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For Felicia… who whispers encouragement into my
heart.


 


“As
iron sharpens iron, so a friend sharpens a friend.”


Proverbs 27:17
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PROLOGUE


 


 


“Come
Romuel.”


“Father,
I’m yours.”


“It
is time Romuel.”


“Direct
me.”


“Hasten
to open their eyes. Raise her up in ways yet unknown to all of them so that she
can instruct and lead.  My time is upon them.”


“I
have my command, Beautiful One. I shall perform.”


“It
is good, Romuel.”


“Glory
be.”


“Oh
it will be, Romuel.” He spoke with a contented sigh. “Glory will most surely
be.” He chuckled. “And soon.”











CHAPTER 1


 


“Ugh,”
I groaned, setting my phone on the book shelf above me. I was so over this
constant barrage of texts Mila continued to send me on an hourly basis.  She
was bordering on pathetic, and I was feeling major guilt. Her latest texts read
like this – 


 


serious
probs here, cal


lilli
thinks im nuts


head
tested 2X


where
r u


need
2 c u asap


ur
being a crap friend 


 


What
could I reply to these?  It had been a few weeks since I’d seen her at the
hospital, and I’d honestly believed she’d have been Cloaked by now. What the
hello was going on in the technical department on high? Neither Silas nor Jules
– my obviously not so all knowing Micro Angels -  had any clue, as
usual. Even Joshua wasn’t quite sure what to make of Mila.  Last night, over
pizza and wings at his place – I’m still as hungry as any mortal- Joshua and I
had brainstormed every last explanation for Mila’s unusual awareness.


“Maybe
she’s an Arc too.” 


I
almost choked on a piece of pepperoni when Joshua laid that one on the table. Mila.
An angel. That was a big fat N-O-T. His explanation didn’t even fit into my
world, and that was saying something.  After all, my world was chock full of
death channeling demons and know it all fairies who swore they were both angels
and my superiors. Okay, so what if they were… they were still beat… most of the
time.


“Think
about it, Callie.  Maybe she’s just discovering.”


I
raised my eyebrows at him, so high, I could almost feel them on my forehead,
and shot him a loud and clear  - you’re nuts -  look.  “Mila is
definitely not an angel.”  Sighing, I focused on a tiny gray spider
spinning its web from the ceiling down. It was almost eye level, making me
kinda itchy.  “I feel like there’s something…”  I couldn’t explain it. I didn’t
have to. He got me right away.


“Me
too.” I watched his eyes move around the room, not looking at anything outside
his head.  “It almost seems like she’s supposed to know. Like there’s a reason.
I feel like something - ”


“big
is-“


“-coming.”
He leaned over the table and stared intently at me, his dark eyes tracing my
face.


Hello
weak knees, sweaty brow. Oh, hey goose bumps, nice to see you again. 


Then,
he smiled.


And
I dissolved.


“You
are so incredibly gorgeous.” He spoke the words I was thinking about him, and I
could feel my jaw drop in slow motion. I thought he said he couldn’t read my
mind! Oh wait… he meant me… myself, that he thinks I’m gorgeous.  Roll eyes to
hide embarrassment. Wipe the red from my cheeks. 


“Don’t
act like you don’t know it, Callie. You’re beautiful.”


I
studied the table in silence, because I honestly never knew how to respond when
he got all gooey like that. I totally wanted to crawl out of my skin or onto
his.


Lucky
for our virtues, we were both paged to different locations at just that moment.  
Funny how impending demon doom can turn down the heat a few notches pronto. In
a matter of seconds, my overactive hormones were replaced with Dark hatred so
keen I couldn’t see past the sources until I’d shredded every last one of them.
 


I
didn’t know where Joshua had disappeared to last night, but I’d followed my
nose to another high school party. This one was in Jackson, a town that was
maybe twenty minutes’ drive from sleepy Mackle. Of course, I didn’t have to
drive there. Since my last run in with the demon Mihm, I’d gone through a few
minor changes. Namely, my mode of transportation.  


Clearing
was maybe the coolest thing yet about being an Arc. I could see or sense the
place I needed to be and boom – arrive there. In truth, I didn’t always sense
anything first. Sometimes I just ended up where the trouble was. The first
night it happened to me, I was totally not expecting it. One minute I was chilling
in the fiction section at the library, my makeshift living quarters for the
time being. My nose was buried in a silly teen romance. I had my down sleeping
bag tucked around me and a squishy pillow under my head.  With my pajama bottom
legs resting pretty comfortably on a bookshelf across from me, I was suddenly
jolted out of my trashy book and into a version of reality that only I could
see.


The
scene was so horribly real, it was impossible for me to focus away from it. There
were five Raysers, demons who prey specifically on teenage souls and whom I was
charged with annihilating on my stamp of the world, and one tortured young boy
who I guessed to be about fourteen. He was huddled on the floor of what seemed
to be a master bathroom with his hands cupped over his ears, probably trying to
block out the Raysers’ scratchy slurring whispers. 


“Just
swallow a handful… it can all go away.” Like a snake slithering its way into
his mind.


“Wash
the pills down, kid. They’ll make you feel all better.” Sneaky sons of witches.



Their
whispers urged him again and again to swallow a bottle of somebody’s pills, and
he was just about to when I showed up, book in my hand, slippers on my feet,
pimple cream in polka dots all over my angelic face.  Imagine…  he probably
figured he’d accidentally overdosed without even trying.


Needless
to say, we were both a little shocked at my arrival.  He immediately gasped and
back pedaled away from the alien who, in his mind, was surely about to abduct
him and whisk him off to her home planet. After I’d digested the latest serving
of “what the hello is going on and where the freak am I,” I got down to
business and slayed some Rayser butt. 


The
first two were easy. They were clueless when my trusted dagger slit their
throats from chin to chest.  Slash. Gurgle. Thud. 


Not
a second after their bodies hit ground, the other three brought on the terror
for me. When a Rayser recognizes the presence of an Arc, it attacks the angel’s
mind. Quite suddenly, I had a headache the size of Nebraska, and behind my eyes
were images of death and destruction, terror and war. I knew their games and
had learned how to handle it, but it still hurt. Bad. Only very powerful
Raysers can actually see Arcs, and these guys were obviously blind. I pushed
the pain aside and focused outward, away from the screaming children in my
head. I tunneled my vision onto the freaked out young man who was huddled in a
corner of the bathroom, next to the vanity mirror. 


He
seemed to be trying very hard to become invisible, just as I was being gifted
the sight of his history, the stories he’d survived, the moments his pure heart
had been trampled upon.  This happened to me often when I saved fellow teens
from Darks. I was able to see into their pasts, making me love them in a way I
couldn’t explain. Weird, yes… don’t think I don’t know it. 


This
boy’s self confidence had been badly battered over the years. Much as he’d
always tried to be positive and friendly, he’d been bullied by kids who were
bigger and badder and more “normal” than him for so long. My heart hurt for
him.  A memory that didn’t belong to me floated out of that pain and landed in
front of my eyes.


 


A
group of middle school guys in a school cafeteria. It’s loud in here, and the
boy can’t hear with all of the background noise.


 


Tall
and skinny, basketball shorts tough guy. “Hey Four eyed freak.” 


 


Smiling. 
Trusting. “What’d you say?”


 


“Turn
up your hearing aids, dumbass.”


 


“Sorry,”
still smiling. “I can’t hear you very well.” Digging in his backpack for
something. “Here’s a pencil. You can write it down.”


 


The
guys are laughing at him, but he doesn’t get it. He’s so naïve. He hands the
tall one the pencil and a sheet of paper and watches hopefully as something
quick is scribbled.


 


“Can
you hear me now?”


 


And
they all laugh as they watch their friend dump the rest of his tray into his
lap, covering his pants with cold sloppy Joe and canned peach juice. On the
table where his tray had been, the tall kid slaps down the sheet of paper and
pencil.


 


“FOUR
EYED RETARD” is what the paper says.


 


He
can’t hear their laughter. He doesn’t have to. He can see them out of the
corner of his left eye, slapping each other on the backs. Some of them are
doubled over, cracking up, shaking over the joke that is him. Keeping his head
down, he turns off his hearing aids.


 


“Swallow
those pills, Danny.”


The
whispering voices of the last three Raysers reeled me back to the scene at
hand. I studied them for a split second. Green black scales stretched tightly
over bones that seemed to jut almost through their leathery skin. I so wanted
to snap them in half. I hated them from the sharp points of their dirty claws
to the thin wisps of creepy old guy hair that sprung from the tops of their
rectangular heads. In their excitement, they couldn’t help but claw at their
very own gross faces, leaving dark lines of demon blood on pock marked cheeks. 
Did that hurt? Hurt me just looking at them.  Also, they totally reeked, and I
was sick of holding my breath.


These
Raysers quite possibly could have been the same ones whispering to the kids at
school who’d bullied a pure hearted boy just because he couldn’t hear as well
as them. Had I seen demons in his memory? No. I didn’t need to see them. I knew
they’d been there, taunting and daring those kids to spread hurt, to break
hearts, planting seeds of sorrow that they could later reap at a terrible and
ugly harvest.


Yeah,
these guys had to go.  And fast. 


I
didn’t worry about what the boy was thinking as he watched me kick, pin and
snap the necks of the monsters he could not see. He’d forget later.


Afterwards,
I knelt next to the boy, whose name was apparently Danny. He flinched a little
when I got close.


“It’s
okay, Danny.” I put my hand on his, and for some reason, I think the kid
believed me. He stopped trying to back away from me and studied my face. “I’m
here to help.” 


He
looked more like an angel than I did, especially with my Noxzema dots. Blonde
hair and bright blue eyes that were double their size because of the thick
glasses he wore.  He was obviously at least thirteen;  Arcs are only assigned
teen victims. Younger kids get a different subtype of angel. This kid sure
looked young, though. The light stubble on his chin and lip was the only sign that
this kid was past puberty. A hearing aid was perched on each of his ears, and his
speech was a little tough to understand.


“I
can’t hear very well.” He said.


I
smiled. “It’s okay.” Too bad he could hear those Raysers just fine. Pieces of shugar
preying on a sweet kid like Danny. I could tell he was one to be easily swayed.


“But
I can read your lips,” he told me proudly.


“That’s
gotta be major tough to learn how to do.”


He
shrugged. “Nah, I been reading lips since I was pretty young.” Peering up at
me, his brows furrowed. “My speech… it’s hard to understand me.” Then he
glanced away and down at his hands.


My
heart was about to jump out of my chest with love for this boy. You couldn’t
get more innocent, more naïve or sweeter. I could see his soul, and it was the
most genuine I’d ever encountered – pure light.


“Danny,”
I linked my arm with his, and I could feel that his fear was gone. “I totally
get you, man.” I beamed at him. “I kind of have superpowers. Know what I mean?”



“I
was wondering how you got here.”   Wonder and excitement oozed from his open
mouthed stare.


I
had to laugh. “So, really – I have no problem understanding your speech.”


“This
is so cool.”


“How
old are you, Danny?”


“Fourteen.”


“Listen,
you stay away from those pills. And, anytime you hear voices that tell you
otherwise, turn off your hearing aids. Don’t listen to them.” He nodded at me,
eyes still wide and locked onto mine. 


“When
you start to hear those voices, you talk to the big Guy upstairs. You ask Him
for help. He won’t miss a word, I promise.”


“Okay,
Callie.”


I
hugged him then and tousled his hair, lingering for just a moment until it
occurred to me.


“I
didn’t tell you my name.”


For
a minute, we eyed each other strangely, neither of us sure what had just
happened or how. And then kaboom. I was back at the library, standing on my
sleeping bag, still in my jams and slippers with one minor problem. I’d left my
library book in Danny’s bathroom.  Just when I was getting to the juicy part
too. Too bad it was the library’s only copy. Crap luck.


I
still had no clue how Danny had known my name.  Maybe he had some kind of
telepathy thing going on.  Amazing how little things like that could still
shock me. After everything that had gone down in my world over the past couple
of months, nothing should really surprise me anymore. Danny had though. And Clearing
had too. That first night I Cleared, it might as well have been a Silas touch
that whisked me away to Danny. I was completely unprepared. 


Even
with my newfound ability, I still had to put up with Silas and Jules in my
space and in my head. Jules consistently complained about my choice of living
space. She wasn’t a big fan of books and wanted to know if I could get a cable
TV in the library. She’d apparently taken a liking to a trashy reality show
about the lives of a bunch of rich housewives.  It wasn’t as if Silas wasn’t
still up my arsenal. His assignments continue to be a part of my daily routine.
A couple of times, though, I’d arrived at the scene of the crime and finished
off a bunch of Darks before Silas even found me. 


“Can’t
keep up with me, Si?” I so loved giving it to him.


“Well
done Calliope.”  The sweet subtle smell of Silas’s disappointment had hung in
the air all around his rouged face. I’d almost felt bad for him… not. He could
afford to come down a few notches on the self importance scale. 


Clearing
was the bomb. It was getting cooler every day, because I was starting to learn
how to control where and when I wanted to appear.


So,
last night, just before what would have been a dangerously awesome make out
session with the hottest angel ever, my vision suddenly blurred, and my head
nearly exploded with pain . Whisper volume was turned up way high, and clear as
a bell, I could hear about two dozen uninvited Raysers crashing a party, doing
their best to bewitch and beguile. A second after I heard them, I could see the
party  – like my own personal Darks vs. teenagers reality show. Two seconds later,
I was there. Cleared and crazy on those mangy beasts. They hadn’t lasted five
minutes against me and my Uzi. Jules may never be my favorite Micro angel, but
I would always be in her debt for giving me that bad arsenal gun. 


Those
demons never even smelled me coming until their oozing purplish faces were too
full of holes to give a crap. I cleared them out and Cleared out of there
before the partygoers could wonder what was making all the noise. In a blink I
was back at Joshua’s feeling like Supergirl.


How
cool was it to be able to just appear out of thin air?  I so wished I could Uncloak
my brothers, Jack and Sam just to see me Clear. They’d be so juiced.  


Speaking
of Sam and Jack, I was really missing my family, especially in quiet moments.
And Mila too, although I was more up in her business than ever before –  not by
choice. Her frequent messages left little to my imagination. For example - 


 


cal
im wearing my red skinnies


cal
I found this new flavor of gum called colaberry (I could practically hear the
popping)


cal
im going to bed now but ill have my phone on my pillow in case u txt me back.
Nite.


 


It was like I had a Mila update
app on my phone. She was totally freaking out without me, and part of me felt
like the right thing to do was to just go to her, be there for her. I wasn’t
sold on spilling the story, but I was pretty sure I was supposed to hang with
her, just be Callie and Mila again, if that was possible on some level. I knew
she was going to go looking for me at my parents’ house as soon as her mom let
her out. She sure was in for a shock.  I could picture the scene in my mind.


“Mila, honey, who is Callie? Is
she one of the twins’ friends?” Sudden dismayed expression. “What kind of
trouble are they into with this Callie girl?”


Lots of gum popping and eye
rolling. “Mrs. Evans, get a grip, lady.” More eye rolling. “Where is your daughter?”


My mom would either figure Mila
had seriously damaged her (already largely imperfect) brain during her fall or
else she’d blame it on Mila’s hormones. “Is it that time of the month, honey?”


Mila would growl and mutter and
huff home or wherever she could find some trouble. 


It would have been sort of funny
to watch from afar if I wasn’t so totally convinced that Mila was gonna blow
soon. She wasn’t exactly the picture of patience, and she was kind of used to
getting what she wanted. The fact that nobody could give it to her this time
wouldn’t matter much. The tantrum was coming. World, be prepared.


It
had been a little over three weeks since my run in with Mihm at Gina Jones’s
house.  My life had changed in so many ways, and I was not quite adjusted to any
of them. For one thing, I was virtually homeless.


I
could have gotten my own place. Joshua and I had plenty of what I liked to call
“magic” money as well as our own accounts that we accessed using wallet apps on
our smart phones. All I had to do to buy something was pull out my cell phone
at any cash register and scan the app. Easy peasy.  I didn’t have a clue who
managed our portfolios, but he or she did a bang up job. I had whatever
resources I needed at my disposal which ultimately made it possible for me to
fit into teenage society. To be the normal  teenage girl I was posing as, I was
expected to do certain things such as eat and wear clothing.  Since my pre-Arc closet
was somewhere in limbo as far as I knew, I’d had to do some shopping.


As
of yet, I hadn’t found time to look around for an actual place of my own, or at
least that was what I was telling myself.  Deep down, I knew I was still
totally in denial over having become an outcast or even worse a never-was in my
own family. I just wasn’t ready to call anywhere other than 104 Shady Lane
home.  It was easier to simply hide my personal effects in the library’s custodial
closet during the day so nobody would wonder why there were two bras, a pair of
slippers a couple of tee shirts and three pairs of jeans hanging out in the
fiction section between J and Mc.  


There
was also the option of staying with Joshua. His house has three bedrooms and
plenty of living space, but even if he’d offered, I wouldn’t have been down
with cohabitating. It would have seemed way too weird and old and just plain
wrong. I’d rather roll out my army issue sleeping bag on the floor of the
library every night than live in sin or rather live in fear that someday Mom
would wake up and catch me living in sin. I left my toiletries at Joshua’s
place though. I was not about to sink to taking paper towel and hand soap baths
in the ladies’ room. Rayser hunting could get pretty sloppy, and, after a
random night’s work, this girl needed a hot shower, complete with scented body
wash and loofa to scrub off the slime and stink.


Joshua
was still too good to be true for me. His dark eyes grabbed me about fifty times
a day and when they did, I had to struggle to get out of their grip. Sometimes,
I didn’t want to. I wanted to stay there in his eyes, in his arms. I wanted to
let him kiss me, hold me. I wanted to do nothing but be. 


With
him. 


But,
we both had responsibilities, missions actually.  Our attraction to each other
was insanely strong, but our compulsion to hunt Raysers was stronger. It wasn’t
just a responsibility but a requirement. I no longer needed Silas to whisk me
off to the nearest stinky demon ripe for the slaying. I could sense them, and I
could no more bypass the inner trail that led me to these uglies than I could
stop breathing.  


Joshua
and I were both sort of confused as to the rules of angel dating other than the
big fat one that we were breaking. Arcs are meant to be solitary for their
entire existences so as not to be distracted from their purpose. 


Joshua
thought that rule was beat and totally unfair. I wasn’t sure what to think yet,
but after he’d donned his cheesy golden sword and saved my arsenal against
Mihm, I felt even more bonded to him than before, and I had already been smitten.
Truth be told, I couldn’t imagine surviving this loneliness without him.  I
missed my family so badly. There was a hole inside me that nothing else could
fill for long. 


Killing
Darks made me feel better for a while. All the dead stinky ones filled up that
hole with a satisfying feeling of redemption that I couldn’t even completely
understand. There was a vengeance that existed in my psyche somewhere; waves of
it surged through me when I was fighting, but I couldn’t name exactly where it
came from. I could feel that this vengeance was eons old, but it was anything
but stale. It lit a fire in me that set me spinning and slashing until my
enemies were flat and useless to their maker. 


After
completing a mission, I was almost always tired, craving the comforts of home,
and home just wasn’t the same anymore. Literally.  Since my parents had been Cloaked
into forgetting that I’d ever existed, there was no room at the inn. Seriously,
I’d gone back to my house the night I’d left the hospital, and even my bedroom
ceased to exist. 


My
parents had my room set up as a home office, where my mom could use the
computer. That’s a whole lot of crazy right there. The woman who thought she
could call the internet and speak to customer service actually had a home office
where she worked – online. Johanna Evans had morphed into a real live twenty
first century techie. She even had an email address now. And to think all of
these transformations had happened within the four walls I used to call mine. 


Now
there was no bed, no posters, no make up. Nada.  Whoever heads up the Cloaking
department could have at least salvaged some of my stuff and dropped it down to
me. I was totally ticked off at the fact that my Rocket Dog boots were M.I.A.
Where does all the stuff go? Do they have some kind of pre-Discovery item
storage space up there? I’d like to think my boots and I will someday be
reunited. Call me shallow, but I love those kicks.


My
parents’ lives were almost the same as before, minus me. Of course I’d been
spying on them every chance I got, following Mom to the grocery store or just
watching her from afar, her nose buried in one of those
vampire-falls-in-love-with-Barbie romance novels she gets so caught up in. I’d
even been hanging out with Dad at the funeral home. Funny, there is absolutely
no whispering near the dead. Guess it’s too late for them one way or another.
I’d become a peeping Tom and an expert at breaking and entering. I’d watched
Mom fold clothes and listened in on her phone conversations. That woman
seriously has the phone attached to her head half the day. How much can a
person have to say to the same three people every single day? I should hook her
up with Mila.


I
followed my dad to one of the boys’ baseball games the other day and actually
stayed for all six innings– voluntarily. It was major weird to be sitting on
the bleachers in the middle of like a hundred and one people who’d watched me
grow up, knowing for certain that not one of them recognized me or even
remembered that I’d ever existed. Definitely a moment straight out of the
Twilight Zone.


Recently,
I have also taken to sitting on the edge of my parents’ bed while they sleep. I
went there tonight after I’d saved a girl who was delving deeper and deeper
into a depression thanks to a nasty crew of whispering Darks. Needless to say,
it didn’t take long to get rid of the Raysers and talk her down. I’d Cleared
back to the library and then walked to what used to be my house. Clearing only
works to and from missions, so I had to walk to the new and not at all improved
Evans abode.


After
prying open the kitchen window and crawling through, I tip toed into their
room. I drank in the smell of Mom’s shampoo. I stared longingly at my open
mouthed, drooling Dad, wishing I could crawl under the covers and cuddle up to
his warm body. I ached to just touch them. Suddenly, my mom opened her eyes and
stared right at me. She got a funny look on her face, but then turned over and
went right back to sleep. 


I
sprinted the whole way back here to the library, letting the wind dry my tears.
Being forgotten totally sucks. 











CHAPTER 2


 


POUND
POUND POUND.


What
the - ?  


POUND
POUND POUND.


Rubbing
the nap off my face, I sat straight up on Joshua’s couch. I pulled a couple of
stray hairs out of my slightly drooly mouth and arched my tired back.  Dark
hunting totally drained the energy out of me, and I needed these power naps in
between. Joshua’s couch was so much more comfortable than the chairs at the
library, and I’d been in a deep and comfortable afternoon snooze. Now, somebody
was busting in on the sweet dream I’d been in the middle of and was about to
bust down Joshua’s front door with all of that pounding. I got up on strong
legs, tossed my hair to the side as any other annoyed sixteen year old would do
and huffed my way to the hallway to answer the door. 


“What
is so ultra important that you have to hammer a hole through the front door,” I
muttered too quietly for my mystery guest to hear.  Sighing the rest of the
tired out, I unlocked and yanked the front door open before sucking in all of
my breath at first sight of him. 


“Holy
Mary and the baby Jesus…” I uttered, after a few speechless seconds. He looked
at me strangely.


“No.”
He shook his head “Neither.”


My
eyes widened and narrowed as I took in the nearly seven foot tall sight of this
awe inspiring creature.  His hair was wild and silver and mostly pulled back in
a ponytail that hung just to the base of his strong wide neck. Stray strands
hung close to his steely eyes which were so blue, they almost seemed silver
too. Whatever color they were, they were fixed on me and penetrating, not
glaring, not smiling, but driving themselves into me. I felt an overwhelming
sense of pressure, and my head started to pound.


“Whoa.”
Head in hands, I stumbled backwards a few steps. This was annoyingly weird. My
head hadn’t hurt this badly in a while. 


Wait
a minute. The last time this happened – Oh crap! Was this guy a Dark in
disguise?


An
alarm buzzed its way into the outskirts of my mind, trying to warn and wake me
but my body just wouldn’t react. 


 


Brain
to fists “Clench!”


Brain
to knees “Loosen up and bend, legs slightly apart! Get ready to attack!”


Brain
to self – “Where the heck is your Uzi and why don’t you feel like popping this
guy? Wake up!”


 


Truly,
I had none of the usual unexplainable urges to pummel this dude who was at the
present moment pushing the door wide open and letting himself in. In truth, I
was having a hard time focusing my energy away from studying him. My head,
swollen with ouch and confusion, was still working overtime to get me to act. I
was paralyzed, my mind was screaming, and Mystery Dude was setting what looked
to be a soft leather briefcase on the foyer floor.  


Was
this some kind of trick? Was this guy a Dark who could somehow get me to
perceive him as something else? Why didn’t Silas give me some kind of manual to
read, even a Spark Notes version of Who’s Who in the Demon Realm with a
list of descriptions including appearances and special powers?  Maybe then I’d
have been more prepared for a demon resembling Zeus to come knocking on my door
and giving me a supersized migraine.  The Boss totally needed a “questions or
comments” box for Arcs. Micros left to their own devices were sucky trainers. I
knew there was no time to indulge in a good old sulk, but I sure felt like it
right now. I hated to admit it, but, standing here, fingers massaging my
temples, feet stuck to the floor by some sort of invisible glue…  I kind of
wished Silas was here. I could use some coaching, sucky or not.


Focus,
Callie. I willed my mind to push away the pain and, in a matter of seconds, sized
up the giant in front of me. Dressed in faded and torn jeans, a pale blue
button down shirt that was unbuttoned halfway down - geez this guy was hairy
underneath - and Birkenstock sandals, he stood with his hands on his hips and
his legs spread apart. He was staring at me too, studying me as I had been
studying him. He looked stern, serious and smart. The last of these was a
problem, because the only really smart Dark I’d ever known had almost killed me.
I needed to do something fast. But what? This guy was practically twice my size
and could probably squash me like a bug just by stepping on me with what Mila
and I used to call “Jesus” shoes. No disrespect. Watch the movies -  they’re
all wearing Birkenstocks. Even the apostles.


Just
then, Mystery Dude bent down to reach for his briefcase, and, in an act of pure
spontaneity (i.e. stupidity,) I bent down and grabbed it first, hurling it
straight up into the giant’s face, an uppercut straight at his nose.  He gasped
and grabbed at his face, shocked, but I wasted no time listening to his
grumblings. At top speed, I squatted, grabbing both of his feet and pulling
them out from under him. He lost his balance immediately and fell backwards,
sliding through air almost gracefully and landing heavily with a thump on the
tile floor.


I
grabbed my dagger out of my back pocket (I tended to keep this tiny weapon
concealed on my body at all times, just in case I needed it.)


Before
he could say “what the?” I was on top of him, straddling his massive body, one
hand curled around his neck, the other just threatening to plunge my knife into
his jugular. Panting both from fear and adrenaline surged action, I paused,
feeling a droplet of sweat drip from my face onto his.


Well,
that was gross.  “Ugh, sorry.”  


Did
I really just apologize to a Dark? Come on, Cal… 


Pulling
myself together, I blew away the hair that was hanging in my eyes, wishing it
was pulled back in a ponytail instead of falling wildly around my face. Why was
it so freakin’ hot in here? I swallowed, summoning any courage that might want
to grace me with its presence while I dealt with whatever this guy was. I
steeled myself and blew out my breath.


Then,
my eyes found his, close up, and for just a fraction of a moment, I saw what
looked like shock inside of them. His silver blue eyes were as wide as half
dollars, and his mouth was hanging open. He didn’t look frightened, and he
definitely wasn’t trying to fight me off. In fact, if I didn’t know better, I’d
say he was sort of smiling.


And
as the thought swam into the forefront of my mind, the very edges of the
giant’s lips turned upwards ever so slightly in a super subtle grin. Maybe it
was only noticeable at close range, say as face to face as I was right now.
Something,  I had no clue what it was, but something, had made this guy feel,
not quite happy, but pleasantly surprised.


Suddenly
light exploded around us. Tendrils of it seemed to reach from under the strange
man beneath me. The light wrapped around us, like fingers both cradling us and
lacing us together at the same time.  It wasn’t like light from a flashlight or
even a lamp. More like sunlight, super concentrated. I had to let go of his
neck to shield my eyes until they adjusted. He still didn’t move but continued
to stare at me.


Talk
about freaky. Where the heck did this light come from? I wanted to be weirded
out by it, but for some reason, I felt something totally different. As these
fingers of light crawled up my arms and traced my face, all of my fear and
unease melted away. Energy surged through every piece of me that the light
touched. My toes tingled, and even my hair felt alive. I felt stronger than
before somehow, and I knew it had everything to do with this crazy strong
light. Somehow this ginormous guy I was currently straddling and still weakly threatening
with a blade to his jugular, had something to do with all of this too. 


“Whoa!”
Electricity juiced through me then with a power that felt like I was punched in
the back. I lost my balance, bucking forward from the force of the blow. The dagger
flew out of my suddenly unclenched fingers, and I fell face first, chest
slamming into Zeus. My hands caught myself on his broad shoulders, but my face
was two inches from his. I could almost feel the stubble on his cheeks. We were
kissing distance, and that was just….ugh.


Before
I could think about gagging, his eyes snared mine, and I couldn’t pull myself
away. The light had encircled us completely, binding us together and reshaping
us. Gleaming strands moved, fluid like between my eyes and his silvery blues,
drawing me closer with tidal force. At some point, I realized I wasn’t
breathing.


I
wanted to speak, wanted to scream “what the hello are you doing to me,” but I
couldn’t. My lips hung wide, too many words trying to escape them all at once.
I stared in awe as beams of light that should have burned my eyeballs out
continued to stream between us. Current flowed from head to toe, sparks of
energy igniting me from skin to soul.


And
there in the quiet power of this unknown man’s eyes, I found pieces of myself,
pieces of who I’d once been, pieces of who I still was. Scenes flashed triple
time in front of my eyes, like clips from a movie. Sensations of what I was
made for suddenly filled me from the pit of my stomach, up and outward. 


Grace.
Strength. Fortitude. Loyalty and obedience so pure I would do anything to
uphold the righteousness they represented. 


Anything.


I
was fearless.


“Wow.”
I breathed if only to utter the word. 


His
smile widened just a smidge then, and he reached out muscle dappled arms to grab
onto my shoulders, shaking me gently, like I was a prized discovery. I flinched
a little at his touch but not because I was afraid of him anymore. The awesome
light was ebbing, but I was still buzzing with energy.


“You
are something to behold, aren’t you?” He almost whispered it, his hands still holding
lightly onto my arms, his eyes fixed on mine and looking satisfied. I didn’t
know if his compliment was a question that referred to the images I’d just seen
of myself or to his estimation of me. I puffed up a little, deciding it had to
be the latter. I mean, I’d taken down this seven foot gladiator with
practically just a pen knife, and here I was, still straddling him, no worse
for the wear, right?


“Wow,
what?” A deep voice approached my ears from somewhere off in the distance. I
knew that voice, but I was so caught up in this stranger and what I’d seen in
his eyes, I couldn’t quite react to the familiar sound. “Yeah, she sure is
something to behold. And why is it you’d be holding her like that, Romuel?”


Joshua
pointed at the man I had pinned beneath me, a look in his eyes I hadn’t seen
before. Where’d he come from? I hadn’t even heard him come in. He obviously
knew this guy.


“Joshua?”
I said with surprise in my voice, smiling up at him from my perch on top of… what
did Joshua call him?


“Callie.”
He sure looked irritated. Why was his face all blotchy and red? “What’s going
on? What are you doing here Romuel?”


Before
this Romuel could answer a very grumpy but still gorgeous Joshua, three sprite
size creatures poofed in, one on top of another landing haphazardly beside us
and letting loose a string of expletives that would have surprised anyone who
didn’t know that angels weren’t exactly what you’d consider textbook “angelic.”
In fact, the one swearing in Italian could be downright raunchy at times. She
was kick arsenal in battle and was a great source of weaponry, but you’d never
catch her gorgeous head of big teased auburn hair under a halo. And the white “sheathy”
robes angels always wore in those Christmas pageants at church – not quite Jules’
style. She was more of a leather and lace, studs and sequins kind of girl.
Today’s outfit of choice was rather conservative for her. Skintight jeans and a
studded red leather tank top that only advertised about half the cleavage she
usually was selling. Her big black wings were bedazzled with silver studs that
matched her top, of course. 


As
always, Jixer was drooling behind her. Talk about a lap dog. Ever since I’d met
him the night we’d fought the demon Mihm, he’d been attached to Jules’ curvy
hip. No doubt she was a catch for him. She was at least a foot taller than him,
more than that in her stilettos, so he was basically eye level with her… well,
let’s just say Jixer enjoyed the view from his vantage point. Jules and Jixer
were such polar opposites – from looks to personalities. Jixer wore his blond
wavy hair in a style I’d heard Joshua refer to as a pompadour, whatever that is.
Joshua compared him to some eons old actor named James Dean who was supposedly
very dishy back in the day. I wouldn’t know. I’m not really into old flicks,
and, unlike Joshua, I haven’t been around for two centuries watching actors,
movies, fashion trends and lifestyles come and go. Jixer always wore the same
duds – white wife beater and jeans, black belt, black loafers. He usually had a
cigarette tucked behind his ear, but I honestly have never seen him smoke one.
I think he’s kind of a poser.


Jules,
on the other hand, has probably never worn the same outfit twice and smokes her
own special little cigarettes incessantly.  I’m guessing lung cancer isn’t
something immortals are prone to, because she’d for sure have croaked by this
time with all of the stinky smoke her lungs take in on a daily basis.  


Wait
– do Micros even have lungs? I have no idea what’s under her skin, but the
package she’s wrapped up in is one of a kind to say the least. Tall and full,
with waves of hair that land like fiery silk on her shoulders, she is the picture
of seduction. Until she opens her mouth, that is. Once she starts yelling and
swearing in Italian, she doesn’t look so pretty. I don’t know. Maybe it’s a
turn on for Jixer. In my opinion, her presence should always be preceded by a
sign reading “dangerous curves ahead.” Her temper is hot, and it suits her look.


Last
but never least, in his own estimation especially, is Silas, the Micro who has
been largely responsible for getting me through my Discovery. He’s taught me
most of what I’ve learned about being an Arc and how to fight Darks. Annoyingly
self-important and easily offended, Silas is always meticulously dressed
(sometimes in my accessories and usually in a nineteen eighties version of
desperately seeking cool.) He favors white jeans and any shade of pink or
yellow. His hair is feathered, his collars turned up, and his lips generally
pursed and ready to give long and lengthy explanations to any question you
might ask. Si knows far too much about women’s fashion  and is totally addicted
to People Magazine. Also, he incessantly hums tweenie pop songs, anything that
might play on Radio Disney -  I think he does it just to get on my nerves. Much
as Silas grates on me, I guess I have a soft spot for him. 


I
will NEVER, not ever let him know that. 


At
that moment, I made a point of heavily rolling my eyes at him as he landed
smack on my right foot, clad in his usual white denim nightmare. Jules had
landed on her stomach on the floor near Romuel’s face, and Jixer was flat on
his belly behind her, grabbing onto her foot for dear life.


“Get
offa my shoe, Jixer! These are Gucci, for His sake. Please!” She closed her
eyes and stood, dusting herself down, shaking out her big hair and carefully
eyeing Romuel before turning her attention to me. Now why was Jules looking at
me like I was the one with the goofy outfit? I didn’t even own a dumb
Bedazzler. Geez.


“Sorry
Baby.” Jixer got up and took his rightful place behind her, hanging his head
like a scolded dog.


“Uh-
uhmmm.” Silas cleared his throat and tried to be nonchalant as he frantically
searched himself for wrinkles to pat down. I knew him too well, and I couldn’t
help but snicker. He hated for his clothing to be anything but crisp. Upon
hearing my quiet snort, he shot me a look of disdain and shock and then turned
his tiny nose up in the air, away from me. Touchy touchy. Joshua and Silas seemed
like they could both use a nice dose of Midol to chill out their hormones. Can
anyone say cuh–rabb-ee? Geez!


Then,
I watched as the three Micros did something quite out of character.  The trio
ambled together toward Romuel, who was still pinned beneath me. Humbly, (even
Jules,) they performed and act that reminded me of genuflecting at church,
dropping slightly to one knee before standing upright again. I was waiting for
Silas to say something like “My Lord… we are forever in your service.”


When
I heard Joshua groan, I glanced back just in time to see him stomp out of the
hallway, muttering under his breath. What was with these angels today?


“Romuel,”
Silas broke the silence. “We are pleased and honored by your presence here.” He
looked to Jules for approval, and she nodded.  “We are, however, a bit
perplexed as to why you are in such a… compromised position with our Calliope.”


Again
with the disapproving look. Wait a minute, did he just say “our” Calliope? Now,
they were staking claim to me? And what was he talking about compromised posit
– oh…


I
bounced to my feet and off of Romuel, not sure if I should be embarrassed by
the Micros’ assumptions or just grossed out by it. I mean, Romuel was like a
thousand years old – okay – way more than that, but you know what I mean. His
size and obvious power were impressive, but there was no way I was into him. 


“I
attacked him, Silas,” I sputtered. “I knocked him down and was holding him
there.” I could feel the blush burn my cheeks. Silas was looking at me as if
I’d sprouted an extra nose on my face. Okay, it was way worse to try to explain
yourself wasn’t it? Kind of made you look guiltier than you were.  “I had my
knife at his throat!” 


“Why
on earth would you do that, Calliope?” Silas asked me, arms crossed at his chest,
wings aflutter, staring me down as if I were not only a terrible liar but also
stupid.


“I
thought he was a Dark. He gave me a horrible headache.”


“Oh,
sorry about that, Callie.” Romuel spoke my name in a raspy, wise sounding voice,
and my attention swerved right into him. He commanded it so easily. I couldn’t
tear myself away from a word he said as he sat up straight, leaning forward
with his elbows on his knees. “It is because you are still in Discovery mode.
The presence of any powerful immortal – dark or light - is bound to challenge
your mind. You are going through quite a metamorphosis and quickly from what I
am told. I’m sure that if you think back to when you first met your Micros,
even Joshua, you might remember feeling much the same.”


Yeah,
well I wouldn’t call Silas and Jules powerful, but come to think of it, I did
remember getting an unexplainable headache around Joshua once or twice. Okay
then, mystery solved. “It’s okay. I just had no idea who you were when you
showed up pounding on the front door. I still don’t have any idea.” I shrugged,
waiting for Silas’s explanation, knowing it would arrive in three, two – 


“Calliope
Evans, meet Romuel, the single most powerful Archangel in Heaven.” Silas’s
yellow wings puffed up, and he beamed smugly, sticking his puny chest out as
far as he could. Was he going to click his heels together too? “Romuel is the
Boss’s right hand man, so to speak.”


“I’ve
never heard of you.” All the angel stories I’d heard talked about Michael the
Archangel and some others. I’d never heard Romuel’s name.


Taking
perch on one of Joshua’s coffee tables, Jules crossed her ever long legs and
began to speak. “Yes, Callie, Mike and Gabe are definitely da most legendary of
all dee Archangels. They don’t much mind da celebrity lifestyle. Romuel here
likes his privacy, don’t you?” She batted her false eyelashes at him and smiled
coyly. Was she actually flirting with him? I rolled my eyes, watching her run  long
ruby fingernails through her sultry hair.  “You like to be, what’s da word?
Mysterious.”  Romuel got to his feet, all but ignoring her obvious advances. 


Out
of the corner of my eye, I could see Jixer pouting like somebody else had
plunged a finger in and taken the first lick of icing from his birthday cake. He
wasn’t a happy camper, but he knew he couldn’t do a thing about it. Jules was
Jules. Silas was still standing at Romuel’s feet like a soldier, waiting for  orders
from his superior. 


I
looked up at Romuel who was practically three heads taller than me. Pacing, I
began working it all out silently before I even had to ask any questions. Here
was this ginormous almost god who was apparently the second in command to the
actual God. He was obviously super powerful and respected if Silas and
Jules were acting all humble around him. He was like the vice president, I
figured. Right?


“No
one is almost God, Calliope, and it is definitely not a democracy. Don’t forget
it.”


Get
outta my head, Silas. I didn’t need to speak it for him to get the message loud
and clear. He straightened his collar and brushed some invisible fuzz from his
arm to hide his annoyance.


So,
if supersize V.P. over here was numero uno of angels, shouldn’t he be fighting
Darks who were doing way bad stuff, like whispering plots of terrorist attacks
and human trafficking and that awful crap? Why was he at Joshua’s door in the
mostly quiet town of Mackle? I was afraid of his answer before the question
left my lips. 


I
knew it was me. Us.  Joshua Pride and Callie Evans. Arcs were never even
supposed to meet let alone feel what Joshua and I felt for each other. I still
couldn’t give the feelings a name, but I knew it was against celestial law. 
Silas had made that rule pretty clear when he’d revealed my true identity to
me. Joshua and I had broken the rules and now we were going to have to pay a
price I couldn’t even begin to imagine.  I wondered if there was a “time out”
chair for angels. I had a feeling the Boss’s disciplinary style wasn’t quite as
gentle as the ones that were trending for parents these days.


Crap
crap crap. I was so gonna get hot sauced, Heaven style. This was bad.


I
looked up again at Romuel, squinting my eyes so I didn’t have to see all of him
and breathing only as much as I had to in order to exhale the words.


“So,
if you’re the biggest and baddest angel in Heaven, what exactly are you doing
down here with us?” And, I looked away immediately, just waiting for the shugar
to hit the fan. It never did.


Instead,
a disorienting waft of too strong vanilla perfume and grape bubble gum laced through
the air in the hallway just before the girl bearing the scent slammed the
screen door open and crashed what she surely thought was a private party. 


Panting
a little and smirking a lot, Mila spoke her first words to me as if we’d been
playing a simple game of hide and seek, and she’d won. 


“Found
ya.” 











CHAPTER 3


 


“Gig’s
up, Cal.” Mila blew a big purple bubble and then sucked it back into her mouth,
careful not to let it pop on her lips or face. “Knew if I just followed Joshy
the hotty, I’d probably find you.” Hands on her hips, she sauntered right into
my still shocked face.


“Mila-,”
I started, but she didn’t let me finish.


“I’ve
been waiting for three days for my mom to leave the house so I could trail Josh
to you. Bet you didn’t think I was smart enough to find you, huh?” Pout, sniff,
glare at me – such award winning drama.   “I don’t know what your deal is Cal,
but it totally sucks you don’t at least answer my texts.” 


Oh,
the guilt. Fingers of red crawled up my neck and inched along my shame ridden
cheeks. What could I even say? It did totally suck. I was a crap friend.


“Aye
Mama,” Jules threw her hands up in the air and flew in between us. Mila didn’t
even blink; stared Jules straight in the eyes, like she’d seen bigger and
better little flying ladies in her time. Leave it to Mila to find a challenge
in Jules. No doubt, she was a little annoyed at the fact that Jules’ cup size
was at least a letter fuller than hers. “Looky here, leetle girlie.” Jules
shook a tiny but superlong red  fingernail at Mila’s nose while Mila rolled her
eyes to the heavens. This could get really interesting. I wasn’t sure which one
could throw the bigger tantrum. “I don’t know why your leetle eyes can see us.
There’s nobody here. We are… what is da word, Silas?” She waved her arms in big
circles through the air, winding up her brain, maybe?  “We are imaginary! Even
your leetle friend here.”  Jules gestured at me, and I looked away, because I
was a crap liar too. Mila wasn’t gonna buy this anyway.  “Go home, leetle Mila.
Get some rest and maybe you can stop seeing things that aren’t there.”


“And,
please dear,” Silas flew in next to Jules to add his two cents of course. “Stop
sending the texting messages to Calliope. She cannot be distracted by your nonsense.”


I
cringed. Texting messages – lovely Silas. Would he ever get the lingo?


“She
knows what I mean, Calliope.”


I
shook my head. “Si, you’re pathetic.” Go ahead and furrow those enhanced brows
at me, little dude. I shrugged. “Just sayin – you gotta learn to speak the
language.”


“Texting
messages?” Mila rubbed her temples as if she had a headache. “Seriously Callie,
what is this freak show? Three flying midgets and a giant?” She pointed
casually at Romuel who was standing with his arms crossed, taking in the
craziness that was us. “You auditioning for the circus or something?” Chomp.
Blow. Pop. “Where is Josh anyway and what’s his story? Does he have webbed feet?”



