and laughed and the pressure in my head got tighter and tighter. Tears squeezed through my eyes shut tight. Everything was black. I heard something crack, and the pressure was gone.
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   JOSHUA PRIDE
 
    
 
   “No!”
 
   “What happened, Joshua? Where is she?” Silas and the rest of the crew flew into the bedroom as I raced out and down the stairs. They followed me toward the back of the house.
 
   “The bastard took her down with him. I practically took his head off with the sword, but he took her with him… right over the ledge.”
 
   “Bastardo!”
 
   As I raced from the third floor to the backyard, one image haunted me, Callie’s crumpled body, wrapped, unmoving, around her best friend’s on the cement patio below.
 
   Why hadn’t she listened to me when I told her to get out? Why had she even attempted to fight him? Mihm was the only Rayser I’d never been able to completely destroy. I’d come out the winner of many battles with him, but I’d never been able to finish him off. He’d always gotten away. Not this time. Mihm was definitely dead. I’d heard the crack of his spine being severed by my own sword. But, in his last act of defiance, he’d grabbed tightly to Callie and Mila and dumped himself over the edge of the balcony, pulling them over with him.
 
   So Mihm was dead, his body lay not ten feet away from Callie and Mila’s bent and broken, bleeding and lifeless, but what was the price? I bent over Callie’s still form. I could hear her pulse. She was alive. Mila was too. Thank you God.
 
   Sirens. Someone had called the paramedics. They’d probably take Callie with Mila, unless they couldn’t see her. I was pretty sure the scene had seemed anything but supernatural to the onlookers though. Obviously, Mila had been under the influence of some major chemicals. A bunch of kids had seen her standing up on that railing and had watched as Callie disappeared to rescue her. One friend talking another friend down… it wasn’t really weird enough to be Cloaked.
 
   The only one in question was Mila. She’d seen and experienced a lot, even in her altered state.
 
   I pushed Callie’s blood and sweat muddied hair off of her face, and I noticed a singular slash on the left side of her neck, under her ear. Shit, Mihm must have gotten her. I reached into my deep back pocket and pulled out my own little first aid kit for angels. I squeezed a pin size drop of Nordac ointment onto her skin and gently massaged it over the gash, hoping she was feeling none of this. Within seconds, the six inch angry red cut was gone, leaving Callie’s creamy skin as perfect as it had been before.
 
   “Joshua, we couldn’t get in.” Jixer was fluttering next to me, sorrowfully sucking on a cigarette and coming to land at my feet, near Callie’s pink painted nails on her hand. “Mihm must have done something to the field around the door. After you went in, Jules and I tried everything.” He stared at the ground. “Sorry Man.”
 
   “She’s okay.  Well, she’s breathing, so…” I told him. “You couldn’t have done anything, anyways.”
 
   “We could have messed with him.”
 
   “Jix, Mihm was way too smart for you three.” He would have eaten Silas alive in the space of a breath.
 
   Just then Callie’s eyes opened, and my heart stopped beating. She didn’t attempt to move but studied my face and then the faces of the three Micros who were also on pins and needles wanting to know that she was okay. I held my breath, waiting for her to say something. Finally, she raised her eyebrows at me and uttered two words.
 
   “Nice sword.”
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   I mean, seriously? A golden sword? How cliché was that? Sure he’d saved my life with it, but Joshua was so not the golden sword yielding type of Arc. At least I wouldn’t have pegged him for that.
 
   Yeah, I guess it hadn’t been rocket science to put two and two together after I witnessed Joshua fighting Mihm. At least now I knew why we had this crazy magnetism toward each other. We were the same. We fit, even though we weren’t really supposed to be together.
 
   Hmm… wonder what happened to angels who broke the rules? I guess I’d find out. I wasn’t about to leave Joshua’s side any time soon.
 
   Amazingly enough, Silas and Jules hadn’t given one ounce of bull about it either. They had been here to Mercy hospital at my bedside on and off since last night when I’d been admitted. They had this awe struck look on their faces every time they came near me, walking on eggshells, like they were still worried I was broken. Well, I wasn’t. I was fine.
 
   Above the noise of the nurse’s station outside my room, I heard a familiar voice.
 
   “Oh, my God, Lilli. I rushed over here as soon as I heard. Is Mila okay?”
 
   Why was my mother in the room next door instead of visiting me? Nice, Mom. She’d gone home to shower like six hours ago promising to come right back. I guess it had been a long shower.
 