You’d
think she was trying to be funny, but she wasn’t. This was Mila, problem
solving, trying to make sense of her world, a world in which her best pal had
all but deserted her.


Mila
and I had been best friends for forever. We’d grown up together. Her house was
just behind mine, so close that when she cried out at night from a bad dream,
she sometimes woke me up. We’d gotten our braces on and off together, planned
to wear the same outfits on the same days (when that was still cool,) and
crushed on the same boys. I knew about her first kiss like a minute after she
did. There was nothing we had ever kept from each other.


Until
now. 


And,
although I’d never once breathed a word to her about my new favorite pastime –
demon shredding, never once introduced her to my “supposed to be invisible”
Micros, never once had even attempted to brag to her that I had an angel for a
boyfriend, she somehow was on the verge of figuring out what no other human could
sense or see. Mila could tell you who was hotter – Barack Obama or Tom Cruise,
but she probably couldn’t say which one was a U.S. president. Mila could
identify nail polish and lipstick colors but probably had no idea what ROY G
BIV stood for, and if you started talking rainbows to her, she’d be stuck on
how to trap the leprechaun at the end of it, already imagining how many outfits
she could buy with all the gold she’d steal from him. Pop culture was her deal.
A brain surgeon she’d never be. In fact, she might not even know what a brain
surgeon is. 


Why
then was she so difficult to Cloak? Why could she see all of us so easily, and
why did she still remember me when even my own family had forgotten that I’d
ever breathed their air? I got it that a strong mind might be tough to Cloak,
but Mila? This was the girl who sometimes forgot her middle name.  And yet she
could remember me.  How long was it gonna take the experts on high to Cloak
this girl, and what was I supposed to say to her in the mean time? I had no
good excuse for avoiding her. I was just biding my time, banking on her
forgetting me, like everybody else had. 


Well,
no dice today. Mila was staring me in the face, just itching for the fight that
would meet her internal drama quota for the week. 


“Gimme
something, Cal. What. Is. Your. Story?”


“Mi,
look, it’s just super complicated, that’s all.” I tried to look everywhere
other than at her, but her eyes were come hither slits, drawing me in, accusing
me.


“Complicated,
Cal? That’s all you’ve got?” She huffed and leaned against the door jam.
“Lame.”


I
shrugged and gave Silas a dirty look even though he wasn’t doing anything
wrong. Somebody had to be the scapegoat here.


“Ok,
Cal, is it more complicated than the time you barfed red jello on my mom’s
brand new white down comforter and we tried to cover it up with white out and
baby powder?”


Would
have worked if not for the stench.


“Ew.”
Silas flared his nostrils and turned his nose up at me.


“Yeah,
more complicated than that.”


“More
complicated than the time you split your pants at school and we switched clothes
because your top made the perfect little mini dress for me, and I didn’t even
like the cargos I had on anyway?”


“Calliope,
how on earth did you split your pants?”


Mila
shot me a look that asked ‘who is this stooge?’ 


I
know, right?


Telepathically,
I challenged him, silently gritting my teeth and daring him to keep it coming. 


Ok,
rewind. Was it more complicated than a ruined bedspread? Some holey pants? Uh,
yeah.


“Way,
Mi… Totally a different realm of complication.” I tried to be as deadpan as
possible with her. I didn’t want to incite her curiosity or anger, but, judging
by the way she sucked in her cheeks and stared at me with wide, heavily lined
eyes, she was hooked and ticked and not about to let any of it go. What now?


“So,
now you’re calling me stupid?”


What?
“I didn’t say that.”


“But
that’s what you mean, Cal.” She sagged a little then, deflated, and it took
everything in me to not run over and hug her. “You were always the smart one,
Cal. I know that. I never cared about being smart, but now you’re hanging out
with this…” she motioned to the motley crew that surrounded us, “this freak
show, and they’re all ‘Calliope’ this and ‘Calliope’ that, and I’m just the
same dumb girl who never understood stuff like why every number is a number
except the one that’s called pi, and why do people make stuff up like that anyway,
Cal? Shouldn’t all numbers be numbers? I mean, it just confuses people. What is
pi anyway, Cal, like a thousand or something? I don’t even remember if it’s a
big number or a little one.” 


And
she paused right there for just enough of a moment that I noticed the open
mouthed, dazed expressions of my Micros. I had to admit, I was kind of getting
a kick out of a stunned Silas, turned speechless by good old Mila. 


“It’s
three point one four, Mi.” 


“Oh,
yeah. And so you guys all get that kinda stuff and I don’t, so I don’t get to
ride in the nerd mobile, and that’s so totally uncool, Callie. AND…” And she
pointed her finger at all of them, even Romuel, whose almost bored expression
told us he was totally unfazed by Mila’s outburst. “AND YOU STOLE MY BEST
FRIEND!”


With
that, she exploded backward out of the screen door, in pretty much the same way
she had appeared. I could hear shoes slapping against pavement, and I knew she
was marching like a toddler down the porch steps. Any other time I would have
waited, knowing she’d be back in a flash, having totally forgotten what she’d
been mad about. Today though, something in me broke.


I
knew that our argument might not be the extent of her forgetfulness. 


Tomorrow
she might not be mad at me. 


Tomorrow
she might not even know me.


I
didn’t have time to waste on worrying whether she’d be another big red check on
my Arc disciplinary record. Apparently, I was already headed for angel
detention if my suspicions were true about Romuel’s purpose here. Why not live
it up while I had the freedom? Seriously, though, I just needed to be Mila and
Callie for a minute more, and I couldn’t pass up this chance. It might just be
my last. I had to follow her. 


“Mila,
wait!”  I’d figure out a way to explain away the nutty and the nonsense later. For
now, I’d focus on damage control. Mila was about six sidewalk squares away from
Joshua’s place and still stomping like there were flames under her feet. I
broke into a jog to catch her but tripped on an uneven seam in the pavement.


“Crap!”
That hurt. And, Mila was rounding the corner onto the gravel path that led to a
little playground.  My brush burned hands pushed into the ground, forcing
myself back up to continue the pursuit of my friend on fire.  Where the heck
was she going? 


“Calliope.”


“Silas?”
He appeared, flying backwards a few feet in front of me at eye level. Really
didn’t need him all up in my stuff right this second. Kinda busy here. 


“You’re
out of breath, Dear.”


“Duh,
I’m running.” Do you see any wings here, Mister? 


“You
have permission to follow her.”


Seriously?
I must be in for it something fierce if Silas was taking pity on me now,
dishing out allowances like he was the Pope or something.  “I didn’t ask for
your permission, Si.” I turned onto the path. Mila was just at the end of the
trail.  If I got close enough I could grab her by the hoodie and force her to
listen to me.


“How
long have the two of you been best mates?”


Honest
to G-O-D! He’s always been a little thick and I swear he wants to be British,
but best mates? Come on now. “Si! I don’t have time for a heart to heart right
now!” Please flutter off dude! 


That’s
when the smell attacked me. It hit me dead on. I was the goalie whose attention
had wandered until a big fat soccer ball knocked my nose to the other side of
my face reminding me to keep my head in the game. I gagged and spit out the
taste of rotten eggs and fresh manure.


“You
smell that, Si?”


“I
was trying to tell you, Calliope.”


“You
sure do take the roundabout way to get to the point, Silas.”


“Excuse
me for trying to make polite conversation!”


Honestly.
Sometimes I’d love to use that paisley scarf to string him up by his itty bitty
toes.


“Why
not funnel that lovely rage into disposing of those.” Laying his index finger
aside his nose, he nodded toward a scene that made my stomach sour.


Fifty
feet ahead of me, Mila sat sulking on a swing, kicking up dirt and pebbles,
sending dust floating into the air around her. She held the chain with one
hand, while the other hand gripped a still unopened bottle of who knows what.
It was clear, and I was pretty sure it was way stronger than water. She must
have had it hidden in her ginormous Juicy handbag. 


Half
a dozen Darks flanked either side of her, snickering and snorting, oozing their
grossness into my air, taking away my breathing room. Worse than their smell,
their whispers came one after the other, suggesting, urging, seducing. I could
tell by looking at these guys that they weren’t the smartest of demons, but
they sure were doing their best to further corrupt my already not so white as
the driven snow friend. Most of them were about the size of a basketball, but
there were three or four tall skinny ones that looked like slimy, drippy
versions of a totally doped up Gumby doll, eyes only half open and mouths
hanging wide, drooling some sort of putrid black goop.


Oh.
Gag. Me.  


“Mila,
get up off that swing, and give me that bottle!” I weaved through the thick
stink that surrounded her and the even thicker lies that whispered into her
hard head.


“Why
should you?”


“She
was never your friend.”


“She’s
a traitor.” 


“Drink
up. It helps you forget.”


Snicker
snicker. 


Weird
– these things were smart enough to see me, but they had no freakin’ idea what
I was, or for that matter, what I was about to do to them.


Pop.



Splat.
.


Times
that by four.


That
should shut you up, you dead balls of snot.


“Gross!
You got it on me Cal!” 


This
was so freakin’ surreal.  So, Mila was not only a Cloaking mishap when it came
to seeing angels. Apparently she could see Darks as well.  I shook off the
newest version of wacky-stuff-you-don’- expect –to- happen- then- it-
totally- does. Mila’s head examination would have to wait. For now, I had
to kill me some Raysers. 


Drop
kick. Stomp. Crush. Slash. Slash. Get outta my friend’s head, you smelly pieces
of garbage. 


A
little of this, a little of that. 


Crap,
I stubbed my toe on that one. Stomp. You’re dead.


Twenty
seconds was all it took. All that was left was a mess of slime and slurp.  At
least the weather dude was calling for rain tonight. It’d all be cleaned up by
tomorrow. Now, for a little chat with Miss Mila.


“Omigoditssogross.
I’m seriously gonna hurl, Callie. You splattered that stuff all over me!” She
was frantically wiping her chest and arms and dragging her fingers through her
crimpy hair. 


“Sorry,
Mi.” I offered my hand to her, palm up. “Gimme the bottle.”


“Don’t
give it to her,”
whispered a mangy fur covered baseball with googly eyes and a purple tongue
that was too long for its mouth. Next to him at the base of the swing set were
three others that looked just like him. Now, how did these stragglers get past
me? I readied my practiced military boots (not nearly as awesome as my old ones)
for some more kick arsenal action, but before I could even raise one foot, Mila
went completely postal.


“SHUT!”


Crack
goes the vodka bottle.


Splat
goes the demon.


“Up.”



Mila
quieted it for good. 


What
the?! “Holy Crap, Mila!”


Without
even acknowledging my awe, she breathed out one long heavy sigh and began
picking up the bloodied pieces of shattered bottle that littered the ground. This
had to be some kind of freaky dream, and I, apparently, wasn’t the only one who
was wigged out by it. Mila had gained the rapt attention of the other three Darks
who were, at the moment, gaping at her from the base of the swing.  


Their
three pairs of dark and droopy eyes had widened, suddenly alert. Every dirty
chunk of matted fur stood on end. Every snicker stopped and fell silent. Mila,
a human teenage girl, had just turned one of their stinky brethren into a glob
of inanimate goo, no longer able to whisper words of wickedness into her ears
or anyone else’s. And, they were more than a little freaked out over it.


“You
can kill them? I didn’t even know you could see them!” 


“Why
is everybody so totally interested in what I can and can’t see today?”


“I
don’t know.” Anything, apparently. Totally shell shocked.


One
of the three demons that were left made some kind of noise that sounded like a
weak burp or hiccup. Mila spun on one foot and stomped the gassy Rayser with
the other one, popping it like a zit.   Bits of dead demon squirted onto the
ground at her feet and even up her legs. I steadied myself for the apocalypse
her upcoming shriek would no doubt usher in.


“AHHHHHH!!!!!”



The
volume jarred my mostly paralyzed psyche back into action. I watched as the
remaining two Raysers attempted to jiggle unnoticed away from Posh Spice turned
Lara Croft turned damsel in distress. Hmmm. Interesting.  I always figured they
could just poof in and out of sight like Micros, and here they were slinking
away like suicidal squirrels who’d changed their mind mid freeway. None of the
Darks I’d battled had ever had the chance to slink off. These turds weren’t
gonna mess with my record.


While
Mila continued to screech, hardly pausing to breathe, I took action, eliminating
Roly and Poly before they could hope to escape.  


“Okay
Mila, time to turn it down a notch or two.” I was getting a headache, and it
was not a supernatural one.


“It
exploded all over me, Callie!” She was hyperventilating at this point.


“Yeah,
well, it’ll come out in the wash, so quit freaking out.” Ugh. I picked a few
fragments from my  own hair. It was gross; I’d give her that.  On a more
important note -  Mila, do you have any idea what just happened? I wasn’t sure
if I should even go there, but the question was burning my tongue. Was she even
curious as to where those disgusting whispering balls of sludge had come from?


“This
is my third favorite cami, Cal. It’s ruined!”


Apparently
not.  Curiosity would not be the death of this cat. Well, I wasn’t gonna touch
any of it if she didn’t bring it up first.


“Mila,
dear.”  What the hello was Silas doing cozying up to Mila?


“Get
your microscopic paw off of me you fruity little freak!” Mila attempted to
flick his hand from her shoulder.


“Mi,
no!” But it was too late. She was knocked ten feet away and hard to the ground by
the electric shock that was a Micro’s involuntary defense mechanism. Same thing
had happened to me when I’d tried to shove Silas away the first night I’d met
him.


“What
were you thinking?” I glared at Silas then ran to help a tearful Mila.


“I
thought maybe I missed a memo or something. She’s obviously Discovering. I just
though perhaps I was granted another charge.” 


Silas’s
voice trailed off. His sweaty red face gave away how offended he obviously was
by Mila’s comments. I bet he wished he had a compact to powder away all that
shine. 


“I
am not a fruit, Calliope.” 


Whatever.



I
cradled Mila’s head and brushed the curls from her cheeks. “I know how that
hurts, but trust me, it goes away.”


“Callie,”
her eyes begged me for answers. “Please tell me what’s happening to me.”


I
sighed. “Okay. But you asked for it.”











CHAPTER 4


 


JOSHUA
PRIDE


 


What
on Heaven and earth is he doing here? And, furthermore, what was she
doing on top of him? When I walked into my apartment and discovered Callie with
Romuel on the foyer floor, I just about popped a dozen veins in my forehead. The
pressure of the roaring animal inside of me that I was desperately trying to
silence was bound to push itself out somewhere much as I didn’t want to let
either of them see it.  I could feel my face turning from red to purple, and
when I spoke, my voice seemed to squeak with squelched rage. It wasn’t just
that she was on top of him either. She was staring at him like she had found
her purpose in life and it was written on his pupils. She couldn’t look at
anybody but me that way. I found her first. She’s on my team, and that’s the
deal.


When
she finally noticed me, she seemed confused almost, a hazy and innocent
expression on her face, her gold flecked hair dancing wildly at her cheeks . I
wanted to say, “It’s Joshua. Remember me? The guy who lives here? Same guy that
saved your beautiful behind from Mihm?” I could never throw anything in her face
like that though. Just isn’t in me. What I would have liked to do was  throw a
couple of good punches in Romuel’s face instead.  Come to think of it, a good fist
fight is just what I need to rid myself of the pent up energy I live with on a
daily basis.


My
feelings for Callie are unbelievably strong, and the urges I feel to express
these feelings are… well, I guess they’re typically male and, at the moment,
incredibly suppressed. I’ve never felt like this ever before in all of the vast
years of my existence. No female, neither mortal nor celestial, has ever
whisked my insides around and around this way, making me feel like I want to
laugh and throw up at the same time. There is a lump that has taken up residence
in my throat, and it seems to play peekaboo when Callie’s in my line of vision.
I swallow and swallow, but I’m pretty sure there’s only one thing that will make
it go away. And, I’m just not ready to go there, or at least I’m not ready to
take her there, that’s for sure.


I
have high standards, strong morals. Not only did I spend the formative years of
my pre-Arc life in Puritan America and was quite affected by the values of that
time period, but I have also been around the world long enough to see the
damage casual physical contact can cause to both girls and guys. Not that
Callie and I are casual, but let’s face it, we’ve known each other for a few
months, no longer. My plans are to stick to her like glue for a long long time,
like say forever, but we’ve never really talked about it. 


We
never have time to delve deep into the issues of our relationship. One or both
of us is always called or Cleared off to the nearest Darks disaster. I don’t resent
that. My time isn’t my own, and I know it. I understand my purpose, and I’m
totally on board with it. I just wish we could have a day or two to really nail
down what we are to each other. Boundaries would be nice.


Speaking
of boundaries, am I okay watching the absolutely perfect body I’m trying to
keep my hands off of perched on top of another dude? Am I cool with her letting
her sick pretty hair dangle in the face of a guy who is obviously enjoying
every minute of it? Am I remotely comfortable with Romuel – Mr. “I’m- the- boss-
of- all- angels- and -check -out- my- six- pack,” having his big, tough hands
on my girl’s shoulders, touching her flawless skin?


No,
no and definitely NOT.


Sure,
Romuel is way older than Callie, and the age difference might ease some guys’
worries over “that old guy.”  Well, this particular old guy is not your
textbook geezer. Romuel is the crush college girls have on movie stars who are
three times their age. His style is a cross between Johnny Depp and a young
Clint Eastwood. His body is that of The Rock, hard and strong with no room for
error. What girl wouldn’t like to run her fingers across those concrete abs and
through that magic silver hair of his? A memory stirs from a time just after
the fall, a vision of female angels swooning over the mysteriously elusive
Romuel, ever obedient, ever the straight arrow. They probably ran circles
around each other, trying to get his attention, while he played his aloof, hard
to get game.  Girls are drawn to guys who ignore their obvious affections, of
course, but Romuel’s physical appearance is surely what really turned their
heads, especially the silver hair. I, personally, think it’s a little
ridiculous for a guy his age to let his  hair hang around like that. Act your
age, not your shoe size dude. And, get a freakin’ haircut.


Romuel
is also a super skilled politician on steroids. He could probably get himself
voted in as president, vp, senator and representative all in the same election
if he tried. He’s  effortlessly persuasive and never flustered. His unwavering
voice always commands both complete attention and calm at the same time. I’ve
seen him in action. I know the power his presence conveys, and Callie obviously
isn’t immune to it. Being in the same room with Romuel means following his lead
whether physical or emotional, no matter where he takes you. It also means
feeling perfectly at ease, even if he is leading you toward visible death and destruction.


I
don’t know if he ever really did that – led anyone into death and destruction,
I mean.   It just totally annoys me that he always gets what he wants. I guess
if I’m being completely honest, I’d say I’m just ever so slightly jealous of
him and the power he struts around with. Okay, in truth, the guy doesn’t even
really strut. 


I
would if I were that badass. I’d strut around like a freakin’ rooster and just
dare everybody to ruffle my feathers.  Not Romuel though. He’s above that kind
of thing. 


Whatever.


I
can just imagine Callie’s thoughts upon seeing him for the first time, however
the rendez vous had gone down. Big, gorgeous angel come to set her straight on
how things are supposed to roll.  Man, the whole idea just pisses me off.


“Ow.”
Note to self – don’t kick dresser drawers with bare feet, no matter how mad you
are. Great, I just ripped the nail off my big toe, and there’s blood all over
the carpet. This is all Romuel’s  fault.


Stupid
silver hair. 


So
when the three stooges – a.k.a. Silas, Jules and Jixer -  poofed in and started
getting all “Oh Romuel you’ve graced us with your presence,” and all that crap,
I just couldn’t take it anymore. I had to retreat or strangle someone or
something. Lucky for those Micros, I disappeared into my room, because God
knows it woulda been Jixer. He’s been on my nerves for too many years, just
asking for it. Of course Jules is a real pain in the you know what too. Between
her temper tantrums and her complete monopolization of my television set, I’ve
had just about enough of her. Better that I’d gotten out of the picture before
I’d done something I’d have regretted.


Did
Callie even notice I was  gone? Probably not. She was so freakin’ mesmerized by
Romuel. Couldn’t God send somebody a little lower on the totem pole to
reprimand us? I always figured Romuel for a warrior, not a disciplinarian. I
mean, why would God send him down here just to separate the two of us? 
Shouldn’t he have a more important assignment, something much bigger than
breaking up a couple of rogue Arcs who were bending the rules a bit? Shouldn’t
Romuel be fighting the worst of Darks being that he’s the strongest of angels?


“You
need a Bandaid for that foot?”


“Thanks
Jix.” Jixer’s all right once in a while. Wonder how long he was sitting there on
the bedpost watching me.


“You’re
bleeding all over the rug.”


“I
know.”


“What’d
you do?”


“Kicked
the dresser.”


“S’no
fun being number two, is it?”


“I
have no idea what you’re talking about.” I’m going to lean back here on my bed
with my bandaged up foot and just ignore him, that’s all. He’ll go away. He won’t
push me too far today. He’ll be smart. Hopefully.


“She
was dripping sweat all over him, hair in his face, lookin’ like she won the
lottery, huh?” 


Don’t’
speak. He’ll flutter off. I’m closing my eyes. I’ll pretend I’m asleep. I will not
kill the Micro.


“I
don’t know Joshy. F’wasn’t for her friend, I think she mighta laid one on him
with those big pretty lips of hers. Whatta you think?”


Okay,
my eyes are open and spitting fire right now.“Jixer, get the hell out of here
unless you want me to pluck the wings off your back and squash you like a
freakin’ cockroach!”  If I don’t remain perfectly still on this bed, I’m gonna
do it. If I move a muscle, I will go berserk. 


“You
gotta chill man.” At least he’d distanced himself and flown to the other side
of the room. “Jules was all over him too, and you don’t see me wiggin’ out. Why
should I? Romuel’s a monk. Ever since Deyanna fell, he’s given up on women,
right? He’s a walking, breathing dry spell, so no worries there.”


“Look
Jixer, I’m not wigged out, so just quit bugging me.”


“Well,
just wanted you to know her attention is elsewhere now. You can quit swallowin’
those nails you were chewing on out there.”


“I
wasn’t-“


“Yeah,
well, she went chasing after that Mila girl, and Romuel disappeared, said he’d
be back later.”


“Wait
a minute. Mila?”  Impossible. “She was here?” 


“Yeah,
she was here. Didn’t seem to like any of us all that much. Bawled us all out and
then left pretty quick. Callie went after her.”


“She
could see all of you?”


“Yep.”


Mila
still isn’t Cloaked, apparently. What is going on up there? For that matter,
what is going on down here? 


Again,
that feeling in the pit of my stomach, like a hive of bees had taken up
residence there, buzz buzz buzzing. Lately, I felt it too often.  A sense of
dread or at least uncertainty. A change in the air. A crack in the foundation.  Sometimes,
when I close my eyes, I’m sure I’ll open them in a different dimension. I’ve
got to shake it off.


“Dude,
you all right?”


“Yeah,
I’m fine. It’s just weird, that’s all – Mila’s still not Cloaked, the mighty
Romuel shows up here.”


“Yeah,
you’re not wigged over him at all.”


I
almost respond to Jixer’s annoyingly true jab, but a strong breeze blows the
curtains aside and assaults my lungs with a whiff of what can only be a heap of
sulfurous trouble. “D’you smell that Jix?”


“Yep.
Smells close by to me.”


Together,
we Clear to a park down the street, and when we arrive at the scene, I have to
pinch myself and Jixer. Even when I hear him squeal like a wussy, I still can’t
be sure I’m not dreaming. What I just saw couldn’t have been real. Could it?


“No
way.” I practically whisper the words from afar as I watch Mila stomp the life
out of a small orb shaped Dark. I’ve never seen a human do that. Callie and
Mila are about half a football field away, and they haven’t noticed us at all.
They’re definitely too busy making quick waste out of those balls of garbage.


“Whoa,
she’s pretty tough, Josh, I mean for a mortal.”


 


“Yeah,
but… I don’t get it. I didn’t think they could-“ A heavy hand lands on my
shoulder, interrupting my confusion. 


“I’ve
got it under control, Joshua.” All of the air slides out of my lungs and
through my lips. I am deflated. I can’t say anything. Romuel’s hand is forceful
on my arm, but his gaze is locked on Mila and Callie. “I’ll take it from here.”
And he’s off, his long strong legs lumbering in a sure and steady march, his
fists unclenched, his biceps bulging none the less, his wild silver hair
bouncing ever so slightly.


Dude
thinks he’s freakin’ Braveheart.


“Joshua
don’t-“ Jixer starts, but I ignore him.


“Ow!
Dammit!” 


“Like
I was sayin… don’t kick the gravel with your bad toe.” He shrugs. “I’ll grab a
couple more Band-aids.” Jixer flies off, leaving me alone to watch red blood
stain white grey gravel under my sandaled feet.


Stupid
silver hair.











CHAPTER 5


 


Just
when I thought things were pretty much as weird as they were gonna get, life
throws me another surprise party.  Guess it’s appropriate since that’s how all
of this junk started – my sixteenth birthday surprise party, planned by none
other than Johanna Evans, my mom. The very same night on which Silas and Jules
flew up into my business and rearranged my world, birthday party, brand new
cell phone and all.


This
time, instead of pint sized fairies giving me the low down on how my life was
going to look from here on out, I had Gulliver from the promised land on high.
And, he’d come to Lilliput for none other than little old me. What a hot item I
was turning out to be these days. Who knew?


Trying
to navigate Romuel’s size was one thing – my neck muscles were still on fire
from looking up at him. Trying to wrap my head around his story – that was just
a whole new level of pain. I felt like my brain was in one of those old school
torture machines that stretch you out further than your bones are supposed to go.
I needed some aspirin. I needed sleep. I needed some good old fashioned
normalcy, and I knew just where to go to get it.


 


***


 


Snip.
Snip. 


Yabber
yabber yabber.


“So,
how old is Jenna again?” I asked.


“Jenna
is six and in Kindergarten and Luke is three and in preschool…”


Her
words marched steadily into the no man’s land that was my brain. It was in
reboot mode for the moment, and I just couldn’t use it, even if I wanted to –
which I didn’t. I was relishing the sound of the scissors, the feel of the comb
running through my wet hair and Carla’s chubby fingers pulling the strands down
in front of my face to make sure she was cutting straight.  Same chubby fingers
that had been cutting my hair for all sixteen years of my life – well minus the
bald baby head ones. Carla and my mom knew each other from high school and were
sort of friends. Every six weeks, Mom and I would have our sanity date – at
least that’s what she called it. We’d go for a haircut with Carla and dessert afterwards.
I sure was missing my mom right now.


My
memory vault was somehow opening its doors at the moment, even though the rest
of it was closed for business. Must be the smell of perm solution and hot wax
knock knock knocking.  Smells always bring back memories for me. I sat back,
letting myself get lost in a moment from long ago, a time when I was just
Callie.


“I
don’t want too much cut off, Mom!”


“So,
we’ll tell Carla, and she’ll only take about an inch or so.”


“Can
I get a French braid?”


“Whatever
you want, Cal.”


“I’m
gonna leave it in for twenty whole days and then see how curly it is when I
take it out.”


“Sounds
cool. What kind of dessert are you in the mood for?”


“Dairy
Queen.”


“Blizzards?”


“Definitely!”


“You’re
on.”


That
was a couple of years back, when the twins were really young and Mom had needed
lots of sanity dates. At the moment, I felt like I needed a sanity sabbatical
and an I.V. ice cream drip. I’d have to settle for a haircut with Carla, who
was still waxing on about her kids, Jenna and Luke. If I didn’t already know
their favorite colors and what bedtime stories they absolutely had to hear
before sleep, I might actually have paid attention to the completely Cloaked
version of my hairdresser, but most of what she was telling me was pretty old news.
Before my sudden career/identity change/crisis, I had been Luke’s and Jenna’s
babysitter for four years. Yeah, I know, not exactly a telling resume for
someone who wants to go into demon hunting, but what can I say? I was hand
picked. I could afford to ignore Carla’s long winded biographies of her babes.
I knew them well, and I loved them too. 


“Do
you use a round brush when you dry your hair, hon?”


No,
Carla, I always let my hair air dry. You know this about me. I sighed, fighting
back hot tears that really had nothing to do with Carla or my hair. “How about
a French braid, Carla?”


“Oh,
sure, honey. I can do that!” She smiled at me, her chubby cheeks just pink
enough, as her fingers went to work, twisting, pulling, creating what I knew
would be a perfect braid.


She
was halfway down the back of my head when I heard them. I turned my head sharply
to the left, to where the voices were coming from.


“Oh,
keep your head still honey. I might have to start over.” Carla’s voice was
fading from me as I was sure my presence soon would fade from her awareness. I
hardly noticed her fingers moving steadily through my hair as I hurled all of
my attention to the smart looking blond girl sitting quietly in the waiting
area. She looked to be about seventeen or even older. She was flipping casually
through a magazine, seemingly unfazed by the whispers of the three huge and
menacing Darks that were slobbering over the back of her chair.


Holy
crap.  I gasped a little. These guys were freaking huge. Like Romuel, only
really, really bad. I’d never seen a demon this big. Even Mihm wasn’t this big
– scarier yes, but these guys were definitely bigger. Made me wonder about
demon steroids. They were all muscle, no skin, a glaze of blood and some other
kind of oily stuff coating their pulsing bodies. They hovered over her, pouring
whispers onto her, trying to assault her confidence, her psyche.


She
yawned and swatted what she must have thought was a fly near her ear, almost
clocking the demon closest to her. Woah, it looked pretty ticked off. I
smirked. Good for her. The Dark just hissed and squinted its black eyes.  


“Don’t
bother looking at that magazine. Those girls are much prettier than you.”


“You’re
worthless. Ugly.”


“No
one will ever love you.”


What
the hello? Did she seriously just laugh? She seemed to be totally unaware of
their whispers.  These dudes were laying it on thick, and she didn’t even
notice them. Her nose was buried in her magazine. 


“You
are scum. You are wrong. Your faith is nothing. You are dirty. You are guilty.
You are ugly.”


Double
time whispers might not be bugging her, but I’d had just about enough of them.
I felt Carla tightening the ponytail holder at the bottom of my braid.


“Thanks,
Carla.” I looked into her warm eyes and touched her arm with one hand, the
other one tossing a couple of hundreds onto her vanity without her noticing. It
wasn’t the first time I’d shared the love from my magic money fund, and I knew
Carla could use some extra.


“You’re
welcome, honey. Come back in six weeks or so, and I’ll trim it again. Keeps it
healthy.”


I
smiled. “Okay.”


Narrowing
my eyes on my three massive and mean looking targets,  I  sucked in my breath
and swallowed. Terror tasted crappy. Why couldn’t I have done dessert first? At
least then I’d have had ice cream for my last meal. 


Nix
the negativity, Callie. Focus on the soul in need. She wasn’t acting the
convincing victim though. She didn’t even look flustered. I was the one
sweating here. She was cool and collected with her pretty blond hair and her
legs crossed, a half smile lazing on her contented face. I was the only one who
seemed at all bothered by the now intense chanting whispers of Hulks one, two
and three.  At least they hadn’t noticed me yet. I had the element of surprise
on my side.


Sweaty
fingers flexed around the base of my dagger as I edged forward with baby steps,
my mouth dry, my skin cold. Too bad I hadn’t brought my Uzi along. I could have
used it today. Arcs needed a Clearing mechanism for weapons. How are we
supposed to carry around large guns or swords? How did Joshua lug around his
cheesy golden sword without me noticing? 


“At
your service, Calliope.” Yellow wings threw my train of thought off track for
just a second. Oh thank God! I exhaled with relief at the vision of Silas
fluttering in front of me and holding out my Uzi like a peace offering.


“Silas!”



“You’re
happy to see me.”


“Totally.”
Actually it was my Uzi I was happy to see, but I’d let the little Micro puff up
a bit. No harm there. I grabbed my gun out of his outstretched hands. “How did
you know I needed this?”


“A
Rayser situation appeared on my internal radar, Calliope. I can sense them; you
know that. And, I can also sense when they are yours to defuse. I thought this
might be of help to you.”


“You
thought right.” I glanced past him to the three sets of muscle bound arms that
were now slithering their way around the clueless blonde’s shoulders. Their
whispers were relentless. “Did you see those guys?”


“They
do look formidable, Calliope, but with your automatic machine gun, they will be
no match for you, so no worries, right?” 


“How
did you carry it?” Let’s face it, the machine gun weighed way more than him.


“We’re
actually quite strong, Calliope.”


“Right.”
I inspected my gun and slung it over my shoulder. “Your paisley scarf and
glossy lips just don’t scream tough guy to me. I keep forgetting.” I smirked at
him, but he didn’t bite. Instead he used his pinky finger to swipe a layer of
gloss from the side of his lip. 


“Do
you think this gloss is too orangey?” 


Seriously?
I was not having this conversation with him. “Si, I think I have bigger things
to worry about than lip gloss shades right now.”     


“True.
Perhaps I’ll ask Mila what she thinks.”


What?!
Didn’t Mila have enough to figure out? She didn’t need Silas bugging her for
cosmetics advice.  Rolling my eyes to the heavens, I sidestepped my lip
smacking Micro. “Si, it’s time for me to put some holes in those nasty guys.”


He
cleared his throat. “Yes, get to it, my charge.”


Was
he kidding? And, anyway, according to Romuel, I wasn’t his charge anymore, right?



“We
will discuss Romuel and everything he’s explained to you, but you are
still my charge. Why else would I have showed up and saved the day with your
favorite automatic machine gun?”   Okay, now Silas is the superhero.  “Stop
rolling your eyes, Calliope. Some day they might just get stuck up there in
that head of yours.”


I
paused, smiling for just a moment. “My mother used to tell me that.”


“I
know.”


Memories
swam to the forefront of my mind, threatening to emerge as tears, but I wouldn’t
let them. I had work to do, and there was no time for crying. Summoning my
hatred, I commanded it to swim faster and harder than my nostalgia. I needed it
on the front lines for this battle. 


The
music of roaring hair dryers and rushing water played behind me as Carla and
the others conducted work as usual in the salon. Noise and motion hardly
registered on my radar. I was balancing on a ledge between past and present,
trying desperately to focus my energies on three faces of evil, while my mind’s
eye insisted on gazing sweetly at Mom’s easy smile. 


Grinding
my teeth and squinting my eyes, I tried not to see her.  I wanted to yell at
her to just let go, but deep inside I knew it was me holding on to her, not the
other way around. I knew it like I knew my name. 


Let
her go, Cal. 


I
couldn’t do that. I could one up it though. I could funnel every effort into
the extermination of these nasties so that none of them could ever touch her or
anyone else in my family. I could start with the three ogres in my line of
vision. 


Planting
my focus at the waiting area, I once again summoned the fury that was written
into my genetic code, the pure wrath that made me so good at what my Maker had
created me for.


Blond
girl was flipping through another magazine, still seeming unaware and untouched
by the efforts of the three rock bodied uglies. They were working hard on her,
but to no avail. Weird.  I’d have to ask Silas about this phenomenon later.
He’d know what to make of it.  I had a feeling Silas and I were headed for an
all night pow wow.  I had about a million questions about Romuel, and Silas
surely had my answers.  


Now,
the girl’s reaction or lack of one was clearly beginning to irritate these
gross guys. The tallest one’s face was contorted into what looked like a fist
with eyes. It was drooling over the chance to get to this girl.  Pointy
knuckles balled and quivering,  this demon was dying to sink his pain into her.
I totally loved that she wasn’t budging. What was her secret, and how much time
would they spend working on her?  How long could she keep their whispers at
bay? An hour? Days?


I
didn’t give them five seconds.


Rat
a tat tat tat. 


Bullets
sprayed the three hovering beasts. Muscles cracked. Bones popped and split.
Bloody slime hissed and splattered all over the black and white tile floor of
Carla’s Chop Shop. Even blond girl was dotted with goo. Sorry Chickie. Didn’t
mean to ruin your threads.


What
was left of the three Raysers resembled a pile of some seriously dirty laundry,
lying in lumps at the back legs of blond girl’s chair. I knew now that the
bodies would disappear within minutes.  Romuel had explained to Mila and I
about a group of angels called Dusters who were assigned the task of cleaning
up these kinds of messes. Talk about a crap job. 


Suddenly
blond girl noticed me. Her light blue eyes twinkled at the corners, and she
smiled.


“Your
braid is cute. Who did it?”


Oh,
she was definitely majorly Cloaked. I knew this because not only were French
braids so not hip, but also because Carla’s masterpiece was, at the moment,
heavily accessorized with demon goo. 


“Thanks.
Carla, the owner, did it.” 


“Oh,
good. She’s the one that’s gonna cut mine.” She stood and held her hand out to
shake mine.  “I’m Karen Carter.”  She was a bubble of joy, practically popping
with it and such a contradiction to the mess of dead hate at her feet.  


“Callie
Evans,” I told her.


And,
when I spoke my name, the d.j. scratched the record. In a sort of slow motion
that was only noticeable between the two of us, Carla’s hair dryer tumbled from
her suddenly paralyzed hand and clattered to the ground. She stared at me with
wide eyes and slowly tilted her head sideways. I could practically see behind
her eyes to the synapses in her brain that were racing toward each other,
trying to reconnect. I bit my lip and tried to hide from her insistent gaze.


Karen
shrugged at Carla’s apparent clumsiness and continued to smile at me. “Do you
go to Mackle?  You look really familiar.”


“Um,
yeah, I do,”although I hadn’t been back to school since the night of Gina
Jones’ party. I peeked at Carla, hoping she’d blame déjà vu for the strange feeling
she obviously couldn’t shake. Her eyes widened further, and her mouth formed a
silent “oh”.


Yeah.
Oh. Crap. She’d figured it out. Romuel had warned me about this kind of thing,
but I had no idea it was gonna happen so soon. Also, he’d given me no script as
to how to deal with it. Where was my Micro?


“Excuse
me, Karen. I have to run.” Seriously.  I’d fly outta here if I had wings.  So
unfair that not all angels get to fly.  I slid past Karen, scanning for Silas.
Of course he was on top of the book case, lying flat on his belly, nose buried
in a hairdo magazine. 


“Silas,”
I whispered as loudly as I could, reaching out to tap him on the back. He poked
his little head up and raised an eyebrow at me. “Come on!” Could he read the
frantic look on my flushed face? If so, he was really messing with me, slowly
closing his magazine and sliding it back into place on the bookshelf, then
taking an extra few seconds to smooth his little hand across all of the books,
making sure they were in a nice neat row. 


Dude,
I’m dying here!  


Carla
was on her way over, hands on her big hips, surely looking for answers, and I
had no freakin’ clue what to say to her. My legs were heavy with the same brand
of fear I used to experience when Mom caught me in the middle of something I
wasn’t supposed to be doing.  I crossed my fingers that Silas would touch me
away from the incoming craziness and soon, but that just wasn’t to be. Not
today.


Because
when Silas stood and stretched his wings to the full two feet of their span,
yawning dramatically just to get on my nerves, Carla stopped dead in her
tracks. Her gaze shifted from me to him and stayed there, opening, opening
until her dark brown eyes reached the size of two small oranges. 


“Ahhhhh!!!!!!”
She stood stock still and shrieked at an octave that I wouldn’t have believed
humanly possible. My ears pulsed.  To make matters worse, she startled Silas,
so he was screaming too. 


Hands
and wings flapped in pandemonium, one set on either side of me. I was the meat
in the middle of the crazy sandwich.  Something had to give here.  I felt a
hand on my shoulder and turned to see a concerned but thankfully not screaming
Karen, looking back and forth from my wigged out Micro to Carla gone crazy. 


“What
is that thing?” She asked me, pointing a manicured finger at Silas. 


Her
too? This was just dandy.


His
chiseled face froze and reddened with annoyance, but at least he stopped
screaming. “I am not a thing,” he spat at her and turned up his nose.  If the
situation wasn’t so dire, I’d have been amused. Easy, Micro. I mentally nudged
him. Remember pride is a sin. I think.


Karen
shrunk back a little and raised her eyebrows at me. I couldn’t imagine what was
going through her head right now. Obviously, she was Uncloaked, or Waking, as
Romuel had earlier called the phenomenon of humans being able to see the rest
of us.  Glancing behind her, I breathed a sigh of relief that the dead Darks
were all cleaned up. Thank God the Dusters were on their A game today, and the
black and white tile was sparkling once again with no trace of goo. If Carla
was flipping out at the sight of Silas, she’d really have gone over the edge at
witnessing a pile of dead demons.


I
grinned nervously at Karen, wishing we could just disappear already, but Mr.
Micro wasn’t quite ready to leave. Instead, Silas crossed his arms at his chest
and flew directly up to the now hyperventilating Carla, stopping to flutter
just inches away from her face. “Please stop before you have a coronary.”


Carla
squeaked before her eyes rolled back into her head, and she passed out cold,
her body slumping to the ground like a half full sack of flour. Yikes.


“Silas!”
I yelled at him, as he turned his back and fluttered toward the exit of the
salon. 


“She’s
fine, Calliope; she’ll probably forget everything when she comes to.”  And with
that, he was out the door.


“Probably?”
 I marched after him, my braid bouncing up and down on my back. As I pushed
open the heavy front door, I glanced back to see two other hair dressers and Karen
helping Carla to her feet.


“What
happened?” I heard one of them ask.


“I
don’t know.” Carla answered, a hazy look on her face. “I just passed out.” I
cringed when her gaze rested for more than a second on the bookcase in the
corner then exhaled when she shrugged her shoulders and shook her head, visibly
giving up on the maybe memory that was way too nuts for her to remember. “Maybe
it’s just too hot in here, girls. Let’s kick the fans on.” 


Karen
turned then and eyed me strangely.  


What?
Never seen a miniature talking fairy before? I mean, doesn’t everybody have
one? Geez.


I
slid through the front door and away from the questions burning in her eyes.
She’d forget. She had to.


Phew.
At least I wouldn’t have to have that conversation today.  I caught up with
Silas just outside the salon. “And, I came to get my hair cut today because I
thought it would help me chill out.”


“Well,
gargantuan demons aren’t exactly a recipe for stress relief, Calliope, not to
mention the fact that the human race seems to definitely be in Wake mode.” He
put his hand on my shoulder. “Especially when you’re around, my dear.”  His
sarcasm suddenly turned to sympathy then. “You’ve had a lot to take in today.”


“No
kidding.”  Especially in the last twenty minutes between bug eyed Carla and
curious Karen. I couldn’t be sure if Karen had forgotten what she’d seen or if
she’d just given up. I could only hope that at the moment she was enjoying a
nice warm wash and showing Carla the pictures of how she wanted her hair cut. I
still couldn’t figure out her weird ability to ignore those Darks. I’d like to
bottle it and dose my friends and family with it, dose everybody with it,
actually.   I kicked some loose gravel on the street and pulled my shoulder
away from Silas.  “Don’t get all nurturing with me Si. It freaks me out.”


“Romuel’s
news upset you?”


No,
I was totally psyched to be the token wack job who gets to wig out the entire
human race by introducing them to you guys… and myself, I guess.  As Mila had
so sweetly pointed out to me earlier, I happen to be a key player in this freak
show too. “I’m just a little overwhelmed, Silas. I need some time to digest it
all, okay?” In other words, I’d love to hear you jabber on for hours about
Romuel, his history, his plan, my future. Just not right this second. I needed
a breather. 


“Well,
not to worry, Calliope. Jules and I will be there every step of the way.”
Puffing his chest out, he beamed at me. 


“Thanks.”
Not.


I
let my mind drift to Romuel’s words, spoken to me just hours ago. He’d showed
up at the park after Mila’s stint with the Raysers. I still could hardly
believe how easily she’d stomped those suckers. I’d been about to give a
melting Mila the skinny on everything that had happened since my sixteenth
birthday,  to seriously spill it all without regard for consequences when
Romuel showed up and saved my breath. 


He
told her everything, although, I’m pretty sure she zoned about a third of the
way into his spiel. Mila’s attention span just didn’t do much longer than ten
minutes. I knew he’d lost her when she announced she had to go home to study
for a science test. I mean, her idea of a science lesson was mixing the color
solution in a hair dye kit, so knowing Mila, her hair would be a different shade
by morning.  I was pretty sure she’d just needed a way out. I’d actually been
grateful to see her revert back to her normal self. My psyche wasn’t quite ready
to accept Mila the demon shredder. It was much more comfortable with Mila the
sneaky and slightly deviant teenage wanna-be vixen. My mind could rest on that
image of my best friend.


With
Mila gone, Romuel had then turned his attentions to me, warning me that in the
coming days humans were going to “Wake.” In other words, they were going to be able
to see us, angels and demons. Picture lots of screaming Carlas, lots of
hyperventilating.


Apparently,
Mila was the first human to ever kill a demon, but, Romuel had explained, she
was not to be the last.  The Boss planned on using His precious creations to fight
a war against the forces of evil and some other crazy business I couldn’t quite
wrap my head around at the moment.  Where did I fit into the equation? I had
asked Romuel this very question.


“Calliope,
you are to be their fearless leader,” he’d said. Yeah - with a straight face.


I’d
snorted. Was he serious? “You’ve got the wrong girl, Mister. I am not fearless,
and I’m no leader.” I’d gotten pretty good at Rayser hunting, but that was my
limit. I couldn’t stretch my identity any further.  I mean, even Clark Kent had
to stop at Superman, right. It wasn’t like he could be Superman and Prime
Minister of England or something major like that. This was it – Callie Evans,
Arc – take her or leave her.


Romuel
had patted me on the shoulder then, like I was his star quarterback. “We have
time, Callie. I’ll train you. You’ll be great.”


I’d
put my hands up, palms out, a clear signal to stop the insanity. “No, I will
suck at this.” Really.  My feet were barely wet in the Arc pool, and I
certainly didn’t feel qualified to teach others to swim around in here.


He’d
chuckled at me and strutted off toward Joshua’s place.  That was when I’d
decided on a haircut to soothe my nerves. So much for that idea.


Now,
here I was, heading away from the salon with Silas who was probably still hung
up on the relative orangeness of his lip gloss. In the past twenty four hours,
Romuel had appeared to add yet another layer of impossible to my world, Mila
had unexpectedly splatted a couple of  demons, and I’d been assigned the task
of not only helping to Wake everybody else but to then teach them to fight and
kill Raysers. I imagined poor Carla against the likes of Mihm. 


I
sure hoped Jules could come up with a bunch of Uzis because we were gonna need
them.


The
sun was setting, and I felt like hitching a ride on it. If only I could just
sink down beneath the trees and hide out for the night.  I wondered what Joshua
was doing at the moment. I hadn’t seen him for more than five minutes in the
past couple of days, and those were the grumpiest five minutes ever. Whatever
had been under his skin had hopefully made it’s way out by now. My stomach
tightened, and my face caught fire at the mere thought of him, his eyes already
peeking at me through my imagination and the locks of hair that fell over his
face.  Shiver.  Those same starless sky dark eyes could watch, listen, and
drink me in all at the same time. They tickled my brain like a craving, and I
knew they were just what I needed. To spill out of me and into them all of the
madness that was today until I was empty, to sweat just a little at the touch
of his magic fingers, to melt like candle wax under the spell of his magic
lips… Maybe that haircut hadn’t met my expectations for stress relief, but I
knew what could cure everything that ailed me. 


“Silas?”


“Yes,
Calliope?”


“Could
you please touch me back to Joshua’s?”











CHAPTER 6


 


Of
course not. 


Because
just as Silas was about to touch the dreamy eyed and completely-caught-up-in-a-PG-13-
version-of-some-unnamed-fairy-tale me back to my prince’s castle, she
caught up to us.


The
beat of her strappy sandals slapping up the street at us announced her arrival
and yanked me back to reality. “Hey guys, wait up!”


We
turned to see Karen Carter, the pretty and impossibly composed blond girl from
the salon, huffing just a little as she tried to catch up to us. 


I
tilted my head to the sky, that way God could see the accusation on my face.
Seriously? Was this my punishment? Not only was I never going to be able to
catch my breath between all of these situations to defuse, but it seemed I
wasn’t ever going to  catch up to Joshua for long enough to be breathless
again, which was the one thing I really wanted to be.  I was so over the horror
of this Waking business.  I needed to just give her the long and mostly short
of it. Here goes nothin’.


“So,
Karen, here’s the thing. He looks like a fairy, right?” Hands on my hips, I
gestured toward a horrified Silas. Pipe down, Micro. “But, he’s actually a
little angel called a Micro. He’s here for me.” Why was she staring at me like
I was speaking Chinese?  “Because I’m an angel too, an Arc. I kill demons who
try to get other teens to do bad stuff. You know, like drinking and smoking
and… well, lots of worse stuff.” 


“Uh…”
She was practically speechless. This was not going well. 


“Okay,
let me start from the beginning. On my sixteenth birthday, these two little
angels appeared. One was Silas here, and another was Jules. They’re friends.”


“Partners,
Calliope.”


Blondie’s
mouth fell open at the sound of Silas’s voice. “Exactly. So, they show up and
tell me I’m actually an angel and that they’re here to train me for this really
cool and important job, because Darks are everywhere, and they’re screwing up
our world and our young people and… are you following me?” Her eyes seemed to be
wandering to a place beyond me. This girl’s attention span must be pretty beat
if she can’t keep up with this stuff. I swiveled, trying to catch what was so
much more interesting than me, and immediately it hit me or I should say she
did.


“Aye,
Mama, sorry Callie.” Maybe if she’d taken off the DKNY shades she would have
noticed before she flew right into me. “You didn’t look so close up.”


“It’s
fine.” I arched my back, stretched and pointed my thumb at the mini Madonna
fluttering  at my eye level. “This one’s Jules’,” I told a speechless Karen.
Tough to say what had stunned her – Jules’ sudden appearance or her outfit –
black leather short shorts and a bright red tank top that read “She
Devil.”  “I know it’s totally confusing, but she’s an angel too, another
Micro.”


“They
sure dress strangely,” said a still stupefied Karen.


No
kidding. “D’you think?”  Forgive me for the uber dramatic eye roll and sigh.
Couldn’t help myself.


“Callie,
Romuel wants you back at the library for training.” Jules spoke breathlessly.


Guh-reat.
Guess I’m not hanging with Prince Charming tonight after all. “Have you seen
Joshua?”


She
lit up one of her funny cigarettes and watched a few rings of smoke climb into
the air before answering me. I thought Karen was going to hyperventilate. “Nope.
He shut hisself in his bedroom, and I haven’t seen his pouty face since.” 
Again with the smoke rings. “Somebody peed in that boy’s cereal this morning.
He’s in a terrible mood. He’s slamming the doors, stomping around.”


“Yeah,
he was pretty crotchety this afternoon. Wonder what’s bugging him.”


“Who’s
dis blondie?” Jules gestured to an  mouthed Karen.


Karen
coughed and uttered something unintelligible. Yeah, I knew the feeling of
thinking you were sixty shades crazy. Too crazy to even speak English, apparently.
Not that I dug this girl, but I felt her pain.


“Jules, 
Karen. Karen, Jules.”  I so wasn’t in the mood for intros.  Sigh.  Even my
breath was tired. 


“I
don’t like dis wakey wakey business .”  She said, flicking the butt of her
cigarette to the ground. 


Littering!
I grabbed the still warm butt and stuffed it into my jeans pocket.


“Too
many leetle girlies to put up with around here.” Pulling her sunglasses back
down over her eyes, Jules made a face that looked like she’d sucked on a super
sour lemon. 


“Yeah,
well, I’m not exactly a huge fan either,” I told her as I watched Karen rub the
shock from her face for the fifteenth time. “Silas, what do we do with her?” I
sort of whispered.


“I’ll
take care of it, Calliope.” He flew and fluttered at Karen’s eye level, facing
her squarely. “Karen, is it?”


“Uh
huh.”


Grinning,
he crossed his arms then pointed to her purse.  “Is that a Mische bag?” 


What?!


She
bobbed her pretty head silently. 


Why
was he talking purses with her? 


“Why
don’t you come along with us? We’ll be able to explain more to you later.”


You’ve
got to be kidding. Why on earth would we take her with us? Didn’t we have
enough on our plates today? I really didn’t have room for a perfect blond
dessert. Anyway, I was pretty sure Karen had at one point been given the
lecture about not getting into cars with strangers.  And, let’s face it, our
crew was as strange as they come.  


“Si,
she probably has to get home to her parents… or something.” Please let there be
something.


“No,
my parents are on a mission trip to Haiti, so no one is waiting for me at
home.” Just fab.


“That
settles it then, Karen. Just take my hand.”  


Hold
up. I’d never heard Si speak those words to anyone but me. I grasped his other
hand firmly with my own, staking claim to it.  Lips pursed, stomach a little
sick, I watched her put her well manicured hand into his tiny but even better
manicured one. My right eyebrow raised all on its own, and my nostrils flared,
as she smiled sweetly, completely unaware of the fire that was involuntarily
shooting out of my eyes at her. 


“This
is really exciting.” She gushed.


Oh
please. I rolled my eyes to the heavens, and by the time they circled back to
earth, we were at the library.


“Callie,
I see you’ve brought a friend.” 


Where?
Oh… yeah not really. “Romuel, this is-”


“Karen
Carter.”


Okay
then.


“Hello.”
She smiled, the glare from her bright white teeth hurting my eyes. 


Romuel,
dressed in the same ripped jeans and now a white tank that advertised his old
guy abs, moved toward her and took her hands in his. “I’ve seen your face
before, heard your voice,” he told her. “Walk with me.” And the two disappeared
down the self help aisle.  


Well,
this was weird. “Si, where’s he taking her?” Was Romuel creepy?


“Aye,
Callie, Romuel is no interested in your leetle friend.” Jules giggled, and her
cleavage shook like two bowls of jello in an earthquake. 


“I
don’t think it’s funny for some old creepy guy to walk off alone with a young
girl.” Angel or no angel, like the chickie or not, it just wasn’t cool.


“Calliope,”
Silas began, patting my shoulder and sighing, “Romuel is simply easing her out
from under the Cloaking.”


“Well,
what he said sorta sounded like a pick up line to me. Where have I seen your
pretty face before, lovely lady?” I mimicked the deep calm of Romuel’s
husky cool voice.


Silas
and Jules shared a knowing look. Okay, what was I missing? Spill, Micros.


“Callie,”
Jules started, and I knew Silas would only let her have the stage for a minute.
My tired ears perked. “Romuel has seen dis girl’s face before…
probably.”


“Surely.”
Silas nodded and swallowed. What a know it all! “Calliope, did you notice
anything strange about Karen Carter at the salon?” 


I
had to roll my eyes yet again at the way Silas pronounced salon – “suh loh,” as
if he were a Parisian socialite. Geez. Okay, let’s see, strange Karen at the
salon… Well, duh.


“D’you
mean the fact that those ginormous Darks were whispering their heads off while
she just sat there and read a magazine?” Or the fact that Karen, herself, is
like a blond version of that Disney lady Mary Poppins – perfect in every way.
Puke in my mouth.


“Exactly.”
Now, he was starting to pace flutter back and forth between the sci-fi aisle
and romance, finger pointed out in the air in front of him, definitely in
Professor Silas mode here. “You see, Karen is able to protect herself from
Darks, and the only weapon she uses is prayer.”


Come
on now. Prayer?


“Yes.
It’s actually quite effective for humans. They speak to God through prayer and
He listens and interacts with them, protects them from harm, comforts them.” Si
paused which gave Jules an opportunity to open her big pouty lips.


“And,
so when Romuel said he knew Karen, he probably has seen her pretty leetle face
on the big screen wall.”


“What
big screen wall?”


“In
His office, He has a big screen wall with maybe a million or so leetle
squares.”


I
scrunched my face up in total confusion. “Romuel’s office?” I was in the rabbit
hole again – heading for Oz this time. That’s how lost I was.


“No,
Calliope.” Silas sighed. “God’s office. He has a very large screen wall that’s
separated into hundreds of millions of small squares. Each square is like a
video of a person in truthful time.”


“Real
time, Silas. Aye, the lingo,” Jules corrected him.


“Whatever.
So, they are tiny video screens of people praying. I don’t know how He does it,
but He listens to them all at the same time. He knows them all by name. Very
impressive if you ask me.”


“So,”
I started, not sure I was totally getting this. Truly, it all sounded like
something out of a sci-fi I’d find a couple of rows down, but this was the
story of my life as of late.  “you’re telling me that the Actual God-” 


Snicker.


“Not
funny, guys, I’m trying to work this out here.” I huffed.


“Sorry,
Calliope – it actually is quite funny when you say the actual-“


“Yeah,
I know why you’re laughing. So, the… uh… God watches us pray by satellite
video?” This so didn’t fit into my stained glass version of religion. I mean…
technology? In Heaven?


“Calliope,
dear, do you really think the Intranet-“


“Internet,
Silas! Aye!” Ooh – the Italian’s temper was on the rise. Watch out world.


“I
know, Jules. I totally know.” Silas’s inability to use current jargon was
insanely annoying; I’d give her that.


“Okay.”
Silas held his hands, palms out, in the air in front of him, surrendering to
Jules’ irritation. “Internet.” He sighed.  “Anyway, the Internet didn’t
just suddenly poof into existence, Calliope, although it may have seemed that
way to many people on earth.” He fiddled with his scarf, turning it so that it
was at his version of the perfect angle. Diva! “We had been using the Internet
for eons in Heaven before God gifted it to humanity. He felt strongly that it
would connect His ever growing creation and ultimately draw more friends to
him, more faces on His screen wall.”


Wait
a minute. This was reminding me of something familiar, something I’d seen on
Mila’s phone and heard other friends talking about. Walls, faces, connections…
“Silas, are you trying to tell me God has a Facebook?”


He
placed his pinky finger on the side of his lip. “I think that’s a fair
comparison. Very timely!” He was so proud of himself.


“And
people who pray are his friends?”


“Aye,
Callie.” Jules eye checked me, her nose buried in a book. This was new. What
could she possibly be reading? I peeked at the spine out of the corner of my
eye – Guns For Girls. Figures. She glanced up from the pages. “So, all
of dis fighting over who invented da Facebook, eet’s ridiculoso. He invented
dee original Facebook.” She pointed her red fingernail heavenwards. “And, He did
it for humans to have a connection to Him, so He could constantly see and hear
dem, all da time.”


Holy
crap. This was nutty. God had a Facebook. I wish my mom would have known. Maybe
then she’d have let me get a Facebook. I pouted, reverting back to teenage
drama queen Callie.


“So,
Calliope, you see, Romuel is sure to have heard and seen Karen on God’s wall.”
Silas perched on a bookshelf and crossed his white denim clad legs. “As you
could clearly see at the salon,” Okay, Pierre,  once was funny, but now the
French accent was annoying, “she was completely protected from the demons. They
had no effect on her.”


“Because
she’s God’s Facebook friend?” 


Silas
looked to Jules for approval. She just shrugged her shoulders and gave him a
look that said she didn’t totally buy his explanation either. Clearing the
absolutely offended huff from his throat, he looked away cooly and clucked with
false confidence. 


“Basically,
yes.” 


Just
then Romuel reappeared, shooting me an easy smile from in between the dusty
aisles. Karen followed a few steps behind, and he slowed, allowing her to catch
up so he could put his hand on her back. I gave Silas the stink eye. See?


“Fatherly,
Calliope, that’s all it is,” he whispered. “Romuel is quite persuasive in
whatever manner he needs to be. Karen probably responds to this kind of
treatment.”


Whatever.
It still seemed creepy to me. Either way, Zeus and Poppins were headed straight
for me, so I’d keep my opinions quiet for the time being. 


“Callie,”
Romuel began. “You and Karen will be working closely together in the days to
come.” 


Just
keep spreading the good news, Romuel. “Oh, really?” What was she going to do?
Use a spoonful of sugar to sweeten up the Raysers before I slashed them? 


“Karen
is a prayer warrior, Callie. She will be completely out of harm’s way, in
constant connection with the Father as we battle. His power and will may flow
through her and onto us as she speaks to Him. She will be invaluable to us.”
She beamed proudly up at him, and he winked one ice blue eye at her. 


“So,
she’s gonna stand on the sidelines and say some Hail Marys while you and I
fight the bad guys?” I didn’t even try to hide the annoyance in my voice. I
didn’t need the extra baggage of Romuel’s size fifty something shoes in my
weapons pack, and I really didn’t need Karen’s fancy Micky Mische whatever you
call it designer bag full of lip gloss, prayer cards and genuine concern! What
was happening to my neatly crazy world? It was spiraling out of control. I was doing
just fine exterminating Raysers on my own. I didn’t need their help!


“Oh,
yes you do, girlie!” All of a sudden, Jules was in my face. So, now she had an
opinion. I put my hand on my hip and adopted the stance of the rebelling
adolescent, eyes up, foot tapping, lips setting free a million melodramatic
sighs. Yes, I was going there.


“No,
I don’t!” I yelled back at her. 


“Callie,
when you see what’s gonna happen on your planet and soon, you are gonna wish
you had more than just pretty leetle holy Karen praying on da sidelines for
you. You gonna need lots of help, chickie.” 


“Please
stop sticking your witchy fingernails in my face, Jules.” I looked away and set
free another sigh, this time one of resignation. Judging from the empathetic
look on Romuel’s face, he knew I didn’t respond well to Jules’ disciplinary
style. Go ahead and try to sway me, creepy. I’m not buying what you’re selling…
well unless you promise to show me another video of my superhero self. 


No!
Not even for that.


“Callie,
look.” He moved from Karen to me in just a few strides on his long legs. “I know
you have been through a lot in the past…”


“Twenty
four hours,” I told him.


“Has
it only been a day?”


“Yep.”
Early this afternoon, he’d so rudely interrupted my much needed nap. Now, it
was after dark, probably around ten o’ clock. I gazed at my makeshift sleeping
quarters with longing. That army issue bag sure was looking comfy right now. I
wanted to climb inside and cocoon myself. I couldn’t promise a metamorphosis by
morning though.


“You
need sleep.”  Romuel spoke with force, a concerned look on his face. Finally
something we agreed on. “Karen, why don’t you go home and rest too. We will
start fresh tomorrow.”


“I’ll
get her home, Romuel.” Silas placed his small hand in hers and a, moment later,
they were gone.


“I
think I will go and check on Joshua and Jixer,” Jules told us. Translation –
“I’m going to watch the smutty house wife show on Joshua’s television.”


And
so, that left Romuel and me, alone in the library. His ice blue eyes were
strangely warm, no creepiness lurking inside them.


“Callie,
I meant what I said earlier today.” He again put a heavy hand on my shoulder.
“You are going to be great. I’ll see to it.”


Yawning,
I turned away from him and climbed into my sleeping bag, flopping onto my side
so I wouldn’t have to look at him.


“Goodnight
then, Callie.”


I
listened to his heavy but soft footsteps until I couldn’t hear them anymore.
Sleep wrapped its familiar arms around me, and I curled into them gratefully.
Closing my eyes, I kicked away the day and exhaled.











CHAPTER 7


 


What
the hello! A jolt of electricity juiced me upright in my sleeping bag.
Shuffling my bare feet out from under the blanket, I stood and grabbed my
phone. Three a.m.  My heart was galloping, and my head felt like it was being
smashed between a couple of bricks. A wave of nausea wiggled from my toes on
up. These were all telltale signs. I was gonna Clear.


And,
something told me wherever I was headed was gonna be super bad. I hopped into
my boots and grabbed desperately between books where I’d laid my Uzi, praying
I’d be able to grab it and my dagger before I was whisked away to no man’s
land. 


There
on the shelf in between Pearl S. Buck and Willa Cather, right where I’d placed
my weapons last night, sat a small gray leather satchel. Who the heck was
messing with my stuff? Reflexively, I snatched the bag and looked inside.


There,
inside the bag that was not much bigger than my hand, were my Uzi, my dagger
and a tube of… lip gloss? What the?  Had to be Silas.


Before
I could wander too far into the mystery of the leather bag, I Cleared. I shut
my eyes tight for the split second of spinning that always made me feel like I
was in an airplane and the pilot was landing way too fast. My ears filled with
pressure and then popped.


Boots
slammed to the ground. I opened my eyes and screamed.


Because
nobody was ever awake at three a.m. at 104 Shady Lane. I knew. I’d lived there
for sixteen years.


I
flew on invisible wings through the wrought iron gate and down the pebble
driveway of my family’s home. Taking the steps to the porch by threes, I
crashed through the always unlocked front door only to be met by the worst
chaos I’d ever seen in my living room. That was saying something given the
usual antics of my younger brothers, Jack and Sam.


“Romuel!”
He stood at our bay window, both feet planted firmly on the carpet, in battle
stance, wielding a sword much like Joshua’s. “What’s going on?” I had to yell over
the noise of the wind, whooshing and whistling from… where? It was blowing
Romuel’s wild hair around and around, threatening to topple him. 


“Callie,
it’s a portal!” He bellowed, and as I moved closer to him and the bay window, I
could see just what he was referring to. The wind and noise wasn’t coming from
outside but from somewhere beyond. A hole the size of a toilet bowl had been
carved into our couch, and inside that hole swirled my hurricane, spiraling and
spitting molten gas and some gross kind of goo into my living room.


Suddenly,
an arm emerged, gnarly and black with gross white claws reaching out from it.
Romuel quickly slashed the hand clean off, and the arm sunk back into the
swirling portal, only to be replaced by another disgusting saggy skinned arm. 


Slice!
The arm dropped to the ground next to the black hand and a variety of other
decapitated limbs I’d just now noticed. Ew.


For
a split second, I imagined Mom’s reaction to the mess that was right now
gracing her living room floor. Lucky for Romuel she was Cloaked. She’d probably
do him some major damage, maybe even with his own sword.  


Wait
a minute – there was another noise. 


My
attention swerved immediately, slow motion sliding in the direction of my
parents’ room. There were Darks there too. Dread filled my mouth with sour
saliva. They were whispering to my mother.


“He’s
grown tired of you.”


“You’ve
aged.”


“He’s
found another, so many others.”


Snicker.


And
when she screamed, I forgot all about Romuel and his portal. My feet fell over
themselves, hardly even touching the floor as I sped through the hallway and
into their bedroom.


One,
two, three, four, five… Oh crap. Twenty maybe? Thirty? They weren’t Raysers; I
knew that, but they were just as ugly. Mostly tall and skinny with withered
black limbs and cracked bloody lips, drooling and baring their hungry gums at
the vision of my mother, startled awake by what she must have thought was a bad
dream. She had her hand over her heart,  and was sitting up straight in bed.
Tears tumbled out of her wide eyes. I so wanted to wrap my arms around her, but
I knew I didn’t have time.


“Get
away from her you creeps!” I reached into my new bag for my gun and sprayed the
large group that stood excitedly at the foot of the bed. All fall down you
suckers. 


Three
fat balls of goo hovered over my sleeping father, each darting their yellow
eyeballs a different direction, seeming to realize that something was going on,
not smart enough to figure out what. I hopped over the bed, ignoring Mom’s
tears as best I could and landing on my dad’s side.


Squirt!
Spurt! Sputter! My dagger plummeted into the heads of each one of them, releasing
putrid demon goo and deflating their ugly balloon bodies. Kicking them out of
the way, I grabbed another one’s slimy head. 


Twist.
Crack.


“Don’t
- ”


And
another.  


Pow!
Snap! 


“mess
with - ”


And
one more. 


Pop!
Slump.


“my
mother!”    


Sparks
spit from my eyes as I turned to the last dozen or so live Darks in the room,
leaning over my mother, sniffing at her as if she were their next meal.


Don’t
even think about it, you worthless bags of dirt.


With
one hand I sliced three throats at a time, while the other punched, clawed and
smashed leathery heads into the wall. Soon, there was one left. It looked a
little worried.


You
should be shaking in your saggy demon skin, Grossie, ‘cause I’m your worst nightmare.
I protectively placed one hand on my mother’s blanketed lap and once again
fingered my beloved Uzi with the other.


“It’s
okay, Mom,” I told her. She looked at me and rubbed her eyes as if she’d surely
eaten some bad salami for lunch that day. 


This
is for breathing near my family, you scumbag. And I set my machine gun on what
sort of was like the bridge of his broken looking hairy nose and lightly pulled
the trigger.


Splat.


Blood
and slime shot out in all directions, some landing in my mom’s shiny black
hair. I immediately ran my fingers through it, raking out the big chunks. I was
kind of getting used to this stuff.


She
stared at me, her eyes huge and glazed over. “Callie,” she spoke in an almost
whisper. I squeezed her hand. Was she remembering me? “I was having a terrible
dream,” she murmured, and wiped away a stray tear from her blood spattered
cheek. I cringed.


“Mom,
do you know who I am?” I knew I was totally in her face, but my heart was
beating even faster than it had been five minutes ago. 


She
yawned and smiled a sleepy smile and then turned on her side to spoon with Dad.


I
guess that answered my question.


Before
I could entertain my sadness, I heard a roar coming from the living room,
reminding me that Romuel was still out there, standing sentry over that awful
portal. I jumped from the bed and into action again.


Holy
crap! While I’d fought off the demons at mom’s bedside, Romuel had been on
overdrive out here. The small pile of demon pieces had grown into a mountain.
There were arms, legs, even a few leathery heads with their mouths open in dead
grins. The Darks were reaching through the portal at a constant rate and more
than one at a time. Even now, three cleanly cut gnarly arms fell to the floor
in unison. I was almost mesmerized watching him. He didn’t even seem tired.


Wild
silver hair flew behind him like a lion’s mane in a windstorm. Huge hands
gripped his sword, and muscles rippled from his wrists on up his arms and neck.
Each time he took a swing, his chest and abs seemed to have a conversation with
each other. His focus was unwavering, never swaying from the intruders or his
mission. Romuel was one bad angel. I felt like getting on my knees and thanking
God for sending him to protect my parents’ house. I didn’t even know if Joshua
could pull this off. I’d never tell him that, but still. Nothing was stopping Romuel.
He was untouchable.


Until.


Suddenly,
a redhead poked out of the portal. Yep, just her head.  Romuel grunted and
froze, his sword paused mid strike above her head. She was half smiling, her
bright green eyes glinting at the edges. “Hey, Rom.” Thick smoke hung in her
voice, teasing with just its tone.


She
looked NOTHING like a demon. 


“Deyanna.”
He choked on what must have been her name and lowered his sword. 


Romuel’s
shoulders suddenly slumped, fatigue or something else capturing him and bending
him in half, his sword pointed at the ground, his other hand leaning on one
knee for support. Where had my superman gone? Romuel was panting like an old man
now, and the green eyed she-devil was getting a sick kick out of it. I watched
her point one long lithe leg out of the portal and then the other. When she
stood and shook out her hair, I almost dropped my Uzi.


To
say she was beautiful would have to be the understatement of the century. Her
hair fell free down her back like ringlets of fire, red orange and gold. She
stretched up almost as tall as Romuel and when the two of them stood facing
each other in front of the open portal, their hair flying, her silver silk
dress rising and falling on the waves of a horrible wind, they looked mythical.
If he was Zeus, she was Athena. And I was speechless. 


“Rom,”
She placed a seductive hand on his chest and spread her fingers wide. He
glanced down at her hand, and, I noticed, his breath was pretty heavy. Should I
even be watching this? “I’ve missed you like crazy.” I watched this Deyanna
curl her long thin body into Romuel’s broad one. 


Wait.
What was she doing with her right hand? I watched her curl and uncurl it out of
Romuel’s line of vision. This skanky redhead was beckoning the Darks! And,
Romuel was totally stuck in her sneaky emerald eyes.


“Romuel!
Wake up!” I grabbed my Uzi and pointed it straight at the portal opening which
Esmerelda just happened to be standing in front of.


“No!”
He yelled and covered her with his own body. What was he doing?


“She’s
beckoning them, Romuel!”  I begged him with my eyes. Please don’t let the Darks
get in here. Please protect my family.


Suddenly
five little baseball demons crawled through the portal and began to waddle my
way. “See!” I stomped all five, hardly taking my eyes off Romuel. I don’t know
if it was the sound of my boots splatting the suckers or her throaty laughter
that ripped him from her spell. He gasped for breath as if he were drowning and
tore himself from the invisible glue that stuck him to her. 


“Out,
Deyanna.” He lifted his sword and pointed it at the portal, shakily. I didn’t
believe him, and neither did she. Tilting her head to the side, her face turned
gently, and she snaked toward him once again.


Just
then, the top half of a horned demon with a melon shaped head appeared through
the portal. Romuel wasted no time halving it, his sword slicing clean through
the creature who then sunk back into the swirling vortex.  Steel and ice returned
to Romuel’s eyes then, and I almost crossed myself with gratitude. Bad dude was
back. Thank You God.


“I
mean it Deyanna. I… don’t want to hurt you, but I will do what I have to.” 


Talk
about swallowing nails. And boy did his words tick off the evil redhead. Her
face turned the color of her hair and scrunched up like a prune before it purposely
softened again. “Romuel,” she actually purred. Like a freakin’ cat. An evil
cat. “I meant what I said too.” 


Oh
go ahead carrot top, try to be all serious and sultry. He’s not gonna buy it.


But
Romuel’s eyes took on that faraway look again. “Romuel!” I yelled, hurrying to
his side this time.


She
hissed at me, but before we could get into anything that resembled a cat fight,
Romuel threw me into the shadow of his gargantuan body. “I will not allow a
hair on her head to be harmed, Deyanna. Do not challenge me.”


Take
that Dr. Evil. Me-ow.


Her
tone softened again. “I want you with me, Romuel.” She backed away from us but
continued. “The absence of you is the only imperfection in my life.”


“How
can you begin to speak of perfection when you surround yourself with such… such
absolute abberations?”


She
sighed. “They’re not that bad once you get to know them.”


Seriously?
She was one wacked out beauty queen. Who’d want to get close enough to get to
know them? How the hello did she even breathe their stench?


“Go,
Deyanna. Be gone.” He nudged her gently with his sword, but I still didn’t
believe he’d actually use it on her. Romuel was obvioiusly carrying a torch for
this lady, even if it was just smoldering embers at the moment. I had a feeling
it could be rekindled by a slight change in wind direction.


Feet
first, she slid back into the portal. “I’ll be back, Romuel. I won’t give up on
you.”


“Close
the portal, Deyanna.”


It
sounded like someone zipping up a suitcase when the portal closed. The hush of
sudden silence swallowed us, and we gazed at each other.  My eyes questioned
him, a little embarrassed to have witnessed whatever he had shared with her. 
His icy ones apologized for something I didn’t even know how to blame him for. 
Instead, I threw my arms around him, hoping he’d get my expression of
gratitude. 


“Callie,”
his voice was spent. “You’re welcome.” He patted my head. Silas was right,
totally fatherly. I glanced up at him.


“Whoa.
You really could use some detangler, Romuel.”


He
smirked and cleared his throat. “Yeah, well your hairspray didn’t exactly hold
up either, Miss Evans.”


I
touched my head and grimaced. No kidding. Birds were gonna be landing on my
head soon if I didn’t do something about this.


“So…
is this how they get here? Through portals like that one?” I pointed to where
the hole in my living room had closed up.


“Not
always, Callie.” I watched as he stuck his huge sword in a leather bag that
resembled a small briefcase. Hmmm… maybe he was the one that left me that
leather satchel. Silas had to have stuck the lip gloss in though. No question
about that. “A portal is used only when a large number of Darks need to get in
at once.”


“Why
my parents’ living room?”


His
eyes were solemn then, staring at me silently. Dude, quit it. You’re wigging me
out. 


“Callie,
the enemy knows you. He knows what a key player you are in this war, and he
will go about winning it in whatever manner he can.” He shrugged his huge
shoulders. “He wants to break you.”


Oh
this was so not good. So, now the actual devil was after me and the people I
love. I glanced toward my parents’ bedroom where silence was interrupted only
by my dad’s soft snoring. I turned toward the stairwell that led to Jack’s and
Sam’s rooms.


“They
are safe for now.” Romuel told me. “Your presence here tonight sealed your
mother, Callie. She can no longer be innocent prey to them.”


I
held my breath.


And,
your brothers will be fine too. They have guardians of their own.”


“Jack
and Sam have their own angels?”


“One
each.”


Interesting.
“Okay.” I just hoped they were as tough as Romuel. “You were really amazing
tonight, fighting off all those Darks coming through the portal and… her.”
Whoever she was.


He
looked sternly at the floor. “Deyanna was... well, she was… I’ll show you.”


Romuel
placed his hand on my forehead, and, immediately, I was bathed in light. 


A
meadow with knee high flowers, unimaginable colors gracing their sweet smelling
petals.


A
man and woman stretch their legs in front of them in the almost green grass,
laughing easily at a conversation I can’t hear.


His
hair, long and silver, hers the color of fire, their heads bent together in a
quiet kiss. He sweeps a ringlet from her cheek, and she smiles. He slips his
arm around her back like he is slipping into his favorite sweater, so easy. She
leans into him.


From
behind them, sudden movement. A face emerges from among the strange looking
trees beyond the comfortable couple. Springs of fire bounce atop her head, eyes
of ice glisten at their edges, as she excitedly tumbles onto the laps of the
man and woman in the meadow. 


“Boo!”
The word takes shape on her lips before a current of giggles escapes them.


The
woman’s lithe hand lands on her heart with a feigned startle.


The
man’s eyes widen and he sucks in his breath with a wink, feeding joy to the
little girl’s maturing imagination, just by playing along with her game. He
tousles her hair and flips her onto her back, wedging her between himself and
the beautiful woman. Soon all three lay down to face the sky. The little girl
curls her body under one of the man’s arms, setting her head on his chest. 


The
man points to the white sky above where daytime stars dance and rivers of sun
shimmered water flow between clouds. 


After
a few quiet moments, the little girl yawns and closes her ice blue eyes. Her
chest rises and falls so slowly; it’s clear she’s asleep. The man gently takes
the woman’s hand in his and kisses it, caressing each finger as if it were a
jewel. His gaze rests on her face and stays there, eyes smiling the smile of a
man who’s found his heaven.


“Whoa.”
The bright white sky had disappeared. Above me hovered the acoustic ceiling
tiles of my family’s living room. “That was amazing, Romuel – the colors, the
rivers in the sky…” I shook my head in disbelief. “So, that’s what Heaven is
like?” 


He
sighed. “That was what it used to be for me.”


“Oh.”
Yeah, that was sort of insensitive. “Sorry about that.” The excitement of my
vision of Heaven made it almost impossible to remember why he’d shown it to me
in the first place. I mean, that place was kick arsenal! But, yeah I could see
that Romuel had been totally in love with Deyanna, and she’d looked pretty into
him too. Wonder what happened. “Was the little girl your child?”


He
nodded and smiled. “Rona. Yes. She was a spitfire as a child. Now, she’s tough
as nails. No Dark wants to come up against her in battle.” His back arched with
pride. “She’s upstairs in Sam’s room.”


“No
way!”


“Way.”
He grabbed his briefcase. “So, trust me. You have nothing to worry about.”
Romuel started for the front door. “I’m going to walk back to the library,
Callie.” His eyes were cloudy and wouldn’t meet mine when he spoke. “I think
I’d like to walk alone if you don’t mind.”


What?
I was totally dying to hear the rest of the Deyanna story, but I couldn’t stand
the look in Romuel’s eyes. Steel soldiers shouldn’t look so broken. It was just
wrong. Curious as I was about his terribIy beautiful Jezebel, I couldn’t push
him any further. He slunk out the front door without a goodbye. “No prob. I’ll
just-”


“Calliope,
take my hand.” 


“Ouch!”
Silas’s voice had startled me into a sideways warrior lunge, readying myself
for another battle, and, in the process, I’d rammed my elbow into the wall. I
think I was still a little jumpy over the whole demon portal experience. “Crap,
Si. What are you freaking out over?” He was jitterbugging like he'd swallowed a
whole pot of coffee, and somebody really needed to push his eyeballs back into
his head. Creepy. Why was he so out of breath? It wasn’t like he’d run here or
anything. I rubbed my elbow as I window watched Romuel’s somehow deflated
figure disappear through the front gate outside. 


“Calliope,
there’s not time. Joshua and Karen need you.”


Pause.
Joshua and Karen? I didn’t really dig the way that sounded. Since when
did Sandra Dee hang out with my angel? My eyes were slits when they attacked an
innocent Silas and his usual white fashion catastrophe. “What are you talking
about, Silas?” I was about to kill the messenger here.


“No
time. Jules is gathering Mila as we speak.”


“Gathering?”
Where were we going? Camelot? 


“You’ll
soon find out.”


“Get
out of my head. Show’s over.” I felt pouty and annoyed.


“I’ve
got backstage passes, Calliope.” He winked. I huffed. “Take my hand.”


I
crossed my arms and glared, but it was no use. The minute his tiny finger
touched my shoulder, 104 Shady Lane disappeared.











CHAPTER 8


 


“Swiftly, Calliope.” Silas flew ahead of me as I got
my bearings.


We’d
appeared in the middle of the street in front of Joshua’s house. I would have
been jumping for sweet joy if not for the smell. It definitely was not the
rotten stench of Darks but something ripe and more pungent. I gagged and tried
to steel my stomach as I marched after Silas.


“What
is that smell?” I asked him, blanketing my mouth and nose with my hand. He
turned to face me, little eyes all bugged out, wings frantically fluttering, and
cleared his throat with a pinched ahem. That last gesture indicated nothing
less than an incoming lesson, courtesy of Professor Pinky Up. Well, spill
Mister. Inquiring mind here.


“Listen.”
He said.


“I
am listening.” Geez. So bossy.


“Not
to me, Calliope. What sounds do you hear coming from Joshua’s house?”


I
hadn’t been paying attention before but now that he’d pointed it out – “Dogs?”
And, not just cute barky puppy sounds. My eyes widened, and my skin prickled as
I honed in on the noise coming from Joshua’s place. Snarling, growling,
crashing… What was going on over there?


“Not
just dogs, Calliope. Those are Hellhounds. Ever heard of them?”


I
shook my head.


“We
don’t have time for proper explanations right now.” He glanced over his
shoulder at the house. I’d never seen him so uneasy. “I will simply tell you
they belong to the darkness, but they are not like Darks. In some ways, they
are worse. Where Darks focus on specific souls, the hounds, when released, have
no focus at all. They kill everything.”


What!?
“Who would release these things?”


“Do
you really have to ask?” He flew straight into my face, a few inches from my
nose. I blinked and felt like I had to sneeze. “Calliope, we need to get over
there. Right now. Our friends are in trouble.”


Oh
God, please let Joshua be okay. And Karen too… I guess. 


As
I followed him across the street and up the porch steps, I could think of only
one question to ask. “Silas?”     


“Yes,
Calliope?”


“How
do we kill them?”


The
look of fear on his pinched cheeks just didn’t fit. It gave me chills. “We
don’t.”


 


***


Chaos.
Utter chaos. There was a war zone in Joshua’s backyard. Dog blood. Human Blood.
Angel blood? 


Maybe
even that. I closed my eyes as icicles of dread inched their way up from my
toes to my nose. What if they were seriously hurt or worse?  


“Open
your eyes, Calliope.” Silas’s voice was firm in my ear. “They are okay, but
they badly need backup.”


Silas
was right. I had to do something. Standing frozen in the open screen door that
led to the backyard, I took my allotted three seconds to assess the situation.


There
were six, no, seven ginormous animals. They sort of resembled bull mastiffs but
much much bigger and less lurpy. Where mastiffs had droopy jowls and chub
hanging here and there, these things were lean and super mean looking. Three of
them were chained to the wrought iron fence lining the edge of the yard.
Snarling, snapping their foaming sharp teeth, they didn’t seem to be able to
yank themselves free. The other four were running circles around Joshua, Mila
and one other kid. Wait a minute? Was that Johnston Deavers, the nerdy boy
who’d been crushing on Mila for like forever? What the hello was he doing here?
Suddenly, a great force bouldered past me through the doorway, knocking me to
my knees.


“Sorry,
Callie.  Take this.” It was Romuel. He must have heard through the angel
grapevine about the dogs. His great hand locked around my wrist and hoisted a
stunned me to my feet. He handed me what looked to be a metal chain.


“Is
this what’s holding them to the fence?” I slid my fingers along the links of
the heavy chain, bewildered.


“You
have to wound them first. They can be wounded, just not killed. When they’re
down, wind these around their necks and fasten them. They can’t pull free. They
choke themselves trying.” And with that, he sped off into the makeshift arena
that was a sci-fi version of Rome’s Coliseum. Two snarling creatures hurled
themselves toward him and then stopped dead when their eyes met their target.
Tails crawled between each set of four legs as the dogs slowly backed away from
him, fear brimming in their bloodshot eyes. Apparently, even these mutts knew
Romuel was the ultimate gladiator here. 

They knew they had no chance against the seven foot wall of muscle that he was.
Maybe they could smell his power. I almost could. 


I
watched as he chained one unconscious animal to the fence while he held another
down with his sandaled foot. Then I heard it. My body rotated in slow motion
toward the sound.


“Owww!”
A tortured scream was echoing from behind a tall pine tree on the left side of
the yard, and I knew whose lips it had escaped from. I was on a first name
basis with those lips. Terror shoved me onto the battlefield, panic stricken
and sprinting toward the lone pine.


As
I rounded the tree, I saw him. Joshua was on his back, veins bulging in his
neck as he tried to fight off the huge black beast that towered over him. His
strong hands were around its throat, squeezing and shaking, but the dog still
snarled, trying with all its might to overtake my angel. Its glistening teeth
dripped wrath, and its eyes were slits so full of fire, they could have been
mistaken for portals leading straight to Hell. I noticed Joshua’s right leg
then, bent out at an awkward angle and, it seemed, bleeding badly. I had to get
that animal off of him!


I
lunged forward then toppled hard to the ground.


“Ugh,”
I groaned as my face hit the mossy earth. Dirt glazed my at least not broken
teeth, but I didn’t care. I had to get up and get to Joshua. Spitting and
sweating, I tried to hoist myself onto my knees, but I was tethered. One of the
mongrels had tackled me.  It was on me now, ripping at my boot with its
horrible teeth, and no matter how I kicked and flailed my legs, it was not
giving up.  Flat on my belly and feeling helpless and completely stuck, I
remembered the leather bag that still hung loosely on my arm. 


“Wound
them,” Romuel had said. Why hadn’t I thought of this first?  I reached into my
bag and pulled out my dagger. Trying not to flinch, I slammed it hard into the
dog’s bony skull. Knifing a dog, even a hellhound, was different from killing a
Dark. It slumped down with a yelp, and I wasted no time ripping my foot out of
its now slack jaw. With quick hands I wrapped the heavy chain around its neck
and dragged its massive body away, thinking that maybe I’d killed it, worried
that maybe the other mutt had killed Joshua. He was out of my line of vision
now, and I couldn’t stand the not knowing.  By the time I had fastened
makeshift leash to fence, the hound was already growling again. No such luck on
the killing angle.


The
good news was that now all of the dogs were accounted for. Seven beasts lined
the rear of the backyard, some howling and seizing with bloodlust, some just
waking up from their brush with death, sniffing the air for fear and new
victims.


I
had no time to rejoice. All I could think of was Joshua and the look of horror
on his face as he desperately tried to hold back that hound. I practically
hurtled back to the pine tree but the second my boots met the ground, my legs
were Jello. He was no longer there. 


Scanning
the night, I found him, sitting on the cement of the back porch, his injured
leg splayed out to the side and his other drawn in like half of criss-cross-applesauce.
Head resting in his right hand, his gorgeous hair spilled over his face and
shadowed his eyes. Beads of sweat glistened on his neck and forearms, and the
top buttons of his wrinkled white shirt were undone, exposing more sweet sweaty
skin beneath. I bit my lip and started toward him, finally exhaling.