   Those six hours hadn’t exactly been torturous. Joshua had showed up just as my Mom was leaving. He’d plopped down next to me on my not so comfy hospital bed and spilled. He told me everything from the point of finding out he was an Arc through finding me, through almost losing me, which had totally wigged him out. He answered every question I had for him, including my interrogation as to whether or not he could read my thoughts. Apparently not, and that was a relief. A girl likes to maintain some semblance of mystery. Ever since he’d pulled the phrase “eye candy” right out of my head that day near the tall oak tree, I’d wondered.
 
   “Nope, Cal.” He’d told me, sitting on the edge of the hospital bed. “You just are.” That lopsided grin lit on his lips, making it hard for me to concentrate on anything else, as usual. “Serious eye candy girl.”
 
   He was also super apologetic about having kept his own secret from me for so long.
 
   Who was I to blame him though? It wasn’t as if I’d been forthcoming about my unnatural… uh… supernatural secret life. I really couldn’t hold anything against him, and I wasn’t mad at all.
 
   Actually, finding out that Joshua Pride was an Arc was just about the best thing ever. I mean, the idea of being alone forever... well except for Silas and Jules... that was a tough concept to get my head around. Now, not only did I have a sidekick for forever, he was absolutely the most beautiful specimen ever known to heavenly creatures on earth. The way I saw it, I’d just won the cosmic lottery, and it was a major jackpot. Woo freaking’ hoo!
 
   Of course, I couldn’t get my hopes up. Any minute now, lightning could strike. I mean, we weren’t supposed to even know each other let alone be so in... well, whatever it was we felt for each other.  For now, though, I was just going to coast on the positive. Mihm was dead, Mila was safe, and I’d made an unlikely friend in Gina Jones.
 
   Every time I saved souls, I saw who they were on the inside, who they were created to be and all of the unique and perfect goodness that had gone into creating them. After witnessing that, I always felt something so special and unreal toward the victims… it was a kind of love. Strange as it may have seemed, I knew I’d never look at Gina Jones in the same light. She would always be the loved child of a perfect creator. There was no other identity for her that even mattered. These feelings made me lighter, more content and so at peace. I loved loving her… and all of the others.
 
   Back to Mila. Between the bouts of relief that she was okay and breathlessness remembering our last moments with Mihm in that loft bedroom, I was rehearsing the lecture I’d give her when she woke up. I was so fed up with that bubble gum popping boob flaunting, melodramatic hundred and ten pounds of toddler. She totally had to drop this trouble routine, or I was going to stage an intervention. Lilli needed to wake up and start keeping tabs on her daughter. I cued my attention to the conversation in Mila’s room between Lilli and Mom.
 
   “It’s unbelievable, Johanna. She fell from over sixty feet, and there’s not a scratch on her. She’s fine. They have her sedated, because she was ranting and raving on and on about some girl, almost like she was hallucinating. Kept saying some Cassie or other saved her life, something about flying. At one point, she was really worked up, screaming, thrashing, demanding to see this Cassie…”
 
   Sounded like a typical Mila tantrum to me.
 
   “The doctors said she was loaded, Johanna.” I heard Lilli pause. “I have to do something. I know she’s a loose cannon.”
 
   Understatement of the year. Try weapon of mass destruction, Lilli.
 
   “Maybe she just needs a little more time with you, Lilli.” Mom spoke softly, obviously trying not to sound all judgy. I knew what she thought of Lilli’s parenting style. “From everything I’ve heard, teenage girls really need a close bond with their families, especially their mothers. It helps to ground them when there is so much out there, tempting them to make bad decisions.”
 
   Mom was right about that. As much as I’d bucked her over the years, just knowing she’d be the one I’d have to face at the end of the day had kept me out of a lot of garbage. There was comfort in her presence but also accountability. I knew her arms were always open. They’d embrace me no matter what; she loved me like that. But she’d always been clear as a bell about right and wrong, never mincing words. If I screwed up, she told me about it, but she also always told me she loved me afterwards, and that there was nothing I could do to change that fact. All in all, my mother was stellar. I smiled, waiting for her to pop her head around the corner of the glass and give me an earful about being at that party.
 
   Instead, I got an earful of something else, words that froze my blood, my skin, words that set fire to my face for a split second and dropped a bomb in my belly, making me want to hurl.
 
   “I just can’t imagine what it would be like… the worry of having to raise a girl. They are so much more vulnerable than boys. And, the hormones…” I heard them chuckle, like college roommates, sharing a joke. It was so not funny to me.
 