Then
stopped dead.


“Here,
Joshua. Drink it slowly.” She knelt down to his eye level, handed him a glass
of what looked like water and – oh no she didn’t – laid her hand gently on his
knee. My fists were clenched so tightly, I could feel fingernails digging holes
into my palms. 


“Thanks,
Karen.” He flipped the hair from his face as he took the water and smiled a
tired smile at her. 


Don’t
drink the water! I wanted to scream it as if the glass contained some sort of
terrible love potion, but I couldn’t even speak. My voice box was paralyzed in
an icy throat. My face was on fire, and I wanted to chew up my tongue and spit
it at them. Was I suffocating? It sure felt like it. She was stealing my air,
my breath. He was giving it away.


“What’s
your story, Cal Pal?” Mila’s voice echoed through the buzzing tunnel in my
head, effectively reeling me back to the reality of the noisy, bloody mess I
was standing in. “What took you and Rom You El so long to get here?”


“Hey,
Mi.” I said without really looking at her. I couldn’t peel my eyes away from
the two of them. The clatter of the dogs, snarling and yelping as they tried to
escape their chains, seemed to be miles away instead of footsteps. I was
drowning in a sea of dread and jealousy.


“What’s
with her?” Mila asked Silas who was fluttering quietly behind me.  


He
cleared his throat and nodded toward Joshua and Karen with attempted
nonchalance. I got the feeling Silas was super trying not to stoke the fire
that was me.  Smart little guy. Just then, Joshua looked up at me, a blank
expression on his face, Karen still tending to his wounds. I tried to act as if
there weren’t needles in my mouth and a racecar engine rev rev revving in my
ears. Turning to face Mila, I purposely ignored his glance, acting like it
didn’t bother me at all that he was all chummy chummy with Sister Karen over
there. 


It
wasn’t like I’d just almost DIED or anything at the thought of him being chewed
up by that demon dog. I’d like to chew him a new something. Oh, and it wasn’t
like I’d had a practically apocalyptic couple of days all by myself. I
mean, people discover demons escaping portals from Hell and into their parents’
living rooms all the time, right? Girls having to annihilate the monsters at their
mothers’ bedside?  Not so weird, really. It was an everyday occurrence, not
even daytime talk show worthy. And, come to think of it, giants, teensy weensy
bossy angels, killer dogs that stink like huge hot bowls of steaming crap…
These weren’t out of the ordinary, right? I mean, no biggie.


But
if Karen Carter didn’t take her hand off of Joshua’s leg in like a millisecond,
I was seriously going to break every one of those pretty painted fingernails
and make her eat them.


“Woah,
Callie. You better cool it. I think she heard you.” Mila was shaking me. I
hadn’t realized I’d been speaking my tirade. Loudly.  Joshua was looking at me,
his cheeks red from either exertion or embarrassment. I huffed and rolled my
eyes, not really giving a crap which it was. Let him suffer. 


The
traitor. 


“Come
on, Mila.” I grabbed her hand, turned my back on Joshua and that little harlot
and took the long way around the back porch to the front yard. I could hear
Silas’s wings buzzing, meaning he was following us up the little hill on the
side of the house. 


“Mila,
wait!”


We
both turned to see Johnston Deavers, the boy who’d been crushing on Mila for as
long as I could remember, same one Mila had ignored for about the same amount
of time. His glasses were hanging, broken, off his badly scratched face. His
right eye was swollen shut, and there was nothing but rags left of his plaid
button down once upon a time shirt. Hopefully he’d left the pocket calculator
at home. Mila’s hand left mine, and she ran to him.


“Deaves,
are you okay?” 


I
watched, once again frozen with shock, as she pushed sloppy too long bangs off
of his face and tenderly wiped blood from his chin with a piece of his ripped
shirt. 


“Silas?”
I spoke without moving. Something too weird was going on here.


“Yes,
Calliope?”


“Who
is that girl, and where did the aliens take my friend Mila?” It was a perfectly
reasonable explanation considering…  THE WORLD HAD GONE CRAZY! Nothing was
predictable. Everything was totally topsy freakin’ turvy.


“The
two of them seem to have found some common ground, Calliope. It happens.” He
fluttered next to my shoulder as I took in the totally impossible scene of Mila
acting all Florence Nightingale to the boy she’d managed to make herself
believe was imaginary for the past sixteen years. I mean, once she’d even said
that. He’d stood at our bus stop one morning and asked her to go to the movies
with him. She’d completely ignored the bewildered Johnston, looked at me and
said, “Oh, he’s not real. He’s like a fig newton of my imagination or something.”


The
bus had come. We’d boarded, and I never brought it up. What could I have said
to that, really?


“Callie,
I’m gonna walk home with Deaves. His parents are kind of freaking out over all
of this.” 


I
shook my head as I watched her lace her fingertips into his open hand. What
the-? The smile on Deaves’ face seemed to stretch wider than his cheeks.  “What
are Johnston’s parents freaking out over?” I mean, Mila had a bad reputation,
but-


“Oh,
the monsters and stuff, Cal.” She popped a cube of bubble gum into her mouth
and held one out for me as she chomped.


“No
thanks. Monsters and stuff? What are you talking about, Mi? And since when are
you and Deaves a thing?” Yeah, that was kind of inconsequential compared to
everything else, but I couldn’t help myself. Deep down, I was still a sixteen
year old girl who loved a juicy story.


Silas
placed a tiny hand on my shoulder and looked down his nose at me. “Calliope,
why not just come with me. I’ll fill you in.”


Oh,
of course he knew. Why wouldn’t Silas know the scoop on my best friend’s love
life long before me? This was par for the crappy course.


“See
you later, Callie.” Deaves held up his still bloody hand to wave at me.


“Ta
ta Cal Pal.”


“Later
Deaves. See ya, Mi.” Surreal. That’s what this was. I turned to Silas then, and
suddenly, I couldn’t help myself. Hot fat tears welled up in my bulging eyes.
He cocked his head and caught a tear as it slid off my cheek. It looked big and
sad in his tiny palm.


“Take
my hand, Calliope.”


I
so wanted to throw myself to the ground, kick my feet, and have a tantrum. It
would have felt so freakin’ good. But, I didn’t. Defeated, I reached out for
the one person… well, not quite a person, but whatever… the one individual who
was still there for me. What the hello else was I going to do?











CHAPTER 9


 


Sniffle.
Squeak.


Sob.


“Ahem.”
It was the third time Silas had purposely cleared his throat, trying to pull me
from the quicksand of poor me funk that I was stuck in up to my eyeballs.   


After
that fateful moment on Joshua’s back porch where I’d witnessed the proof of
betrayal – sob, – Silas had whisked me away and had so humanly taken me to an
all night coffee shop for some hot chocolate to drown my sorrows in. In
hindsight, it probably hadn’t been the best move. I mean, with all of the people
starting to notice us and everything, this could have done me more stress than
good, but the “café,” as Silas called it, was empty. The only person in the
shop was the coffee bar lady, who was too engrossed in a magazine to worry
about red eyed girls and weird little fashion challenged fairies even if she
could actually see Silas, which she obviously couldn’t… yet.  She probably
thought I was just another heartbroken teenage girl, hoping to find solace in a
half caf capp or two. Or maybe she was seeing something else. Who knows what
people think they’re seeing when they’re actually Cloaked. 


“Ahem.”
And there he goes again.


Silas
could keep clearing his throat until the cows came home for all I was
concerned.  He had no idea what kind of agony I was going through. What did he
know about losing somebody– no, not losing, having somebody stolen from you. My
teeth started to grind fiercely. My eyes narrowed into a glare at no one. 
Joshua was probably with Karen Carter right this second.  While I was sitting here
mooning over him, he was probably busy getting his dressings changed by Little
Miss Goody Two Flat Boring Shoes.


They
were probably laughing together over latte, feeling mildly guilty that I’d
caught them in the act. Karen was probably pointing out that it was surely for
the best, because I’d had to find out sooner or later, right? Better to let me
down now than wait until I’d fallen even deeper into the trenches of – whatever
it was I’d shared with Joshua. And wasn’t it better that he wasn’t breaking immortal
law now? I mean, he could have been in some big trouble with the almighty court
system had he continued his renegade relationship with another Arc. She was
probably gushing on and on about the freedom of living within the lines of
righteousness.  Somehow I couldn’t picture Joshua’s reaction to that little
tidbit. 


I’d
never pegged him for the All American quarterback slash Valedictorian,
graduating with the perfect attendance record and a pearly white smile to go
with it type. Now, it seemed he was arm in arm with the former Girl Scout
turned youth group glee president who was downright famous at her high school
for her adaptation of jello pretzel salad into a healthier alternative that
used pumpkin seeds and brown rice. 


Don’t
even raise half an eyebrow at my attempts at sarcasm, Silas. I shot inferno
eyes at him. I’m so not in the mood for judgment, and I know you’re creeping
around in my head.


He
started to whistle and looked the other way. Smart move, buddy.


At
least Jules wasn’t here to make me feel inadequate on top of everything else. I
sighed and ran a finger along the edge of my warm mug.


It
was just so weird – Karen and Joshua together. I mean, yeah weird for me in the
sense that I hated it and it made me want to scratch my skin off, but even
weirder than that. I just couldn’t believe that he was into her now; she so
didn’t mesh with the Joshua I knew… or thought I knew. Well, people change. I
guess angels do too.   


I’d
show him, no, I’d show the both of them.  I was the superhero here, right?
Wasn’t I the one Romuel wanted to head up his army? Who needed Joshua and his
crazy hot lips or his lopsided grin or even his – okay stop. This wasn’t the
direction I’d meant to go in. Hmmmm…


Squeak.
Sniffle.


Sob
some more.


Okay,
allow me to just chew off all of my fingernails for a minute while I come up
with some dark depressing poetry and then drown myself in my tears because it’s
so sad I can’t stop crying. Oh, who was I kidding? My heart was in full on first
love lost and no one can reach into the depths of my overdramatic teenage pain
mode. I felt sloppy and sad and… where was my phone? I needed to listen to
something that matched my mood. 


Why
do people bother falling in love if this is where it gets them? I’ve never felt
so horrible in my entire life! My insides are out and my outsides are blotchy
and sweating and achy and if I could shrink down to the size of a Micro, I’d
probably try to drown myself in this hot chocolate. 


I
ran my sleeve across tear scorched cheeks and wiped my pitiful drippy nose on
the fabric, catching an unfortunate whiff of myself. I shook my head then at
yet another reason to feel dejected and all alone in the world. Where the hello
was I supposed to take a shower? 


All
of my stuff was at Joshua’s. I’d have to ask Silas or Jules to go get it for me
and then I’d have to make do in the public restroom at the library. Who’d have
guessed I’d ever sink so low?


Just
then Silas began humming the timer song from Jeopardy, a clear signal that he’d
tired of my mope.  He was perched in the middle of the table on the rim of the
sugar packets bowl with his legs crossed and his chin resting in his hand, as
usual, pinky up. 


“Calliope
dear, I understand how hurt you must feel, and I’m so so sorry, but…”


“But?”
I squeaked.


“But,
you must have known the two of you couldn’t have lasted. There was bound to be
some kind of action taken.” He spread his hands palms out in front of him, and
cocked his head to the side, offering me a big helping of I told you so. “It is
forbidden.”


I
rolled my eyes and shut up about Joshua then. Obviously Silas’s empathy
reserves were limited, and I’d pushed the boundaries as far as they would go. 
Wiping my eyes on a napkin and snuffling, I changed the subject. “So, what’s
with Mila and Deaves?” He loved to be in the know, so I’d  play to his vanity
for the time being.  I was super curious about Mila’s newfound friendship, if
you could call it that. It totally defied all of the rules of logic. Again,
change was in the air. “You seem to know the story, so spill.” It had come to
this. I was dishing with Silas.


“Oh,
yes. Yesterday afternoon, she was at the mall. Johnston was there with his
mother, and there was an incident.”


“What
kind of incident?”


“Johnston
was in a dressing room in a clothing store.  Something about a suit and an
upcoming wedding. The details escape me at the moment.” I was sure they didn’t,
but whatever. “Apparently, a Rayser attempted to whisper to him while he was
changing.”


Freaky.
“Go on.”


“Anywhoo,
the whispers worked on his confidence, nothing unusual – pointing out his less
than muscular build etcetera.”


Only
Silas actually uses the word etcetera in conversation.


“Realistically,
the boy could use a bit of a workout now and then, I mean-“


So,
what happened?”.


“Apparently,
he Woke and then saw the Rayser in the mirror in the dressing room. He flipped
his lid, screaming and such. His mother came running in, and she also saw the
Rayser.”


“Interesting.” 
This was happening way faster than I’d expected. 


“Coincidentally,
Mila was shopping in the same department store, browsing within earshot of
Johnston and his mother, and she followed the sound of the screams.”


“She
killed it, didn’t she?” He nodded, beaming, as if she was also his protégé.  I
took a sip of my now cold chocolate and forced my eyes not to roll. “So, Mila
saves Deaves and falls in love with being the hero. I get it.”


“Actually,
Calliope, I think she sincerely likes the boy.”


I
shrugged. “Stranger things have happened, that’s for sure.” Boy, wasn’t I the
poster child for that statement. “Silas,” I began, broaching another subject I
was dying to dig into. “What’s with Romuel and Deyanna. You know the backstory
there?”


He
pooh poohed me with a wave of his hand because there wasn’t much angel dirt he
didn’t know. “Of course I know that story. Everyone does.” Suddenly his
eyebrows furrowed, changing his face from overconfident to fearful. He glanced
behind him as if someone were watching us. “The question is, Calliope, how on
earth do you know of Deyanna?”


“Two
nights ago, I Cleared to my parents’ house,” I began.  I recounted every detail
from the moment I’d woken up with a start at the library to the moment when
Deyanna had slithered in from the portal. That’s when Silas’s eyes became
saucers,and he shot upright on the table.


“Do
you mean to tell me she was actually here? On Earth?”


“In
the flesh.” I shivered, recalling both the uncontrollable beauty and blatant
wickedness that oozed from her.


Suddenly
Jules, all ten thousand curves of her, was in my face, her eyes two bulging
blackberries, her tiny index  finger, poking me in the forehead. I should be
used to this spontaneous combustion crap by now, but I jumped back in shock,
knocking my cup over. Hopefully she wouldn’t notice the chocolate spot on her shiny
pink corset thingy.


“And
you deedn’t think to mention this last night, Callie?” She backed off an inch
and threw her hands up in the air, spouting off a string of Italian phrases
that were anything but family friendly.


“What
does it mean?”  Silas asked, placing his finger aside his nose.


“What
does it mean?” Jules echoed, mocking her not always savvy sidekick. “It means
he ees going to cut our army’s head off so dat da rest of da body cannot think.
Dees ees what it means, Silas.”  She sucked her cigarette as if it were oxygen.



“I’m
confused.” I admitted. “Who’s he?” I thought we were talking about Deyanna.


“Lucifer,
Calliope. He surely sent her. First the dogs and now… Deyanna” Silas spoke, and
when he uttered her name, his voice was almost a whisper.  His obviously
worried eyes fixed on a nothing place on the tabletop, in sort of a daze.
Finally he glanced at a smoldering Jules. 


“And,
I thought we were off da hook after Romuel got rid of dose disgusting mutts.”
Jules tossed her thick head of hair back and sighed.


Got
rid of them? Well, there was some good news anyway. “How’d he do that?” I knew
the Hellhounds were impossible to kill, so Romuel must have had some trick up
his sleeve to fix that mess.


Jules
glanced knowingly at Silas and spoke. “He put a call in to Frankie.”


I
couldn’t help raising an eyebrow. Put a call in to who? The dog
whisperer dude?  And with what? His smart phone?


“You
think you’re the only chickie with a smart phone, Callie? Aye, Mama. You’re
such an adolescent.”


Whatever.
I was so not getting sucked into this conversation. Instead I’d sit here and
have a good old sulk. I’d stare at that water spot on the ceiling and pretend
not to care how Rom got rid of those gross canines. 


“Just
tell me what happened, Jules.” Curiosity trumped pride. 


I
ignored Jules’ condescending tone as she explained how Romuel had invoked a
saint from some place called Assisi. Why did that sound familiar?


“St.
Francis of Asissi?” I couldn’t believe it. One of my dad’s sisters, my Aunt
Domenica, had a habit of rescuing strays. My parents always teased her about it
and called her our own little St. Francis. 


    
Jules nodded. “He’s da one, Callie. After you and Silas left, Frankie appeared straight
out of thin air to tame da dogs.”


“How
could anyone tame those things?”


“He
has such a way with animals, Calliope. There really is no way to describe it.”
Silas was practically foaming at the mouth with delight. 


“So,
is he an angel or a saint?”


“He’s
a Saint; it’s his subtype, just like you are an Arc,” Silas explained, in his
usual know it all tone.


My
brain cells were multiplying, and it was totally giving me a headache. “These
extraordinary people we’ve been calling saints throughout history have always
been angels in disguise?” 


“Yes,
Calliope,” Silas said and turned to Jules. “So, the hounds followed Frankie
home?” Silas was on the edge of his seat, hungry for the next juicy tidbit on
St. Francis.


 “Followed
him right up to da pearly gates where dey immediately… what’s da word for when
you blow up from da inside?”


“Imploded?”
I asked her, feeling my face contort in utter disgust.


“Yes,”
she said and patted my arm.  “Don’t look so sad leetle Callie. None of Lu’s
creations could make it into Heaven. Too evil.”


“Gross.”
I imagined bits of dog scattering through clouds. Ew. Bet Lucifer was ticked
off to lose his pooches.


“So,”
Jules said.  “Da dog situation is under control, but now we have a worse
problem on our hands.”


“Deyanna
was the wild card, wasn’t she, Jules?” Silas’s voice was cracking. I still
didn’t get why he was so freaked out over her. Flying chunks of dead dog seemed
way worse than our resident Jezebel.


 “She’s
da weapon of mass destruction, Silas. Dis is bad.” Jules exhaled a long
thin stream of smoke and shook her head. 


I
shrugged. “Why are you guys so freaked out? She’s one person… or angel… or…” My
words stopped there, and I looked to Silas for explanation. “What the hello is
she anyway?”


“Calliope,”
Silas started. “Let me tell you a story that will make our worries clear for
you.”


Despite
his annoying Oscar worthy speech face, I was all ears.


“It
was a few hundred millenia after Lu defected. No one had heard a peep from him
since he’d disappeared. It was bliss behind the gates, right Jules?”


“Yes,
Silas. Da best days.” Jules was lying on her back on the table blowing smoke
rings now.


“You
have to understand, Calliope, this was when everything was truly perfect. Earth
didn’t exist yet. God had not created the universe.”


“Humans
weren’t making a mess of everything.”  Jules spat the words, glaring at me. 


What
the heck did I do?


Silas
continued. “Humans were but an idea-“


“A
bad idea.” Jules muttered.


“Heresy,
Jules.” Silas warned.


“Aye,
you’re right.” She held her hands up and out, imploring something beyond the
faux tin ceiling. “Sorry.”


Why
did conversations with these two always make me dizzy?


“So,
Calliope, around this time, God began toying with the possibility of creating
something new. Heaven had been in perfect stasis for an eternity or two, so
maybe He was looking for a new hobby, something to shake things up a bit.” He
straightened, and raised his pointer finger in clarification. “Not that we
weren’t enough of an absolute delight to Him. I mean, come on, we’re angels.”
Chuckle.


I
wouldn’t exactly use the phrase “absolute delight.”


“Don’t
be nasty, Calliope.”


Stop
eavesdropping on my thoughts.


“I
cannot help my nature, dear.”


Of
course, Si, you were born this way.  “What do you mean stasis? Do you mean to
say that things never change in Heaven?” I raised my eyebrows. Even I couldn’t
get my highly evolved head around this idea. “There’s no sadness, no death, no
drama?”


“Oh
dere is plenty of drama Callie.” Jules smiled then, rolling over onto her
belly.  She put her cigarette out on a napkin and rested her head on her fist. 


“But
there is little to no sadness and absolutely no death.” Silas explained.


“Do
people age super slowly or what?” Images of old geezers played in my mind. I
saw them dancing that super cheesy electric slide dance my parents totally
love, canes and walkers and all, jamming down streets of gold. I know – totally
weird.


“No,
no no, Calliope.” 


Go
ahead and snicker, Si. You’re already too old to be wearing those fancy pants,
so don’t make fun of old people, Mister.


“I
am not making fun of old people, Calliope. It’s just that your imaginings of Heaven
are quite amusing.”


Glad
I’m good for something. “So, then how’s it work? Nobody gets old? Ever?”


“Angels
age, Calliope, but only to the point in their lives at which God calls them
complete. At that time, they remain whatever age they are.”


“Huh?”



“All
angels begin as infants. We are created, not born, and we are assigned a mother
and a father for the period of our youth, until we reach the age of sixteen
when we are deemed independent of our parents. Some angels are complete at
sixteen. Some continue into their fifties.” He put on his thinking face. “I
don’t believe I know anyone older than fifty five. Romuel is one of the oldest
angels, actually.”


“And
one of da strongest too.” Jules said with a faraway look in her smoky eyes. “Took
lots and lots of years to build all dose muscles.”  Her dreamy eyes half
closed, and she lit another cigarette. “Mmm Mmm.”


Did
she just lick her lips? Gross.


Silas
ignored her and continued.  “You see, God has a plan for each of His creations,
and the time we spend growing to get there is part of our process. We learn
everything we need in our formative years so that we can be totally prepared
for our eventual purpose.”


Oh
please, I was anything but prepared for this gig.


“Oh,
but you were, Calliope. You are.” The serious look in his eyes was freaking me out.
“You are one of the most powerful Arcs I’ve ever known.”


I
snorted, appreciatively.  He must want to borrow something from my
unfortunately limited wardrobe. “Geez Silas, thanks. You mustn’t have trained
too many of us.”


“Actually,
Calliope, in my early days, I trained many angels and not only Arcs.”  He
motioned to Jules. “How old is Romuel’s Rona, Jules?”


“I
think the girl is eighteen, Silas.” She grimaced. “Aye Callie, dis girl could
use a makeover.   Her hair is a rat’s nest of red curls, and she never wears
make up, not even a little lip gloss… Just awful da clothes she wears. Nothing
but green.”


Silas’s
nostrils flared. “You have a point.” He shook his head. “The girl is an amazing
Warrior, though, and guessed who trained her.”


I
shrugged.


“Yours
truly.” If he were a peacock, he’d be shaking his tail feathers, but since he
was Silas, he simply graced us with a set of jazz hands and a wink of one proud
eye.


“I
saw Rona as a baby in Romuel’s memory, and she was just beautiful.”


Jules
huffed. “Things have changed.”


“Romuel
allowed you to see his memory?” Ooooh, Silas was jealous. His saucer eyes and
high pitched whine told me just how much. 


“Yeah.
He showed me a memory of him and Deyanna with Rona when she was maybe three.
They seemed like one big happy family.”


“They
were.” Silas told me.


“What
changed?”


Silas
sighed. “I told you that after millennia of peace and harmony in Heaven, God
decided to create the universe as you know it.”


Jules
sat up, waving her hands in the air, creating curly cues of smoke around her
big hair –  she finally had a halo.  “Callie, It was da most amazing time -
parties, unveilings every day for six days straight.”


“Yes,
it was quite the festival, most especially on the sixth day, when He unveiled
Adam. We were all  delighted to see the likeness between this new creation and
ourselves.” Silas continued. “Some time passed, and God decided Adam needed a
female counterpart.”


“Dis
is when da trouble starts, Callie.”


“You
see, when God created Eve, He decided to fashion her after one of the female
angels. He made it into a sort of contest.”


“A
contest?” Again my highly warped imagination went to work. The theme song from
American Idol played in my head. 


“Exactly,
Calliope. It was a talent contest.”


“Some
angels did a dance.  Some sang or played da harp.” 


“Were
you a contestant, Jules?” I had to know what her talent was.


“Callie,
everyone wanted to be Eve.” Jules tossed her hair to the side and sucked on her
cigarette again. Avoiding the question Jules – busted.


“In
hindsight, Eve did turn out to be a rather bad apple though, didn’t she?” Silas
snorted, cracking himself up.  


Super
funny Si. I dead panned him until he got the point and quit laughing. “So, what
was your talent, Jules?”


“I
jiggled.”


A
blank stare sat numbly on my face. For some reason, I never would have guessed
that kind of entertainment would be permitted into a talent show in Heaven.  


For
once, it was Silas’s turn for corrections. “You juggled, Jules, not jiggled.”
He glanced at me. “She juggled goose eggs, Calliope, and no, there are no shows
like that in Heaven.”


Well,
that’s a relief. Now, if I could only get the picture of Jules’ jiggling act
out of my head.  “So, what happened?”


“She
dropped every one of them.” Silas picked at a fingernail, trying to hide a red faced
grin from his counterpart who was still blowing smoke, apparently unruffled as
usual. “It was a horrendous mess.”


“No,
I mean with the contest, Si, not Jules.” 


“Oh.
An angel named Petra won the contest with an incredible rendition of Amazing
Grace. She was chosen by popular vote, and she won by a landslide. You should
have seen her dress.” His tiny right hand landed on his heart, and his face lit
up like the fourth of July. “It was a floor length Armani.” He paused for
effect. “All gold.” More pausing. “All silk.”


I
didn’t see what the fancy gold silk dress made by an Armani who was yet to
exist had anything to do with the climate change in Heaven, but apparently
Silas thought it was important.


“Of
course it was important.” He flashed a patronizing smile. “Anything Armani is
important.”


“Silas!”
Double eye roll.


“Okay
okay. So, when Petra won the contest, God used her likeness for Eve. All of
Heaven was eagerly awaiting the unveiling.  Angels were starting to line up at
the curtain two nights before just to get a good spot.”


“Do
you mean like a stage curtain?” 


“No,
just a curtain. God used to use it to give us glimpses of things – earth,
people. Now, the curtain is open all the time. We see everything that happens
down here all the time.” He stared at his feet for a minute. 


“Why
is it always open now?”


Jules
spoke up. “So that we can intercede for all of you schmucks who screw up all da
time.”


I
rolled my eyes. Whatever, Jules. Just because some of us make poor decisions –
such as choosing egg juggling as a talent– doesn’t mean all of us are train
wrecks. I mean, she could have hard boiled them first, just in case.


She
glared at me, but before she could say anything, Silas continued his story.


“So,
it was the night of the unveiling, and, as I said, all of Heaven was there. The
countdown was on, there were only moments until show time when he
appeared out of nowhere. We couldn’t figure out how he got through the gates.”


“Who?”
I asked.


“Lucifer.
He sauntered into the massive crowd, and everybody went quiet.”  Silas’s eyes
went wide. “We hadn’t seen him in a terribly long time, and he had become sort
of a legend. We’d whispered about him as if he were a phantom, but none of us
were sure what had come of old Lu. Until the moment he appeared.”


Si
said he’d been gone for millennia. I tried to get my head around that, but I
just couldn’t, so I kept listening.


“He’d
obviously been lifting weights for some time. He was still short with tiny
horns, but his body had been transformed. He’d always been an average Jim-”


“Aye
Mama Mia, Silas, it’s Joe, not Jim. Da saying is average Joe.” Jules shook her
head and sighed then snapped her finger in the air. Suddenly a silver box
appeared. I stuck my nose in for a closer glance at it. Hmm – Jules had
summoned a nail care kit containing a variety of polish colors, files and
decals. Okay, I got that. Stress relief via manicure. Maybe one of the less
weird things I’d seen her do.


Si
was also totally checking out the variety of polish colors. “Ooh, Jules that
crimson is rich, isn’t it?”


Yeah-
the only problem with Jules summoning beauty care products – Silas was way too
easily distracted.


“Come
on Silas, I’ll give you a French manicure later if you just finish the freakin’
story.” I pouted


He
looked up at me apologetically. “Sorry, where was I?”


“You
were talking about Lucifer’s appearance.” I carefully took his chin between my
thumb and forefinger and angled his open-mouthed face away from Jules’ silver
box of goodies and toward my face, shooting him a look that was mostly raised eyebrows
and not much smile. Maybelline can wait, Mister. Get serious.


“Right.
So, anyway, Lu was never anything memorable, not fat, not skinny, not too
pretty, just there. Now, his body bulged with muscle everywhere, hard as a rock
from big thick neck to tight toned calves.”


“He
looked like a goat on steroids, Silas.”  Jules said without looking up from her
hands. I picked up the shade Jules was using. Violet Vixen. Appropriate.


“You
thought Lucifer looked bad, Jules?”


“Aye
– Lu was too small for all dose muscles. He looked ridiculoso.”


“Well,
I for one, was impressed with the transformation,” Silas told her


“So,
what happened when he showed up?” I wanted Silas to get to the good stuff.
Enough about ball gowns and rock hard muscles.


“Well,
the first thing he did was stroll up and down the Great Street, making sure
everybody got a good look at him, showing off his new physique.  He greeted
everyone and played nice, asking former friends about their children and jobs
and the like.”


“He
acted like he was da guest of honor at da party, that’s what he did, like dee
unveiling was a parade we put on just for him.”


“Why
did God let him do that? Didn’t He know Lucifer was there acting all big hulky
buddy buddy?”


“The
All-Powerful One cannot be bothered with such petty behavior, Calliope. He knew
Lucifer had resurfaced, probably even knew his motives, but God didn’t
interfere. It’s not His way. God never showed His face during Lu’s untimely and
awful visit.”


It
seemed so nutso to be talking about the actual devil like this, like he was
just some Schmoe from a fairy tale instead of the uber scary inspiration of
thousands of horror films and the nightmares they evoked from their viewers. It
made him less scary and more real. I liked that.


“Now
for the part of the story I haven’t told you.”


“Aye
–finally, Silas.” Jules groaned as she absentmindedly applied the tiniest of
rhinestones to her pinky.


“As
you know, there was a contest, and Petra won it, so her face was going to be bestowed
upon Eve. Some of the other contestants did not take kindly to losing, and
Deyanna was one of them. Vanity is not a quality that is lost among angels.” We
both looked at Jules. “In fact, most of us are quite narcissistic.”


Not
really a newsflash.


“Deyanna
was actually incensed that she hadn’t won for Eve’s face. She was one of the
most beautiful angels and was used to getting what she wanted. She and Romuel
together were a formidable pair. They turned heads everywhere they went.
Everyone wanted to be them. Every woman wanted to be her, so in her opinion,
Eve deserved to at least have her face.”


“Callie,”
Jules finally turned her attention from her nails and eyed me. “Deyanna was so
offended dat she never even showed up at dee unveiling, had a huge fight with
Romuel because he wouldn’t miss it to stay with her.”


“And,
you see, Calliope, Lucifer knew all of this. He has a knack for seeking out and
using others’ weaknesses. He did it then in Heaven. He does it now on earth.” 
Silas was pacing back and forth now on the café table, totally into his story.
“So, after Lucifer strutted his stuff, he went to Deyanna. He sympathized with
her plight, feigned feeling her pain and fed right into her jealousy. He
promised her a royal seat in his realm where her beauty and strength could
serve her as the queen she should be. Instead of serving a leader so unfair
that He would allow someone else to be honored above Deyanna herself, she could
lead, be exalted, be far more than a face on someone else’s creation.”


“Yes,
Callie.” Jules shook her head and blew on her nails. “Da redhead bought da
whole thing.” 


“She
followed him to Hell?” Why would she want to be Queen of nothingness?


“She
was so vain, Calliope. She couldn’t stand to breathe the same air as Petra,
who’d been publicly proclaimed better than her. Nothing, not even Romuel or
Rona, mattered to her as much as the idea of herself in a position of great
power and prestige.”


“So
she just left?”


“Oh
no no no, Callie. Dis was one memorable exit, right Silas?”


“Deyanna
has a flair for drama and a need for all eyes to be on her, so no she did not
‘just leave’. Get this. She appeared, hand in hand with Lu, at one end of the
Great Street with her big hair in messy curls around her face, like a wild
woman. She’d readied herself for her red carpet stroll in a gown of green emeralds
that clung to every long curve of her. You’ve seen her, Calliope, and you know
how tall she is?”


I
nodded, sucking in my breath at the image behind my eyes. 


“They
walked so slowly down the street, and I swear to you, that woman stopped and
looked every single angel in the eye. It was like she was memorizing us, every
wrong we’d ever done her, and silently promising revenge.”


“What
about Romuel?”


“He
seemed to be in shock, Calliope. He stood close to the gate, holding Rona’s
hand.  She was, what, about eight years old at the time?” He looked to Jules
for confirmation.


“I
think so, yes. We could see Romuel was trying to stay calm for leetle Rona, 
Callie, trying not to frighten her. Da rest of us, we could not move, we could
not speak. We were mesmerized by both of dem – Deyanna and Lu.”


“Romuel
was the last one Deyanna went to. He was standing just inside the gates,
looking as if he couldn’t breathe.  I remember she stood for a long time,
looking into his eyes, almost smirking at him. Then she touched his face with
one of her long thin hands.”  Silas shivered and swallowed. “Lucifer draped an
arm around her back, and we all thought they would walk, together, right out of
the gate, but they didn’t.”


“No,
they did not, Callie, because Lucifer had to have the last word.”


“In
a show of what I’m sure he considered to be great power or magic or something,”
Silas rolled his eyes this time, “Lu created a portal.”


“Like
the one in my parents’ house.” I shuddered. “Did Darks crawl out of it?”


“No,
Calliope, the portal was for their journey back to Hell, not to bring Darks to Heaven.
Darks wouldn’t survive Heaven. They were not created by God, and He would
surely never tolerate such abominations in His kingdom. I am quite sure if a
Dark breached our realm, it would instantly cease to exist.” 


“Oh.”
That made sense, but what about Lucifer? Wasn’t he like the majordomo of Darks?
How come he got a hall pass?


“Because
God created him, and God never completely abandons his creations.”  


I
shook my head in disbelief. That took unconditional love to a whole new level.


“You
can’t begin to understand His ways, Calliope. There are no words in your
language to define Him, so don’t even try. Just listen to the rest of the
story.”


But
I didn’t listen, couldn’t listen, because, as he was so rudely reprimanding me,
Silas’s voice began to fade into the background, and my temples exploded with
pain.  Slamming my head into tightly curled fingertips, I groaned. This was
agony. My brain was definitely trying to seep out my ears.


“Owwwwwww!”


“Calliope?
Calliope?” Silas’s voice echoed from somewhere far off. What was happening to
me?


“Callie?
Aye Mama, Silas what is wrong with her?” I could hear Jules and faintly felt
her tapping on my shoulder, but she was fading. All of it was fading, my Micros,
the coffee smell, the Indie music playing behind the counter. I was inside some
kind of tunnel, and everything else was outside. The tiny hole through which I
could still sense my crazy unreal version of reality was getting smaller and
smaller until-


 


Light.
Not sunlight, not a lamp, but something more natural and pure. Light I could
feel inside my skin, on my hands and feet and -  holy crap my boots! My old
Rocket Dogs were right there on my feet! Where’d they come from? 


Am
I dreaming? Am I dead? Where the hello am I?


I
looked up from my boots, my eyes adjusting to the comfortable light. 


A
crowd of men and women, one more beautiful than the next. 


A
sea of rippled abs and rivers of long shiny hair in every color. 


Magical
eyes, some gold, some jade, all wide open and unblinking.


A
jungle of long strong legs, strappy sandals intertwined with creamy bare feet.


Standing
still as statues on a glittering cobblestone street.


The
Great Street.  I was standing on the Great Street, and this was the Unveiling
of Eve. This was my own memory  I was experiencing. It had been shaken and
stirred, and now it was pouring out right in front of my eyes.


A
great and horrible roar.


A
dark lion’s last wish before dying. 


A
voice too terrible for words, 


Raking
inside my ears.


“Won’t
you show yourself for your favored child, Father? Your Son of the Morning has
returned to face you.”  The voice rasped and roared once more, drawing his
image in my memory. 


Skin
singed red and blistery, bleeding black tattoos, shapes I don’t want to
understand.


Black
slits for eyes beneath angry arched brows.


Impossibly
long lashes, a remnant of great but long gone beauty.


Mammoth
crimson fists, clenching a creamy white arm.


She’s
not even fighting. She wants to go with him.


“Show
your face, Great One,” Lucifer shouted to the sky, raising Deyanna’s arm
with his own . “See now how I’ve evolved all on my own.  I challenge you to
the duel of the ages.” He paused then, waiting in vain.


Not
an angel batted an eye. We knew our Father would not be taunted. Silence and
stillness reigned on the Great Street, while rage fed the inferno that stood
just inside the gates. Not only was his portal a lava lake, bursting with
orange and yellow flame, but Lucifer himself was burning, the cold fire of
humiliation, painting his cheeks a paler shade of red. With his fury came more
words.


“You
think to shame me, Abba, but you will pay for this. I come today in the light
to take this woman from you by her own free will.” He turned to Deyanna, who
was glancing uneasily at the fiery portal.  I watched her lean into him,
shaking her great flaming hair and straightening her back with feigned
confidence for the sake of her audience.  I guessed she would swallow this
bitter decision a thousand times rather than a single helping of her own pride.
Lucifer continued to speak, keeping a tight grip on Deyanna’s arm.


“She
is but the first to join me, but she will not be the last.” He shook his
free fist at the God who would not do his bidding.  “You think to create
these new beings, your Adam, your Eve. You dare to create them just a little
lower than the angels and to give them reign over this new earth of yours. Is
this not all I asked of you? To be sovereign over something? Why not me, Abba?
Why should these lowly beings be made to rule?” Again, a terrible roar
erupted from his bulging throat. “Well, keep watch, Great One, because next
I will come like a thief in the night. I will destroy this Eve of yours and
every subsequent creation you give breath to. I vow it today in front of all of
you.” He pointed a short thick finger at the crowd. “Not only will I
destroy these weak and powerless mortals, I will take this earth for my own, to
be my playground and my kingdom, where any living being who steps upon it will
bow to me and me alone. This I swear.”


All
was quiet once again. One glance at Romuel told me he was doing everything in
his power to keep still. His stoic gaze held fast to Deyanna’s stubborn face
while his massive arms clutched a tearful and small Rona. He didn’t fool me. I
could practically hear the crack of his heart shattering into a thousand stony
pieces.


Lucifer
must have heard it too. He leered victoriously at Romuel, and to rub salt into
the warrior’s wound , he did something deplorable. He grabbed a fistful of
Deyanna’s nest of curls and tucked his face inside. Closing his eyes for
effect, he deeply inhaled her scent, staking claim to it with a maniacal grin.
Then, opening his black eyes, he fixed them on Romuel’s own clear cool blue
ones. Never breaking eye contact, Lucifer stuck out his forked tongue and ran
it up the side of Deyanna’s face, from her pointy chin all the way to her
temple.  After a smirk at Romuel  and a a challenging look skyward,  he
strutted away from the crowd and disappeared into the portal, taking Deyanna
with him. The portal closed.


My
eyes opened.


Silas
gazed knowingly at me then. “So, now you know,” he said.


I
shivered. “Yeah, I do.” 


“He
never got over her, Callie.” Jules was talking about Romuel.  “She is like da
Achille’s heel  except that Romuel is more like Adonis, don’t you think?”


Gag
me. I didn’t answer her.


“So,
Deyanna is trying to steal his focus?”


“We
can only guess at what her plan is,” Silas told me “but if there is anyone who
could bring the mighty Romuel to his knees, it’s that evil woman.”


“It’s
always a woman, no?”  With those words, Jules lit another funny cigarette and
started flutter pacing. She was definitely stressed out. Maybe she’d get a
pimple. That would be priceless.


Silas
gently landed on my right shoulder then and sat down, his knees hanging forward
onto my chest. I glance at him out of the corner of my eye.


“Well,
the floodgates are open now. Your memory should be coming back to you bit by
bit, Calliope.”


Awesome.
At least that was something cool to look forward to.


“Let’s
get you back to the library for some rest now.” His smile met my tired eyes.
“Can I trust that you won’t try to bury yourself under an avalanche of
depressing romance novels?”


“I’ll
survive this, Silas.” I think.  


“Oh,
enough of da boo hoo, Callie.” Jules’ glittering black wings were studded with
pink sequins, and, as she stretched them to their full span, glimmers of light
danced across the walls of the coffee shop, disco ball style. “Joshua is not dee
only angel in Heaven.”


I
rolled my eyes at her. How cliché. My mother’s reasoning sounded in my memory.
“He’s not the only fish in the sea, Callie, not the only pebble on the beach.”


Blah
blah blah. 


Well,
I wasn’t having any trouble with a dumb old pebble. My problem was more like a
big fat boulder. It was tied around my neck, and I was sinking in water that
was deeper than I had any business swimming around in. But here I was,
desperately swimming after the only fish I ever wanted to catch.


“Let’s
go, Si.” I muttered, and a minute later I was under my covers, flipping through
predictable pages of a Harlequin, each one spotted with tears. 











CHAPTER 10


 


JOSHUA
PRIDE


 


“She’s
really upset, Joshua.” Karen is following a limping me through the back door
into my kitchen.


“She’s
upset? It’s us who should be upset, Karen. What took her and Romuel so long to
get here?” And what were they doing before they showed up? That’s what I really
want to know. I mean, besides the fact that he’s totally digging his cowboy
spurs into my territory, he should have had his tough guy butt here. He’s the
only one who’s ever had any experience with the dogs.


The
dogs – Satan’s animal minions – man, they’re gross. And yeah, I’ll admit it,
really scary. I can’t even blame Jixer for disappearing into thin air at first
sight of them. He’s got kind of a wussy dog phobia to begin with. Even little
booters wig him out, so I’m sure he was peeing his pants when those canines
showed up, killing everything in their path. Thank God it was the middle of the
night when they appeared in front of the house, making enough noise to wake the
dead. At least nobody had been outside.  


To
his credit, Jixer didn’t just go M.I.A. He tracked down Romuel and brought him
back. Not that I was waiting for the great and powerful one to rush in and save
the day or anything. Oh, and of course, Callie appeared just before he did –
nice coincidence there. Yeah, I noticed – even when I’m in the middle of a life
and death battle with a hellhound, all she has to do is show up, and I can’t be
anywhere other than where she lives.  She undoes me. Completely.


It
was kind of funny to see Callie go bonkers jealous over Karen. It was also
embarrassing, but I have to admit, it felt good. Give her a little taste of her
own medicine. Two can play at this game, Miss Muse. Part of me just wanted to
run after her and grab her by that beautiful head of hair, slam my lips into
hers, maybe even a little too hard. I imagine her all breathy and warm after
our kiss, eyes a little glazed, and I start to heat up all over. That would
have been a much better ending to this crappy night. I gulp down the glass of
ice water on the table in front of me, if just to cool me down from my could
have should have fantasy.


I
could say it was my bum leg that kept me from going after Callie, but truthfully,
it was pride. At that moment I wanted Callie to feel the way I’d been feeling
for the past two days, ever since Mr. Universe appeared on my turf and swept
her off her feet, sweeping the rug out from under mine. Now though, I wish I’d
acted differently. I wish I’d followed her and told her she had nothing to
worry about, less than nothing. I was hers to the core, and no one short of God
himself could tear my attention away.


“I
have to get home, Joshua.” Karen stands and pushes her chair out from my kitchen
table. “My uncle is staying at my place tonight, and if he wakes up, he’ll
wonder where I am.”


He
wouldn’t but I’m not in the mood to explain about Cloaking, so I pull myself up
to a standing position and hobble over to the kitchen counter to get my car keys.
“I’ll drive you home.”


“Sit
down, Joshy. I’ve got this one.” Jixer is fluttering toward Karen, dressed in
his usual white v-neck tee and ripped jeans, hair slicked back in true fifties
style. He’s sucking on a cigarette and has the rest of the pack tucked in his
shirt sleeve.