   “It’s definitely complicated, Jo.” Lilli told her.
 
   “I guess I’ll never know. Jack and Sam keep me hopping anyways. Boys are a totally different challenge, believe me.” My mom paused. “I always wished I’d had a little girl though. I think we would have been friends.”
 
   “We are friends!” I wanted to scream, but I couldn’t get any words past the gigantic lump in my throat.
 
   “Well, Lilli, I’m just glad Mila’s okay. If you need anything, just call. And, if you ever want me to talk to her, I’d be glad to. I think sometimes, kids need to hear the words their parents tell them coming from another adult.”
 
   “Thanks, Johanna. I’ll call you in a couple days.”
 
   I heard my mom’s shoes click a few steps and imagined her hovering over Mila’s bed, the back of her hand on Mila’s forehead, stroking it lightly, a concerned look on her face.
 
   “Bye Mila, honey.” In my head, I saw my mother bend over and brush Mila’s cheek with her lips. I knew she smelled like lemons and honey almond shampoo. I knew her hair was pulled back in a ponytail that would swish against Mila’s face.  I knew she’d never be close enough for me to smell her or feel her hair. Ever again.
 
   The tears were large and still, perching on my eyeballs, just waiting for the sound of her shoes to slowly fade into silence as she walked down the hallway of the hospital, disappearing. Click clack click clack cl - Gone.
 
   And, they fell… the tears. They slid big and hot down my cheeks. One after another and another and another. My lips were locked together. Breathing slowly and shallowly through my nose, I made sure I didn’t open my mouth. I couldn’t afford to make a peep, to let even one word wail. If I started crying out loud, I knew I’d never stop. I’d have to be sedated like Mila for sure.
 
   Last night, Joshua had talked about this. He’d warned me that everyone I’d known and loved would at some random time forget I’d ever existed. I’d move on then and continue to do what I was made for. He said I’d get over it, but I wasn’t ready for this now. My own mother… She had no memory of me? Where did I fit if it wasn’t with my family?
 
   “Hey beautiful.”
 
   “She doesn’t remember me.”
 
   “What, Cal?”
 
   I stared at Joshua, dazed, tears sliding slowly and silently down my cheeks, salty on my lips. “My mom. She’s totally Cloaked. She thinks she never had a daughter.”
 
   “Oh man. Callie… I know it sucks. I’m not gonna lie to you. Losing my family was the worst thing, the hardest time.” His dark eyes clouded and he stared at a spot on the dirty hospital floor. “I was so lonely.” His hand squeezed mine and he tilted my chin up, pulling my eyes to his and locking them there. “But you’re not alone.” He took my face in both of his hands, the look in his eyes more serious than ever. “I will never leave you.”
 
   And I was comforted by this and, I’ll admit it, also a little distracted by his face so close to mine. But… my mother… she’d never hug me again or braid my hair or even just tell dumb stories that I’d never wanted to hear before. Now, I wished I could hear her tell me something – anything – just one more time.
 
   “When was the last time your nurse was in here Cal?”
 
   I had to think about it.
 
   “I don’t know. Couple hours ago maybe. Why?”
 
   “I think they’re all Cloaked.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, I’m guessing that an alternate reality has been planted in everyone’s memories, including your parents, Gina, Mila, even the paramedics and docs. Pretty much anyone who witnessed what happened at Gina Jone’s house last night now remembers a totally different party minus the girl with the Uzi who flew out the window. Get my drift?”
 
   I was catching up, trying to wrap my head around this one. “So, you’re saying I’m completely erased.”
 
   Joshua nodded matter of factly then leaned back, kicked off his shoes and propped his feet up on the bed. “So, Calliope Evans-”
 
   “Was Pride your last name?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Was that the last name of your father?”
 
   “Oh. Well, yeah.”
 
   Evans – a simple name was all I had left of my once upon a time family. My heart was in my throat. I couldn’t say anything.
 
   “Look on the bright side. You can watch them from afar –keep everyone on the right track and look out for all of them, even Mila. You can do a little whispering of your own, if you know what I mean.  Stay close, create new identities anytime they would need to be Recloaked, you can have influence if you’re creative.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess that’s the best case scenario. Did you stay close to your family?”
 
   A shadow landed on his face again. “I did. And, there were benefits to that, but there was also heartache. It’s hard to lose them again and again and then eventually…”
 
   Whoa – that blew my mind. “Yeah, I can only imagine really.”
 