“Where’ve
you been, dude?” I ask nonchalantly, accusing but only mildly. 


“Darks
crisis. Don’t ask.” 


Yeah
right.


He
reaches for Karen’s hand, and she smiles up at him like it’s not out of the
ordinary to be preparing to apparate with a miniature wing bearing Elvis
impersonator. “Heard you did some mean praying tonight, little girl.” He nods
his approval at her.


She
shrugs and flushes red. Good God girl, you are worse than Sandra Dee from
Grease. You’re Patty Simcox, the saccharine cheerleader with the permasmile.
How could Callie even think …? Whatever.  She knows how to get her pray on
though. I have to say I am impressed.


“She
was pretty amazing, Jix. She was literally inches away from the biggest dog’s
jaws, and she never even flinched.”


“I
can’t. If I lose focus on Him, it doesn’t work. I have to be completely
faithful and without fear when I pray.”


Jixer
exhales a long stream of smoke and coughs a little. “Kind of like the dude who
tried to walk on water, remember him Josh?”


“Nope.”


“Soon
as he got scared, he sunk. I think he drowned.” 


Suddenly
Jules materializes, just in time to point out Jixer’s mistake.


“Aye
Jixer, you imbecile. Peter did no drown. He’s fine. He owns dat great Cuban
place on dee avenue, you know which one I mean?”


“Oh
yeah. I thought he drowned.”


“No,
Stupido.”


Why
am I always shocked at the clothing she wears? I should be used to this by now,
but she always manages to outdo herself. Today we have fishnets, some weird
metallic looking short skirt and heels. I can’t read what it says on her boobs,
I mean, shirt. Something French I think. “Hey Jules.”  


“Hello
Joshua.” Hmm. How formal and polite. Wonder why. “Can I… um?”


“Sure.
There’s really nothing on that I want to watch anyway.” I figure I owe her at
least a night of television after she blinded that dog with the spike of her
heel earlier. Saved my butt, that’s what she did.  The mutt was about to rip my
throat out when she’d flown in, took off her little shoe and stabbed him square
in the eye with the pointed part of the heel.  I’ll never look at a high heel
in the same light from now on.


“Thanks,
Josh.” She is practically squealing with excitement over this dumb program. I
don’t get it. What is so appealing about a bunch of trashy rich women who talk
about each other all day? “Jixer, I see you in ten minutes, okay? Come right
back.” 


“In
a jif, hot stuff.”


And
Karen’s blushing again. 


“Joshua,
will you be okay? Your leg…” Karen asks me, her big baby blues full of honest
concern. She confuses me. All blushing and bubblegum until you get her on the
battlefield where she unexpectedly morphs into a warrior.   I put my hand on
her shoulder and try to smile encouragingly.


“If
it wasn’t for you, that thing would have ripped out my throat. I’d have bigger
problems than a twisted leg.” And more blushing… “I’ll be fine. We heal fast.”
By morning, my leg will be in good shape… I hope. I’ve never been injured by
one of the dogs before, only Darks, and hardly that. 


“Okay.
See you… when I see you,” she tells me with uncertain eyes. I know the feeling,
wondering when the next time was going to happen, worrying would it be as awful
as the last. The anticipation can kill you.


“Yeah,
somebody’ll find you when we need you. Don’t stress. Get some rest.”


Jixer
touches her away, and I am alone.  Although I’ve worked mostly solo for almost
a century, I have never felt more alone than I do right now. I should have gone
after Callie, made things right. I hate it that we are apart. Her absence is
all over me, and I can’t shake the emptiness of my arms without her in them.


I
wince as I carefully climb the stairs to my room. With each step, I imagine a
different depiction of her face, all of her. 


On
the first stair, she is grinning silently at me. Her lips are upturned at the
corners, betraying the coolness in her eyes. Finally, she gives in to whatever
silliness inspires and throws her head back, laughing out loud, a symphony for
my ears only.  I imagine her hair, slow motion spinning like a river of stars
around the sun that is her face.  


On
the next step, she is serious. The intensity of her gaze tells me she is
overwhelmed with desire. God, I know the feeling. Her face, glistening with
almost sweat, is inches away from mine, and she swallows, trying to digest the
tension between us just before we kiss. Her eyes are smoky and a little closed,
and I can smell her fast marshmallow breath on my face. 


Each
stair shows me a different version of her. Here she is shy.  Next playful. Then
angry. I picture her the night of Gina Jones’s party, effortlessly slaying
demons, the instinctual hate in her eyes spitting swords, tossing grenades,
existing for the destruction of what should not have been in the first place.
Then, I recall the look of her, just minutes after the fight, sweetly cradling
a broken and bleeding Gina, Callie’s own tears washing over the girl like a warm
bath. Comforting, cleansing.


As
I reach the top, a final image attacks me. Callie, accusing. Flaming slits for
eyes spewing fireballs at Karen Carter and me. Callie, jealous. Twitching and
stiff, her feet frozen in angry ice. I’m ignoring her, thinking to teach her a
lesson. Callie, dejected. A tear slips from her eye so slowly, but I am too
stubborn to reach out and grab it, to grab her and hold on for dear life. As
her tear hits the pavement, I hear glass shattering, only it’s not glass. It’s
my heart, broken by the knowledge that I hurt the only one I ever let near it.
She turns her back on guilty me and walks away, her curvy hips swaying back and
forth unnaturally in the still of night. This last memory slays me. My throat
is hot with shame, my body is hot with wanting, and all I can do is wish I’d
have caught that one hot tear and put an end to her worries then and there. 
But I didn’t, and I can’t turn back time.


I
am standing in front of my bedroom door thinking that maybe I have remembered
her in every dizzy space of her emotions, studied her from every angle, every
perfect piece. I want to think I know her better than anyone, to romanticize my
obsession and make my love for her into something even more than what it is. 
Deep down where my truths live, I know I’ve only scratched the surface of 
Calliope Evans and what she will become.  


I
close the door and lie face up in the darkness on my bed, listening to the
quiet of pre-dawn from my open window. Soon, morning will shed light on yet
another day of battle. Word on the street is that the world is waking up.
Mortals are being Uncloaked. Boss is readying them for the war, the final one,
where we’ll all fight, angels and humans, hand in hand, against the deepest
evil ever known.  Of course, everyone’s been talking about the end of the world
for as long as I’ve been alive, so I can’t really put too much faith in all of
the chatter. Still, with recent developments, I have to wonder…


I
don’t know what all of this means for Callie and me or if I’m even in my right
mind to worry about where we will stand once the world gets knocked down. Seems
like Armageddon should sort of trump lovesickness or even love triangles on a
scale of importance, but I can’t shake this angst. A part of me knows I’m
standing in the eye of the hurricane. I can feel the tension mounting, I can
practically smell the blood of the upcoming war, but I can’t focus. She’s
dazzling and dizzying me, and I won’t be able to stop spinning for a minute
long enough to even be useful until I know where we stand, where we will stand.



That,
no matter what, we will stand together. 


A
month ago, I was flying high on the idea of our Bonnie and Clyde existence.
Now, I’m afraid she’s graduated to superhero status and has picked up a new
sidekick, one with powers to match her own. 


I
wanted to be her superhero, of course I did, but I’ll settle for being Lois
Lane if that means I get to hold her hand. 


I
make a decision, one I will not waver from.


Tonight
is the last night of this insane separateness. I can no more be apart from her
than I can be apart from my own body. This girl is tethered to me by something
bigger than angels and demons. Romuel may be a huge big shot with more muscles
than me and a shinier sword, but I’m part of Callie’s destiny. She has lit up
my eternity, and I’m not about to start walking around in the dark again, so
Romuel is going to have to shuffle his goofy sandaled feet to the side and make
room for me.  Whatever his mission for Callie is, I’m along for the ride. Sign
me up.


I
exhale and all the pressure of being the best, the toughest, the rebel, all of
it just slides right out of me. It doesn’t matter anymore. What matters is this
– something big is about to happen, and whatever it is, whether it’s whispers
or wars, I am sure of only one thing. 


I
am never leaving her side again. 











CHAPTER 11


 


Quiet.


For
the first time in a long time, I woke up on my own, no alarms, no freaky Micros
in my face, no nauseous swirling stomach preparing to Clear. This morning, I
opened my eyes to the silence of the empty library.  Stretching out my legs,
still sore from fighting those horrible mangy beasts the night before, I
actually felt rested.  I reached my arms to the skylight and noticed the
thousands of tiny dust motes, floating in the shimmering ray of sun above my
cozy sleeping bag. They almost looked like they were dancing. Cool. I smiled,
but as soon as my lips curled into a grin, they flat lined… remembering. 


Joshua
and Karen. Together. Ugh. Rolling over, I smashed my face into my pillow, ready
to wallow once again until I heard Jules’ voice chastising me in my
imagination. Bigger fish to fry these days, Callie! Please… again with the fish
analogies. Whatever. I had to admit she had a point.


Less
pressing on my heart but I guess more importantly, we were totally being
ambushed. From demon dogs to Deyanna and her portals of reeking Darks, Lucifer
was definitely unleashing every nasty plan he had up his sleeve. Apparently he
felt it was his time to shine, to win over our world for his playground, as
he’d said in my memory. 


Getting
a glimpse of my pre-human life was the coolest thing ever.  Lucifer wasn’t
scary at all in true form, just seriously ugly with all those weirdo tattoos
and bloated with an amount of arrogance that was almost embarrassing.  Actually,
Deyanna was the scarier of the two of them.  Silas had been pumped that I’d
remembered the Great Street and the night of the Unveiling of Eve and of course
wanted to know if I’d seen him in my memory and how he’d looked to me. When I
told him neither he nor Jules had made an appearance, he’d pouted for a second,
but I didn’t let him bring me down.  I was high on my memory of the actual
Heaven, and I really hoped yesterday was a preview of more to come.


Beyond
my musings of eternity plus last night, something was making a lot of noise. The
clatter at the heavy library double doors yanked my thoughts to the present,
leaving my memory of last night’s explanations and unveilings in the
background.  


Someone
was trying to get into my library.


I
huffed. 


Visitors.
I was so not in the mood to unwittingly wake up another otherwise Cloaked and
contented soul. Hopefully, whoever was at the door would be on the hunt for a
nice nonfiction, located on the other end of the building from comfy old moi. I
knelt on my sleeping bag and peered at the shadowy entrance through the empty
spaces on the bookshelves.


Wait
a minute. Today was Sunday.  The library was closed.  I shot up, filled with a
split second of worry that it could be my Micros out there, trying to alert me
to some sort of crisis, but then I realized that was just silly. Silas or Jules
would just poof in here and grab me. They never bothered with doors. 


Whoever
was out there jonesing for a good read was not letting up. It sounded like he
was trying to bust the door down. Read the sign, dude. Closed Sunday. Doesn’t
everybody have some type of e-reader these days anyway? Get a Kindle, buddy, or
wait until tomorrow.  Geez. 


I
laid back down and slid my ear buds in, scanning my phone for the Pandora radio
app. Let’s see - angsty, chick tunes - was that a station? No. Today’s Hits
would have to do. I curled my legs up under myself, willing my thoughts away
from this place, library stalker and all. Behind my eyes, I painted a still
life of The Great Street with angels of all shapes, sizes and colors. What an
amazing scene it was, the too blue river on one end of the street, the super
shiny gold and pearl inlaid gate at the other end, something that looked like
endless cloud fluff outside the gate… I wished I could remember what was beyond
that river, but the vision of my past life had only been a snapshot. Oh well,
there was sure to be a next time.


“Callie.”


The
sound of my name above the music coupled with the shock of a hand touching my
shoulder jolted me upright. I ripped out my ear buds and opened my eyes,
begging them to focus fast.


The
sight in front of my eyes was even better than the still life behind them. Dark
shadows of hair swept across his face, hiding one smoky black eye and landing
in wisps at the edge of the most gorgeous set of thick pink lips. He knelt on
one knee to face me. I reminded myself to breathe and inhaled all of him, all
at once.


“Joshua,”
I whispered. My hands were paralyzed to reach for him, even though that’s just
what I wanted to do. My heart was screaming at me for a timeout, to guard it
from something, but the sight of him made me forget what it was so worried
about. I tried to walk my mind around the punch of desire I felt, to reel
myself up from under his spell if only long enough to find the flaw my heart
was promising me existed in what appeared to be a perfect gem.


And
then there it was, or should I say there she was. With him. Not now, but  in a
memory I couldn’t erase from the scape of my mind.


One
solitary crack in my otherwise seamless heart. He’d put it there. I accused him
with my eyes and stiffened. 


“Where’s
Karen Car-“ 


But
he didn’t let me finish my question. He crashed into me and crushed my lips
with his, his fingers finding the tangles in my hair and running wildly through
them. I couldn’t breathe. I didn’t care. My hands found his face and made a
project of studying it. High cheekbones, rounded chin. I wanted to be able to
sculpt his face in case I ever had to be away from it again. 


His
body moved over mine like water, finding the empty spaces and filling them up,
his breath on my neck, his hand on my waist, his legs tangled in mine. In the
space of a breath it seemed I was under him and over him and then under him
again. I heard the ping of my elbows and knees knocking against the bookshelves
but felt none of it. All I felt was him, all of him, all over me.


Tumbling
around on the floor of the library, my emotions were all jumbled up. All I felt
was heat and need and friction, crazy gorgeous friction against this godlike
figure who drove me out of my mind wanting things I never imagined I’d even
consider let alone crave. I shoved with my hips, backing him up against a
bookshelf. He grabbed my hair and pulled just enough to separate our faces,
long enough to glimpse into my hardly open eyes. I slammed my mouth back into
his, closing the distance and shaking the bookcase.


Crash.
An avalanche of hardbacks rained down on our heads, sounding a super loud and
flashing ‘what –the- hello- do- you- think- you’re- doing’ alarm to my overly
aroused and hormone-driven senses. Was that a sign from God, or what? 


I
pulled up the strap of my gray cami and grinned sheepishly up at him.


“Good
God, girl…” His gaze traveled up and down my now standing body.


What
was he looking at? I quickly checked myself out. My pajama boxers were a little
twisted, and my cami was pulled up and to the side, exposing a lot of belly. I
straightened them both and grabbed my flannel button down, throwing it hastily
over my shoulders. There.


“You
can cover it up with whatever you want.” He moved toward me, his eyes never
leaving mine.  “It’s still perfection underneath.” His hand landed softly on my
cheek and stayed there. “Callie, I’m so sorry you thought-“


“It
just looked like –“


“But,
it wasn’t what-“


“I
know-“


“You
know?”  He turned his head sideways, quizzing me.


“I
think I know.”  I mean, according to what just happened, it seemed he was
pretty into me. Not that that meant he couldn’t be into me and also into-


“Look,
Callie,” He interrupted my thoughts. “I don’t want you to have to think about
any of this. I want you to know without a doubt how I feel about you.” He
pushed my shoulders back and stared seriously into my eyes. I was dizzy again.
“Not only am I not into Karen Carter,” 


Well,
that was a relief, because really she was so not your style. I couldn’t help
but smile.


“I
am so totally into you, I can hardly see past you.” He turned his back and
started to pace toward the opposite bookcase. “I don’t care to eat, sleep,
watch anything on TV, do anything other than be beside you, wrapped around
you…” He paused and swiveled, staring back at me from across the aisle, “even
closer than that.”


Why
did his face just go red as a tomato? His skin looked too tight for his face
for a minute there.


“I
have to admit, I sometimes even dread being summoned, because it takes me away
from you.” He shrugged. “Not that I’d ever dis my job, Callie, but I get why
they don’t want us to be together. You’re an incredible distraction.”  He
started pacing again. “And, lately, I’ve been feeling pretty… frustrated. Like
I can’t get my mind off of you and all of the ways I want to be with you.” 


I
knew the feeling.


“And
when I see you with Romuel,” He was grinding his teeth. “Well, it just makes me
nuts, that’s all.”


Romuel?
“What do you mean?”


He
faced me squarely, and I had to steady myself once again. When Joshua looks at
me, he looks all over my face. His stare is so heavy, it almost knocks me down,
and his eyes thirst for me so blatantly, they almost draw me right out of
myself and into him. I want to let him sip me slowly, drink me down easy and
let me settle into his empty spaces.


“Callie,
I’m tired of not being honest with you, so I’m gonna give it to you straight
up.”


Bring
it on.


“Your
infatuation with Romuel is driving me bug-nut crazy.” He was yelling, as if I
were across the library and not standing right in front of him. “He’s way too
old for you anyway, and he should be totally ashamed of himself for taking
advantage of you, showing off his big muscles and stringy silver hair…”


He
was still ranting, but he’d completely lost me. I was stuck on something he’d
said, attempting to process the complete insanity he was blabbering about. 


Did
he just refer to my infatuation? 


With
Romuel? 


Ew!


My
face scrunched up, and my nostrils flared automatically at the thought.
Seriously? I was more likely to sprout flowers out of my ears and start dancing
a polka. That was actually way more probable than me being infatuated with
Romuel. What was Joshua thinking?


“You’re
nuts, Joshua.” I couldn’t even be sympathetic with this level of craziness.   I
mean, come on – Romuel?  I was actually offended. “You’ve got to be kidding
me!” It was my turn to back away now.


“So,
then why were you on top of him in my apartment?”


What?
When? “I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”


“So
now you’re denying it.”


Whoa
– he was practically foaming at the mouth here. I’d never seen this side of
Joshua. Jealousy was  so not attractive, even on him.


“I
saw you, Callie. You were straddling him in my hallway. It was the day he got
here.” He scowled and looked away.


The
day he got here… I rewound my thoughts back to that day when Romuel had so
rudely woken me up from a sweet nap on Joshua’s couch, and I’d mistaken him for
a Dark, and tackled him! I tackled him, that’s what happened!  And, even Silas
got the wrong idea at first, because after I’d tackled Romuel, he showed me a
memory of myself in Heaven, in which I looked super buff and cool, so I was
smiling. Hence, the misunderstanding. 


“Joshua,
listen, I do not have a thing for Romuel.”  I snorted. “Believe me, the idea
totally grosses me out.” I moved to where he was and put a hand on his arm. I
explained to him in detail everything that had happened that first day Romuel
came to town.


“What
about the night the dogs attacked us? Where were you two?”


“There
was a portal at my parents’ house.” I had a ton of stuff to tell him.  “He
helped me close it.”


“Oh.”


Yeah,
oh. I stifled a giggle. His face was pink and shiny with embarrassed sweat.
“Stringy silver hair?” I had to mess with him a little. “Super sexy image,
Joshua.” Excuse the sarcasm.


“Callie,”
Joshua still looked serious, and now he wouldn’t look me in the eye. “Maybe I
did imagine all of that crap with Romuel, but you just don’t know what it’s
like.”


“So,
tell me.” 


He
took a deep breath and my hand in his and then kissed me softly. When our lips
parted his breath tickled my neck and sent shivers to places I tried not to
think about. 


“What
I feel for you…I have never felt for anyone ever before, not a human, not an
angel, ever. You’re all I think about, Callie, and…” he looked at his feet
again, “my thoughts aren’t always PG.”


Huh?


Oh.



Yeah,
there go the shivers again. Flames licked my cheeks, and I licked my lips. 


“The
thing is, I think I… I love you, Callie. There, I said it. I’m totally and
completely in love with you, and the thought of you with someone else makes me
crazy. Add to that I want to rip your clothes off and have my way with you
every time I lay eyes on you.”


Major
googly eyed gasp at that! And did he just say he was going to “have his way”
with me? He must be pretty frustrated, reverting back to weird 19th century
lingo and all. I mean, he’d told me all about his growing up in Puritan
America, but that was forever ago, and I’d never heard him use a phrase like
that. 


“Sorry,”
he muttered. “That was sort of inappropriate.”


“Sort
of.” I agreed, but who was I kidding? Let’s face it, if those books hadn’t
tumbled on top of us, we probably would have gone a lot farther than we did or
should have or even meant to. I mean, we’d never discussed this stuff – any of
it, not our feelings for each other or how far we were prepared to go
physically when expressing them. In Joshua’s defense, he wasn’t the only one
who was ready to rip my clothes off. I’m sure I would have shed them without a
second thought a few minutes ago, just to feel that much closer to him. My skin
on his skin was a double dose of heaven, and I couldn’t deny I wanted it too. 


“Joshua,
I know you love me.” I knew he did without knowing how. What did I know about
love? I was a sixteen year old newbie angel who’d never even been on a date
with anyone other than him. I’d had infatuations with boys – never old men, for
the record- but nothing that felt remotely like this chest crushing, stomach
lurching, head spinning ride I’d been on with Joshua for the past few months. 
There was a connection between us at the level of our souls; we were tethered
by it to each other, and I knew I would never want to break free.  I kissed him
hard on the lips but not too hard, conscious of the heat that radiated between
our bodies, trying to cool it down a little. 


“I’m
in love with you too.” I told him. He grabbed the back of my neck and started
pulling me toward him, but I put my hand on his chest to put a finger of
distance between us. Geez, his body was hard as a rock inviting my fingers to
crawl up his tee shirt and experience it without barriers. Hmmm.


Stop.



Breathe.



Think.



Now,
speak. “Um, I don’t really know the rules in Heaven, so this is kind of a gray
area, but my gut tells me we should be kinda careful when it comes to just
ripping each others’ clothes off.”


His
laughter was so sweet. Unfortunately, it made me want to rip my clothes off
even more.


“Yeah,
I agree.” He sighed. “We should take it slow.”


I
curled my body into his and kissed his neck. As long as we were in agreement
there, I could safely indulge myself, right? His hands found the small of my
back and lingered on the naked skin between my cami and my shorts. I exhaled
all of my worries and sucked in a great big breath of this is the most
amazing feeling ever. “Yeah,” I whispered, nudging him toward the blanketed
floor and crawling into his lap. “Really slow.”


I
couldn’t tell you when Sunday ended, when Monday started or whether the sun
even went down that night. What I know is that our clothes stayed on, our
actions were PG-13 even if our thoughts were not, and for one entire night,
Joshua and I were summoned all of nowhere. With pure hearts that promised to
stay that way, we surrendered ourselves to each other with secrets and truths
and skin that burned like fire anytime it felt the repercussions of the word
‘stop.’ 


We
didn’t waste a single second.











CHAPTER 12


 


“Well,
well well, it looks like the both of you are back in trouble in paradise.”


With
one eye open, I searched for the source of Silas’s disapproving voice. He was
sitting, nostrils flared, legs crossed, on the third shelf up beside my earthly
boots. I’d decided to refer to them that way from now on since I knew I’d have
a reunion with my super awesome Rocket Dogs at some point in the future.


“Go
away, Silas.” Joshua slurred through still sleepy lips and drew me into his
side. I wanted to disappear under the blanket and melt into him, to breathe
deeply of his cinnamon and musk smell, to be swallowed in his arms.


“Don’t
get too cozy there, Miss Evans. You’ve got work to do.”


I
groaned and dug my nose deeper into the crook of Joshua’s arm. Maybe he could
hide me here.


“You
can’t hide from your purpose, Calliope. Listen, I’ve turned a blind eye to the
two of you up until now, but-“


Joshua
sat up then, one arm still cradling me. “Look Silas, d’you have something you
need us to do, because, if not, you better bug off.”


Silas
did not bug off. Instead, his eyes bugged out. He hopped off the bookcase and
wagged his finger at us. “I can’t believe the two of you could completely
ignore your responsibilities in order to spend an entire day fornicating on the
dirty floor of this library!”


How
dare he! “We were not fornicating!” What a gross word that was anyway! Who even
says that word? 


“And,”
Joshua told him, “we didn’t shirk any responsibilities. Neither of us were
summoned or Cleared anywhere last night.”


“We
were just hanging out and catching up with each other.” Yeah, that sounded super
guilty coming out of my brush-burned lips, but it was sort of true. Sure, my
favorite parts of last night might have been the wordless moments, but in
between bouts of the most beautiful kisses, we did catch up. I told him about
Mila, the portal, Deyanna and every other crazy thing that had gone down in the
past few days. He told me stories of Heaven, the life he’d known before the
Creation. Silas’s stories and my gifted glimpse had made me even more curious
about the world beyond earth’s horizon. How many angels were there? Was God
still creating more of us, or had he stopped when he’d created Earth?


“Did
we know each other there?” I’d asked him, and he’d laughed.


“Yours
isn’t a face I could have forgotten, Callie.” And, he’d kissed me then, leaving
my curiosity floating in sometime later land. 


“Calliope,”
Silas continued, “not only did we attempt to summon you both repeatedly, but
there have been some new… developments you should be made aware of.” He glanced
toward the entrance of the library, and I shot out of Joshua’s arms like a
cannon.


“What
new developments? And if I was needed, where were you?” He was the one in
charge of the summoning. 


“Neither
Jules, Jixer, nor I, could breach the library entrance to reach the two of you.
Lucifer has found a way to create some kind of invisible shield apparently, and
he used it to keep the two of you far from battle. This proves that he believes
at least one or perhaps both of you to be vital to our army. He wants you out
of the way.  We’ve been trying to get to you since about ten o ‘clock last
night when a party in town was overtaken by a number of Darks.” Silas’s eyes
lowered, and I could tell he was hiding something. “The shield did not evaporate
until dawn.”


I
finished lacing my boots and threw my jacket on while Joshua adjusted his sword
and squeezed his feet into his still tied sneakers. “Where’s Romuel?” I asked.


“No
one can find him.” Silas glanced at Joshua who grabbed me by the arm and
started toward the doors.


“Come
on, Callie, we need to get over there and figure out what’s going on.”  


“Calliope,
I think you should let Joshua go on ahead of you. There are some things I need
to talk with you ab-“


Before
he finished his sentence, the library doors flew open. “Calliope Lanae Evans.
Where the hello are you?”


That
voice… It consumed me with the urge to make absolutely positively sure that I
was one hundred percent dressed and that my clothing choices were nothing less
than appropriate. I eyeballed Joshua, automatically checking him for surefire
signs of our all night make out session, hoping his green army jacket would
cover his sleep wrinkled tee shirt. Thank God I hadn’t been wearing lipstick,
because she was definitely gonna look for those stains. And hickeys… Omigosh
please don’t let me have a hickey. My hands flew to my neck and clumsily
buttoned up the collar of my flannel shirt. 


Wait
a minute. This was impossible. My mother could not be about to bust me. She
didn’t even remember me. She couldn’t be ready to ground me for the rest of my
sixteenth year of life for making out with Joshua Pride, because she didn’t
even know she’d had a daughter. I’d been totally erased from her memory, so how
could she possibly-? 


“Why
is your shirt buttoned up crooked, Missy?” 


Huh? 
I quickly glanced down at my flannel. Crap. It was crooked.


“And
you, Mr. Pride, better push your eyeballs back into your head and move a few
inches away from my daughter.”


Somebody
pinch me. This was way impossible. She was Cloaked.


And
yet, there she was, hands on her hips, accusing me with her flaring nostrils
and flame thrower eyes. She walked purposely over to me, pursing her lips and
turning her head to the side, both sure signs that I was in big trouble. 


She’s
gonna kill me. I am a dead girl. 


I
threw my arms around her. “Mom!”


“Calliope,
there’s no time for reunions right now.” Silas flew over and placed one hand on
my shoulder and one on my mom’s. “You two can catch up later.” And he touched
us away to a scene I wished I could forever erase from my memory.











CHAPTER 13


 


Blood.


So
much blood.


Everywhere
I looked there was blood.


Bile
rose into my throat. I closed my eyes, willing myself to breathe deeply and
swallow.


We
stood in the basement game room of Johnston Deaver’s house. A video game
console and controllers were strewn on the blood spattered carpet. Camel
colored couches were splashed with reddish brown, and rust colored fingerprints
wandered over the beige walls. It was the set of a horror flick, right? It had
to be. But, no, from the look on Si’s face, whatever had happened here had been
all too real.


Suddenly,
the door at the bottom of the basement stairs swung open, letting in bright
morning sunlight that didn’t fit in with the darkness of the scene. Romuel tucked
his head in order to fit through the door and entered the room from outside,
surveying the scene without even looking at us. I glanced at my mom, worried that
she might hyperventilate or worse, go into shock or something, but she looked
pretty calm. Her hand over her heart and the grief that leaked from her eyes
told me she was sick over whatever had happened here, but she didn’t look
surprised. She obviously already knew this story. I wondered how long she’d
been Awake.  


Before
I had a minute to ask her, I was greeted with a surprise of my own, or rather,
a pair of them. In Romuel’s wake, my brothers, Jack and then Sam slid through
the door and into the basement, looking badly shaken up but not shocked at the
gory mess in front of them. My brothers headed straight for my mom and squeezed
themselves into her, one on each side, squirming as if they were unable to get
close enough. Although they were nearly as tall as her and screaming tough guy
adolescence through pimples and almost invisible facial hair, I think they
would have crawled into her lap if she’d have been sitting down.  I pulled my jacket
over my shoulders as icicles of dread laced my arms and neck, freezing up my
throat. These two didn’t do serious or scared, and both of their faces were so pale,
I could practically see the blood coursing through their veins underneath.


Sometimes
your imagination is your worst enemy.  Your mind can conjure images that are way
worse than reality. Maybe you hear about an awful tragedy or something terrible
that happens to somebody, and your head paints a picture of it that leaves you
shaking in your boots with dread. Later, when you are faced with the truth, you
realize your imagination made it so much worse than what it really was.


I
had a feeling that this situation was the opposite.  My instincts told me that even
my imagination, which had lots of experience with weird stuff and horror,
couldn’t come up with something as bad as what had gone down here last night.
No matter how much still wet and sticky blood painted the walls, it would never
be enough to create the masterpiece of terrible reality I was standing in. 


I
wiped away a sneaky tear and shuddered. Not because I was afraid of the
situation, but because I knew one thing for sure. 


I
could have prevented it.


“What
the hello happened here?”  I shouted at no one and everyone.


“We
were too late.” The creases on Romuel’s forehead were so deep as he spoke these
awful words. I wanted to shrink myself down to flea size and bury myself
between those folds of skin, where no one could see the red footprints of shame
the tears had streaked onto my cheeks.  I watched Romuel’s eyes land on a black
speck on the rug and stay there. For a moment, it was too quiet.


“What
do you mean, too late?” But I knew, for the most part, or at least I could make
an educated guess at what he meant. I was hurling words at Romuel, if only to
accuse somebody else, knowing I was the one to blame for this mess..   


“Hey,
Callie,” Jack’s voice broke through the walls of my rage, and detoured my
attention. He was clutching my mother’s hand. Sam nodded at me, his face half
buried in my mother’s hair.


“Hey
guys.” It felt like I’d never been away from the two of them, and they seemed
to have no trouble remembering me. Being their big sister was like swimming in
warm water – it took no effort and was completely comfortable. Something
terrible struck me then. 


They’d
been here last night. 


Jack
and Sam had been here to witness this awful of awfuls. 


I’d
failed them, too.


I
closed my eyes, dizzy from the weight of all I didn’t know. My mouth was dry,
and I could hardly part my lips to speak. When I got the words out, they were
barely a whisper.


“Tell
me what happened.” 


“Its
face was a scary clown,” Jack said, looking at Sam for support.  “and the rest of
it was all hairy and gross like an ape with these huge sharp claws.” He was
visibly shivering.


Romuel
continued for him. “Last night, Lucifer unleashed Ex, a highly intelligent Dark
who uses fear as his weapon of choice against innocent souls. Demons who work
this way are called Shakers.  Ex and other Shakers have been the culprit behind
many insane asylum commissions. They also like to appear as angels and convince
people to commit abhorrent crimes. I’m sure you’ve heard stories on the news of
mothers who drown their children or teenagers who kill their infirm grandparents
because an angel appeared to them and told them to do it.” He cracked his
knuckles and cleared his throat. “Shakers, Callie. They’re damn good
impersonators.” 


His
words dug into my chest, like a butter knife, blunt edged but cutting.  The
cold dread in my veins was growing more and more dreadful by the second. 


Romuel
got into debrief mode, pacing back and forth in focused explanation. “Ex’s
specialty is what humans like to refer to as hallucinations. He can become
anything, a giant spider, a dragon, even a mythical creature like a vampire or
ghost. He instills a level of fear that drives his victims so insane that they
will do anything to escape their terror.”


I
lowered my head into my hands, paralyzed with guilt. While Joshua and I had
been… exploring our boundaries with one another last night, this Ex character
had apparently rained hell onto the backs of my brothers and their friends.  


“Last
night,” Romuel continued flatly, “Ex had a whole host of victims.”  


No
one spoke for a few moments, and when the silence behind my closed eyes became
too loud and uncomfortable, I peeked out of my hands at my brothers. They
looked super scared. They looked jumpy. They’d obviously been through a life
changing ordeal to be clinging to my mother like a couple of toddlers. Still, one
fact remained.


They
were alive. 


They’d
survived this deviant creature from Hell, and I owed them a big way to go for
that. I couldn’t dip into mope zone and get stuck in its muck just because I
felt guilty for not showing up with my superhero cape on at just the right
moment. Now had to be that moment. I had to get into gear and find this dude
before he made more messes like this one. First though, I had to find out more
about this latest disaster. 


I
inhaled deeply, coughing a little on the smell of skunky smoke that lingered in
the air. These kids must have been doing more than just playing video games
last night. If my brothers were smoking weed- 


“Worry
about that later, Calliope,” Silas was suddenly whispering in my ear.


Right.
I lifted my head to face my family and Romuel and realized with a punch to the
gut that others had come to witness as well. Jules and Jixer sat on the bottom
of the banister, her with her fishnet legs crossed, him with his arm draped
over her bare shoulders. 


Mila
and Deaves stood holding hands on the bottom step next to my Micros. She blew a
pink bubble, and he popped it with a sad smile on his face. I watched his muted
grin fade quickly as his eyes drooped into a dead stare that was almost as
dejected looking as the ratty kicks he was staring at. Mila pulled him close, as
if to comfort him, and I just had to shake my head. The two of them together
still totally wigged me out. Some things were weirder than Micros and Darks.  Mila
and Deaves as a couple qualified as one of those things.


Straightening
my back, I walked across the room slowly, my heavy footsteps laden with the
responsibility of being both a big sister and an Arc. Geez, that seemed like a
lot for one person.


“Calliope,
you’re not just a person,” Silas reminded me, again in a hush.


Silas
was right. Somebody who knew everything about me, who had so intentionally laced
me together with intricacies and details that were as purposeful as the heat of
the sun, had created me for just this. Who was I to question His omniscience,
the perfection of His plan? 


In
other words, I could totally handle this.


“Sam,
Jack, tell me everything.”


Mila
took the floor before the twins could say one word, explaining that Ex had
materialized right here where we were standing. “Cal, you know Luke, right?
Sam’s buddy from basesball? Well, he told Deaves that Ex jumped straight out of
the TV.”  


“Luke
was Uncloaked?” I was shocked by this revelation. 


“It’s
catchy, Callie,” Romuel answered me when Mila shrugged her shoulders, looking
perplexed as usual. “I told you, just as the Father told me, that people would
start Waking up to us. Luke apparently Woke the moment that Ex crashed the
party.” 


I
couldn’t imagine what he must have gone through. My eyes had been opened by two
miniature, albeit odd looking, angels, and I’d practically crapped my pajama
pants. Poor Luke had been handed an extra large dose of terror.


“Luke
got out, though,” Mila told me. “He bolted out the back door and ran home.
Deaves took Jack and Sam to see him this morning. His parents are going nuts,
cuz he won’t tell them what freaked him out so bad


“What
were you even doing here, Mi?” 


“It
was a party, Callie.” Mila rolled her eyes at me, and I had to clench my
fingers into fists to keep them from plucking those eyeballs right out of her
sassy little head. “Deaves and Trevor decided to have some friends over,” she
started in apologetic explanation.


Apparently,
a bunch of my brothers’ buddies had been playing some shoot up the zombies
video game in the basement while Mila and Deaves were upstairs with a group of
older kids, getting into who knows what kind of trouble.  I’d bet that was
where the skunky smoke smell had come from. “We didn’t hear anything right
away, Callie.” Mila bit her lip and looked away. “The music upstairs was so
loud, and… well, we were sort of…”


Spare
me the details, Mi. I don’t want to hear a peep about your make-out session
with Deaves. 


Sam
spoke up then, rescuing me from the TMI that was looming grossly on the
horizon. “Luke said he saw the thing kill a couple of zombies before it left
the game.” 


Jack
rolled his eyes. “Get real, Sam. That totally didn’t happen.”


According
to Sam, when Ex walked off of the virtual battlefield and into Trevor’s game
room, my brothers hadn’t been at the party yet. They didn’t arrive until half
an hour later, after Ex had succeeded in causing significant damage to several
of the other boys. I had no doubt that the scene Jack and Sam had walked in on would
replay again and again in their nightmares.


 


Apparently,
Ex had played those kids like his own personal video game, fooling with their
heads and scaring the sanity right out of them. Mila looked up from her hands
and explained.


“We
didn’t see any of the beginning stuff happen, Cal, but this morning, after
Deaves and the twins visited Luke, we spent a long time talking to Trevor at
the hospital.”


Trevor,
Johnston’s younger brother, was in the hospital? “Is he okay?”


“Yeah,”
Deaves answered quietly. “He’s got some flesh wounds, but they’ll heal.”


I
cringed at the thought of the other wounds, the ones in his memory that would
never ever go away.


“What
did he tell you guys?”


“Trev
was confused. He kept saying he didn’t know how Eli got the knife but that Ex
kept messing with Eli. You know Eli, right Cal?” Mila swallowed and tears
welled up in her eyes, and I nodded.


Eli
McMichaels, another of Sam’s baseball buddies, had been a guest at our dinner
table dozens of times.


Mila
continued. “He got Eli to attack the other guys, Cal.” 


“Callie,”
Sam said, still huddled into my mother’s side, “when we got here, it was crazy.
Eli was laughing like a whack job, waving that huge knife around at everybody.”
He shook his head. “Trevor was dragging himself across the floor, his one leg
all sliced up and bloody.” 


“And
the minute we stepped into the room,” Jack continued. “Johnston and Mila came
running down the stairs together.”


“Are
they like a thing or something?” Sam whispered to me.


Jack
leaned into Sam. “You’re really gonna go there now bro? I mean, I know you’ve
liked her since you were in diapers-“


“Shut
up, man.” Sam pushed Jack.


I
shoved an arm between them to put a swift end to their wrestling match before
they hurt my mom, glad that their mutual aggression was taking the edge off a
little for them. They seemed less spooked when they were trying to kill each
other. 


I
eyed Mila. “How’d you finally clue in on what was going on downstairs?”


“Silas
came for us,” she said, avoiding the smug look on my Micro’s pink cheeks. I
imagined sweaty skin, sloppy kisses and roaming fingers being so rudely interrupted
by Silas’s frantically flapping wings.”


Silas
piped up. “When we couldn’t reach you, Joshua or Romuel, we all thought Mila
was the next best choice.” 


They
couldn’t reach Romuel either? Where had he been? My eyes attacked the giant
commander- in- chief for a split second before my brother picked his story up where
he’d left off.


“She
was pretty bad ass too,” Sam said, smiling.


My
mother’s hand raked Sam’s head with a swift smack. “Watch your language,
Samuel.”


“Sorry.”
He coughed. “Anyway, Deaves jumped on the thing’s back like he was gonna get a
piggy back ride or something, and Mila came at it with a baseball bat, but…”
Sam looked like he was about to throw up, stuttering in an effort to get his
words out. “But that thing… it just laughed at her.” He swallowed. “Then it
froze them, Cal.”


“Froze
them?”


“Yep,”
Jack nodded.  “Deaves was stuck up in the air with this goofy look on his face
and Mila looked like she was about to hit a homerun.”


I
turned to Silas, raising one eyebrow in accusation. 


You
sent her into battle with a baseball bat? 


“Don’t
judge, Calliope. I was incredibly flustered, you know. There weren’t a whole
lot of options.” He studied his fingernails as usual.


Where
was Jules? And her vast assortment of automatic weapons?


“Callie,
I was with Jixer,” Jules told me. “Trying to get you and Joshua out.”


Once
again, I studied Romuel. He wouldn’t meet my eyes. Something was so going on
with him. 


“What
about the other boys,” I asked my brothers.


The
twins exchanged a sickening look, and Jack spoke first. “Most of the guys are
pretty messed up, Callie.” He peered up at me, and I could taste the bile that
I was sure had gathered in his mouth. “There was a lot of blood.”


“Jack,
Mom said they were just gashes, and most of them wouldn’t even need stitches.”
Sam argued.


“Sam’s
right,” Jack told me. “Most of the guys just have nasty gashes on their faces
and arms.”


The
twins shared a chilling look again and then spoke the same words
simultaneously.


“Except
Eli.”


“What
happened to Eli?”


No
one spoke. Romuel finally looked up again, steeling his gaze at mine. “He’s
gone, Callie.”


Gone?
As in disappeared?  This wasn’t unheard of in my world. Things were always
poofing in and out of existence around me. So, Eli vanished.


“Calliope,”
Silas touched my shoulder. “Eli didn’t vanish.”


Truth
was pounding at the steel door my mind had built to keep it out. I refused to
let it in. I didn’t want to know! Please God, no!


My
legs buckled, and I started to crumble. Romuel caught me under the arms and
dragged me back to my feet, his calloused hands death gripping the skin on my
upper arms, forcing me to stay standing and face what I so wanted to hide from.
“It’s not your fault, Callie.” His eyes dug into mine, both commanding and
begging me to believe him. I was absolved of my sins by the great and mighty
Romuel, sure, but I felt no less guilty. No penance could wash Eli’s blood from
my hands, no matter what Romuel said, but he continued talking anyway. His
words found me through the tunnel of my sorrow, and ordered me to straighten
up, to be more than a leftover crumb of the guilty pleasure I’d consumed.


“There’s
only one who is responsible for this, Callie. He is the cause and effect of all
things evil, and it is his fault alone.” Romuel’s voice drummed into my already
pounding head, too forceful to ignore. “Many of us, including myself, could
drown in self indulgent guilt, but we are called to act, not to wallow.” He set
me down on unsteady feet. “Do you think my Rona couldn’t claim guilt here? She
was the impetus that incited his final act, Callie. She and her partner, Joelle
may as well have pulled Ex’s trigger, but he was a weapon that was already
loaded and just waiting for the chance to fire.”


“Who’s
Joelle?”  And what did Rona have to do with this? Why would she be responsible
for Eli’s death? 


“Joelle’s
my angel,” Jack’s voice swam through the pool of grief I was sinking in and
yanked me out of the water. “Sam and me, we didn’t know we had guardian angels
until we got here last night. The minute we walked through the door… well,
lotsa stuff happened at the same time, but when we saw what was happening, we
turned around to run back out and there were these two hot girls, one that looked
like G.I. Jane with a crossbow, the other like one of those Charlie’s Angels girls
in that old movie Mom likes.”  So, that was when their eyes were opened. I
could just imagine my brothers at that moment, Uncloaked and understandably
freaked out. I imagined the surprised looks on their terrified faces when they
saw what was hanging out behind them. “Anyway, that’s when we first saw them –
Rona and Joelle.” 


They
both got kind of dreamy eyed at the mention of these ladies. Apparently last
night hadn’t damaged their hormones. 


“Callie,”
Mila said, “Joelle didn’t leave the twins’ side for a second. She was totally
watching their backs, but Rona went after Ex. First, She defrosted me and
Deaves and literally dumped us on Sam, Jack and Joelle near the door over
here.” She popped her gum and went on. “Then she took out this super cool bow
and arrow thingy-“


“Eet’s
a crossbow, Mila.” Jules sighed.  


“Whatever.”
Mila handed Jules a sour look and rolled her eyes. “Anyway, she aimed the
crossed bow and arrow thingy at Ex, and he just disappeared.”