   “That’s the beauty of here on out, Callie.” His smile shined on me then, and it was catchy. I gave him back some sunshine of my own. “We can only imagine what it’s going to be like... you and me, Callie.  Against the Raysers.  For the world.”
 
   About a minute later, I was dressed, and we were walking down the hallway of the hospital floor, in plain sight of nurses I’d met and doctors who’d examined me. They didn’t bat an eye or take a second glance as I passed them. Joshua was right. They were all completely Cloaked. It was surreal.
 
   These humans walked through their lives totally unaware of the war that was raging right under their feet. They were so busy deciding which outfit to wear on which day or which credit card to use to purchase their next big ticket item, that they couldn’t see the evil that lurked among them. Not only were they blind to the evils, they were also totally unaware of their value, the incredible good that existed within them. They looked so far outwards and away from themselves for joy, that they missed all of the amazing that lived right there in their own skin, breathing their air, speaking their words… just who they were. I wished we could just wake them all up, instead of Cloaking them. With their eyes and minds open, they might just be the match the enemy needed to totally shut him down for good. If only they’d stop focusing on what was next and start focusing on what was right. Here.
 
   “Wait a minute.” I paused outside of Mila’s room, sneaking a glance inside. Lilli was gone, and Mila’s eyes were opened.  She was staring intently up at the television. If I was hearing it right, she was watching the news. Definitely still drugged.
 
   In the thirty seconds that I stood there watching her, I wrote and produced a mental movie of the two of us growing up, playing dress up, running through the sprinkler on my driveway, her in pigtails, me in Barbie sandals that I wore all summer long the year  I was seven. Then I saw us lying on my bed, discussing lipstick colors and boys, searching through each other’s closets for what clothes to borrow. Every sleepover, we’d vowed to stay up all night. I’d never lasted past midnight.  I would miss her. For all the trouble she’d caused, she’d been my first and only best friend.
 
   Joshua squeezed my hand, pulling me from my memories. At that moment, a disturbing thought struck me.
 
   He’d had to do this all alone. I didn’t know how I could have possibly survived this by myself. I think I would have ended up stalking my family or maybe just standing in the doorway of Mila’s hospital room for forever.
 
   I squeezed his hand back, and we continued on down the hallway toward the elevators.
 
   “Hey, wait! Callie! Josh!”
 
   Huh?
 
   “Where do you think you’re going Callie? Why do you get to go home and I’m still stuck here in this tacky piece of crap nightgown?” Mila fingered her hospital dress while Joshua and I stared at her wide eyed. “And what’s with you two?”
 
   We had no answers for her.
 
   “Uh-”
 
   “Don’t even try to mess around with me, Josh Pride.” I stared at the index finger she was poking angrily into Joshua’s chest. “First of all, who the hell was that gross leathery guy all full of drool and smelling like a garbage dump? I mean, somebody should have bought him some mouthwash or something.” She huffed, looking from me to Joshua.
 
   “You saw him?” I barely uttered the words.
 
   “What are you talking about? You were there. Did you hit your head or something?” She blew a bubble. Where did the girl find gum at the hospital? Hadn’t she been unconscious like two minutes ago? “And you…” She was poking Joshua again. “Where did you find that awesome sword? You totally took his head off with that. It was rad!”
 
   “Uh, thanks.” Josh looked like he was about to throw up.
 
   Just then the ding of the elevator sounded, and the doors opened.
 
   “Oh, look, here come those fairies that keep hangin’ around you. Callie, you have to tell that one guy to just lose the floral scarf. It makes him look like a total-”
 
   “Since when do Micros use elevators?” I asked Joshua. Wait – did Mila just say what I thought she’d said? I gazed at her, sure that my eyes were even bigger than the bubbles she was loudly popping. “You can see them?”
 
   Hand on her hip, head turned to the side, in typical Mila style, she said. “I’m not blind, Callie.” She straightened then and eyed me strangely. “Truly, ever since I woke up here, I’ve felt super clear, like stronger or something. I feel like maybe yesterday my head wasn’t on so straight.” She looked down at her bare feet and painted toe nails. “But, I think the wrong got knocked out of me when we took that fall.” Her words were quiet and her tone a little sheepish. Then, she grinned at me. “Hey, maybe we’ll switch roles now – you know like that movie where the Mom and daughter are in some kind of accident and they wake up having switched bodies.” She laughed. “Maybe now you’ll be the devil, and I’ll be the angel.”
 
   I almost choked on my spit. Really.
 
   “Anyway, I’m awake now.”
 
   “Calliope, Joshua.” Silas spoke our names, while he eyed Mila strangely.
 
   “What are you looking at? Didn’t anyone teach you it’s not polite to stare?” She leaned into me. “Just because I have this stupid robe on, and he’s all stylin’ and profilin’. Geez.” Pop went another bubble.
 
   "Yeah, Silas, we can’t figure it out either.” Joshua sidestepped closer to the Micros.
 
   “Did you get a memo about this Jules?”
 
   “No, Silas.”
 
   “Jixer?”
 
   “She’s not my charge.”
 
   And they all stood there, fluttering and wondering, just as we were, why this girl, who was most certainly no angel – even in the most human sense – could not only see the Micro Angels but had also apparently been left out of the Cloaking party. If anyone should have forgotten us totally, it was Mila. After all, she’d been Mihm’s direct target, and we’d saved her. But, she remembered him, smell and all.
 
   “Thees one ees Callie’s fun leetle friend, Silas, the one who always blows the bubbles. You remember, no?”
 
   “Mila. Yes, I know her.”
 
   Silas and Jules continued to stare at Mila curiously. Jixer was running his fingers through his hair. Joshua scratched his chin, and I bit my lip, wondering what to do next.
 
   “Okay, you guys are freakingg me out.” She pointed at Jules, “Especially you in the cat suit.” Again, she consulted me. “Is she for real?”
 
   “Apparently.” What could I say? “You know what Mi? You’re on some heavy duty meds right now. I think your mind is playing tricks on you.”
 
   “Now you sound like my mother, Callie, who by the way has gone completely over the edge. No, really, I think I sent her into a mid life crisis.” Pop. “I feel kinda guilty.”
 
   “I bet.”
 
   At that moment, a voice bellowed from down the hall. “Mila, get back in your room, right now!”
 
   “Speaking of old crazy, here comes my mom now.” Mila turned to head back into her room. “Anyways, Cal Pal, I don’t know how you got out of here before me, but I’ll head over when they release me. We’ve got lots to talk about, and you, girl, are going to dish.”
 
   “Uh, Mila.” I wasn’t sure if there was protocol for this or not, so I had to act on instinct. “There’s kind of a lot we need to talk about.” I looked to Joshua, and he shrugged and raised his eyebrows. “Do me a favor and don’t tell anybody about all of this.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   Because you’ll be transferred to floor three where they treat the psych patients. “Just trust me. Can it be another one of our secrets for now? I promise I’ll tell you everything when you get out. Just let me come to you, okay?”
 
   She didn’t say anything for a second. “Whatever. But, I get to hold the sword.”
 
   Joshua chuckled. “Deal.”
 
   And then I hugged her quickly. Lilli was closing in on us, staring at Joshua and me like we had three heads each. It felt so good to feel Mila’s cheek against mine. Though I was totally flummoxed by this turn of events, I had to admit, I was happy I still had her, at least for today.
 
   “Thanks for saving my life, Cal Pal.” She whispered.
 
   Ummm, how did I respond to that one? “Mila-”
 
   She pulled away and faced me. “I’ll never forget it.”
 
   We’d see about that.
 
   “I love you, girl,” I told her, and I meant it.
 
   She held out her little finger for a pinkie swear, something we used to do when we were kids. I locked mine with hers and smiled.
 
   “See ya in a minute, Cal.”
 
   “K.”
 
   And she disappeared into her room, her mother marching behind her, worriedly. I could hear her reprimanding Mila. “What are you doing out of that bed? Who are those kids you were talking to?”
 
   It was so weird that she didn’t know me. This was going to take some getting used to.
 
   “So, what do you make of it, this Mila girl?” Silas asked.
 
   “Never, in over two hundred years, have I seen that happen.” Joshua told him.
 
   I shrugged and put one arm around the three flapping micros, pulling them into me. Then I locked hands with Joshua. We stepped into the empty elevator together, and I pushed the lobby button.
 
   “Well, maybe it’s the domino effect,” I told them, grinning widely. Joy had taken up residence in every fiber of my being, every crevice was smiling.
 
   Joshua questioned me first with his eyes. “Domino effect?”
 
   “I think Dominos-” Silas began, “are a game of tiny dotted blocks.”
 
   “Yeah, Einstein, I know what Dominos are.” Joshua got annoyed with Silas more easily than I did even. I had to snicker.
 
   “What I mean is this. Joshua and I – we’ve bent the rules a bit, right?”
 