“But,
Callie,” Jack’s words flailed around on his tongue, like they were trying to
make their way out of quicksand. “before it left, it did something bad to Eli…
I don’t know what, but, well Trev’s dad’s gun cabinet wasn’t locked, and Eli, he
…”


“He
took his own life, Calliope.” Silas finished Jack’s sentence for him, because
it was obvious my brother couldn’t say the words.


I
don’t know which one of the twins started crying first. I pushed past Romuel,
using every ounce of wrath and anguish I had to propel me through the man door
and outside. I heard Romuel telling`           the others to let me go, that
I’d be okay. I wasn’t so sure about that.


I
ran and ran until I couldn’t feel my arms or legs, couldn’t feel my face or
fingers.  I didn’t even know where I was going until my boots lumbered through
the wrought iron gate and onto my parents’ driveway.


Joshua
sat on my front steps, waiting for me.











CHAPTER 14


 


“Welcome
home,” Joshua said, looking up from the cracked concrete, his face shadowed by
the overgrown pine tree I used to climb as a kid.


I
was frozen with conflicting emotions, part of me wanting to bury myself in his
lap, the other wanting to turn tail and run away from the mirrors of ugly guilt
that gleamed from his eyes. He reached out and took my limp hand in his.


“Me
too, Cal,” he said. His voice was syrupy, his words thick, like he’d been
crying, and when I indulged myself another glance at his too perfect face, I
saw grief there that matched my own. Somehow he’d found out about Eli, too.  In
the whole wide world, he was the only one who understood exactly how I felt.
This truth, all by itself, made it impossible for me to turn away. I sunk down
into him and let his hand steady the storm of rage that was churning in me.
Tears flooded my face, burning my skin like lava, and though I didn’t deserve
any kind of reprieve, I let his fingers wipe them away and cool my cheeks with
soft kisses. He didn’t shush my cries. He didn’t tell me everything was going
to be okay, because he knew, same as I did, that it never would.   He allowed
my cyclone of sorrow to engulf him, swallowing each cry that erupted from my
throat. I surged and spiraled and sputtered, as he sat with me, still and
strong, unwavering, steadying me in his arms until I quieted.


“What
happens to his soul, Joshua?” I finally got brave enough to ask the question
that had been crushing my conscience since I’d found out about Eli’s death.


“Well,
everything’s kind of topsy turvy right now.” He brushed a stray hair away from
the side of my face. “Apparently, Eli’s soul is still up for grabs, so to
speak.”


His
words lit a spark in me, and I sat up straight, waiting for an explanation. 
“What do you mean, up for grabs?” Silas had explained to me way back when that
any demon who succeeded in destroying a human not only gained that soul for
Satan, but would be rewarded with great power and, in the case of a suicide,
the ability to kill Arcs. I told Joshua this, but he shook his head.


“Not
exactly, Cal. Silas left out some stuff. See, if a Dark gets a human to take
his or her own life, Satan gets rights to that soul. The Dark gets more
powerful and, yes, it’s granted the ability to kill Arcs. Ex already had that
ability, so for him, killing Eli was more about shock value and bloodlust.  What
Silas left out was that there is always a way to recover the soul that’s lost.”
He paused, and his eyes drilled into mine. “First, the Dark has to be
destroyed.  Then, an angel has the option of making a Fair Trade.”


“I
don’t get it. What kind of trade?”  My memory conjured an image of the
elementary school cafeteria where Mila and I had exchanged Fruit Roll Ups for
Twinkies. I couldn’t imagine Lucifer was jonesing for cream filling or high
fructose corn syrup.


“An
angel agrees to trade its life for that of the person who was lost. In return,
the soul goes to Heaven.”


His
words dropped onto me, clinking like change into a hollow tin can. Thoughts
tripped over each other in my conscience, as I began weighing the heaviness of the
chains against what could ultimately set me free.


“Don’t
even go there, Callie.” He looked away, scowling at the possibility.  “It can’t
be an Arc who volunteers anyway. We’re too human.” 


I
didn’t believe him.


“Besides,
nobody knows where Ex is right now. We’d have to find and destroy him first to
even have the option of trading for Eli.”


All
of these rules and addendums to rules were making me dizzy. “If Eli’s soul is
in Satan’s hands, why do we have to find Ex? Can’t we just make a deal with the
devil?”


The
corners of his eyes lifted and creased. “That’s cute, Callie.”


Yeah,
but I wasn’t trying to be funny.


“No,
we can’t do that. Ex won Eli, so the tally’s his. We’d have to kill him for
Fair Trade. He’d never give up a win. Dude’s super arrogant.”


Sigh. 
Apparently there was protocol here.


“And,
even when we find Ex and destroy him, which, I promise you we will, somebody
pretty high up would have to make a Fair Trade.”


Unlikely
scenarios bloomed behind my eyes.  I pictured Archangels lining up to become
martyrs at a fiery stake.  I peered at Joshua. “I’d do it, you know.” Head
tilted, his eyes asked me what I meant. “If I had the chance, I’d trade my
eternity for Eli’s soul.”


“Callie,
you don’t even know what you’re saying. Can you even get your head around the
idea of Hell? Can you process what eternity would feel like?”


“I
know what I feel like now, and it totally sucks.”  


“Callie,
I feel the same responsibility as you do.” He kissed my shoulder, and I
unwittingly jerked away from the reminder of our negligence.


“Sorry,”
I told him.


“It’s
okay. I get it.” And I knew he really did. We sat in silence for a minute until
he broke it.


“So,
I guess you’re back at Casa Evans, huh?”


I
smiled. “Yeah, I guess so.” It suddenly hit me that our family reunion had not
included my dad. With everything that had gone down this morning, I actually
wasn’t sure if Dad was Uncloaked or not.


Just
then, I heard a commotion coming from inside the house. Joshua craned his neck
to spy into the kitchen window.


“Everyone’s
in there, Callie.” 


I
took my own look through the glass and gasped. Silas and Jules had brought them
all back here?  I watched  my dad enter the living room from the kitchen with a
steaming mug in his hand only to toss it straight up into the air and backpedal
away from a stoic but obviously startling Romuel, splattering the giant with
hot chocolate and whipped cream.


I
glanced at Joshua as a laugh escaped my lips. Thank you, God, for comic relief.
Something told me Dad had just been very rudely Woken up.


I
took Joshua’s hand in mine, and we slid through the front door just as
introductions were being made. My dad had plastered himself inside the shallow
corner that separated the kitchen from the  living room, where the rest of the
unlikely posse was gathered.


This
was gonna be good.


“Mr.
Evans,” A chocolate splashed Romuel cautiously peeked around the corner,
offering his handshake to my dad whose eyeballs were red rimmed and stretched
out double wide. Lips twitching, he carefully reached out, not to shake but to test
touch the huge hand in front of him, to see if it was actually there.  I almost
bust a gut when his finger connected with Romuel’s, and Dad  let loose a note
that was worthy of a solo at the Met. 


“Jo,”
My dad chirped, eyes wide and superglued to Romuel.


“Yes,
hon?” Mom was already scrubbing the hot chocolate from the carpet.


“What’s
the name of the antibiotics Dr. Walsh has me on?” Oh man, he was totally
wigging out.


“It’s
not a reaction to the medicine, sweetie. They’re real.” She stood up and
gestured toward me. “Look, Jonathan, it’s Calliope, our daughter. Do you
remember her?”


“Hey,
Dad.”  I wanted to apologize for my snicker, but watching him try to scrub the
hallucination out of his eyes was just plain funny. 


“Mr.
Evans,” Romuel continued to address my completely shell shocked Dad. “I’m
grateful to you for having raised Callie to be such a virtuous and honest young
woman.”


I
snuck a look at Joshua out of the corner of my eye. Virtuous? I practically
blew off my job to make out with my boyfriend. I think that made me… well… less
than virtuous anyway.


Dad
tried waving his hands in the air again. I could tell he was hoping they would
go right through Romuel as if were made of smoke and mist. Poor Dad. His
knuckles knocked hard into Romuel’s bony chin.


“Sorry,”
he said and then made a noise like a hiccup as if he hadn’t meant to speak to
the imaginary man in the first place.


Oh
man, this was reminding me of the night I’d discovered Silas and Jules, fluttering
around in my bedroom. I’d been one hundred percent ready to pack my bag for the
nuthouse. 


“Johanna.”
Dad’s voice was louder and more frantic now as he rounded the corner and
bravely stepped into the living room. “There are fairies on the mantle.”


“I
am not a fairy,” Silas grumbled, picking a piece of lint off of one wing.


“And
whoa-” Dad’s face suddenly flushed, and he cleared his throat. “Holy Toledo.” 


Huh?
I followed his eyes and found a huge set of… well wings, too.  Ah, Jules,
always the showstopper. 


“Close
your mouth and put your eyeballs back in your head, Jonathan.” Mom grabbed my dad’s
left ear and yanked  it, dragging his attention away from the mini-vision in
black leather and lace that was at the moment adjusting her boobs inside her
bustier of the day. “Come on. I’ll explain everything.”


Silas
fluttered over and landed on my mom’s shoulder. “Let me help you, Johanna. I
have quite a knack for this type of thing.”


Translation
- I love to hear myself talk – can you carve out a few hours?


Mom,
Dad, and Silas headed toward the basement stairs that led to my dad’s happy
place, his man cave, and, a second later, Romuel followed. I shook my head as
they disappeared down the steps. This was all so surreal, my parents being able
to experience all of the impossibilities that had just recently become my
reality. I had to admit I felt less alone knowing I was part of this family
again. The thick black cloud that was this horrific day actually did have a
silver lining. I was an Evans again. I glanced over at my brothers and noticed
the two guardian angels standing quietly behind them. 


Romuel’s
daughter was easy to pick out. She had the same fiery curls I’d admired in
Romuel’s memory.  Grown up Rona  was so not the frumpy red head that Jules had
described to me. Her face and build were snapshots of her mother’s startling
beauty, but her vibe and dress were all warrior, complete with what looked like
a soldier’s uniform. 


Joelle
was the girl version of James Bond, dressed in a short white skirt, suit jacket
and mirrored sunglasses. Her shiny blond hair fell smoothly down her back.  She
almost looked like she just walked out of a top secret CIA meeting at the White
House, except for the Uzi, which I totally respect. In my humble opinion, an
Uzi goes with any outfit. 


They
stood stoically behind my brothers, both of whom had completely cheesed out grins
splattered across their pimply faces. I rolled my eyes. I could smell their
overactive hormones and hear them bragging to their buddies about their super-
hot, ultra tough, immortal body guards who were hopelessly devoted to keeping
them safe. 


So
much for impressing them with the ability to Clear.


“Well,
Cal Pal,” Mila spoke from her seat next to Deaves on the couch. “The gang’s all
here. Wanna order a pizza or something?”


Leave
it to Mila to bring a touch of the everyday mundane to this circus act. For a
minute, no one answered her. Unspoken words, petrified by guilt and sadness,
sat on each of our lips. How could we do normal after everything that
had happened last night? How could we eat pizza and hang out when Eli had lost
his life? Finally, I spoke up.


“I
don’t think he’d want us to just sit around and mope, guys.” I went over to
Jack and put my hand on his shoulder. “You know how Eli was. He was always the
first guy to accept Mom’s invitations for board game and pizza night at our house.
We should honor his spirit in that way. What do you think?” 


My
brothers stared at each other, exchanging that weird twin secret code
communication that I never could figure out how to bust in on. My limited
translation skills told me they were down with my plan.


“You
guys like mushrooms?” Joshua asked my brothers. Jack and Sam simultaneously
looked to their supermodel security team for direction as if they’d forgotten
their pizza preferences. Joelle grinned and Rona shrugged as the front door to
Casa Evans popped open again.


“I
like plain cheese,” Karen Carter sing songed herself into the crew, planting
herself on the other side of Joshua and blinding me with the flash of her
perfectly flossed, shiny white smile. Ugh. Joshua had told me that she had become
a part of our little posse, showing up wherever we were because it was the one
place she felt she belonged. He’d been matter of fact about her being one of
the gang now, but I had kind of a strong opinion about it.  My lips curled
sourly into each other, and I gritted my teeth. Of course she wanted plain
cheese pizza.


I
squeezed Joshua’s hand and shot a purposely fake smile at Karen. “I’m more of a
spicy pepperoni and banana peppers type of girl.” Uh huh sister. “I like to
walk on the wild side.”


Joshua
looked at me like I’d sprouted feathers. 


“What?”
I glared at him, daring him to not totally get me. Before he could signal any
understanding, Karen nodded and smiled sweetly again. 


“Okay,
Callie,” she said, clicking her heels together and bouncing like there was a
super ball under her feet. “Why don’t we just order a few different kinds then?”


Why
was she acting all goopy nice to me? Go ahead and try to play innocent Miss Poppins.
I am not buying that spoonful of sugar you’re trying to sell me. You tried to
steal my guy, and I am not forgetting it. I reached for the phone that was on
the end table while I shot her the ‘I’m watching you’ two fingered signal,
pointing from my eyeballs to hers. 


When
the pizza delivery guy finally rang the doorbell an hour later, we were in the
middle of a heated game of charades, which was pretty interesting to play with
Jules. Body language, when it flows so naturally from the combination of her voluptuous
parts, seems borderline indecent to the rest of the civilized world. I have to
admit, my dad didn’t look half as out of sorts when it was her turn to act
something out as he did for the rest of the game. At least she was warming him
up to the idea that they all existed. Or maybe he was just enjoying what he
perceived to be a little trip to fantasy land where Tinker Bell had gotten one
hello of a makeover. 


Anyway,
Mom was super focused on Silas, who was attempting to act out the word “pigeon.” 
My mom’s an uber competitive board game player. It’s life or death stuff to her.
She yelled for the pizza man to just come on in like always, and when he did
just that, he was greeted with the biggest surprise of his life – Waking up.


I’m
not sure if it was Silas he saw first, wings fluttering like mad, one foot in
the air, neck twitching back and forth – in his defense he really did look like
a pigeon – or if it was Jules and Jixer, also in mid air, yelling out their
guesses.


“Chicken!”


“Rooster!”



“Duck!”


Either
way, the tall skinny twenty something dude dropped our pizzas to the floor,
warming bag and all, and, with a look of horror on his unshaven face stumbled
backwards out the front door.  


“Oh
no,” Mom said. “Poor Jamie. He delivers for us every Friday.”


Come
to think of it, the grubby guy did look kind of familiar. “Hate to break it to
you Mom, but I don’t think he’s coming back next Friday.” Or after that. Ever. 


Dad
stood up and pushed his chair out from under him. He looked around at the
impossible group of characters at his dining room table, and I could tell he’d
finally swallowed it all, Micros, Arcs, Warriors, Raysers… I wondered what was
going through his head at just this moment.


“Okay
gang.” Dad smiled unexpectedly and gestured toward the overturned pizza boxes
on the living room floor, his big nostrils flaring. “Free pizza!”


I
laughed and breathed the lightness my dad always brought to the table. We
needed a heavy dose of it on this dark day.  I stood back for a moment,
watching everyone dig into the heavenly looking pizza. Joshua tossed his hair
away from his face and stared at me from across the room, and I could tell he
was, as usual, on my page, reading my thoughts like they were a best seller in
his hands. I watched his face go from grief to pity to disapproval, looking
away and then boomeranging right back to me. His eyes whispered to me to just
let go. How could I?


Eli
McMichaels, the life he’d lost and the soul I was now obsessed with saving,
would always sit quietly in the front seat of my thoughts. I could live and
breathe all of this, the normally neurotic chaos that had seemed to wind its
way back into my world with the Waking of my family and the impossible to
believe truths I encountered daily on the battlefield of good and evil. I could
exist in this here and now, but pieces of my heart and spirit were tangled
between a limbo of Eli’s past and what the future of his soul could still be.


Besides
feeling responsible for Eli, there was the fact that his fate could have easily
tumbled onto one of my brothers. In fact, I’m sure Jack or Sam would have been
the victim of choice. After all, deep down I knew he’d go after my family. Not
Ex. This battle wasn’t with  Ex or any of those hideous Shakers Romuel had told
me about. Behind Ex and the other Darks, even behind Mihm, was a gruesome
puppet master, one that wanted control over me. I knew his name, and now I even
knew his ridiculous red oversized face. 


Lucifer.
The actual devil.


He
was using his murderous minions to get to me. He’d gone after my best friend,
my mother and he’d obviously tried to get to my brothers but got Eli instead.
Despite Joshua’s protests that Arcs are too human for Lucifer’s toy box full of
bartered angels, this devil seemed to want little old me pretty badly


My
stomach churned with both hunger at the cheesy aroma in the air and a froth of
anger that threatened to boil up my throat.  It was clear that Satan wanted to
break my heart, in the hopes that it would help him break my will.


Well,
here’s a news flash for you, you roid-munching, half pint, tomato-faced jerk;
Callie Evans is feeling pretty unbreakable. Word on the street is that I’m
gonna be the one to assemble your enemy’s army – no more letting freaked out
pizza guys and wigged beauticians flee in search of their sanity. These are my
future front liners.   Something tells me if I harness this rage you’ve planted
in my belly, we’re gonna be a mob of uber-anger, foaming at the mouth for a chance
to slay your silly blobs of death and destruction.  I’ve got a kick arsenal
commander-in-chief who can snap the necks of demons with a flick of his
fingertips, a handful of Micros who are, as Silas likes to say, small but
mighty, and one boy angel I know will have my back through whatever hell you
have planned for me.  


In
other words…


Bring
it.











CHAPTER 15


 


“That’s
it, Cal. I’m going in. I can’t stand watching it anymore.” Mila clutched her
trusty baseball bat – which, in Silas’s defense, had come in handy a few times
– and started down the hill.


“Mila,
don’t do it. Just wait ‘til it’s over and everybody’s gone, okay?”  I felt like
I was pleading with a sadistic militant who’d just gotten his fat, greasy
fingers on the boom button of the A-bomb. Mila, it seemed, was just as
hungry for Darks’ blood as I was, anxious to pop the head off of every last one
she ran into. And there was quite a gathering today.


We
were lurking in the middle of a grove of oak trees, up the hill and not totally
visible from Lazarus cemetery. The funeral of Eli McMichaels was unfolding, and
we were, by choice, in attendance from afar. Friends and family gathered in the
out-of-place sunshine to pay their last respects to an innocent boy who’d
become a casualty of a war he’d never even realized was being waged. My heart
dripped thick tears at the anguish on Eli’s parents’ faces, and, as I smeared
away the matching ones on my cheeks with the back of my hand, I tried hard to
force the guilt down my throat, to focus on what I could do now, not what I’d
failed to do before.


Where
was that creepy Ex anyway? He could probably smell the bloodlust on me from a
mile away, the coward. He could go ahead and keep his distance, but he couldn’t
run forever. I’d catch up to him at some point. For today, I’d have to be
satisfied with slaughtering his cheering section, who were, at the moment,
having one hello of a party on the sidelines of Eli’s family’s sorrow. So.
Incredibly. Vile. 


“Believe
me, Mi,” I spoke through clenched teeth, “there’s nothing I wanna do more right
this minute than sprint down the hill and go completely postal on that crew.”
The muscles in my calves tensed, ready to take off as soon as I gave them the
go ahead. Digging my feet into the dirt below, I knew I had no choice but to
wait. “We can’t go traipsing in there, Waking up all those people. It’d be
total pandemonium, and the McMichaels don’t need any more material for their
nightmares.” The sight of the dozen and a half Darks at the funeral, snickering
and cheering, would only cause mayhem and madness at first sight. 


Mila
blew out a hugely melodramatic sigh, edged backward up the hill and plunked
herself down under an enormous oak tree. “Fine.” Another sigh. “But it stinks
out here. I might have to hurl.”


She
was right. It did stink. Like sulfur and grape bubble gum. Not a good mix. 


“Did
I tell you I ran into Sara Burge yesterday?” I could try to steer her attention
elsewhere at least.


“Nope.
Where?”


“The
library.”


“I
thought you’d had enough of that place, Cal.”


“Yeah,
well, I didn’t exactly go there by choice.” Mila watched me, still distracted,
but listening.


“I
was standing in my kitchen yesterday afternoon, pouring myself a glass of
orange juice when the world started to blur and buzz.” 


“Clearing
incoming,” Mila said flatly, obviously not overly excited by the now relatively
normal act of disappearing from one place and reappearing in another in an
instant. It was all becoming day-to- day for her, apparently. 


“So,
anyway, I show up at the library and there’s Sara, at one of the study tables,
surrounded by a bunch of Burs.” These are the ugly little roly polies I’d
watched Mila stomp at the baseball field the day she’d sniffed me out at
Joshua’s house. They whisper monotonously and are always accompanied by a slew
of their frenzied brethren. These guys are the epitome of all talk, though. The
minute somebody like Mila or me starts fighting back, they try to waddle away.
They never get far. Mila may be slow to catch on to some things, but she’s
superfast on her feet, especially on gym day when she has her fancy sneakers
on. And, of course, my mad Arc skills never disappoint.


Mila
rolled her eyes at the mention of the Burs. “Gross. Did Sara see you?”


“Not
at first. I was standing kind of behind one of the shelves, just watching. The
Burs were running their usual routine.”


“Gettin’
on her about her reading junk, right?”


“Yep.
Calling her stupid, worthless, making fun of how she mixes up letters and reads
them backwards.”


“They
really need some new material, Cal. Every time we smell them, they’re saying
the same old stuff.”


I
had to hand it to her. Mila was really learning the ropes of demon destruction.
When she’s hanging out at my house, which is pretty often these days, Silas
lets her come with us into Darks crises, especially if he knows we’re battling
something like Burs or even Starks – long tall droopy eyed demons with no arms.
These sleepy looking dudes breed depression and anxiety with their Whispers.
Also all talk, no action, easy to kill once you get past the disturbing look of
them.


For
me though, there’s always the terror in my head, the images of death and
abominations that flash through my mind like scenes from multiple horror
movies. Mental torment is the Darks’ only defense, and I was getting really
good at dealing with it. Just like Mila was getting really good at dealing with
demon goo all over her clothes and shoes.  We were all evolving.


“So,
did Sara Wake up and totally freak out?” Mila had witnessed at least a dozen
scenes where the victim had Woken up upon my arrival to the scene. Usually,
they start with a silent scream, an “oh” on their lips that, over the course of
a few seconds, grows in volume and pitch until they are all out wigging. One
time, a girl passed out cold, and Mila had to splash her with cold water, just
to wake her up… in the human sense of the term.


“Sara
actually never screamed,” I said.


“That’s
something.”


“So
I started stabbing, one gross giant potato bug at a time.”


“Pop,
fizz. Pop, fizz.” Mila added the sound effects, and I chuckled.


“You
sound just like them, Mi.”


“Did
you kill them all?”


“I
thought I did,” I told Mila. “So, I started in on my speech about how she’s
perfect just the way she is, how God made her.” Mila gave me the one eyebrow.


“Since
when do you get all churchy and stuff?”


Should
I remind her that I am an angel? Would it even matter? “It’s what I tell
all of the victims to seal them so they’re untouchable to Darks for eternity.”


“That’s
the coolest thing, Cal. You’re like a superhero.” An easier concept to grasp
than angel apparently, but whatever.


“Yeah,
but listen to what Sara did,” I continued. “I noticed she wasn’t even listening
to what I was saying, and I followed her eyes to whatever was grabbing her
attention away from me and my super seal speech.”


“Does
she have ADD, too?”


“No
Mi. There was a stray Bur, trying to roll itself away from the danger that was
me. Before I could grab my dagger, Sara picked up her pencil and stabbed the
pitiful little dough ball. She deflated it.”


I
couldn’t help wrinkling my nose, remembering how the air had thickened with
more stinky sulfurous ooze. The sad sweet smell of dead demon. Yuk.


“So
she killed it?” Mila’s eyes were wide just as mine had been yesterday at the
scene of the crime. I hadn’t been sure how to feel. Sara had stolen my thunder
and shocked the hello out of me. 


“Yep.
Apparently, anyone who’s Awake can kill them without any training at all.” 


Mila
pushed her lips into a pout for a second. “And here I thought I was special,
like a half breed supergirl or something like that, Cal.”


I
raised my eyebrows at her. “You are special, Mi.”  I snuck a glance down the
hill, where a large crowd still had not dispersed. At least my story was
holding Mila’s attention and keeping her from causing a huge scene. “Think of
it this way,” I told her, placing my hand on her shoulder. “You were the
first.”


“First
what?”


“You
were the first human to Wake up, the first that killed a Dark.” I shrugged my shoulders.
“It’s cool to be first, Mi.”


“I
guess.” She sighed and looked up at the patches of sky through the leafy
branches. “So, then you had to tell Sara all about the Darks and what they are,
right?”


“Nope.
Silas showed up.”


His
yellow wings had appeared like warm sunshine on my face. Sara wasn’t quite as
comforted by his sudden appearance on her study table. Books and papers flew
everywhere, as she used up her allotted five minutes of freaking out. This is
Silas’s sanction. He actually sets a timer on his itty bitty pocket watch. I
know, crazy right? I put up with it though, because I much preferred sitting
back for the ride while he conducted the training through Angel and Demon ed.
101.


“There’s
still a bunch of reporters down there, Callie.” Mila’s attention had swayed
back to the funeral. At least she was calm now. 


I
shook my head and kicked a loose chunk of dirt. “Can you even believe those
stooges with their big cameras and microphones? It’s so unreal.” My blood
boiled at their presence, waiting like vultures, to spin Eli’s death into a
national gun control assembly. I’d have loved to Wake them all up, force them
to see the monsters on parade that had really caused this tragedy. 


“Yeah,
what are they doing?” Mila stared blankly up at me, still caressing the
baseball bat. “Is there a celebrity in Eli’s family or something?” She dug her
phone out of the pocket of her jeans and held it up to take a picture. “I don’t
think I can zoom in that far. Bummer.”


“Really,
Mi?” 


“Yeah,
you’re right. It’s kind of tacky, huh?”


And
a million other things.


“Omigod,
Callie, do you see what that freakin’ bug eyed Dark is doing? Is it trying to
do an end zone victory dance or something? I swear to God, I’m gonna beat it
till-”


“You
shouldn’t swear to God, Mila.”


Silas’s
voice snuck up on us, and, sure enough, when we looked behind us, we spotted
him there, perched on Romuel’s shoulder, fiddling with one of the pastel
scarves he’d shoplifted from my closet. 


Mila
huffed and rolled her eyes. “Well, you shouldn’t wear florals, Silas,”
she told him, and blew an enormous purple bubble for effect. “Hey, Rom U El.”


“Hello
Mila, Callie,” Romuel spoke, his eyes stuck on the tragic scene below.


“Are
you planning on decimating this crew, Calliope?” Silas’s eyes were slits, and I
could tell he was as disgusted as we were at the sight of the Darks party down
the hill.


Before
I could answer him, Mila spoke up. “Victory dance dude first. Let’s go.” She
stood up and again started toward the funeral, but I grabbed her arm and yanked
her back into the shade. 


“Not
yet, Mi.” If you googled the phrase ‘loose cannon’, her picture would be there,
staring you in the face from the screen of your phone.  “Paaaaatiieennnce.” I
drew the word out.


“Fine,
Cal. They just make me so furious.”


“As
they should, Mila,” Romuel said. I watched Silas look him up and down, taking
stock of Romuel’s same old ripped up jeans and sandals outfit, no doubt.  “The
Darks are the cause of all evil in this world. Abominations that never should
have been.”


Mila
raised her eyebrows at me. “Like the abominable snowman, Cal?”


Silas
mumbled a derogatory something and blew a heavy sigh through his super flared
nostrils. He had a lot of nerve judging Mila when he couldn’t even get his
twenty first century lingo right. Not even if somebody promised to pay him a
king’s ransom worth of paisley scarves and Cosmo magazines to do so. I gave him
a dirty look, and then turned to Mila. “No, Mi, not the abominable snowman. An
abomination is something that-”


“Whatever,”
she said, pointing down the hill. “Look, Rom, they’re all leaving. Can we head
down there now, Cal?”


“I
trust we three can make quick work out of those monsters?” Romuel eyed me then,
and I knew he was asking permission to join me on my path to redemption. I
wasn’t sure I wanted to share that destination with anyone, but what could I
say? He had the better connection to the big guy. I nodded and started down the
hill. “Let’s take this lot,” he growled, his heavy steps shaking the ground
just a little as he marched in front of Mila and me.


“I
know Lot!” Mila announced unexpectedly. She stopped for a split second and
turned to Romuel and me, as obviously excited by her knowledge as I was
completely baffled. “He’s the guy back in the Bible day that got swallowed by a
fish. But then the ocean got turned to salt and he walked on it. Remember,
Cal?”


Silas’s
flabbergasted eyes found mine, and I silently warned him to keep his trap shut
tight.


“Yep,
Mi. I remember.”  I didn’t have the time to argue Biblical trivia with Mila,
and truthfully, she looked so excited to actually know something, I didn’t want
to burst her bubble.  Instead, I trudged onward behind Romuel toward our enemy.
“Come on. Let’s get down there before the party’s over.”  At once, we all broke
into a run.


With
Romuel leading the way, you’d think they’d have noticed us lumbering down the
hill, but no, some Darks are that dumb.  When we reached the group of the
twenty or so pieces of crap, we got to work. Romuel slashed, I sliced, and Mila
swung while Silas covertly cheered us on from the sidelines.  Slimy heads rolled
like dirty soccer balls through the grass, as anger fueled adrenaline juiced
through me. I lost myself for a moment and kicked a purplish grey head,
watching it take flight across the cemetery. 


“Nice
one, Calliope,” Silas complimented me. He was doing his part by fluttering at
the ears of the beasts that had them, rubbing his wings together so that they
sounded like nails on a chalkboard. I didn’t know how he did it, but it totally
drove these guys crazy. They were swatting at themselves like dogs with severe
cases of fleas. “Why don’t you pick this one off next?” He gestured to a scared
looking Dark that was crouching on the ground behind a tombstone, apparently
trying to make itself invisible. It was smart enough to know that something bad
was happening to its buddies but still too thick to figure out what or, in our
case, who.


“I’m
on it.” I bounced between a couple of headstones to where the now quiet Dark
was attempting to hide, but before my boots landed on the ground, Mila
appeared. 


“Strike
one!” She whapped it with a homerun swing. All I could do was watch, as its
sad, cloudy eyeballs rolled back into its head before it plopped over. Whether
she’d killed it was a mystery I was not comfortable leaving unsolved.  I tucked
the blade of my dagger into folds of leathery flesh at the monster’s neck,
watching blood and goo pour out until I felt satisfied it was a goner.


“You’re
out,” I spat at it, and when I turned around, I realized they all were. We’d slaughtered
the lot of them, as Romuel would have put it, in a matter of minutes.


I
was just about to high five Mila and high wing Silas when, out of the corner of
my eye, I saw it. A solitary Dark had somehow made it past us, up the hill and
into the trees.


“Oh
no you don’t, you little rat,” I muttered and started after it, determined to
finish the job.


Suddenly,
a bone chilling scream broke the silence of Lazarus cemetery, freezing my boots
in their tracks.


Fully
expecting the dead to awaken and come crawling up through the dirt just to see
what all the noise was about, I turned around in time to see a dark haired
woman, dressed in a suit and heels. She stood amid the carnage of our recent
battle, her heavily lined eyes wide and wandering over our spoils.  


“Crap!
Crap! Crap!” This was just what I’d hoped to avoid. The woman was gaping at the
bloody pieces of Darks that littered the ground in front of her. She could see
them. She was Awake.  And the Dark I’d spotted at the top of the hill was
totally out of sight. No one else had noticed it getting away, and it was too
late to send Mila or even Romuel after it. Now, we’d all have to deal with the
chaos at hand.


I
sighed.


“Holy
shit! What the hell is this?” One of the coiffed lady’s colleagues had emerged
from a white van marked Channel Eleven News. He was totally freaking out at the
greenish brown bloodied pile of limbs and heads when two more guys appeared,
toting camera equipment and wires. I had to guess that they’d arrived late to
the funeral, expecting to report a sad story about a young victim of gun
violence. They were about to get way more than they’d bargained for. 


Mila
slid up next to me. “Well, Cal Pal, looks like this is your show now, right?”


“Unfortunately.”
I shielded my eyes from the onslaught of flashing that suddenly was making the
sunshine seem dull.  Grabbing one of the guys’ cameras, I pulled it away from
his face. “Look Dude, can you just chill with the pictures for a minute?”


If
it hadn’t been for Silas flying between myself and the newsies, coiffed lady
would surely have pushed the send button on her phone in time to alert the cops
of the massacre at Lazarus cemetery. As it was, Si shocked the hello out of
her, and she dropped her phone. Hallelujah. Four freaked out customers at once
were three too many for me.  I didn’t need a slew of police officers and
emergency workers to Wake. Although I’d been granted the ability to erase the
Cloaking merely by being present in practically any situation, I’d yet to be
provided with the right words to calm the crazies I had to deal with in the
aftermath. 


“Go
ahead, Calliope. I’ll handle this.” Silas, on the other hand, was as loquacious
as always, readily available for explanations at a moment’s notice. My mom used
to say that for everything there is a season. Boy was she right. Even for
vanity, which is supposedly a sin, the season was now.


“Thanks,
Si.” 


Silas
knew I didn’t feel confident enough to deal with Waking large groups. To be
perfectly honest, I was having enough trouble with individuals.  Around every
bend lately were people just waiting to have conniptions in front of me.  I’d
fumble over my words, trying to calm them down and explain that the whacked out
visions were real. Most of the time, Silas came to my aid which, I had to
admit, was a total relief.  I mean, after people get over the initial shock of
seeing what they always assume is a “real live fairy,” a highly offended Silas
is usually able to smooth out the story, which is exactly what he seemed to be
doing at the moment. Phew.


“Callie,
I’m catching a ride home with Rom U El,” Mila told me, brushing random
flecks of dead Dark from her jean jacket. “I gotta get this goo off of me.
Wanna come with?” 


“Why
can’t you just say Romuel like everybody else does, Mi?” It was a dumb thing to
ask her, but I was so annoyed with the fact that I’d let that demon get away, I
felt like picking at somebody. 


“I
don’t know. I like how it sounds, I guess.” She shrugged her shoulders
innocently, and I silently chastised myself for getting on her about something
so trite. I felt the corners of my lips curl upwards as I took in the sight of
my best friend with her bloodied clothes and sweat and goo drenched hair. She
was totally unfazed by the crackpot of reality she’d been dumped into. Mila
sure had made a complete metamorphosis. From pretty butterfly wings to battle
fatigues, (last season’s jeans and a flannel, but still.) From flinging a Juicy
bag over her shoulder to swinging a baseball bat, she was a changed creature.


I
grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “It’s sick awesome that you’re in this with
me, Mi.”


“Where
else would I be, Cal Pal?” She squeezed back and winked at me before starting
toward a strangely quiet Romuel who was standing a few feet away, at the mound
of fresh soil that covered Eli McMichaels’ coffin. After a few steps, she
turned back to me. “You coming with or not?”


“Nah.”
I waved her on and watched her join Romuel before turning on my heel and
walking in the other direction, the one that led to Joshua’s place. Grabbing
one last glance at Si, I marveled at the now calm news reporters that were
circling his graceful, fluttering form, hanging on his every word, just the way
he liked it. Suddenly, the five of them vanished. 


Demon
field trip time, I guessed. I didn’t even flinch.


Strange
how the lines between normal and totally freakin’ nutso just keep getting
blurrier and blurrier as time goes on.     


Trudging
along the gravel path that would eventually lead me to Joshua, I let my
thoughts play around in the current events section of my mind. Every day, it
seemed, a new truth crept up on me and surprised the hello out of my current
paradigm.  Shift or be shifted, these truths insisted. I always managed to make
room for new impossibilities that were, believe it or be left behind, suddenly
completely possible. 


I
smiled and inhaled the cut grass smell in the air, trying to linger on it
instead of the scent of the blood that was never gonna come out of my jacket. 
Oh well. I could get a new one. Maybe Mila and I would find time to go to the
mall in the midst of all of this. Yeah, probably not. Shopping sprees were a
thing of the past now, but at least I still had my partner in crime. I so loved
it that Mila was the very first human to Wake up. Of all the people God could
have chosen, He picked her! I have no clue why He chose her; I’m just really
glad He did. Maybe she was just the right combination of imperfections.


A
shiver kissed the nape of my neck as the gravel under my slime splashed boots
turned to pavement. Joshua’s house beckoned me from two streets over. The air
was suddenly electric, and I was swimming through its current. It was as if the
universe itself recognized our likeness and came apart when we were near each
other, hollowing out a space for just him and me, with all the rest of the
worlds and their goings on at either side of us. None of the outside stuff
mattered when we were in our little gift box of space.  


My
feet couldn’t get to him fast enough. 


“I
could actually use a set of wings right about now.” I spoke the words aloud to
no one, but a voice from somewhere outside my head answered me.


“Don’t
push your luck,” it said, clear as a bell.


“Silas?”
I looked over my shoulder for the source of the voice but found no one. The
hairs on my arms stood at attention. I tried to rub them back down and shake
off the case of the creeps.


As
I approached Joshua’s place, the world went away. I floated forward and left
the day and all the weirdness behind.











CHAPTER 16


 


JOSHUA
PRIDE


 


I
know what she’s thinking. She can act all business as usual with me, going
about her days, saving a bunch of souls, Waking a bunch of others and then
stopping by my place to brush my lips with hers, letting me breathe her light
for an hour or so. She thinks she’s fooling me, but I’m watching her hard. I
know she thinks she can get that poor boy’s soul back.


Truth
is I wasn’t totally honest with her a few weeks back when I told her she
couldn’t. Truth is I’m damn sure Lucifer would be more than willing to trade
Eli’s soul for an eternity with Callie. Who’d be stupid enough to turn down a
deal that sweet?


I
told her Arcs are too human for Fair Trade, that it’d have to be a loftier
angel, somebody like Gabe or Michael. I lied. For one thing, anyone can offer
themselves. For another, she’s looking pretty lofty herself. I mean, she’s
clearly important enough that Lu’s making a concentrated effort to get to her.
First Mihm, now Ex. 


Speaking
of Ex, I’m spending every spare second trying to track him down. I don’t know
if Callie bought the story I fed her, but if she’s onto me, I certainly need to
find and destroy Ex before she does. After I kill him, I’ll figure out my next
move. I don’t really want to think about it right now. I have just a couple of
minutes before she strolls through my front door, and I want to take a quick
shower. I’m covered with Rayser blood.


As
the hot water rinses away the proof of my deceit, I linger on her image. I
don’t know what Hell looks like, how to visualize absolute nothingness, but
even if I could, there isn’t enough space in my head to hold both visions. One
is everything beautiful and alive and perfect. The other, I imagine, is a
torturous abyss. They can’t exist together in my head, and they certainly
aren’t going to exist together in reality, at least not if I have anything to
do with it.


I
step out of the shower and grab a towel. It’s wet. Romuel’s been here way too
much lately. I feel like Goldilocks’ three bears. Who’s been sleeping in my
bed, eating all my cereal, using my damn towel?  I have to put up with him
though. We’re keeping each others’ secrets. I know he’s been seeing Deyanna,
and he knows what I’ve been up to. We have a kind of unspoken alliance, and we
don’t ask each other any questions. I appreciate that, and I think he does too.


I
slip into my jeans just as the screen door slams below. I hear her boots taking
two steps at a time, in a race with the day just to get to me. I can’t help but
smile at that.


“You
smell good.” Her voice lights the air with electricity before she even comes
into view. The current flows across my bare chest and shocks me from across the
room when she walks in. I’m slayed at the sight of her, blood, guts and all.


“Not
me. I smell like crap,” she tells me, picking a chunk of demon something from
her eyebrow. I bury my face in the locks of hair that pour into the crook of
her neck and inhale deeply, telling her without words that I think she smells
like heaven. The nearness of her sets my bare skin on fire. I’m ashes.


“Joshua,
I so need a shower.”


“Okay,”
I tell her and lean against the wall outside of the cracked bathroom door.  I
hear the spray of the shower and imagine her, all of her, under the water. It’s
torture, to be this close to her, to smell the soap suds that are bubbling on
her skin, to listen to the water tumbling through her hair and down her back,
splashing onto the tub beneath her wet toes. My mouth is watering, and I have
to say something so I don’t do anything I’ll regret.


“How
was your day?” I call through the open crack.


“Just
fab, yours?”


“Okay. 
What’d you get into?”


“This
morning I Cleared to some kids’ house. He was hating on everything, surfing a
bunch of Skinhead websites. There were two Raysers under his bed.” She pauses,
and I know she’s brushing her teeth.  “I had Jules’ Uzi, so it was a no
brainer.”


“Sweet.”
She turns the shower off, and my eyes are closed, and all I can see behind them
are droplets of the luckiest water, sliding down her steaming skin.”D’you need
a towel?”


“Nah,
I’ll just use the one in here. It’s not that wet.” 


That
towel is getting quite a bit of use in one day.


“So,
this afternoon, Silas summons me to the back of this school where a bunch of
kids are smoking weed.” 


She’s
standing in front of me now, wearing one of my button down shirts that comes
down to her knees. I don’t know how that got left in the bathroom, but I’m glad
it was. She looks amazingly hot with her hair twisted up in the community towel
and her legs still red from the shower. I breathe her in, and my eyes start to
water a little. I can’t even speak. My mouth is mushy with desire. It wants to
find her lips and quiet them for a while.


“The
Raysers there were smart, Joshua. There were only six of them, but they laid it
on thick in my head. The imagery… I don’t even want to remember it.”


Then
don’t, Callie. Just kiss me. I take her hand, and pull her into me until the
space between our faces is almost closed when she speaks again.


“I
missed one of them this afternoon, Joshua. I don’t know how, but one of them
got away.”


No,
it didn’t Callie. It’s just as dead as the rest of the suckers you slashed at
that cemetery. I should know. I killed it.


But
I don’t tell her this. Instead, I smash my lips into hers, making her forget
the monsters of her afternoon. My aching fingertips trace a story of tenderness
onto her tailbone to replace the nightmares the Raysers etched into her
imagination.


I
can feel the muscles in her jaw relax, the tension in her shoulders give way as
we wind ourselves together. Her heart pounds beneath my shirt. I put my hand
over it and step back just a smidge to look at her. 


“I
love you.” I tell her, and she opens her eyes halfway. They are heavy and
foggy, clouded with desire that makes my stomach clench and my fists tighten
around her waist.


Her
hands rush through my hair, scraping my neck with her fingernails. Her lips
open on my shoulder, and I can feel teeth grazing my skin. She tilts her head
back then, inviting me to taste her. She is berries and cinnamon and chocolate,
and I want to devour all of her. The quiet gasps that escape her throat are
like drops of gasoline teasing the flames of my need.


Her
back is against the wall. Our scorched skin is molten and melded and all mixed
together, and I’m breathing heavy madness all over her. She wraps her legs
around me, climbing me like a tree, and I think I’m about to reach Nirvana when
she stops moving.


“What?”
I ask, but I’m not even sure if a word forms on my lips. I may have mumbled
something completely unintelligible.


She
is shimmying back down my body, driving me just as crazy as she did on her way
up, but I know this can’t be good news. I have only one eye open, and I can see
exactly where this I going. My time’s up for the day. 


She’s
untangled herself from my body, and I’m already withering. 


“I
have to go,” she tells me and pulls on a pair of sweats she had stashed in one
of my dresser drawers. She laces up her boots then clomps over to me. I’m still
stuck to the wall, stuck in my fantasy come true. Her finger draws a heart over
my bruised lips, and then she kisses them full and hot, leaving me wanting
more. She starts down the upstairs hallway and then turns back around, flashing
wistful eyes and a crooked grin my way. “I love you too.” She says and
disappears downstairs.


“I’ll
see you tomorrow, Callie,” I say quietly. And I will. With every single
footstep she takes, I’ll be there, all over her like invisible ink. She won’t
be able to see me, but I’ll be watching, covering her back and hitting her
misses. Same as today. I promise.











CHAPTER 17


 


Well,
that was a hundred shades of much too much. 