   “Well, Calliope,” Silas rolled his eyes and started to purse his lips again and then stopped himself, sighing. “Yes, you have basically rewritten them. The both of you that is.” He waved his wing at Joshua, who grinned at him.
 
   “That’s what I’m trying to say.” I paused, trying not to sound like a know it all when actually… well...  “Maybe one change is causing other changes to occur too, like Mila. Do you get me?”
 
   “Aye, Mama. I have a headache, Callie. Come on Jixer. She ees perfectly fine, obviously. Let’s go find something to do.” And poof, they were gone.
 
   Silas stared at me, at us. “I have to say I never thought I’d see this day.” And then Silas did something he’d never done in all the months he’d been coaching me. He encircled me in his wings, and he called me by my nickname. “I’m relieved you’re okay, Callie. It was close back there. I want nothing more than for you to succeed at this, to excel, to-”
 
   “It’s cool, Silas. Thanks for being a great teacher, even though you’re a total pain in the arsenal.”
 
   He stood so straight then and smiled broadly. “You are welcome.” And poof. He was gone too. Where he’d disappeared to and how long he’d stay away, we couldn’t know. But, I was sure I’d see Silas again soon.
 
   “So, what now pretty girl?”
 
   “I don’t know. What do you want to do?” I stared up at him, breathless. We were alone in the parking lot of the hospital. The air was heavy and smelled like city. I moved into him, getting closer than I’d dared in the past. There was only us now. I tilted my head up to his, waiting to feel his lips brush my own. His arms curled around my back, his hands tangled themselves willingly in my hair. I closed my eyes. This was the moment I’d been waiting for.
 
   “Calliope, take my hand.”
 
   I simultaneously jerked my head back, rolled my eyes, in typical sixteen year old fashion and grunted out the words, “Seriously, Silas?”
 
   “Nope. Just kidding.” Snicker.  Chuckle. Poof.
 
  
 
  



Epilogue
 
    
 
   And He watched them, with a twinkle in His eye and a grin on His lips. Hand in hand, they strolled down an empty alley, stopping to pet a stray cat. He marveled at how tender they were. This was their story.
 
   He wasn’t a fan of the phrase “Rules are made to be broken.” Some things had to be governed by rules. There was a time and a place for black and white.
 
   There was also a lot of down time in between for shades of grey and rainbows. These two were the epitome of the phrase “a grey area,” and together, they were as brilliant as any rainbow He’d ever created. They didn’t seem to want to fit into His rulebook, and so, because He could, He decided to make an exception; their story was quite exceptional you know.
 
   Beautiful day it was down there where those two were. Not a cloud in the sky. He chuckled to Himself, as usual enjoying the moments He spent watching over His creations. They were all so unique. There wasn’t one He couldn’t remake from memory. That’s how well He knew each and every one, human and angel alike.
 
   Next He looked in on the one in the hospital, the girl whose sight had returned. She was another story altogether, and she would be the first of many, He thought. Some may find it strange for her to lead the way into a new chapter of life on earth, but He knew she was the right choice with all of her visible imperfections and raw attitude.
 
   He turned, closing the curtain on the world He had created so long ago. Over thousands of years, so many things had changed, developed.  In recent times, things started spiraling out of control. Technology in just the last few decades had changed things so rapidly.
 
   That was okay though. Soon, He thought, things were going to get very interesting.
 
   Peeking around the curtain one more time, He stole a glimpse of the two Arcs, locked in an embrace. Lovers and warriors. He had to give it to them – it was a new way of thinking. A love story packed with action and adventure. Why not?
 
   Yes, things were going to get interesting. A different kind of change was on its way.
 
   And, when they weren’t busy slaying the enemy’s minions, these two lovebirds would be the ones to welcome it.
 
   Goodnight worlds. Goodnight creations. He closed the curtain one last time and moved on… to His next story.
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
 
  
 
  


 
   Next in the Whisper Trilogy
 
    
 
   Look for Wake, book two of the Whisper Trilogy, in which Calliope Evans, teenage Dark slayer extraordinaire, meets Romuel, one of the most powerful angels of all time. Romuel will shake Callie’s reality once again and force her to become what she was made for, but will Joshua’s pride survive this stunning angel’s existence?  Will Mila ever stop believing in a best friend who no one else can even remember? Is it Callie’s highly active imagination or does the Dark population seem to be multiplying exponentially in her world at an alarming rate? Join Silas, Jules, Jixer and the rest of the immortal crew in a story that will wake up the world to the war that’s been raging since the beginning of time, a war in which whispers are the deadliest of all weapons.
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