I
wiped the sweat off of my forehead and gulped the cool air just outside
Joshua’s front door. It seemed like every time Joshua and I were alone like
this, things heated up at the speed of light. Lately, my conscience was having
to driving a bulldozer through the maze of desire in my mind just to find my
senses.


My
lack of self-control probably had something to do with the intense level of
stress I was under. Between saving souls, Waking souls and searching for Ex
around every corner, both my brain and body  were out of batteries. Add to that
the fact that there were always a thousand people at my house, getting way too
far up in my business, moving my cheese all over the freakin’ place and messing
with my mojo. I was seriously gonna pop the next person slash angel who left
their shoes in the doorway for me to trip over. 


Life
at home had gotten a little complicated. Complicated meaning cramped and overcrowded
with cranky immortals and crabby humans. Why everybody always seemed to be
hanging at my house was beyond me. Half the time, I couldn’t even get a spot on
the couch. In some ways, it had been much simpler bunking at the library, where
nobody messed with my stuff or asked me where I was going and when I was coming
back. I mean, let’s face it – half the time I don’t even know the answer to
either of those questions.


And
the big stressor, of course, was this business of Waking.  Although it was
essential in the victory of good over evil, it was also an extra large pain in
my arsenal.       


Every
time I saved a soul, I also Woke a person, and lately the saving part didn’t
even seem to be necessary. I could simply be present in any situation – like
Eli’s funeral – and all of a sudden, poof, people everywhere started acting
like they’d stumbled upon the zombie apocalypse – shrieking, clawing at their
faces, totally stroking out. This would last until they calmed down enough to
absorb the relatively unreasonable explanation provided preferably by
Silas but sometimes by me. Afterwards, all of these random strangers tended to go
temporarily buggy and then later show up on my doorstep looking for others who
were just as knee deep in delirium. 


The
phenomenon of Waking made for a couple of interesting new developments.  First
off, I had loads of new friends. There was always somebody to talk to, or
should I say, there was always somebody wanting to talk my ear off.  Also, Romuel
had plenty of soldiers to train, which was great except that everywhere you
turned, there was somebody karate kicking or sword fighting or learning how to
load a 22. Jack and Sam thought basic training was off the hook. As for me, if
I never hear another “Hi-Ya” in my eternity, it will be too soon, believe me. 


Don’t
get me wrong. I was totally cheesed that my family was back together again. I
was grateful for Waking if only for this morsel of familial joy.  I had a new
appreciation for all things Evans, even my brothers.  My dad was on some kind
of buzz, high on the fact that he could see stuff that other people couldn’t.
He’d always wanted a superpower, so I think his new reality was totally feeding
his ego. He was Mr. Permasmile, twenty four seven now, especially when Jules
was around.


Mom
and I had shared some really deep heart to hearts in the days since my family
had been Uncloaked. I was dying to hear what it had been like for her to Wake
up, but it seemed every time we got close to that part, I got summoned or
Cleared. 


Now,
after my interlude with the angelic temptation that was Joshua, I slid through
the gate into our driveway, noticing how unusually quiet the air was here at
104 Shady Lane. Oh please, no….  I felt my face go cold, immediately imagining
the worst.


“Romuel
took everyone over to the church yard for combat lessons.” My dad’s voice leapt
at me from the shadows on the front porch. I didn’t even see him standing
there, but he must have seen me and the look of frozen dread that painted my
face.


“For
a minute, I thought-“


“I
know, angel. It’s kind of ironic to think about that nickname now, isn’t it? That’s
what I’ve always called you.” He tousled my still damp hair.


“Yeah,
I guess it is, huh?” I leaned into him. No matter what was happening in my
life, a hug from my dad always made the bad stuff seem smaller. “How’d you guys
get out of combat lessons?”


“Your
mom told Silas it’s her time of the month.” 


“No
she didn’t.” That woman was shameless!


“I
most certainly did, Cal.” My mom joined us on the porch.  “You better believe
I’m using that card. Desperate times call for desperate measures, and I needed
some peace and quiet.” She eyed me, suspiciously. “Why’s your hair wet, Cal?”


Oh,
man, here we go.  Clutching my abdomen, I decided to detour my mother’s
attention in a direction I knew she’d follow. “Mom, I have really bad cramps.
Can we go in and make hot chocolate and something to eat?”


“Oh,
geez.” Dad ran his hand through his thin hair and raised a single eyebrow at us.
“Double your pleasure, ladies. I have to go to the bathroom.” He disappeared
inside the house and down the basement stairs. 


A
minute later, my mom and I were huddled under blankets on the couch. Our
bellies were full of the (fake) cramps battling snack she’d made for both of us
-  raspberry hot chocolate and microwaved peanut butter waffle sandwiches. I
clutched my knees to my chest under the blanket and felt warm waters of comfort
rush over my insides. There was something about hanging with my mom that just
balanced my scales. I needed these moments with her to offset the totally
different kind of release I felt when I was with Joshua.  Not that I wanted to
go anywhere near having that conversation with her. Being next to her,
chatty or silent, was enough. She reminded me of who I was, well… who she and
my dad had raised me to be anyway.  I felt myself sucking up her clarity and
stashing it in my pocket for later. I was sure I’d need to pull it out the next
time the windows of my conscience got all fogged up.


“Feels
like old times.” I said.


“Oh,
Cal, you have no idea how wonderfully normal this feels.”


Bet
me.


“Before
I… remembered you,” She stumbled on her words, like she couldn’t make them form
on her tongue. I guess forgetting your own daughter is something any mother
would have a hard time talking about. “there was just this feeling of
emptiness,” she said. “I couldn’t focus on anything. I thought I was depressed
or having an early mi- life crisis, Cal. I even made an appointment with Dr.
Shoop.”


“What’d
she say?”


“I
never made it to see her. A couple of days before my appointment, I was driving
to the grocery store. I accidentally hit three Darks who must not have been
watching where they were going on Titan Boulevard.”


“Omigosh,
Mom!”


“I
know. I didn’t even see them, and I assumed I hit an animal, but when I got out
of the car and took a look…” She scratched her head and smiled at me. “Well,
let’s just say I was pretty sure I was gonna need more than one appointment
with Dr. Shoop.”


“I
thought I was crazy the first time I saw Silas and Jules.”


“Was
it the night of your birthday party, Cal?”


“Yep.
How’d you know?”


“A
second after I saw those dead, smelly creatures in front of my car, something
really strange happened.” She got a weird look on her face then, and I just
knew she was gonna cry. “It was like somebody pushed the rewind button on a movie
that was playing in my mind. I saw my life playing backwards from that moment,
racing through days and nights of the something missing feeling. Then it freeze
framed, and there we were, snuggled together in your bed after our night at the
E.R. Remember that, the night of your birthday?”


“Uh-huh.” 
There was before, and there was after, and that night was the defining line in between.
I’d never forget it. 


She
wiped her wet face with the back of her fist. I hate when my mom cries. It
makes me feel all weird inside, like the ground is crooked and I can’t stand up
straight.


“Then
everything from that day rushed into my memory. You taking your driver’s test,
the look on your face when we surprised you, how happy you were when we gave
you the iPhone.” She smiled and put her hand over mine. “For a second, it was a
nice little trip down memory lane – weird timing considering the monsters I’d
just discovered on the ground in front of me, but the memory of you just
eclipsed everything. All of a sudden I knew I didn’t have to see Dr. Shoop
anymore, well at least not for depression. I’d figured out exactly what was
missing from my life, and the knowledge was liberating. Two seconds later it
hit me that I had absolutely no idea where you were or how to find you. That’s
when I really panicked.”


“What’d
you do?”


“I
jumped back into the car and drove straight to the funeral home to your Dad.”


“What
about the dead Darks?”


“I
know… thank God for Dusters, right?”


This
woman had learned a lot in recent days. Impressive.


“Your
Dad was no help, of course. He didn’t remember you ever existed. He told me to
go home and make some tea and to throw away all of the paranormal romances I
read and reread.”


She
tisked and rolled her eyes, but I could see the blush on her cheeks. My mom so
had a book crush on one of the guys in some weird series she reads over and
over again. It’s totally embarrassing.


“Dad
has a point, Mom. You do get a little caught up-“


“Oh
shush. Anyway, he shuffled me out of his office and closed the door. I was just
about to pound my way back in when Silas landed smack dab on the tip of my
nose.”


“No
way.” I imagined my mom, cross eyed and confused, trying to process the little
guy with sunshiny wings standing on her face. “Silas loves to make an entrance,
doesn’t he?”


“Yeah,
well, I screamed my head off, but, of course your dad didn’t hear a thing. And
no matter where I ran, Silas followed me.  All around the funeral home, in the
parking lot, on the steering wheel of my car. It’s a miracle I didn’t get into
another car accident driving back home.” She was laughing at herself, but
seriously, that was kind of dangerous. Si should have been more careful than
that with my mom. “I finally locked myself in the bathroom, hoping he’d leave
me alone in there.”


I
doubted it. Silas didn’t have a real strong sense of propriety.


“I
was sitting on the toilet seat, and I’d finally caught my breath when I spied
him sitting on top of the shower rod. Before I could start screaming again, he
told me he knew all about my daughter, Calliope, and that he could take me to
her. That’s when I gave up and started listening.”


“That’s
when you came into the library?”


“Well,
not exactly.” Mom made a face at me that told me this was gonna be a long
story.


Apparently,
that’s when Silas had gotten word from whoever sends messages to Micros that Ex
was in town and on the move. He’d shared this tidbit of information with my
totally befuddled mother and then proceeded to drive her through a majorly
abridged crash course on demons and angels. 


“Every
time he touched me, we landed somewhere else,” my mom said. “It was really
trippy, Callie.”


Don’t
I know it. Silas had introduced me to the demons on my turf in much the same
way, touching me to different community locations. The Darks hung out anywhere
and everywhere.


“So,
after a few very brief drop-ins, one at a football game where literally every
cheerleader had one of these monsters whispering in her ear, Silas started to
get really antsy, like he had somewhere else to be.”


That
was strange. Silas never rushed through explanations when his hand was on the
mike.


“Next
stop was the library, and when we arrived at the front door, there wasn’t a
demon in sight, only two more strange looking miniature angels, one in
stilettos, the other in a wife beater.”


“Jules
and Jixer.”


My
mom nodded. “And, they couldn’t get into the library. Silas explained to me
about Clearing, said he could get just about anywhere by simply willing himself
there.”


“Yeah,
pretty cool, huh?” Get ready. Here comes the boom. “I can do it too...
sometimes”


“Wow
– your brothers would really be into that. Can you take me with you, like the
Micros do?”


“I
don’t think so.” Maybe once I learned how to control the ability better, I’d be
able to, though.


“Anyway,
those three tried everything, and when I attempted to simply open the door, it
sent an electrical shock juicing through my arm. Tossed me fifteen feet back
from the library door.” 


My
skin sizzled with both guilt and excitement at the memory of what I’d been up
to inside the library at the moment my mom was being tossed on her butt
outside. “You must have been pretty freaked out, Mom.”


“Mostly
because I was obsessed with getting to you.” She swallowed, and I could taste
the tears she was trying to hide. “That was when the Micros went nuts. I
couldn’t follow what they were talking about, just that there was a situation
that they didn’t know how to deal with because they couldn’t get to you or
Joshua- Silas spilled the beans about him being an Arc too, which, by the way,
made perfect sense. I remembered you telling me about the uncanny connection
the two of you had when you first met him and wanted to go on your first date.”


I
felt my face heat up again and wondered if Silas had also told her about the
giant rule we were choosing to ignore for the sake of our ‘uncanny connection,’
as she’d put it. My mom was kind of a buster when it came to rules. She probably
wouldn’t approve of Joshua and I breaking the law that forbids Arcs to be
together at all.


“I
heard them mention Mila’s name and before you know it, poof, they were gone. I
completely lost my head then. I know in hindsight it doesn’t make sense– the minute
you stop seeing imaginary wee fairies, fluttering their wings and talking
angels and demons to you, should be the minute you take a deep breath and
relish your sanity. It wasn’t that way for me. They were the only connection I
had to you, and I just knew you were real, knew it was all real.”


“Geez,
Mom.” Her words sliced into me, another knife of guilt twisting in my gut.


“I
sat there for a long time.” She paused. “And then I called the police.”


“You
didn’t!” This was so not good. My mom was definitely gonna be the town nutball
now, at least until the rest of the town Woke up. At the rate all of this was
happening, Mom would probably only have to endure temporary nutball status, and
that was a little bit of a relief, but still… “I can’t believe you did that,
Mom.”


“I
was grasping at straws, Cal. I had to get into that library.” She shrugged.
“But they wouldn’t even search the building.” 


Probably
because they’ve known you for a hundred years and , in their reality, you don’t
even have a daughter. 


“They
humored me though, took me down to the station and let me file a missing persons
report on you.” Hysterical laughter tumbled from her lips.


“I
don’t think it’s funny mom.” My face was frozen with humiliation for her. The
part of me that still gave a crapola about my family’s reputation was squirming
under my blanket. “Tell me you didn’t mention anything about Silas and Jules.”


“I
was desperate, Cal, but I’m not stupid.”


Thank
you God and the baby Jesus.


“He’s
not a baby anymore, Calliope.” Silas appeared out of nowhere, interrupting our
conversation.


My
mom and I jumped from our seats in unison, grabbing hold of each other in
surprise.


“Si,
enough with the dramatic entrances.” I dusted waffle crumbs from my pajama
pants and shot him a nasty look. He tossed me my weapons satchel and winked at
me.


“Sorry,
Mrs. Evans.” But his grin told me he wasn’t. “Calliope, take my hand.”


I
so resented both having to do what he told me and having to cut short my
conversation with Mom, but I knew I didn’t have options. Purpose, mission and
all that jazz, I guess. 


“See
you later, Mom.”


“Any
idea when you’ll be back, honey?”


I
tried to still my eyes, to stop them from rolling into the back of my head.
Really, I did, but seriously? How the hello was I supposed to know when I’d be
home? 


“Yeah,
I guess you don’t have much control over it, do you Sweetie?”


“Nope.”
Brave new world, Mom. Get with the program.


“Okay,
well, just text me when you get… wherever it is you’re going to.”


Was
she serious?


“Cut
her some slack, Calliope, she’s just concerned about you.”


How
about you cut the brown nosing, Silas. I huffed and shook my head at him.


“You
know, Calliope, you don’t have to act like a spoiled teenager just because your
mother’s around.”


He
grabbed my hand, and the vision of my mom waving goodbye to me faded into the
backdrop of  the regular Joe life I was leaving behind. 











CHAPTER 18


 


Déjà
vu crawled over my skin even before my feet hit the ground.    We were outside
in a field of fresh cut grass under a starless sky.  I heard the baying of a
cow and turned to Silas.


“This
must be some kind of farm.” I told him, noticing stalks of corn in the distance.


“Yes,
and unless Satan has converted to Hinduism, these are not the souls you’re
charged with saving.” He pointed to his left. “If I’m not mistaken, we need to
go there.” I searched until I could just make out the inky outline of a barn in
the distance.


“Let’s
go.” I marched the thirty or so feet to the barn, all the while alarms sounding
in my head. A sticky ball of dread was forming itself in my belly. I swallowed
hard, forcing myself to keep it down. “Silas, do you have a bad feeling about
this?”


“We
don’t have time for that, Calliope,” he said and flicked the heavy barn door
wide open with a touch his finger. 


The
minute I stepped inside, I knew I was in trouble. There were three teenagers –
two were obviously stoned, the other one was either asleep or unconscious on
the ground. When I showed up, the two sentient ones immediately started
tripping at the sight of the monsters and one lone fairy in their air space. As
usual, I’d opened their eyes just by stepping into the room. They screamed and
leapt up from their seats on the dirty barn floor, sending hay and dust flying
everywhere, then bolted out of the barn faster than lightning.  I couldn’t
blame them. I saw what they saw, and if I could have run too, I think I would
have.


The
Raysers surrounding the sleeping girl were all muscle and sinew. Red black
skin, gleaming like it was freshly oiled.  Hairless horned heads and tattooed
cheeks. Talons that looked more like tusks coming out of their fingers and
razor sharp fangs sliding in and out of their mouths. They were grinning
sadistically, eyeing me up with googly crazed eyes. This was the first tidbit
of really bad news. These freaks could see me. 


All
of a sudden, two tons of agony landed right between my eyeballs. My head was
pounding like never before, and it took everything in me just to stay standing.


“Calliope,
focus on the girl.”


“What
about the super freaks?” Their heads were swiveling on their sculpted bodies. They
seemed to be communicating to each other without words, and  I got the feeling
they were talking about me.


How
rude.


“Just
go to her.”


And
I tried. I ran full tilt toward the lump of her that was lying on the barn floor,
but I never made it. A brick, or something just as hard, hit me in the side of the
face, sending me flying four feet through the air and luckily landing bottom
first at the base of a wooden beam. The minute my butt smashed into the ground,
I realized it had been one of the Raysers who’d swiped me with, not a brick,
but a fist. The blood dripping down my cheek told me its fist had been open
enough to give those horrible claws the chance to scar me.


“Here.”
Silas was handing me a pink paisley handkerchief. “The bleeding will stop
quickly if you use this to put pressure on it.”


I
must look pretty bad for him to be giving up one of his most cherished
accessories. 


“I’m
alright,” I told him and started to my feet, never taking my eyes off of the
trio of doom that was cackling ahead of me. 


In
the fast forward form I was accustomed to by now, I grabbed my Uzi out of my
satchel and started squeezing off rounds. Those jerks were so busy
congratulating themselves in their freaky extra sensory language, they didn’t even
see my secret weapon coming. 


Dust
flew. Horses whinnied. Stray strands of straw went flying in every direction.


I
spun and crouched behind the thick wooden beam that had been my landing strip
only moments before, waiting, listening, until everything was quiet.


“Si?”


“I
think it’s clear.” He didn’t’ sound so sure.


Peeking
around the beam, I saw little more than gun smoke, rising into the rafters. The
thick fog of aftermath hung in the dimly lit square of destruction I’d created,
and I couldn’t see well enough to be sure of what was left of the girl or
demons. I was going to have to approach the danger zone. Silence promised me
safe passage, but I just wasn’t convinced it was speaking the truth. Still, I
had no choice but to go in.


“No.”
The word barely escaped my lips as I knelt beside the injured girl. She was
definitely unconscious, but what I hadn’t noticed before were the claw tracks
that trailed down her arms and legs. She was bleeding badly and from the looks
of the mess she was lying in, she’d been bleeding for a while. I’d never seen
anything like it before, and I was baffled. 


They’d
attacked her body.


I’d
only ever known these demons to attack internally, but these angry oozing
slices were screaming at me from her very external skin. I didn’t have time to
wonder. This girl needed help. 


“Silas,”
I called loudly to him.  “We have to get her to a hospital fast.” I was
wrapping her in a hoodie I’d found on the ground next to her, having all but
forgotten the Raysers who’d done this, when I felt the hairs on the back of my
neck stand straight and still as the corn in the fields outside.


Inhale.


Exhale.


Count
the bodies.


One
of the dead Raysers was belly up a few feet from the girl, its arms and legs
splayed in different directions like a scarecrow. Another almost looked as if
it were propped up, enjoying a good book, against a wooden beam, except that
its body was a piece of swiss cheese, black ooze seeping from the potholes. 


Where
was the other one?


Before
I could voice my concern to Silas, I felt myself being lifted straight up off
the ground by the back of my neck. I knew it had me. I knew what it wanted to
do to me, what it craved most to do. I didn’t know if I could stop it.


But
I had to try.


Silas,
get me my satchel. I thought the words but didn’t speak them. He listened in on
my thoughts all the freakin’ time. He’d better hear me now.


I
was dangling, a few feet in the air, a Rayser’s forked tongue flicking at my
ear from behind me.  Wasn’t it enough for it to just kill me? Did it have to lick
me first? Gross! I forced myself not to react.  Although I was blowing chunks
on the inside, I refused to let this creep see me sweat.


“Arc,”
the Rasyer spoke to me. “You killed my brothers.”


Two
down. One to go.


“What
kind of fate should I offer you, Arc, to repay you for destroying my kin?” Its
voice was rawhide, brush burning my ears.


I
grasped the satchel that suddenly materialized in my left hand. Thank you God!


“It
was actually me, Calliope,” Silas whispered from somewhere I couldn’t see.


Seriously?
I didn’t mean thank you to the actual God, Silas. It’s a figure of speech, but
yeah, thanks.


“You’re
welcome.”


I
reached inside for my dagger, regretting that I’d left my Uzi on the other side
of the barn. My fingers wrapped around it, clutching the desperate hope that it
represented. 


“You’re
a pretty little thing, Arc,” the Rayser continued. “The things I could do to
you…”


And
I let it talk, let it detail its deviant fantasies until it was sufficiently
detoured into its daydreams. 


Then
I plunged my dagger deep into its gut. 


And
it laughed.


Grabbing
me by the tender skin of my shoulders, it turned me around so I was facing it,
its terrible body more tattoo than skin, its eyes two smooth black stones. It
cackled like a wicked witch, sour breath folding over my cheeks, curled fists gripping
me by the throat and lifting me higher and higher. Suddenly, I felt my body
being tossed like a rag doll, hard and fast, to the ground. This time, my
landing wasn’t so soft. The back of my head slammed into the ground with bullet
force and skull searing hurt, my neck jolting forward at the force of the blow.
I couldn’t move. My body was tangled up in a painful knot.  Opening one eye, I saw
the double image of the once beautiful girl lying not too far from me, the tips
of her ratty blond hair swimming in a pool of blood that was slowly but
steadily getting deeper. Images flashed from past to present.


 


Sunshine


Little
yellow curls, blowing in the breeze behind the oak tree.


“Betcha
can’t find me, Brother!”


“Ready
or not-“


“Here
you come!”


A
bright giggle bubbles.


Darkness
falls. Tears stain little cheeks.


“Where
did brother go, Mommy?”


“He
went to Heaven to be with God, Sunshine.”


“I
want to play hide and go seek with him, Mommy.”


“I
know, Sunshine. Go to sleep now.”


A
first heartbreak.


A
reason to embrace the darkness.


Not
an excuse but a reason.     


Tears
morphing to become rivers of laughter.


Touchable
joy in her smile.


A
heart so full of compassion, just as it was made to be.


Wisdom
and grace hiding beneath oppressive despair.


Despair
that was nurtured by an imperfect world and forces of evil.


Under
all of the brokenness is a gift,


A
perfectly created daughter of God, buried under the rubble of tragedies and bad
decisions.


Someone
has to dig her out.


 


The
smell of sulfur choked me back to the present, weaving into my nose and down my
throat. I tried to cough, but it hurt too much, and all I could manage was a
weak wheeze. I was curled into a broken ball, my right arm immovable and limp
beneath me, my head too heavy to move, paralyzed to help this creature lying beside
me.


Silas
you have to get her out of here. 


“Callie,
I can’t leave you,” he whispered frantically.


A
sharp kick to the ribs.


Crack.


More
heinous laughter, dissonant chords on a piano.


Go,
now, Silas. I can’t have another person’s blood on my hands. That would kill me
deader than any demon ever could.


I
heard the buzz of his wings moving closer.


“I
could take you too, Calliope.”


Silas,
don’t even think about it. It’ll see you. Just-


“I
smell a Micro Angel.” Its horrible laughter sent shudders through my ears and
down my back. “Where there’s an Arc, there’s usually a Micro.” I couldn’t move
my head to look up, but I could sense that it was standing right over me . If
only I could give it one swift kick.


Ugh.
It kicked me first… again, and this time in the gut. 


“Come
out, come out wherever you are, Micro.”


My
eyes finally focused, and I spotted Silas, hiding in a patch of the girl’s
hair.


Now,
Silas. Get out of here! 


His
eyes locked onto mine, telling me without words, how appalled he was to leave
me here, how terrified really.


I’ll
be okay, Si. You know it’s the right thing to do.


He
sighed, and, never breaking eye contact with me, placed his hand on the girl’s
shoulder.


A
second later, they were gone. I was alone with a seriously ticked off monster
who’d just realized half of his spoils had gone missing. I would have super
freaked, but I couldn’t even move. Between the however many ribs that were
definitely broken, my ever spinning head, and the hole in my assaulted midsection
that was filling up with acid and threatening to burn right through my belly
button, I was pretty grounded. 


“Owwwww,”
I cried when it grabbed me by my aching head and lifted my broken body to an
upright position. Its claws dug into my face, suspending me over the ground at
its eye level.


“This
is just the beginning of your pain, Arc.” Black stone eyes rolled around in its
head, as if the very idea of torturing me was a huge turn on. “I have such
plans for you.”


Fan-freaking-tastic.
This thing was gonna kill me. I could smell its hunger for death, taste its
craving on the air, but I was powerless and crippled to do anything about it.


All
at once, a new pain blinded me. Claws tearing into my side, into the sensitive
flesh between my ribs and hip bones. I felt things tearing, knowing I was
literally coming apart at the seams. The pain was too much. Darkness crawled in
from the edges of my vision, threatening a total blackout. I welcomed it if
only for a reprieve from the pain.


Its
hands dropped me then, and I slumped like a heavy and full bag of garbage into
a crumpled heap on the ground. 


“Please…
stop.” I was ashamed to beg for mercy, but instinct to survive forced the words
from my lips. As if this beast would pay even a sliver of attention to my cries.


“No,”
I mumbled weakly, as it stomped the fingers of my right hand. 


“Oh,
yes, pretty Arc. Yes. Yes Yes.” Frenzy laced its voice. 


I
opened an eye, willing it to focus on my circumstances. Even from my fuzzy
vantage point, I could see that they were hopeless. I was bleeding out and
broken, and I was sure the blackness was just about to close me up inside of
it. Where would I be then?


As
the black shroud edged toward closing, leaving me with what I’m sure were only
seconds of painfully precious consciousness, I saw what barely looked like a
glimmer of light coming from behind the Rayser standing over me. His name
poured from my lips like the sweetest wine, tasting like hope.


“Joshua?”
Was I lucky enough that he’d come to save my life for the second time? Was this
just hallucination before dying? Please God, get me out of here!


Without
warning, an immense sword appeared, ripping through the Rayser’s chest from
behind.  It made a gurgling sound for a few seconds, as the sword disappeared
once more into the background, before its body toppled to the ground, too close
to my face. 


Before
I lost consciousness, I felt my body being swept up into strong arms, swept
away from the nightmare in this barn. I silently prayed.


Thank
you, God.


And,
this time I meant it.











CHAPTER 19


 


“Joshua.”
The minute I opened my eyes, his image swam into them. I reached for his hand
and brought it up to my face. “Thank God you were there.”


“I
wasn’t, Callie.”   He leaned over me, balancing most of his weight on the very
edge of my bed. “It was Romuel.”


“But
I thought…” My words trailed as the nightmare came into focus behind my eyes.
All I’d really seen was that someone had gutted that Rayser with a big old sword.
I’d assumed it was Joshua, but… come to think of it their swords were almost
identical. It had been Romuel’s arms that had cradled me to safety then.


“Figures
that I’ve been following you every freakin’ minute of the day, and the one time
you really need me, I’m stuck saving this deaf kid who doesn’t even need
saving.”


“You’ve
been following me?” Something else he’d said was scratching at me, itching for
my attention, but I was stuck on the first part. “Why have you been following
me?”


His
shadowy eyes looked away, hiding from my question. “I always follow you,
Callie.” He brushed the hair from my scabby cheek. “I have your back.”


He
was lying, but I’d fake buy it for now. Whatever was going on, he’d tell me
eventually. At the moment, I was just grateful to be alive, healing up in my
own bed in my own house with my very own idea of heaven sitting at my bedside. 


“How
long have I been out?”


“Two
days, Cal. Rom’s been feeding you healing waters every two hours or so.” He
eyed me up and then down, leaving a pulsing heat on every spot his eyes touched.
“Looks like you’re on the mend.”


My
hands went to my face then, surveying the deep trenches the Rasyer’s claws had
left in my cheeks. “Except for these, huh?” Hot tears threatened to escape my
eyes. I wouldn’t let them, wouldn’t succumb to stupid vanity.


“Scars
add character, Callie, and anyway, they’ll fade.”


Whatever.
A few chunks out of my face were not the end of the world, right? Before I
could talk myself into believing that, my bedroom door swung open.


“Callie,
you’re awake.” Romuel came through the door and took a few steps to my bedside.
Joshua stood, and with what seemed like a reluctant sigh, stepped out of the
way.


“I’ll
be back in a little while,” he told me and headed out through bedroom door. 


When
I turned and peered up, way up, at Romuel, my heart stopped. This man in front
of me, this gargantuan leader who sometimes seemed more like a father than a
commander to all of us, this angel who was extra-large in every sense of the
word, had saved my life. To simply say thank you would have been so beat. I sat
up and buried myself in his huge chest, letting the tears escape their cages
and fall out of me, onto him.  I was so overwhelmed by what he’d done for me, that
he’d been there at the lowest point of my life to drag me up and out of it.
What could I say?


“Oh,
Callie, I’m so so sorry.”


Say
what? “You saved my life, Romuel. What are you talking about?” I wiped my face
on my sleeve and waited for his answer.


“You
never should have been there alone in the first place.” He shook his head, and
his silver ponytail swung from side to side. He looked down at his hands
holding mine. “I’m ashamed to confess to you, Callie, that I’ve been…
distracted from my mission here. I’ve been unfaithful to my very purpose and
untruthful to all of you.” He swallowed before meeting my eyes.


“I
don’t understand.” Romuel was usually a statue of righteousness, all confidence
and strength. Who was this incredibly shrinking angel sitting next to me?
Seriously, the way he was sitting, his head bowed down beneath his broad
shoulders, he looked like he was sinking into himself. Sit up straight, dude.
You’re supposed to be a major role model around here!


“Callie,
I’ve been… seeing Deyanna in secret.”


Hold.
Up. 


He
did not just say what I think I heard.


“What?!”


He
nodded, his eyes refusing to meet mine.


Oh
man. Yeah, go ahead and hang your head down. That totally sucks. “When? Where?”
How did that even work? Was she bopping around, opening portals in dark alleys
where Romuel could meet her incognito? What the-?


“Often.”
he said. “Anywhere.”


Rage
propelled me to my knees, where I could accuse him square in the eye, before
pummeling him with my fists. I knew I couldn’t really hurt him, but I sure felt
like trying. How could he? I mean, how the hello could he?


“Callie,
I deserve a beating, I know.” His tone was so pitiful, I almost felt bad for
him, but only almost. I used all of my strength to plow myself into him,
sending him plopping off the side of the bed to the floor.


The
chandelier shook.  I jumped off the bed and stood over him. “How could you, you
traitor? She tried to get to my family!”


He
got that misty look in his eyes then, the same look he’d had on his face the
first time he saw me. “Callie, you’ve healed quite well.”


My
hands flew to my side, where, two days ago, there’d been a two foot long slice
from my armpit to my hip. It was gone. All that was left was a long line of
thick skin, another scar. My ribs had been broken; I was one hundred percent
sure of it, but now they felt strong and secure. I stretched and twisted,
testing my arms and legs. Even my fingers, which had been all but crushed by
the death stomp of a demon, were wiggling just fine. Omigosh, I was totally
healed!  My stunned gaze drifted back to Romuel’s, my open mouth ready to
exclaim the awesomeness of survival and recovery when I remembered that I
really didn’t like him much at the moment.


Wide
eyes narrowed. “Don’t try to change the subject,” I snapped at him. “I could
have died.”


“But
you didn’t,” he said, not an ounce of arrogance in his voice. He was so full of
remorse, it might as well have been oozing out his ears. I knew how that felt.


Something
was itching at me again. Some knowledge that was just at the outer edges of
light in my mind. I knew if I pulled the curtains open just a little wider, I’d
be able to see it.    


There. 



It
was. 


I
turned away from him then. I couldn’t look at him when I asked this question. I
knew how it felt to carry burdens, to walk around in a fog of guilt so heavy,
you could barely breathe with every step you took. 


“Is
she the reason you were missing the night that Eli died?”


I
stood, facing the door of my bedroom, wanting to bolt through it, because I
knew the answer before he spoke the words.


“Yes.”


In
a gesture I, myself, didn’t even understand at the moment, I turned to him
then. Kneeling on the floor, I took his face into my hands. His ice blue eyes
were dry, but they couldn’t fool me. Maybe he’d cried out all his tears for
Deyanna when she’d broken his heart an eternity ago in Heaven, and now there
were no more left.  Still, I could see beyond what seemed to be dry ice to the
rivers of pain beyond. They rushed over any leftover anger I felt. There wasn’t
even enough to cause a smolder. 


 


“It
wasn’t your fault.” I covered his hand with one of mine and ran the other
through his silver hair. “Somebody sorta wise once told me that there’s only
one guy to blame for the ugliness that happens around here.”


“The
choices I’ve made will haunt me forever, Callie. I’ll never forgive myself.”


Okay,
let’s try a different approach. “Well, that’s just rich, Romuel, because while
everybody’s waiting for you to climb out of your poor-me hole and back onto
your high and mighty horse to lead us into battle, we’re all gonna get super
slayed by the Darks.” I placed my hand on my hip and rolled my eyes, hoping
he’d get the point.


“I
know what you’re trying to do.”


I
offered him my hand, and he took it, ousting himself off the floor and taking a
seat on the edge of my bed again. I joined him there. “Look, I know how you
feel, Romuel. I blame myself for Eli’s death too. It’s not like I’m in a
sanctified relationship with Joshua. I mean, I’m still waiting for judgment
from on high.” I imagined myself, a pillar of salt. Yikes. “But, like you told
me, I’m no good to anyone if I’m drowning in my emotions. You need to rise
above your guilt and be who you were meant to be.”


“And
I’m supposed to be the wise one?” He chuckled, patting my knee. I wasn’t dumb
enough to think my little pep talk had gotten rid of the angry beast inside,
just waiting for its next chance to rattle Romuel’s chains. It would always be
there. I knew, because I had one of my own.


“You
know you have to cut it off with her, though,” I told him, and I was serious.
We needed our commander in chief back, and we needed him with a clear head, not
one littered with Deyanna’s seductive lies.


“I
wish it were that easy, Callie. She is my proverbial Achille’s Heel. My love
for her completely blinds me. Nothing else, not wrong and right, good and evil,
nothing matters when I am under her spell.”


“Well,
you better find a counter spell, and fast, because we can’t afford to have you
in the grip of Jezebel’s gross fingernails the next time there’s a crisis.” I
was trying not to blame him, but he did need gentle reminding. “Okay?”


“Yes.
I know. I’ll be stronger next time. I promise.”


“Cool.”
Hopefully there wouldn’t be a next time. I couldn’t help thinking about what I
would do if Joshua turned to the dark side. Wouldn’t I be tempted to follow
him? I couldn’t imagine having to choose between my love for him and the fate
of the world. Yeah, that definitely sounded just about sixteen years old, but
seriously, I couldn’t survive that decision.


A
knock at the door interrupted my thoughts. Joshua’s hair slipped through the
crack in the door before the rest of his face. Oh, how I love that gorgeous hair.


“Hey.”


Warmth
gathered in a pool at my toes and started dancing up my legs at the sound of
his voice.


“Hey.”
I smiled at him.


“Callie,”
Romuel said, standing and starting toward the door. “I’m conducting training
today in one hour at the Mackle Fitness Center in the large gym. I’ll need you
there.”


Hold
on a sec. The Mackle indoor gym? “Isn’t that a majorly public venue for weapons
training, Romuel?”  Not to mention it was way bigger than we needed.


Joshua,
who was still standing in the doorway, exchanged a knowing glance with our
resident giant. Any heat that was left cooled off. There was something they
weren’t telling me.


“Joshua,
I’ll let you bring her up to date on the developments.” Romuel was back to all
business. He nodded at both of us, a stern look on his face and then walked out
the door. The glimpse of his vulnerability had been a shock to my system. The
fact that he’d saved my life coupled with the raw remorse he’d bared to me,
somehow drew me closer to him, strengthening my already formed loyalty. 


Joshua’s
voice took hold of my attention then, as usual, making me forget everything
before him.


“Callie,
this is-“


“Danny!”
I couldn’t believe it. The blond haired boy who was, at the moment following
Joshua to my bedside was none other than the boy I’d saved on the very first
night I’d Cleared. 


“Hey,
Callie.” His smile was a hundred rays of pure sunlight, beating on my face.
“You look different without all that face cream.”


Oh,
yeah. The last time we’d met, my face had been polka dotted with zit medicine.
Forgot about that. I touched my scarred cheeks once again. “I picked up a few
new accessories for my cheeks.”


“You’re
still really pretty,” he said innocently. “I brought you the book you left at
my house.” The romance novel from the library! I could finish it now.  “Sweet!”
I was compelled to plant a smooch on his already blushing cheeks.


“Watch
it, bro,” Joshua joked with him. 


“Callie,
I’ve been looking for you ever since the night you came and killed those
monsters at my house.” 


“You
saw them?” I thought he’d just been freaked out at the sight of me that night.
Apparently, he was also one of the first I’d Awakened then, unknowingly of
course. Oh, and that didn’t count Mila either, but I wasn’t sure what had Woken
her up. She was sort of a freak of nature. It was anybody’s guess how her eyes
had been opened. 


“I
met Danny a couple of days ago.” Joshua began. “I Cleared to this abandoned
warehouse, somewhere off I-63, Cal. I could hear the highway in the distance,
and I noticed a sign. That’s the only reason I knew where I was, because,
believe me, this was no man’s land.” He patted Danny’s leg, although I wasn’t
sure why. “Inside the warehouse, there’s this group of kids, like forty or
fifty of them. They’re having some sort of meeting, and Danny here is standing
at a podium, addressing all of them, like he was their commanding officer.”  


Danny
blushed and shrugged his shoulders. “I’m not in charge or anything, Callie.”


“Anyway,”
Joshua continued, “I was totally confused as to why I was standing in the
middle of some warehouse full of kids. I couldn’t spot any Darks anywhere.
That’s when I noticed a nice little stockpile of weapons behind Danny, here.
Automatic guns, knives, military swords, baseball bats…”


At
the mention of baseball bats, my mind swung to Mila and her failed attempt at
injuring Ex. I wondered what she’d been up to while I was unconscious. 


“So,
then I thought that these kids must be gearing up to do something really bad,
shoot up a school, a movie theatre, something like that, but when I listened in
on Danny’s rally speech to the other kids, I realized I was way off base.”
Joshua turned to Danny then, giving him the signal to pick up the story.


“I
don’t know if it was really a speech, Callie,” Danny said. “See, a couple of us
started seeing things a while back. At first nobody wanted to say anything, but
finally, one of the guys in my reading support class admitted to me that he wasn’t
sleeping because there were these monsters in his room. They never touched him,
but they talked to him, tried to talk him into doing bad stuff, like hurt his
little brother or torture their family cat.”


Ugh.
I knew this story by heart.


“When
I told him I saw these monsters all over the place too, we got brave enough to
ask a couple of other people. Turns out, lots of kids at school were already…
what’s the word you guys use, Josh?”


“Awake.”


“Yeah,
Awake.”


Whoa,
this was too crazy. So, Danny was telling me that there were fifty kids out
there I’d never even come into contact with who were wide Awake? This sure
added to our current number. But how had they been Uncloaked if I never even
met them?


Danny
continued. “So, this one kid, Jimmy, he tells us one day that he killed one of
the things. None of us believed him. He’s kind of a hot shot, so we all figured
he was blowing smoke. He said he could prove it, so we all went with him.”


I
shot Joshua a look that asked  - Do you seriously buy this stuff? He
looked away and nodded to Danny to continue.


“I’m
still not sure exactly how he caught all of them,” Danny said, shaking his
head. “I mean, they’re small, about the size of a basketball, but they have
these fangs, and… well… I never would have tried to pick one up, that’s for
sure. Jimmy did though. He led us all into his backyard, where he has a bunch of
dog cages. His parents own a kennel, so they have about a dozen of these runs
behind their house.”


“So,
what did he show you?” I asked Danny, testing him. A Duster more than likely
would have cleaned up a dead Dark faster than this Jimmy character could round
up an audience to gawk at it.


“There
were, like, twenty of them, or something. He had them all in one cage. They
were trapped.”


I
didn’t know you could do that.  


“And,”
Danny went on, “they were waddling around like they had no idea what to do
next, like a bunch of lightning bugs trapped in a glass. They looked so stupid,
it was kind of funny, until they started whispering. Then, they were more like
caged snakes than jarred lightning bugs.” Danny stared at the ground, the color
draining from his cheeks, and I could tell he was remembering the Burs’ nasty
words. I didn’t have to have been there to imagine the things they had surely
whispered about poor Danny. He faced me again. “They were awful, Callie. All of
them practically piled on top of each other in that cage, like a bunch of
hungry zombies.”


I
couldn’t believe what I was hearing! This friend of Danny’s had rounded up a
group of Burs all on his own and had caged them! Yes, they were stupid, but
this Jimmy couldn’t have known that. He must be all out balls to the wall. I
had to give him props for this if I ever got to meet him. That took guts. 


“Anyway,
as soon as we got close to the cage, the things started making their noises,
same as always. Their voices started whispering all at the same time, and it
was loud – even for me.” He adjusted a whistling hearing aid and went on with
his story. “They tried to get us to turn on each other, Callie, making fun of
each of us for different things… even private things. A few of the guys were
crying, and Parker and John started fist fighting with each other. This made
the monsters go even crazier.” 


Yep.
For Darks, our pain is their drug. And, when they get high, it’s not a pretty
sight.


“At
this point, a bunch of us were too caught up in their whispers to do anything,
including me. We were just standing there, almost frozen, having pity parties
for ourselves. I felt like they had ripped me open and shown the rest of the
world all the bad stuff that was inside me – everything I want to hide from. I was so ashamed, I wanted to run away, to hurt myself some
other way just to get away from what I felt right then…” He
swallowed and shook his head hard. 


“They’re
liars, Danny,” I told him, knowing without a doubt he was trying to shake the
memories right out of his head. If only it were that easy, like one of those
toys you scribble on with the magnetic pen.  When you want to erase what you’ve
written, you just shake it like crazy, and poof – the scribble disappears.
Yeah, if only… “Those horrible creatures were created by the biggest liar of
all, and they want, more than anything, for you to believe their lies.” I
smiled at him, trying to shine confidence from my eyes into his sweet soul.
“I’m so glad you can see right through them.”


“Callie,
they were really messing with us. I was afraid somebody was going to get hurt.
More kids started fighting, and… well Jimmy  was the only one who was able to
keep his head together, I guess. In the middle of the craziness, he snapped open the batting cage and grabbed one of the gross
things. It was wriggling all around, trying to bite him, but he didn’t even
flinch. Just  took out a pocket knife and stabbed it right in the middle of its
head.” Danny’s lips turned down in a grimace, betraying the fact that he had a
weak stomach, even at the memory. “The monster-“


“They’re
called Burs,” Joshua told him.


“Oh,
okay. The Bur practically deflated after one poke.” Danny shook his head. “It
was crazy. We knew then that Jimmy wasn’t lying. He could kill them.”


He
turned to Joshua with what seemed to be an approval-seeking look. Joshua
slapped him on the back, sealing him with the bro-confidence I could tell he so
desperately needed.


“The
death of the Bur sort of woke all of us up. The fighting stopped. Those of us
who were dazed or crying, like me, snapped right out of it. Jimmy made us take
turns killing the rest of the Burs, so we realized we all could do it.” Danny
swallowed. “It was pretty horrible to just watch the life go out of something,
but…” His word trailed. I continued for him.


“But
you did the right thing. Burs are inherently evil, Danny. All Darks are.” That
was the truth, and I could only hope his super innocent conscience could wrap
itself around it.


Joshua
looked at Danny then, a serious look on his face. “Since that day, that’s all
they’ve been doing, Callie. Running around Mackle, collecting weapons and
killing Darks.”


Holy
crap! Danny and his foot soldiers had been conducting guerrilla warfare right
under our noses. This was amazing! I smiled and tousled his stringy head of hair.
“Nice work, Danny.”


“The
thing is, Cal,” Joshua said, “in the past couple of days, while you’ve been out
of it, hundreds of people, maybe even thousands, have Woken up. Stories of
aliens and Bigfoot sightings have been all over the news. People have no idea
what they’re seeing.” He shrugged and put his hand on mine. “We’ve been trying
to do as much damage control as possible, gathering everyone we can find who’s
Awake and getting them up to date, but I’m sure there are plenty we’ve missed.”


Waking
was happening like wildfire. I might have been the one who’d ignited the
process, but it seemed to be an infectious condition now, spread from human to
human. None of us knew the mode of transmission, but the rate seemed to be high
and fast. That was why Romuel needed the gym for training.


“Well,”
I said, standing up and grabbing the satchel that had been reloaded with my Uzi
and dagger. “Guess we better get over to that gym.”


Joshua
and Danny left the room so I could change out of my pajamas. I was lacing up my
boots as the first drops of rain pinged against the window. A storm was coming.
I knew it not because of the raindrops and black sky outside my window, but
because that somewhere place inside of me was sending me a signal loud and
clear.


Take.
Cover.











CHAPTER 20


 


JOSHUA
PRIDE


 


It’s
a hurricane on steroids. 


Anybody
who’s been doing this as long as I have knows that when the weather’s like this,
there are about a million Darks close by, waiting for their chance to strike.
Something super bad is coming. Something even worse than this crazy hard rain.


I
pull her into me and hold my jacket up, over both of our heads, as we run from
the parking lot to the club entrance. 


In
the lobby, she stomps the water from her boots and shakes out her hair. I can’t
help but stare as the waves tumble around her face then down her back. I’m
sucked into the tide. I could drown in her hair. 


“Can
you even believe this rain?” She asks me. At least that’s what I think she
says. My attention is trapped inside the tiny drop of rain that’s balancing on
her collarbone. Instead of answering her, I wipe it away with my thumb and kiss
the wet spot it leaves behind. 


“Sounds
like an army in that gym.” She talks just to talk when she’s nervous. I love
that I know this about her. I love that my lips on her skin can rattle her,
even a little bit.


“Yeah,
well, let’s hope that’s what it looks like too,” I tell her. “I can’t believe
that kid assembled his own freakin’ army. Pretty amazing stuff, huh?”


We
head toward the gym, and she tells me how she met Danny months ago, that he
reminds her of the first time she ever Cleared. I’m following her story about a
romance novel and zit cream, but only just.  A storm is churning in my gut,
urging me to batten down the hatches and get her the hell out of here. I’m torn
between following my instincts toward evacuation and following my orders, which
came straight from a not so commandeering Romuel this time.


He
pulled me away from Callie’s bedside yesterday to give me his version of a pep
talk.


“Joshua,
the time is upon us. Do you realize this?”


“I’m
not blind, Rom. There are a lot of freaked out humans hanging around, so I
kinda figured...”


“I
understand you and Callie have a sort of… connection of some kind.” He didn’t
spit the words at me, but I could tell he wasn’t about to wish us well in our
endeavors either. Well, considering Romuel’s clandestine liaisons of late, he had
no room to judge my connection with Callie. At least Callie was
on the light side of the street, for Heaven’s sake.


“Come
on Rom, I dare you to talk to me about how black my kettle is, because it’s
gotta look bright white next to your dirty little pot.” That was what I wanted
to say, but I didn’t. I just raised my eyebrows at him, waiting for his next
revelation.


“I’m
not the one to judge either of you for your relationship. Don’t think I don’t
know it.” He looked away, seeming to have read my thoughts and then turned back
to me, his confidence making a comeback swing. “I wouldn’t be doing my job if I
didn’t implore you, Joshua, to stay focused, especially now. It would be in the
best interests of both you and Calliope to keep your guards up and your senses
heightened.”


“My
senses are always heightened, Rom.” I arched my back and got a little in his
face. I didn’t like what he was suggesting, that my relationship with Callie
made me less able to do my job. That was a bunch of bull. I was the top dog of
Arcs. I could do my job with my eyes closed. “I’ve never lost a soul, I’ve
never lost a battle, and I’m not about to start now.” I almost told him that
being with Callie forced me to be even better at what I do, gave me a reason to
step up my game so that I never ever lose, but it felt too personal a fact to
share with him.  Seriously though, I can’t lose a battle knowing she’s waiting
for me at the other end of it. Talk about incentive.


Romuel
stared at me then, squinting his eyes, and I could tell he was weighing whether
or not to quit lecturing me. He cleared his throat, and I steeled myself for
more of the same, but he surprised me. He began to pace, hands behind his back,
shoes clicking to and fro along the hardwood floor of the Evans’ upstairs
hallway, and steered the conversation a different way. 


“Jason,
head Arc in the Far East, has sent word that pockets of towns are Waking over
there. Nikole from Belgium is seeing evidence in the Ardennes. I’m waiting for
Mattia to correspond from Brazil.” He went on, reporting the news from around
the globe until I had a better than decent picture of exactly what was going on.



The
world was Waking, not just in sleepy Mackle but everywhere. We all knew the
prophecy. Well, maybe not Callie, she’s still just a baby Arc, and she hasn’t
regained her memory completely, but most angels remember the teachings from
eons ago in Heaven. Prophecy tells of a day when the Cloak would be lifted from
the eyes of all daughters and sons of Eve. They would be able to see and know
both the good and the evil forces that walk alongside them. Inside each human,
a fire would arise from the embers of this knowledge, igniting them with the
same desire and abilities as God’s own warriors, his angels. Mere mortals would
harbor the instinct and capacity to kill what never should have existed in the
first place, Lucifer’s Darks.


A
war would ensue, the war of all wars. All of God’s creations versus one far-fallen
angel and his minions. 


We’re
slated to win.  


What
I don’t remember ever seeing or reading about is the number of casualties this
war would claim. I’m not super worried about the human ones. I mean, anybody
who dies fighting for the Kingdom of Heaven can feel pretty confident about the
direction of his or her afterlife, right? I’m more concerned about a certain
teenage angel, one with rivers of sunshine flowing through her hair and a
thousand stars lighting up her eyes every time she sees me looking at her. 


I’ll
be damned if anybody or anything is gonna put out those lights, dim those
stars.  


“Well,
what do you think, Joshua?” She takes my hand in hers. “Ready to go scope out
the competition? Bet nobody in there can roundhouse kick like I can.”


She
attempts the move and loses her balance, falling sideways into the linoleum
wall. A second later, she’s laughing, I’m laughing, and I’m pulling her up and
into my arms. I search her eyes and find galaxies of unnamed heavens, just waiting
to shine perfect light onto my endless days. I want to stretch out and bask in
it, but I know that now’s just not the time. 


“You’re
something,” I tell her and brush my lips with hers once more before we have to
join the others in the gym.


Thunder
growls at us from outside, unleashing dogs of dread inside me, yelping their
warnings then snapping at my ankles to reinforce their point. My shackles are
up. I don’t know what’s lurking around the next corner, but I do know this.  She’s
getting out in one piece. I’ll make sure of it.











CHAPTER 21


 


Holy
crap! The large gym was fuller than capacity! Between the bleachers and the gym
floor, there had to be over a thousand people who’d registered for Demon Destruction
101. Before we could make our way over to the ranks, an annoyingly bright voice
ding-donged into my ears.


“Hey
Callie. Hi Josh,” she chimed.


Guh-reat.
Karen Poppins Carter. She had her hair in pigtail braids and a red bandana
wrapped cheerfully around her head. Wasn’t that just super cute? 


Not.


“This
is my boyfriend, Pete.”


Shut
the front door. Did she just say boyfriend? 


“He’s
been away with the foreign exchange program for six months,” she told us,
holding Pete’s hand in her own and swinging it back and forth to the rhythm of
whatever peppy tune was playing in her head. “The moment his plane landed
yesterday, he Woke up.” She smiled sweetly up at the six foot tall blond, and
he returned the favor with matching goo goo eyes, both of them obviously
gushing over the utterly romantic coincidence that they could both see the same
monsters now. A sure sign of true love.


If
I wasn’t so thrilled beyond words that this chicky had a boyfriend, I might
just puke. The two of them looked like a pair of Dutch dolls, her with her
nothing but natural blond braids and bandana, him with smiling cheeks that were
so rosy, they looked like two pieces of perfectly round bologna. All these two needed
were some overalls and some wooden shoes to go with their sugar sweet
dispositions.


“Nice
to meet you, Pete.” Joshua shook his hand.


“Yeah,
it’s great you’re back,” I said.  And that now Miss Perfect Pants had somebody
other than my angel to sink her pretty little manicured fingernails into. 


“So,”
Pete looked at Karen nervously and then back at us. “You guys are actually angels?”
 Oh, boy. We had a star struck fan in the midst.


“Yeah,
I know we don’t look the part,” Joshua explained, “but that’s what we are.”


“I
just figured you’d have wings,” Pete said, and started to ask Joshua another
question, when Karen left her boyfriend’s side and approached me.


“Callie,
can I talk to you for a minute?” She linked an arm with mine and led me over to
sit on the bleachers. Oh, goody gumdrops, a heart to heart. Squeezing my lips
together, I gritted my teeth, already irritated at the purity that was oozing
from her ocean blue eyes. 


“Callie,
I need to say something to you.”


Okey
dokey, sister, cut to the chase then. Schedule’s kinda packed today.


“I
know you think I have a thing for Joshua.” 


Maybe
because you do have a thing for Joshua. “What gave you that idea?”


“You’ve
been acting kinda weird, Callie, sort of possessive and everything.” 


I
just raised my eyebrows at her, tossed my hair to the side, and pled the fifth.
I really didn’t have time for this conversation.


“Okay,”
she shrugged. She obviously wasn’t going to let my silence deter her mission
here.  “Well, I just wanted you to know that I definitely don’t.” She thumbed
toward her main man, Dusseldorf, who was shooting the shugar with Joshua across
the way. “I mean, obviously, right?”


Considering
the fact that we were on the doorstep of Armageddon, I probably shouldn’t have
been so caught up in boy/girl drama. Unfortunately, I’m still sixteen at heart
and there are moments when I stand right at the center of my universe,
demanding that the sun shine directly on my face, unable to wiggle out of the
spotlight even in the most dire of circumstances.


In
other words, I had to admit, at that moment, a part of me was more worried
about Karen trying to put the moves on Joshua than the life or death stuff that
was waiting for me in the middle of the gymnasium.


“How
long have you two been dating?” I eyed her, suspiciously.


“About
two years.” 


Two
years? Holy Cannoli. 


“We’ve
known each other since we were kids.” Here comes the blush. “We’ve just always
kind of known that we’d end up together.”


I
bit my lip. The girl was telling the truth. I really never should have doubted
her in the first place, I guess. Her lips would probably melt off her face if
she attempted to tell a lie. Now, my conscience was stabbing at my heart,
making it bleed for her, a truly innocent victim of my jealousy. 


Okay,
okay! I get it! I needed to start being nicer to this girl.


“Callie,”
she said. “I really want us to be friends.”


By
friends, did she mean hanging out on weekends and doing stuff together?
Because, I really could only handle her in small doses, like say a spoonful of
sugar at a time. 


I
reached out to shake her hand, reluctantly at first but then warming at the
idea. Karen really did have a good heart, and that was saying something, I
guess. I mean, there weren’t a lot of girls out there who’d actually confront
one of her peers just to make peace like this. Unfortunately, the opposite was
more likely to happen. The theme of our generation’s social agenda seemed to be
the more drama the better. I had to give Karen some credit for being so
inherently... good.


“So,
we’re good?” 


“We’re
cool,” I told her. “I’m sorry I got weird about you and Joshua.”


“No,
problem, Callie.” And, now she was hugging me. Hard. And things were fogging up
all around me. Lines of people and objects were becoming fuzzy, making them all
look like non specific shapes of light and dark. I tried to blink the blur from
my eyes, but it just wouldn’t give. “I’m glad we worked that out,” she said,
still hugging me, obviously not registering the change in the atmosphere. I
squinted as her voice echoed through an invisible tunnel that was closing in
around me.    


Suddenly,
my surroundings flipped sideways, and I was totally disoriented, like my feet
were hovering just above the world as it went on spinning and spinning. I could
barely find my balance in order to pull back from Karen’s embrace.  A bazillion
bumblebees buzzed around my head, making it impossible for me to hear myself
yelling his name. 


“Joshua!”
My mouth was a honeypot, my tongue too sticky to form words. His name tumbled
from my lips like a garbled prayer, and I could only hope that the too thick
and salty air would carry the sound to his ears.


It
did.


“Callie.”
I saw my name on his lips, and in no time his strong hands were under my arms,
hoisting me up, planting my feet back onto the still tilted ground. “What’s
going on?”


But
before I could tell him that something super strange was happening, before I
could explain that, for me, the entire gym had flipped ninety freakin’ degrees
again, and I couldn’t even stand up straight, before I could scream any words
over the intense drone that was obviously reverberating for my ears only, the
situation went from really crazy to fall-off- your-rocker-and-eat-the-whole-fruitcake
berserk. I didn’t have to say a word then, because, just as the world was
righting itself and I could see straight, they all saw it.


A
literal cyclone had erupted from the gym floor just a few feet from us,
spraying anyone in its vicinity with icy breath. A cold and growing geyser, made
of angry air instead of water, swirled up and around until it was halfway to
the ceiling. People stared, screaming silent screams through wide open mouths
that couldn’t hope to compete with the noise of the weird tornado.


Mila
appeared at my side, Deaves trailing close behind her. 


“Callie,”
she yelled, although she was totally in my face. “What is this thing?”


“I
don’t know, Mi.” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Karen fall to her knees.
Her eyes were closed, and her lips began to move as gracefully as if they were dancing
a waltz on her face. How could she shut off the world and pray at a time like
this?  Hopefully the actual God was looking at his Facebook page at the moment,
because we sure needed a major status update and soon. The cyclone was
changing, alive somehow. It seemed to be giving birth to new funnels, sprouting
out of the original like fingers.


Joshua
got in front of me then, clearly attempting to shield me from whatever
aberration was for sure about to emerge from the raging funnel cloud. What we
didn’t know was that the storm hadn’t come to bring us monsters or demons or
even a nice helping of destruction. No, this freakishly out of place whistling
wildfire of wind was not going to spit out any warriors from Hell. The truth
was that nothing was coming out of that cyclone. 


We
were going in.


Swirling
tunnels rose up out of the center, and, as if we were each specific targets on
the thing’s internal navigation system, they pointed right at us. The last
thing I saw before being sucked into the vacuum was Danny, adjusting his
hearing aids and staring wide eyed through thick bifocals into a tower of
tornado that was twin to the one coming for me.


All
noise evaporated, and for a split second, my skin was ice on fire.          


Then
my body touched ground.


Thud.



The
world went black.











CHAPTER 22


 


“Calliope,
wake up. Take this and go in now.” 


I
opened my eyes to four Silases handing me four machine guns. What the-?


“Come
on, Calliope. Stand up. There’s no time to waste,” they all said in unison.


I
rubbed my eyes and opened them again, pulling myself up to my knees. Okay, only
one super edgy Micro now. Much better.


“Aye
Mama, Callie! Stand up!”


And
then there were two. 


Hey,
was that a mini stiletto poking me in the butt? I got to my feet, and a rush of
consciousness ran over me like a Hummer, slamming me with memories of being
sucked into a monstrous cyclone. Sour panic slid down my throat, and I gulped
it down if only to get my next words out. “Where are my parents? Where is
Joshua?”


“Calliope,
we don’t have time-“


“Silas,
cut the crapola and tell me where everyone is.” I looked up then, surveying my
surroundings as I took the machine gun Silas kept shoving at me. It seemed the
tornado had plopped me down in some podunk suburbia. Rows of similar looking
houses populated the tree-lined street behind me, and in front of me was a sign
that read Jacob Hoover High School, home of the Fighting Falcons. “Where the
hello am I, by the way?”


“Calliope,
everyone is okay. The wind tunnel cleared a large number of you at once. That’s
all. “


“So
where’d everybody else end up?” I had a vision of munchkins singing a lollipop
song and my mom trying on a pair of magical red shoes. 


“I
love those shoes,” Silas said dreamily.


“Silas!
Pull yourself together!” Jules kicked him in the foot with a shiny black spiked
heel, and he shrieked like a little girl.


“Easy
Jules,” I told her. She really had to learn to control her temper.


“No,
Calliope. Jules is right.” It was hard to take him seriously when he was
flutter hopping around, one foot hanging straight, the other cradled in his
hands so he could rub the ouch out of his poor big toe. I mean, it was hard to
take him seriously all the time, but this… this looked really ridiculous.


“Wipe
that smirk off your leetle face, Callie!” 


Well,
technically, Jules was the one with the little face, but-


“Calliope,
there is a boy with a gun in the high school.” Silas spoke my smirk into
silence, and, before he could say any more, I was sprinting toward the front
doors of Jacob Hoover high school, all remnants of dark dizziness and mad
cyclone memories completely drained from my mind. My single focus became a
burning need to win the race against however many Raysers were in there. I had
to destroy them before they whispered enough darkness into this boy to cause
another unimaginable tragedy. I had to save these Fighting Falcons, because God
knew they couldn’t fight this battle on their own.


Slamming
my body through the uncharacteristically open and unmanned front door, I
wondered where the security guards were. And I didn’t mean the ones hired by
the school board to ensure an irate parent didn’t storm the school, insisting
on healthier lunch options for their kids. Since high schools were Raysers’
fantasy playgrounds, they were usually heavily guarded by angels called
Sentries. Once in a while a stray demon got through; I remembered the first
Dark I’d ever seen, lurking in a beautiful girls’ locker at Mackle High. Back
then I’d been embarrassed of my instincts, afraid of what people would think of
the crazy girl I was turning into. Now, I didn’t give a crap about what anybody
thought. The whole world was tumbling head over feet into a huge pile of crazy,
and my instincts were all I had to save the souls caught up in the landslide.


I
hugged my Uzi close to my body, thankful I’d been wearing my satchel when I’d
gone to the gym and that it had Cleared with me. A handful of shapes crouched down
in the main office, squeaking at the sight of me. There were no Darks in that
room. I knew, because I could smell them, and the reek was coming from down the
hall and to the right.


Flying
as fast as I could without wings, I plowed through the carpeted hallway, taking
notice of the forced quiet that leaked out from every locked down door. Part of
me wanted to stop inside each room and promise every student and teacher that
it would be okay, that I’d get them all out of here, but the clock was ticking,
and I had to be early for this battle.


Just
then, a shot rang out, followed by shrieks and then muffled screams. I tailed the
sounds and smells to a door that was almost closed, cracked just a hair. The
numbers 855 were painted in fading white on the wooden door, and the window was
covered with paper. Terrified whimpers and sadistic Rayser laughter escaped
through the crack in the door, igniting my rage and lighting a four alarm fire
in my belly. The inferno spread through my veins, up my arms, down my legs.  Standing
back from the door, I released the flames that were itching to burn through my
boots and kicked the door wide open. 


Faces
swam into my eyes, as I memorized the scene in a glance. Kids huddled together
in one corner, nine or ten of them maybe. Another handful crouched under three
desks pushed together. All of their faces haunted, terrified, some looking at
me like I was a messiah, others probably sure I was just a partner in crime to
the pock marked, dirty jeaned boy waving the gun at them. Little did they know
I was there to save him too.


He
stood next to the teacher’s desk, tears slow slipping out of his eyes, snot
sliding from his nose and onto his lips. He seemed to be in a daze, incoherent,
and I didn’t have to wonder why. The Whispering was frantic and unyielding and
coming from a group of creatures that had stepped directly from someone’s
nightmare into our reality. 


Charred
looking skin, stretched tight over bony faces.  Thin lips, dry and cracked,
open just enough to reveal teeth that were broken into points resembling
miniature fangs. Limbs that were twisted and gnarled like old tree branches
hanging on trunks of sagging flesh. They all looked the same, like death
breathing. 


“Kill
them, one at a time, James,” one of them whispered.


“At
close range, James.”


“They
deserve to die, James.”


“You’re
a nobody, James. Be a somebody.”


All
of their voices sounded the same, as if they were evil clones. Maybe Lucifer
had stolen from our science and used the knowledge for his agenda. Then again,
maybe vice versa. 


The
last raspy voice spoke then.


“Finish
the bitch, first, James.”


I
noticed, then, that the teacher was on the floor, a crimson pool beneath her
forearm. That must have been the shot I’d heard from the hallway a few minutes
ago. She was crying silently and clutching her arm, trying to stop the bleeding.
She needed a doctor. 


I
felt the beginnings of panic wrap around me and a migraine coming on. These
Raysers knew something was up, even if they couldn’t see me. They were lashing
out at the invisible enemy in their air space the only way they knew how, throwing
images of darkness at my head. I pushed it away and focused on James, burying
myself in his pain. 


 


Cackling
voices on the school bus.


“Fat
boy Jamie. Fat boy Jamie.”


Running
home to a mother with dead eyes and empty words, trails of holes punched into
arms that never comforted him.  


An
empty refrigerator.


Shoes
full of holes.


A
dark room and a cot with no blanket. Crying himself to sleep.


Years
later, teasing gives way to indifference. He is invisible. 


Seventeen
and still wiping away tears with a dirty pillow every night.


 


I
pushed away the sad vision of the little boy he’d been and set my eyes on grown
up James. No wonder these monsters had singled him out for this. Years of
neglect had made James an easy target for the five repulsive Raysers, chanting
mayhem in his ears. They hovered around him, drooling over their chance to gain
so many innocents for a cause their washed out brains couldn’t even understand.
They were pawns too, sure, but I harbored no sympathy for them or the self-proclaimed
king that manipulated them. I was sick to death of the chess game he dared to
play on my turf, with my people.


Roaring,
I stormed them with my Uzi, knocking down one then two then three faces of evil
with gunfire from behind. I wasn’t sure how many of the kids hiding under their
desks or crouched in corners were Awake, so I couldn’t tell if their screams
were brought on by the firing of my gun or because they could finally see and
hear the monsters in their school. 


The
last two were practically on top of James, so I had to really be careful. He
was standing stock still, caught in some kind of daze, but I didn’t want to
scare him into action. The Raysers next to him were now on guard.  Haunches up,
fangs bared, black eyes darting around the room, they tried to locate the
source of their danger.


“James,”
I said softly, but he didn’t react. He was knee deep and drowning in a river of
self pity and hatred, riding a current of ugly lies that had been whispered
into his psyche for who knows how long. I reached deep within myself to find
the right words. 


“James,
don’t listen to them. None of it’s true. You’re not a nobody. You’re more
somebody than they ever could dream to be, James.”


I
dared to get closer to him then, close enough that I could do a little whispering
of my own.


“Put
the gun down, James,” I whispered to the back of his head, hoping beyond hope
that he would listen.


Just
then the door swung open again, and Karen Carter fell into the room on her
knees. She closed her eyes and lifted open hands to the ceiling. “Father God,”
she began, but before she could go on, James stopped her.


“No!”
The word echoed in my ears before I even realized it was coming from my vocal
chords.


The
shot hit her in the belly, the force of it throwing her body back into the door.
Slumped to one side but still conscious, her lips continued to move in prayer.
One beautifully manicured hand uncurled itself from beneath her body and rose,
shaking, until it was once again palm up to the ceiling, waiting for God’s
answer, whatever it was, to land inside it.


The
sight of her raw faith pulled me out of despair and into action. I grabbed my dagger
from my satchel and threw myself at James and the twin Darks at his sides. The
Raysers were shuddering with pleasure at the sight of Karen bleeding out on the
floor. Their guards were down when I snuck behind one and then the other.


Slash.



Double
slash.


I
forced myself to listen as their whispering cheers became gurgles of smelly
green blood and ooze.


Kicking
their bodies to the side, I focused on James then. Every human element of my
soul screamed at me to tend to Karen, but the Arc in charge directed me to the
boy with the gun. We were not out of the woods yet.


“James.”
I demanded his attention, daring to stand just inches from his face. Reaching
up and tucking a greasy strand of brown hair behind his ear, I leaned in and
whispered. “The creator of your soul is watching you, James. He hurts where you
hurt. He hates the monsters who have been feeding you lies. He is waiting to
show you all of the wonders he created for you.” He looked at me then, and I
could tell that he actually saw me, saw what was going on around him. Terror
pooled in his eyes, as he scanned the room, taking in the sight of the injured
teacher and the kids he’d frightened beyond belief. I saw his fingers clench around
his pistol and guessed he was flirting with the relief he might feel if he
aimed it at himself.  Cautiously, I put my hand over his.


“Just
put the gun down.” My lips were on his cheek, gently breathing the words onto
him, trying to defuse his anger and pain, hoping to infuse him with love
instead. “I promise you there’s a much better way.”


The
gun clattered then from his open fingers to the tile floor and slid under an
empty desk. James crumbled, falling to my feet, clutching at my ankles, while
he sobbed. As I bent to comfort him, I noticed, out of the corner of my eye,
that the other students were slowly inching out of their hidey holes. Two
girls, holding onto each other and quietly crying, made their way out through
the classroom door. Others followed, eyeing me suspiciously, afraid to be
noticed. 


Suddenly,
Joshua and Peter barreled into the room. Joshua fell to his knees and embraced
me immediately, while Peter’s eyes darted around the room, searching.


“Karen!
No!” Peter flung himself to the ground next to her. Her eyes fluttered open for
a moment and then closed again.


“Come
on, Joshua. We have to get them out of here.” I kneeled down next to the
injured teacher, and Joshua started toward Karen and Peter but then stopped.


“Callie,
look,” Joshua said, his voice so breathy with disbelief, that I immediately
turned around to see what was happening. 


A
wide eyed Karen was still slumped against the classroom door, but she was no
longer bleeding. In fact, the blood that, only moments ago, was smeared across
the tiles at her side, had all but evaporated. A soft yellow light radiated
around the wound on her belly, and a sizzling sound cracked and popped on the
air. Karen winced in pain once and doubled over, clutching her stomach.


“Karen,”
Peter cried. “It’s gonna be okay. We’ll get you to a hospital.” He turned again
to us. “Joshua, help me get her up.”


But
Joshua didn’t have to. Karen stood up all on her own, not a drop of blood on
her, as clean and pure as she’d been when she’d entered the classroom. And of
course, she was smiling.


“I’m
okay,” she said, and she pointed to James. “Callie, look.”


James
was still huddled in a ball on the ground, but he was no longer clutching at my
feet for support. His hands were folded, and his lips were moving, and I was
pretty sure I’d just witnessed not one but two miracles.


“Okay,”
I said. “Let’s get these two out of here.”


Silas
poofed in. “At your service.”


His
hair was all over the place, looking like he’d gotten caught in another one of
those freakish’ cyclones. 


“Now,
you show up?” Where had he been five minutes ago when we’d totally needed his
super power ambulance service?


“Who
do you think has been holding your parents and company hostage outside while
you were in here taking forever to do your job?”  With one hand on his hip, he
used the other to fluff his hair into place before fluttering over to the
teacher, whose name was Mrs. Hammer according to the name plate on her desk.


“What
do you mean by my parents and company?”


“Well,
your brothers, obviously,” he told me in his most offended voice. “Those boys
watch too much World Federation Wrestling.” He dusted off his baby blue polo
shirt, and righted his collar, making sure it was flipped up, just so. “Why do
you think my hair looks like this? Honestly.”


Jack
and Sam must have tried getting past him and into the school. I was grateful
he’d kept them at bay.


“And,
also, Mila and her boyfriend and that young Daniel you saved a while back, the
one that talks funny.”


“Silas,
he’s deaf,” I scolded. 


“Okay,
so he hears funny. Whatever.” He blew a stray hair out of his eyes and reached
for Mrs. Hammer. The woman’s eyelids were so stretched at the sight of Silas, I
was afraid her eyeballs were gonna plop right out once she stood up straight.
“Now, dear, you just take my hand, and we’ll get you to a hospital.”


Mrs.
Hammer passed out cold, and Silas sighed, rolling his eyes. “I guess I have to
do everything myself today.” He grabbed her limp hand, and they both
disappeared.


A
dozen police officers stormed into the room then, heading straight for James.
Before we could say Cloaked, they had him cuffed, his weapon bagged and were
leading him out of the classroom. They never even noticed us.


Two
seconds later, Joshua’s arms were wrapped around me like a blanket, his face
buried in my hair. 


“Thank
God you’re okay,” he breathed, the words leaving a mist of heat on my neck.


“I’m
okay,” I lied, scratching the wetness away. After watching Karen almost die, I
was totally on edge, teetering on the brink of emotional breakdown. Nothing,
not even the touch of my angel, could bring me down from the ledge. I had the
jitters bad. Shaky hands, sweaty palms and a bad case of claustrophobia setting
in were proof that my nerves were shot. I ducked out of his arms, in search of
my own air, needing to move. “Do you have any idea where the hello we are?”


“Nope.”
He looked to Peter and Karen, and they both shook their heads.


“Okay,”
I sighed, running my hands through my sweaty hair. “Let’s just get out of this
building. We’ll figure it out.” Either that or one of the Micros would come
after us eventually. I had to admit, those magic red shoes from Oz would have
been awesome right about now. 


I
pushed past Joshua and the other two, knowing they’d follow me, and headed out
of the classroom and down the hallway. “My family’s outside,” I said.  “Let’s
go get them first. We’ll figure out what to do next.”


We
made it about three steps when he appeared.


The
elusive Ex. 


“Nice
work in there, Calliope.” He spit my name from huge lips that were smudge
painted red, making them look as if they were smeared with blood. I shuddered,
not because he was truly a super scary clown, just as my brother Sam had
described to me, but because of what he held in each of his hands.


One
had Jack. The other had Sam. His snakelike fingers curled around each of their
necks, dangling the boys’ bodies just above the ground. Their faces were sheets
of horror, foreheads creased with dread, eyes brimming with terrified tears.


Ice
and flame met inside my veins. I was frozen fire, rage burning me from the
inside, fear freezing my feet to the spot where I stood. One wrong move and my
brothers were dead. One swift slice from Ex’s razorblade claws would finish
them both. A hot tear slid down my cheek and onto my lips, salt mingling with
the sour taste of helplessness I couldn’t not swallow.


“Callie,”
Jack murmured. “P..p…p…please do something.”


God
help me, what was the purpose of me being an Arc if I couldn’t even help my own
brothers? I had to do something!


Ex
opened his gross lips and laughed a super creepy laugh. “Nothing she can do for
you now boys.”


Oh,
I’m so gonna kill him. I’m gonna rip those ugly lips right off of his-


Whoosh!


Crack!


Rip!


A
golden sword sliced Ex’s body clean in half. 


Hey!
I knew that sword!


“Romuel!”
His name was a victory cry, coming from both boys at once as they were dropped
to the ground by limp fingers. They got up and burrowed into Romuel, one on
each side, and he hoisted them up onto his shoulders. 


I
could breathe again. They were okay.


“Romuel-,”
I started, but he put a finger to my lips and smiled. 


“Let’s
get out of here,” he said, kicking one half of Ex’s body far out of the way and
heading toward the front doors of the school with my brothers still on his
shoulders. 


Not
only had Romuel saved my butt and nursed me back to health, he’d also rescued
my brothers from the very brink of death.  I’d follow him anywhere today. I
hung close to the back of his forever long legs, if only to be near to Jack and
Sam, and follow him I did.


He’d
scooped us right out of the frying pan.


We
should have been ready for the fire.











CHAPTER 23


 


Wow,
was it bright out here.


I
still had no idea where we were, but the moment we exited Hoover High School, I
realized it didn’t much matter. Everyone I loved most was alive and safe and
close enough to touch, and that was a huge relief. The crime scene tape and the
cops and cameras that buzzed around the school didn’t even faze me. I was high
on survival and the fact that the baddest of bad guys was gone daddy gone. That
was the cherry on top for me; Ex was dead.


I
squeezed Joshua’s hand, and he squeezed back as we walked behind my parents and
the twins. Mila, Deaves and Danny were behind us followed by Romuel, Karen and
Peter. Our reunion had been short but super sweet. My mother, understandably,
gave a brilliant performance of the ugly cry when she realized that both the
twins and myself were alive and well. Once she’d pulled herself together
though, we quickly agreed we were ready to hop the next trippy tornado home.
Too bad it wasn’t the slightest bit windy out here. We were making our way up
some side street that seemed to lead to a main intersection when all hell
literally broke loose for the third time in one day.


A
hole the size of Jupiter opened in the middle of the street in front of us,
spewing sparks of magma and black dust.


“Holy
crap, Callie,” Mila said. “Check out that pothole! That’d swallow your car!”


What
she thought was a pothole, I knew to be a portal.


“Mom,
Dad, get back!” I grabbed at Jack’s shirt and dragged him to the side. Sam and
my parents followed, and once I had them out of harm’s way, I turned around,
searching for Romuel’s eyes. He’d know what to do. “Mila,” I yelled at her.
“Get away from it. It’s not a pothole.” 


She
was standing right above the hole, gazing into it as if it held some kind of
buried treasure.


“Remember
when my mom told us you couldn’t dig a hole to China, Cal?”


Oh,
geez.


“I’m
pretty sure this one goes at least to China,” she said, shaking her head and
glancing over at me.


“Mila,
it’s not a hole! It’s a portal to Hell, and if you don’t move out of the way-“


But
before I could finish my sentence, Mila screamed. Glass shattered, dogs howled,
all babies in the tri state area woke up from their happy naps. I didn’t even
have to look to know that something, something pretty bad had crawled up and
out of that portal.


Correction.
Something really pretty and really bad had crawled out, actually.


Deyanna.
Romuel’s one and only long lost love who’d traded her soul to become the queen
of Hell, if just to get the chance to be queen of something. Since I’d been
told by none other than Silas, expert on all things beyond the realms of
earthly reality, that Hell is the epitome of nothing, I wagered that Deyanna
may be super pretty but not all that smart. Maybe she was naturally blond
underneath all that ginger. 


Deyanna,
even on her knees in a pose of bogus begging, did not fool me, but Romuel was
sliding swiftly and surely into her grasp. I wanted to drain the weakness out
of his heart, cover his ears and blindfold him so he couldn’t experience her
wiles. 


“Romuel,
please come with me,” she purred. “I can’t possibly survive another moment of
Hell without you.”


That
sounds super tempting, lady. I’m sure he’s dying to hurl himself into a not so
fiery pit of nothingness just to share the void with you.  Get real, you dummy.
“Romuel, don’t listen to her! Let’s go.” I tugged at the sleeve of his jacket
when another voice met my ears, chilling me from skin to bone.


“So
soon, old friend?” This voice was sharp and quick, a knife cutting through the
air surrounding us. My eyes did a two second search for the bearer of the voice
but came up with nothing until without warning, a man appeared. And when I say
appeared, I mean no smoke, no trumpet sounding, no nothing. He was almost like
a creepy hologram of a taut muscled, short and stocky man with tight dark
curls. He stared blandly at Romuel, his eyes betraying no emotion. 


“I’d
love to have you as a houseguest,” he said.


Romuel’s
sword shot up, ready to attack. “Lucifer, now, you show yourself?  Coward!”


Lucifer?
The actual devil? This dude looked different from the Satan from my memory. For
a split second I wondered if there was plastic surgery in Hell. He had to have
had work done. That chin was definitely way pointier a million years ago.


“I’ve
only come to offer you this little morsel.”


From
the portal, he dragged a bruised and battered looking boy.


Eli
McMichaels.


All
at once and maybe only for me, all noise evaporated. Everything was in slow motion
for a moment, as my head wrapped itself around what could be my one and only
opportunity. And, then, snap, back to real time. Action.


“I
offer-,”  I cried, but it wasn’t to be, because another voice beat me to it.


“Fair
Trade!” Romuel finished my sentence, dropped his sword to the ground and
stepped forward. He took Deyanna’s hand and pulled her into an embrace, hiding
his face in her shoulder and exhaling deeply, as if he’d been holding his
breath for a long, long time. Her green eyes shot directly at me like lasers,
and she smirked as if to say, “game over.”


“Well,
Rom, this is quite the unexpected development, but I must say, I accept your
offer.” Lucifer beckoned them toward the swirling hole in the ground. “It
appears you will get the chance to enjoy an extended stay with me, after all.”
He snickered and then shoved the two lovers into the portal. “Here’s your boy.”
And he tossed Eli at us.


“No!”
I fell to my knees, anger, guilt, loss, all washing over me like a river. I was
drowning, and my anchor had broken. He’d been seduced and sucked into a fate
that was mine to claim. “No! No! No!”


Lucifer
glared at me, and if looks could kill, I’d be six feet under. “You’re not such
a something now, are you, Calliope?” He looked at Eli lying dead, like a crumpled
piece of paper on the ground at Mila’s feet. “Great swap you made there,
Cal-lie.” He sang my name sarcastically. “Looks like I got Goliath, and you got
David.”


Didn’t
he know how that Bible story ended? What an idiot.


Just
then a large stone hit him square between the eyes, knocking him off balance
for just a minute. Where’d that come from? I turned around in time to see Danny
hide the slingshot behind his back. He’d beaned Lucifer at the perfect moment.
Good for him!


Lucifer
rubbed the bridge of his nose and glared at us all once again. “I’m sure I’ll
be seeing all of you soon. You’ll bow to me, Daniel, and you’ll pay for what
you’ve done.” He laughed eerily, eyeing Danny up and then down. “You’ll all bow
to me someday, and soon.” With those words, he stepped into the portal. It
sizzled and spit as it closed, swallowing up an overconfident Lucifer and
crushing my desperate hope that Romuel would come charging back out of the
swirling pit, doing a victory dance that we’d all join in on.


I
sobbed and thrashed against Joshua’s arms, against my parents hands trying to
keep me from hurting myself. How could this have happened? Romuel, the man
who’d stepped onto my world and turned it topsy turvier than it already was,
the man who’d charged me with what I’d considered way more than I could handle
then taught me how to handle it and more, the man who’d ultimately become my
savior not once but twice. How could he be gone? God’s strongest angel trapped
in Hell for eternity? 


“Nooooooo!”
I squeezed my eyes shut and willed the world to just stop.


Suddenly,
thousands of eons of existence sung their way into my soul. At that moment I
was no more sixteen years old than I was a hundred and one.  A bright brandied
sun that never sets, lighting skies of unimaginable color, burst into my
memory, urging me forward. 


“It
is well, child. It is well.” That voice! The sun itself had spoken to me.


I
opened my eyes. Romuel was still gone, but something in me knew he’d be back.


And
maybe soon.


Somehow
I didn’t need to know when. 


Because
I knew now how this story ended. I’d actually known it all along.


Joshua
picked up Romuel’s sword and handed it to me. I took it without reservation. He
would have wanted me to have it.


“Danny,”
I called. When he stepped forward, I handed him my dagger. “Nice shot.”


“Thanks.”
He smiled and accepted my weapon.


“You
deserve it, Danny.” I leaned into him. “And, I want you to hear me when I say
this – you will never ever bow to that slimy souped up bag of scum. Got it?”


“Yes,
sir… I mean, m’a am… I mean-”


“Just
Callie.”


“Okay.”


I
turned back around then, facing my family’s wide eyes, Mila’s rebellious stance,
and Deaves’ scared rabbit stare. They were all looking to me for answers, what
to do, where to go next. 


With
one glance at the golden sword in my hand, loss filled me up like air inside an
empty gas tank. I could sputter to a deflated stop right here and now, but I
wouldn’t. Romuel had planted the seed of leadership in me. He’d tended and
watered it for as long as he could. Now, he was gone, or, at least, otherwise
occupied for the time being. Eli’s soul was safe in Heaven thanks to him, and
the rest of us were all still stuck down here, trying to save the world one
soul at a time with one less weapon to help us do that.


Now
that people all over the world were Waking up from their Cloaking, all this
soul saving was about to change. Wasn’t there some saying about fishing for men
or fishing out of water or something? 


Hold
on a minute, I’ll think of it. 


Ahh.
There it is.


Okay
– so you can feed somebody a yummy fish dinner and fill up his empty belly for
a day or two or you can buy him a big old sailboat with a fishing rod to go
with it, and he’ll be set for life – catching trout, salmon, maybe a monkfish
here and there as soon as you show him how to bait and hook.  


That’s
what I had to do. I had to start teaching these people how to fish. Not for
your run of the mill grouper or even an awesome tuna. My men were going to be
fishers of demons.


“Calliope,”
Silas’s voice broke into my thoughts. “I’m not sure that’s a very good
analogy.”


Who
asked you? He was such a buzz kill! When did he get back here anyway?


Okay,
so  it sounded a heck of a lot better when Jesus said his fishers of men thing
back in the disciple day, but anyway, you get my point.  


“I
get it, yes,” he admitted.


I
could teach people to defend their own souls, to kill every demon they could
get their hands on so that we annihilated Lucifer’s dumb arsenal army. Then,
after we’d wiped out enough of Lu’s minions, we’d force him to give Romuel back
to us. I wasn’t sure how this was gonna work yet, but I’d figure it out. This
was my plan.


“Callie?”
Mila rushed over to me, her face betraying a deep worry crease across her
forehead. “Do you think we’ll get home in time for The Voice?”


Sigh.



With
this kind of raw material to work with, my plan was gonna need some tweaking.


“Mi,
I don’t think anyone is gonna be watching TV  tonight,” I told her.


“Oh
well, at least I recorded it.”


“Mi,”
I started, but then decided I’d get her on board later.


“Callie,
look,” my mom said. 


I
followed my mom’s eyes to the houses that lined the suburban street. Doors were
opening. People were filing out of their houses and toward us, carrying all
sorts of weapons with them. Some had scissors, some had guns. Was that a dead Dark
that guy had under his arm? Guh-ross!


“What
is this, Cal?” My dad stood staring at the silent but steady flow of people
coming at us.


“This,
Dad,” I told him, my voice serious as the stone that had hit the actual
devil right between the eyes, “This is war.” 


Placing
my left hand in Joshua’s right, I squeezed hard until he looked at me. I stared
him down for the first time, surprised at the desire that, for just a moment,
stole my breath and stirred my belly. Odd timing, but he felt it too. I could
see it in the tight bend of his shoulders, the arch in his back when he
inhaled. His eyes were clouded with need, just as my chest was exploding with
longing for him. I blew the desire out of me and silently promised him and
myself that, somehow, we’d deal with it later. 


A
crowd of unknowns stood in stoic awe, looking to us for direction. We faced
them squarely, promising without words that we would lead them. We’d give them
the knowledge and tools they desperately needed to navigate this strange new
world.


“Are
you ready?” I asked him.


“Are
you?” His smile teased me, and I let my eyes play back, dancing into his own
dark twilights, whispering yes and no and maybe all at once. We turned again to
the ever growing number of soldiers to-be, the ones that somehow knew to find
us, to follow us.  Together we pointed our matching swords toward Heaven. I
still had to believe it was up there somewhere, maybe somewhere past the sky.
Where else could it be?


Beacons
of light shone all around me, and I saw.


Everything.


Oh
yeah, that’s right!


“Remember
now?” Silas asked me.


Totally.


“Good,
Calliope, now  take my hand, so we can get you home.”


“What
about all these people?”


“Don’t
worry. They’re coming too.”


“Si,
our house is already totally cramped.”


I
was down with leading, but I seriously needed my own room. These people were
going to have to find a Comfort Inn somewhere. That’s all there was to it.


“Calliope,
have you ever heard the saying about your Father’s house having many rooms?”


Wait
a minute. Did he mean-?


“Don’t
worry. You’ll definitely have your own room.” He held his tiny hand out to me.


The
actual-?


“Oh,
for His sake, Calliope. Just take my hand!”


Poof!
















 


Look for War and Wonder, the
final installment of the Whisper Series. Coming soon on Amazon!
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